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Abstract 
 
The term linguistic landscape refers to the visibility and salience of languages on public and 
commercial signs in a given territory (Landry & Bourhis, 1997). The display of languages 
in the public spaces of Tel Aviv reflects the issues regarding the city's identity. During the 
early decades of the establishment of Tel Aviv (1912), there are evidences of existence of 
methods to ensure that Hebrew was displayed and used in public spaces. In last decades is a 
huge representation of English in all signs such as street signs, storefronts, names on 
buildings, etc. During the British Mandate (1917-1948) the languages of the public spaces 
were in the three official languges (English, Hebrew and Arabic) recognized by the British 
authorities in 1923. The official laws were changed once Israel gained its independence in 
1948, when the official status of English was removed, while Hebrew and Arabic remained 
official, a situation that continues today. Yet, the official status of the two languages is not 
reflected in de-facto practice, which is mostly Hebrew and English with only marginal 
representation of Arabic. The use of English around the world is a mark of globalization 
defined in economic terms of markets, production, and consumption. By using English 
businesses aim at increasing their sales and thus its presence is motivated by economic 
reasons. In this paper, we will focus on both languages: Hebrew and English on public 
signs in the commercial sector, like marketing and advertising. Methodologically, LL 
analysis relies on photography and visual analysis. The data were collected in 2012 and 
2013 in 23 Shopping Malls in Israel by 200 students from Or Yehuda Academic College 
(Kristal, Ynet, 2012). In the analysis, we will check for the presence of English and the 
language distribution on signs of 2141 shops. Will be analyzed the placement of languages, 
examples with whole English borrowing, with the borrowing of single letters from the 
English alphabet, some English verbs assimilated into Hebrew, and some words that have 
been adapted or loan translated into Hebrew.  
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Linguistic landscape 
 
“Language in the public space refers” to all language items that are 
displayed to transmit symbolic messages as to the legitimacy, relevance, 
priority and standards of languages and the people and groups they 
represent. The public space as a focus of attention in language policy as well 
in language use is a relatively new area of attention, as most research on 
language use tends to focus primarily on speakers and not on their 
environments (Shohamy, 2006). The definition given by Landry and 
Bourhis (1997) is the following: "The language of public road signs, 
advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, 
and public signs on government buildings combines to form the linguistic 
landscape of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration." 

Thus, they are concerned with the use of language in its written form 
in the public sphere. It refers to language that is visible in a specified area 
(Bourhis & Landry, 2002). The study of the linguistic landscape is a 
relatively new development. It enjoys a growing interest in sociolinguistics 
and applied linguistics. 

Of the endless and unlimited number of language items to be found in 
the public space, this paper will focus on one type of mechanism displayed 
in the public space. The notion of public space refers areas that are open and 
accessible to the 'crowd', i.e. the public in large. In this paper will be 
examined one specific language object that marks the public sphere: 
Hebrew and English on store signs in commercial zones in the city of Tel 
Aviv, the biggest commercial, financial and cultural center in Israel, and its 
suburb. 
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The founding of Tel Aviv in 1909 
 
In the spring of 1909, when Palestine was still under Ottoman rule, sixty-six 
Jewish families took possession of lots on the northern outskirts of the 
ancient port city of Jaffa near the Mediterranean coast amidst dunes, 
vineyards, and orchards. There they established a "garden suburb" called 
Ahuzat Bayit (Homestead), which was soon renamed Tel Aviv, or Hill of 
Spring, a Hebrew city. This was a scriptural allusion – the prophet Ezekiel 
[3:15] mentions his town in Babylonia called Tel Aviv – and it also 
possessed a contemporary political resonance: Tel Aviv was the Hebrew title 
of the book Altneuland (Old-New Land), in which the Zionist leader 
Theodor Herzl outlined his utopian vision for the Holy Land. The time was 
at a peak wave of Jewish immigration – the Second Aliya. Neighborhoods in 
the ancient port city of Jaffa were becoming overpopulated and crowded. 
Many of the newcomers were Europeans of middle-class origin. They 
wanted to build a modern suburb of Jaffa. The true development of Tel Aviv 
took off after 1925. In the 1930s, Tel Aviv became the country's largest 
economic center and had the highest concentration of social and cultural 
institutions. Tel Aviv was the center of the emergence of Hebrew culture and 
remains so to this very day.  

At present, Tel Aviv is a city that includes both national and global 
symbols, as can be deduced from various sources such as its bilingual, 
Hebrew and English signs on most shops, street writings as well as the 
names of buildings. However, the current flavor often meets criticism and 
controversies, especially in relation to its 'global flavor', which is viewed by 
many as symbolizing distance and detachment from the national Israeli 
ideology. The local diversity of the city reveals great diversity, consisting of 
multiple groups of distinct 'others'. The main aspect of diversity is the 
relation with the Arab population of Jaffa, as Tel Aviv is considered a 'mixed 
city', along with Jaffa. Other groups are a small minority of ultra-religious 
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Jews and a big number of foreign workers, refugees and asylum seekers, 
residing mostly in the south of the city. 
 
 
Hebrew language status 
 
The display of languages in the public spaces of Tel Aviv reflects many of 
the issues and debates mentioned above regarding the city's identity. During 
the first years of the establishment of Tel Aviv, with its strong Zionist and 
Hebrew ideologies, fierce campaigns for the revival of Hebrew took place. 
There is ample evidence of militant organizations employing an aggressive 
and oppressive method to ensure that Hebrew was displayed and used in 
public spaces. During the period of the British Mandate (1917-1948), 
Hebrew, Arabic, and English have a status of official language based on 
Article 82 of the Palestine Order in Council 1922. The state of Israel has 
never enacted a statute, which clearly established its official languages. The 
main change to Article 82 was enacted by the Israeli Parliament in a law and 
a Government Ordinance-1948, which eliminates English as an official 
language, leaving two official languages – Arabic and Hebrew (Shafrir, 
2012). However, the official status of the two languages is not reflected in 
de-facto  practice, which is mostly Hebrew and English with only marginal 
representation of Arabic, even in Jaffa (Ben Rafael et al., 2006). One 
exception was in 2006 the initiative of Zohar Shavit, a council member of 
the municipality of Tel Aviv. She requested that all store signs should 
include Hebrew, symbolizing a need to reinforce the value of the language 
as a symbol of national identity. This campaign targeted mostly the 
dominance of English.  

Over the years, various patterns of the linguistic landscape emerged – 
in some periods shop signs were displayed in 'Hebrew only', at others these 
were accompanied by English and lately many of them have been in English 
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only. In a bylaw from 1992 carried the following instruction, a veritable 
graphic instruction of the hegemony of the Hebrew: "A person will not 
publish a notice or present a sign unless the notice or sign is written in 
Hebrew, or written partly in a foreign tongue and the Hebrew takes up at 
least a half of their area." The municipality started to implement the bylaw 
in 2006 only on small stores by removing signs in English only and 
replacing into signs, which include Hebrew letters.  Sometimes the business 
receives a penalty with threats to remove the English sign. They argue that 
new stores are opened in Hebrew, despite many shops were opened in recent 
time in English language. 
 
 
English language status 
 
The use of English around the world is a mark of globalization defined in 
economic terms of markets, production, and consumption. By using English 
businesses aim at increasing their sales and thus its presence is motivated by 
economic reasons. The use of English also raises the issue of identity, power 
and status, and thus can have consequences for the balance between the 
different languages in multilingual situations. The use of English identifies 
the speakers with upper layers of the society, and at the same time is 
associated with values such as international orientation, modernity, success 
and sophistication.  

The exposure to English in Israel in last years is on the rise. The 
Israeli does not seem opposed to this, for Hebrew, the national language, 
retains undisputed prominence of conversional, educational and government 
purposes on the domestic level. Israelis frequently make a distinction 
between internal and external use of language; hence, Hebrew is without 
rival on the local scene while English is used increasingly for international 
communication in various fields. The use of English within Israel is also 



 133 

often legitimized on this same basis: tourists from English speaking countries, 
and Israelis traveling all over the world are the ultimate target. Use of English 
for commerce in addition to use of Hebrew is shown in this paper. The busier 
the focus on communication, the more likely we are to find more use of 
English; in many cases, this is at the expense of the Hebrew. 
 
 
Language and identity 
 
Language is not only an instrument for communication but also related to a 
set of behavioral norms and cultural values of which one's self-identity is 
constructed. Tabouret-Keller (1997, cited in Kamwangamalu, 2007, p.263) 
says that the link between language and identity is so strong that a single 
feature of language use suffices to identify someone's membership in a 
given group. It is explained that linguistic items are not only the 
characteristics of groups or communities; they are themselves the means by 
which individuals both identify themselves or identify with others. Even it is 
possible for a language to carry multiple identities, especially in context 
where people have social and cultural values they themselves create and at 
the same time are exposed to those social and cultural values they have no 
choice to avoid and consequently become part of their identity 
(Dastgoshadeh and Jalilzadeh, 2011). 

Kramsch (2006, cited in Fuller, 2009) clarifies the relationship 
between language and culture using three verbs expresses, embodies, 
symbolizes, that is language express, embody, and symbolize cultural 
realities. It became obvious that a language carries the cultural values and 
realities of a nation which in turn they construct the identity or even 
multiple identities of that nation. And also was mentioned that identity is a 
dynamic process that is shaped and reshaped across time and space.    
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Quantitative analysis 
 
In 2012, a group of 200 students from the Academic Center of Or Yehuda 
made a country survey on display of English on stores signs in 23 malls and 
shopping centers. They scanned 2.141 stores and the results were 
expectable: on 1.304 signs, which constitute approximately 61% of the 
corpus, the written language was English. The highest percentage of shops 
with only English signs was in the Ramat Aviv Mall in Northern Tel Aviv – 
79%. The lowest percentage was in Pisgat Zeev Mall in a religious character 
neighborhood in Jerusalem – 39%. The actual enforcement of the municipal 
bylaw was in Mamilla Avenue Mall in Jerusalem where all shops were 
forced to add Hebrew to their names. The results in Tel Aviv area are 
(Crystal, 2012): 
 

Location English Hebrew English+Hebrew 
Ramat Aviv Mall 79,56% 14,6% 5,84% 
Ness Ziona Mall 57,14% 40,82% 2,04% 
Givattaim Mall 76,55% 0% 23,45% 
Seven Stars Mall 75,38% 20,77% 3,85% 
Kfar Ganim Mall 44,19% 55,81% 0% 
Ayalon Mall 61,8% 31,46% 6,74% 

 
In order to find out why one language but not another appears on the sign of 
the shop we will introduce the preference model of Spolsky and Cooper 
(1991, 81-5) based on three components: (1) a 'sign-writer's skill' condition; 
(2) a 'presumed reader' condition; and (3) a 'symbolic value' condition. The 
'sign-writer's skill' condition refers to the necessity of the one who produces 
a sign to know the language chosen. It simply says, "Write signs in a 
language you know." The 'presumed reader' condition demands that the 
language to be use to be intelligible to those the message is intended to 
address. Especially if a sign is put up for commercial reasons, the sign 
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writer may prefer a language understood by potential customers even in 
cases where the sign writer's skill condition is only partially met. While the 
first two conditions are practically motivated, the 'symbolic value' condition 
has a political or social-psychological background. The underlying aim is a 
desire to assert power or to claim solidarity or identity. The 'symbolic value' 
condition says, "Prefer to write signs in your own language or in a language 
with which you wish to be identified." Rather than a content to be 
transferred by means of a sign, it is a choice of the language itself that 
becomes the message. 

Spolsky and Cooper observed in their study that in almost 60% of the 
cases condition (1) applied. Adversatively, in our study in all cases applied 
conditions (2) and (3). This may appear self-evident was it not for any 
grammatical or orthographic errors in our sample.  
 
 
Signs classification in different categories 
 
In order to receive as much information as possible from a given LL and to 
make the right interpretations, the collected data must first be classified into 
certain categories. Barni and Bagna (2009, 132-3) suggested six 
classifications to decide upon for each sign: (1) textual genre, namely what 
kind of sign it is; (2) position: where is the sign located and is it accessible 
to anyone; (3) location: where in a city was the sign found; (4) domain: for 
example, public or work-related; (5) context: as a subcategory of a particular 
domain, for example, catering or health as subcategories of the public 
domain; (6) places: Barni and Bagna define them as yet again very concrete 
subcategories of contexts like bakeries, practices, and restaurants.  

The suggested method has until now been one of the most thorough 
attempts of defining mandatory guidelines for the classification of LL 
signage. Having thus provided a mode for preparing the material, Barni and 
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Bagna offer three levels of analysis: (1) Semiotic analysis; the semiotic 
function of a sign is examined through its relation to time and space, 
applying the six classifications mentioned above; (2) Macro-linguistic 
analysis; this level of analysis sheds light upon a sign's internal functions 
such as special organization (next chapter) or the dichotomy authorship and 
readership; (3) Micro-linguistic analysis; the level, on which so-called 
"occurrences" are in the focus, that is a qualitative evaluation of the text 
displayed on a particular sign. 
 
 
Spatial organization of a sign 
 
When there is more than one code used on a sign, there must naturally be a 
special order. This is what is called spatial organization. The arrangement of 
codes on a multilingual sign tells us much about the given power relations 
between languages: languages on signs might (Hebrew) or might not 
(English) have official status. Still is had to be regarded how the prevailing 
languages are represented on signs: is one language more visible than the 
other is; it is written in bigger letters; are both languages written from left to 
right; do the different languages give a translation of each other or give 
different contents? (Finzel, 2012). Scalton and Wong Scalton (2003) present a 
key for the decoding of the special order: the emphasized language is on top 
(when vertically arranged), on the left or right (when horizontally arranged) 
or in the center. As a further response to the question about the connection 
between the languages present and their meaning, Kallen and Ní Dhonnacha 
(2010) use four categories: (1) duplicating multilingual writing – same 
information in both languages; (2) fragmentary multilingualism – all 
information given in one language, only some are translated into another 
language; (3) overlapping multilingual writing – only some information is 
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given in two languages, other is given in one language only; and (4) 
complementary multilingual writing – different information in each language. 
 

 
 
Additionally, the nature of the displayed languages must be taken into 
consideration: are both written from left to right; do both use Roman script; 
if so is it only a transcription (Finzel, 2012), as for example Hebrew 
characters can be transcribed in Roman script or the contrary. 

This kind of research was conducted by Spolsky and Cooper (1991), 
who collected data about language use on the signs in the Old City of 
Jerusalem. A first methodological problem was how to determine the 
languages of the signs. The authors did not classify the signs assuming  the 
scripts they contained. A helpful distinction in this respect is that between 
transliteration and translation. Transliteration refers to the conversion of the 
graphemes of one writing system into those of another, for instance, from 
Hebrew script into Roman script. Translation is the result of transferring a 
text from a source language into a target language, for instance, Hebrew into 
English. Sometimes they found a mixture of both strategies, for instance, a 
Roman transliteration of the Arabic terms is combined with an English 
abbreviation for the place to be designated (Backhaus, 2007). 
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Case study 
 
The majority of the encountered signs during the fieldwork for this study are 
those placed on the façade of a shop. The shops are from different malls in 
Tel Aviv area, including Ramat Aviv Mall. The pictures were taken in 2014, 
besides picture 9. 
  
English and Hebrew 

 

  
Picture 1 Picture 2 

  
Picture 3 Picture 4 

 
At first sight, it seems clear which language is the dominant one as the 
company's names are displayed in English. In picture 1 English is dominant 
and in Hebrew are only two words: the name of the shop Roladin and the 
fact that the bakery has only Kosher food. Apart from this English is used to 
inform the audience what the shop has to offer, namely bakery & café. The 
noun café is written in a form in which the Hebrew term coffee is 
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pronounced. This sign belongs to third category of Kallen and Ní 
Dhonnacha (only some information is given in two languages, other is given 
in one language only – English).  

In pictures 2 and 3 the companies names are displayed in English ISpa 
express and Sunway, and the Hebrew is used to inform the audience about 
what the shop has to offer: manicure, pedicure, cosmetics and so on, in 
picture 2, and "sunglasses center" in picture 3. Those signs are arranged 
vertically, and the dominant language is on top. They belong as well to third 
category: the name of the business is in English, and the information is in 
Hebrew.  

In picture 4 Super Pharm English is by far the dominant language and 
uses in addition to English writing a Hebrew transliteration. This sign is 
arranged horizontally and belongs to Kallen and Ní Dhonnacha's category 1. 
In addition to genuine American Businesses that have become global and 
have branches in Israel (e.g. Mc Donald's, Best Buy, Toys r us, etc.), many 
Israeli business bears English names (next chapter). The words Super, 
Center and Big are very common in Israeli businesses, e.g. Super Center, a 
chain of shops (Machauf, 2002). The definition for the word pharm in 
Oxford Dictionary is "abbreviation of pharmaceutical" and in Webster's 
dictionary is "a portmanteau of pharmaceutical and farm." 

 
Hebrew and English 

 

  
Picture 5 Picture 6 
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In pictures 5 and 6 the dominant language is Hebrew and English is 
secondary. Both are names: Kravitz is a Jewish family name from Slavic 
origin. Emanuel is a personal name and a surname in many languages in 
different variants deriving from Biblical Hebrew name Immanuel "God is 
with us," a prophetic name used in Isiah 7:14. In the Jewish interpretation is 
a nickname for the tribe of Judas; in the Christian tradition in the light of 
Gospel of Matthew 1:23 is a name relating to Jesus. Both signs are arranged 
vertically and belong to category 1. 
 
Whole English words in Hebrew transliteration 

 

 
 

Picture 7 Picture 8 
 

This category contains whole English or foreign words written in Hebrew 
transliteration. In picture 7 the name of the business is in English Zaban. 
The shop offers a campaign of trade in. The word is written in Hebrew 
transliteration, probably to make it easily understood by Israeli audience. 
The trade is to pay with gold and to get a new jewel. This advertisement is 
on the center and belongs to category 4: different information in each 
language. In picture 8 the name of the shop is Ricochet displayed in Hebrew 
transliteration. This English word from French origin exists in Hebrew as a 
loan word. This sign is very interesting because this category is missing in 




