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Abstract: Across the globe signagewhich conveys directives regarding appropriate
behavior in public, such as ‘Do Not Enter’ signs, is made multilingual in ways that
other signage is not. This paper examines two examples of multilingualism in
directive signs within Seoul, South Korea in order to theorize what gives rise to
multilingualism in directive signage while other signage remains monolingual.
Examination of Vietnamese and Arabic on signs prohibiting the illegal disposal of
household garbage on side streets in Seoul, and English, Chinese, and Japanese on
mask-required due to COVID-19 signs within the Seoul subway system allows for a
robust analysis of what shapes the inclusion of additional languages on directive
signage. We posit the construction of a differently speaking other who is seen as
likely to disobey stated regulations alongside the desire by authorities to minimize
the effort required to respond to rule breaking results in amultilingual commanding
urgency that shapes multilingualism in directive signage. The concept of multilin-
gual commanding urgency emphasizes the role enforcement practices have in
shaping multilingualism, an important development in understanding this form of
signage. Multilingual commanding urgency is especially relevant as it shapes
signage deployed in emergency contexts such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19; language policy; linguistic landscape; multilingualism;
South Korea

1 Introduction

This paper examines the phenomenon of additional languages appearing on
certain directive signs, but not on other similar or related signs. Examples of this
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phenomenon include a ‘Do Not Spit’ sign in an airport in New Zealand featuring
only Chinese and Korean text (Cunningham and King 2020: 106), a sign in a park
prohibiting hawking in Hong Kong which includes Tagalog (Guinto 2019: 166), a
code of conduct sign at a public recreation center in Toronto, Canada which
features Romanian (Angermeyer 2017: 165), handwritten signs posted at a
flea market in Oulu, Finland featuring only English and Arabic regarding theft,
surveillance, and police which by implication are prohibiting theft (Nishiyama
2020), and digital signs within the Grand Mosque in Mecca which convey
messages regarding public order which are far more multilingual than other
signs within this site (Alsaif and Starks 2019). Kallen (2010: 49) suggests that
directive signs can be a means for languages to enter use within official,
government-authorized signage, perhaps leading to a more inclusive form of
multilingualism. However, Angermeyer (2017), Guinto (2019), and Kim (2020) all
discuss the important ways the use of a specific language in directive signage,
rarely used outside of that context, can potentially marginalize communities
which use that language. We seek to better understand multilingualism within
directive signage with the belief that developing a richer understanding of what
shapes the inclusion of different languages within directive signage will lead to a
more robust discussion among scholars and between scholars and policymakers
regarding multilingualism in the linguistic landscape. In seeking to better un-
derstand this phenomenon, we develop the concept of multilingual commanding
urgency to explain the impetus to include additional languages within certain
directive signs.
We provide the following definition of multilingual commanding urgency:

Multilingual commanding urgency is the impetus to make directive signagemultilingual due
to the belief, not necessarily based upon actual practices, that one or more differently
speaking language communities is likely to not comply with a stated directive, and an
understanding that successful communication regarding relevant directives will reduce the
enforcement burden of authorities.

This definition places great importance upon both the discourses which construct
different language using communities within a particular place, and the
enforcement practices of authorities within that place. We argue there is an
impetus to make directive signs multilingual in a way that communicates
directives to speakers who authorities believe are likely to disobey those signs, if
those signs require a response from authorities when disobeyed. We believe this
impetus emerges from the social construction of particular places in which
perceived social problems occur, larger understandings regarding these social
problems and especially who is responsible for these problems within a certain
place, and authorities’ desire to minimize the effort they must make to address
these problems. Importantly, multilingual commanding urgency shapes signs
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authorized and posted by government, but also signs posted by businesses,
individuals, or others who can claim some authority to enforce or attempt to
enforce directives posted on signs as with, for example, a cafe with a ‘No Smoking’
sign where, in the event a customer starts smoking, staff will ask the customer to
stop, move to a smoking room, or leave the cafe.

An emerging body of scholarship has engaged with directive signage in ways
that have further developed understandings of how this signage is intertwined
with the law and how this signage can contribute to the marginalization of certain
communities (see Angermeyer 2017 and Kim 2020 as examples). We build upon
this scholarship and engage in a discussion that is both more general about
directive signs, and more rooted in perceived societal problems within particular
places as well as the enforcement actions taken regarding those problems.

We argue that there is a relevant distinction between directive signs which
communicate a command that requires a response from authorities when not
obeyed, such as certain ‘Entry Forbidden’ signs whichwill prompt a security guard
to approach if disobeyed, and those directive signswhich donot require a response
from authorities when not obeyed, such as certain ‘Hold The Handrail’ signs on
escalators, ‘No Running’ signs in subway stations, and even ‘No Smoking’ signs in
places where smoking has become commonplace and normalized. Key then for
this analysis is a recognition that directive signs are not just intertwined with
the law and larger discourses, but also with the practices of a particular place,
especially the enforcement practices associated with certain regulations stated on
directive signs. This emphasis on distinguishing between directives which are
enforced and those which are not is a significant conceptual difference between
the approach towards directive signs adopted within this study and the
approaches adopted in other studies (Angermeyer 2017; Ferenčík 2018; Guinto
2019; Kim 2020; Svennevig 2021), even if Mautner (2012) wisely discusses the
importance of enforcement practices in understanding directive signage.

1.1 A conceptual study

This paper is primarily conceptual but engages in analysis of data collected within
Seoul, South Korea (hereinafter Korea), in order to examine and explicate what
shapes the inclusion of different languages within particular directive signs. This
paper examines two places within Seoul, understanding place to be the social
construction of a particular type of space (Cresswell 2004), and two types of
directive signs within those places: COVID-19 related mask required signs in
subways stations, and signs prohibiting illegal garbage disposal in side-streets.
These areas both feature many different types of directive signs, alongside many
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other types of signsmore generally, but within this paper focus is given to directive
signs which incorporate additional languages in distinctive ways.

Much of the scholarship on the marginalizing impact of additional languages
on directive signage has focused on less commonly used languages within a
particular place (see Angermeyer 2017 and Guinto 2019) while scholarship such as
Svennevig’s (2021) examination of the pragmatics of directive signs does not focus
on the multilingual aspects of this signage. This paper expands discussion of
directive signage by examining howdirective signage can bemademultilingual by
incorporating globally significant languages with very large numbers of users
which are often incorporated into multilingual signage within a particular place,
and also how this signage can be made multilingual by incorporating less-
commonly used languages which are rarely seenwithin the linguistic landscape in
a given place. By examining the origins of diverse forms of multilingualism we
explicate the role of multilingual commanding urgency in different forms of
multilingualism.

Directive signs are important and can provide needed guidance to passersby
(Tan and Said 2015), something especially critical during a crisis such as the
COVID-19 pandemic. However, these signs can also contribute to the marginal-
ization of certain communities and speakers by constructing them as a prob-
lematic ‘Other’ (Angermeyer 2017; Guinto 2019; Kim 2020). Ultimately, this paper
contributes to linguistic landscape scholarship by deepening our understanding
of how a very significant aspect of the linguistic landscape is made multilingual
in different ways.

1.2 Terminology and the linguistic landscape

Many linguistic landscape studies have focused on the languages included on
signs rather than the function of signs (see Landry and Bourhis 1997 as a notable
example), or categorized signs based on their origins, often distinguishing
between signs authorized by government, termed top-down signs, or from more
local authors, termed bottom-up signs (see Shohamy et al. 2010 for examples).
Unfortunately, within studies that do engage in classifying signs based upon their
function (see Kroon et al. 2015; Mautner 2012; Scollon and Scollon 2003; Spolsky
and Cooper 1991 as examples), no consensus has emerged regarding a common
terminology for the functions of signs and several different means of classifying
signs have been used in different research projects, even if scholars generally
recognize a need to classify signs which direct the public to behave in accordance
with authorized regulations as deserving a specific category (see Angermeyer
2017: 46 for a discussion of different terms for signs which foster public order).
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Within this paper we adopt the term ‘directive signs’ following Mautner
(2012), defining directive signs as those which clearly direct the addressee to act
in accordance with some rule, regulation, or law, either explicitly through a
direct command as with a sign stating, ‘Do Not Enter’ or implicitly through a
warning or additional information as with ‘Trespassers Will Be Shot’ sign which
implicitly commands addressees to not enter a premises. Key to this definition is
the understanding that directive signs urge the reader to act or refrain from acting
on behalf of the authority who created the sign (Svennevig 2021: 166). Examples
of these signs abound throughout the world and include both prohibitions as
with ‘No Smoking’ signs and requirements as shown with ‘Hard Hats Required’
signs, among so many others. Importantly, more generally informative or
warning signs which do not implicitly require addressees to take some action,
such as a ‘CCTV in Operation’ sign would not be considered directive signs.

Sebba (2013) in examining multilingual written discourse more generally
coined the term ‘parallel texts’ for texts which consist of “matched units, sym-
metrically arranged and containing identical content in each language, without
any languagemixing” (p. 109) as opposed to texts whichmix languageswithin one
message. Multilingual commanding urgency only is relevant to parallel texts in
two or more languages which consist of directive signage.

1.3 The law, marginalization, and scholarship examining
directive signage

The work of Mautner (2012) is critical in understanding directive signs and has
provided a foundation for further scholarship regarding this aspect of the linguistic
landscape. Mautner examines how directive signs both produce and are the
product of the construction of a place, “and in doing so become implicated in a
variety of socio-legal structures and processes” (Mautner 2012: 191). Mautner
demonstrates how the emplacement of directive signs and the invocation of legal
authority generate a performative potential in directive signs within a particular
place. This shows how directive signs can ‘do things’ in the world, such as
construct a place in which certain actions are no longer performed, as when
busking ends after ‘No Busking’ signs are placed in a public square. Mautner
argues directive signs generate this performative potential when such signs are
placed correctly and invoke legal authority. However, Mautner adds a critical
caveat, acknowledging the possibility that some may resist the performative po-
tential of directive signs, even when signs are properly emplaced and invoke legal
authority. People disobey directive signs, as Mautner rightly points out, and resist
the construction or reconstruction of places through language (see Rose-Redwood
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2008, for an additional discussion of this form of resistance). Mautner argues, “the
possibility of non-compliance alone does not, I believe, invalidate the performa-
tive perspective on signs, but it should encourage us to embrace rather than deny
the complexities involved” (p. 203) and within this study we further examine the
complexities of directive signs, how they function in particular places, and how
enforcement practices shape the multilingualism of these signs.

Importantly, Mautner assumes that resistance to directive signs, or simply not
obeying the commands stated on directive signs, “does not alter the fact that
breach of a legal rule will, if detected, incur legal sanctions” which is an
assumption we further examine in this study. In fact, laws are routinely not
enforced for a variety of reasons, such as the greater priority given to the
enforcement of some laws over others, general indifference of enforcement
authorities to certain breaches of the law, and laws are sometimes not enforced
because of conflicts between those responsible for creating the law and those
responsible for enforcing the law. Moreover, the degree to which laws are enforced
can actually remake the indexicality of directive signs over time as Mautner notes
(p. 203). A ‘No Graffiti’ sign in a clean and tidy subways station indexes the pro-
hibition authorities have placed on graffiti as well as the potential for this place as
a site of graffiti, even if none is visible, because if there was no possibility of graffiti
appearing in the station, then the sign likely would not be needed. However, when
such a sign is located in a subway station with numerous examples of graffiti it can
index different meanings. If the sign is new, it could signal the beginning of a new
enforcement effort to eliminate graffiti in this place. If the sign is old and perhaps
partially covered with graffiti itself, such a ‘No Graffiti’ sign can mean that this
prohibition against graffiti is actually not being enforced or enforced only to a
limited degree. Continuing with this example, such a ‘No Graffiti’ sign in a subway
station with numerous examples of graffiti and both a person creating further
graffiti and a police officer indifferent to this act indexes additional meanings,
nearly guaranteeing that the directive promulgated on this sign has extremely
limited performative potential. A timelier example would be a ‘Mask Required Due
to COVID-19’ sign emplaced properly and with legal authority. This sign indexes
radically differentmeanings depending onwhether or not people surrounding this
sign wear masks and more critically whether or not those who are responsible for
enforcing this regulation wear masks themselves and enforce this regulation.
Depending on how amask sign is enforced it can index ameaning ofmaskwearing
as an important and necessary health policy with serious consequences if
disobeyed, a silly policy that can safely and wisely be ignored, or even index a
meaning that mask wearing requirements are an improper and unethical policy
promulgated by an ignorant or malevolent government (see Chan 2020; Demillo
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2020; Dickson 2020; McKay 2021, for examples in the popular press of police
refusing to wear masks and enforce mask regulations in the USA). Within this
paper, the previous examples of graffiti andCOVID-19mask signs serve to illustrate
how the enforcement or lack of enforcement of commands conveyed through
directive signs can radically alter the indexicality of those signs.

Additionally, scholarship by Angermeyer (2017), Guinto (2019), and Kim
(2020) further analyzes directive signs, demonstrating how these signs can carry
divergent indexicalities to different communities and speakers depending on
the presence and use of different languages included in directive signage.
Angermeyer examines the use of Hungarian in Toronto and the larger context of
Roma refugees in Canada, as well as how this community is framed through
signage both in Canada and Central Europe. Importantly, Angermeyer shows
“that the indexical meaning of the use of minority languages in multilingual
signage depends strongly on the function of signs, the frame in which they are
interpreted, and on the specific linguistic forms that are employed” (p. 178), with
the use of poorly translated and sometimes incomprehensible forms of machine
translated Hungarian conveying a message of indifference and disrespect to the
Roma community often being addressed by these signs. Of particular interest is
how directive signs in minority languages have a particular capacity to index an
understanding to those communities addressed by these signs that they are
viewed as transgressors and problematic by sign making authorities. Likewise,
Angermeyer (2017) discusses how directive signs can be ‘overread’ by passersby
who cannot comprehend the written text in particular foreign languages, but can
assume the meaning of the text based on what is written in another language or
the larger context and then make assumptions about why particularly commu-
nities are being addressed through certain languages within these directive
signs.

public-order signs that communicate warnings, directives, or prohibitions represent a genre
of signs that warrant specialized attention from scholars in LL studies, because they have
particular semiotic properties. By projecting addressees who engage in transgressive
behavior, such signs have the potential to function as a covert racist discourse that stigma-
tizes speakers of particular languages as social deviants. (p. 179)

This capacity for directive signs to be ‘overread’ by passersby is a critical aspect
of multilingual directive signs as this overreading risks strengthening negative
stereotypes regarding already marginalized communities and speakers.

Guinto (2019) examines the use of Tagalog in Hong Kong directive signage
as part of a larger study of Filipino migrant domestic workers’ practices within
the Central district of Hong Kong. Guinto specifically examines “public signage
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(and some talk) in Tagalog to uncover how the presence (and absence) of the
language indexes positionings that may be linked to stereotypes and discrimina-
tory practices” (p. 161) and in doing so finds that the use of Tagalog on directive
signage and its absence in many other forms of signage marginalizes this
community.

The presence of Tagalog in these spaces, and compared with its relative absence elsewhere
(or its parallel presence with a host of other ‘minority’ languages), arguably indexes the
Filipino workers’ presence in Central as temporary, marginal or anomalous. The (semi-)
permanent materiality of the signs accords with this too. It appears to match the conditional
and provisional nature of their status – they may be present but they do not belong. (p. 169)

Guinto, like Angermeyer, shows how multilingualism in directive signage can
marginalize communities and groups of speakers, constructing both place and
certain speakers within that place in potentially damaging ways and both build
upon the work of Mautner in doing so.

Similarly, Kim (2020), drawing upon a perspective anchored in concerns over
language rights that parallels but does not engage with the work of Mautner,
examines the use of Chinese in government signage in Garibong District, an area
in Seoul with many Chinese residents. Kim (2020) finds many of the directive
signs containing Chinese text further marginalized the Chinese community in the
district. For example, in one sign, text regarding financial rewards for information
on others who illegally dispose of garbage was written exclusively in Korean
(p. 106) while in other signs, such as those warning against misbehavior related to
alcohol, text was written exclusively in Chinese (p. 103). Kim concludes that the
rights of Chinese speakers are not being upheld and government resources are
being misused through the construction of signage in this district in Seoul.

Angermeyer (2017), Guinto (2019), and Kim (2020) demonstrate the vital
importance ofmultilingualism in directive signs and the potential for these signs to
contribute to the marginalization of certain communities. However, there remains
a need to conceptualize more generally what gives rise to the inclusion of
additional languages in directive signage within a context where other related
informative and directive signs do not feature those languages.

1.4 Understanding the Korean linguistic landscape

The linguistic landscape of Korea is dominated by Korean, which is unsurprising
given the vast majority of residents are Korean citizens whose first language is
Korean.However, there is an increasing population of non-Korean residentswithin
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Korea, with the number of foreign nationals in Korea surpassing 2.5 million for
the first time in December, 2020 (Choi 2020), out of a population of 51 million,
although that number has fallen substantially due to COVID-19 (Kim 2021a). While
many foreign residents can speak Korean, a large number of foreign residents and
tourists communicate in languages other than Korean.

Ding et al. (2020) highlight how economics, geopolitics, and identity have
shaped a diverse linguistic landscape in Koreawhich, while dominated by Korean,
also features English, Chinese, and many other languages. English occupies a
special position in the Korean linguistic landscape as it is by far the most common
foreign language featured in signage in Korea. Consequently, a small but growing
body of literature focuses specifically on the use of English in the linguistic
landscape in Korea (Choi et al. 2021; Kim 2021b; Lawrence 2012; Lee 2019; Park and
Yang 2015; Tan and Tan 2015; Vlack 2011). In much of the Korean linguistic
landscape, English signs do not primarily convey information through the mes-
sages written in English text, but instead the use of English is a means to associate
a place or business with a cosmopolitan or global identity (see Piller 2003). For
example, English is likely to be found in coffee shops as part of an effort to foster a
cosmopolitan identity (Chesnut and Curran 2022; Curran and Chesnut 2021), but is
less likely to appear in domestic restaurants serving Korean cuisine (Lee 2019).
Importantly, English and to a lesser extent Chinese and Japanese, can be found in
many institutionally-authorized signs such as street signs, signage regarding
tourism sites, and maps and direction signs in subways (see Lawrence 2012: 85,
for a discussion of the omnipresence of Korean, English, and Chinese in public
transportation signage) with the trifecta of English, Chinese, and Japanese often
serving as a default means of communicating with foreign residents and tourists.
In these cases English, Chinese, Japanese, and occasionally other languages do
convey information through the text written in those languages.

2 Methodology: an ethnographic approach
towards understanding the linguistic landscape

In order to better understandmultilingualism in directive signage, we draw upon a
collection of photographs we have taken of signs in Korea, our accumulated
experiences walking and being present in subway stations and side streets in
Korea which we view as a form of ethnographic observation, and a collection of
Korean and English public press about relevant signs, places, and issues.
Combining both linguistic landscape data and ethnographic observations is not
new (Blommaert 2013; Blommaert andMaly 2014;Maly 2016), but this combination
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proved particularly fruitful in our study as we could observe both signage and the
practices associated with that signage through careful observation in our daily
routine. Moreover, a substantial body of scholarship now demonstrates that
walking can be a powerful means of developing knowledge, especially knowledge
about place (see Pink et al. 2010; Springgay and Truman, 2017: 4; and Vergunst
2010 for discussion of walking methods; and see Marshall 2021 for a discussion of
using walking ethnography to study the COVID-19 linguistic landscape), and
walking through the subway stations and side streets of Seoul proved to be a
productive means of generating and evaluating understandings of language use
within these places.

The garbage-related photos were taken during one author’s regular urban
walks through different neighborhoods in Seoul, during which they often photo-
graphed a variety of different signs. Photos related to COVID-19 were collected by
all three authors beginning in Spring 2020 specifically to examine how multilin-
gualism is deployed on COVID-19 related signage in Seoul. Speakers of Arabic,
Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese were asked about the intelligibility of text in
those languages featured within the signs discussed in this article, with Korean
and English examined directly by the authors. All texts were found to be easily
understood by those who can read those languages. Newspaper articles in Korean
and English regarding COVID-19 and the illegal disposal of household garbage
were examined to better understand the discourses regarding these issues which
circulate widely in Korea.

We chose to examine illegal garbage disposal signs and COVID-19mask signs
for this study as these signs differ in several important ways, which allows for a
deeper examination of multilingualism in directive signage and a more robust
validation of the notion of multilingual commanding urgency. The signs
regarding illegal garbage disposal explicitly prohibit a practice, involve an
ongoing challenge that likely will not be resolved in the near future, concern an
important but not life-threatening issue, contain information regarding the
consequences of not obeying the directive they promulgate—namely fines—and
are related to a local problem. In contrast, the signs regarding masks within the
Seoul subway system explicitly require a practice, involve a temporary issue that
will end at some point in the future, concern a potentially life-threatening
practice, do not contain information regarding the consequences of not obeying
the directive they promulgate, and are universal across the entire Seoul subway
system.

We begin by examining garbage signage and practices in detail andmove onto
examining COVID-19 mask signage in subways. By examining such different
contexts we believe we can better theorize multilingualism in directive signage.
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3 Garbage needs signs

Littering and the illegal disposal of household garbage is an important global issue
(see Chaudhary et al. 2021 for a review of literature regarding this topic), and in
Korea this practice is often regarded as a serious annoyance, especially for those
who live outside major apartment blocks as “low-rise residential areas lack
adequate garbage collection facilities compared to high-rise apartment districts”
(Joo and Kwon 2015: 1090). Cities in Korea publicize efforts to reduce illegal
garbage disposal, such as the use of ‘smart warning systems’ which use video
surveillance to monitor illegal garbage disposal (see Vision Seongnam 2020, as an
example), and theKorean language popular press showcases similar efforts aswell
(see Choe 2020, as an example), demonstrating the importance of this issue.
Walking down various smaller side streets in Seoul’s older, less-developed areas,
neighborhood conflicts over illegal garbage disposal become obvious: small piles
of household garbage in plastic shopping bags or simply emptied onto street
corners, while not everywhere, can easily be found alongside homemade signs
posted by residents warning against dumping garbage. These homemade signs are
often quite elaborate and can include images of unsightly garbage, images taken
by security cameras of people dumping garbage, and even images of receipts for
purchases found in illegally dumped garbage potentially identifying those
responsible for that act—all ofwhich can serve to persuade through shameand fear
those who might be tempted to illegally dispose of garbage to reconsider this
practice. Walking through these side streets, the ongoing conflict over illegal
garbage disposal becomes obvious as does the lack of a satisfactory resolution to
this problem.

Within Korea, widely circulating discourses posit that foreign residents from
China, Vietnam, the Middle East, and other less-wealthy or less-developed regions
of the world are often responsible for the illegal disposal of garbage (see Kim 2017
for an example of journalism which reflects this discourse). Kang and Seo (2017)
examine Korean perceptions of crime, place, and the nationality of foreign
residents and find fear of crime increases as the number of foreign residents from
lesswealthy countries increases in a neighborhood. These same perceptions shape
understandings of links between foreign residents and the illegal disposal of
garbage.

Government authorized signs regarding the illegal disposal of garbage are
an important element of authorities’ efforts to combat the illegal disposal of
garbage and are relatively commonplace, with many placed by district level
authorities. Journalists have reported positively on efforts to make these signs
and corresponding garbage bags more multilingual to better reflect the
languages spoken by residents within certain parts of Korea and to ensure all
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residents of a neighborhood can understand Korean garbage disposal regula-
tions (see Mujinjingnyuseu-i 2020 as an example). These efforts, while important
and intended to improve orderly garbage disposal, also reflect discourses which
unfairly position foreign residents from less wealthy countries as responsible for
illegal garbage disposal.

Many of these government authorized signs feature only Korean text, but
some are multilingual in notable ways. The signs seen in Figures 1 and 2 are
exceptional. These signs feature Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese text and state
‘Warning’ in large red text, followed by ‘This place is not a garbage disposal place’
in black text, which is then followed by ‘Those caught illegally disposing of
garbage can be fined up to 1,000,000 Korean Won’ with these messages repeated
in all three languages.

These garbage related signs are notable for two reasons. First, these govern-
ment signs feature Vietnamese. In Korea, Vietnamese is generally only seen in
Vietnamese restaurants, Vietnamese cafes, and the rare business that caters to
Vietnamese customers. In Seongdong District, the location where these signs were
photographed, no other government signage featuring Vietnamese could be
located. Typically signs in this district will feature Korean and then sometimes
English, and less often Chinese. For example, across from the banner seen in
Figure 2 hung a banner regarding illegal parking (not pictured) which was written
entirely in Korean. This parking banner is far more typical of government signage
in this district than the Korean, Vietnamese, and Chinese language signs seen in
Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1: A relatively small sign featuring Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese text with the logo of
Seongdong district.
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The second point of interest regarding these garbage signs is the fact that they
feature Vietnamese and Chinese but do not feature English. The absence of English
is notable as English often acts as the default language for communicating with
non-Korean speakers in Korea, due to dominant ideologies that naturalize English
as the ultimate language of global communication (Park 2009). Given that a
message is being communicated to a non-Korean audience, the absence of English
is striking and evidence that authorities, instead of adopting the more common
strategy of communicatingwith foreign residents and tourists through English and
additional languages, are attempting to communicate specifically with Chinese
and Vietnamese communities in this district.

Comparing the contexts of the illegal garbage signage featuring Korean,
Chinese, and Vietnamese and the nearby illegal parking signage featuring only
Korean can illuminate what shapes the incorporation of multilingual text within
such directive signage. Illegal parking is a serious issue in Seoul, but this problem
has several solutions available to resolve it, at both the government and individual
level. For example, district authorities can note the license plates of illegally
parked cars and fine them appropriately, and the vast majority of drivers post their
phone numbers on the front dash of their vehicles, enabling others to contact them
to move their cars if that should prove necessary. While illegal parking is a serious
issue, there aremeans of addressing it at both the individual and government level
that mitigate the seriousness of this issue and this lessens the urgency with which
this issue must be addressed through novel solutions by authorities. Additionally,
in Korea there is no larger discourse that links illegal parking with foreign visitors

Figure 2: A large banner featuring the same text again in Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese.
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or residents. Given there already exists a means to address the issue of illegal
parking and there is no special association between illegal parking and foreign
visitors or residents, authorities simply adopt the common practice of only using
Korean to remind passersby of parking regulations. The context of illegal garbage
disposal is quite different. Neither at the level of government nor individuals have
satisfactory solutions been found to this problem. Additionally, widely circulating
discourses link specific foreign communities with illegal garbage disposal. These
differing contexts suggest that authorities felt the need to address the issue of
illegal garbage disposal through the inclusion of Vietnamese and Chinese in the
signs seen in Figures 1 and 2. As discussed earlier, we name this need to add
additional languages to directive signs due to a belief regarding who needs to
understand this directive and a need to resolve this issue in a manner which
reduces the enforcement efforts of authorities, multilingual commanding urgency.
Crucially, multilingual commanding urgency appears to be capable of reshaping
common sign making practices in significant ways as it supersedes the common
practice of including English as the default language of communication with non-
Korean speakers.

In Yongsan District, another area within Seoul, multilingual commanding
urgency shapes another sign about the illegal disposal of garbage as well. Figure 3
features a sign with the word ‘Warning’ in Korean, English, and Arabic and below
this text are three bullet points concerning garbage. The Korean text reads ‘Please
do not leave garbage here’ and corresponding Arabic text is present as well. The

Figure 3: A sign featuring Korean, English, and Arabic giving details regarding the illegal
disposal of garbage for Yongsan district.
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corresponding English text is missing in this first bullet point, but given the
presence of English in the remaining bullet points elsewhere in the sign, this is
likely due to an error rather than a deliberate choice.

Below that text are more details, in Korean, English, and Arabic regarding
trash disposal in Yongsan District. As with Vietnamese, it is unusual for Arabic to
be found in the linguistic landscape of Korea, although it does appear on the
signage of a limited number of restaurants serving Middle Eastern cuisine, shops
catering to customers from the Middle East, and the relatively few mosques in
Korea.

Jeon and Jung (2019) examined the residential patterns of foreigners in Seoul
and noted that many foreign residents from less-wealthy countries tend to reside
together in certain neighborhoods. However, data on the demographics of foreign
residents can only partially explain the choice of languages on these garbage
signs, demonstrating how language choice in directive signage is inevitably
shaped by more than simply demographics and patterns of language use. Table 1,
based upon information from Seoul city’s Open Data Plaza (2022a) shows the
number of foreign residents of Seongdong District in 2019, the year before resi-
dency and migration were impacted by COVID-19. Following the practice of
the Seoul Metropolitan Government, residents from China and residents from
China who are ethnically Korean or ‘Korean-Chinese’ are listed separately. Table 1
includes only thefive largest groups of foreign residents of this district and the total
population of Seongdong District in 2019 was 300,505 (Open Data Plaza 2022b).

The use of Chinese and Vietnamese in the signage in Seongdong District
reflects the large number of foreign residents within that district who understand
Chinese and Vietnamese. However, the context within Yongsan District is more
complicated.

Table 2 shows the ten largest groups of foreign residents in Yongsan District
overall, and the five largest groups of foreign residents from nations with Arabic as
an official language in order to provide greater context regarding this district.
YongsanDistrict has a total population of 244,645 (Opendata Plaza 2022b). English
on the garbage sign in Yongsan District reflects the role of English as a common

Table : The number of foreign residents of Seongdong district for  by nationality.

District Total foreign
population

Number of foreign residents by nationality

China Korean-
Chinese

Vietnam Mongolia USA

Seongdong district , , ,   
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language for communicationwith non-Korean speakers inKorea, the large number
of American and other English-speaking residents, and the historic presence of
American military facilities in this district. Arabic speakers constitute a sizable
minority in Yongsan District, but the inclusion of Arabic on these garbage signs
reflects more than the population of Arabic speakers residing in this district. The
Seoul Central Mosque is located in Yongsan District and so this area is seen by
many as a central to Arabic speakers in Seoul, even if, according to Seol (2010:
148), Korean and English are often the lingua franca among many foreign
Muslims from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Iran who visit this mosque,
and, as Song (2014) notes, the Muslim community in Seoul and Korea more
generally is incredibly diverse (see Song 2014, for a discussion of daily life within
the ‘Muslim Street’ in Itaewon) with many different language practices. Given the
diversity that exists in Yongsan District, the use of Arabic in this sign is both an
attempt to communicate to Arabic speakers and a reflection of a larger discourse
which positions Arabic as representative of many foreign visitors and residents of
Yongsan District, an understanding which does not wholly reflect the language
practices within this place. The absence of Chinese in this sign likely reflects that
while Yongsan District is widely understood to be home to many foreign residents,
including American and Muslim communities, it is not seen as a district which
is home to a large Chinese community, unlike other districts in Seoul such as
Garibong District (see Kim 2020) which is understood to be the site of a large
Chinese community. This is despite the sizable number of Chinese residents in
Yongsan District.

Widely circulating discourses position foreign residents from less-developed
countries asmore likely to be responsible for illegal garbage disposal within Korea,

Table : The number of foreign residents of Yongsan district by nationality for .

District Total foreign
population

Number of residents by nationality

USA Malaysia Japan Korean-Chinese China

Yongsan , , , , , 

Philippines Nigeria India Germany Pakistan
    

Number of residents by nationality from a nation with Arabic as an
official language

Egypt Saudi Arabia Morocco Sudan Iraq

    
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which explains, for example, the absence of Japanese in illegal garbage disposal
signage in Yongsan District, despite the large number of Japanese residents.
Importantly, these discourses often do not reflect the full range of language
practices within a particular place. Discourses regarding who is responsible for
violating regulations and directives are critical in shaping language use in direc-
tive signs and so are incorporated within our concept of multilingual commanding
agency. Multilingual directive urgency reflects the desire for authorities tomitigate
what is understood to be a problematic practice within a place, and in doing so
reduce their need to enforce related directives, and discourses regarding who is
responsible for those practices.

4 Mask wearing becomes a requirement in the
Seoul subway system

Posters regarding appropriate behavior in public transportation have an important
role in shaping public behavior and providing quality service to the public (see
Schimkowsky 2021a, 2021b, for a discussion of manner posters in Japanese public
transportation as an example). Similarly, posters regarding public health have a
vital role to play in promoting safe ways of managing public health threats (see
Serlin 2010;Witte andAllen 2000, for examples of scholarship examining this type
of signage). With the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, new signage was
placedwithin public transportation systems around theworld intended tomanage
public behavior in ways that would limit the emerging public health threat of
COVID-19. Within this section we examine the public health signage related to
COVID-19 during May and early June 2020 placed within the Seoul subway system.

By mid-May 2020 many subway stations in Seoul featured COVID-19 public
health signage almost entirely in monolingual Korean, unlike earlier in the
pandemic when more English, Chinese, and Japanese COVID-19 related signage
was common.Wedrawupon photographs taken inHwarangdae Subway Station, a
relatively typical subway station, as it was within this subway station that data on
COVID-19 public health signage was regularly collected by one author.

On May 26, 2020 new regulations requiring passengers to wear masks within
Seoul’s public transportation system came into effect (see Kwon and Lee 2020;
Park 2020, for a discussion of this policy in the popular press in English) and this
was accompanied by new signage within Hwarangdae Station. The image seen in
Figure 4 shows an example of this signage, photographedby one author onMay 26,
2020, which was posted as these new mask regulations came into effect. These
signs inform passengers that they are required to wear masks when using the
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subway and covered nearly every pillar in Hwarangdae Station. These signs also
contain information regarding locations near the station where masks can be
purchased in the space at the bottom of the sign.

On June 4, 2020 the photograph in Figure 5 was taken. This photograph
contains an image of signage which was placed near the signs seen in Figure 4 and
is titled in Korean ‘Social Distancing’ with English, Chinese, and Japanese text
below. The English reads: ‘subway passengers are required to wear masks.’ Aside
fromone older Korean andChinese sign advocating COVID-19 prevention practices
near the gate of this station, these signs in June 2020 were the only multilingual
signs related to COVID-19 in this station. However, many additional monolingual
Korean COVID-19 related signs were posted throughout this station following the
placement of the signs seen in Figure 5. Many of these monolingual Korean signs
conveyed important health information. For example, one monolingual Korean
sign posted in late June informed passersby that free COVID-19 tests are available
for any resident of Seoul who wishes to be tested. Other Koreanmonolingual signs
posted in September invoked fear through images and text to remind readers to
wearmasks and engage in social distancingmore generally (see Chesnut et al. 2021
for a discussion of this signage), but all of these signs used only Korean text.
Examining the use of English, Chinese, and Japanese in these small directive signs,
posted alongside the larger, more professionally produced, and more detailed
Korean language directive signs, amidst the other monolingual Korean language
signs regarding COVID-19 which are not directive signs, allows for a productive
examination of what shapes multilingualism in directive signs.

Figure 4: An image of posters informing passengers they must wear masks while using the
subway.
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Information regarding free COVID-19 testing is important, and signage
intended to shape general attitudes towards mask wearing and social distancing
can contribute to limiting the spread of COVID-19. However, only signs which
convey directives regarding mask wearing potentially change the practices of staff
and other authorities within subway stations in Seoul. Only these directive signs
have the potential to reduce the need for station attendants to intercept subway
passengers and demand they wear a mask before entering the subway station.
These directive signs may, in the view of authorities, also reduce the potential for
conflict between passengers over mask wearing by reminding passengers of the
requirement to wear masks, which reduces their need to intervene in such con-
flicts.When one author visitedHwarangdae station in the days after this regulation
came into effect, station attendants could be seen stopping and asking thosemask-

Figure 5: An image of an English, Chinese, and Korean sign posted near the sign seen in
Figure 4.
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less passengers to wear masks as they approached the subway gates. Later, this
same author traveling on the subway heard an announcement asking a passenger
in a particular car to put their mask back on, demonstrating that authorities were
having to act when these regulations were being disobeyed. Given this, we
conclude there is an added urgency to ensure as many passengers as possible
understand the signs stating masks are required, which originates in the
requirement that authoritiesmust act if these signs are disobeyed. It is this urgency
which led to English, Chinese, and Japanese directive signs being hastily added to
the larger Korean directive signs. In other words, the multilingualism in these
directive signs is linked to the practices in these stations and the desire of
authorities to resolve problems related to the disobedience of these directives with
the least amount of effort. Posting signs which remind passengers who potentially
may disobey these directives of their need to obey these directives obviously re-
quires less effort than dealingwith individual problems as they occur. Importantly,
it is the urgency to minimize rule breaking, rather than the urgency to mitigate the
COVID-19 pandemic, which we argue is shaping the production of these smaller
multilingual signs. This can be inferred because other important but non-directive
COVID-19 signage featured only Korean text within this station during May 2020
and continuing into the fall of that year. Given the lack of multilingualism inmuch
of this COVID-19 signage overall within this station at that time, we can conclude
there is limited overall concern with communicating COVID-19 information to
foreign residents and visitors.

Critically, the English, Chinese, and Japanese sign seen in Figure 5 contains
less information than the Korean sign seen in Figure 4: information regarding
where to buy masks is absent in the smaller multilingual sign. While perhaps only
a limited number of passersby will require this information, the fact that only the
directive is provided in English, Chinese, and Japanese is alarming and could
potentially create serious difficulties for someone relying on these multilingual
signs.

The use of English, Chinese, and Japanese in these signs reflects that no single
foreign community was seen as likely to disobey the directive to wear masks.
Instead, there was a more amorphous concern that non-Koreans in general may
not obey this directive. This resulted in the adoption of the default language policy
for communicating with foreign residents and guests often adopted on signage
posted within public transportation and tourist sites: the use of English, Chinese,
and Japanese.

The urgency with which authorities attempted to ensure that foreign passen-
gerswithin the Seoul subway systemcomplywith this newdirective towear amask
resulted in the quick production of smaller, less professionally produced signs
featuring English, Chinese, and Japanese. Multilingual commanding urgency
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provides a reasonable explanation for why English, Chinese, and Japanese
COVID-19 related directive signs appeared in May and June 2020, while other
important COVID-19 health signage featured only Korean.

5 Discussion and conclusion: the importance of
multilingual commanding urgency

This section examines the impact of multilingual commanding urgency and how
development of this concept can deepen understanding regarding multilin-
gualism in the linguistic landscape. Multilingual commanding urgency can
reshape the linguistic landscape in several ways. Common practices in the
linguistic landscape, such as the use of English as a means of addressing non-
Koreans in Korean government signage, can be overridden by multilingual
commanding urgency, as seen with the Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese
signage in Figures 1 and 2. Additionally, multilingual commanding urgency can
shape the inclusion and exclusion of languages on directive signage based upon
limited understandings of who is responsible for problematic behavior and
limited understandings of that community’s language practices. For example,
the inclusion of Korean, English, and Arabic in the sign seen in Figure 3 only
partially represents the complex language practices of Yongsan District and the
inclusion of English, Chinese, and Japanese in COVID-19 signage represents only
a limited segment of foreign residents and visitors in Korea. Also, multilingual
commanding urgency can be responsible for directive signage featuring a
multitude of languages, but the information needed to comply with those
directives being available only in the most widely used language in that context,
aswith the example of COVID-19 subway signage in Seoul. This can create serious
and even potentially life-threatening difficulties for those who rely on commu-
nication in an additional language in certain contexts. As a general principle, we
believe any language used in directive signage should also be used to convey
information required to obey those directives. More generally, we observed a
multitude of informative COVID-19 signage in subway stations conveying vital
information, such as signs about free testing for COVID-19, featuring only
Korean (see Hopkyns and van den Hoven 2021 on the need for multilingual
pandemic-related signage). This broader disjuncture between recognizing the
need for multilingual communication regarding directives while abandoning
responsibility for such communication in informative signs with potentially
lifesaving information can be explained by multilingual commanding urgency.
In explaining this phenomenon, we hope to foster a broader recognition of the
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problematic nature of this limited multilingualism and encourage the develop-
ment of effective multilingual communication beyond directive signs.

Examining the role of multilingualism in directive signage requires an
emphasis on both the role of authorities in enforcing regulations and the practices
authorities and other actors view as problematic. Already scholars have made
valuable contributions in examining the law and signage (Angermeyer 2017;
Mautner 2012) but we believe greater analytical emphasis must be placed on
enforcement of the law. It is authorities’ desire to minimize the effort needed to
enforce the regulations that often provides the impetus for posting multilingual
directive signs and multilingual commanding urgency emphasizes the role
enforcement plays in shaping multilingualism in directive signs.

Languageswhich have never beenused in government authorized signage can
enter usage through directive signs shaped bymultilingual commanding urgency.
It has been suggested that this can begin a process in which these languages enter
more general usagewithin official signage (Kallen 2010) but we are skeptical given
we have not observed Vietnamese and Arabic being adopted more broadly in
locations where they were used in directive signs in Seoul and because the specific
circumstances inwhich these languages are adopted in this signage are so distinct.
In fact, the concept of multilingual commanding urgency incorporates the
distinctive nature of this form of multilingualism and suggests that the multilin-
gualism in this signage is not easily incorporated into other authorized signage,
given its distinct origin.

Multilingual commanding urgency can lead to the use ofmore commonly seen
foreign languages appearing again in the greater linguistic landscape, as with the
mask-required signs, or languages that are rarely seen in the linguistic landscape
being incorporated into directive signs as with the garbage signs examined in this
paper. We argue the same fundamental process is shaping both acts of multilin-
gualism, even if the resulting impact in the linguistic landscape is substantially
different. Critically, we believe that the use of less common languages in directive
signage has a greater potential for negatively impacting communities in which it is
placed.

Multilingual commanding urgency can lead to the public noticing the pres-
ence of certain languages within directive signage and their absence in other more
informative signage. For those who speak those languages, this can feel like au-
thorities are targeting them or not serving them adequately. For those who do not
speak those languages, observing these languages on directive signs can lead to
‘overreading’ (Angermeyer 2017) these signs and the belief that speakers of those
languages are likely to disobey the directives written in those languages. Likely
some Vietnamese and Arabic speakers, along with English, Chinese, and Japanese
speakers to a lesser degree, feel unfairly targeted by the signs examined in this
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paper. Likewise, some Korean passersby of these signs surely wonder why these
languages were included in these signs and suspect that repeated failure to obey
the regulations contained within those signs by speakers of these languages must
be the reason. Given these examples, and the critical work of Angermeyer (2017),
Guinto (2019), and Kim (2020), there is reason to be concerned that the multilin-
gualism generated by multilingual commanding urgency can marginalize com-
munities in important ways.

The use of Chinese in both garbage signage and COVID-19 signage deserves
further explanation and allows for an examination of how the significance of a
language within a sign can depend on the specific construction of that sign and its
context. The use of Chinese in the garbage related signage seen in Figures 1 and 2
will be understood as a means to communicate directly with Chinese communities
residing in less developed areas of that district. The unusual combination of
languages in this sign: Korean, Chinese, and Vietnamese—alongside the absence
of English and to a lesser extent Japanese—indicate this is a sign intended for
Chinese as well as Vietnamese communities in this district and not more generally
for all foreign residents and visitors to this district. If it were intended for a wider
audience of non-Koreans, then one would expect the common practice of using
English, Chinese, and Japanese in informative government signage. Importantly, it
is the absence of English and Japanese that makes this so. Additionally, the signs
seen in Figures 1 and 2 bear the symbol of Seongdong District meaning they are
almost certainly only used in that district of Seoul. This indicates it is a local sign
intended to be read only by residents or those visiting this district. Further, these
signs are posted in less developed areas where garbage collection is less adequate
(Joo and Kwon 2015: 1090) and the issue they address—the illegal disposal of
garbage—is already associated with less wealthy Chinese communities in Korea.
Collectively this means that the Chinese text used in the signs seen in Figures 1 and
2 are a means of specifically addressing the Chinese communities residing in that
district. This stands in stark contrast to the use of Chinese text in the sign seen in
Figure 5, which follows the very common practice of using English, Chinese, and
Japanese as a means of generally addressing foreign residents and visitors by
government authorities. The constellation of English, Chinese, and Japanese as
common languages for addressing non-Koreans within government signage
means the role of Chinese in these COVID-19 signs is a means of generally
communicatingwith non-Korean speakerswho reside in or visit Korea. Theways in
which a language canpossess different indexicalitieswithin signage depending on
the sign it is a part of and the larger context in which it is enmeshed deserves
further examination and analysis as does the different roles Chinese text can play
in the larger linguistic landscape of Korea. Future research should examine these
issues.
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Multilingual commanding urgency is not the only cause formultilingualism in
directive signs and other regulatory signage more broadly. For example, Schim-
kowsky (2021a) shows how ‘manner posters’ in Japan are made multilingual as a
means of customer service, and in Korea certain tourist sites will feature English,
Chinese, and Japanese on a wide variety of signage, including directive signs, as
part of a tourism-focused language policy. Further, multilingualism in signage,
including potentially directive signage, can be implemented and discontinued in
ways that may or may not be due to multilingual commanding urgency. At the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, numerous informative signs appeared
regarding COVID-19 in subway stations across Seoul featuring Korean, English,
Chinese, and Japanese. However, by May 2020 these signs had been mostly
replaced with monolingual Korean COVID-19 signage. Future research should
examine the rise and fall of multilingual COVID-19 informative signage early in
2020 within Korea and what role if any multilingual commanding urgency may
have played in the formation of this signage.

Additionally, multilingual commanding urgency will not shape the linguistic
landscape in situations when authorities intend to use the law to persecute
particular marginalized communities. In these situations, regulations and the law
may in fact be intended to be unclear and difficult to understand for certain
communities, as this makes obeying regulations more challenging which facili-
tates legal persecution of certain groups. Multilingual commanding urgency only
shapes the linguistic landscape when authorities make a good faith effort to
communicate to specific communities through language in order to reduce a
perceived problem, and when the broader language policy does not include the
languages relevant to multilingual commanding urgency.

An additional element can shape multilingualism in directive signage as
well: the inclusion of certain languages in directive signage can facilitate pros-
ecution of those who fail to obey these signs as this reduces the believability that
speakers of those languages are ignorant of directives promulgated through
those signs.While this is an important element of directive signage, it is not likely
shaping the inclusion of Vietnamese, Arabic, English, Chinese, and Japanese in
signage examined in this paper. Failing to wear a mask in the Seoul subway
system will almost never result in prosecution, but instead simply being asked to
wear a mask. In the case of the illegal garbage disposal, it is likely authorities are
far more interested in reducing this problematic practice rather than prosecuting
individuals engaging in this practice, and therefore these signs are intended to
simply curtain this illegal activity. However, further studies should examine
the possibility that multilingual directive signs can be intended to facilitate
the prosecution of those who disobey the directives promulgated through such
signs.

48 Chesnut et al.



The garbage and COVID-19 signs examined in this study differ in substantial
ways, and the category of directive signs can include additional types of signs not
examined in this paper. Some directive signs contain implicit commands and do
not include the most common language used within a place. The English and
Arabic sign posted in a flea market in Finland regarding surveillance, police, and
theft, which implicitly commands addressees not to engage in theft, discussed in
Nishiyama (2020) serves as a notable example of this type of signage. Directive
signs and the context in which they are posted can differ in vitally important ways
and additional research should examine these signs and their contexts to better
understand the complex elements at play regarding multilingualism in signage.
The concept of multilingual commanding urgency can serve these studies by of-
fering an explanation for the emergence ofmultilingualism in certain contexts and
hopefully encourages further research on directive signage.

COVID-19 transformed life across the globe, but it will not be the last pandemic
to strike nor be the only crisis requiring newpublic behavior and consequently new
directive signage. Multilingual commanding urgency will shape this signage in
multilingual communities and so it is vital to better understand how different
languages are used in this critically important signage. The sociolinguistics of
emergency situations or crisis sociolinguistics (see Ahmad andHillman 2021; Piller
2020; Tan and Said 2015, and the special issue ofMultilingua on language and the
COVID-19 pandemic edited by Zhang and Li 2020 for examples and discussion of
crisis sociolinguistics) is an emerging and important scholarly endeavor and the
concept of multilingual commanding urgency has much to offer this area of study.

Lastly, we believe the concept of multilingual commanding urgency has a role
to play beyond academia. This is an accessible concept which can help authorities
responsible for the production of public signage and the incorporation of multiple
languages into that signage better understand what shapes their practices. It may
seem obvious to many that if there is a ‘problem’ in a community, a sign should be
posted in the language used by that community directing addressees to act in a
manner which will avoid that problematic practice.We show in this paper, as have
others before us (Angermeyer 2017; Guinto 2019; Kim 2020), that this situation is
more complicated than it appears. We generally advocate that any language
included in directive signage should also be included in amultitude of informative
signage in order to avoid ‘overreading’ that signage andmarginalizing speakers of
that language. We believe discussing multilingual commanding urgency with
authorities is one way scholars can begin bringing about these better multilingual
practices.
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