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Abstract

Focusing on the connection between language policy and language ideologies, this paper
compares the linguistic landscape of the most sacred site for Muslims, the Grand Mosque in
Makkah, Saudi Arabia, with the linguistic landscapes of commercial shopping centres in its
surrounding areas. To identify the relationship between the policies implemented and actual
practice, the study examines the language usage patterns of government and private signage.
It aims to demonstrate how language ideology is reflected in the landscape of a religious site
as an official location compared to non-official sites. Two key factors are considered: the
state’s official signs versus non-official signs, and the conflicting language ideologies. Data
were collected from 300 photographs of signs in the Grand Mosque and from the names of
stores in the commercial shopping centres in the adjacent areas. A linguistic landscape
analysis was then conducted to investigate informational and symbolic functions. The results
revealed that official signs differ from non-official signs in many respects. In the Grand
Mosque, for example, although monolingual, bilingual and multilingual forms appeared in all
patterns, most signs were monolingual. In these signs, Arabic, Urdu, English, French and
Chinese appeared in that order. In contrast, most non-official signs in the stores of the
commercial shopping centres were bilingual, in English or Arabic. Few signs were
monolingual or multilingual. The results indicated that signs in commercial shopping centres
did not comply with official policy, particularly regarding the national language Arabic in
terms of font size and language sequencing, and many shopkeepers tended to use strategies to
circumvent the policy. Simultaneous accommodation of and resistance to the official policy
characterised these strategies, most of which were driven by commercial motives.

Keywords: al-Masjed al-Haram, al-Kaaba, Grand Mosque, Holy Mosque, language policy
Linguistic landscape, Makkah, worship places
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1. Introduction

The paper compares the linguistic landscape of the Grand Mosque with that of commercial
shopping centres in the adjacent areas. Seeking to uncover the alignment between policy and
actual practice, the study aims to demonstrate how language ideology is reflected in the
landscape of a religious site as an official site compared to non-official sites. Two key factors
are involved: the state’s official signs and non-official signs, as well as the conflicting
language ideologies. To address the research questions, the study examines visible languages
on public and private signs within the context of state language planning and policy. The
paper is structured as follows. First, the scope of the linguistic landscape is outlined. Second,
the importance of Makkah and its linguistic landscape is introduced. Next, a comparison is
made between the linguistic landscape of the Grand Mosque and the adjacent areas. This is
followed by an outline of the procedures and a description of the data and methods used. The
final section presents the main findings before concluding.

2. Research Questions
The paper aims to answer the following questions:

1) How is language ideology reflected in the linguistic landscape of a religious site compared
to non-religious sites?

2) Is there a mismatch between the policy in these places and actual practice?
3. Literature Review
3.1 Scope of the Linguistic Landscape

Literature on language landscapes has been steadily accumulating across a wide range of
contexts as an emerging field of research. The word landscape has two meanings in the
dictionary: the more literal meaning is a piece or area of landscape visible from a single
location, as distinguished from a seascape or a painting, as Gorter (2006) states. Cities and
towns serve as research sites for language landscapes due to their relatively high population
densities, for example, in main shopping streets, and commercial and industrial districts.
Blommaert (2016) described Linguistic Landscape Studies (LLS) as an emerging and
potentially very dynamic and productive field of research (p. 1). Linguistic Landscape
Studies have significant descriptive and analytical potential that, as Blommaert (2013) argues,
can provide a first-line sociolinguistic diagnosis of a specific region and help researchers
move into more in-depth studies, feeding into such diagnosis (p. 6). Research on language
landscapes can help us understand the rapidly changing urban environments, and the
increasingly multilingual world we inhibit and experience when travelling’ (Bolton, 2012, p.
32). Landry and Bourhis (1997) previously theorised that the language landscape of a
territory, town or country can serve both informative and symbolic functions. They defined
the linguistic landscape as the use of language on road signs, billboards, street signs, signs in
shops and on government buildings (p. 25). Language landscape has since been defined as the
language of the environment, expressed in public spaces through words, pictures or a
combination of both (Shohamy & Gorter, 2009).
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Generally, linguistic landscape (LL) is a new paradigm, and many researchers have explored
various perspectives on it. For instance, perspectives on the scope of linguistic landscape
include Spolsky’s (2009) emphasis on the importance of exploring the linguistic landscape in
studying language choices, the economic perspective of Shohamy and Gorter (2009) in
introducing non-market value, and the application of sociological theories to linguistic
landscape such as language description and the roles of top-down and bottom-up actors, by
Shohamy, Ben-Rafael, and Moncia Berni (2010). Linguistic landscape reflects the status of a
language (Coluzzi & Kitade, 2015), the power of a group (Landry & Bourhis, 1997), and the
presence of a language in a particular space, which indicates certain status and prestige and
signifies social relations and power. Other fields LL focuses on include studies by Backhaus
(2006) and Cenoz and Gorter (2006), who examined the relationships between languages and
power; Huebner (2006), studied the effect of globalisation on the spread of the English
language; Ben-Rafael et al. (2008), explored language mixing; and Ahmed (2024), compared
various signs in a city. In addition, Tayler-Leech (2012) focused on language choices,
Shahzad and Abbas (2014) examined the selection of lexical choices and Alomoush (2019)
studied the mobile linguistic landscape, focusing on shopping bags.

However, research on the linguistic landscapes of religious sites (as cited in Atta, Agsa.,2021)
includes Alsaif and Starks (2019), who studied the domains in the linguistic landscape of the
Grand Mosque in Makkah; Coluzzi and Kitade (2015), who examined the dominant
languages in places of worship in Malaysia; and Perera’s (2017) study in Australia, which
explored the language practices of worshippers in a Sri Lankan temple. To identify the
relationship between the policies implemented and actual practice, this study is trying to
make a comparative analysis between an official religious site and the adjacent commercial
spaces.

3.2 Language Ideology

Linguistic landscape analysis serves as a barometer for assessing the relationship between
language and society. According to Fairclough (2001), “ideologies are closely linked to power,
and ideologies are closely linked to language”. Furthermore, analysing certain segments of
the linguistic landscape helps reveal the image that the elite power seeks to project regarding
its language policy. By capturing these elements, the linguistic ideologies that state power
wants others to accept can be identified (Kroskrity 2000; Blommaert, 2006, p. 244). In this
way, linguistic landscapes provide insight into a region’s social and linguistic hierarchies,
individual and collective identities, language use, and attitudes towards language use.

This study examines the linguistic ideology of the Grand Mosque and its surroundings,
considering the visibility and importance of the languages in public and commercial signs in
the area (Landry & Bourhis, 1997, p. 23). According to Blommaert (2005), linguistic
ideology is a mess of contradictions and controversy, but it is a question of power (p. 158).
Woolard (1998) notes that although there is extensive of literature on linguistic ideology, it is
only meaningful when language is understood within its broad social, cultural, and political
context. Similarly, Irvine (1989) describes language ideology as the cultural system of ideas
about social and linguistic relations, strongly influenced by moral and political concerns (p.
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255). However, Lanza and Woldemariam (2009) argue that linguistic ideologies serve to
rationalise existing social structures and prevailing language practices, particularly through
their institutionalisation in official language policy (p. 189). The sign policy and the actual
language landscape were therefore examined through the lens of these theoretical premises,
as well as the competing and conflicting perspectives that characterise both bottom-up
linguistic choices and top-down official policy.

The study demonstrates how the official status and corpus planning of Makkah signage
symbolise monolingual tendencies, making Arabic more prominent while diminishing the
visibility of other languages. We consider the Makkah language area an important research
site, offering valuable insights into the underlying political, ideological, and ethnolinguistic
tensions shaping official signage policy and practice.

Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) argued that both the verbal text and the visual component of a
sign convey independent messages. A viewer of a sign without verbal text can interpret it in
various ways and in different languages. The inclusion of an inscription also regulates the
language choice for interpreting the image. Thus, it is already a fundamental language
ideological question whether verbal text should be used at all. Hult (2009) found that
language choice in commercial signs is often influenced by whether the text is used to
communicate information about what is being sold or for symbolic meanings such as the
notion of foreignness. There is an intimate relationship between language, religion, culture
and identity (Dei, 2005). Dale (1980) asserted that religion could be a driving force behind
the selection of a script in any given culture. There is a strong relationship between script and
religion, so script can reveal the identity of a locality at first sight (Grivelet, 2001; King, 2001;
Unseth, 2005).

3.3 Background to Study
3.3.1 Research Site

The locality for this study, Makkah, is a city located in the western region of Saudi Arabia,
adjacent Jeddah. This historic city developed as in response to the call of Prophet Ibrahim
(peace be upon him) to the Almighty God a5l dtiy xie g0 62 2 I B e LU ) )
(G085 ald R Ga 2385l sl o sis GO Ga Sadl Jaals §3l2all 15448 G5 “Our Lord, | have
settled some of my descendants in a valley without cultivation near Your Sacred House, our
Lord, so that they may establish prayer. So, make hearts among the people incline towards
them and provide them with fruits that they may be grateful.” Over the years, Makkah has
grown from a small village to become the most prominent city in the Muslim world. Today, it
contains numerous commercial, residential, and business districts. According to the
Department of Statistics of Saudi Arabia, the total population of Makkah over 8 million as of
the 2022 Census. About half of the population are Saudi nationals, and the majority speak
Arabic as their first language. Many Asians and Africans have also settled and settled there, so
Asian and African languages are present. Makkah is the holiest city for Muslims because it
contains the sacred Islamic monument, the Grand Mosque (al-Masjed al-Haram) and the
honourable al-Kabaa, the qibla of Muslims for prayers. It is the destination for Muslims where
they perform Hajj and Umrah.
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Figure 1. The geographical location of Makkah

Source: From Wikimedia Commons, the free media repository.

3.4 Language Policy in Saudi Arabia

Addressing the issues of language ideology and linguistic ideology and the linguistic
landscapes, Lanza and Woldemariam (2009) argue that the presence of some languages and the
absence of others send a clear ideological message as to their value, importance, and priority.
Like many other Arab countries, Saudi Arabia faces the challenge of upholding and promoting
Arabic nationalism while also recognising the pragmatic, academic, and global importance of
the English language. Language policy decisions in Saudi Arabia are made in a top-down
manner by those in power and authority, without consulting the end-users of the language. The
policy is clear as regards the language or languages to be used in the labelling and advertising.
In the Basic Law of Governance in Saudi Arabia (1992), Chapter 1 (General Principles),
Article 1 defines Arabic as the official language of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: The
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a sovereign Arab Islamic state. The Kingdom’s religion is Islam,
its constitution is the Quran and the Sunna of the Prophet, peace be upon him, its language is
Arabic, and its capital is Riyadh. In addition, classical Arabic and Arabic grammar must be
observed in advertisements, as stipulated by the Rules for Regulating Advertising and Publicity
Boards (Qawaid Tanzim Lawhat addiaya wa alilan). Furthermore, the directions and
regulations of the linguistic landscape in Article 15, issued on 28/12/1412 AH (corresponding
to: 29/06/1992 AD) by Royal Decree No. M/35 dated 28/12/1412, and later amended on
27/10/1421 AH (corresponding to 22/01/2001), regulates the advertisement policy as follows:

The advertisement must be consistent with the country's customs and traditions, and the
advertising material must be in good taste. Images and text must adhere to Islamic
etiquette, and the rules of classical Arabic must be observed in the advertisement text.

Although Arabic-centred language policy has a negative effect, as David and Govindasamy
(2003) point out, official policy has undermined the capacity of many local citizens to exposure
to the western print heritage. Article 15 states that public signs must conform to the customs
and traditions of the country, with all writings and pictures presented in Arabic. This aims to
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enhance the visibility of Arabic in public signage. This provision should be understood as a
response to increasing complaints about the predominance of English in the linguistic
landscape.

The official policy not only prescribes the use of Arabic on signs and advertisements, but also
requires that it be given more space, be prominently displayed, and use the correct grammatical
expressions. For other languages, such as English, no such description or prescription is
provided. A policy prescribes the use of the national language is likely to have a significant
impact on the country’s linguistic landscape.

4. Methodology

The study focused on the linguistic landscape of the Grand Mosque and the shops in the
adjacent commercial areas. For the analysis of labelling in this field, the study used a
two-pronged approach. The method employed was a comparative case study of two sites
drawing on ethnographic fieldwork techniques (Johnson, 2013). Following Backhaus’s (2007)
perspective, a wide range of signs were selected. Selecting sites can provide insights into the
connection between language policy, language ideologies, and the linguistic landscape. The
linguistic landscape was mapped through 300 photographs, supported by 15 audio-recorded
semi-open interviews and 30 hours of participant observations. Data were collected by
gathering 150 photographs of written signs from the Grand Mosque and similar 150
photographs from shops in the surrounding commercial centres. The aim was to observe the
frequency of different forms of language use and whether they display monolingual, bilingual,
or multilingual patterns.

The linguistic landscape items were collected and categorised based on the frequency of
specific languages represented in public spaces and the visual presentation of languages on
signboards, distinguished as top and bottom (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). In addition,
interviews were conducted with randomly selected two officials of the Grand Mosque and ten
shop owners to investigate the reasons for choosing certain languages and linguistic items on
the signs. Officials were asked about choices of languages that appeared in signs, while shop
owners were asked about their choices regarding the language used, the name given to the
shop, and the type of clients who visited. The interviews, participant observations and the
photographs were collected during multiple visits to the Grand Mosque from October 2020 to
February 2024.

5. Analysis, Results & Discussions

To investigate the factors influencing text construction and language selection, information
and function analysis were applied. An exploratory method was used to identify emerging
patterns from the data, observations and interviews. Following the common classification
method used in linguistic landscape research (Ben-Rafael et al., 2006), photographs were
categorised into two groups: official and non-official signs. These signs were further
subdivided into monolingual, bilingual and multilingual categories. A quantitative description
cannot capture the semiotics of a chosen sign type or the meanings conveyed by their design
or placement. Therefore, as a second step in the analysis, discourse analysis was applied to
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provide interpretations of the stories about the cultural, historical, political, and social
backgrounds of a particular space (Blommaert, 2013, p. 41). The discourse analysis (Hult,
2009) focuses on the themes of semiotics, language choice and the underlying ideology
behind the signs. Moreover, the sociolinguistic markedness (Gal, 1987) of the signs and sign
types emerges through discourse analysis of the interview data.

Then, the data of both top-down items represented in public signs in the Grand Mosque and
bottom-up items represented in private signs in shops in the adjacent commercial centres
were interpreted. In the analysis, the forms of language appearing on signs were grouped
according to their patterns: monolingual, bilingual and multilingual. Signs intended for
non-Arabs visitors are generally bilingual (Arabic and English) or multilingual, whereas signs
serving residents and Arabic speakers are usually monolingual (Arabic).

5.1 Interpreting Signs in the Grand Mosque

As soon as visitors arrive the Grand Mosque, they can see many signs and billboards from a
long distance. These signs come in various sizes and are designed with clear colours and
phrases to assist pilgrims of the Holy Mosque. Some signs include expressive images
indicating pedestrian routes on the main streets surrounding the mosque squares, as well as
exits, and directions for various roads (see Figure 2). Upon arrival at the Grand Mosque, the
pilgrim is greeted by numerous awareness-raising signs, including electronic ones, displayed
through various outlets with welcoming messages in different translations. There are also
several signs that must be followed during movement to facilitate access to the places and
sites they will visit.

rom—_ 1 .._\._...g-.-..l..;.”

@l
Al Masjid Al Haram

AeaS I o £ S
Jabal Al Kaabah Street

Figure 2. A bilingual Arabic-English sign

Every year, millions of pilgrims who speak different languages travel from all over the world
to the Holy Mosque in Makkah. Therefore, the General Presidency for the Affairs of the Two
Holy Mosques has installed hundreds of signs. During the installation of written and

39 http://elr.macrothink.org



H Education and Linguistics Research
Mac.rOtthll;lk ISSN 2377-1356
A Institute 2026, Vol. 12, No. 1

indicative signs, project management considers ease of design, site selection, and the height
of the signs from ground level, based on spatial density, lighting levels and typeface. In
addition, the administration works to identify colours with greater precision, preventing
visual distortion for viewers, and giving the signs an aesthetic appearance that reflects the
spirituality of space and time.

The content of screens displaying guidance materials for visitors is in Arabic, which is
translated into several other languages such as English, Urdu, French, and Chinese. The three
main languages present in the language environment of the Grand Mosque are Arabic,
English and Urdu. However, other languages such as French and Chinese have recently
appeared as well (see Figures 4 and 5).

Although many Muslim scholars believe Arabic is the language of the Holy Qur’an and that
religious messages and Islamic symbols, such as monotheism, are best conveyed in Arabic
monolingual signs, results have shown that the three major languages _ Arabic, Urdu, and
English - appear equally in the linguistic landscape of the Grand Mosque.

The presence of languages in public spaces reflects social relations and power structures
intended to assert existence. Religious identity is maintained by the prominence of Urdu, as it
is used in all forms and patterns of language on the signboards of the Holy Mosque. The
appearance of English does not indicate the West but rather reflects its status as a global
language. The presence of English signifies a language policy that encourages the
internationalisation of Islam. This place is visited by Muslims from around the world, and
English serves as bridge for both international and local understanding.

Figure 3. A monolingual Arabic sign
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Figure 4. A monolingual French sign
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Figure 5. A monolingual electronic Chinese sign
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Figure 6. A monolingual Urdu sign

It is important to highlight the undisputed dominance of Arabic — English bilingualism in
bilingual signs. In top-down signs, bilingualism is primarily presented by Arabic and English.
The Arabic-Urdu bilingual pattern, found in many signs at the Grand Mosque, indicates the
strong association of these two languages with Islam. Both languages demonstrate a
combination of language competence, and the number of believers who speak them is very
large. The placement of these two languages on signs indicates their high status. This display
shows that they are the languages of the community (Spolsky & Cooper, 1991). Yildrim
(2020) affirms the influence of ethnicity and society on bilingualism. The frequency of
Arabic and Urdu usage can adequately reflect greater status and prestige than other
languages.

((;‘é)u',”-\!') ‘:a.su-e-" pn 4 |

To Masaa (Ground Floor)

Figure 7. A bilingual sign (Arabic — English)
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Regarding the multilingual signs, results show that in most cases, three language strengths are
combined in a single action. The strengths of each language are brought together to
demonstrate joint action in public spaces. Here, the presence of multiple languages in one text
shows the joining of forces to assert their existence. The emergence of Arabic, Urdu, and
English in multilingual forms indicates the strength of language competence accompanying
Islam.

»To Ground Flooxr IVIa saa‘f’b

Figure 8. A Multilingual Sign (Arabic, English and Urdu)

5.2 Interpreting Signs in the Surrounding Commercial Shopping Centres

Here, we focus on non-official signs in commercial shopping centres surrounding the Grand
Mosque. As with the signs in the Grand Mosque, results show that the languages most
commonly appearing on these shop signs are Arabic and English (see Figure 9 and 10). Most
monolingual signs in these malls are in English, especially those displaying international
trademarks. English monolingualism is evidently frequent in the linguistic landscape,
indicating resistance to the dominant ideology and expressing identity. Signs in Arabic are
rarely found and are mostly limited to transcribed names.
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Figure 10. A monolingual Arabic transcribed sign

Sonmez (2019) asserts that the importance of bilingualism stems from economic, social,
political, and geographical factors. Bilingualism occurs in many languages. For example,
English may be written in Arabic script, or an Arabic name may be transcribed into English
(see Figure 11, 12, and 13).
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Figure 11. A bilingual sign (English — Arabic)

Figure 12. A bilingual transcribed sign (English — Arabic)
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Figure 13. A bilingual transcribed sign (Arabic — English)

Multilingual signs are uncommon because most shop signs in building towers are
monolingual or bilingual. Figure 14 shows an example of a multilingual sign.

T : r .. S

Figure 14. A multilingual sign (Arabic, English and Bangali)

5.3 Comparing Signs in the Two Sites

Using Lai’s (2012) procedure regarding the number of languages displayed on monolingual,
bilingual and multilingual signs, the results show that both Arabic and English dominate the
linguistic landscape and appear in all combination patterns on governmental signboards in the
Grand Mosque, as well as in private businesses and advertisements in the surrounding
commercial shopping centres. The results also indicate that there are no significant
differences in the use of the two languages in signs at the two sites. Both Arabic and English
are visible at both sites and are prominently represented in sign names. However, Arabic is
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used slightly more than English in signs at the Grand Mosque, while English is used more
than Arabic in commercial shopping centres. Urdu appears more frequently in signs at the
Grand Mosque than in those at the surrounding commercial shopping centres. Table 1 below
shows the number of languages used in signage at the two sites. A total of 300 samples were
collected. Signs are frequently monolingual (Arabic or English) or bilingual (Arabic and
English), while multilingual signs are used infrequently. The same table compares the
percentages of monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual signs.

Table 1. Languages displayed in all signs

Language (s) Number of Signs Percentage (%) Number of Signs Percentage (%)
The Grand Mosque (%) The Grand Mosque (%)

Arabic 57 38% 58 38.7%

English 51 34% 69 46%

Urdu 42 285 15 10%

Hindi 0 0% 5 3.3%

Bangali 0 0% 3 2%

Total 150 100% 150 100%

As shown in Table 1, both sites use more than one language, which is very common. Three
languages are present in the area: Arabic, English, and an Asian language (such as Urdu,
Hindi, or Bengali).

Translanguaging is common in the language ecology of Makkah. This is confirmed by
interviewees, who report the difficulty of communicating in a single language, so they use
two or more languages. They believe this makes speech more natural and adds homely touch.
Therefore, Arabic and Urdu appear in all signs with a high level of language prominence.
These languages combine to support the presence of religious ideologies in the region and
characterise the ethnic identities.

On the other hand, most official and non-official signs at both sites are monolingual, in
Arabic, English, or Urdu. However, most signs in commercial shopping centres are bilingual,
in English and Arabic. It is also noted that in both sites, English is most often used in
bilingual texts, where the English text appears after or below the Arabic text. Most people
interviewed stated that bilingual signage would be ideal, but at the same time, respondents
emphasised that it is most important to avoid problems and not to “provoke” by taking a
pro-Arabic stance through the public display.

Table 2 below distinguishes between the “top-down” and “bottom-up” forces in the linguistic
landscape of the Grand Mosque and shops in the surrounding commercial centres. Language
choice on the Grand Mosque signs is like that of signs in the commercial centres, except that
there are fewer monolingual signs. In the commercial shops, most monolingual signs are in
English, whereas in the Grand Mosque, Arabic monolingual signs form a slight majority.
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Table 2. Monolingual, bilingual and multilingual signs in the survey areas

Locality Monolingual Signs Bilingual Signs Multilingual Signs No of Signs

No Percentage (%) No  Percentage (%) No Percentage (%)

Grand Mosque 55 45.8% 37 30.8% 28 23.3% 120
Shops in Commercial 50 27.8% 85  47.2% 45 25% 180
Centres

Total 105 73.6% 122 78% 73% 48.3% 300

6. Conclusion

To identify the relationship between policies implemented and actual practice, the study
examined the patterns of language use in government and private signage. The aim was to
show how linguistic ideology was reflected in the landscape of a religious place as an official
place as opposed to non-official place. The document explained the similarities and
differences between the language environment of the Grand Mosque and the surrounding
shopping malls. Results of the study showed that the signs in the commercial shopping
centres were not in line with official policy, as regards the national language, Arabic, in terms
of font size and language order. Many traders motivated by commercial interests have
adopted strategies to circumvent the policy. The findings also showed that the most striking
similarity was that most signs at both locations were bilingual in Arabic and English, with the
main difference being the monolingual signs, which were mostly in Arabic in the Grand
Mosque and in English in the adjacent areas.

Private language areas can be seen as related to language policy in practice, as they represent
grassroots activities that reflect resistance to actual or perceived language laws that strongly
favour Arabic monolingual or bilingual signage. The study thus showed how the reading of a
single type of sign, seemingly inconsequential at first glance, could be closely linked to
language policy in a broader sense. To understand the wider context of language policy, the
study recommended that we focus on smaller everyday practices, such as the use of private
visual language. Recent work by Johnson (2013) and others has shown that there is a pressing
need for further research into the use of ethnographic methods in language policy studies.
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