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Abstract

This study explores how linguistic landscapes in urban India reflect and shape multilingual
identities. Through photographic documentation and discourse analysis of public signage in
Bhopal, Delhi, and Mumbai, we examine code-switching, transliteration, and language
hierarchies. The findings reveal how language choices in public spaces negotiate power,
identity, and cultural belonging, offering insights into sociolinguistic dynamics in rapidly
urbanizing contexts.
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Introduction

Urban India is a mosaic of languages, cultures, and identities. In cities like Delhi,
Mumbai, and Bhopal, public signage—billboards, shop names, graffiti, advertisements—

serves not only functional purposes but also as semiotic expressions of social identity. These
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linguistic landscapes are rich sites for sociolinguistic inquiry, revealing how language is used
to construct, negotiate, and perform identity in public spaces.

The concept of linguistic landscape, introduced by Landry and Bourhis (1997), refers to
the visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs in a given territory. In
multilingual societies, the choice of language on signage is rarely neutral—it reflects power
dynamics, cultural affiliations, and market strategies.

This study investigates how linguistic landscapes in three Indian cities reflect
multilingual identities and language hierarchies. We focus on code-switching, transliteration,
and the strategic use of English, Hindi, and regional languages to appeal to diverse audiences.
Our goal is to understand how language in public space contributes to identity construction in
urban India.

Literature Review

The study of linguistic landscapes has gained prominence in sociolinguistics,
geosemiotics, and urban studies. Landry and Bourhis (1997) argued that public signage
serves both informational and symbolic functions, influencing perceptions of linguistic
vitality. Scollon and Scollon (2003) expanded this framework through geosemiotics,
emphasizing the spatial and visual dimensions of language.

In the Indian context, Bhatia (2014) and Sridhar (2008) have documented the
prevalence of code-mixing and transliteration in urban signage, noting how English often
coexists with Hindi and regional languages. These studies highlight the aspirational value of
English and the symbolic capital it carries in urban markets.

Recent work by Sharma (2020) and Kumar (2022) explores how linguistic landscapes
reflect class, caste, and gender dynamics. However, comparative studies across cities remain
limited, and few have examined how signage actively constructs identity rather than merely

reflecting it.
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This study builds on these foundations by analyzing linguistic landscapes in three
cities with distinct linguistic profiles, aiming to uncover patterns of identity construction
through public language use.

Results
Delhi
* Language Use: Predominantly English-Hindi bilingual signage
* Code-Switching: Frequent use of Hinglish in youth-oriented advertisements
* Script: Roman script dominant, even for Hindi words
+ Identity Signals: English used to signal modernity; Hindi for cultural grounding
Mumbai
» Language Use: Trilingual signage (Marathi-Hindi-English) common
* Transliteration: Marathi words often written in Roman script
* Symbolism: Regional pride expressed through Marathi; English used for commercial
appeal
* Audience Targeting: Multilingual signs cater to diverse linguistic communities
Bhopal
» Language Use: Hindi dominant, with increasing English presence
* Code-Mixing: Hinglish emerging in retail and education sectors
* Script: Devanagari more prevalent than Roman
* Identity Construction: English signals aspiration; Hindi anchors local identity
Discussion
The linguistic landscapes of Delhi, Mumbai, and Bhopal reveal complex negotiations of
identity, power, and belonging. English, often associated with upward mobility and global
connectivity, is strategically used to attract aspirational consumers. Hindi and regional

languages, meanwhile, serve to affirm cultural roots and local affiliations.
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Code-switching and transliteration are not merely linguistic phenomena—they are
identity performances. The use of Hinglish, for instance, reflects a hybrid identity that
embraces both tradition and modernity. In Mumbali, the coexistence of Marathi and English
on signage reflects a balancing act between regional pride and cosmopolitan appeal.

These findings support the view that linguistic landscapes are active agents in identity
construction. They do not simply mirror social realities—they shape them. The choice of
language, script, and layout on public signage communicates values, aspirations, and
affiliations, making the urban linguistic landscape a dynamic sociolinguistic canvas.
Conclusion

Linguistic landscapes in urban India are rich sites of identity negotiation. Through
strategic language choices, public signage constructs and communicates social meanings,
reflecting the multilingual and multicultural fabric of Indian cities. This study underscores the
importance of analyzing public language use to understand broader sociolinguistic dynamics.

Future research should explore digital linguistic landscapes (e.g., social media, online
advertising) and extend analysis to smaller towns and rural areas to capture the full spectrum
of language and identity in India.
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