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Abstract: Costa Rica officially became a multi-ethnic, pluricultural nation in
2015. Representatives from the principal minorities, in particular Afro-Costa
Ricans and indigenous peoples, played an important role in contesting the
erstwhile dominant narrative of Costa Rican’s white European settler heritage.
One of the intended consequences of the constitutional amendment was to
ensure greater salience of ethnic minorities in public policy and social life.
This study investigates the public display of linguistic and cultural diversity
on commercial and community signage in six urban centres of Limón, the most
ethnically diverse province. Undertaken in the same year as the constitutional
amendment, the study examines the inclusion of languages and cultural refer-
ences attributable to three main minority groups (Afro-Caribbean, Chinese and
indigenous), and more recent migrant settlers, in public space. Greater salience
was found in locations appearing to target a local readership; references to
indigenous cultures were almost completely absent, however. Changes in the
public narrative on Costa Rican identity may gradually encourage greater sal-
ience of official minority groups on public signage. An immediate challenge
entails the effects of the expanding tourism sector, as this appears to favour a
proliferation of decontextualized international cultural references rather than an
appreciation of locality and historical rootedness.

Keywords: linguistic landscapes, ethnic minorities, Central America,
Afro-Caribbean, indigenous languages

1 Introduction

On August 24, 2015, Article 1 of the constitution of Costa Rica was amended to
acknowledge the inherently “multi-ethnic and pluricultural” nature of the
nation. Although the bill had spent 15 years in the legislative assembly before
being approved (Presidencia de Costa Rica 2015), overnight the myth of Costa
Rica’s essentially white heritage and European cultural orientation crumbled.
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That the initiator of this bill, Joycelyn Sawyers, was a former legislator from the
Caribbean province of Limón, is testimony to Costa Rica’s West Indian cultural
and linguistic legacy. The Office of the President subsequently emitted a four-
year national plan for inclusionary policies aimed at Afro-Costa Ricans/Afro-
descendants.1 Educational curricula, media and national funding of cultural
activities were henceforth required to reflect the inherent ethnic diversity of
Costa Rica’s heritage and contemporary society.

This diversity was officially corroborated by a national census in 2000 and
again in 2011 which, for the first time since 1950, included a section on
ethnicity. Reflecting the original purpose, the ethnicity question was framed
to collect information on specific minority groups (indigenous peoples, Afro-
descendants and Chinese), and was determined through respondents’ self-
identification with a single category.2 In the case of indigenous respondents,
additional questions inquired into knowledge of an indigenous language and
the respondents’ self-adscription to a specific indigenous people. The propor-
tional weight of the nation’s main ethnic groups in the 2011 census was as
follows: black or Afro-descendants 1.1%, mulatto 6.7%, indigenous 2.4%, and
Chinese 0.2%, alongside the majority “white/mestizo” population (83.6%)
(INEC 2011).3

The documentation of ethnolinguistic diversity in the census and the
ensuing visibility of ethnic minority groups in the nation’s demographic pro-
file, is the result of considerable lobbying by civil rights groups nationally and
internationally (see Lennox and Minott 2011). Nevertheless, the erstwhile
selective approach to the nation’s genealogy is firmly embedded in authorita-
tive texts which contribute to shaping the nation’s identity. Accounts of the
nation’s history and contemporary identity have (to date) usually converged on
the narrative of a rural, white immigrant, demographic profile, and egalitarian,
democratic social structure (Bourgois 1989; Chomsky 1996; Alvarenga Venutolo

1 The terms “Afro-Costa Rican” or “Afro-descendant” (Afrodescendante) are used by state
institutions in contemporary Costa Rica. These terms not only identify people with West
Indian heritage, but also Costa Ricans with black ethnic heritage from Honduras, Nicaragua,
Panama, Colombia and other Caribbean nations such as Cuba. Analogous to other ethnic
groups in contemporary Costa Rica, Afro-Costa Ricans commonly have mixed heritage
(Presidencia de 2015).
2 In the two previous censuses which had included ethnicity (1927, 1950), the census taker had
independently assigned ethnicity on the basis of appearance, language, location etc. (Solano
2008, 2004).
3 In Costa Rica, the terms “mulatto” and “mestizo” refer to people of Afro-descendant and
indigenous, and European and indigenous mixed-race heritage respectively.
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2007; Díaz-Azofeifa 2012; Townsend-Bell 2014).4 In their examination of school
curricula throughout the region, Euraque and García (2012) concluded that
marginal coverage (or even complete absence) of the contribution of Afro-
Caribbean heritage to the nation is not unusual in curricula and national
cultural celebrations throughout the (Hispanic) Central American region and,
in most cases, is accompanied by the negligible visibility of indigenous cul-
tural and demographic contributions in portrayals of Central American
societies.

This reductionist perspective of cultural diversity is discernible in the com-
modification of the country for tourism and investment purposes. A common
strategy to date has been to extract “monopoly rents’” (Harvey 2001), or eco-
nomic advantage, from the evocation of Costa Rica as the embodiment of a
culturally western, ecological haven, situated within a potentially conflictive,
culturally distinct region. As demonstrated by Rivers-Moore (2007) and Christian
(2013), tourism marketing discourse has typically defined Costa Ricans in ways
that emphasize their racial and cultural exceptionalism within the immediate
region. The limited marketing of regions with Afro-Costa Rican or indigenous
heritage has highlighted the exoticism of such cultures within the allegedly
homogenous Costa Rican mainstream (Christian 2013).

This study examines the extent to which Costa Rica’s linguistic and cultural
diversity is visible in the linguistic landscape of public signage. Linguistic
landscape research typically attempts to adduce the social meanings that may
be attributed to linguistic and semiotic features of public signage and considers
the influence that the broader socio-political context may exercise (e.g. Ben
Rafael et al. 2006; Cenoz and Gorter 2006; Blommaert 2013). These linguistic
and semiotic features may reveal how a community, specific commercial or
social sectors, or individual actors endeavour to index identity, cultivate inter-
personal connections and create a communal sense of belonging.

The research setting, Limón, is the nation’s most diverse province and one
of considerable social contrasts. While overall the population of Limón pos-
sesses the lowest human development indicators in Costa Rica (PNUD 2013),
with respect to levels of educational attainment and proportion of skilled work-
ers, the Afro-descendant populace (females in particular) performs better than
Afro-descendant populations elsewhere in Latin America (Gradín 2012).

4 This is not unusual in the broader Latin American context, however. Despite the importance
of West Indian workers to the early economic development of Central America, Cuba and some
regions of South America, Foote (2014) notes the often scant coverage (or absence) of West
Indians in studies on migration and nation-building in Latin America. López (2014) makes a
similar claim with respect to Chinese migration.
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This study investigates the extent to which references to Costa Rica’s three
main minority ethnic groups appear on commercial and community signage in
six urban centres of Limón province. Such references encompass the use of non-
official languages (i.e. languages other than Spanish)5 and words, symbols or
images which refer to cultural phenomena (including toponyms). Compiled in
the same year as the constitutional amendment, the data set possesses historical
value and it complements data sources from previous investigations into the
portrayal of Costa Rica’s ethnolinguistic diversity in educational curricula, tour-
ism marketing discourse and history narrative.

2 Background

2.1 Ethnicity and language in Limón province

The 2011 census (INEC 2011) records the ethnic minority composition of Limón
province as follows: indigenous 7% (27,462), black or Afro-descendant 5%
(18,142), mulatto 9% (33,202), Chinese 0.2% (876), other or none 2% (11,105).6 If
the black/Afro-descendant and mulatto census categories are conflated, Limón
possesses the highest proportion of Afro-Costa Ricans in the country (PNUD 2013).

In addition to the official minority groups, several southern coastal town-
ships in Limón province draw both short-term sojourners and lifestyle migrants,
often with an enduring relationship to the region. The sometimes irregular
residence status of this population means clarity regarding the number involved
is difficult. Some longer-term residents, for instance, may retain their tourist
status by traversing the border to Panama at three-month intervals.

2.1.1 Indigenous peoples

A total of 104,143 (2.4%) people self-identify as indigenous in Costa Rica (INEC
2011). This includes those who belong to one of Costa Rica’s eight different

5 The status of Catholicism and Spanish as the nation’s sole official religion and language
remains unchanged by the recent bill. Article 76 of the constitution recognizes the need to
protect indigenous languages, but does not confer official status on any language other than
Spanish.
6 Admittedly, the broad census categories do not capture the diversity of the ethnic minorities
in Limón. It is not clear, for instance, how descendants of indentured labourers from India
known as culí (see, for instance, Castri et al. 2007) self-identify in the census.
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indigenous peoples, those who do not identify as belonging to a specific people,
and individuals classified as of foreign origin. The latter group comprised 18% of
the indigenous population in Costa Rica in the 2000 census, and these most
typically originate from Nicaragua or Panama (Solano 2004). Labourers from
Panama, frequently of indigenous descent, enter Limón province at Sixaola, and
many find employment in Limón’s extensive agricultural sector (Morales
Gamboa 2008; BCCR 2014).

With 26% (27,462) of the total indigenous population, Limón province has
the highest number of indigenous inhabitants in the country, surpassing the
metropolitan area of San José, in which 19% of the indigenous population is
recorded. Within the province, 8% of the indigenous population resides in the
district of Limón and 48% in the southern canton of Talamanca. The two
indigenous reserves of Talamanca are located within the traditional territories
of the Bribri and Cabécar peoples (Solano 2004; Mideplan 2015).

According to the 2011 census, Limón is the only province in which indigen-
ous peoples are more likely to speak an indigenous language (61%). Competency
in indigenous languages is more likely to be retained by those who reside in or
near traditional territories (Solano 2004), and this is true of 60%-65% of the
Cabécar and Bribri peoples in the Talamanca district (INEC 2011).

Both the 2000 and 2011 censuses, however, revealed higher levels of illiter-
acy and lower levels of educational attainment among inhabitants of indigenous
territories. According to Gradín’s (2016) analysis, the indigenous population
residing in or near the traditional territories displays the lowest level of socio-
economic welfare nationwide. Prudence is nevertheless advisable when inter-
preting census data, and Gradín (2016) adduces that the index used to measure
welfare may not have been sufficiently sensitive to differences in cultural values
and customs. Regarding literacy levels, Solano (2004) cautions that in such
cases as the Cabécar, who display high levels of language maintenance, respon-
dents may have been literate in their mother tongue but illiterate in Spanish and
this distinction may have been inaccurately captured in the census.7

2.1.2 Afro-Costa Ricans

The origin of Costa Rica’s Afro-descendant population can be traced to different
periods. The early forced migration of people of African descent to work as
plantations slaves occurred during the Spanish colonial period. Dispersed

7 Schools in indigenous territories have taught the language(s) of the respective indigenous
people since 1996 (Solano 2004; Rivas 2014).
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throughout various regions, numbers were modest and, after the abolition of
slavery in 1824, the descendants of these individuals assimilated into the
broader Costa Rican population (Murrillo 1999). Gradín (2016) surmises that
much of this population may not have self-identified as Afro-descendant but
as mulatto in the ethnic classification of the recent censuses.

The British Caribbean is the origin of the majority of Costa Rica’s Afro-
descendants, however, and the migration flow to Limón province, dating from
the late 1800s, was motivated by the demand for labourers for the construction
of the railroad and later, for the banana plantations. Early records of the
numbers of West Indians who arrived during this period are non-existent, and
attempts to estimate numbers overlook the migration of women (Harpelle 2001),
who, according to Putnam (2002), often accompanied male labourers or arrived
independently. According to the 1927 census records, people of West Indian
African descent totalled around 21,000 nationwide, and comprised 55% of
Limón’s population (Harpelle 1993).

The presence of US expatriates in the management of both the railroad and
the plantations favoured the retention of English and the English-based Creole
spoken by West Indians in Limón (Bourgois 1989). Upon the extension of Costa
Rican citizenship to West Indians in 1949, two or three generations of West
Indians had resided in Costa Rica, largely restricted to the province of Limón.
Cultural difference had been retained over generations through a preference for
English-medium schooling delivered by Jamaican teachers, the observance of
protestant faith, cultural activities inculcating an affinity with British cultural
history, and a shared narrative of cultural superiority vis-à-vis the Hispanic
population (Purcell and Sawyers 1993; Purcell 1985; Murillo Chaverri 1999).

The acceptance of Costa Rican citizenship implied, however, a cultural
realignment; West Indians were required to attend (Spanish-medium) state
schools and follow the national curriculum designed for a (largely) Hispanic-
heritage, Catholic populace (Purcell 1987). The mastery of Spanish became a
requisite for social mobility and the use of English or Limonese Creole8 was
reduced to the domestic and social spheres. Spanish became increasingly the
dominant (and statusful) language of successive generations of West Indians (in
terms of literacy skills and linguistic expertise across a range of registers).
Herzfeld (2011) notes that while Creole has continued importance as an identity
marker, the influence of Spanish, lexically and syntactically, on Creole is com-
mon. Mobility-conscious parents may discourage their children from speaking
Creole (Bourgois 1986), and many Afro-Costa Ricans opposed attempts in the

8 I follow Anita Herzfeld, a renowned expert on this language, in using the denomination
“Limonese Creole”.
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1970s to include Creole as a medium of instruction in schools, alleging this
would hinder the younger generation’s social mobility (Purcell 1985).

Towards the end of the twentieth century, however, English competence
brought economic opportunities to this community through migration to the
USA (McIlwaine 1997) and, more recently, through employment in the expand-
ing tourism sector. Competence in English and Creole in Limón province has
nevertheless declined (Sharpe 1997; Herzfeld 2011), and English conversation
classes are foreseen in the national plan to support Afro-Costa Ricans
(Presidencia de Costa Rica 2015).

The level of human development of Costa Rica’s Afro-descendant population
is unusual in the contemporary Latin American context. In his analysis of
the 2000 census data from five countries, Gradín (2012) highlights the high
proportion of Costa Rican Afro-descendants (in particular women) in skilled
employment. In reference to the 2011 census, Gradín (2016) identifies black/
Afro-descendant Costa Ricans as displaying higher welfare indicators than other
ethnic groups in Limón province.

2.1.3 Chinese Costa Ricans

Although 50% of Chinese Costa Ricans are recorded as residing in the capital,
San José, the proportion of the Chinese population in Limón is greater than in
other provinces (INEC 2011). The Chinese were the second main migrant group in
Limón province the 1800s and early twentieth century. Limón (together with
Puntarenas on the Pacific coast) was one of two ports authorized to receive
Chinese migrants during this period (Chou 2004). In line with the often
Sinophobic context present, for instance, in Peru and Mexico in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century (see Hu-DeHart 2009; López 2014), endea-
vours were made to arrest the migration of Chinese workers to Costa Rica.
Informal migration continued, however, and has endured through to the present
(Chen-Apuy 1992).

Although Chinese language competence is not usually maintained inter-
generationally in Costa Rican Chinese-heritage families and Spanish family
names are often used, cultural ties are maintained in Limón (and other cities
traditionally favoured by Chinese migrants) through diverse associations run by
Chinese descendants (Chen-Apuy 1992). The legacy of Chinese cultural heritage
is also evident from the well-maintained Chinese cemetery on the outskirts of
Limón township, whilst commercially the legacy is most visible at street level
through the nationwide presence of Chinese restaurants with a menus catering
for mainstream Costa Rican clientele. Now well integrated and represented
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throughout all social echelons, Chinese-heritage Costa Ricans are recorded in
the 2011 census as possessing overall higher levels of socioeconomic wellbeing
than other ethnic groups in the country (Gradín 2016).

2.1.4 Transient sojourners and lifestyle seekers

Costa Rica attracts considerable numbers of short and long-term foreign resi-
dents (often termed life-style migrants), whose presence contributes to the
ethnic and linguistic diversity of particular regions of the Central Valley, the
Pacific and the Atlantic coastlines. While the broad “blanco/mestizo” census
category does not allow a finer distinction, migration statistics display a steady
increase in arrivals from North America, Europe and selected Latin American
countries such as Colombia and Argentina (DGME 2013). Ethnographic studies
on lifestyle migrants residing in Costa Rica’s Central Valley and the Pacific coast
(the majority of which are North American or European) have noted the use of
English on public signage in locations with a relatively high density of such
migrants (e.g. Janoschka 2011; Van Noorloos 2013).

In Limón province, the tourism sector became an important generator of
employment in the late twentieth century. Unlike the targeted large-scale devel-
opment seen on the Pacific coast, small-scale, locally-owned facilities predomi-
nate. In coastal towns, these usually possess a boutique-style, eco-tourism focus
and management by foreign residents is common (usually North Americans or
Europeans). In contrast to the coastline, Limón city with its rich urban history
has been largely overlooked by Costa Rican tourism development strategists.
Indeed, tourism guides often present the city as an unattractive destination
beset by crime and underdevelopment,9 and tourists are steered south towards
the coastal towns of Puerto Viejo and Cahuita.

Nevertheless, the evident appeal of the cultural and linguistic differences of
the Caribbean in the eyes of some tourists has nourished an informal niche for
sex tourism. Relationships arising from these encounters may lead to extended
(or multiple) visits and attempts to seek local employment (Frohlick 2009).
Usually involving western women and local males of West Indian (or more
broadly Caribbean) heritage,10 some men choose to selectively market their

9 National crime statistics from the early 2000s actually confirm a proportionally higher rate of
murder, suicide and property offences in this province (see, for instance, Monge-Nájera and
Corrales 2012).
10 Frohlick (2013) notes that Puerto Viejo has attracted male migrants from the Caribbean
region who find casual employment in tourism-related positions. These are likely to be citizens
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black Caribbean heritage through the use of Rastafarian semiotic accoutrement
(e.g. hairstyles, dress, and jewellery), and music, perceiving these to appeal to
western tourists (Anderson 2005).

2.2 Linguistic landscape research

In reflection of the inherent diversity in the form and purpose of publicly
displayed informational texts (e.g. from the formal rigidity of state institutional
signage to the informal spontaneity of graffiti), considerable variation is found
in the objectives of linguistic landscape research. Differences may also be
observed in the classification of the unit of analysis in this field of research:
public signs and public texts. In Ben Rafael et al. (2006), for instance, a binary
division is drawn between top-down signs, those produced by the state bureau-
cracy, and bottom-up signs, those produced by individuals, whether for com-
mercial or personally motivated purposes. The main criterion underlying this
generic division is the degree of freedom with regard to the use of language,
symbols, design and materials; while top-down signs usually conform to state-
generated notions of linguistic and semiotic appropriateness, greater autonomy
usually exists in the design and content of bottom-up signs (Huebner 2006). This
distinction is not unproblematic, however. As discussed by Huebner (2009) and
Tufi and Blackwood (2010), the globalization of brands and the increasingly
multinational presence of large commercial companies challenges the assump-
tion of freedom with regard to signage design and content. Enterprises which are
part of a chain, or which advertise products using brand names and trademarks
are not at liberty to alter the stylized advertising form received from the (usually
distant) head office. The static nature of such adopted texts and the lack of
individual or local influence on their design or content suggests they are closer
in essence to the top-down category. The signage of most local enterprises
originated in the immediate environment, however, and both producers and
readers exercise a degree of autonomy in the design and interpretation of
content. This non-hierarchical perspective is captured by Kallen’s (2009) propo-
sal that local commercial signage be viewed as a horizontal communicative
channel. This consideration is pertinent in studies which endeavour to explore
the construction of localized public space, and which exclude from the analysis
signage from multinational enterprises.

of Cuba and the Dominican Republic, who are, by far, the most numerous residents in Costa
Rica of the Caribbean nations (DGME 2013).
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Recognizing the inherent diversity of drivers and actors involved in the
construction of public texts, Kallen (2010) has proposed a classification system
comprising seven categories: the civic frame (regulatory notices emitted by state
organs); the market place (or commerce); portals (points of entry and exit);
the wall (i.e. temporary and spontaneous inscriptions); the community (non-
commercial social organizations); the detritus zone (e.g. litter); and educational
institutions. The division recognizes differences in agency, audience, context
and function, and also acknowledges the potential inter-connectedness of exam-
ples from different categories. This study focuses on two categories from this
classification system: “the marketplace” (that is, commercial signage) and “com-
munity”. A common function of these two forms of linguistic landscape artefacts
is the practice of commodifying products, services or cultural activities, and
distinguishing them, in the public gaze, from other, potentially comparable
manifestations.

Commercial signage is enmeshed in an economic process, embedded in a
legal framework, and involves participants with determined social roles. The
text (words and imagery) has the purpose of identifying the enterprise’s com-
mercial sector, capturing the attention of potential clientele and enticing these,
eventually, to enter. An enterprise owes its continued existence to custom, and
the manner in which an enterprise chooses to market itself (both in terms of
linguistic and semiotic choices) signals the type of consumer group that the
enterprise wishes to target. In the case of goods or services of general con-
sumption or use (e.g. computer repairs or a hardware store), envisaged clien-
tele may have no distinguishing socioeconomic profile and textual choices on
signage may be correspondingly neutral; however, enterprises which represent
a niche market (such as tattoo services) or which target clientele of a particular
income bracket or age (e.g. an upmarket gym or exclusive fashion store) will
often attempt to signal this through choices in language use and symbols
(Huebner 2006). The selection of linguistic and semiotic features on signage
is often intended to suggest an association of the enterprise (and by extension
the goods inside) with people, countries or cultures which are likely to be
perceived as prestigious, exotic, exclusive or desirable, or which embody some
cultural value within the given social context (e.g. Kasanga 2010; Curtin 2014;
Lanza and Woldemariam 2014).

Community signage is used to identify the location of cultural, social or
political associations or institutions in the community. It may also possess a
commemorative function if referring to the historical existence of an institution,
event or associated individual. The originator of such signage may be the
municipality, members of a community of practice, or individual actors. It differs
from commercial signage in that it is not intended to stimulate purchasing
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behaviour, but it nevertheless exercises a similar function of attracting visitors,
members, or public interest.

3 Methods

The design of this study was informed by previous investigations into
the occurrence of non-official languages and cultural or geographic references
(e.g. Barni and Bagna 2010; Bogatto and Hélot 2010). In finalizing the choice of
data collection sites, expert opinion and official sources of demographic infor-
mation were consulted (policy documents, the 2011 census, and literature
related to the 2000 and 2011 censuses). I interviewed Mario Zamora Cordero, a
respected public servant in Costa Rica,11 on ethnic groups and migrant flows. Six
urban centres in Limón province were selected on account of their demographic,
geographic or economic significance: Siquirres and Guápiles (two inland cities),
Limón township and Puerto Viejo (two coastal cities), Bribri village, and
Sixaola.12

Girdled by agricultural hinterland, Siquirres and Guápiles are important
trade centres on the main transit route between Limón and the Central Valley
(where the majority of Costa Rica’s population resides). The provincial capital
Limón possesses one of the country’s largest ports and an international airport.
Puerto Viejo is one of the main tourism centres on the Caribbean coast and is the
principal coastal town between Limón and the border with Panama. It is located
close to national parks and indigenous reserves. Finally, two small urban
centres Bribri village, and Sixaola, were included. These are modest commercial
centres which supply the local rural community and transiting traffic, and are
both served well by public transport. Bribri village is close to the indigenous
reserves, which are the traditional territories of the Bribri and Cabécar peoples.
Sixaola is located on the border with Panama and is an important transit point
for cross-border trade, tourists, and migrant labourers employed in the sur-
rounding plantations.

Data collection was undertaken in 2015. While traversing each urban centre
on at least two occasions, I photographed all instances of commercial signage

11 He has formerly held the offices of legal adviser at the Office of the Ombudsman (Defensoría
de los habitantes), Director of Migration and more recently, Minister of Security of Costa Rica.
12 While the population of each urban centre is unavailable, the 2011 census provides the
population of the (usually eponymous) respective district: Limón: 61,072; Siquirres: 31,637:
Guápiles: 36,469; Cahuita (district of Puerto Viejo): 8,293; Batsi (district of Bribri): 7,318;
Sixaola: 8,861 (INEC 2011).
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that displayed non-official languages or references to cultural phenomena. The
latter category encompassed toponyms, explicit references to a particular
nationality or country (e.g. “French”), symbols or images (e.g. a flag or a bank-
note) or cultural phenomena which originated in a particular country (e.g. the
statue of liberty, the name of a Bob Marley album, or the Rastafarian colours
red, yellow and green).

Direct contact with the proprietor (or those responsible for the content of
store signage) was not possible in a systematic form. Initial inquires revealed
that these were often not present in the township or were not localizable.
Nevertheless, the process of taking photographs was often accompanied by a
conversation with proprietors or employees.13 This contact enabled me to clarify
the intended reference of specific cultural symbols (e.g. flags or toponyms), or,
where pertinent, the ethnic or cultural origin of the proprietor (e.g. Chinese,
Argentine, etc.). However, as some signs may predate the current proprietor (or
employee), I acknowledge that this additional contextual information regarding
sign content cannot be considered conclusive. Where pertinent, I signal the
possibility of alternative explanations in my discussion. Four main categories
were used in the classification process: (1) non-official languages; (2) number of
languages (monolingual, bilingual etc.); (3) geographic and cultural references
(words or images); and (4) commercial sector or type of community institution.

As a reliability measure, a research assistant (a native speaker of Latin
American Spanish) was trained in the classification procedure and tasked with
independently classifying all signs. Only three discrepancies were identified in
the two classification rounds (involving cultural references to a national flag);
we reached agreement on the final classification through discussion and
consultation.

4 Results

A total of 289 photographed signs were captured: Siquirres (19), Guápiles (49),
Limón (83), Puerto Viejo (131), Bribri village (2), Sixaola (5).14 Commercial
enterprises in Limón province were found to be almost exclusively small-scale
retailers. Owing perhaps to the lower socioeconomic development of the region,

13 This exchange was facilitated by the tendency of these individuals to be seated or positioned
close to the entrance of the store. In such cases, I considered it courteous to inform the person
that I was photographing the signage.
14 Henceforth, the numbers in brackets refer to the number of signs which display the
phenomenon referred to.
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chain stores with a nation-wide presence and multinational retailers were not
present in this corpus. It thus appears likely that decisions regarding the design
and content of signage in this corpus were made locally rather than at a distant
head office. This section will discuss usage of non-official languages, cultural
references and toponyms in each location. The results for Siquirres and
Guápiles, and Bribri village and Sixaola are presented together, due to their
relative geographic proximity and the low number of signs collected at these
locations.

4.1 Non-official languages

As displayed on Table 1, the range of languages was greatest in Puerto Viejo.
The most frequent non-official language was English in all locations and, in
Siquirres, it was also the sole non-official language. English was the only non-
official language of monolingual signs. Such signs were proportionally more
common in Puerto Viejo (47) and primarily advertised accommodation, restau-
rants and leisure activities. In Guápiles (3), monolingual signs advertised attire
and personal adornment. In Limón (23), monolingual signs appeared in a wide
range of commercial sectors in addition to community signage. In both Guápiles
and Limón, the commercial (or community) sector and the location of the sign
suggested that the intended readership was more likely to be the local populace
rather than tourists.

4.2 Limón (township)

As the provincial capital, Limón possesses a larger commercial centre than other
locations in this study. This did not, however, lead to a greater number or range
of languages or cultural references. The instances of signage recorded in this

Table 1: Non-official languages.

Limón Puerto V. Siquirres Guápiles Bribri Sixaola

English      

Chinese  

Italian  

French 

German 

BriBri  
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data set were not usually contiguous, but were interspersed with numerous
monolingual signs in Spanish displaying no explicit cultural references.
Monolingual Spanish advertising was very common and, on some streets, non-
official languages or cultural references were either absent or altogether few in
number. Nevertheless, Limón displayed features pertaining to the city’s Afro-
Costa Rican and Chinese heritage on both commercial and community signs to a
greater extent than the other three cities. Community signage (cultural centres
and churches) in particular displayed this ethnolinguistic diversity. Commercial
signs appeared affixed to the store frontage above the entrance, while a few
were painted on the establishment’s wall. Community signs appeared on the
walls of institutions, in some cases in the form of a plaque.

The Limón sub-set included a total of 26 different commercial sectors. The
most frequent were eateries (21), attire (20) and personal grooming (10). Single
occurrences were found across a broad range of sectors (e.g. tattoo parlour, sex
shop, lawyer’s office, and tailor).

A total of 21 toponyms and cultural references were identified in Limón. Of
these, 12 referred to the Caribbean (e.g. Afro-Caribbean, Bermuda, or Jamaica),
and these occurred across a wide range of commercial sectors (e.g. restaurant,
gym, tailor, car wash), and, in one instance, the image of a (presumably) Afro-
Caribbean model was used to advertise a barber’s shop (see Figure 2(b)).

Historical references to Antillean Caribbean history in Limón were found in
both commercial and community signage. Two references were found to the
Black Star Line shipping fleet, founded by the Jamaican political leader Marcus
Garvey, an influential activist among the West Indian population in Limón in the
early 1900s. The ship “Washington” formed part of this fleet, and this appeared,
accompanied by the illustration of the ship, as the name of a downtown bar. The
second reference constituted the name of a restaurant, “Black Star Line”, located
in a historical building which had housed the “Association for the Improvement
of the Negro”, an organization founded by Garvey. As the building is an
important landmark and hosts cultural activities, this is a case in which com-
mercial and community signage intersect. In Figure 1(a), the connection with the
Caribbean British overseas territories is signalled through the tricolour flag
(blue, white and green) on the right, which was the proposed national flag in
Bermuda’s (unsuccessful) 1995 referendum on independence.

Surnames of Anglo-Saxon origin were found on commercial and community
signs.15 Examples (1a) and (1b) from a lawyers’ office and a tattoo parlour
illustrate this. Beyond their occurrence on private enterprises, typically Anglo-

15 English-sounding forenames are common throughout Costa Rica in all social strata, but
these are typically used with Spanish surnames.
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Saxon surnames were also found on community signage using English. In
contrast, the only other example of an Afro-Costa Rican name of English origin
identified during this fieldwork was in Puerto Viejo (example 1c). Signage in
Limón also displayed words in English that are traditionally used in Limonese
English, such as blumer [bloomer],16 boxer, rice and beans. The latter example is
employed throughout Costa Rica in reference to the regional dish of Limón
province (of West Indian origin).

(1) (a) Bufete [lawyer’s office] Cruikshank and Asoc [L1]
(b) Tattoo Piercing Peter Rose [L24]
(c) Caribbean Surf School with Hershel Lewis Gordon since 1998 [PV63]

Limón’s protestant religious heritage was visible on community signage
used either to identify a religious building or association, or to commemorate
an individual (Figure 1(b)). While church signage was usually bilingual, the
three examples of community signage (associations and commemorative texts)
were monolingual in English.

The scant references to the US (3) were exclusively to the “ropa Americana”
phenomenon, which involves the sale of branded imported clothing (usually
used or end-of-line). Such signage also included a proliferation of foreign brand
names.17 A single reference to Great Britain occurred in Limón (“British
Pharmacy”) and was confirmed by employees as a cultural reference rather
than a country-of-origin marker.

(a) Mowatt hall (b) Methodist minister Rev. Glasspole 

Figure 1: Community signage (Limón).

16 Brackets are used for translations.
17 In accordance with Tufi and Blackwood (2010), such instances were not recorded as foreign
language use.
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Although used primarily to advertise restaurants, Chinese language or cul-
tural references (7) were also used to advertise a tailor, household wares,
electronic goods, and a cultural association. In almost all instances, Chinese
characters were displayed less saliently than the Spanish and the informational
content of the two languages did not always coincide. The transliteration in the
Latin script was often only approximate. Mei Li Hua “beautiful China” was
written as “Milayva”, and Xin Guang “new sunlight” was written as “Sien
Kon”.18 The references to China (in Spanish) were prominent, however, in
terms of size, colour and position. In Figure 2(a), the reference to Chinese
heritage and the Caribbean are combined.

4.3 Puerto Viejo

Puerto Viejo had the greatest concentration of non-official languages on signage.
Consecutive instances of such signage in the main streets of the township were
common. Signage was affixed as a panel above the store frontage or on a wall
adjacent to the entrance, or a transportable board in front.

Puerto Viejo also contained the highest number of different commercial
sectors (31) which displayed either a non-official language or cultural references.
While these typically occurred on the signage of eateries (44) accommodation

(a) Reference to Chinese heritage   (b) Barber 

Figure 2: Chinese cultural reference and Afro-Costa Rican fashion models (Limón).

18 I am grateful to Jihua Dong and Yali Liu for assistance interpreting the Chinese language
data in this study.
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(25) and touristic activities (18), instances involving churches and real estate
were also salient.

The range of toponyms and cultural references was more extensive in Puerto
Viejo than elsewhere. The Caribbean (13) was the most frequent referent, and
such examples usually entailed the word “Caribe” or “Caribbean” or in the case
of Jamaica, references to Rastafarian music and colours (yellow, green, red).
These were displayed across a range of commercial sectors (clothes, hair stylists,
leisure activities and food). In contrast, cultural references to European coun-
tries (4) in Puerto Viejo were typically concentrated around the food industry.

Five examples of community signage were identified in Puerto Viejo which
contained either a non-official language or a cultural reference, and these were
primarily churches. Church signage in Puerto Viejo tended to be bilingual
(Spanish/English) and, unlike Limón, the religious denomination was not
always explicit. This may suggest an ecumenical orientation, which may suit
the varied demographic profile of the township, and the transient nature of
much of its populace.

A single reference to Costa Rica’s indigenous population was identified: a
sign in Bribri, displaying cultural information (example 2a). Greater prominence
was accorded to the Bribri version than the Spanish translation which followed.
Three explicit references to Argentina were identified; these constituted country-
of-origin references to Argentine dishes and dialectal phrases from Argentine
Spanish (example 2b).

(2) (a) Me gustan las flores [I like flowers] Mama buy yé kiana frase Bribri
[Bribri phrase] [PV70]

(b) Qué Quilombo Parilla argentina [How cool! Argentine grill] [PV23]

4.4 Siquirres and Guápiles

Primarily monolingual Spanish signs were found in the inland townships of
Siquirres and Guápiles. The signs identified in this sub-set were thus relatively
isolated instances and were not located in immediate proximity to each other.
The range of commercial sectors displaying non-local languages or cultural
references were concentrated around attire, eateries and personal grooming. In
these locations, instances were found of signboard advertising on the pavement
or painted advertising on the wall of establishments.

Only two non-official languages (English and Chinese) occurred. Where
Chinese characters appeared, instances of both traditional and simplified char-
acters were used. Characters were usually very salient in terms of position, font
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size and colour (see Figure 3(a)), and the transliteration into the Latin script or
the translation into Spanish were not always present.

Relatively few (albeit geographically diverse) cultural references were displayed.
Of these, references to the Caribbean (8) were most numerous. In Guápiles, the
term “peinados Afrocaribeños”[Afro-Caribbean hairstyles] was employed to adver-
tise hairdressing services, and in Siquirres images of (presumably) Afro-Costa
Ricans (almost invariably male) were used to model hair styles (Figure 3(b)).
Indirect references to Afro-Caribbean heritage also occurred in the (often exten-
sive) list of different hairstyles advertised; for instance, “kornroll” or “corn rows”
or “dread loks” [sic]. A single, indirect reference to the Jamaican Caribbean was
found in the display of Rastafarian colours on a surf shop in Guápiles. The word
“Nicaragua” appeared on one instance in Guápiles and this constituted the sole
reference to this country in these six locations. The absence is notable as the
majority of foreign workers in the agriculture sector in Limón province are
Nicaraguan. The sign displayed a country-of-origin reference to leather, a product
commonly associated in Costa Rica with Nicaragua’s extensive cattle ranch sector.

References to the US (6) in both locations were exclusively to the “ropa
Americana” phenomenon. Separate signage located in different streets in
Guápiles prominently displayed the word “Singapore”. Owned by the same family,
store assistants at each location reported that this referred to themigrant heritage of
the store owner’s family. Employees also explained the reference to Hong Kong on a
restaurant in Siquirres in terms of family migrant heritage.

(a) Martial arts centre (traditional Chinese characters) (b) Barber   

Figure 3: Chinese language use and Afro-Costa Rican models (Guápiles).
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4.5 Bribri village and Sixaola

Bribri village was the only location to display an indigenous language (Bribri) in
commercial advertising. Promoting a restaurant, the language was accompanied
by detailed wall paintings of a traditional indigenous community and featured
also the Costa Rican flag. The large, vivid display was located on a main
thoroughfare next to the bus station.

In Sixaola, the English featured on signage reflected the township’s function
as a border crossing. Logistical information related to immigration procedures
was also combined with commercial advertising. Otherwise, only isolated
English words (“welcome”, “studio”) and a single cultural reference to China
(“Bar la china”) appeared. In both locations, instances of English words com-
monly used in Costa Rican Spanish were found on (otherwise) monolingual
Spanish signs: “oberjoles” [SX05] [overalls], and “baby shower” [BR03].

5 Discussion

On the eve of the official proclamation of the multi-ethnic and multicultural
identity of Costa Rica, this study explored the evidence of ethnic (and
linguistic) diversity in the linguistic landscape of six localities in Limón
province. References to West Indian and, to a lesser extent, Chinese migra-
tion to the province were salient on community and commercial signage in
the provincial capital, Limón, and the inland towns, Siquirres and Guápiles.
The broad cross-sectorial presence of such references on commercial signage,
the very specific, individualized nature of many, and the locations, suggested
that the content of such signs was intended for a local audience. In Limón in
particular, signage provides some evidence of the maintenance of Limonese
English or Creole as a local language. Sign content (text or images) recalled
West Indian religious identity and early twentieth century black political
activism, thereby evoking Limón’s historical cultural and economic linkages
with the Antilles.

In Puerto Viejo, in contrast, generic references to the Caribbean were present
together with cultural references and symbols associated with Rastafarianism, a
tendency noted in earlier ethnographic fieldwork (e.g. Anderson 2005; Frohlick
2009). This strategy enables local entrepreneurs to benefit commercially from an
established form of commodified Afro-Caribbean cultural identity, and entails a
degree of translocal cultural standardization (Harvey 2001). Indeed, the highly
stylized nature of such references and the lack of local historical embeddedness
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contrast starkly with the specific nature of references to the Antillean Caribbean
on public signage in Limón. Vandegrift’s (2009) ethnographic work between
1991 and 2006 documented the shrinking presence of Afro-Costa Rican heritage
in Puerto Viejo’s public spaces, as Puerto Viejo became increasingly intertwined
with an internationalized tourism economy. The evidence from this study com-
piled a decade later supports this.

Indicators of the preservation of Chinese heritage were present in the use
of Chinese characters and cultural references found primarily in Limón and
the inland city, Guápiles. Chinese (and references to Chinese heritage) were
found on small entrepreneurial establishments across a broad range of
commercial sectors. The presence of Chinese small-scale retailers in many
Latin American countries has historical precedence (see López 2014), as this
form of enterprise presented a form in which early Chinese migrants could
secure a livelihood and attain independence from early forms of labour
exploitation. The importance that retailers of Chinese descent (often recent
migrants) attribute to displaying Chinese linguistic and semiotic elements
has been documented in recent media reporting (e.g. El Financiero 2015).
This public acknowledgement of the cultural and linguistic diversity in Costa
Rica’s urban centres arguably exercises an important conscious-raising
function.

The dearth of references to indigenous peoples (beyond two examples) is
notable. The scant presence of this community in the commercial sector in
these towns (the majority of the economically active are employed in the
agricultural sector), and the elevated levels of poverty and illiteracy (Solano
2004; MIDEPLAN 2015) may be contributing factors. The absence of cultural
or commemorative community signage recognizing the region’s indigenous
heritage, even in the two townships of relative proximity to the indigenous
territories, is arguably significant as this constitutes a failure to acknowl-
edge how earlier cultures inhabited and utilized space. Admittedly, this
might be partially explained by the relatively low level of awareness in
mainstream Costa Rican society of the country’s indigenous heritage and
the existence of indigenous territories, as an extensive survey in 2006–2007
revealed (UNICEF 2007).

Beyond the four ethnic minority groups recognized in the national census,
myriad references to other ethnic, national or cultural identities were found
during this fieldwork. These were richest in Puerto Viejo. The variety found in
the languages and cultural symbols on signage suggests the presence of foreign
migrants residing and working long-term in the township. Previous ethno-
graphic fieldwork has noted the presence of South American migrants (e.g.
Frohlick 2013), and the cultural references in this corpus to Argentina in
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particular, but also to Colombia, add further support to this.19 In contrast, the
dearth of cultural references to the US (apart from the “ropa Americana” phe-
nomenon) is of interest. While the number of visitors to Costa Rica from the US
and Canada dwarfs figures from any other destination (DGME 2013), cultural
references and toponyms on signage do not refer explicitly to these countries in
the six locations included in this data set.

Greater economic investment in Limón and in tourism centres along the
southern coastline in coming years is likely to impact on the selection of
language and cultural references on public signage. Strategy documents drafted
in light of the recent constitutional amendment specify the importance of con-
serving and promoting the multi-ethnic identity and history of Costa Rica and, in
particular, of Limón province. The envisaged investment in transport and tour-
ism infrastructure is likely to spur visitor numbers and lead to a greater diversi-
fication in commercial investors. The challenge lies in ensuring coherence
between the form of economic development foreseen and the objective of con-
serving and promoting the multicultural heritage of the region. This was not a
priority during the development of Costa Rica’s Pacific coast, where foreign
investment in high-end accommodation facilities and leisure activities prolifer-
ated with negligible consideration to the preservation of region’s cultural heri-
tage and environmental resources (Van Noorloos 2011).

Growth in international investment in tourism may have important socio-
economic benefits for the province, but this may also marginalize the currently
visible display of Costa Rica’s multi-ethnic identity in public signage. This use of
English as an international language of advertising and privileged leisure travel
has little connection to the community usage of Limonese English (and Creole)
still present in some sectors of Limón province. The technical sophistication and
marketing budgets of multinationals (or even larger Costa Rican companies)
may lead to a greater presence of signage bearing content (text, language and
images) of a banal global character, perceived to be easily transportable
between culturally disparate and geographically distant locations (such as illu-
strated by the linguistic features on signage depicted in Jaworski 2015), but
which disregard the cultural characteristics of localities into which it is inserted.
While this may not purport well for the retention (and promotion) of the
visibility of Costa Rica’s multi-ethnic identity in public signage, the greater
acknowledgement of Costa Rica’s multi-ethnic diversity in educational curricula
and in mainstream media (as foreseen in Presidencia de Costa Rica 2015) may
constitute a possible counter-influence to such a scenario. Concomitantly, the

19 The provenance of store owners was identified through querying employees present in the
store during my data collection.
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recent acknowledgement of Costa Rica’s multi-ethnic heritage may also encou-
rage greater recognition of the nation’s ethnic diversity on community signage.
This appears to be particularly pressing with respect to the region’s indigenous
peoples, who, according to the findings from this study, appear to be largely
unacknowledged publicly. Greater salience of Costa Rica’s ethnic communities
in educational curricula, the media and community signage may influence the
degree to which such references appear on commercial signage. While this
conjecture can be no more than tentative, it is conceivable, for instance, that
the multiple instances of community signage reflecting Limón’s West Indian
heritage provide a precedence or even impetus for such references on commer-
cial signage.

6 Concluding comments

References to two official ethnic minorities, Afro-Caribbean and Chinese, were
relatively salient in contexts which appeared to target a local audience. Of note,
the social integration of members from these two groups (i.e. as evidenced by
literacy and income levels, and occupational status) is likely to contribute to the
confidence with which linguistic and semiotic features associated with these
ethnic groups were displayed on public signage. In the case of Limón (town-
ship), such instances of commercial signage occurred in a context in which
community signage prominently acknowledged the presence of this minority. In
contrast, Costa Rica’s indigenous peoples are largely unacknowledged on sig-
nage. While a contributing factor to this may be the comparatively lower levels
of socioeconomic integration of members from this ethnic group, the absence of
community signage that acknowledges the region’s indigenous inhabitants con-
ceivably contributes to this.

Whilst linguistic landscape research may document and analyse publicly
displayed texts produced in a given social context, capturing how such texts
are interpreted, and the meanings attributed to language choice and cultural
references within the local community, is difficult. The targeted readership is
by definition mobile and heterogenic and any attempt to investigate the inter-
pretations or perceptions of texts by a selected informant group would have
minimal potential for generalizability to a wider population. Nevertheless, an
examination of language use and cultural references on public signage can
provide important insights into social practices and consumer preferences at a
particular point in time, and can thus provide evidence of broader social
processes.
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Judging from the effect of the tourism industry on small coastal localities
such as Puerto Viejo, the anticipated targeted investment in tourism develop-
ment in Limón province is likely to present further challenges to the public
visibility of the region’s local heritage. The broader social context, however, is
also in the process of change. Together with the recent constitutional amend-
ment, the inclusion of a disaggregated ethnic category in the census (and
subsequently also in other public records) and the public accessibility of
these data have contributed to the greater visibility of ethnic diversity in public
discourse. In a broader Latin American context, the compilation of data on
ethnicity has been seen to prompt greater individual consciousness of ethnic
heritage and readiness to publicly identify as an ethnic minority (Lennox and
Minott 2011). The resultant re-assessment of the value of cultural heritage may
encourage greater awareness of its possible commercial potential, that is, in
effect, the commodification of local heritage and collective memory. While this
may appear to be a banalization, the process of framing practices or artefacts
as culturally unique and distinctive for commercial purposes is recognized as a
strategy that can favour their maintenance and development (Harvey 2001).
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