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Abstract. This study examines the linguistic landscape of Ulaanbaatar, the capital of Mongolia,
in relation to the country’s current nation-building processes, which are closely intertwined with the
introduction of the classical Mongolian writing system, Mongol Bichig, into official documentation
and school education. The author relies on the method of photographing linguistic landscape units
in the center of Ulaanbaatar and on surveys revealing public opinion on Mongo! Bichig and people’s
linguistic competence in it. The research shows a natural time lag between the intentions of the
government and Mongolian society and the actual presence of Mongol Bichig in the linguistic
landscape and everyday linguistic practices. The issue of Mongol Bichig is considered within the
broad historical and linguistic context showing past and present efforts to construct national identity,
currently building it on the original writing system. The research shows a natural time lag between
the intentions of the government and Mongolian society and the actual presence of Mongol Bichig
in the linguistic landscape and everyday linguistic practices. So far, Mongo! Bichig performs mostly
symbolic function. Its symbolic representations in the linguistic landscape of Mongolian capital are
driven not only by historical memory, ideas of national identity and patriotism, but also by the
strategies of commodification of national identity in the form of marketing of authenticity and
locality.
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HaunectpontenbcTtBO N NUCbMEHHOCTD:
MoHzon 6uyuz B A3blKkoBOM NnaHpawadTe YnaH-batopa

9.B. Xmiaxanosa

WuctutyT s3p1K030aHus Poccniickoit akagemun Hayk, Mockea, Poccuiickaa ®edepayus
P4 erzhen.khilkhanova@iling-ran.ru

AnHoranusi. PaccmotpeH si3bikoBo# stanamadT Yiaan-baropa, croauisl MoHronuu, B ¢Bs3u ¢ CO-
BPEMEHHBIMH ITPOLIECCAMH HALIUECTPOUTEIBCTBA B CTPAHE, KOTOPBIE TECHO NMEPEILIETEHBI ¢ BHEIPE-
HHUEM KJIACCHYECKONH MOHTOJILCKOW MUCbMEHHOCTH — MoHeon buyue — B OQUIHANBHYIO TOKYMEH-
TalMIO ¥ IIKOJBbHOE 00pa3oBaHue. ABTOp onupaeTcs Ha Metof (hotorpadupoBaHust €ANHHMIL SI3bIKO-
BOTO JTaHAIIaTa B LIEHTpe YaaH-batopa 1 onpockl, BEIABIAONINE 00IECTBEHHOE MHEHNE 0 Moneon
Ouyue 1 SI3BIKOBON KOMITETEHIINH JIFOZICH B HEM. B mccie1oBaHNM MCTIONB30BaHO IIMPOKOE OIpesie-
JICHUE SI3BIKOBOTO JIaHAmadTa, KOTOpoe BKIIIOYAeT B ce0st BCe SI3BIKHU, MIPUCYTCTBYIOLINE B ITyOIINy-
HOM TnpocTpaHcTBe. [Ipobema Kiaccuueckoil MOHIOJIbCKON MMCBMEHHOCTH paccMaTpUBAETCs B IIH-
POKOM UCTOPUYECKOM M JIMHIBUCTUYECKOM KOHTEKCTE, JEMOHCTPHPYIOLIEM IPOLUILIE U HBIHEIIHNE
ycunust 1o (POpMHUPOBAHHIO HAIMOHAIBHON MCHTHYHOCTH, KOTOPBIE B HACTOSIIEE BPEMsI OCHOBBI-
BalOTCs HAa OPUTMHAIILHOM cucTeMe nuchMa. MccnenoBanue nokasajlo €CTECTBEHHbI BPEMEHHOU
pa3pbIB MEXKAY 3TUMU HAMEPEHHAMH, pa3leisieMbIMH IPaBUTEIBCTBOM M MOHTOJIBCKHM OOIIe-
CTBOM, U (paKTUUECKUM IPUCYTCTBHEM TPAJULIHOHHON MOHIOJIBCKOM rpaduku B S3IKOBOM JIaH[-
madTe U B MOBCEIHEBHBIX JIMHIBUCTUUECKUX NpakTukax. [loka eme Mowneon 6uyue BHIIOTHSIET
B OCHOBHOM CHMBOJINYECKYIO (GYHKIMIO. ETo cMMBONIHMYECKHE PEeNpe3eHTalll B S3BIKOBOM JIAHA-
ma)Te MOHTOJIBCKOHM CTOJHIIBI OOYCIIOBICHBI HE TOJIBKO MCTOPHUYECKOH MaMATHIO, HAESIMH HAIlHO-
HaJIbHOM MIEHTHYHOCTU W NaTPUOTH3MA, HO U CTPATerHsIMH KOMMOJM(UKAIUU HaMOHAJIbHOM
UICHTUYHOCTH B ()OpME MAPKETHHIa Ay TEHTUYHOCTHU U JIOKAJIbHOCTH.

KiroueBble c10Ba: S3BIKOBOM JIAaHAMA(T, HAIIMECTPOUTEIHCTBO, KIIACCHYECKas (TPaIuIIMOHHAS)
MOHTOJIbCKasl IIMCBMEHHOCTbD, YJIaH-baTtop, rocynapcTBeHHAs S3bIKOBAs MOIHTHKA, KOMMOAU(UKA-
LM SI3BIKA

Hcropus craTbu: nmocrynuia B pegaknuro 14.03.2025; npunsTa k medatn 10.10.2025.
KoH(}IuKT HHTEpecoB: aBTOp 3asBIISET 00 OTCYTCTBUM KOH(IUKTA HHTEPECOB.

Jas nurupoanus: Khilkhanova E.V. Nation-building and Writing System: Mongol Bichig in
Linguistic Landscape of Ulaanbaatar // IlonmuaMHrBHanbHOCTD M TPAHCKYJIBTYpPHbIE IPAKkTHKU. 2025.
T.22. Ne 4. C. 882-900. https://doi.org/10.22363/2618-897X-2025-22-4-882-900

Introduction
Theory and Research Methodology

Linguistic landscape studies (henceforth LLS) is a field experiencing a boom
in modern sociolinguistics since the end of the 20th century. Despite being a
relatively young field, LLS have already developed its own history, theory and
methodology. Initially, the quantitative approach dominated, as evidenced by
P. Backhaus’s work on urban multilingualism in Tokyo [1].

However, pure quantitative analysis only provides a cross-sectional view of
LLS at a given moment in time, identifying the dominance, weak representation or
absence of any idioms in the linguistic landscape. Such quantitative parameters are
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typically examined within the context of language policy research, a foundational
component of LLS [2]. LLS provide a fruitful methodological perspective through
which language policy can be analyzed as a “discursive and multilayered
process” [3]. Quantitative research is necessary and important when we deal with a
previously unexplored area (see also [4]). A further analytical step should be to
identify social meanings, social indexicality, and diverse contexts that define and
explain both the quantitative parameters and the features of visual representation of
certain languages in linguistic landscape [4; 5; 6; 7].

Although the concept of a linguistic landscape (henceforth LL) was originally
naturally connected with semiotics, the semiotic side of LL signs was not emphasized
at the beginning. This can be seen in the well-known definition of LL given by
Landry and Bourhis in 1997: “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” [8. P. 25].

In my research, however, I adhere to a broader definition of LL, considering it
not only as a collection of static' linguistic signs, as in Landry and Bourhis’ study,
but as a collection of all languages visible in public space. In this sense, a LL
includes both static and moving signs, located on various kinds of goods and
products found in the study area — manufactured goods, food products, etc. These
artifacts contribute to the diverse repertoire of languages with which both per-
manent and temporary residents of the territory (including tourists) must engage.
These linguistic signs, found on everyday goods and souvenirs, carry the meanings
necessary for everyday orientation, while also signalling longer-term and strategic
trends in language policy.

This approach aligns with current trends in LLS and, more broadly, in socio-
linguistics and related disciplines. A broad understanding of LL as part of everyday
life enables the identification of the agency, opinions and assessments of the various
actors, both official and grassroots, who create and interpret LL signs. Modern LLS
theory and methodology insists on perceiving LLs as a complex, historical,
semiotically loaded material space in which language policy is implemented at both
micro and macro levels [4; 5].

A broad definition of LLs includes soundscapes too. However, I had to exclude
from my analysis this aspect of LL, along with the multimodal nature of landscapes,
as it would require much more extensive research. This article considers only one

! The term °‘static’ refers to immobile LL signs, listed, inter alia, in Landry and Bourhis’
definition. Their static nature is opposed to dynamic, movable LL signs placed on various kinds of
goods and products — see the broad definition of LL above. The term ‘static’, however, should not
imply that these signs, once placed on a building fagade by business owners, cannot change; on the
contrary, their appearance, disappearance and transformations are all meaningful and henceforth are
objects of LLS.
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type of sign, the importance of which for the country under investigation, Mongolia,
cannot be overestimated. More specifically, I will focus on the classical Mongolian
script (in Mongolian: Mongol Bichig)* — and its representation in the visual LL of
the country’s capital Ulaanbaatar. Attention will also be paid to the contribution of
different stakeholders — the state, institutions, and business owners — to the
representation of these signs in Ulaanbaatar. Language attitudes and opinions of
Mongolian citizens regarding Mongol Bichig are also analyzed.

Ulaanbaatar is a particularly fruitful context for such an examination as it is
the capital of a country that has been virtually unexplored in terms of its LL; there
are only a few studies on this topic [10; 11]. Ulaanbaatar is by far the most
representative city in Mongolia for exploring the LL, both because of its metro-
politan status and size, and because 1/3 of the country’s total population lives in it.}
Mongolia and its capital are extremely interesting subjects for LL research, not only
because they have been poorly studied, but also because the country is currently
undergoing an intensive nation-building process, which is clearly reflected in the
dynamics of its LL.

Mongolia has a complex history of state formation and linguistic development,
which largely took place under the protectorate and with the help of the Soviet
Union, and before that, the Russian Empire [12]. Its history as a sovereign state
formally dates back to 1924, when the Mongolian People’s Republic was proclaimed
on the territory of Outer Mongolia — modern Mongolia — with the help of the
Soviet Union. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Mongolia has changed its
foreign policy and today adheres to the “third neighbor” policy [13]. At the same
time, the country tries to balance between Russia and China with whom Mongolia
shares a common border; unlike the metaphorical “third neighbor”, these geogra-
phical neighbors are real (and powerful) and still retain their economic influence on
Mongolia.

The paper is structured as follows: in the next section, data sources and research
methods are explained; the section after that describes in short the historical and
linguistic background of the country under investigation; the subsequent section
is dedicated to linguistic landscape data in Ulaanbaatar and people’s opinions and
attitudes towards Mongol Bichig. In the concluding section, I summarise my
findings, paying attention to the historical and symbolic values of Mongol Bichig
and outlining possible outcomes of the contemporary Mongolian language policy.

2 The classical (traditional) Mongolian script is a vertical writing written from top to bottom:

q" It goes back to the Uyghur script and is now used as the main writing system by the Mongols
% of the autonomous region of Inner Mongolia (PRC), and also has limited use in Mongolia
[9]. In this paper, the terms Mongolian script, classical (traditional) Mongolian script,
g Mongolian writing, Mongol Bichig, national script, Mongolian graphics are used as referring
to the same object.

3 YHIOCHHI CTaTHCTHKHIAH XOP0O. MOHTOJ YICHH XYH aMblH T00. CTaTHCTHKHIAH M3I3JI-
JUIH HATACOH caH (nso.mn). (accessed: 1.6.2023). (In Mong.)
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Data and Methods

The following methods were used to analyse the linguistic space of Mongolia's
capital city. To collect the ‘static’ material, LL units in the centre of Ulaanbaatar
were photographed. The material was collected inside the segment outlined by two
central streets of the city — Baga toiruu (‘Small Circle’) and Enchtaiwany ergen
chelee (‘Peace Avenue’) (Figure 1). The method of collecting empirical material
in the city center is very common [see: 14; 15]; then these central streets become
a kind of pars pro toto for the entire city or even the entire region [16]. In total,
576 units of static LL were used as material for analysis. As the unit of analysis was

considered “a fragment of text within a spatially defined frame” [1. P. 66], referring
to a specific establishment (shop, hairdresser, etc.).
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Figure 1. The investigated segment in the center of Ulaanbaatar

S ource: Yandex Maps — transportation, navigation, and place search, 10 April 2025.
https://map.yandex.ru.
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In addition to identifying the general trends of LL within the segment outlined
in Figure 1, one of the variants of quantitative LLS methods was used, namely,
the method of total fixation of visual textual information. Due to the method’s
complexity, the total photographic fixation was used for a limited space segment
starting from the intersection of Baga Toiruu Street with Peace Avenue to its
intersection with Universitetskaya Street, which is approximately 1.5 kilometers
(more than half the length of Baga Toiruu Street) (see Figure 1). Using the
quantitative method is necessary to identify the actual, statistically confirmed ratio
of languages in LL, which forms the basis for subsequent interpretations. Finally,
the collection of ‘artifacts’, that is, all languages visible in the public space (see the
broad interpretation of LL in the Introduction) was carried out in different places of
Ulaanbaatar, without linkage to the center. Field material was collected in April and
August 2024.

Opinions and assessments of individuals involved in creating and interpreting
LL were revealed through analysis of official documents and public opinion poll
results. To obtain this and other information on Mongolia and its current and
historical context, I also relied on academic publications.

3. Mongolia: Historical and Linguistic Background

As mentioned in the Introduction, Mongolia has come a long way to today’s
independence first from China, and later from the Soviet Union [see, for example:
17; 18]. The first Russian consulate was opened in 1861 in Urga, a settlement that
would later became the capital of Mongolia, and in the 17th and 18th centuries was
the nomadic residence of Mongolian Bogdo-Gegens, the traditional leaders of
Buddhism in Mongolia and neighboring countries [19]. Urga was renamed to
present-day Ulaanbaatar in 1924, when, with the support of the USSR, the
Mongolian People’s Republic (MPR) independent from China was proclaimed and
its Constitution was adopted. Even later, till the collapse of the Soviet Union,
Moscow sought to control Mongolia as a buffer state between the USSR and China.
The Mongolian People’s Republic was perceived as the ‘sixteenth republic of the
Soviet Union.” Before the collapse of the USSR, Mongolia ranked first in the world
for of the study and dissemination of the Russian language, except for the countries
of the former Soviet Union [20].

After 1991, as a result of the massive outflow of Russian-speaking specialists
and military personnel from Mongolia, as well as a result of the severance of trade
and economic ties between the countries of the former socialist camp, the volume
of Russian language learning and its prestige sharply decreased. The country’s
official authorities have also chosen to distance themselves from the Russian language
due to the decline in its economic value. This, along with the widespread use of
English as the language of international communication and the strengthening of
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Mongolia’s economic contacts with neighboring Asian countries — China, South
Korea and Japan — let to displacement of Russian from educational, cultural and
other spheres. Along with English, the languages of the aforementioned countries
are coming to the fore [10]. However, Russian is still present in Mongolia: a whole
network of Russian schools has been preserved, and many cultural events related to
the Russian language are being held [21; 22]. Russian remains in demand among
Mongolians as a language of international communication, scientific information
and education. Many experts note that abolishing the visa regime between Russia
and Mongolia in 2014 not only contributed to growth in cross-border trade, but also
created an economic demand for Russian [22; 23].

All the twists and turns of Mongolian history have affected the language sphere
not only in relation to the Russian language. The result of the Soviet Union’s “soft
power” policy towards Mongolia was the abandonment of the traditional
Mongolian script on the grounds of its ‘archaism’ [24. P. 36]. In the Soviet Union,
due to the ideologized national and language policy of the USSR, there was a
tradition of calling it the Old Mongolian script. In 1941, the Cyrillic alphabet was
introduced as the basis of Mongolian writing system. Scholars have different views
on the significance of this change. Some associate the formation of the national
Mongolian language with the transition to the Cyrillic alphabet and believe that it
has proven its worth in practice. The educational success of the Mongolian people
is particularly attributed to the use of the Cyrillic alphabet [25. P. 99]. There is
also another opinion linking the introduction of the Cyrillic alphabet with the
Sovietization/Russification of the MNR [24].

However, the change in the writing system had one undeniable negative
consequence: it alienated ordinary people and scientists, particularly humanities
scholars, from their vast historical spiritual culture and from Eastern philosophy,
science, and literature written in classical Mongolian script. Not only was the
temporal connection interrupted, but the territorial connection was too. Native
speakers of Mongolian languages living in China (including the Shanahan Buryats)
still use Mongol Bichig, whereas Buryats in Russia do not. This obviously hinders
close communication and interaction between Mongolian-speaking peoples [25.
P. 100; 26].

After the collapse of the USSR, Mongolia, which has broken away from the
ideological influence of its “northern neighbor,” began to make efforts to return the
Mongolian graphics to official paperwork, to the secondary schools’ curricula, etc.
The “National Program of Mongolian Writing — I, II” was adopted, during which
the Mongolian script was included in the curriculum of 6-9 grades in secondary
schools; civil and educational documents are now published in both Cyrillic and
Mongolian scripts; textbooks and books in Mongolian script are being translated
and published. Nevertheless, the goals set by both programs were not fulfilled at
a sufficient level. It could be said that the education of the Mongolian script is still
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in its infancy; also, an environment for its widespread use still needs to be created
[27.P. 113].

In February 2015, the Great State Khural of Mongolia adopted the Law “On
the Mongolian Language,” where the state policy regarding the Mongolian script
was further specified. It is planned to keep records of state and local government
bodies in two scripts: Cyrillic and national script. Paragraphs 7 and 11 of this law
became the basis for the adoption and implementation of the “National Program of
Mongolian Writing — III,” the purpose of which is to fully prepare the transition
to the use of two scripts from 2025.

The Program includes such items as, for example:

® The National Council of Civil Servants should include a chapter on know-
ledge of the Mongolian script in civil servant questionnaires, and ensure that civil
servants are examined on their knowledge of the Mongolian script;

m Citizens and public organisations should receive training in the Mongolian
script and promote the dissemination of the Mongolian script (in the electronic form
as well), and should use the national script to label domestic products [Ibid. P. 115].

The year 2025 is an important milestone in the history of the writing system
reform in Mongolia. On January 1, 2025, the law on the dual writing system came
into force in the country. The current Cyrillic alphabet is from now on duplicated in
the Mongolian script throughout the document flow. By this time, the preparation
of state institutions for reform has been in full swing — printed forms and
government letterheads with double font were approved. Half of the 200,000 civil
servants have been trained. The Mongolian company Bolorsoft has launched
the Kimo program, which automatically converts Cyrillic into Mongolian and vice
versa’.

Thus, significant efforts are being made by both the government and individual
business representatives to promote the original Mongolian script alongside Cyrillic.

Mongol Bichig in Linguistic Landscape
of Ulaanbaatar and in Public Opinion

The starting point of my research is a quantitative analysis of the percentage
of languages in the LL of Ulaanbaatar (Figure 2). The percentage was calculated
using the method of total fixation of languages on a part of Baga Toiruu Street (see
Section 2).

4 Monron xamHuii Tyxait [An Internet resource] // Morron yicei xyyib. 12.02.2015. Dpx3yiin
MBIIIUIHIAH HATACH cucteM. URL: https://www.legalinfo.mn/law/details/10932 (accessed: 12 April,
2020). (In Mong.)

5 Menkhzul, B. A text converter from Cyrillic to Old Mongolian script has been developed //
Mongolian National News Agency [An Internet resource]. 06.05.2022. URL: https://www.mont-
same.mn/ru/read/296346 (accessed: 01.02.2025). (In Russ.)
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m Khalkha-Mongolian

W English
Khalkha-Mongolian+English

M Korean

M Japanese
Chinese

M Russian

B Mongol bichig

M French

B German

Figure 2. The share of languages in the linguistic landscape
in the studied segment of Ulaanbaatar’s center, %

Source: compiled by E.V. Khilkhanova.

As we can see in Figure 2, the object of our interest — Mongol Bichig is clearly
underrepresented in the LL of Ulaanbaatar. In the studied segment, it follows the
poorly represented Chinese and Russian languages. Chinese, unlike Russian, has

Figure 3. Classical Mongolian
writing on the signboard of the Prosecutor’s
general office of Mongolia

S o urc e: photo by E.V. Khilkhanova, 2024.

890

never been widely observed in LL of
Ulaanbaatar. Russian today is gradually
giving way to English, Korean, and
Japanese both in the visual public
space of Mongolian capital and in
the hierarchy of languages in the minds
of its inhabitants [10; 11]. The LL
signs where Mongol Bichig was used
were found only on official institutions
(see, for example, Figures 3 and 4).
The top-down construction of the
LL in terms of Mongol Bichig s repre-
sentation is particularly evident in
Figure 4, where we see several signs
from different institutions at once,
and only one of them — The National
Art Gallery of Mongolia— has Mongol
Bichig on its signboard, since it is an
official government institution.
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Figure 4. Classical Mongolian writing on the signboard of the National Art
Gallery of Mongolia in comparison with other signboards

S o urc e: photo by E.V. Khilkhanova, 2024.

As for the bottom-up construction of LL, I did not find the use of Mongolian
writing in static LL signs created by unofficial actors in the studied urban segment.
However, it would be completely wrong to claim that Mongol Bichig is present only
on official signs. If we interpret LL in the broad sense of the term (see the
Introduction), then the national writing is found on many types of souvenirs and
food produced in Mongolia. This is also a consequence of the implementation of
the ‘National Programme of Mongolian Writing — III’, which requires the use of
national writing on domestic product labels. However, not all Mongolian-made
products are labelled in Mongol Bichig. Mongol Bichig is usually present on those
manufactured goods and food production that are considered traditional, authentic
and often intended for touristic consumption. A significant role here plays the fact
that Mongol Bichig itself looks very ornamental due to the ornate character of
its symbols. So, Mongol Bichig contributes to ethnographic branding and makes
Mongolian goods seem even more authentic: see, for instance, a leather panel —
one of the popular types of Mongolian souvenirs (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. The souvenir leather panel with an inscription in Mongol Bichig on it"

S o ur c e: https://img.alicdn.com/bao/uploaded/i4/371644636/
O1CNO1hk3E3v1k7KhNRuT3f !10-item_pic.jpg, 13 April 2025.
*) This image is not an advertisement.

The next two figures illustrate the use of Mongol Bichig on Mongolian food
products, mostly belonging to premium segment largely focused on tourist
consumption. So, Mongol Bichig is present on one type of premium Mongolian
vodka called Aurug. According to the producers, this is the name of one of Genghis
Khan’s palaces that was taken for the brand. “Aurug” in Old Mongolian means
‘great’; another historical meaning of the word “aurug” is ‘an ancient warehouse,
a palace where all the valuable trophies of the warriors of the 13th century were
kept.”® One of the notable design elements is a poem in traditional Mongolian,
written as if on the bricks used to build Aurug (see Figure 6).

Figure 7 shows the use of Mongol Bichig in the packaging of a chocolate set
from the famous chocolate brand Golden Gobi.

¢ Mongolian Vodka Aurug // World Brand Design Society. 15.10.2019. URL: https://world-
branddesign.com/mongolian-vodka-aurug/ (accessed: 02 March 2025). It should be noted that the
word “aurug” is absent in the Big Academic Mongolian-Russian dictionary; perhaps because it is a
dictionary of the modern Mongolian language (Big Academic Mongolian Russian Dictionary in four
volumes. 2001. Ed. by Doctor of Philology, Professor G.C. Pyurbeev. Moscow: “Academia.” Print.).
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Figure 6. The premium Mongolian vodka Aurug with an inscription
in Mongol Bichig as one of the main design elements”

S o ur ¢ e: https://worldbranddesign.com/mongolian-vodka-aurug, 13 April 2025.
“) This image is not an advertisement. Alcohol is harmful to your health.

Figure 7. A Golden Gobi chocolate set “Nomads of Mongolia”
with an inscription in Mongol Bichig on it"

S our ce: photo by E.V. Khilkhanova, 2024.
*) This image is not an advertisement.
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Thus, the presence of Mongol bichig in LL performs two main functions.
Firstly, it is part of the state language policy, and writing names of official
institutions in two languages (in Mongolian Cyrillic and in classical Mongolian
script) follows the requirements of the Law on the languages of Mongolia and the
relevant programs. Mongol Bichig is an important component of modern Mongolian
nation-building. The symbolic significance of the introduction of its own writing
system, which differs from both Russian and Chinese, is to unite the geographically
divided Mongols, to assert a unique national identity and independence of the
country. Secondly, Mongol Bichig in LL serves as an additional means of
ethnographic branding creating authenticity, thereby guaranteeing “the cultural
distinctiveness of a tourism product” [28].

Despite the significant symbolic weight of Mongol Bichig, we cannot yet speak
about its massive presence in LL. What is the reason for that? Can the weak
presence of the Mongolian script in LL be attributed to the poor linguistic
competence in it of Mongolian people? Can we say that the top-down language
policy and its manifestation in LL does not have mass support among citizens?
Finally, what is the attitude of people towards the Mongolian script?

In search of answers to these questions, let us turn to public opinion polls
conducted by the Mongolian Academy of Sciences [29]. The surveys mostly aimed
to reveal people’s skills in Mongolian writing, but also included questions about
public opinion and attitudes towards the script. According to a 2007 sociological
study, 8.4% of participants wanted to use the Mongolian script, 4.4% voted for the
Latin alphabet and 72.6% wished to keep the Cyrillic alphabet as the official script.
A more nuanced second survey found that 64.9% of respondents thought that
official documentation should be in Cyrillic, 31% in Mongolian script and 3.7%
in Latin script. There is some discrepancy between how people perceive a complete
transition to the traditional (and at the same time relatively new) writing system,
and its use in documentation only.In the second case, Mongol Bichig’s supporters
are significantly more numerous. Although all the respondents had at least some
reading skills in Mongol bichig, currently they are not yet ready to fully switch to it.

This lack of readiness is still evident not only among the general population,
but also among government employees, i.e. those who are themselves responsible
for maintaining documentation in both Mongolian and Cyrillic scripts. According
to a large-scale 2021 survey in which around 150,000 civil servants participated,
their knowledge of the Mongolian script was as follows: over 50 per cent were
willing to use the Mongolian script alongside Cyrillic in official documents, while
46.4 per cent were not, citing their inadequate knowledge of the Mongolian script
as the reason.

Finally, one of the recent studies from 2019 tested the reading and translation
skills of 681 people belonging to five age groups. Special attention was paid to young
generation: 178 students in several Mongolian universities and colleges took part
in the survey (for sampling details, see [29]). The study revealed that writing and
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reading skills in Mongolian script were different depending on the respondents’ age.
Students’ reading skills were estimated as 76.4% and writing accuracy was 20.9%,
while the same skills of adults were dissimilar depending on whether they were
taught Mongolian script at the secondary school or not. The translation skills of
the participants were quite low, so they could not perform the given task to translate
from the current official Cyrillic script into the classical Mongolian script. Most of
them have secondary school knowledge of Mongolian script and can only read it.

Nevertheless, when asked “Why are you learning the Mongolian script?”,
respondents cited a desire to preserve national heritage in general and the Mongolian
national script in particular. However, this positive and patriotic attitude contradicts
with the “lack of environment in which the Mongolian script is used” [Ibid.]. 100%
of the participants responded that there is no environment to use the Mongolian
script outside the classroom, and they do not use it at all in their everyday life.

These data correlate well with my observations on LL of Ulaanbaatar. Note
that the survey participants themselves suggested that there is a need to create
“the Mongolian script environment in a visible way” (my emphasis — E.K.) [Ibid.].
Thus, it can be concluded that Mongolia is still in the process of introducing the
Mongolian script into official records management; in fact, this is also stated in the
law on the languages of Mongolia. Some institutional developments are also evident:
as we have seen, the Mongolian script is present in some online activities and product
labeling. It has been introduced into the education system: from 2018, the Mongolian
script has been taught in 10th, 11th, and 12th grades for 1 hour per week, and all
citizens have at least some reading skills in it. However, the process of bringing the
Mongolian script into the everyday life of Mongolian people is in its early stages.
It should also be noted that Mongolian citizens support the government’s initiatives
and demonstrate a generally positive attitude towards the Mongolian script. The
authenticity represented by the language guarantees the cultural distinctiveness of
a tourism product [30] together with traditional motifs, symbols, and colors [31].

From all LL signs, the vertical Mongolian script is perhaps the most “loaded”
with social meaning; it i1s not even an index, but rather a symbol. Its symbolic
representations in the LL of Mongolian capital are driven primarily by non-
utilitarian, irrational motives — historical memory, ideas of national identity and
patriotism. At the same time, the Mongolian script is tied to the commodification
of national identity, in the form of marketing of authenticity, which is a common
trajectory of many languages today, when language becomes involved in the
globalized new economy as a source of symbolic added value, and as a mode of
management of global networks.

Conclusion

As previously mentioned, the twists and turns of Mongolian history have
impacted the writing system, including the classical Mongolian script. The modern
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period of the country’s history is characterised by its attempts to construct its unique
national identity, building it — as has been the case throughout world history —
on the original writing system.

LLS are useful in this regard because LL shows the extent and nature of the
representation of languages in public space. LL and landscapes in general are the
place of convergence of long-term governmental strategies and everyday life,
top-down and bottom-up constructions of identities and policies. LL is a place of
material embodiment of people’s speech behavior reflecting both their ideologically
motivated and inertial, passive language choices.

My research has shown that classical Mongolian writing, alienated from the
Mongolian people for many years, is struggling to return to everyday linguistic
practices. Despite the government and Mongolian society generally being united in
their desire to introduce the Mongolian script to document management and other
areas, Mongol Bichig can still be found in Ulaanbaatar almost exclusively on the
signboards of official institutions and some Mongolian-made products. Currently,
these products are intended not only for domestic consumption, but largely for
tourists. The original and beautiful character of Mongol Bichig serves as an index
of authenticity and locality in this case.

In conclusion I can say that the contemporary struggle of Mongolian people
with the writing system which is relatively new for many of them is a natural
phenomenon. The transition of an entire country to another writing system cannot
be quick and easy. Measures such as training people in Mongol Bichig have a delayed
effect. The final conclusions about how successful the introduction of Mongol
Bichig was can be made in some ten years at the earliest.
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