LINGUISTIC LANDSCAPING: Vehicular Signage in Mankessim, Ghana
Abstract
City signs provide information, promote language and culture, and serve as valuable material for language learning and comparative linguistic analysis. The presence or absence of signs falls within sociolinguistics, as it reflects language use in society. This study examines the linguistic landscape of Mankessim, a Fante community in Ghana, focusing specifically on vehicular signage at commercial lorry stations. The findings reveal code-mixing, a preference for English in religious signage over local dialects, and the dominance of English in this linguistic space.
1. Introduction
This paper investigates vehicular signage as a component of the linguistic landscape in Mankessim, Ghana. It is organized into six sections: the abstract, introduction, literature review, methodology, data presentation, and analysis/discussion. The introduction outlines the research problem, purpose, and significance. The literature review surveys relevant studies, the methodology details the research approach, and the data and analysis sections present and interpret findings using Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).
1.1 Research Problem
Mankessim, a diverse linguistic community, hosts a vibrant market attracting speakers of various languages. This diversity, driven by commercial and cultural activities, necessitates an exploration of the linguistic landscape to determine whether vehicular signage reflects the population’s linguistic composition and the messages conveyed to non-Fante speakers.
1.2 Purpose of the Research
The study aims to identify the languages used for communication (e.g., advertising) and their symbolic functions, reflecting the value and status ascribed by drivers and car owners in Mankessim.
1.3 Significance of the Study
This research contributes to language policy formulation by identifying the purposes and social contexts of language use in Mankessim’s vehicular signage, addressing a gap in the literature on this topic.
2. Literature Review
2.1 Linguistic Landscape
The linguistic landscape encompasses all language-related entities in a community, shaping and reflecting its identity (Ben-Rafael et al., 2006, as cited in Akindele, 2011). Landry and Bourhis (1997) define it as the visibility and salience of languages on public and commercial signs, including road signs, billboards, and shop signs. However, this definition omits vehicular signage, a gap this study addresses.
Dixson (2015) notes that linguistic landscapes often reflect the dominance of English in multilingual settings, alongside minority languages that preserve cultural identity. In Mankessim, a Fante community with a rich historical narrative, the expectation is that local languages would dominate to preserve heritage. However, the presence of non-Fante speakers complicates this dynamic.
2.2 Limitations in Previous Research
Burdick (2012) highlights the absence of interviews as a limitation in linguistic landscape studies, as they provide deeper insights into the symbolic meanings of signs. This study incorporates interviews to address this gap, enhancing the understanding of language choices in Mankessim.
2.3 The Research Community
Mankessim, located between Saltpond and Ajumako, is a densely populated Fante community with one of Ghana’s largest markets (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014). Its commercial vibrancy attracts diverse linguistic groups, including Akan (Fante, Twi, Akuapem), Ga, Ewe, and others, alongside English-speaking foreigners. The community features five lorry stations: Ajumako, Cape Coast, Nananom, Ankokrom, and Accra.
3. Methodology
3.1 Research Objectives
The study seeks to:
· Examine the competition among languages in Mankessim’s vehicular signage.
· Assess drivers’ awareness of their language choices.
3.2 Hypotheses
The research tests the following hypotheses:
1. English is the dominant language in vehicular signage, particularly on newer taxis.
2. English is chosen for prestige and modernity, while local languages preserve heritage.
3. English-only signs may reflect non-English identities.
3.3 Data Collection
Data were collected through photography of inscriptions on 92 commercial vehicles and interviews with drivers. Photography documented signage at lorry stations and in traffic, following the visual analysis approach common in linguistic landscaping (Akindele, 2011). Interviews, conducted primarily in Akan with occasional code-mixing, explored drivers’ language choices and their impact on business. Due to the noisy environment, responses were recorded manually.
3.3.1 Interview Questions
The following questions guided the interviews:
· What languages are spoken in Mankessim?
· What languages do passengers speak?
· Are any passenger languages distinct from those in Mankessim?
· What was your contribution to the signage on your vehicle?
· Why did you choose a specific language for your signage?
· Does the language choice affect your business?
3.4 Analytical Framework
The study employs Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which examines discourse as a social practice encompassing both concrete (written texts) and semiotic (symbols, signs) elements (Fairclough, forthcoming). CDA analyzes how genres, discourses, and styles interact and how social changes influence language use.
4. Data Presentation
4.1 Photographic Data
Inscriptions on 92 vehicles were categorized into social, religious, and prestige contexts:
· Social: Inscriptions addressing money, respect, relationships, appreciation, behavior, humility, and Nationalism (e.g., Figure 1).
· Religious: Inscriptions referencing religious bodies, deities, quotes, prayers, or admonishments (e.g., Figure 2).
· Prestige: Inscriptions featuring nicknames or jargon (e.g., Figure 3).
Note: Figures 1–3 are placeholders for images in the original document.
4.2 Interview Data
Key findings from interviews include:
· Drivers identified English as Ghana’s dominant language, influencing their signage choices.
· English was chosen for prestige to “motivate fans,” often featuring nicknames.
· Akan was selected to preserve cultural heritage.
· One driver used the Akan inscription “ASEDA NKA NYAME” to honor a loved one (Figure 4).
Note: Figure 4 is a placeholder for an image in the original document.
5. Analysis and Discussion
5.1 Application of CDA
Fairclough’s CDA framework considers discourse as both concrete (texts) and semiotic (symbols). In Mankessim, 79 vehicles (85.9%) featured only written text (concrete discourse), while 13 (14.1%) combined text with symbols (semiosis). No vehicles displayed symbols without text. Table 1 illustrates the distribution of languages across these categories.
Table 1: Semiosis vs. Concrete Discourse in Mankessim Vehicular Signage
	Language
	Semiosis (RS/%)
	Concrete Discourse (RS/%)
	Mixture (RS/%)

	English
	0/0
	43/46.7
	3/3.3

	Arabic
	0/0
	0/0
	5/5.4

	Hausa
	0/0
	3/3.3
	0/0

	Akan
	0/0
	29/31.5
	5/5.5

	Akan-English Mixing
	0/0
	3/3.3
	0/0

	Ga
	0/0
	1/1.1
	0/0

	Total
	0/0
	79/85.9
	13/14.1


CDA also examines the interplay of genres, discourses, and styles. Table 2 shows that social contexts favor Akan, while religious contexts favor English, reflecting social practices’ influence on language choice.
Table 2: Language Use by Context
	Context
	English (RS)
	Akan (RS)
	Akan-English Mixing (RS)
	Others (RS)
	Total (RS/%)

	Religious
	29
	14
	3
	8
	54/58.7

	Social
	13
	15
	5
	1
	34/37.0

	Prestige
	4
	0
	0
	0
	4/4.3

	Total
	46/50.0
	29/31.5
	8/8.7
	9/9.8
	92/100


5.2 Testing the Hypotheses
1. English Dominance: English appeared in 46 inscriptions (50%), compared to Akan’s 29 (31.5%), confirming English as the dominant language.
2. Prestige vs. Heritage: Drivers associated English with prestige and modernity, driven by its official status in Ghana, while Akan was chosen for heritage preservation, supporting the hypothesis.
3. English Signs with Non-English Identities: Although no signs were exclusively English with non-English identities, eight mixed Akan-English signs, three with Akan symbols, partially support the hypothesis.
5.3 Discussion
English’s dominance reflects its status as Ghana’s official language and its perceived simplicity and prestige. Akan’s use is tied to cultural heritage, particularly in social contexts. The interplay of social practices and discourse shapes language choices, with commercial activities and non-Akan visitors reinforcing English’s prominence.
6. Conclusion
This study establishes English as the dominant language in Mankessim’s vehicular signage, driven by prestige and modernity, while Akan is used to preserve heritage. The findings highlight the need for further research on signage in permanent structures to complement this work. The study contributes to sociolinguistics and language policy by mapping Mankessim’s linguistic landscape.
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