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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

After the end of the civil war in 1990, a major reconstruction effort Received 17 October 2017
was underway in Beirut, the capital of Lebanon. With reconstruction Accepted 19 September 2018
came significant changes to the city’s landscape and identity.
Adopting a linguistic landscape (LL) lens, this study aims at better Linquisti .

. . inguistic landscape;
understanding these changes by asking what languages are used multilingualism; identity;
on the store fronts of three Beiruti streets, and how the three Lebanon
linguistic landscapes are the same or different considering that
two of the streets (Weygand and Foch) are part of the
reconstructed Downtown area of Beirut and one (Emile Eddé) is
situated outside that area. Analysing 128 private store fronts
revealed a multilingual and diverse Beiruti linguistic landscape
with differences that suggested a divide between reconstructed
and non-reconstructed areas of the city. This study contributes to
the literature on linguistic landscapes by examining a new
multilingual context and presenting a case where local
perceptions of various languages present in Beirut combine with
transnational influences in shaping the LL of a city and framing its
identity. More specifically, this study reveals how the absence
(rather than the presence) of certain scripts such as Armenian and
Arabic in Beiruti streets is indexical of the city’s changing identity
and how the use of iconic and international brand names has
contributed to transforming the old Beirut to a cosmopolitan city
that is part of the globalized economy.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

According to the Lebanese Constitution (1997), ‘Lebanon is Arab in its identity and affilia-
tion’ (p. 224), and Arabic is the country’s official national language. Nonetheless, we live in
an increasingly interconnected and linguistically complex world where the ‘idea of mono-
lingualism by country - one state, one language — has become obsolete and has been
overtaken by a complicated interplay of many languages’ (Gorter, 2006, p. 88). This inter-
play of languages is prevalent in a postcolonial country such as Lebanon where the Leba-
nese Arabic dialect is spoken and written alongside Armenian, English, French, and the
more formal Modern Standard Arabic, and where the educational system is bilingual
(Arabic alongside either English or French) with a third language (either English or
French) required starting grade seven (Zakharia, 2010). A consequence of this educational
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language policy in Lebanon is ‘societal trilingualism’ (Zakharia, 2010, p. 162) where the
society as a whole is trilingual, but individuals are mostly bilingual and biliterate. In
addition, the Lebanese frequently engage in oral language practices that integrate all
three languages according to Bou Ayash (2013).

Although several studies have discussed the intricate relationships between linguistic
preferences, language policy, power, and identity in Lebanon (Diab, 2009; Joseph, 2004;
Zakharia, 2010), none has adopted a linguistic landscape (LL) lens to research the ‘pres-
ence, representation, meanings and interpretation of languages displayed in public
places’ (Shohamy & Ben-Rafael, 2015, p. 1) in that country. LL, a term coined by Landry
and Bourhis (1997), ‘refers to the visibility and salience of languages on public commercial
signs in a given territory or region’ (p. 23). Such a perspective is particularly important
because language - a form of symbolic capital — can be commodified to lend authenticity
and value to material objects and products (Heller & Duchéne, 2012). Although scholarly
articles on LL have increased significantly in the last decade (Gorter, 2013), no study of the
modern Lebanese LL exists (see Troyer, n.d.). Thus, our study contributes to the literature
by offering an investigation across the LL of three streets in Beirut, the capital of Lebanon,
to understand what the presence and distribution of languages within and across the LL
reveals about Beirut’s identity as a city and the role of language as a commodity (Heller,
2010) at the intersection of capitalism and economic (in)equality.

More specifically, we ask:

(1) What languages are used on private store fronts in three Beiruti streets?

(2) How does language commodification influence (or not) language choice on store
fronts in Beiruti streets?

(3) To what extent is the LL different (or not) between two streets located in the recon-
structed Downtown part of Beirut in comparison to a street outside the reconstructed
area?

Research setting

Situated on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea, Beirut is an ancient city dating
back to 3000 BC. Historically, Beirut has been a meeting point (at times also a clashing
point) between western and eastern civilisations. During the Lebanese civil war (1975-
1990), the city was ravaged by warfare, especially its downtown part which was divided
in two: East Beirut and West Beirut. After the war, reconstruction efforts began in what is
now known as ‘Downtown’ Beirut where the old souks were located before the war. The
old souks included shopping areas and flea markets that many Lebanese frequented
prior to the civil war. Makdisi (1997) is critical of the ‘reconstruction’ process of these
souks, stating that ‘Beirut, with all of its associations and memories, is being replaced
with a gleaming new city centre rising like a mirage out of the dust clouds of
history’ (p. 23). In other words, Makdisi (1997) highlights the fallacy of replacing tra-
ditional old souks with modern malls and claiming this process to be reconstruction.
More recently in 2015, and after statements from Nicolas Chammas, the head of the
Beirut Traders Association, that ongoing political protests in the Downtown area
would negatively influence the economic cycle in that area and turn it into an Abu
Rakhussa (Father of the Cheap), crowds overtook the streets to ‘reclaim Downtown
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Beirut from high-class businessmen who turned the district into an exclusive quarter
after the 1975-1990 Lebanese Civil War’ (Daily Star, 2015a). To that effort, people set
up an open-air flea market selling affordable items, playing Lebanese music, and
dancing dabke, the traditional Lebanese dance.

More than two decades after reconstruction began in the 1990s, escalated tensions
between cultural-historical identity and commercial development aiming to situate Beirut
within a globalised economy are examined by looking at Beirut's identity through a linguistic
lens. For that reason, we selected three main commercial Beiruti streets: Foch and Wegan,
two streets within the ‘reconstructed’ BCD and Downtown districts considered prime real
estate locations in Lebanon, and which are named after Marshal Ferdinand Foch and
Maxime Weygand - two prominent colonial French figures. We also selected Emile Eddé
— a Beiruti street that is less than three kilometres away from Foch and Weygand, but not
part of the reconstructed Downtown. The street was named after Emile Eddé — a Christian
Lebanese political figure who was appointed president by the French colonial authorities
between 1936 and 1941. Selecting the non-reconstructed Emile Eddé was purposive in
order to learn how the LLs and the role of language as a commodity are similar to or
different from the reconstructed Foch/Weygand in Downtown of Beirut. In short, Beirut is
an ideal multilingual and postcolonial context to where adopting a LL lens can help
better understand the commodification of language at the intersection of capitalism, colo-
nialism, and economic (in)equality among the three streets under examination.

Language, capitalism, and economic inequality

Language ‘has value because it is tied to how all kinds of resources are produced, circu-
lated, and consumed, including how they are identified as resources’ (Heller & McElhinny,
2017, p. 3). Along the same lines, Cavanaugh and Shankar (2014) assert the interconnect-
edness between language and materiality and the role they play in economic systems.
Heller and Duchéne (2012) explain how this economic role is manifested within the glo-
balised new economy through ‘the commodification of national identities, in the form
of the marketing of authenticity’ (p. 10). For example, the use of Bergamasco vernacular
(Bergamo is a northern Italian town) is used to lend authenticity to Italian local foods
(e.g. salami and polenta cheese) as embodiments of local heritage (Cavanaugh &
Shankar, 2014). Thus, national or local identities, combined with language, form essential
tools in this branding effort where ‘iconic names of people, places or things’ (Heller &
Duchéne, 2012, p. 11) are used to lend authenticity and added value to material
objects. In this sense, language is no longer restrictively a source of ideological and
national pride, but it has also become a source of profit (Heller & Duchéne, 2012).

In postcolonial contexts, former colonial powers use language as a means to exert a
continued influence on markets previously under direct colonial rule (Heller, 2010). For
example, Phillipson (1992) argued that teaching English is a form of linguistic imperialism
in that language teaching contributes in imposing the habits of the English-speaking
world upon other nations, thereby expanding the markets that can consume products
controlled by English-speaking citizens. Thus, although spreading may seem like an inno-
cent attempt to propagate equal access to the globalised economy, but it is also a process
through which ‘the shared language imposed by colonialism becomes available for the
maintenance of privileged market control and access’ (Heller, 2010, p. 106). Thus, language
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can be used as a vessel to propagate inequality through market expansion and conse-
quent saturation with products (Heller & Duchéne, 2012).

The linguistic landscape of cities

Contemporary urban commercial spaces are marked by a multitude of signs advertising a wide
variety of goods and services. The languages and symbols in use in these spaces are represen-
tative of their symbolic construction (Ben-Rafael, Shohamy, & Barni, 2010). Linguistic landscape
studies of cities may focus on analysing linguistic items (e.g. shop signs) ‘according to the
languages utilised, their relative saliency, [and] syntactic or semantic aspects’ (Ben-Rafael
et al, 2010, p. xiv). Studies of the linguistic landscape of cities have focused on topics such
as multilingualism and multiculturalism in place, official and unofficial signage, perspectives
of passers-by, and the commodification of cityscapes (for a compendium of such work, see
the edited volume by Shohamy, Ben-Rafael, & Barni, 2010). These studies have frequently
focused on the relative visibility of various languages in use within city areas. For example,
Lipovsky (2018) described how the languages of immigrant communities become visible
through the appropriation of public shop signs in Belleville, France, in spite of linguistic
policy that holds French as the national language. Lou (2010) examined the processes by
which Chinese language is marginalised in the linguistic landscape of Washington D.C.'s China-
town. Leeman and Modan (2010) utilised a contextualised interdisciplinary approach to
examine the use of Chinese script at Starbucks in Shanghai and Washington, DC's Chinatown.
They argued that by paying particular attention to the ‘symbolic functions of language and
their role in the construction of places, or social spaces’ (p. 185), it was possible to identify
the way that cultural symbols - like the use of Chinese scripts — worked to attract consumers.
The appropriation of public spaces by private and commercial interests (Lipovsky, 2018), and
the interdependence of commodified culture within revitalisation efforts (Leeman & Modan,
2010) are also common to Beirut.

Shop signs in the linguistic landscape

Studies interested in understanding the structuration of the LL have typically identified
shop signs as part of the local ‘bottom-up’ landscape (e.g. Ben-Rafael, 2009). This perspec-
tive suggests that shop names and signage are the purview of local merchants, reflecting
shop owners’ identities (e.g. Izadi & Parvaresh, 2016; Shang & Guo, 2017). As such, ‘bottom-
up’ signage from local commercial spaces is typically contrasted with ‘top-down’ govern-
ment-issued or ‘official’ signs (e.g. Ben-Rafael, Shohamy, Amara, & Trumper-Hecht, 2006;
Manan, David, Dumanig, & Naqeebullah, 2015). For example, Manan et al. (2015)
studied both government and private signage in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia and found
that, while government signs were in line with the national language policy, non-compli-
ance with official government language policies was visible in the bottom-up signage of
minority language communities, such as Mandarin speakers.

However, some scholars have proposed restructuring the way the LL is viewed by reclas-
sifying what counts as ‘top-down’ (Tufi & Blackwood, 2010). Drawing on Bakhtin, Tufi and
Blackwood (2010) observed that ‘giant corporations are part of those centripetal forces (in
addition to political and institutional ones) which control top-down signs and impose
certain languages over others at a transnational level’ (p. 207). By shifting Ben-Rafael
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et al's (2006) original categorisation of ‘brand name’ shops ‘into the realm of top-down
rather than bottom-up signs,’ Tufi and Blackwood argued for an analytical stance cognisant
of the ‘position of power’ global brands such as Chanel have (p. 206). Such power relation-
ships are better understood within the context of late capitalism and are an example of the
neo-colonial function of language (Heller, 2010). In this sense, Chanel is an iconic French
marker that lends authenticity and value to material objects — in this case, clothes and acces-
sories. Scollon and Scollon (2003) also draw our attention to the importance of where signs
are placed in the material world. For example, if brand names dictate the choice of a certain
scriptin a multilingual context where other scripts are absent or marginalised, itis important
to understand the discourses of power that shape that linguistic landscape. Scollon and
Scollon (2003) also highlight how language can have indexical and symbolic uses. For
example, the language used on a city street can either ‘index the community within
which it is being used or it can symbolise something about the product or business
which has nothing to do with the place in which it is located’ (p. 119). For example, they
analyse the ways in which ‘Beauty Island’ - a sign for a beauty parlour located in Nanjing,
China - illustrates how the choice of English is used to symbolise foreign taste and
manners rather than index an English-speaking community in China.

As our focus is to examine power relations among languages in the streets of Beirut and
highlight forces of inclusion/exclusion of languages in this multilingual context, our analysis
of the commercial spaces of Beirut involved both a bottom-up (Ben-Rafael et al., 2006) and a
top-down (Tufi & Blackwood, 2010) approach. Our study can be understood as essentially an
examination of several slices of the Beiruti marketplace comprising both ‘global’ and local
brands. The bottom-up approach provided a means for surveying the languages in use
across two commercial areas of Beirut, while the top-down perspective, oriented to the com-
mercial marketplace as a discursive space, offered a critical lens through which we examined
the relevance of the various languages and power relations among them.

Methods

This study draws upon Nikolaou’s (2017) approach of analysing shop signs and Edelman’s
(2009) views on the classification of proper and brand names. Our choice of private shop
signs was based on the fact that this type of signage was dominant in our research setting
with very few (almost negligible) official signs present. In addition, the private signs also
provided a window into the influence of trans-national corporations on the Beiruti LL.

Data collection

One of the researchers photographed all private storefronts on Foch and Weygand (03/2015)
and Emile Eddé (06/2015) streets as shown in Table 1. The photos included monolingual,
bilingual, and multilingual storefronts. Photos were given codes based on the street name
where the photo was taken followed by a serial number (e.g. Foch_042). Duplicate photos
were reduced by deleting lower quality photos that represented the same store front.
Photos were stored on a secure server and categorised in folders based on street names.

Data analysis

Here, we describe the analytical procedures involved in identifying the unit of analysis and
classifying and coding shop signs.
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Table 1. Data collection.

Location Number of store fronts Percentage
Weygand 38 30%
Foch 62 48%
Emile Eddé 28 22%
Total 128 100%

Identifying the unit of analysis

A critical concern in LL studies is identifying the unit of analysis. Following Backhaus
(2007), we have classified a sign as ‘any piece of text within a spatially definable
frame’ (p. 66). We identified each ‘spatially definable frame’ as an individual storefront
or store window that displayed text identifying a business establishment. Within each
frame, then, we have further demarcated between primary text (i.e. the proper names
of individual store fronts, like Boucheron) and secondary texts (i.e. informational
signage like store hours or promotional information) (cf. Nikolaou, 2017). Other
approaches include adopting the establishment as a unit of analysis (e.g. Cenoz &
Gorter, 2006). This entails examining signs pertaining to each establishment (e.g. Dior)
as a unit of analysis rather than looking at individual storefronts. Within the Beiruti
context, we found it important to adopt individual storefronts as our unit of analysis
to highlight socioeconomic divides. For example, it was important to incorporate into
our analysis that Dior had three shop windows on Foch as compared to Lina’s
Foulard and its one shop window on Emile Eddé. In line with similar studies (e.g.
Edelman, 2009), we restricted our analysis to signs displayed on storefronts and
ignored signs displayed on the interior.

Classifying and coding shop signs

In classifying and coding shop signs, we adopted a coding scheme that classified shop
signs by language(s) used, by business type (e.g. bank), by script (Roman or Arabic), by
whether the store front advertised ‘luxury goods’ (e.g. designer clothes shops such as
Chanel), and by whether each store front represented a retail chain / corporation or an
independent business. While this approach is common among similar studies (e.g. Niko-
laou, 2017), it is deceivingly simplistic and becomes increasingly complex in multilingual
contexts, especially when addressing proper names.

Analysis of proper names — which often comprise the primary text of shop signs - has a
history of debate within the field, with mixed views on whether to classify these signs
according to their language of origin or not (Edelman, 2009). In this study, we followed
Edelman (2009), Ben-Rafael et al., (2006) and others (e.g. Lai, 2013) by classifying proper
names according to their language of origin and the script in which they were written.
This enabled us to highlight proper names of Arabic origin that were written in Romanised
script. For example, ‘Zuhair Murad’ was coded proper noun, Arabic, and Romanised script.
When identifying the language of country of origin was not possible (e.g. Transmed), or
when the language of origin was other than three dominant languages in Beirut
(Arabic, French, or English), the sign was coded as ‘Other’ and a note was added to
specify the language of origin. As an illustrative example, in our study, Chanel was
classified as proper name and French, while Armani was classified as proper name and
‘Other; Italian’.
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Methodological limitations. Although we followed a systematic coding approach, we
believe that coding is not a neutral exercise and as such, it is important to address
some of the methodological challenges. First, coding ‘luxury goods’ was not an entirely
objective process, and the researchers engaged in discussions to determine whether
applying the ‘luxury goods’ code was appropriate. For example, while it was easy to
agree on coding some brand names such as ‘Chanel’, the researchers had to seek
further information or rely on background knowledge in other cases. For example, the
two researchers knew little about Philipp Plein on Foch street, but its website describes
its products as ‘always luxurious’. This information, in addition to examining some of
the products online (e.g. prices of sandals ranged approximately between $1300 and
$3000), allowed us to code Philipp Plein as ‘luxury goods'.

Second, classifying proper names by country of origin was problematic. For example, while
‘Hanna’is afamous Lebanese family name, a simple Google search reveals thatitis also Irish in
origin. In such cases, we relied on the first author's knowledge of the Lebanese context. For
example, ‘Hanna Jewellery’ refers to a famous Lebanese jewellery chain and as such we
coded the sign as bilingual Arabic and English (Hanna is Arabic and Jewellery is English).

Findings
Sample demographics

In this section, we provide a brief overview of our sample regarding business types ident-
ified, proper names coded, and scripts used across the three streets. We reserve cross-
street analysis to a later section of the paper where we discuss similarities and differences
among the three streets.

With respect to business types, our team identified a total of 28 different business types
across the three streets; however, three business types accounted for over half of the
sample. Other categories (e.g. grocery stores, patisseries, or carpet stores) were too
diverse and few in number to constitute samples large enough to merit a discussion.
Based on that, we decided to list the top three business types as shown in Table 2.

While 69% (N = 88/128) of the store fronts were part of a retail chain or corporation, 31%
(N =40) represented independent businesses. In addition, 81.58% (N=31) of the store
fronts were coded ‘luxury goods’ (e.g. Dior) in Weygand, 66.67% (N =40) in Foch, and
none (N =0) in Emile Eddé.

Proper names constituted 39% (N =50/128) of the overall sample analysed. Out of 50
proper names identified, 54% (N =27) had Arabic or Armenian origins (e.g. Hakim or
Tufenkjian). The rest of the sample of proper names representing 46% (N =23/50) had
origins other than Arabic or Armenian (e.g. Dior).

A notable finding was the minimal presence of the Arabic script which was used as
primary text in 20% (N = 26) and as secondary text in 9% (N = 12) of the store fronts in the

Table 2. Most frequent business types.

Business type Number Percentage
Clothing stores 46 36
Banks 20 16

Jeweller's 14 1
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LL. A notable absence was Armenian script. Although 6% (N = 3/50) of all proper names were
coded with Armenian as language of origin, none were written in Armenian script. 48% (N =
24/50) of proper names were coded as Arabic names, and 22% of the overall sample (N=11/
50) were written in Arabic script. In other words, 46% (N = 11/24) of the proper names coded
as Arabic were expressed in Arabic letters (e.g. xeall xe i dl), and 54% (N =13/24) were
Romanised (e.g. Zuhair Murad).

Beiruti LL: primary text

An overview of the analysis of primary text per street is presented in Table 3, and in this
section, we highlight the main trends of languages displayed per street and present an
overview of the dominant shop types per street in addition to the language distribution
across these shop types.

In Weygand, 84.21% (N =32/38) of the signs were monolingual, with French dominat-
ing the LL on that street (42.11%; N = 16/32) and ‘other’ (besides Arabic, French, or English)
languages featuring prominently at 23.68% (N =9/38). Arabic represented 5.26% (N =2/
38) and Armenian 2.63% (N =1/38) with a minimal presence, while English surprisingly
comprised only 10.52% (N = 4/38) of the LL. Bilingual Arabic and English signs represented
10.53% (N = 4) of the signs on that street. Arabic script was only used in two signs on store
fronts, in both cases representing banks. The rest of the signs were all in Roman script.

In Foch, 70.97% of signs (N =44/62) were monolingual with French, English and other
languages comprising 22.58% (N =14/62), 20.97% (N=13/62), and 17.74% (N=11/62) of
that street’s signs. Bilingual Arabic and English signs represented the plurality of bilingual
signs on that street constituting 22.58% (N = 14/62) of the signs. Arabic script was used in
nine signs, six of which belonged to banks and the rest belonged to a pharmacy, an Arab
oud (expensive perfume extracted from tree resin) perfumery, and an Islamic Knowledge
Centre.

Arabic dominated the LL in Emile Eddé representing 42.86% (N = 12/28) of the signs.
English came in second place occupying 21.43% of the LL. The presence of Arabic script
was also noticeable on this street with 12 signs present. No Armenian language or
script was detected on Emile Eddé, Foch, or Weygand.

Table 3. Language composition of primary text in the physical linguistic landscape.

Street
Weygand Foch Emile Eddé
% % %
Languages N Street  Overall N Street  Overall N Street  Overall
Monolingual Arabic 2 5.26 1.56 6 9.68 4.69 12 42.86 9.38
Armenian 1 2.63 0.78 0 0.00 0.00 0 0 0
English 4 10.52 3.13 14 22.58 10.94 6 2143 4.69
French 16 42.11 12.50 13 20.97 10.16 1 3.57 0.78
Other 9 23.68 7.03 1 17.74 8.59 4 14.29 3.13
Sub-total 32 84.21 25.00 44 70.97 34.38 23 82.14 17.97
Bilingual Arabic + English 4 10.53 3.13 14 2258 10.94 3 10.71 2.34
Armenian + English 1 2.63 0.78 1 1.61 0.78 0 0.00 0
Arabic + French 0 0 0 1 1.61 0.78 2 7.14 1.56
English + French 1 2.63 0.78 2 3.23 1.56 0 0 0
Sub-total 6 1579 4.69 18 29.03 14.06 5 1786 3.91
Total =128 38 29.69 62 48.44 28 21.88
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Table 4. Language distribution across shop types.

Business type Street Number per street Dominant Languages
Clothing stores Weygand 12 French (7/12)

Foch 33 English (11/33)

French (10/33)

Emile Eddé 1 Bilingual: Arabic & English
Banks Weygand 5 Bilingual: Arabic & English (2/5)

Foch 15 Bilingual: Arabic & English (10/15)

Emile Eddé 0 NA
Jeweller's Weygand 13 French (6/13)

Foch 1 Armenian & English

Emile Eddé 0 NA

With respect to shop types found on those streets and the language distribution
across the shop types, Weygand’s LL was mostly occupied by jewellery and clothing
store fronts — both dominated by French as seen in Table 4. As for Foch, its LL was
mostly comprised of clothing store fronts dominated by English and French signage,
in addition to banks’ store fronts dominated by bilingual (Arabic and English) signs.
In Emile Eddé, store fronts were radically diverse, and the most common business
type was electronics shops store fronts, comprising only six out of the total of 28
store fronts. The remainder of store fronts included a diverse array of businesses,
some of which were unique to that street compared to the other two. Carpet shops
(n=3), grocery stores (n=3), a pet shop (n=1), and a Lebanese patisserie (n=1) for
example, were unique to Emile Eddé.

One final, but important finding pertaining to business types is that only 7.14% (N =
2/28) of the store fronts on Emile Eddé were part of a retail chain while this percentage
increased to 78.95% (N =30/38) in Weygand and 89.32% (56/62) in Foch. In both Foch
and Weygand, none of the retail stores coded as ‘luxury goods’ displayed Arabic
signage, suggesting a relationship between prestige and language choice.

Beiruti LL: secondary text

Overall, secondary text was found in 50 out of a total of 128 store fronts (see Table 5). In
Weygand, there were only six store fronts with secondary text while that number
increased to 20 store fronts in Foch, 14 of which were English signs utilised by a range
of business types (e.g. banks, pharmacy, jeweller’s), but mostly clothing stores.

Emile Eddé was the richest in secondary texts on display, with an overall number of 24
signs — most of which were English (n = 9) and Arabic (n =9) signs on store fronts belong-
ing to a diverse array of business types. It is interesting to note that 85.71% (N = 24/28) of
store fronts on Emile Eddé contained secondary texts, compared to 32.26% (N = 20/62) in
Foch and a meagre 15.79% (N =6/38) in Weygand.

Another notable finding was the absence of Arabic script in secondary text in both
Weygand and Foch. In Emile Eddé, Arabic script was observed in 10 out of 24 signs
with secondary text on that street. Another unique finding to Emile Eddé was that the sec-
ondary text was used to not only advertise sales or the services or contents of each store
(as observed in Weygand and Foch), but secondary text was also used to advertise ‘free’
offers or services and strictly Arabic or Lebanese products such as knefeh (Lebanese
dessert) and Arabic coffee.
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Table 5. Language composition of secondary text in the physical linguistic landscape.

Street
Weygand Foch Emile Eddé
% % %
Languages N Street Overall N Street Overall N Street Overall
Monolingual Arabic 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 375 18
English 4  66.67 8 14 70 28 9 375 18
French 0 0 0 1 5 2 0 o0 0
Sub-total 4 66.67 8 15 75 30 18 75 36
Bilingual/ Arabic + English 0 0 0 3 15 6 5 2083 10
Multilingual English + French 2 3333 4 0 0 0 1 4.7 2
Multilingual (more than two 0 0 0 2 10 4 0 0 0
languages)
Sub-total 2 3333 4 5 25 10 6 25 12
Total =50 6 12 20 40 24 48

Discussion and cross-street analysis

Examining signs displayed on private store fronts from three Beiruti streets revealed a
complex and vibrant LL with multiple similarities and differences across the three
streets and revealed the important role that language plays in creating economic inequal-
ity. In this section, we analyse these similarities and differences and discuss tensions in
Beirut's identity as a city reconstructed under the influence of transnational top-down ‘cen-
tripetal forces' (Tufi & Blackwood, 2010, p. 207) that dictate some aspects of language
choices on display in its streets and represent examples of how language commodification
contributed in creating a linguistic and socioeconomic divide among the Beiruti streets.
Regarding similarities across the three LLs, findings reveal that while most store fronts
displayed monolingual or bilingual signs, the overall LL in each street was highly multilin-
gual with French, English, and Arabic signs present among other languages, lending
support to Zakharia's (2010, p.162) notion of ‘societal trilingualism’ described earlier.
Thus, the Beiruti LL with English, French, and Arabic being the most dominant signs on
display reflect the Lebanese society’s trilingualism and openness to languages other
than Arabic, the country’s ‘official’ language. Another similarity was the absence of Arme-
nian script from all three LLs. The very few signs coded as Armenian in Weygand and Foch
(Emile Eddé had no Armenian signs) were observed on jewellery store fronts and were not
written in Armenian script. This is in line with language policies in Lebanon that margin-
alise Armenian language and stereotypes that view Lebanese citizens of Armenian descent
as jewellers (among other stereotypical professions such as photographers) by trade
(Arsenian-Ekmekji, n.d.). This is also an example of how language is connected to local
identities and of language commodification (Heller, 2010). In the same way that Berga-
masco natives are perceived as excellent producers of authentic heritage foods (Cava-
naugh & Shankar, 2014), the Armenians in Lebanon are also seen as excellent jewellers
that can provide high quality niche products. An Armenian name such as ‘Tufenkjian’,
albeit not written in Armenian script (Figure 1), provides added value to material
objects (jewellery in this case) through association with excellent craftsmanship.
Findings also reveal significant differences among the three LLs. Seen through a LL lens
and language commodification, these important differences reinforce not only a socioeco-
nomic but also a linguistic divide between the ‘reconstructed’ areas of Beirut, represented
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in this study by Weygand and Foch, and other streets such as Emile Eddé where recon-
struction did not occur. Socioeconomically, all the ‘luxury goods’ store fronts were
included in Weygand and Foch and dominant business types included store fronts belong-
ing to banks, clothing stores, or jewellery stores. These store types are not businesses that
working-class Lebanese citizens necessarily frequent on a regular basis. On the other hand,
no ‘luxury goods’ stores were coded in Emile Eddé, and that street included store fronts
representing business types unique to that street (e.g. grocery stores) that were not
present on either of the two other streets. In addition, some of the stores on Emile
Eddé offered uniquely Lebanese and Arab desserts while comparatively, stores that
offered desserts on Foch and Weygand were more international. For example, instead
of Rafik Al Rasheedi’s (Figure 2) knefeh and atayef (Lebanese sweets) on Emile Eddé,
one has Ladureé’s (Figure 3) French macarons on Foch, and Patchi’s (Figure 4) varieties
of chocolate on Weygand. In short, no ‘Abu Rakhussa’ (Father of the Cheap) stores were
present in the reconstructed areas of Beirut, and it is within this context that one can
better understand the top-down influence of international corporations in shaping the
LL. This is also in line with how Heller and Duchéne (2012) describe the use of iconic
names to lend authenticity to products and provide ‘added value’ (p. 11). While knefeh
and atayef at Al Rasheedi’s may be exquisite in taste, the use of Ladureé’s logo carries
the added value of French luxury bakery products.

This socioeconomic divide is also reflected in a linguistic divide as the findings from this
study suggest. As shown in the findings, the LLs in Weygand and Foch were dominated by
French and English whereas Emile Eddé was dominated by Arabic. This aligns with other
studies that have argued that foreign languages, especially French, are perceived as presti-
gious in Lebanon (Diab, 2009), and associated with ‘modern-ness’ in the case of English and
‘culture’in the case of French (Zakharia, 2010). Therefore, it makes sense that the majority of
‘luxury goods’ stores in Weygand and Foch — even those that did not belong to international

YVAN
- TUFENKJIAN
JEWELLERY

Figure 1. 'Yvan Tufenkjian Jewellery’ (Foch).
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Figure 2. ‘Rafik Al Rasheedi’, a Lebanese patisserie (Emile Eddé).

retail corporations — adopted French or English in order to project a prestigious and modern
identity. It can also be interpreted as an attempt to reflect ‘foreign tastes and manners’
(Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. 118) in order to project an image that is more appealing to con-
sumers who associate foreign languages with prestige.

For example, Zuhair Murad is an international (and highly successful) fashion designer
of Lebanese descent whose store is located on Weygand Street. His name, as observed on
the store front (Figure 5), is written in Roman script and not Arabic script. It is not our inten-
tion to judge that individual’s language choice, but it is our aim to better understand and
explain the ‘centripetal forces’ (Tufi & Blackwood, 2010, p. 207) that dictate the choice of
languages on display in its streets. On a street where Zuhair Murad is surrounded by
Hermes, Chanel, and Emporio Armani (Figure 6), it is difficult to choose Arabic script
and thereby project an Arab identity in an industry largely dominated by non-Arab
designers and worldviews. This is in line with Scollon and Scollon’s (2003) emphasis on
the ‘situatedness of signs in the world’ (p. viii). The Zuhair Murad shop sign’s situatedness
both physically among other haute couture shop signs displaying Roman script, and its
metaphorical presence in the field of fashion may be important elements, or strong cen-
tripetal forces (Tufi & Blackwood, 2010, p. 207) that influence the choice of script in a top-
down manner. In addition, Zuhair Murad seems to be addressing the audience which the
‘reconstructed’ Beirut was intended to host, rich upper-class citizens and tourists, and the
English script seems to be more in line with perceptions of prestige associated with this
audience. Contrast the Zuhair Murad example on Weygand with a bilingual fashion-
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Figure 3. ‘Ladureé’, a French patisserie (Foch).

related shop front (Figure 7) on Emile Eddé: ‘Lina’s Foulard <t Lad WY, Similar to Zuhair
Murad, the use of English can be perceived as attending to customers’ sense of prestige,
but the use of Arabic attracts Arabic speaking customers.

While these examples demonstrate the indirect influence of the transnational giant cor-
porations on language choice (in this case, the fashion industry), findings reveal a more
direct influence where such companies physically and linguistically occupy the streets
of ‘reconstructed’ Beirut. As mentioned in the findings section, 69% (N =88/128) of all
store fronts were part of a retail chain or corporation, with only two of the 88 on Emile
Eddé. This is an important finding that can explain the dominance of foreign languages
brought about by transnational companies in Weygand and Foch on the one hand, and
the dominance of Arabic in Emile Eddé on the other where independent businesses like
Snack Ghalayeeni (Figure 8) serve traditional Lebanese fare. It is this near absence of
Arabic from the streets of the ‘reconstructed’ Beirut that helps us better understand
from a linguistic perspective Makdisi’s (1997) argument of how Beirut's memories are
being erased and replaced by a rising ‘mirage out of the dust clouds of history’ (p. 23).
It also explains how language commodification is at work (Heller, 2010) in that French
and English may provide added value linked to profit. In addition, our analysis of the
Beiruti LL reveals how the reconstructed Beiruti streets have become markets for symbo-
lically distinctive goods such as foreign luxury clothing brands, deepening the socioeco-
nomic and linguistic divide between reconstructed and non-reconstructed streets that
fall beyond the Downtown area.
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Figure 4. ‘Patchi’, an upscale Lebanese chocolate brand (Weygand).

Figure 5. "Zuhair Murad’, haute couture by internationally renowned Lebanese designer (Weygand).
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EMPORIO®ARMANI

Figure 7. ‘Lina’s Foulard’, an independently owned shop (Emile Eddé).

Implications

This study contributes to the LL literature by examining language commodification in a new
multilingual context and presenting theoretical and methodological implications. In this
section, we situate this study within the extant LL literature on private store fronts before
suggesting future areas of research and discussing the implications of this study.
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Figure 8. ‘Snack Ghalayeeni’, featuring shawarma (popular meat-based food in Lebanon) seen in the
right bottom corner (Emile Eddé).

On a theoretical level, this study presents an example of how a top-down approach can
reveal positions of power that are at play in determining the linguistic choices pertaining
to private store-fronts. Although there have been calls to rethink traditional bottom-up
approaches to categorizations of ‘brand name’ shops, very few studies present a concrete
example of how this can be practically achieved. This top-down/bottom-up approach can
be particularly helpful in future directions for research that includes comparison studies of
the LL in other ‘rebuilt’ cities that provide scenes of tension between language as pride or
profit (Heller & Duchéne, 2012). Should the Beiruti LL reflect its pride in Arabic as the
official language of the country, or should it reflect its focus on profit as a cosmopolitan
city where tourists and locals can shop for international and luxury brands? Our analysis
suggests that the LL reflects the latter choice, especially in the reconstructed Downtown
streets and to a lesser extent in the non-reconstructed streets. An interesting area of future
research can examine who the readers/customers are in these spaces, what their literacy prac-
tices are, and to what extent those practices match up with the store signs on the physical LL
oreven the virtual linguistic landscape (Ivkovic & Lotherington, 2009). Unfortunately, research
on Beiruti readers’ traditional or digital literacy practices and preferences is not available.

On a methodological level, distinguishing between primary and secondary text helped
reveal differences between Weygand and Foch on the one hand, and Emile Eddé on the
other. More specifically, secondary text in Emile Eddé was used to advertise services and
products that were unique to that street — some of which highlighted Lebanese products
(e.g. atayef) that were not found on the other two streets. Incorporating proper names and
trademarks allowed us to better understand the influence of transnational companies on
the LL (as discussed in the case of Zuhair Murad) and to unveil interesting findings such as
how proper names of Arabic or Armenian origins were mainly displayed in Latin script,
highlighting the absence of Arabic and Armenian script from the Beiruti LL.

Absence was an important theme in this study, and an important implication is that the
‘reconstructed’ Beirut seems to be devoid of Arabic — contrary to the spirit of the post-civil
war Lebanese constitution that tied Lebanon’s identity to Arabic, and contrary to recent
studies that suggest that Lebanese youths seem to perceive Arabic as important in their
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lives and consider losing it as equivalent to losing part of their cultural heritage (Zakharia,
2010). If we are to hold true that scripts are indexes of identity and that ‘[llanguage indexes
the world’ (Scollon & Scollon, 2003, p. ix) through the situatedness of signs in the material
world, absence (rather than the presence) of certain scripts such as Armenian and Arabic in
Beiruti streets is indexical of the city’s changing identity. Language has long been associated
with identity and the construction of communities, and as such, the erasure of Arabic from
Beiruti streets can in some ways be considered equivalent to erasing Beirut's identity. On
the other hand, a counter-argument is that identities and cities change, and the ‘new’
Beirut is more multilingual and has more transnational connections and affiliations than it
had before the civil war. In other words, one can argue that the ‘old’ Beirut is not dead but
has evolved into a modern city. This begs the question of who controls and defines
change, and what kind of agency shop owners and inhabitants have in selecting the
languages on display in a certain LL. In the case of Beirut, change is already there and
findings from this study highlight the influence of international retailers in shaping the LL
through language commodification. The use of iconic and international brand names contrib-
utes to transforming the old Beirut with its flea markets and old souks to a cosmopolitan city
that is part of the globalised economy. While more transnational retail companies make their
mark on the physical and linguistic Beiruti landscape, one can still hear the echoes of one of
the 2015 protesters shouting, ‘Remember, remember, old Beirut’ (Daily Star, 2015b).
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