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Introduction 

In this module you will take the students on an exploratory journey to discover the intercultural 

discourse dynamics of language use in online and offline public spaces. Four activities are designed to 

address the linguistic and sociocultural dimensions of linguistic landscapes (LL), which are aimed to 

empower the students with (1) knowledge and awareness of the multiple functions of LL in local and 

global, and online and offline situations, (2) the ability to relate the interpretation of visual 

“environmental print” to complex historical, social and cultural contexts, and (3) the ability to take 

critical actions in the unbiased and constructive deployment of LL and  virtual linguistic landscapes (VLL) 

as interculturally competent and responsible global citizens.  

Contextualisation 

The study of linguistic landscapes (LL) is concerned with signs in public spaces, and sometimes referred 

as “environmental print” (Huebner, 2006). LL offer rich resources for learning about places and the 

people in the social space of those places. LL are also widely recognised as a powerful tool in deciphering 

the complexities and dynamics that have fabricated the characters and identities of places and various 

ways people relate themselves to the places and to each other. Thus, a linguistic landscape refers to “a 

social landscape, features of which can now be read through an analysis of public signs” (Blommaert, 

2014, pp. 6-7). 

Such a social constructionist view of language and language use aligns with the RICH-Ed pedagogical 

framework, and offers new insights into language as social and cultural practice. This also applies to VLL, 

where digital living in the globalised and globalising world has turned the virtual space into something 

real and as contested as the materialized one. According to Blommaert and Maly (2019), social reality 

and the physical linguistic landscape are the result of ‘interactional co-construction’ in the online/offline 

nexus. In this sense, linguistic landscapes are “an effect of social life, of collaboration, response or 

conflict with others offline and online. And equally important, social life in the 21st century means 

interaction between local and global actors on that nexus” (Maly & Blommaert, 2019). 

Therefore, LL and VLL have great potential for intercultural learning. Experiencing LL online and offline, 

the students will have opportunities to gain new understandings of the social and cultural nature of 

language, develop skills and competences in dealing with relationships, make sense of the world around 

them, and engage in transforming linguistic social space into a global intercultural space where diversity 

is appreciated, and global social responsibility is emphasised in the anthropocosmic approach to 

interculturality (Jia et.al., 2019). 

Theoretical underpinnings 

The following are the key theoretical underpinnings used for the module. Please consult the theoretical 

concepts provided in the pedagogical framework.   

 Interculturality  

 Social constructionism  

 Anthropocosmic approach 



 

 

 

 Intercultural Communicative Competence  

 Language   

 Identity   

 Power  

Student language level 

For this activity, the students are expected to have an intermediate level of English or above. As the 

teacher, you can adapt the English materials and activities to your own class. Chinese language may be 

used in class if students have difficulty understanding or expressing themselves.  

Glossary  

Term / concept  Definition 

Languaging The process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experiences through language 

(Christison & Murray, 2020). 

Translanguaging The process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experience by using the 

repertoire of languages available (Christison & Murray, 2020). 

In addition to the above terms found in the glossary, this module also discusses the following concepts:  

Linguistic 

landscapes 

The language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, 

commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings combines to form the 

linguistic landscape of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration (Landry & Bourhis, 

1997, p. 25) 

Virtual 

linguistic 

landscapes 

Linguistic landscapes in the virtual space is where lived experiences are transferred and 

extended in the online domain, or in the digital network of being and doing. Compared with LL, 

VLL is not demarcated by spatial boundaries, and virtual signages can be more accessible, 

transitory, and dynamic (Biró, 2018; Ivković, Dejan, & Lotherington, 2009). 

Environmental 

print 

It refers to any observable print in public such as logos, signs, products names and billboards. 

Environmental print has been widely used for early literacy education and authentic language 

teaching (Huebner, 2006). 

Diagnostics This concerns the linguistic dimension of public signs. It includes information observed from 

the analysis of the linguistic forms of semiotic signs in online or offline situations 

(https://www.diggitmagazine.com/articles/linguistic-landscapes-introduction) 

Indexicality This refers to meaning that emerges out of text-context relations. Apart from (often) having a 

denotational meaning, linguistic and other signs are indexical in that they suggest 

metapragmatic, metalinguistic, metadiscursive features of meaning. Thus, an utterance may 

https://www.diggitmagazine.com/articles/linguistic-landscapes-introduction


 

 

 

indexically invoke social norms, roles, and identities 

(https://www.diggitmagazine.com/wiki/indexicality) 

Learning objectives and outcomes 

This module contributes to the following learning objectives and outcomes from the Pedagogic 

Framework:  

 Learning objectives Learning outcomes 

 This module aims to enable students to… Students will be able to… 

3 become aware of the problematic nature of 

framing identity, both in interaction and in 

dominant discourses (e.g., in media, politics, 

institutions, family life).  

recognise identity constructions (e.g., 

categorisation, stereotypes, essentialising) and 

understand how these can obstruct 

intercultural communication.  

4 understand how different groups and 

individuals may give different meanings to the 

same words and so can misunderstand each 

other. 

recognise when words have been 

misunderstood or given the wrong meaning.  

In addition to the above learning objectives and outcomes, this module also promotes the following:  

Learning objectives Learning outcomes 

This module aims to enable students to… Students will be able to… 

become aware of the functions of linguistic 

landscape in representing and constructing the 

identities of a place and its communities. 

be able to identify the symbolic multiple 

meanings and functions of language use in public 

spaces within a particular geographic and 

sociocultural context.  

understand how different groups and individuals 

may use language as a social and cultural practice 

and how social and cultural practices are 

mediated through language in both physical and 

cyber spaces. 

be able to identify and explain the social and 

cultural nature of language and build critical 

language-cultural awareness in both physical and 

virtual realities.  

Activity overview  

https://www.diggitmagazine.com/wiki/indexicality


 

 

 

The estimated overall time for completing all activities is 4 class hours, which corresponds to classes of 

45 to 60 minutes each.  

Activity Brief description of procedures 

Activity 1 

Linguistic Landscapes 

and Cityscapes  

This activity addresses the linguistic dimension of public signs. Students will 

learn about LL, environmental print, languaging, and translanguaging. In this 

activity they will make visual observations to understand the diagnostic 

function of LL, i.e., how forms of semiotic expressions in the urban public 

space provide information for the general public and serve as identity 

markers of the locality.  

Activity 2 

Linguistic Landscapes 

as Social and Cultural 

Scapes 

This activity focuses on the sociocultural dimension of public signs and the 

indexicality functions of LL. Students will examine and compare public signs 

in different cultural environments and in different languages so as to 

understand the sociocultural roots that define diversified forms and 

meanings of public signage. Students are also expected to explore the 

cultural values and worldviews behind the environmental print for deeper 

understanding and appreciation of linguistic diversity as sociocultural 

diversity.  

Activity 3 

Responses to the 

COVID-19 Challenge 

In this activity, students will look at two scenarios from online media and 

understand how they can use LL and VLL to analyse how people in different 

parts of the world respond to the COVID-19 pandemic. They will reexamine 

the scenarios to develop an understanding of the power of languaging and 

translanguaging, the sociocultural dimension of public signs in particular, and 

relations of interculturality and humanity in a global crisis like COVID-19. 

Activity 4 

Building a More 

Inclusive Intercultural 

Campus Space 

This activity is set in the familiar context of the university campus or 

schoolscape. Students will learn how to use LL/VLL as a powerful toolkit in 

applying what they have learned previously to constructing and transforming 

the university environment into a more internationally and interculturally 

welcoming place.  

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Activity 1: Linguistic landscapes and cityscapes  

Time required: 45-60 minutes   

This activity addresses the linguistic dimension of public signs. Students will learn about linguistic 

landscaping (LL), environmental print, languaging, and translanguaging. In this activity they will be 

making visual observations to understand the diagnostic function of LL, i.e., how forms of semiotic 

expressions in the urban public space provide information for the general public and serve as identity 

markers of the locality.  

Teaching preparation 

What resources are needed:  

 Internet pictures of linguistic landscapes in the learner support tools, or they can be replaced by 

pictures of the teacher’s own choice. 

 Attachment 1: Reading text on “Linguistic landscapes: an introduction” 

 Video clips for Activity 1:    

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Jt411C7zM?p=7 (08:06-09:06) 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV17E411Z7fv/?spm_id_from=333.788.videocard.17 (06:26-

07:56) 

What classroom resources are needed:  

 Blackboard, multimedia teaching/learning equipment (projector, computer, screen), Internet 

access  

Student preparation (optional)  

 Students will need to prepare for this class with the pre-activity task in the learner support tools, 

by reading Attachment 1 and answering some questions about linguistic landscapes.  

Lesson plan  

Core tasks  Teaching steps  Time (in  

minutes)  

Pre-activity task (to 

be done before 

class) 

Give students Attachment 1 (with questions for reading 

comprehension and discussion) for homework as a preparatory 

task to familiarise themselves with the key terms of linguistic 

landscapes, and the diagnostic and indexical functions of LL.  

15 minutes 

Warming-up Ask students what they have learned about linguistic 

landscapes from their reading of Attachment 1. (What new 

5 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1Jt411C7zM?p=7
https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV17E411Z7fv/?spm_id_from=333.788.videocard.17


 

 

 

knowledge and ideas about language and public signs have you 

learned from the article?) 

Show the pictures with various public signs in activity 1 (learner 

support tools). Ask students what they see, the meanings and 

functions of the public signs. 

Linguistic detectives 

(1): Finding out 

about a city through 

LL 

Show the Chinese city promotion posters at 

https://tieba.baidu.com/p/4997507824?red_tag=1396141109 

Students work in small groups as linguistic detectives with the 

mission to find out as much as possible about the language 

profile of the designated cities by deciphering the observable 

linguistic codes in the public space. The number of groups and 

the number of cities can be assigned according to the number 

of students of the class. 

Students will answer the questions provided in the learner 

support tools.  

Representatives from each group present to the class a short 

description of the city diagnosed from its linguistic codes.  

15 

Linguistic detectives 

(2): Identifying the 

place through LL 

Students watch the video clips (choose one for a small class) 

Students work in small groups again. They can watch one of the 

two video clips, they will need to mute the video while 

watching and then discuss the questions in the learner support 

tools.  

Group representatives report to class or write findings on 

blackboard.  

Discuss in plenary: What connections to the past, present and 

future can you identify in the public signs of the video?  

20 

Summing up Ask students again what new knowledge and ideas they have 

learned from the reading and other tasks.  

Summarise they key points and introduce the concepts of 

languaging and translanguaging with emphasis on the dynamic 

and shaping power of LL to the identity of the locality and 

experiences of people through the specific LL.  

5 

 

https://tieba.baidu.com/p/4997507824?red_tag=1396141109


 

 

 

Homework (optional) 

Ask students to briefly summarise what they have learned from the reading and learning tasks.  

Extension activity (optional) 

For more experience with LL analysis, students can take photos of linguistic landscapes in the 

neighborhood or university campus and briefly comment on the meanings and functions of the linguistic 

semiotics in their class social media (e.g., Class WeChat or QQ chat box) or give an oral report at the 

beginning of the next class.  

Activity 2: Linguistic landscapes as social and cultural scapes 

Time required: 45-60 minutes   

This activity focuses on the sociocultural dimension of public signs and the indexicality functions of LL. 

Students will examine and compare public signs in different cultural environments and in different 

languages so as to understand the sociocultural roots that define diversified forms and meanings of 

public signage. Students are also expected to explore the cultural values and worldviews behind the 

environmental print for deeper understanding and appreciation of linguistic diversity as sociocultural 

diversity.  

Teaching preparation 

What resources are needed:  

 Blackboard, multimedia teaching/learning equipment (projector, computer, screen, Internet 

access preferred)  

Student preparation (optional)  

 If needed, students can be assigned some reading on LL analysis based on ethnographic research 

before class to gain better understanding of LL. 

Lesson plan  

Core tasks  Teaching steps  Time (in  

minutes)  

Warming-up For a brief overview of the previous activity, ask students to 

demonstrate their understanding of linguistic landscapes with 

exemplar pictures from their own experience.  

10 

Reviewing key 

concepts through 

practice 

Students work in plenary: watch the video and give a brief 

description of the street from referring to the public signs: 

15 



 

 

 

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1uJ411R72a?from=search&seid=

8456671266610492030   

Ask students to apply learned concepts and terms to the task. 

Relate to the notions of (virtual) linguistic landscaping, 

diagnostic and indexical functions, languaging and 

translanguaging in activity 1. Direct students’ attention to what 

defines and regulates the design of linguistic landscapes (as 

discussed in the cases of activity 1) 

Linguistic detectives 

(3): Looking beyond 

the signs 

Show students two sets of photos that carry the same linguistic 

message of “keeping off the grass”. 

Students discuss in small groups how the same message is 

phrased and delivered in quite different styles in Chinese and in 

English.  

Encourage students to translate the Chinese into English to 

experience the linguistic and cultural differences in these 

expressions.  

Group representatives speak or write differences and 

explanations on the blackboard or present in plenary or report 

to the class social media. 

20 

Homework (optional) 

Ask students to write a report for an ethnographic project, demonstrating their knowledge, skills and 

critical language-cultural awareness.  

Extension activity (optional) 

Ethnography of linguistic landscapes 

Students work in groups on a small-scale project of Linguistic Ethnography in the local area or in a virtual 

space. The theme can be multilingualism and linguistic diversity, business names (e.g., names of 

restaurants, street names, names of residential complexes). The purpose is to apply knowledge about LL 

to practise and enhance understanding of LL in contexts through this experiential learning activity. 

Students will take photos of public signs and then analyse the semiotic elements in the photos, finding 

out the features and patterns of the linguistic representations of meanings and relationships, interaction 

between people and the environment in and through LL. 

Students can write a report for an ethnographic project, which demonstrates their knowledge, skills and 

critical language-cultural awareness. The report can be used as a tool for assessment of students’ 

intercultural learning. The requirements for the report can be used as the basis for grading.  

https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1uJ411R72a?from=search&seid=8456671266610492030
https://www.bilibili.com/video/BV1uJ411R72a?from=search&seid=8456671266610492030


 

 

 

Activity 3: Responses to the COVID-19 challenge 

Time required: 45-60 minutes   

In this activity, students will look at two scenarios from online media and understand how they can 

use LL and VLL to analyse how people in different parts of the world respond to the COVID-19 

pandemic. They will reexamine the scenarios to develop understanding of the power of languaging 

and translanguaging, the sociocultural dimension of public signs in particular, and relations of 

interculturality and humanity in a global crisis like COVID-19. 

Teaching preparation  

What resources are needed:  

 Attachment 2: Reading text Racism hinders the fight against COVID-19 

What classroom resources are needed:  

 Blackboard, multimedia teaching/learning equipment (projector, computer, screen), Internet 

access  

Student preparation 

 Give students Attachment 2 (with questions for reading comprehension and discussion) for 

homework as a preparatory task to familiarise themselves with the content and how linguistic 

landscapes in the media function as social and cultural practice.  

Lesson plan  

Core tasks  Teaching steps  Time (in  

minutes)  

Pre-activity task (to 

be done before 

class) 

Students read Attachment 2 for homework and answer the 

questions provided in the learner support tools.  

20  

Warming-up If time permits, start with a review of previous activity or have 

one or two students briefly share their ethnographic project 

report with illustrated photos.  

Ask students to share in brief if they think LL in the media is 

related to interculturality. 

10  



 

 

 

Languaging and 

translanguaging in 

LL/VLL: Scenario 1 

Show the pictures from the article Racism hinders fight against 

COVID-19 (Attachment 2).    

Students work in small groups to discuss what linguistic 

evidence the author has provided to support her argument that 

racism hinders the fight against COVID-19. 

Student group representatives report on their discussion to the 

whole class.   

Summarise all the points and conclude with the social and 

cultural function of LL/VLL. Note the blurring demarcation 

between the linguistic and the sociocultural, physical and 

virtual, local and global in the examples. 

15 

Languaging and 

translanguaging in 

LL/VLL: Scenario 2 

Show the picture of the Japanese girl in Attachment 3 and ask 

students to share what they may have learned about her from 

the media.  

Students read closely the linguistic code and other semiotics in 

the picture and share their interpretations. 

Students read the article in Attachment 3 for an overview of the 

story, focusing on the part about quoted Chinese poems on the 

donation packages.  

Invite students to reflect on how they are impressed by the 

poems and other semiotics they observed: 

How are you impressed? What functions do the cited Chinese 

words have to you and to the public? Will the translation of the 

words in Japanese or English have the same effect? 

15  

Homework (optional) 

Ask students to write a report for an ethnographic project, demonstrating their knowledge, skills and 

critical language-cultural awareness.  

Follow-up (optional)  

Students can search for other inspirational cases of LL/VLL in the fight against COVID-19, where 

languaging and translanguging play a positive role in handling the common challenges of humanity.    

Students can also follow up with the story of the Japanese girl and find out more about interculturality 

from the reactions of the Chinese to her kindness.  



 

 

 

Students can write a reflective journal entry on what they have learned about LL/VLL and intercultural 

relations from this activity.  

Activity 4: Building a more inclusive intercultural campus space 

Time required: 45-60 minutes   

This activity is set in the familiar context of the university campus or schoolscape. Students will learn 

how to use LL/VLL as powerful toolkit in applying what they have learned previously to constructing 

and transforming the university environment into a more internationally and interculturally 

welcoming place.  

Teaching preparations  

What classroom resources are needed:  

 Blackboard, multimedia teaching/learning equipment (projector, computer, screen), Internet 

access 

Lesson plan  

Core tasks  Teaching steps  Time (in  

minutes)  

Warming-up Ask students to look at the photo of the welcome poster 

outside the College of International Education of HIT (photo 

courtesy of Prof. Jan Van Maele, KU Leuven, Belgium) and give a 

quick response to the questions in the learner support tools.  

5 

Relating to core 

concepts and critical 

actions 

Students work in small groups and share their experience of 

intercultural encounters at HIT/their own campus or overseas. 

They then discuss the questions provided in activity 4.2 of the 

learner support tools.   

15 

Experiencing LL on 

campus 

Students read the note of an international student and discuss 

what a university can do to make international students (and 

staff) feel more or less welcome.  

20 

Summing up Briefly summarise the key points for the four activities in this 

module, with an emphasis on the socioculturally constructive 

and transformative functions of languaging and translanguaging 

in global and intercultural contexts, and the importance of an 

5  



 

 

 

anthropocosmic approach to global intercultural 

communication. 

Homework (optional) 

Ask students to write a report for an ethnographic project, demonstrating their knowledge, skills and 

critical language-cultural awareness. The report can be used as a tool for assessment of students’ 

intercultural learning. The requirements for the report can be used as the basis for grading.  

Follow-up (optional) 

Students work in groups on a small-scale project of linguistic ethnography on university campus or on 

the university website, or another virtual space on social media. The theme can be multilingualism and 

linguistic diversity, business names (e.g., names of restaurants, street names, names of residential 

complexes). The purpose is to apply knowledge about LL to practice and enhance understanding of LL in 

contexts through this experiential learning activity. Students will take photos of public signs and then 

analyse the semiotic elements in the photos to find the features and patterns of the linguistic 

representations of meanings and relationships, and the interactions between people and the 

environment in and through LL. 

Assessment  

You can encourage students to do a self-assessment by reflecting on what they have learned in this 

module, according to the learning goals of this module. Note: this self-assessment can also be used for 

evaluation and evidence of the learners’ progress in intercultural learning.  

Learning outcome I have learnt…  I still have to learn… 

Students are able to… I have learnt it thanks to… Because… 

recognise identity constructions 

(e.g., categorisation, 

stereotypes, essentialising) and 

understand how these can 

obstruct intercultural 

communication.  

  

recognise when words have 

been misunderstood or given 

the wrong meaning.  

  

be able to identify the symbolic 

multiple meanings and 

  



 

 

 

 

  

functions of language use in 

public spaces within a particular 

geographic and sociocultural 

context.  

be able to identify and explain 

the social and cultural nature of 

language and build critical 

language-cultural awareness in 

both physical and virtual 

realities.  

  



 

 

 

Attachments 

Attachment 1 

Linguistic landscapes: An introduction 

The term ‘linguistic landscape’ refers to all visible semiotic signs in public spaces. This not only includes 

printed, written, carved, sprayed or otherwise visible language that occurs in the physical world but also 

pictures, colors, logos, graphs and other meaningful signs. It’s the ensemble of such semiotic signs that 

constitutes the linguistic landscape of a given locality. 

Visible semiotic signs offline and online 

Linguistic landscape data in principle can be found everywhere where people leave visible signs. In the 

offline world this includes notice boards, traffic signs, billboards, shop windows, posters, flags, banners, 

graffiti, menus, T-shirts, tattoos, etcetera. One could however also consider the publicly accessible online 

world as part of the linguistic landscape. This means that also Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Blogs, 

Websites etcetera can be places where linguistic landscape data can be found. An important difference 

between signs that one comes across in the physical world and signs that can be found on the Web is 

that the latter might be fake. They might have been created for making fun on the Internet only, without 

referring to actual places in the offline world. 

The unit of analysis in linguistic landscaping is the sign, i.e., one specific specimen of visible language that 

one finds in public online or offline spaces. One picture can contain several signs and one sign can be 

captured in several pictures at the same time. 

Linguistic landscape analysis as a diagnostic 

Jan Blommaert (2013) claims that linguistic landscape analysis offers a first diagnostic of the language 

situation of a certain area (street, village, building, country, online environment). This might include 

questions of multilingualism, dominance of languages, language policies. In a linguistic landscape analysis 

the focus can be on questions such as: 

 How many and what languages occur on signs in a specific public space 

 Are the signs monolingual, bilingual, multilingual and in what ways, i.e., what combinations of 

languages do occur 

 Are different languages used for different contents and in different domains 

 In what forms do signs occur (notice boards, traffic signs, billboards, shop windows, posters, 

flags, banners, graffiti, menus, T-shirts , Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Blogs, Websites) 

 What about the language in terms of normativity: orthography, handwriting conventions, 

lexicon, syntax, literacy level 

Indexicality 

Answering such questions leads to a first and general sociolinguistic descriptions of the linguistic 

landscape under investigation. A next step would include a more in-depth analysis and interpretation of 



 

 

 

the signs. A central notion in doing so is the notion of indexicality. This means looking at deeper layers of 

meaning connected to the signs that can explain what they refer to in addition to their referential 

meaning. These layers of meaning might be connected to the three arrows that each sign has: a 

backward arrow, pointing at the past, i.e. at the producers of the sign in a specific historical time and 

space and the conditions of production; a forward arrow, pointing at the future, i.e. at the addressees of 

the sign and the conditions for uptake; and a sideways arrow, pointing at the present, i.e. at the specific 

emplacement of the sign among other signs (Blommaert & Maly, 2016). 

References 

Blommaert, J. (2013). Ethnography, superdiversity and linguistic landscapes. Chronicles of complexity. 

Bristol: Multilingual Matters. 

Blommaert, J., and Maly, I. (2016). Ethnographic linguistic landscape analysis and social change: A case 

study. In Arnaut, K., Blommaert, J., Rampton, B., and Spotti, M. (Eds.) Language and superdiversity. New 

York: Routledge. Retrieved from https://www.diggitmagazine.com/articles/linguistic-landscapes-

introduction) 

Questions for the pre-activity task (to be done before class) 

1. What does the term linguistic landscape refer to?  

2. What forms can the semiotic signs take in the linguistic landscape? 

3. What is the unit of analysis in linguistic landscape? 

4. In what ways can linguistic landscape analysis offer diagnostics of language situations of a 

particular locality/area? 

5. What does indexicality refer to in the article?  

6. What new knowledge and ideas about language and public signs have you learned from the 

article? 

 

Attachment 2 

Racism hinders the fight against COVID-19 (Excerpt) 

Zhang Jie 张洁 

Published in Language On the Move, February 25, 2020 

I am a citizen of Wuhan. Like millions of other Wuhan residents who now live in a state of fear and 

anxiety, the first thing I do when I wake up every morning is to check the 

latest news of the coronavirus epidemic. 

………………………….. 

On January 30, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the novel 

coronavirus outbreak a public health emergency of international concern. 

https://www.diggitmagazine.com/articles/linguistic-landscapes-introduction
https://www.diggitmagazine.com/articles/linguistic-landscapes-introduction
https://www.languageonthemove.com/author/jenny-zhang/


 

 

 

And on February 11, the WHO announced an official 

name for the disease, Coronavirus Disease 2019 

(abbreviated “COVID-19”). 

If I did not live in the epicenter of the disease, I 

probably would not give much thought to the naming 

of a new disease. As it is, I am forced to reflect how 

much harm the inappropriate naming of infectious 

diseases can do to certain groups. 

In recent years, the world has seen the emergence of several new human infectious diseases. These 

diseases are often given common names outside the scientific community for everyday communication. 

Inappropriate disease names, once established, are difficult to change and can bring serious negative 

impacts and harms to individuals and communities. Therefore, it is important that an appropriate name 

is assigned to a newly identified human disease by whoever first reports it. 

In response to such concerns, WHO developed a set of standard best 

practices for the naming of new human infectious diseases in 2015. In this 

guideline, the WHO advises against using place names, human names, or 

animal names for naming new infectious diseases with the aim of “minimising unnecessary negative 

impact of disease names on trade, travel, tourism or animal welfare, and avoid causing offence to any 

cultural, social, national, regional, professional or ethnic groups.” 

According to these guidelines, disease names such as Ebola, Zika, swine flu, 

Rift Valley fever, Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease or monkeypox are all 

problematic. The use of place name for a disease should be avoided as 

they can stigmatise entire regions or ethnic groups. For example, the Ebola 

River of Congo or the Zika Forest of Uganda, where the Ebola and Zika 

diseases were first identified, are now inevitably linked to these diseases in 

the public imagination. 

 

The use of animal species in names such as “swine flu” (officially known as “H1N1”) has had 

unintentional negative economic and social impacts by stigmatising the pork industry, even though this 

disease is being spread by people rather than pigs. (See related post on the “Danish boar fence”) 

People’s names, usually the scientists who identified the disease, may also be inappropriate as are 

“terms that incite undue fear” such as “unknown” or 

“fatal.” “We’ve seen certain disease names provoke a 

backlash against members of particular religious or 

ethnic communities, create unjustified barriers to travel, commerce and trade, and trigger needless 

slaughtering of food animals” WHO says in its guidelines. 

Anti-Chinese caricature in 

JyllandsPoste  

Anti-Asian headline in Courrier Picard 1Anti-Asian 

headline in Courrier Picard 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/163636
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/163636
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ebola_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ebola_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zika_Forest
https://www.languageonthemove.com/fences-language-and-education/
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/08-05-2015-who-issues-best-practices-for-naming-new-human-infectious-diseases


 

 

 

Before the announcement of the official name, COVID19, by the WHO, “Wuhan 

virus” or “China virus” were widely used (and continue to be used) for the 

disease by some foreign media. 

At a time when China is mobilising all resources to fight COVID-19, fear and 

discrimination spread rapidly outside China through these stigmatized names. 

JyllandsPosten, a Danish broadsheet paper, for example, published a cartoon of 

the Chinese national flag where the five stars were replaced with virus-like 

figures. In response to China’s protest, Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen 

responded that “we have freedom of expression in Denmark – also to draw.” 

An increase in racial stereotyping of Chinese in particular and Asians in general 

over the novel coronavirus can be seen in the media of other Western 

countries, too. The French newspaper Le Courrier Picard used inflammatory headlines including “Alerte 

jaune” (Yellow alert) and “Le peril jaune?” (Yellow peril?), stigmatising all Asian people as virus. Der 

Spiegel, a German magazine, featured a man wearing a red hoody, protective masks, goggles and 

earphones, with a giant headline “Coronavirus – Made in China.” And the US Wall Street Journal 

published an article with racist overtones under the headline, “China is the Real Sick Man of Asia,” 

humiliating China’s subordination to Western countries in the 19th Century and marking down the 

prospect of the Chinese economy. 

These biased media reports not only constitute racial stereotyping but undoubtedly contribute to 

racial discrimination experienced by Chinese and Asians in these countries. 

This anti-Chinese racism has now gone well beyond the media. As of February 20, Amazon allows 

individual businesses to openly sell T-shirts, hoodies, cups and other products imprinted with the 

insulting slogan “coronavirus made in China” on its English mall. 

Even more outrageously Chinese students and migrants have been racially vilified and attacked because 

of their nationality and race. On January 30, for instance, a Chinese postgraduate student was attacked 

by three local people in Sheffield, UK, for wearing a mask to protect herself and others from COVID-19. In 

the US, racist attacks against Asians are said to be spreading faster than the virus. In Australia, Chinese 

restaurants are struggling to survive as their customer numbers have plummeted. 

The list of examples of anti-Chinese racism could go on and on. 

Anti- Chinese headline 
in Der Spiegel   

https://www.thelocal.dk/20200128/we-have-free-speech-danish-pm-avoids-direct-response-to-china-over-flag-controversy
https://www.thelocal.dk/20200128/we-have-free-speech-danish-pm-avoids-direct-response-to-china-over-flag-controversy
https://www.wsj.com/articles/china-is-the-real-sick-man-of-asia-11580773677
https://www.thestar.co.uk/business/attack-mask-wearing-chinese-student-sheffield-condemned-racism-1383647
https://www.thestar.co.uk/business/attack-mask-wearing-chinese-student-sheffield-condemned-racism-1383647
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/02/20/us/coronavirus-racist-attacks-against-asian-americans/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/02/18/australia/australia-chinese-restaurants-coronavirus-intl-hnk-scli/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/02/18/australia/australia-chinese-restaurants-coronavirus-intl-hnk-scli/index.html


 

 

 

Facing deadly infectious diseases, it is, of course, normal that 

we feel scared or anxious. However, racism and any act of 

discrimination driven by such fear is completely unacceptable. 

As Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said, the 

coronavirus is a public health event, not a matter of ethnicity 

or nationality, “Even though the virus started in Wuhan, it 

doesn’t respect nationality or race. It does not check your 

passport before it goes into your body. Anybody can be 

infected.” 

A virus does not have a nationality, ethnicity or a race. 

Discrimination can be the most dangerous virus. 

I studied in Australia for six years. In a sense, I have been 

educated in the West. Personally, I truly appreciate the pursuit of 

freedom of speech in Western countries and agree that this may be 

something the Chinese government needs to work on. But, the 

premise of freedom of speech is not to infringe upon the rights and dignity of others. While the Chinese 

people are suffering from this calamity and are united as one in combating this “war without smoke,” 

attacking the country and its people in the name of “freedom of speech” is undoubtedly a retrogression 

of human civilization. 

Epidemics have been rampant throughout human history, and they have often caused devastation. It is 

the responsibility of us all to ensure that there is no stigma associated with any infectious disease, and 

the unnecessary and unhelpful profiling of individuals based on nationality or race. 

Fighting the novel coronavirus, as we do here, is protecting both China and the world. On behalf of 

millions of ordinary people living in Wuhan, I would like to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt 

gratitude to the international community who has given us valuable moral and material support. China is 

not fighting alone. We believe “winter will eventually pass, and spring is sure to come.” 

Questions for comprehension 

Read the article Racism hinders the fight against COVID-19 in Attachment 2 before class and answer the 

questions below, to better understand the content of the article and how linguistic landscape in the 

media function as social and cultural practice in the international community. 

 What linguistic evidence has the author provided to support her argument that racism hinders 

the fight against COVID-19? 

 What do you think people can do to fight against COVID-19 with LL and VLL practice?  

 

  

Anti-Chinese merchandise on Amazon  

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/pm-lee-confident-china-and-other-nations-will-work-together-to-beat-virus


 

 

 

Attachment 3  

Chinese poems on Japanese donations show cultural ties 

By Liu Xin and Hu Yuwei  

Global Times Published: 2020/2/13 17:30:33 

Retrieved from http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1179455.html 

 

A 14-year-old Japanese girl raises donations for Wuhan, capital of Central China's Hubei Province and epicenter of outbreak of 

the novel coronavirus, on Saturday in Tokyo, Japan. She did the same on Sunday. Photo: Courtesy of the Executive Committee of 

the Tokyo Lantern Full Moon Festival Ikebukuro 2020 

Chinese netizens not only expressed their appreciation for Japan's recent assistance in battling the novel 

coronavirus, but also had a heated discussion over the ancient Chinese poems posted on the boxes of 

Japanese donations to China. 

 

Together with another three organizations in Japan, NOP Renxin Association, a non-profit organization of 

ethnic Chinese in Japan, donated 3,800 protective outfits to Central China's Hubei Province. And on the 

boxes with the supplies, they placed an excerpt from an ancient poem in Chinese - "How can you say you 

lack clothes? Don't worry, I will share mine with you." 

 

The excerpt comes from an ancient poem compilation dating from the 7th to 11th centuries BC. 

 

The association told the Global Times that as their first batch of donations are protective outfits, the 

poem shows their determination to fight the virus together with medical personnel in Hubei and their 

wish to protect the medical staff.  

 

Pictures of the donations with the poem went viral on Chinese social media. As more poems with 

donations from Japan were found, netizens started a heated discussion over whether traditional Chinese 

culture is better preserved and appreciated in Japan. 

 

Chinese netizens made the comparison between straightforward slogans widely used by domestic 

organizations such as "Stay strong, Wuhan!" and the intricate poems. "Compared to the classic poems 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1179455.html


 

 

 

used by Japanese, our slogans seemed too explicit and simple and have less cultural connotations," a 

netizen said.  

"It is pointless to make such comparisons. Japan pays attention to cultural education. But it is still China 

that inherits the traditional culture and we have been promoting its beauty in recent years," Lian Degui, 

a professor at Shanghai International Studies University, told the Global Times.  

 

Lian said that straightforward slogans are motivational. Such a comparison may be aimed at drawing 

public attention to the education of traditional Chinese culture.  

 

Other Chinese netizens also pointed out that these poems showed that China and Japan have been 

bound deeply in history and that the two peoples have a shared culture.  

 

The Global Times found out that many of the poem stickers were proposed by Chinese living in Japan.  

 

The poem written on the package of the aid materials sent to the city of Dalian, Northeast China's 

Liaoning Province, from Maizuru, a city in south-central Japan, was created by the great poet Wang 

Changling from Tang Dynasty to show that Chinese and Japanese although living in different places share 

the same moon light.  

 

Kojima Hiroshi from Maizuru's international exchange department told the Global Times that a Chinese 

working in the department firstly put forward to use the poem and others agreed as it precisely 

expressed the profound friendship of the two peoples.  

 

"Snow melts into the Liaohe River, flowers bloom on Mount Fuji. We are like tree branches from a 

towering tree and look forward to spring." This poem were printed on the boxes of assistance from 

Japan's Toyama prefecture to China's Liaoning and was made by Sun Xiao, a liaison working staff in 

Toyama. 

 

On the boxes of masks donated by a Japanese HSK Bureau, a Chinese-language verse said, "Though miles 

apart, we are under the same sky." 

 

The line was from an ancient poem depicting the long-lasting friendship between China and Japan. 

Records show these words were embroidered on a thousand cassocks gifted to the Tang Dynasty of 

ancient China by Prince Nagaya of Japan in the 8th century. 

 

Seno Kiyomi, former Consul-General of Japan in Chongqing, told the Global Times that Japanese culture 

originated from China, and characters and poems were also introduced to Japan through ambassadors 

from the Tang Dynasty, noting that primary and high school students in Japan learn ancient Chinese, 

recite ancient poems, and read Chinese classics such as Romance of The Three Kingdoms. 

 

No matter who comes up with the verses posted on the aid materials, they all show the deep friendship 



 

 

 

between two peoples, said Kiyomi. He stressed that Japan and China are originally from the same root, 

and at this critical moment in the fight against the novel coronavirus epidemic, the use of Chinese 

characters and poetry to convey Japanese wishes is more profound. 

 


