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Introduction:
Mongolians After Socialism

Bruce M. Knauft

Contemporary Mongolia is certainly a cauldron of dynamic
development. Skyrocketing economic growth supports eye-
popping new affluence while the rate of grinding poverty stays
stubbornly high. Profits from mineral extraction provide
booming infrastructure while traffic snarls the capital city and
huge nomadic expanses continue to make Mongolia the least
densely populated country in the world. In winter, the pristine
“land of the eternal blue sky” abuts choking air pollution in
urban areas while in the countryside harsh weather threatens
large losses of livestock and endangers pastoral livelihoods.
Environmental degradation is a constant threat. Yet, what
stands out is the pride, energy, and resilience of the Mongolian
people, even as their future is not entirely clear.

Politically and culturally as well, the Mongolian cauldron
churns. A vigorously booming and free-wheeling open-market
democracy of just three million people, Mongolia is sandwiched
in a land-locked vice between autocratic super-giants: Russia
to the north and China to the south. During the 20th century,
seven decades of domination by the U.S.S.R. included brutal
Stalinist purges and systematic obliteration of Mongolian
Buddhist religion and culture. Now fully emerged as a free
post-socialist nation, Mongolians are a vivacious, successful,
and forward-looking people while also being deeply stamped
by their immediate and longer history — including nationalist
pride that reaches back 800 years and beyond, per the Mongol
Empire forged by Chinggis Khan.

How are Mongolians discovering, recasting, and
recreating themselves and their country —socially, economically,
politically, culturally, and religiously? Though highly complex,
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this issue is key not just for Mongolians but for understanding
dynamic human development across a contemporary world.

Typically, the factors that inform this question get
separated and segmented, both as points of view and topics
of understanding. Policy reports, journalist reporting, and
strategic analysis diverge from academic and scholarly
understanding. Issues of “politics” get separated from those
of “economics,” on the one hand, and, even more, from those
of “culture” or “religion,” on the other. So, too, the push
to understand the burgeoning dynamics of the fast-moving
present get separated or divorced from the study of history.
And this history is itself layered — the deeper history and present
reconstruction of “Mongolian” national identity, the strong
and now sensitive legacy of seven decades of overwhelming
Soviet influence in all aspects of life, and now the recent but
growing history of open capitalist development on a regional
and even a world stage that was undreamed of for Mongolia
just a few years ago. How to take stock of these dynamics
without attempting or claiming too much, or cutting them up
into separate rather than interconnected pieces?

The present volume makes a small but we hope
important attempt to address these questions. Moving widely
across the canvas of Mongolian economics, politics, culture,
religion, history, and projected future development, this book
portrays a dynamic whole that is more than the sum of its
divisible parts. It combines Western-derived perspectives and
analyses with Mongolian ones. It also combines different
kinds of professional authorship. When was the last time you
read a book that combines poignant first-hand presentations
written by high national government officials, an American
ambassador, Buddhist lamas and monks, a shaman, a Christian
pastor, and Mongolian and Western paragons of academic
scholarship? The result, we hope, is significantly more
interesting than a disparate pastiche. Each account seriously



Introduction | 5

addresses interconnected questions of Mongolian identity
and the priorities, challenges, and opportunities of capitalist
commercialism, and legacies of proximate and deeper national
and Buddhist history.

In important ways, the various accounts herein speak
to each other — just as the participants themselves did at the
original conference upon which this book is based. It is hard
to convey the palpable dynamism that was evident among
participants in highly animated discussion following individual
presentations and in the linkages across participants during
the conference as a whole. The head lama of Mongolia talks
appreciatively and at length with a leading Mongolian social
scientist, a former post doctoral fellow from Stanford, who is
a strong proponent of secularism. The director of the national
Mongolian planning commission comes back for a conference
dinner to talk at length with academics and civil society leaders.
Debates about Mongolian history and culture expose points of
view — and factual details — that are just now emerging from
the shadows of Soviet propaganda and oppression.

Organization of the book

To help introduce these various perspectives, this book is
organized into four sections. Following this Introduction is
an analytic overview of Mongolia since it was a “state at risk”
in the wake of Soviet socialism during the early 1990s. This
contribution delineates specific opportunities and challenges
of current Mongolian political, economic, and cultural
development. The practical assessments of the analysis include
significant recommendations for Mongolian social policy and
sustainable political development.

Part One of the volume, “Challenges of Governance,
Economy, and Wealth Disparity,” includes contributions by
the U.S. Ambassador to Mongolia, the head of the national
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Mongolian Planning Commission, the National Security
Advisor to the Mongolian President, a leading Mongolian
social scientist, and an American-trained anthropologist
who conducted ethnographic fieldwork in a remote pastoral
area of Mongolia. These contributions triangulate the great
opportunities and deep challenges that confront contemporary
Mongolia in the context of economic growth, burgeoning
political democracy, and enormous and growing wealth
disparity within the country. These are crucial issues that have
a strong if not determining impact on the future of Mongolia
as a thriving, independent, and sustainable country.

The next section of the volume addresses “Challenges
of Contemporary Religion.” Here are included the diverse
perspectives of a royal Mongolian shaman, a Christian pastor,
a top international scholar of Mongolian Buddhism, one of
the highest and most revered lamas of Mongolia (now based
in the U.S.), a highly trained monk who is helping spearhead
an enormous Buddhist monument and spiritual-commercial
complex outside the capital, and a lama who has had a keen
role helping rebuild some of the more than 1,000 Mongolian
Buddhist monasteries and temples (almost all of those then-
existing) that were destroyed by the Soviets. It becomes quickly
evident that religion and spirituality link directly to national
identity and national social and cultural priorities — just as
issues of politics and economics, discussed in the first part of
the volume, beg cultural and human values that underlie and
underscore national socioeconomic priorities.

The third section of the volume, “Constructions of
Society and Culture,” focuses on the historical construction
and present rediscovery and reconstruction of Mongolian
identity. Included here are the perspectives of a preeminent
international scholar of Mongolian history and culture
(presently at Cambridge University), Director of the Family
Studies Center of Ulaanbaatar University, Chair of a major
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Mongolian NGO and author of 20 books, and the Head of
the Labor Relations Division of the Employer Association of
Mongolia. Importantly, the institutions, organizations, and
identities of contemporary Mongolians — as was also true in
the past — are no less significant or “real” for being products
of motivated construction and continual reformulation.

The volumes’ final section, on “Legacies of Buddhism
and Cultural History,” focuses on key issues of Mongolian
religious and cultural history that inform the present and
emerging trajectory of Mongolia. Contributors include one of
the world’s leading scholars of Tibetan-Mongolian Buddhism,
a historian of Mongolia from the US, two doctoral research
fellows — one from Budapest, the other from the Mongolian
Academy of Sciences — who have studied aspects of Mongolian
religion and culture as remembered from the Soviet period,
plus two scholars of Russian and Mongolian history — a
senior researcher of Buddhism in Buryatia from Moscow State
University, and the Professor and Head of the International
Studies Institute at the Mongolian Academy of Sciences. Given
the propaganda and tailored history of Mongolia that was
taught under Soviet control, new views of Mongolian history,
culture, and religion are particularly important to Mongolians
as they forge their contemporary and future national identity.

To aid the reader in engaging the volumes various
vantage points, the text of each chapter is preceded by editor’s
“headnotes.” These introduce the contribution and place it
in larger perspective. As such, the headnotes are intended to
orient readers to the chapters before each is engaged more
deeply and substantively.

Background and comparative significance

As previously mentioned, this volume is based on the
intellectual and practical fruits of a major conference of the
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same name, “Mongolians after Socialism,” that was held at the
Open Society Forum in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia on June 27-29,
2011. The conference, like this volume, was a joint effort
across productively different points of view. The underlying
idea and the bulk of support for the conference was provided
by the States at Regional Risk Project (SARR), which I direct at
Emory University in Atlanta. This multi-year project, which is
supported by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, brings
together policy makers, civil society leaders, and in-region and
international scholarly experts concerning countries and larger
world areas that have undergone significant sociopolitical
threat and transition.

Some of the SARR project world area components,
including those in West Africa and East Africa, have engaged
regions and nations that have been at pains to recover from
prolonged periods of civil war, political strife, and sociocultural
trauma. (Details are available on the SARR project website at
<www.sarr.emory.edu>.) In Mongolia, by contrast, the social
and political traumas of the recent past —including heavy Soviet
domination and then a wrenching transition to free market
capitalism — have given way to strong development both
economically and in terms of democratic state government. In
a sense, Mongolia is a positive case example of a country that
endured violent social, political, and economic upheaval but
which has recovered and developed successfully in comparative
terms — despite being surrounded by autocratic and aggressive
superpowers.

Though the continuation of its hopeful development
cannot be guaranteed, Mongolia exemplifies a nation that
has improved markedly across a range of indicators in the
aftermath of socioeconomic and political turmoil. This fact is
thrown into relief when Mongolia is compared and contrasted
to significant other countries and areas of central Asia as well
as parts of Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East.
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Though Mongolia has the benefit of possessing large
and lucrative mineral deposits to fuel its growth, this fact
itself cannot explain its distinctive path of recovery and
development. As is well known from countries ranging
from Nigeria to the Congo (DRC), Sierra Leone, Iraq, and
Afghanistan, abundance of natural resources does not ensure
socioeconomic and political development. Indeed, a windfall
of natural endowments can become a “resource curse” that is
easily associated with political autocracy, corruption, stratified
wealth inequality, and civil war or social strife — as has persisted
for decades in mineral rich areas of East Congo. (These have
also been a site of SARR project work).

The insufficiency of resource profits as an explanation
of recovery following sociopolitical trauma begs the key and
important role not just of social institutions but of collective
identities informed by values — in a word, by culture. Cultural
orientations, as difficult as they may be to measure or delineate
with empirical firmness, and despite their reformulation
over time, provide a key undergirding element that interacts
with organizational orientations, institutional possibilities,
political histories, and economic potentials to inform a
country’s development over time. This crucial fact is often
underemphasized or neglected in existing understandings of
national and regional development. As noted above, these
often bifurcate into separate strands of economic versus
political versus social or historical analysis.

To confront this issue, our Mongolians after Socialism
project embraced from the start the importance of considering
these interrelated features not just in conceptual or topical
combination but through complementary perspectives or
“subject positions” of knowledge and understanding. A
Western-derived scholarly or academic understanding can
hardly plumb the intricacies of contemporary Mongolian
disposition; this arises from the perspectives of Mongolians
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themselves. These include the viewpoints of accomplished
Mongolian professionals and also those of civil society
members and leaders outside standard professional fields.

Organizational context and acknowledgements

During a project trip to Mongolia in 2010, I was highly
fortunate to receive perceptive guidance and advice concerning
the above issues from a range of Mongolian organizations
and individuals, including national government officials, the
Asia Foundation, the American Center for Mongolian Studies,
the American Embassy, faculty and administrators from the
National University of Mongolia, the Customs University,
the Mongolian University of Science and Technology, and
a range of leaders from Buddhist religious and civil society
organizations. All of these individuals and organizations
deserve heartfelt thanks. Particularly important was my
contact with Gerelmaa Amgaabazar, Manager of Social Policy
and Education Programs at the Open Society Forum (OSF) in
Ulaanbaatar.

OSF was especially interested in our SARR project and its
interrelation of viewpoints across scholarly, civic, and policy
perspectives, including with respect to democratic governance,
socioeconomic development, education, and environmental
concerns. Both highly connected and highly respected in the
networks of Mongolian institutions and leaders, OSF became
a prime linkage point for our SARR project in Mongolia.
Paralleling the perspectives we were attempting to bridge
and combine, the applied focus of OSF was informed by
research and empirical and strategic analysis in ways that
linked effectively with practical and policy implications. In
short order, OSF in Ulaanbaatar became our organizational
partner, provided the logistical organization for the conference
in Ulaanbaatar, and also provided the venue for the three-day
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conference, which was held at their OSF headquarters. For
this and much more, Gerelmaa Amgaabazar deserves special
thanks and credit.

We were particularly fortunate, with OSF facilitation,
to have had simultaneous translation between Mongolian,
English, and some Russian during all three days of the
conference, including the substantial periods of lively
discussion following presentations. Simultaneous translation
was crucial to even out the linguistic and communicational
playing field among diverse participants and to encourage open
conversation across differences of national background and of
civil, professional, and educational training. We are pleased at
the resulting transparency of communication and the fact that
presentations effectively crossed lines of language. This has
also allowed the present volume to be translated and published
in both a Mongolian language edition and an English language
one — with all contributions included in both editions.

The final crucial part of our organizational and
conceptual initiative for this project was wonderfully supplied
by Dr. Richard Taupier of the University of Massachusetts,
Ambherst. Being both a senior university administrator
and a historical scholar of Mongolia, with deep interest in
Buddhism, Dr. Taupier frontally engaged and expanded the
cultural, religious, and historical purview of the conference and
integrally collaborated in all aspects of its conceptualization
and organization. Along with the assistance and contacts
of eminent scholar of Buddhism Glenn H. Mullin, he also
enabled senior religious Mongolian leaders and other religious
and historical scholars to be present as full presenters and
participants. To this end, Dr. Taupier secured additional
funding for the conference from the Rubin Foundation of
New York, which we gratefully acknowledge. Dr. Taupier’s
sensibilities and guidance have been critical in this project, of
which he is co-organizer as well as co-editor of the present
volume.
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A special thanks for consistent professionalism, acumen,
and efficiency is also due the managing editor for both the
English and Mongolian versions of this volume in Ulaanbaatar,
Lkham Purevjav. Ms. Purejav is a graduate researcher in the
Department of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Institute
of History in the Mongolian Academy of Sciences. Without
Lkham Purevjav’s assiduous and consistent efforts, the
production of these volumes would simply not have been
possible. At Emory University in Atlanta, Helen Simmons, the
Program Associate of SARR, played a similarly indispensable
role, including concerning the overall logistical management
of this project.

We are particularly pleased that this book is co-published
by the Mongolian Academy of Sciences (MAS), the National
University of Mongolia (NUM), and the Open Society Forum
of Mongolia (OSF). Co-publication is supported at MAS by the
Institute of History, Director, Dr. Chuluun Sampildondov, and
by the Institute of International Studies, Director, Dr. Luvsan
Khaisandai. The President of NUM, Dr. S. Tumur-Ochir,
helped introduce our SARR conference, and co-publication is
supported by the NUM Department of Anthropology, Chaired
by Dr. Bum-Ochir Dulam.

The SARR conference in Ulaanbaatar was also
introduced by Dr. Damdinsuren Bayanduuren, President of
the Mongolian University of Science and Technology, and by
the Head Lama of Mongolia, The Venerable Khamba Lama
Gabju Choijamts, to whom we are most grateful. Thanks also
go to the various conference section Chairs and Moderators
and to Professor Bulgan Janchivdorj, former Head Professor
at the Customs University of Mongolia, who was most
helpful assisting us in establishing professional contacts and
connections. Several conference participants were not able to
supply papers that could be included in this collection, but
their contributions were very useful at the conference, and
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Ms. Enkhtuya Oidov, Director of the Mongolian Nature
Conservancy (TNC) and Open Society Forum (OSF) Board
Member, provided important feedback at our post-conference
retreat in Terelj Valley, along with Dr. Richard Taupier, Dr.
Daniel J. Murphy, and Gerelmaa Amgaabazar of OSF. OSF
was instrumental in our project in innumerable ways, and we
are glad this volume finds a place among its own substantial
publications and reports.

The U.S. Embassy in Ulaanbaatar, under the direction
of the Hon. Jonathan Addleton, Ambassador, was also most
helpful in guidance. Ambassador Addleton not only helped
introduce the conference but presented a significant conference
paper, a version of which is included in this volume. We are also
grateful for the generous reception for conference participants
that the Ambassador hosted at his residence on the evening of
June 27, 2011.

The thirty-four invited participants to the original
conference included the Mongolian National Security
Adpvisor, the head of the Mongolian Planning Commission, a
senior advisor to the Mongolian President, a member of the
Mongolian Parliament, the US Ambassador to Mongolia,
the Presidents of two leading Mongolian universities, the
head Buddhist Lama of Mongolia, five further Buddhist and
Christian leaders, four leading figures of Mongolian civil
society organizations, five major Mongolian academics, and
nine international scholars of Mongolia. Participants came
from eight countries and included spokespersons concerning
Mongolians in regional contexts outside Mongolia per se. In
facilitating conversation, expanded dialogue, and practical
understanding across important networks of policy makers,
civil society leaders and scholars, the conference was highly
productive, including in the regional context of Inner Asia.

We are especially pleased that every one of the above
persons not only attended the conference as a presenter or
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session chair but stayed for one or more of the conference
discussion sessions.  This high level of interest and
commitment were reflected in the fact that the Royal Shaman
Tuvshintugs, who at the time was in the hospital with an acute
medical condition, provided a handwritten version of a full
presentation that was transcribed at his bedside, delivered
by a spokesman at the conference itself, and subsequently
translated for inclusion in the English as well as the Mongolian
version of this volume. Engagement, critical discussion, and
broadening of perspectives across governmental, civil society,
academic, and religious points of view was in many ways
frankly breathtaking.

During the completion of most edited volume
publications, the extraction and editing of papers from
constituent contributors is a labor-intensive task. The present
case, however, provides an exception. Contributors exhibited
high commitment to provide effective and timely textual
renditions of their presentations across their different points
of view. This high level of interest informs the diversity and,
we hope, the larger value of this volume.

Conclusions

It is common in introductions and prefaces to books to
separate the conceptual and organizational features of a
project from its historical context and acknowledgments.
In the present case, however, these are integrally connected;
the process and medium whereby this volume has emerged is
both integral to its theme and itself part of its message. In the
same way that topical issues, alternative perspectives, subject
positions, and organizational contexts beg to be bridged, so,
too, it is important not to siphon off the practical dynamics
that enable these connections as if they were “separate” from
the “substance” of the work.
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As an anthropologist with an interest in the relation
between cultural, social, and politico-economic development
within and across world areas, I am concerned to combine
an ethnographic sensibility that takes seriously the viewpoints
of diverse others with an analytic perspective that can inform
larger understandings. This connection is at once strategic,
scholarly, and practical; it draws on complementary aspects of
understanding that enlarge and enrich rather than compromise
or constrain each other. Facilitating this connection in organic
terms through both the content and the social production
of useful and critical knowledge is a significant objective of
the present work. In my own field, this process entails what
is sometimes called “engaged anthropology.” Engaged
anthropology connects scholarly and practical or applied
aspects of knowledge not just as objects of understanding but
as key objectives of conducting one’s work, if not one’s life.

The larger fruit of this project is the insights by, for,
and about Mongolians themselves, including their rich and
vibrant country, the strong opportunities it faces, and the
great challenges that confront it. Mongolians after Socialism
are grappling actively with their present in relation to their
cultural and sociopolitical past and the trajectories of their
envisaged future. If this volume has some small impact in
reflecting, communicating, and progressively facilitating this
process, it will have accomplished its purpose.

Postscript

To facilitate wider dissemination of the material and perspectives
presented in this book, its full contents are available as PDF files
in both English and Mongolian on the SARR project website. See
<www.sarr.emory.edu/MAS>.

Comments and reactions concerning this publication are
welcome. Please send email communications to Bruce Knauft
(bruce.knauft@emory.edu), Richard Taupier (taupier@research@
umass.edu), and/or Gerelmaa Amgaabazar (gerelmaa@forum.mn).







Mongolians Before, During, and After Socialism:
Analytic Overview and Policy Implications

Bruce M. Knauft

Editor’s introduction: This contribution assesses Mongolia’s
potentials  for socioeconomic, political, and cultural
development as a double-edged sword. On the one hand
are the benefits of mineral-derived revenue and robust
democratic politics; on the other, are the challenges of wealth
disparity, politicization, and short-term social and political
accommodations at the expense of long-term sustainability.
After an overview analysis of Mongolian state development
that draws upon the contributions of this book’s contributors,
specific thematic findings are described and a range of policy
implications considered, including the need for (a) a stronger
and more sustainable national development trust fund,
(b) electoral campaign and finance reform, (c) selectively
reorganizing public and governmental administration of rural
areas, (d) increasing the ability of Mongolians to reassess their
country’s distinctive cultural and bistorical resources — so
they may be more creatively drawn upon in future assertions
of national trajectory and identity. In all, the presentation
assesses the distinctive features of Mongolia as an emergent
“not-at-risk” state amid the challenges and potential threats

bequeathed by its recent change and development.

A landlocked territory sandwiched between China and Russia,
Mongolia has, since the fall of the Mongol Empire, been largely
a tenuous nation. This pattern reemerged in the 20th century
during the extended period of Soviet control and repression
and the ensuing first years of post-Socialist democracy and
market liberalism. Prior to Soviet domination, Mongolia was
under the control of the Manchu Qing Dynasty, in part or in
whole, from 1691 to 1911. Viewed historically, then, with
the partial exception of a brief period from 1911 to the early

17
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1920s, the newly independent Mongolia of the early 1990s
was reemerging from three centuries of foreign domination.

During the past two decades, however, Mongolian
national wealth has grown from a very modest socialist
baseline and is now poised to boom exponentially based
on exploitation of extensive Mongolian natural resources,
including especially coal, copper, fluorite, gold, iron ore, lead,
molybdenum, oil, phosphates, tin, uranium, and wolfram.
Some influential projections estimate that annual growth in
Mongolian GDP will increase to 23% by 2013. This growth
is intensifying a very large increase in Mongolian economic
development, infrastructural construction, and urbanization
that has already taken place during the last decade.

Post-socialist Mongolia government is a mixed
Presidential-Parliamentary system that has become a highly
robust and competitive multi-party democracy. Democratic
principals quickly developed and remain strong in the
Mongolian population notwithstanding growing disaffection
with government (irrespective of political party) and distrust
of high-level capitalist deal-making. On the Freedom House
2011 global map, Mongolia is a large island of political
freedom amid superpowers and other nations of continental
Asia north of the Himalayas that are rated as “not free.”

From a pro-free market perspective, Mongolia offers
important “lessons learned” of how a state at severe risk, with
a history of Soviet purges, has developed a strong, modern
democratic government, a soaring rate of economic growth,
and modernization of commodities and lifestyle.

From another perspective, however, it could be argued
that for much of the past twenty years Mongolia has suffered
greatly under capitalist economic “shock-therapy.” The
transition to rampant capitalism has eliminated extensive
socialist patterns of support, failed to replace or rebuild the
previous rural market infrastructure, and fueled the loss and
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only recent recovery of the ability to produce and process grains
as a food staple. These difficulties have been accompanied
by growing wealth disparity and an increased percentage of
Mongolians falling into poverty, which with now afflicts more
than a third of the population according to Mongolia’s own
national standard. From this perspective, it is only recently,
through the increased exploitation of mineral resources, and
in light of the development of a young system of democratic
governance, that projections for Mongolian success have
become more positive.

As emerged thematically in our project, potentially severe
stresses are surfacing through very rapid economic growth
projected primarily on the basis of expropriation of Mongolian
mineral wealth through mining. The larger question is whether
the previous “state at risk” in the wake of Soviet control and
oppression is in danger of being replaced by a neo-liberal state
of fragility or risk fueled by capitalist exploitation of enormous
natural resources. This exploitation has the potential to
outstrip national and governmental wherewithal to monitor,
manage, and harness economic growth and profit-taking for
the national good — as opposed to what contributors identified
as ballooning wealth disparities and associated problems of
rural livelihood, urbanization, and poverty.

Against this less optimistic scenario is the anticipated
bulwark of Mongolian democracy. Democracy is hoped to
provide for nationally balanced and sustainable growth and
development. Challenges in this regard include acknowledged
high levels of nepotism, favoritism, and cronyism, high and
increasing levels of wealth disparity, and evidence of growing
popular disaffection with government irrespective of party
affiliation. In relative and regional terms, it should be noted,
these trends are far less than they are in most other countries
of central and inner Asia. But in the particular context of
Mongolia, the stresses of catapulting internationalization and
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economic growth, which impact both pastoral and urban
livelihood, have material significance.

At the time of present writing (May, 2012), the former
President of Mongolia, Nambaryn Enkhbayar, has been
in jail for a month after having been taken from his house
by SWAT team members on charges of corruption. Given
that his political party had been hoping to make advances
or serve as a power-broker following the upcoming June 28
Mongolian parliamentary elections, concerns are reflected in
the Western press that the timing and content of the charges
are politically motivated. However, Mongolian-language
media and YouTube videos suggest alternative interpretations,
and there is a significant sense within the country that the
charges may ultimately be legitimate — and that international
mining companies that are implicated in the corruption may
be funding international news media highlights that portray
the arrest of the former President in an unflattering light.

Debates abound concerning the extent of government
corruption and collusion with mining interests and how these
may be presently operating through one or another side of
accusation or denial, media representation, legal action, and
machinations of opposition versus coalition building among
different political parties. In the mix, claims have even
been made, and vigorously disputed, about whether current
developments imply or evoke the specter of Soviet-era politics
— or if this is simply a preposterous and inflammatory claim.

The historical and cultural context of political and
economic developments in Mongolia obviously continues to be
crucial. Foregrounding this fact, our project in Mongolia has
stressed the relation of culture and history to political economy,
including its potential as a positive resource. As against less
rosy possibilities, it may be noted that the Mongolian nation,
including during much of the time of the Mongolian Empire,
was surprisingly tolerant in religious and cultural terms.
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Mongolians have been primarily Buddhists for the 400-year
period prior to the socialist revolution, and many Mongolians
still place great store in Buddhist ideals of compassion and
the belief that conditions in the future are determined by the
morality of one’s behavior in the present.

Whether individual Mongolians profess specific belief in
Buddhism or not, the society as a whole remains positively
predisposed to its associated moral precepts. This is reflected
currently in the general tolerance of Christianity as well as
shamanism in addition to Buddhism, and a general lack of
politicization over religious or potential ethnic cleavages
within the country. Historically, these trends have dovetailed
with fluid political organization, migratory movement, and
strong respect or reverence for the natural environment.

The flexible and largely tolerant organizational structures
associated historically with Mongolian pastoral livelihood -
and the historic Mongolian state — provide important potential
cultural and historical resources that may be drawn upon as
Mongolians grapple creatively with present challenges and
future potentials. Today, historical and cultural predispositions
additionally intertwine with post-socialist desires for economic
development, western modernity, travel and experience outside
Mongolia, constitutional rather than clerical government, and
a growing sense of Mongolian national or nationalist identity.

How these influences will be drawn upon and recombined
in Mongolia during the 21st century is a major issue that will
have key implications for Mongolian political and economic
development. An important finding of the project has been
that the process of post-socialist cultural re-assessment is just
now beginning to take place — as the heavy impact of Soviet-era
propaganda wanes and the national archives and fuller history
of Mongolia becomes more accessible and understandable to a
wider Mongolian public. The potential here is for simpler and
more narrowly nationalistic notions of Mongolian identity to
be broadened and deepened in new and richer ways.
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Larger implications

Contemporary Mongolia exposes deeper assumptions that
inform received notions of state risk or fragility. Proper
functions of a developed state are often taken to include national
provision of basic levels of education, health care, public
services and infrastructure, and protection of fundamental
human rights through legal protection and security. While these
functions are weakly administered, absent, or even explicitly
withheld or contravened in classic “failed states,” they can also
be minimized, subverted, outsourced, or dominated by private
interests or corporations beholden to non-public interests
under conditions of strong neo-liberalism during free market
development.

This potential exists in contemporary Mongolia in
the context of a small and still significantly rural national
population, fledging or weak government departments
organized across the vast expanse of the country, and hyper-
growth of mineral extraction. In this context, the activities
that governmental departments and agencies do pursue are
often seen by Mongolians as another kind of rent-seeking or
extractive enterprise by the State — as opposed to being actions
that support the welfare of the citizenry.

In practical terms, an important question is whether
the resource wealth of Mongolia will lead the strength of its
national state to develop along the lines of countries such as
Norway, Chile, or Australia — or in the path of countries for
which resources have become a curse, such as Nigeria, Congo
(DRC), Sudan, and now, perhaps, Afghanistan and Iraq.

As a country of Inner Asia, and as a nation with a distinct
social and cultural history of dispersed nomadic herders, on
the one hand, and Buddhism, on the other, Mongolia may not
be constrained by the same patterns that have influenced the
path of state development in world areas such as Sub-Saharan
Africa, or, on the other hand, Europe and its avatars.
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For instance, the balancing act of the small Mongolian
population to strongly adopt democracy and open market
capitalism relatively free of state control is both special within
its region and directly related to its asserted independence
from both Russia and China. However distant in history or
improbable in the present, the legacy and the implications of
the Mongol Empire of Chinggis Khan, which spanned Asia
from the gateways of Europe to parts of the Pacific Ocean,
remain important for Mongolians. How their country will now
develop in national, regional, and global context could reveal
much about how we should be rethinking state development,
state strength, and state fragility during the 21st century.

Specific themes

A number of robust themes, sometimes unanticipated, emerged
during our project as participants from different professional,
educational, and national backgrounds listened to and,
especially, responded to each other’s presentations during
discussion. The following five themes emerged as especially
salient.

1. Rapid economic development and wealth disparity

The stunning trajectory and future intensification of economic
growth in Mongolia is complicated by growing wealth disparity.
This occurs both between rural and urban areas and within
the capital city as herders from the countryside are displaced
to Ulaanbaatar, which now contains more than one-third of
the country’s population. In rural areas, systematic research
as well as anecdotal reports also suggest that disparity of herd
size, and of wealth, is growing, along with political nepotism
and unequal access to government support and services.

At larger issue is how and to what degree revenue
from mining and largely international corporate presence in
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Mongolia can and will be used to expand versus restrict or
privatize the distribution of government services and access
across the population, including both rural and urban areas.

2. Economic capital, human capital, and government

At present, much economic growth in Mongolia comes in
the form of foreign capital investment and the private profits
and public revenue within the country that accrue from this.
How the human capital and capacity of Mongolians can be
appropriately supported and increased becomes pivotal if
Mongolian economic and social development is to avoid
becoming distorted by dependency on resource extraction,
including by foreign entities.

At present, many of the new jobs anticipated in mining
and related industries outstrip the availability of skilled
Mongolian labor, especially in areas of technology and
engineering. The potential dominance of foreign workers in
Mongolian economic development, including at higher levels
of expertise and corporate authority, seems significant.

On the other hand, in part as a legacy of Soviet-style
education, Mongolians have a very high rate of literacy -
typically assessed at 98% - and a strong commitment to
education and educational advancement. They are also
strongly multilingual, including increasingly in English, and
are commonly reported to have strong mathematical aptitude,
as reflected previously in the success of Mongolian students in
Soviet-era mathematical and scientific training.

Amid these alternative capacities and challenges, the speed
of economic growth poses stresses as well as opportunities
for government in providing education, including the
establishment of research-based academic orientations and
support at Mongolia’s two major universities, which continue
to include a wide range of learned but relatively undynamic
Soviet-era scholars. The potential is for growing numbers of
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highly trained or highly trainable Mongolians, including in
areas of science and technology; the risk is a burgeoning of
foreign influence and a brain drain of qualified Mongolians
elsewhere.

Amid the party and personal politics of Mongolia’s
competitive democratic process, establishing adequate public
funds and effective accountable management for professional
training and research-oriented institutes is difficult — as is
maintaining adequate education for growing ranks of the
urban poor. In both rural and urban areas, social problems
that include joblessness and alcoholism, especially among
men, increase the challenge to government to provide adequate
education and job training. These challenges are likely to
increase during expanding economic growth in the boom years

ahead.
3. Economic growth and ecological / environmental challenge

A large portion of the expansive Mongolian grasslands are
in ecologically fragile zones that are subject to increasing
pressure from climate warming and reduction of rainfall
during key months. Water is a vital and scarce resource that is
appropriated or contested in key areas by hydro-hungry mining
and mineral extraction and processing. Though the drilling
of wells can increase water supply, this depletes aquifers and
reduces the water table, fueling the prospects of water crisis in
the future. Problems are also posed by land alienation and
the ecological degradation of extensive open-pit mining in the
context of herder livelihoods that continue to be the prime
basis of economic viability as well as cultural value and social
organization in rural areas of Mongolia.

In the capital of Ulaanbaaatar, severe cold during the
winter months combines with centrally-situated Soviet-era
coal plants, knotty traffic jams, and common burning of
almost any combustible material in ger districts — including
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rubber tires in addition to other refuse, wood, and coal — to
produce a miasma of urban air pollution. During a significant
portion of the year, breathing urban air is plainly dangerous,
and visibility can be reduced to a very few yards even on sunny
winter days.

Addressing these environmental concerns is a major
challenge for Mongolian government and social planning
and management services. How the presence and investment
of foreign mineral extraction and other corporate firms can
be tapped and harnessed to develop and sustain long-term
environmental management — and mitigate water shortage,
land degradation, air pollution, and the impact of climate
change - is a key issue for Mongolian sustainable development
during the 21st century.

4. National identity, religion, and the cultural resources of
Mongolian history

Mongolia has a rich and influential cultural and political
history that includes not only the expansive Mongol Empire but
mutually determining and socio-politically supportive relations
with Tibet, on the one hand, and Manchurian China, on the
other. Mongolian Buddhism has been influential as a cultural
and value orientation within and beyond these contexts, as well
as within the nation, even though Buddhism was internally
contested in addition to being severely disparaged — and its
institutions bodily decimated and materially destroyed —during
seven decades of Soviet domination. Among other atrocities,
tens of thousands of monks, including virtually all of the
senior clergy of the nation, were killed during Stalinist purges.
Traditions of Mongolian religion and art, now carried on and
extended by contemporary figures such as Lama Purevbat,
are reemerging with cultural and national as well as religious
significance.



Overview and Policy Implications | 27

Given the destruction of much Mongolian public material
and cultural history, and the Soviet re-writing of Mongolian
history, many Mongolians are just recently becoming more
aware of the richness of their collective past. This past has
the potential for providing a strong set of bequeathed cultural
resources that Mongolia and Mongolians can draw upon
in configuring their personal and national identity in a 21st
century post-socialist context.

The full opening up of the Mongolian historical archives
— which include vast quantities of both politically sensitive
and mundane Soviet-era documents as well as many records
of the pre-Soviet Mongolian past — has only recently begun to
be politically and socially initiated. A limited number archival
“gatekeepers” and a policy of restricted archival access are
consistent with a hesitancy to widely expose material that
includes or may include politically and personally sensitive
information about a wide range of Soviet-era events and
individuals, many of whom still hold important positions or
are otherwise well known. That large swaths of the historical
record have been broadly construed as “classified,” if not state
secrets, compounds problems of public access.

As such, the democratic and neo-liberal orientations that
have “opened” Mongolian governance and markets have just
begun to more deeply engage issues of Mongolian history,
culture, art, and their implications for national identity.
Increasingly open archival access and sociopolitical as well
as scholarly interpretations can facilitate use of alternative
dimensions of Mongolian history to help Mongolia imagine,
reinvent, and project its national identity in ways that are less
dependent on either the heavy-handed Soviet propaganda of
the past or the appealing but sometimes unrealistic claims of
neo-liberal panacea of economic growth.
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5. Culture, politics, and economic growth in Mongolia

Asmentioned further above, the challenges —and opportunities —
of dynamicsocioeconomicand political changein contemporary
Mongolia pose new issues for understanding and promoting
effective state functioning for the bulk of Mongolians. The
question of whether Mongolian government is itself shaping
or itself being shaped by capitalist development, including
investment in and extraction of Mongolian resources, remains
an important and importantly unanswered question.

At larger issue is the intertwined trajectory of Mongolian
economy, politics, and culture. Though Mongolian economic
development and its political dynamics, have been increasingly
considered, the relationship of these to each other and especially
to cultural orientations that underpin and guide national
proclivities and orientations has seldom been addressed.
Within that context, the present project has emphasized the
interactive impact, mutual influence, and likely expanding role
of cultural orientations in relation to Mongolian economy
and politics, as well as the reverse. The significance of this
mutual importance was born out in the dynamic exchanges,
learning, and fresh perspectives opened up in presentations
and especially in discussion and dialogue across diverse points
of view during the project.

Positive potentials and policy implications

The several challenges and problems mentioned above
concerning contemporary Mongolia should not negate or
undermine appreciation of the important advances that
Mongolia has made during the past two decades.

During this period, Mongolia has transitioned from
a highly controlled and minimally-producing nation under
Soviet influence to a dynamic and fully independent state
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with a thriving and robust multi-party democracy, a galloping
trajectory of economic growth, infrastructural development,
a high level of national education, and a strong sense of
national pride and identity that, for some, extends back to the
Mongol Empire of Chinggis Khan and beyond. This is all the
more remarkable for a country of less than 3 million persons
landlocked between Russia and China- as historical and
continuing 21st century behemoths in the heart of continental
Asia. At the same time, it could be argued that Mongolia has
largely downplayed or neglected social investment in favor
of a neo-liberal market emphasis that has conferred most
social advances on those few Mongolians who have become
successful capitalists or politicians.

In a positive and constructive spirit, several concrete and
practical implications of the “Mongolians After Socialism”
project are as follows:

e Develop a strong and broad national sustainable
development trust fund

Countries from Norway to Papua New Guinea have
used windfall profits from natural resource extraction to
provide for longer term public good sustainability beyond
immediate political allocations and distributions. The
Mongolian government risks going in the other direction.
Politicians have been known to promise cash giveaways to
all their constituents. Recently, the government gave 538
shares of stock in the mega-mining TT enterprise (Erdenes-
Tavan Tolgoi Ltd.) to every Mongolian. Once given,
such allocations become entitlements that are politically
difficult to eliminate or reduce — and they easily reinforce
the self-interest and leverage of the multinational extractive
corporations involved.

Though some aspects of mining industry sustainable
trust fund development are evident in Mongolia, these
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could be made broader, given more resources, and managed
with a more publicly transparent and democratically
discussed mandate. Beyond funding of immediate national
infrastructure projects, investment in human capacity
building to reduce wealth inequality, including at the mid-
and lower end of the education and employment spectrum,
seems important for Mongolia’s future.

Garnering substantial external revenue funds for
longer sustainable trust fund development may appear
politically difficult when the need for immediate spending
on behalf of the mass electorate seems great. But
campaigning for substantial sustainable trust legislation as
an explicit way to vouchsafe the longer and more equitable
future of Mongolian growth could itself have potent
positive political appeal.

Electoral campaign finance reform / legislation

Though refinement and reform of the Mongolian electoral
process was not an explicit focus of our project, it did
address how nepotism and network cronyism among
wealthy and influential individuals had a disproportionate
effect on those actually elected to office.

Given the large of flow of external wealth into
Mongolia, and the problems posed by increasing wealth
disparity, clearer limits and restrictions on electoral
campaigning and the magnitude of campaign financing
and financial donation are highly important for longer-
term growth and stability in Mongolia. As above, such
initiatives may seem politically difficult to mount in the
short term. But, if presented openly and strongly to the
Mongolian electorate, these could in fact have major
appeal to voters.
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Rural administrative re-organization

Current research suggests that stress on rural nomadic
livelihoods fuels increases in rural wealth disparity. Those
owning smaller herds are at increased danger of having
to give up their animals and become either hired hands
in the service of larger herd-owning families, or selling
their remaining animals, leaving herding altogether, and
becoming poor urban dwellers in Ulaanbaatar or smaller
cities or towns.

The current political structure of managing disputes
and requests among herders at the local level - including
requests to migrate to fresher pastures under conditions of
ecological hardship or stress — allows but does not mandate
local officials to intervene, including on behalf of families
at risk. As such, there is a political vacuum when it comes
to maintaining equity and facilitating the sustainability
of herders who are at risk but who, with small help and
accommodation during a period of particular stress, could
maintain their livelihood.

Previous attempts at establishing a larger “common
good” approach to rural decision-making to facilitate
equity among herders included Soviet collectivization
and cooperative schemes, and, before that, Buddhist
monasteries and aristocratic leaders. Though each of
these systems had its own constraints, complexities, and
inefficiencies, selective parts of their better aspects could
be drawn upon to provide more robust forms of political
organization in rural areas through which the temporary
needs of pastoralists with mid- and low-sized animal herds
could be more effectively addressed.
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Expanding Mongolian awareness of cultural and
historical resources for the 21st century

The vast majority of Mongolians are literate and have
access to electronic news and information media. Beyond
a basic understanding of Chinggis Khan and the Mongol
Empire, however, awareness remains minimal among
most Mongolians, including many of those highly
educated, concerning the rich cultural resources afforded
by Mongolian history, culture, and religion prior to the
Socialist era.

This issue goes beyond the general value of having an
educated citizenry or moving beyond the constraints and
lingering propaganda of the Socialist period. Mongolia
now faces major challenges across a broad spectrum of
social, economic, political, cultural fronts. As leaders and
the citizenry search for novel and uniquely Mongolian
ways to address and rise to these challenges, they will
benefit greatly from an ability to draw upon a fuller range
of Mongolian historical precedents and cultural resources.
These can expand Mongolian nationalist identity beyond
simple notions of Mongol heritage much less restrictive
notions of genetic purity or Khalka chauvinism that, under
conditions of growing wealth disparity, flirt with fascist
orientations, including among the young in some political
orientations.

Mongolian history provides strong evidence of unique forms
of political, economic, and social organization that have been
effectively suited to Mongolia for centuries, including at the
regional and the local as well as the national level. Amid other
important secular principles, values historically associated
with both Mongolian Buddhism and the nomadic and herder
ethos that preceded it can be drawn upon to manage these
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levels of organization and keep them in balance with each
other and with the natural environment.

Though the past is now gone, its deeper legacy remains
an important cultural resource. Mongolia can draw more
fully and creatively on a knowledge of its past culture, history,
and religion both to increase the sense of pride and well
being among citizens and to allow leaders to more deeply and
creatively rethink how 21st century challenges can be addressed
in effective Mongolian ways. In this sense, Mongolians have
the impetus as well as the capacity to productively become “yet
more Mongolian” while simultaneously recognizing the key
strength of their country as a multi-ethnic and multi-religious
nation.
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Challenges of Governance,
Economy, and Wealth Disparity






Chapter 1

The Challenges Never End:

Managing Economic, Political, and Environmental
Concerns During a Period Of Rapid Change

Jonathan S. Addleton

Editor’s introduction: Ambassador Addleton’s contribution
takes a broad perspective on key interrelationships between
Mongolian environmental issues, economic growth, and
political development. His paper contextualizes the great
growth and economic contribution of mining in contemporary
Mongolia by noting the environmental challenges of climate
change, the threat of overgrazing associated with pastoral
liveliboods, and issues of water management — in addition to
the impact of mining per se. Stressing the accomplishments
of Mongolian political development and also the challenges
that it now faces, Dr. Addleton suggests that rapid change
and economic growth in Mongolia accentuate the stresses
that accompany the country’s highly successful political and
economic transition. He emphasizes that this is an expected
and ongoing process, and that it puts a premium on decision-
making by the Mongolian populace among an increasingly
diverse and complex array of possibilities and choices. A
PhD graduate as well as an American government official, Dr.
Addleton was an active participant throughout the conference
in addition to presenting opening remarks and also presenting
a full written paper. The present contribution is abridged
with U.S. government authorization from his longer written
remarks.

Thanks for the opportunity to provide some brief reflections on
a topic that is both broad and expansive — “Mining, Political
Economy and Environmental Sustainability.”

37
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International experience strongly suggests that mineral rich
economies face enormous challenges. Some countries offer
a “positive” example of the response to these challenges,
other countries a more “negative” one. Policymakers in this
country are already to some extent familiar with some of the
relative “success stories”, including Norway, Botswana and
Chile. Other, larger countries which perhaps also offer useful
“lessons learned” for Mongolia include Canada and Australia.

Among other things, these relatively positive examples
highlight the importance of investments in both education
and good governance; the need to address corruption
concerns; the utility of putting aside monetary proceeds when
commodity prices are high in anticipation of those periods
when commodity prices inevitably decline; the importance of
investments in infrastructure; and the usefulness of promoting
economic diversification as a way to avoid a one dimensional,
commodity-only economy.

Beyond that, international experience suggests that
transparency as well as a system of “checks and balances” can
be very helpful as mineral rich economies make both political
and economic decisions that help shape the future.

Mongolia’s advantages when facing the challenges of
managing a resource rich economy and the sudden financial
wealth that it can bring includes the country’s high rate of
literacy; the significant involvement of women in most if not
all aspects of society; and the recognition that international
experience is indeed relevant for Mongolia.

At least in theory, an effective parliamentary system
can also help address concerns over “checks and balances,”
providing a forum in which many Mongolian voices are heard,
not just those with the most money or power or influence. For
this reason, discussions in this conference on how parliament
operates, what it takes to become an MP and how election
systems work in practice are certainly both important and useful.
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One goal of the international community in Mongolia
is to make some of this international experience available to
Mongolia — while recognizing that, ultimately, it is Mongolians
themselves that will have to make their own decisions regarding
their own future.

As regards the environmental dimension of Mongolia’s
development, I would provide a few illustrative suggestions
that may be helpful when addressing this issue.

First, while environmental issues connected with mining
are certainly a concern, it is by no means the only one.

Quite apart from mining, global climate change could
well have a significant impact.

And, even in the absence of climate change, a case could
well be made that the pressures of growing herds of livestock
on the Mongolian steppe could already be having a long-term
environmental impact at least as great as that made by the
Mongolian mining sector.

I wouldn’t presume to suggest what is the “right”
number of livestock for ensuring that Mongolia’s grasslands
are maintained and sustained. But I would certainly argue
that the environmental impact of rangeland management is an
important concern, at least as important as the environmental
regulation of Mongolia’s mining sector.

Third and finally, whether involving small projects or
large projects, in my view the water issue looms especially
large in Mongolia as an environmental issue — not only in the
mining sector but in other sectors as well.

Put another way, the blue sky above Mongolia may
indeed be eternal — but that is not necessarily the case with
Mongolia’s blue lakes, blue rivers and blue streams or, for that
matter, the blue aquifers beneath the surface of the land.

In the remaining moments of my time, let me briefly state
why I framed my remarks at the outset within the context of
the phrase “The Challenges Never End.”
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Looking back on the various critiques of what has
happened in Mongolia during the last twenty vyears, it
sometimes seems to me as if at least some observers somehow
imagine that there is a point when Mongolia reaches a place
that might be described as “policy heaven” or “social nirvana,”
as if following a certain set of principles at one point in time
will inevitably led to a clear, perfect and final destination.

In reality, of course, the quest for the perfect set of policies
is a never-ending and often messy journey; indeed, once one set
of policy objectives is reached after much labor and hardship,
a whole new set of challenges will inevitably emerge.

Increasingly, I have come to think that for Mongolia -
and perhaps for any country in Mongolia’s position — the more
successful it is, the harder it gets.

Certainly this generation of Mongolians faces a broad set
of challenges, including the reality that Mongolia is in many
ways becoming a more complicated and complex place for any
number of reasons.

One reason is of course the added stakes that come into
play with added wealth. Beyond that, though, there is the fact
that Mongolia is becoming a more complicated place because
individual citizens increasingly have the ability to choose from
among a broad range of choices, not just one or two. Not
surprisingly, sometimes these choices conflict with each other,
highlighting the importance of both good governance and an
effective judiciary.

More broadly, for individual Mongolians as well as for
Mongolian society, the decision-making process never ends —
success in one area of decision-making will simply lead to new
challenges as well as new and more complicated decisions that
will have to be made.

At some level, the dilemma that Mongolia faces is this:
every time individual Mongolian citizens or the government
writ large believes that it has “surmounted” one specific set of
obstacles, a new set of challenges emerge.
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Sympathetic foreigners — whether they are here in
Mongolia as tourists, academics, researchers, businessmen, aid
workers or diplomats such as myself — may offer useful advice
from time to time. However, for Mongolians who live here,
the story is of course a longer and much more complicated
one, spanning several generations as decisions made now
affect what happens to generations yet to be born.

Viewed through this lens, I would say that the three
themes of this conference — “economic aspiration, political
development and cultural identity” — become more important
than ever.

Indeed, none of these themes can truly be “resolved” or
“addressed” in isolation. On the contrary, they are closely
linked and changes and challenges in any of these areas in turn
affect and shape the other ones.

Hopefully, the analysis and reflections at events like this
will enrich the discussion within Mongolia as it moves forward
during a period that will almost certainly be marked by both
incredible challenge and incredibly rapid change.






Chapter 2
Current Status of Mongolia’s Economic and Social
Development and Future Development Trends

Khashchuluun Chuluundorj

Editor’s introduction: As the head of the Mongolian
government’s primary planning and development committee,
Mr. Khashchuluun’s remarks provide a key perspective on —
and bellwether of — the gargantuan and yet uneven economic
development that now envelops Mongolia. By some estimates,
Mongolian economic growth is poised to increase at an annual
rate of more than 20% in the next few years — due largely
to the revenue of large mining infrastructure projects in
remote areas of the country. From the perspective of herders
and rural populations, as well from the economic impact
in towns, for the government, and in the teeming capital of
Ulaanbaatar, these developments are far from remote. As Mr.
Khashchuluun delineates, the Mongolian government has
developed a sopbhisticated and fiscally responsible economic
growth and social development plan that combines support for
mining development and infrastructure along with economic
sector diversification, growth of Mongolian human capital,
and business-government partnerships. As he also notes,
burgeoning economic growth in Mongolia abuts the fact the
Mongolian rate of poverty has been stubbornly high if not
rising.

The challenges of pronounced and growing wealth
disparity among  Mongolians - including  between
increasing numbers of affluent elites and millionaires vis-
a-vis dispossessed rural berders and swelling numbers of
impoverished urban squatters in the capital city — emerged
in our conference discussions as a key social and political as
well as technical economic issue. The great growth of foreign
cash influxes and of government expenditures begs questions
of wealth distribution, the overall welfare of Mongolians,
and the underlying values and purpose of national and social

a3
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development in Mongolia. It was striking how spontaneously
and robustly these questions were raised and addressed
from multiple vantage points in discussion following Mr.
Khashchuluun’s presentation. As opposed to the scholarly or
professional division of technical economic issues from those
of culture, bistory, meaning, and value, these became quickly
and integrally intertwined. Amid bis technical expertise,
strategic analysis, and detailed economic understanding, it
may be noted that Mr. Khashchuluun actively acknowledged
and participated in this broader discussion, both after his
presentation and later in the conference.

Current development level of Mongolia

In 2010, many nations showed signs of growth after having
overcome the effects of global financial and economic
crises. Mongolia reported economic recovery resulting from
the Stand-by stabilizing program that was undertaken in
cooperation with the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
When the figures are all in, we anticipate recording a 6 percent
increase of real GDP in 2010. If 2010 was a year of high
inflation caused mainly by the increase of major food items,
2011 is expected to be low-inflation year.

The World Bank has placed Mongolia in the group of
low-to-middle income countries; while in 2007 Mongolia
ranked 115 out of 182 countries by its Human Development
Index, having surpassed 67 countries in the world, in 2010
Mongolia secured 100th place and entered the group of
countries with a medium level of human development. Last
year’s high inflation rates associated with food price increases
are not expected this year. According to research-based
estimates, international ranking and measurement studies
should show improved economic competitiveness and business
environment indicators for Mongolia.
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In 2010, thanks to high prices of main export items on
the global market, Mongolia enjoyed an increase in its GDP,
reaching USD 2,221.5 in per capita terms. In order to further
sustain this growth and development, new national programs
were initiated. National programs such as “Mongolian
Livestock” and the “Third Campaign to Recover Arable
Lands [Atar-3]” target animal husbandry and agricultural
sub-sectors and will create foundations for accelerating
their development. Also, creation of new factories for meat,
milk and leather processing in rural and urban areas that
are projected in the implementation plan of the “Mongolian
Industrialization Program” will increase output volume of the
national processing industry.

Despite fast economic growth and numerous targeted
actions and activities, poverty remains high in Mongolia. The
poverty level that stood at 38.7 percent in 2009 has increased
slightly in 2010, to 39.2 percent. Mongolian national policy
documents - including the Millenium Development Goals-
based National Development Policy for 2007-2015, and the
Mongolian Government’s Action Plan, prioritize poverty
reduction and elevation of living standards as their key goals.
The Mongolian government provides all support for these
activities and actions.

The Mongolian Government has declared the 2011 as
the Year of Employment Opportunities, and had intensified its
efforts aimed at supporting job placement services, improving
the system of training and re-training, and further encouraging
on-the-job training and apprenticeship. High economic growth
and the policy of supporting employment and job creation has
indeed resulted in a drop in the unemployment rate from 13
percent in December 2010 to 8.7 percent as of June 2011.

Average household income is increasing steadily, standing
at 263.7 thousand MNT in 2007, 363.6 thousand MNT in
2008, 402.5 thousand MNT in 2009 and 479.2 thousand
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MNT in 2010, showing an 26.8 percent annual average
increase rate.

In line with the plan to start several large mining projects,
the Mongolian government is focusing on creating supporting
infrastructure and financial systems. While many countries
with vast natural resources have been able to effectively manage
their revenues, a few examples exist of mismanagement and
ineffective policies that resulted in waste of development
opportunities. We are carefully studying lessons provided by
their experiences to use in the development of our policies and
programs. We understand that we will need to mobilize great
effort in order to start economically exploiting large mining
deposits and transporting, exporting, and selling minerals on
the global market.

Mongolia does not want to become a raw-material/
minerals supplier or to increase our dependence on any one
economic aspect; government policies are essentially aimed in
the opposite direction. It is important for Mongolia to develop
multiple export items and support production of value-added
products as part of our economic diversification policy. Our
goal is to see Mongolia develop into an industrial country that
can take advantage of (and not be subservient to) developments
taking place in the mining sector.

In this respect, Mongolia has reached a new stage in its
development. Our most immediate goals include building an
industrial center in Sainshand city, creating similar centers in
other regions, reforming the infrastructure sector, building
new railroad and auto roads, and developing modern
communication technologies across the country. Alongside
the construction and infrastructure projects associated with
the large Oyutolgoi, Tavan Tolgoi and Ukhaa Khudag mining
projects, we are planning to launch a large-scale mid-term
national infrastructure project titled “New Development.”
This project will build south-north and east-west lines of the
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Millennium Road project, maintain and rebuild Ulaanbaatar’s
city road network, and conduct major construction work in
relation to the “100 thousand apartments” project. Some of
these project and programs have already started demonstrating
solid outcomes.

The above remarks alluded to the creation of favorable
natural environment. This is key to further economic growth
and development in Mongolia, which is beginning to arrive at
a phase full of development opportunities. The great interest
of large international and transnational corporations in the
Mongolian mining sector and in other sectors will be a major
factor contributing to Mongolia’s future development.

Macroeconomic situation

The Mongolian economy has shown rapid growth in a very
short period thanks to a post-crisis external environment that
has been very favorable to the Mongolian economy. This
includes high-level decisions to launch large-scale national
projects, creation of a better domestic business environment,
and adoption of policies that support domestic consumption
and boost local production. Together, these resulted in
increased foreign investment and export growth. The
Mongolian economy grew by 7 percent in the first half-year of
2010 and has picked up its growth speed to reach 14.3 percent
in 2011. This one of the highest national economic growth
rates not only in the region but also globally.

Although government spending in the first half of 2011
has increased by whopping 32 percent, this is only 40 percent
of the GDP in nominal terms. Economic growth resulted in the
increase of national revenue, which grew by almost 60 percent
during the first 8 months of 2011 as compared to the previous
year. The national budget has tabled a surplus of almost MNT
226 billion.
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Minerals export in the first 8 months of 2011 has
increased by about 80 percent, boosting export revenues to
MNT 2.9 billion. At the same time, growing investment
and construction work and increasing oil product prices and
volumes have increased imports to USD 4.2 billion, resulting
in foreign trade deficit of USD 1.3 billion. Despite widening
this foreign trade deficit, the overall balance of payment in the
first 7 months showed a net gain of USD 288 million proving
positive balance in the foreign trade sector.

Foreign direct investment of USD 2.2 billion in the first 7
months has contributed to this positive balance of payment.

Due to increased GDP in nominal terms, money supply
has increased by 61.7 percent compared to the previous year.

If we look at Mongolian economic structural trends for
2011-2013, we see that mining sector’s volume in the GDP
has increased as a result of launching the Oyutolgoi, Tavan
Tolgoi and other large mining projects. Specifically, opening
of a copper processing plant on the territory of the Oyutolgoi
deposit in 2013 will result in the three-fold increase of copper
mining compared to the current level. Also, it is estimated that
coal mining from the Tavan Tolgoi mine will increase in 2012-
2013, enabling extraction and export of about 15 million tons
of coal annually.

It is a pleasure to note that mid-term real economic
growth is estimated to continue at a high rate as a result of
increased investment in the expanding mining sector and
construction of accompanying infrastructure.

Mongolia’s GDP is estimated to grow by 19.4 percent in
2011, by 19.9 percent in 2012 and by 14.8 percent in 2014,
which will result in GDP per capita to reach USD 3458 in
2011, USD 5234 in 2012 and USD 6374 in 2013. Trade,
transportation, mining, education and construction sectors are
expected to be major contributors to this growth.

Foreign trade volume is estimated to reach USD 11
billion in 2011, USD 15.8 billion in 2012 and USD 18.7
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billion in 2013. The foreign trade deficit is projected to be
1.9 percent of GDP in 2012, but in 2013 goods trade will
increase to reach possible balance with the estimated surplus
of 11-13 percent of GDP in 2013-2014. The main condition
for mid-term positive balance of foreign trade is estimated to
be faster growth of export volumes, which will surpass import
volumes as a result of the launch of large mining exploitation
projects. More specifically, it is projected that the goods export
will increase by 23 percent in 2012, by 43.4 percent in 2013
and by 18.4 percent in 2014, while import volume will enjoy
a steady increase of 11.2 percent throughout this period. As a
result, foreign trade is expected to enjoy surplus of USD 1.7-
2.4 billion starting 2013.

Balance of payments are expected to show a surplus of
USD 1.2 billion in 2011, of USD 2 billion in 2012, and of USD
2.9 in 2013. The foreign currency reserve at the end of 2013
is estimated to reach USD 8.3 billion.

Real Sector Development

The Mongolian economy relies on few sectors, which are
low in processing and are dominated by primary production.
In other words, Mongolia has poorly developed industrial
sectors. More specifically, in 2010 mining and agricultural
sectors comprised 38 percent of GDP of Mongolia. Ninety
percent of exports are constituted by unprocessed and low-
technology products —basically, raw materials. These products
are characterised by the highest fluctuation of prices on the
global market. Also, agricultural products that make up 15
percent of export (including animal products and meat), are
highly susceptible to weather conditions and natural forces,
rendering subsistence of herders and agricultural workers
highly dependent on climatic conditions.

If broken down by sectors, animal husbandry is the
main agricultural sub-sector. It suffered a loss of 10 million
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heads of stock during the hard winter of 2009-2010, which
reduced the output of this sector by 19 percent. The sub-sector
is now recovering, with a total of 12 million heads of stock
raised in 2011. This increased the sub-sector production by
14 percent during the first half of 2011.

The “Third Campaign to Reclaim Arable Lands”
launched by the Mongolian Government in 2008 has resulted
in a substantial increase of crop, potato, and vegetable
production. The 343.1 thousand hectares of land harvested
in 2011 is expected to produce 419 thousand tons of grain,
174 thousand tons of potatoes, and 90.5 thousand tons of
vegetables.

During the first 8 months of 2011, mining sector
production has grown by 8 percent in real terms. This growth
is mainly due to a 28 percent increase in coal mining and a
two-fold increase in iron ore extraction. In order to facilitate
further rapid expansion of the mining sector, there is a need
to increase capacities of the transportation, energy, water, and
infrastructure sectors.

Specific to the mining sector, further issues demanding
policy decisions include development of responsible mining,
improvement of natural and environmental restoration, and
regulation of artisanal (including wildcat or “ninja”) mining
activities.

Mongolia is working to launch large-scale industrial
projects in the near future that will help diversify the structure
of its economy, including programs aimed at wide-scope
development of technology application and high-technology
use. One of the immediate projects ready for launch is the
opening of the industrial complex in Sainshand city. Our
ambition is to develop this project into an industrial complex
serving the needs of not only Mongolia but North-East Asia
generally, including the supply of processed goods to industrial
production markets in China, Korea, and Japan. This should
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encourage mutually beneficial cooperation with these and
other developed countries.

This project includes the creation of a coking coal
factory, metallurgical plant, coal handling and preparation
plant, copper processing plant, constructions materials factory,
oil refinery, a reliable infrastructure and engineering system,
and social programs to support the smooth operations of
these plants. For instance, building the coking coal plant will
be fine-tuned in time and operations with the opening of the
Tavan Tolgoi- Sainshand railroad line, and that of oil refinery
with the opening of the Tavan Tolgoi-Choibalsan railroad
line. This will facilitate uninterrupted transport, export, and
distribution of products and goods.

I am confident that the Government’s project aimed at
supporting the use of advanced and high technology by building
the Industrial Complex in Sainshand will increase Mongolia’s
economic competitiveness, boost our production of value-
added end-products through the effective combination of
technical and technological solutions, and ultimately speed the
economic and social development of Mongolia — becoming in
the process an important source of supply for the development
needs of the entire region.

Since it is clear that financing numerous large-scale
projects cannot rely on a single funding source, given the high
risks associated with such reliance, we are planning to mobilize
multiple funding sources in a stage-by-stage manner.

The Mongolian government sees private-public
partnership as a preferred model in the financing the large
investment projects. The government is working to improve
and create legal and business environment for attracting
private domestic and regional investors, financing joint projects
through the recently created Development Bank, and issuing
government bonds.
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One recent example is the collaboration contract
signed by Mongolian Stock Exchange and the London Stock
Exchange. This enhances the long-term strategic goal of
Mongolia by facilitating the entry of the Mongolian Stock
Exchange to the international financial markets.



Chapter 3
Mongolian Economic Background
and Political Destiny

Batchimeg Migeddorj

Editor’s introduction: It is rare for a bigh ranking government
official, including especially a National Security policy advisor
to a sitting President, to offer candid remarks for publication
that combine scholarly background, critical analysis, practical
concerns, and poigant strategic analysis of changes desired
in the existing political system. Migeddorj Batchimeg’s
contribution here is positively striking in just these regards.
Considering Mongolia in the comparative context of what
is effectively known about the economic correlates of the
development and sustainability of democracy, she considers
both the exceptional strides that Mongolian democracy has
taken and the grave risks that it still faces. On the one hand is
the striking florescence of democratic Mongolian governance
sandwiched geopolitically between autocratic China and
Russia - as well as smaller undemocratic regional neighbors.

On the other is the potential curse as well as benefit
of great mineral wealth within Mongolia, including the
threats, which she frontally addresses, of great wealth
disparity, continuing poverty among one-third of the
population, and a political system that structurally privileges
those running for office to promise short-term welfare
payments to constituents rather than supporting longer term
national growth of a diversified and sustainable economy.
At issue is whether the benefits of economic growth will
rise and be equitably distributed fast enough to ensure the
sustained continuation of Mongolia’s robust democracy.

At the conclusion of her contribution, Ms. Batchimeg
makes a ringing endorsement at once for optimistic belief in the
positive power of Mongolian democracy and also for the hard-
edged critical understanding that promotes informed citizens
to make their politicians and policy makers act responsibly.

53
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On the world map of the Freedom House, Mongolia looks
like a single green island amidst a broad sea. What were the
underlying reasons that enabled Mongolians living in the
heart of the Eurasian mainland surrounded by mostly non-
democratic countries, to long for democracy and freedom and
indeed succeed in building them?

Researchers have identified many factors that facilitate
emergence, sustainability and further strengthening of
democracy, or its regress and collapse. For instance, geographic
proximity to mature democracies, political heritage and
experience, levels of economic and social development, size of
the middle class relative to the overall population are often
highlighted as important contextual factors for establishing
and strengthening democracy.

Researchers who studied underlying factors and
conditions of Mongolian democracy have offered interesting
observations; some of them have even assessed Mongolia as
“the least likely place” for democracy to flourish.! Indeed,
Mongolia is physically isolated from Western and Eastern
democratic systems, lacks historical traditions of building a
democracy, and back in the 1990s in the midst of a strong push
for democratization, Mongolia was suffering from widespread
poverty and unemployment, and the country’s economy was
struggling with the shocks of the collapsing socialist system.
But in 1992, when the entire Mongolian society was actively
engaged in building a democratic society, and the Parliament
adopted the first democratic Constitution, inflation reached
325 percent. While acknowledging the existence of many
important factors that act as necessary preconditions for
democracy, this presentation will focus on economic factors
and will attempt to offer a brief analysis of the Mongolian
case.

UFish, M. S. Mongolia: Democracy Without Prerequisites. Journal of
Democracy - Volume 9, Number 3, July 1998, pp. 127-141.
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A pre-eminent social scientist Seymour M. Lipset,
well known for his analysis of the conditions for democracy,
developed a theory emphasizing a clear link between socio-
economic factors and a country’s political development. He
claims that economic prosperity and expansion of a middle
class play an important role in the process of establishing and
maintaining democracy.”> Younger generations of scholars
have further developed his idea and, in the process, have come
to differentiate between reasons for democracy to succeed
and preconditions for democracy to sustain and strengthen.
In this respect, some scholars argue that economic prosperity
is not an obligatory rationale for democracy to be initiated
but a necessary condition for its further strengthening and
development. This observation is deeply relevant to the
Mongolian situation and an important issue for all Mongolians.

Many scholars contend that economic growth can
become a source of increased well-being of all, decreased
inequality, diversification of social life, and increased public
participation, thus creating conditions for stronger democracy.
But does economic growth always brings such results?
Mongolian economy has been continuously growing in the
last few years, and GDP has increased 6-7 times compared
to the mid-1990s reaching USD 3500 in per capita terms.
More specifically, GDP per capita, which in 1996 was MNT
292.8 thousand, reached MNT 3050.6 thousand in 2010,
increasing 9-fold in 14 years.> Nevertheless, one of every
three Mongolians is poor. Poverty threatens Mongolia’s young
democracy as it fuels inequality, corruption and election fraud.

2 Lipset, Seymour M. 1959. Some Social Requisites of Democracy:
Economic Development and Political Legitimacy. American Political
Science Review.

3 National Statistical Office, Statistical Yearbook 2011, section on
macro-economic indicators.
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The most important question facing Mongolians
today is whether or not we will be able to maintain and
further develop democracy that we built at the times of all-
encompassing difficulties of 1990s. Democracy is important
for us not only because of its relative advantages over other
political systems, and its inherent opportunities to strengthen
human rights and individual freedoms, but also because it
provides Mongolia, sandwiched as it is between two world
powers, a better possibility to maintain its independence, thus
acting as a foundation for our national security.

At these times of growing global concerns about
increasingly scarce energy resources, and growing demand
for metals and other natural resources, the Mongolian mining
sector has come to play an increasingly important role in
the country’s economy, while the specter of faster economic
growth is becoming a reality in Mongolia. The government
of Mongolia has set the goal of increasing GDP per capita
five-fold during the next ten years. Given abundant natural
resources and taking into account growing global demand for
minerals, this goal is very much feasible for Mongolia given its
small population.

But concerns remain. The main question is whether or
not all Mongolians would be able to access the benefits of
economic growth, which will create conditions for developing
civil society and public participation, and increasing governance
capacities for further strengthening Mongolian democracy. Or
will the benefits of fast economic growth based on vast natural
resources be used by few politicians and oligarchs for keeping
and reinforcing their powers for generations to come, which
will inevitably lead to social discontent and instability, provide
reasons for unjustified use of arms, and take us down the road
of undemocratic development?

The current Mongolian situation does not yet allow
even the most hardcore optimists to claim that we have
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completely ruled out a possible turn into a more pessimistic
perspective development path. The worst news for us is that
there are many real-life cases and empirically proven research
findings showing that sudden economic growth based on vast
mineral riches can have a negative impact on democracy, and
may even become a reason and condition for undemocratic
developments. The current situation is very fragile, and there
many reasons to believe that a “resource curse” is possible. In
sum, just as a choice of democracy over other political systems
has fascinated and puzzled many researchers, the question of
whether Mongolian democracy will survive in these times of
delicate equilibrium has spurred the interest and imagination
of political scientists and others.

I would like to highlight some of the important concerns.

First of all, the persisting high level of poverty and
increasing inequality among Mongolians is seen by social
groups as a normal social phenomena. Revisiting successive
elections, we can see that instead of proposing effective
economic policies aimed at improving this situation, political
parties often attempt to secure their access to power by
manipulating the immediate needs of the poor electorate
through cash promises and ineffective social welfare policies.
Display of such behavior by political parties often has a
counter-effect of public distrust and disillusionment.

Secondly, some processes taking place in Mongolian
society further expand the above reasons for concern. Since
our democratic revolution, almost all political elections
in Mongolia followed the majoritarian electoral system
(sometimes called “first past the post”). Some elected politicians
have often chosen cash distribution and other populist actions
in their constituency as a way to strengthen their popularity.
Unfortunately, such actions, which are reinforced by our
existing election system, have fuelled ‘constituency-oriented
politics’, diverting politicians away from large-scale national
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policies, wide-ranging poverty reduction goals, and national
economic security and social development aims. For example,
fuel crisis is just one of many significant issues for Mongolia’s
economic security. It is alarming that despite obvious risks
faced by current Mongolian society, the Parliamentary majority
— which is well-aware of these risks — has chosen once again
the majoritarian electoral system, which further complicates
the situation.

Przerworski et. al. have arrived at an interesting
conclusion after studying a link between economic growth
and political systems in 135 countries. By comparing multiple
cases of democratic development - including democratic
strengthening, the weakening of democracy, and its slippage
into totalitarian regimes -- they observed that a country
that reached per capita GDP of $6055 never reverted to a
totalitarian regime. Researchers claim as well that totalitarian
regimes in which this level of GDP was attained were not able
to keep running sustainably.*

The period 2012-2016 will be one of great economic
growth in Mongolia, and during this timeframe, Mongolian
should reach its critical threshold of GDP USD $6055 per
capita. According to international experience, the political
situation in Mongolia during this critical time will determine
the fate of Mongolian democracy.

Rapid expansion of welfare programs in Mongolia
are another reason for concern. Government spending now
constitutes half of national GDP. This year’s national budget
income was 3,304.6 trillion tugrug or 42 percent of GDP,
of which budget spending was 4,084.1 trillion tugrug or

4 Przeworski, Adam and Fernando Limongi. 1997. Modernization:
Theories and Facts. World Politics. 49 155-183.
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52.1 percent of GDP.> The size of Mongolia’s government
is growing exponentially, as is its scale of welfare programs.
These spark the potential image of the Mongolian economy
as a rachitic child (a child with rickets and a deterioration of
the spine). Though state participation in social development is
indeed important, empirical research shows that government
spending in excess of 30 percent of GDP limits economic
growth, further suppressing employment rates and desire
for self-sufficiency by increasing dependence on welfare. The
long-standing market experience of Western economies has
demonstrated the inability of welfare economies to persist
sustainable for long periods of time. Therefore, we fear that
the existence of a welfare economy in Mongolia may further
limit development of the diversified free economy that we all
ultimately desire.

In closing, I would like to note that of the many
geopolitical, political, social, cultural and economic factors
important for Mongolia’s political development, I have here
been able to consider only a few of the domestic economic
factors that I believe are critical for our political future.

The future of Mongolia’s democracy in future years is
closely linked to factors of economic process and development.
Mongolia’s future will be directly impacted by the economic
policies that Mongolian political parties, politicians, and
the Mongolian government chose to implement. If political
economic policies continue to support the intention of
securing power by means of expanding welfare programs,
relying on mining sector income at the expense of neglecting
other economic sectors, and serving the interests of wealthy,
the future of Mongolian democracy that we believe to be the

3 Accessed at the website of the Ministry of Finance http://www.iltod.
gov.mn/?p=805.
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foundation of our national interests and national independence
will suffer in the long run.

I have never doubted the sense of independence and
national interest among Mongolians, both individually and
collectively. This encourages me to believe in the better and
more positive future of Mongolia. I firmly believe that we
will overcome our risks and obstacles. But at the same time,
my optimism does not prevent me from critically assessing
the current situation. Optimism cannot serve as a reason for
overlooking critical issues. Critical thinking makes us more
concerned citizens who can more effectively claim responsibility
from our policymakers.



Chapter 4
Mongolia’s Post-Socialist Transition:
A Great Neoliberal Transformation

Lhamsuren Munkh-Erdene

Editor’s introduction: A leading published Mongolian
intellectual who was a post-doctoral fellow in Anthropology at
Stanford University, Dr. Munkhb-Erdene here takes a strongly
critical view of recent Mongolian sociopolitical and economic
development. Drawing on social and critical theories of
capitalism and neoliberalism, he suggests that Mongolia
has, in effect, replaced its former dependency on external
Soviet Communism with a current dependency on Western
free market neoliberalism. Amid the celebratory Western
praise of Mongolia’s open markets, economic growth, and
democratic politics, Dr. Munkh-Erdene sounds a cautionary
note, reminding us that in the process the preceding socialist
economic support system for the Mongolian populace, along
with its significant development of heavy industry, has been
eviscerated if not demolished. So, too, he questions the asserted
independence and autonomy of the Mongolian nation, now
enmeshed as it is with foreign capital and market forces and
institutions to which it is bebolden and from which it is at
pains to extract itself. At the conference itself, it is notable
that Dr. Munkb-Erdene’s views were actively considered and
substantively and sometime appreciatively engaged, including
by government officials and civic leaders.

Karl Polanyi, who believed that “the economy is not
autonomous, as it must be in economic theory, but
subordinated to politics, religion, and social relations” argued
that “the control of the economic system by the market is
of overwhelming consequence to the whole organization of
society: it means no less than the running of society as an
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adjunct to the market” (2001: 60). Furthermore, Polanyi
maintained that “fully self-regulating market economy is
a utopian project; it is something that cannot exist” (Block
2001: xxv).

During the 1980s, and particularly with the end of the
Cold War in the early 1990s, however, a doctrine of market
liberalism variously known as Thatcherism, Reaganism,
neoliberalism, and “the Washington Consensus” came to
dominate global politics. This doctrine not only forcefully
advocated “that both national societies and the global
economy can and should be organized through self-regulating
markets” but also produced policy prescriptions known as
structural adjustment (Block 2001: xviii). Institutions of global
governance such as International Monetary Fund, and the
World Bank implemented the structural adjustment program
in many developing countries.

The Washington Consensus emerged as a reaction to
post-Great Depression economic doctrine that maintained,
“the only way ahead was to construct the right blend of
state, market, and democratic institutions to guarantee peace,
inclusion, well-being, and stability” and upheld that “the
state should focus on full employment, economic growth,
and the welfare of its citizens and that state power should
be freely deployed, alongside of or, if necessary, intervening
in or even substituting for market processes to achieve these
ends” (Harvey 2005: 10). This system came to be referred
to as “embedded liberalism” in order to “signal how market
processes and entrepreneurial and corporate activities were
surrounded by a web of social and political constraints and a
regulatory environment that sometimes restrained but in other
instances led the way in economic and industrial strategy”
(Harvey 2005: 11).

The Washington Consensus in particular and the
neoliberal agenda in general sought to dismantle this system
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and liberate capital, and its entrepreneurial or corporate
activities, from this “web of social and political constraints
and a regulatory environment” which embedded the economy
within the society. Thus, the Washington Consensus was
to take economy out of the realm of the political, and, by
implication, the realm of the social, and transfer it to the
realm of the market, that is, to the realm of capital and, by
implication, to capitalists.

The People’s Republic of Mongolia was a Communist
country. As such, it was on the extreme left of the socio-
economic spectrum while free market capitalism would be
placed on the opposite extreme and “embedded liberalism”
was somewhere in the middle (see Harvey 2005 concerning
embedded liberalism). As the Soviet system crumbled,
Mongolia, following her Eastern European cousins, not only
embraced Western liberal democracy but also embarked on
building a free market economy. Thus, Mongolia’s transition
was a shift from the extreme left of this politicoeconomic
continuum to the extreme right.

Though the Mongolian President optimistically vowed
to make the country one of the Asian Tigers in a short period,
Mongolia did not follow the developmental path and model of
the Asian Tigers (Wade 1990). Instead, under the supervision
of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and the
Asian Development Bank, Mongolia’s neophyte free marketers
zealously launched a shock therapy (or structural adjustment)
program in 1991 to establish a free market economy. The
succeeding MPRP government, which came to power in
1992, somewhat slowed the pace of shock therapy. Yet, the
free marketers, who returned to power in 1996, accelerated
structural adjustment and launched a new privatization
program (see Rossabi 2005). By this time, privatization had
acquired its own internal “political dynamics™ as the political
parties each raced to build secure economic bases. Thus, the
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succeeding MPRP government swiftly pushed privatization
further to introduce private ownership of land. By 2004, with
the market system’s domination of the economy and the almost
complete privatization of Mongolia’s most valued companies,
Mongolia had become, in less than two decades, a country
that ran society as an adjunct to the market.

Control of the greater part of the Mongolian economy
has been transferred from the realm of public/political to the
realm of the private/market. Furthermore, privatization and
deregulation together with corruption and mismanagement
have amassed national wealth in the hands of a tiny minority,
entailing dispossession, dislocation and displacement of
the vast portion of the population. In addition, the virtual
demolition of the socialist welfare state led to large-scale
disentitlement. Structural adjustment thus not only created
a market-dominated economy but also entailed a massive
impoverishment of the population and the polarization of the
society (see Rossabi 2005).

Moreover, shock therapy had a “Morgenthau Plan”
effect on Mongolia’s industry. As one observer noted, “the
de-facto Morgenthau Plan proved exceedingly successful
in de-industrialising Mongolia,” just as had been the plan’s
intention in Germany (Reinert 2004: 158). “In Mongolia,
fifty years of building industry was virtually annihilated over
a period of just four years, from 1991 to 1995, not to recover
again” (Reinert 2004: 158, see also Rossabi 2005). Yet, the
structural adjustment program has been remarkably successful
in making Mongolia a field for natural resource extraction.

Furthermore, while the policies and recommendations of
the institutions of global governance such as the IMF have left
the government little or no policy options, the extensive retreat
of the state and the establishment of non-state institutions
such as non-governmental organizations and international
developmental agencies not only further depleted the state’s
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capacity but also entailed a substantial transfer of governmental
purview to these institutions (see Rossabi 2005). Consequently,
not only has a portion of the government’s purview been
transferred to non-elective, supposedly grassroots, yet often
transnational institutions but state sovereignty seems to have
been seriously challenged. The state seems to have become
just one, yet the only elected, institution of governance. As a
result, a regime of “transnational governmentality” appears
to have been effectively established in Mongolia (see Ferguson
and Gupta 2002 concerning transnational governmentality).
In addition, the rolling back of the state changed the scope and
nature of the Mongolian state. The Mongolian state really did
retreat as a welfare state, yet at the same time it advanced as a
“night watchman” state (Nozick 1999).

Mongolia’s shock therapy not only transformed the
society into “an adjunct to the market” but also boosted
the country as a resource adjunct to the global market.
Meanwhile, as the Communist regime reincarnated as a
neoliberal night watchman state, Communist nomenklatura
(key administrators) have successfully reinvented themselves
as an oligarchic plutocracy. Yet, Mongolia’s socialist
industrialization had to be abandoned as well as Mongolia’s
socialist welfare system. At the same time, as the nation’s
independence and freedom have become mired in the global
regime of transnational neoliberal governmentality. Mongolia,
in effect, has replaced one form of dependency — Communist
-- with another -- Capitalist.
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Chapter 5
Encountering the Franchise State:
Dzud, Otor, and Transformations in Pastoral Risk

Daniel J. Murphy

Editor’s introduction: Harsh winters in Mongolia have
a periodically devastating impact by killing livestock of
herders. This has been a key and continuing feature of
Mongolian society, but as Dr. Daniel Murphy shows in this
strongly researched contribution, the contexts and outcomes
of this environmental and livelihood stress are changing in
contemporary Mongolia.

Though a large portion of the Mongolian population
continues their pastoral livelihood in expansive rural areas, the
flexibility for berders to migrate under harsh winter conditions
to save a larger percentage of their livestock has become much
more selective. Relatively richer, larger, and more politically
well-connected herder camps are now much more successful
in relocating to save their livestock under locally harsh winter
conditions that are poorer and smaller herder family groups.
To a significant extent, as Dr. Murphy shows, this is due to the
post-socialist political reorganization of rural administration,
which makes it more difficult for disadvantaged herders in
particular to obtain permission to migrate temporarily to less
stressed areas under conditions of climatic crisis.

Below a certain threshold of livestock, such groups
cannot viably continue their herding lifestyle, and are thus
forced to sell their remaining livestock, hire themselves out
as paid workers to larger herding groups or, often ultimately,
move as impoverished squatters to urban centers, especially
the capital of Ulaanbaatar, which now has large and increasing
numbers of dislocated herders in slums on its expanding
periphery. As a result, the spiraling cycle in Mongolia of
selective rural impoverishment, lifestyle disruption, and
residential dislocation and dependence is related in significant
part to issues and problems of rural political administration
that are often overlooked and not effectively addressed.
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Introduction

Since 1991, rural administration in Mongolia has undergone
dramatic change. Much of this change initially was the result
of a dramatic drop in state revenue and an overhaul of fiscal
policy as well as a major shift in state priorities regarding
national economic development (Fernandez-Gimenez and
Batbuyan 2004). Guiding rural administrative policy since this
time have been two over-arching rhetorics of decentralization
and local capacity building. This has occurred in the following
primary ways: 1) administrative responsibility for local
resource management has fallen to soum and bag governors
and their respective councils and 2) community-based resource
management institutions are promoted as a means to fill the
void left by the collapse of collectives and supplement the
institutional roles of local state actors. These strategies amount
to “franchising” the state or, in other words, devolving state
authority to non-state actors or empowering state actors with
wide leverage in decision-making so that their “word” is
imbued with the power of the state.

These policies are particularly neoliberal in that they
are rooted in the increasing marginality of the pastoral sector
within policy-makers visions of a future Mongolian economy.
Though herders make-up a significant size of the Mongolian
population, their importance in policy discussions and as
a political constituency has largely been side-lined by more
economically lucrative industries such as mining. These visions
are further supported by the cultural marginality of herders
in an increasingly urbanizing and “modern”’ Mongolia.
Moreover, the “efficiency” of the franchise state is lauded
as a means to reduce the size of the central government and
develop the fundamental basis of a market-society. In this
contribution, I chart out the effects of such policy shifts on
rural resource management, mobility, and the distribution of
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risk among herding households. Additionally, I argue that the
recent dzud disasters have largely been a result of not nature
but of neoliberal transformations in state-society relations.

Background: Research Site and Methods

The data discussed in this paper were collected from December
2007 to November 2008 in Uguumur county in Mongolia.
Uguumur, nowadays officially referred to as the 3rd district
or Tsantiin Ovoo, is located in Bayanxutag soum in southern
Xentii Aimag on the eastern steppes of Mongolia. Uguumur
has a total population of 609 registered citizens divided into
166 registered households. Many of the citizens and households
registered in Uguumur do not currently reside there nor do they
actively herd. Only 139 households actively herd livestock and
most that do live on the products of their herds. This research
was collected from 68 of those households through interviews
and observation. In addition, I spent 12 months living with
herding families on the steppe actively participating as much
as possible in their everyday tasks and activities.

Mobility and Risk

The connections between rural social transformation and dzud-
based livestock loss are found in the way households manage
both their herds and risk. Herding households in Uguumur
face a variety of risks including predation from wolves, dogs,
and birds-of-prey, disease, theft, and larger scale events like
flooding, drought, spring dust and windstorms, and dzud.
Though many of these pose a risk of herd loss, some do not,
and some risks, like drought, are significantly more covariate
or widespread in nature while predation is more idiosyncratic
or limited in its damage beyond a single household. Events like
dust storms are seasonal but frequent, whereas flash flooding
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events are rare and temporally sporadic. Some events like dzud
pose a risk of catastrophic loss and others, like theft, minimal
loss.

Drought and dzud pose the greatest risk to herders and
their livelihoods. Drought, though it does not pose an immediate
risk of loss, threatens the future survivability of stock in winter,
lowers body weight and fat reserves which affects fertility and
sale returns, and can encourage overall weakness in animal
health potentially fostering disease outbreaks. The conditions
that produce dzud, however, pose an immediate, direct, and
catastrophic threat of livestock loss to herding families.

Dzud is a complex social and ecological phenomenon.
In western descriptions of the term, dzud refers to a
meteorological event typified by extreme winter precipitation
(e.g. snowfall) and below average winter temperatures. In
essence, the combination of snow and/or ice along with
excessively freezing conditions covers available forage thereby
inducing massive livestock losses. These events have also been
described as either stemming from summer droughts or being
exacerbated by them. Recent work, however, has shown that
there is no significant correlation between dzud and drought
(Sternberg et al 2009). Yet, I would argue these descriptions
and analyses misunderstand the definition of the term because
according to Mongolian logics, the term dzud refers specifically
to the massive death of livestock not to any one or any specific
combination of environmental conditions. This is evident in
the descriptors that are applied to the variety of conditions
in which dzud occurs such as iron dzud (ice), black dzud
(drought followed by no snow), white dzud (blizzards), cold
dzud (extremely low temperature) or hoof dzud (trampling
of pastures). Because dzud cannot be correlated with any
specific condition, the term becomes complex for western
epistemologies to grasp. Nevertheless, the ecological sources
of these events cannot be denied.



Encountering the Franchise State | 71

There a number of strategies households can employ
in these contexts. In the case of dzud, households provide
additional fodder reserves, prepared feeds such as xiiveg or
barashig, cover livestock with nemxii amongst other strategies.
Some households try to prevent exposure to extreme cold
by building complex saravch, adding buuts to the xot, and
erecting xalxavch to guard stock from the wind. Yet, the
primary risk management strategy in these conditions is herd
and household mobility.

In normative analyses of household herd movement
among Mongolia pastoralists, households are shown to move
four times annually according to the season. Households
move from one customary seasonal campsite to the next; for
example, a household will move from their zuslan to their
namarjaa in late August or early September. Though most
households in Uguumur try to move in this pattern, many
do not, moving either more or less depending on a variety of
factors. When households leave this annual migration cycle,
they conduct a movement strategy called ofor. In my research,
it was difficult to come across a commonly held definition of
otor. Some households claimed that ofor was only conducted
in fall, while others stated that a household could do otor any
time of the year. Some argue it is for fattening and others argue
it is for escaping drought and dzud. In the scholarly literature
some argue that ofor is conducted in specially held “reserve
pastures” while others point out that ofor is practiced beyond
soum, aimag, and in rare circumstances, national boundaries.
For our purposes, I define ofor as simply any move outside the
four season campsite rotation cycle.

Many households conduct regular otor over the course of
the year, typically in late spring and early summer for recovery
and fall for fattening. But this is not the only kind of otor
strategy. In my work I found a variety of otor strategies, all
largely the result of an improvisational resource use strategy.
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There were significant differences between short ofor under 20
km and long otor over that distance. Short otor is typically used
for recovery and fattening whereas long otoris used for drought
and dzud avoidance. Some households also continually move
over the landscape particularly during drought and when they
exhibit little capacity to make claims on campsites. Others
make long term investments in long distance otor camps,
some times staying for a year or more. Some households move
en masse in large groupings up to 20 households and others
move alone, wary of being noticed by locals or administrators.
Households with sufficient labor, either from members or
from hired employees, also split their herds and place their
taviul mal with households in other soums or even aimags.
Some households, particularly the poorest, cannot move at all
and this exposes them to the greatest amount of risk of total
herd loss.

A number of factors impact the mobility strategies that
households employ. Clearly, livestock have different seasonal
needs; for example, the importance of xujir (salt and soda
deposits) in the fall is paramount for effective fattening and
breeding. Landscape formations, forage species diversity
and mix, and other environmental factors strongly impact
where and when households move. Economic resources like
labor and cash for truck rental, additional hay, buuts for
bedding, and fuel such as xurzun or coal also impact the
distances households move. Often neglected, however, are the
various political, cultural, and spiritual factors that impact
migration decision making. In order to settle on new campsites
household have to be able to make claims to those resources
and establish some source of right to use them. Though rural
soum administrators are required to establish ofor contracts
in the event of a dzud, households must still be able to enter
into peaceful negotiations with local households. This requires
not only a capacity to deal politically with local agencies and
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households, but also a deep cultural understanding of how
such things are or should be arranged and the ability to then
do so. This is a dramatic contrast to the coordination of otor
in the socialist period. Clearly, the means by which households
secure access to campsites and other resources necessary for
otor movements has been greatly impacted by the collapse of
the rural collectives.

Institutions and Rural Transformation in Mongolia and
Uguumur

Since 1991 the Mongolian state has embarked on a massive
shift in rural governance; however, the realization of these
regime strategies have only slowly emerged. For the greater
part of the last 20 years, there has been an utter lack of
involvement from the central state in resource management.
In particular, the largely open access resource regime resulting
from administrative decentralization and fiscal centralization
created a space for informal institution building. Research
data gathered in Uguumur county during 2007 and 2008
demonstrate that institutional transformations have been quite
dramatic. In contrast to images of the moral economy of the
steppe in which reciprocal access to campsites was governed
by an ethic of mutual aid, I found major shifts in rural
property practices. In addition to shifts in governance, these
shifts I found were also driven by massive gains in livestock
wealth and product prices which have fostered increasingly
competitive resource practices over the last decade.

In this context, I found that local collectivities of kin-
related households have emerged as the primary backbone
upon which institutional change has been built. In short, the
age and gendered hierarchies within kin groups, referred to
as ax-duu or senior-junior relations, have become central
principles of resource management and control in Uguumur. In
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these kin collectivities, senior males or ax act as central figures
of authority, organizing and at times delegating resource use
practices, particularly in the context of environmental stress.
These groups have also developed a variety of territorial
defensive practices. Kin groups use territorial saturation and
xuux or expulsion as primary tactics. Kin saturate a landscape
through strategic spacing between households and herds
delimiting the available pasturage to non-kin households.
Expulsion practices include verbal threats but also livestock
theft and physical violence.

Coupled with these new territorial practices I found that
households were also engaging in new modes of exchange.
Households reported selling, buying, renting, bribing, gifting,
and otherwise transacting for access to campsites, wells, and
even hay pastures within the customary territories of other
households and kin groups, even local ones. Though in cases
of gifting these practices mirror customary ethics; sales, rents,
and other forms of transaction mark a significant departure
from previous tenure regimes. In sum, these new informal
practices impose additional costs to other households in
making migration decisions and produce a highly fragmented
pastoral landscape marked by social exclusion and hostile
territoriality.

In addition, this shift in informal land relations has
also been paralleled by recent developments in formal,
administrative ones. Though passed in successive legislation
in 1994,1998, and 2002, in 2006 the Uguumur ITX began
issuing campsite possession leases. Concurrent with this major
policy shift was the implementation of a new community-based
resource management program instituted by IFAD that served
as a vehicle for possession leasing. The new herder cooperatives
created through this initiative, in practice, simply reflected the
kin-based territorial groups and formalized their ties to land
through contractual leasing thereby furthering the territorial
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exclusions that had already begun to mark the landscape.
Moreover, though rarely practiced since decollectivization,
the provincial and county governments issued cross-boundary
winter migration contracts following the drought of 2007.
These contracts in effect permit households to make large-scale
migrations in times of crisis without fear or threat from local
administrations and households. Access to these contracts is
mediated, however, by a shadowy politics of strategic gifting
and corruption.

Though these practices and institutions seem like
dramatic ruptures in rural Mongolian society, in effect, their
presence was only visible in a moment of crisis like the dzud
that some households faced in January of 2008. During
“normal” times many of these issues are moot, because
boundaries are only apparent when they are crossed. For
instance, during good years, transacting for campsite access
is relatively unimportant because it is simply not necessary.
Moreover, expulsion and territorial saturation are less critical
during times of plenty. And though the exclusions cemented
by the leasing programs are apparent during these times, the
exclusions that result from winter migration contracts are only
apparent in dire circumstances. The impact of this temporally
restricted fragmentation on household vulnerability and herd
loss is seen clearly in these moments.

Dzud of 2008

The primary distinction in household herd loss from the winter
of 2007-2008 is household location during the crucial months
of January and February. Households that were able to move
to unaffected soums in the central and northern regions of
Khentii aimag experienced few to no losses. In effect, they
escaped dzud. In contrast, households that remained behind,
particularly those that could not leave Uguumur in the western
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side of the soum, herd losses were dramatic. In one case, a
single household lost nearly thirty percent of their total adult
herd to starvation. These dramatic distinctions are critical in
thinking not about how dzud impacts rural households but
also for thinking about resource and risk management in the
current political climate.

Table 1. Herd loss rate based on household location. Bayanxutag is the home
soum.
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Table 2. Location of households during dzud of 2007-2008. Contracts were
established for Bayan-Adarga, Norovlin, Bayan-Ovoo, and Kherlen soum
on behalf of various wealthy herders. Batnorov and Murun soums refused
contracts.
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In contrast, households that stayed behind were largely
poor orlimited in their social networks. In particular, households
with limited kin connections found themselves even more
exposed to herd loss since they could not access the economic,
political, or cultural resources to make otor a possibility. Only
poor households who were able to either become clients or
hired herders for the wealthy were able to escape massive
herd losses; however, becoming a client household or hired
herder surrenders a great deal of independence and foregoes
the likelihood of growing one’s herd to the point of being
capable of independence. Clearly, then households lose herds
for a number of reasons, many of which are largely out of their
control.

Table 2. Location of households during dzud of 2007-2008. Contracts were
established for Bayan-Adarga, Norovlin, Bayan-Ovoo, and Kherlen soum
on behalf of various wealthy herders. Batnorov and Murun soums refused
contracts.

Conclusion: State at Risk

The massive dzud losses in 2010 have been blamed on a
number of factors including herder malfeasance through
environmental degradation. Surely, overgrazing stemming
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from excessive goat herds played a partial role, but similar
rhetorics were issued following the 1999, 2001, and 2002
dzuds even though total livestock herds before the events
were significantly lower than they were prior to the dzud of
2010. What my research here demonstrates and demonstrate
elsewhere, are that the herd losses during these dzud were not
the result of herder impropriety, laziness, or ineptitude but
rather the utter lack of administrative focus on rural resource
management and disaster prevention stemming from the
increasing cultural and economic marginalization of herders
from national development goals and priorities. Similarly,
the unequal distribution of such losses stem from the ways in
which the “franchising” of the state has fragmented pastoral
landscapes and excluded the poor. Only by rethinking the role
of the state in rural pastoral regions and de-fragmenting an
exclusionary landscape marked by corruption, bribery, and
patronage can we effectively address the problem of dzud.

Endnotes

My use of the name “Uguumur” is somewhat arbitrary. The area
is typically referred to as ‘gurav dugaar district’ or third district in
local speech and on official documents as Tsantiin Ovoo. But “third
district” is too cumbersome and many would not recognize the name
Tsantiin Ovoo. In the past, however, much of the area was referred
to as Uguumur owing its namesake to a large mountain in the middle
of the district. Each area of the district has its own place name and
many of these overlap into other districts and soums. Taking the
middle path, as my Buddhist friends would advise, I have chosen

Uguumur.
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Chapter 6
Exercising the Right to Run for Office in Mongolia

Opyungerel Tsedevdamba

Editor’s introduction: This contribution has a distinctive
style of presentation that involves bullet points, quotations,
and personal examples drawn from family history rather than
standard prose. The author is an accomplished and even
best-selling writer in Mongolia, as well as a highly placed and
highly regarded political advisor at the Presidential level. The
contribution below, which communicates by multi-stranded
evocation, tell a powerful and compelling story about elections
and running for political office in Mongolia — from the Socialist
period under Soviet control to the present. Beyond a “good
news” story from “autocracy” of Communist Party control to
“democracy,” the story is laced with palpable and important
nuance and even irony. To be “elected” was something
very different in Mongolia during the 1990s from what we
might associate with that term today. And to be “elected” in
Mongolia today is not always the ideal scenario of democracy
that one might like to envisage. In all, Oyungerel challenges
both our sensibilities and our expectations — to be careful
and mindful of our easy characterizations, and to respect the
specificity, the distinctiveness — and the humor — of Mongolian
political process and aspirations.
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Mongolian elections in the 1960s : Communist Socialism

¢ Single candidate for each office on ballot;

e Preferably a person who will vote for anything the
party instructs;

e (Candidates needn’t to be outspoken or even
knowledgeable of policy making;

e Candidates need to be leaders in labor and from a
“workers” family background;

¢ No expense accrue to the candidate, all election
spending was on the party’s, (perhaps on the state’s)
cost;

¢ There were meetings with the voters during the
election, but the candidate needn’t answer questions,
his spokesperson assigned by the party would speak

for him/her;
e No competition, guaranteed victory with over 99%
vote.
Example

Tsedevdamba Luvsan’s 1960 election campaign leaflet

“Tsedevdamba Luvsan was born in a family of a herder in
1932, in Tarialan soum of Khuvsgul province. He joined the
Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party in 1957. Following
his graduation from a tractor operators’ course in 1956, he’s
been working as a tractor operator in the state enterprise in
Tarialan.

Tsedevdamba received ‘DT-54" tractor in July 1956,
and he managed to artfully maintain and use the equipment
for which he was accountable, and utilized it with love and
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care, and he considered his work as a duty to his country and
people therefore working honestly and loyally, and fulfilled his
annual norms for 155-157.7% each year, and has been saving
415 to 12,400 tugriks annually from fuel saving and good
maintenance of the tractor...”

“...Comrade Voters! Let’s vote Tsedevdamba Luvsan,
the candidate selected by the Coalition of the Party and Non-
party members!”

Note: No debate over proposed laws in the Peoples’
Presidium - all merely followed the Party’s instructions on
how to vote.

Mongolian Elections in 1990- 2008

e  Multiple candidates on the ballots;

e Candidates have to be distinctive and outspoken or
have many friends/relatives/supporters. Odd stars
thrive;

e Candidates need to know about policymaking;

e (Candidates must have money or raise money to
finance their campaigns; Fundraising process has been
non-transparent throughout these years;

® Most expenses for new candidates lay on their own
personal cost, some election spending was on the
party’s, perhaps on the state’s cost;

® The political parties demand up-front money from
candidates to permit them to run for office as their
party member.

e There are much more frequent and active meetings
with the voters during the election campaign where
the candidate is expected to speak for himself/herself
and for the political party;
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e Conflicts of interests and nepotism thrive for small
and remote constituencies;
e No guaranteed victory for any candidate.

Example

Result of 2008 election at Tolbo soum of Bayan-Ulgii province
shows the deepness of conflicts of interests and nepotism.
Tolbo soum is located in 76 kilometers from Ulgii, the center
of farthest province.

The soum has 20 elected representatives out of which 11
were selected by the soum representatives as their presidium.
The presidium convenes more often that the representatives
who, in turn, convenes once a year only during their four
years term. The following 11 members of the Tolbo soum
representatives that constitute a majority of the elected office
of 20, and six presidium members that constitute the majority
of the Presidium, are related to each other in the following
manner:

1. Khabyl Shariv, soum party chairman of Mongolian
People’s Party or MPP (former MPRP);

2. Adilbek Shariv, MPP, Khabyl’s younger brother;

3. Huyat Shariv, MPP, Khabyl’s younger brother;

4. Shariv Sabit, MPP, Khabyl’s father-in-law;

5. Klaskhan S, MPP, Khabyl’s cousin;

6. Leikhan Bugubai, Democratic Party or DP, brother of
B.Sadet, one of local DP leader;

7. Jaidarman Bektemir, DP, cousin of B.Sadet;

8. Egunbain Talant, DP, uncle of B.Sadet;
9. Khulunbain Marat, DP, uncle of B.Sadet;
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10. Marat Saminkhan, MPP, current chair of the Soum
Representative’s Khural;

11. Unerkhan Semikhan, MPP, brother of Marat Saminkhan

Huyat’s (#3) wife Khamkesh is the secretary of the Khural
of the Soum representative, who’s also a daughter-in-law of
Khabyl (#1). This kind of nepotism in the soum level is the
result of a small election constituency and the absence of
regulations setting out the rights and requirements for running
for office in an ethical manner.

Elections in 2012: The Democratic Present

®  Unclear legal environment up to now;

e Harder for new candidates, independents and smaller
parties;

e Harder on women and disadvantaged groups — they
can’t afford the steep party charges;

® Very expensive in the environment of paid media,
politician-owned media;

e  More awareness of various forms of election fraud.
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Chapter 7
Surviving Modernity in Mongolia

Vesna Wallace

Editor’s introduction: This succinct presentation by one of the
world’s great scholars of Mongolian Buddhism summarizes
the challenges that Buddbhism has faced and continues to face
in Mongolia. Amid historical reconsideration and revisionism
— and continuing propaganda — it is important to acknowl-
edge and understand, as Dr. Wallace conveys, the enormity
of repression faced by Buddhism, as Mongolia’s longstanding
religion and cultural tradition, during seven decades of Soviet
socialist control. This included the summary execution of
many thousands of monks and lamas, the closing and also the
physical destruction of all but a tiny handful of the country’s
3,000 temples, and virulent public vilification of Buddhist re-
ligious practices.

Now awash in a boom of free market economic de-
velopment, Mongolia faces, as Dr. Wallace describes it, two
complementary forms of modern influence: one historically
communist, with a significant continuing influence in the pres-
ent, and the other capitalist. In the mix, Mongolian Buddhism
struggles to assert and reinvent itself amid official ambivalence
(and heavy taxation) and zealous Christian prosyletization
that continues to borrow from anti-Buddhist communist
propaganda. Despite these challenges, echoing a statement
by Buddha himself that is referred to by Dr. Wallace in her
conclusion, the Buddbist legacy continues to vibrantly reassert
itself, and to redefine itself with resilience, in contemporary
Mongolia.

89
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When we think of modernity in traditional Buddhist regions,
we are reminded that these regions have known different kinds
of modernity. The traditionally Tibetan Buddhist regions in
Mongolia and Russian Inner Asia encountered a modernity
brought by the winds of a communist revolution in the early
20th century which secularized the Buddhist world-view and
promoted the ascendancy of scientific materialism.

This communist modernity was far more detrimental to
the Buddhist tradition than the kind of modernity in which the
Tibetan Buddhist tradition finds itself today in different parts
of the world. The modernity of the communist revolution,
which forcibly imposed secular culture, values, and a way of
life upon Mongolian society by means of systematic prohibition
of religious freedom, anti-Buddhist propaganda, and the
destruction of traditional Buddhist institutions and education,
resulted in the tradition’s demise, the effects of which continue
to this very day. Thus, contemporary Buddhist tradition in
Mongolia finds itself caught in a collision of the effects of
communist modernity with a contemporary modernity that
is dominantly characterized by materialism, individualism,
and capitalism. The impact of two types of modernity, which
began with the democratization of Mongolia in the late 1980s,
has generated a crisis of modernity that is arguably unique
among the post-communist societies.

In this short paper I will limit my comments to a few
of the areas affected by the impact of these two kinds of
modernity. I will briefly mention the ways that they have
influenced Buddhism in Mongolia and some measures taken by
Mongolian Buddhists to counteract their undesirable effects.

Prior to the communist revolution, there were
about 850 Buddhist monasteries in Mongolia with 3,000
temples, comprised of approximately 6,000 buildings and
accommodating nearly 100,000 monks. Buddhist monks made
up about one-tenth of the Mongolian population within the first
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two decades of the 20th century. Traditional Buddhist beliefs
and practices permeated every aspect of Mongolian life, and
ties with Buddhism in Tibet were intimate. With the formation
of the Mongolian Peoples’ Revolutionary Government (MPR),
which took place in July of 1921, all this changed within two
decades.

The MPR government’s effort to diminish the influence
of Buddhism began with the weakening of monasteries
economically, which at that time had considerable wealth in
terms of livestock. It imposed heavy taxes on monasteries, and
this taxation has remained in effect even during the period
of democratization. Contrary to the persistent misperception
of Buddhist monasteries as repositories of wealth, until very
recently, the reestablished and severely under-funded Buddhist
monasteries continued to pay twelve different kinds of taxes to
the government. In contrast, foreign, well-funded missionary
organizations representing other faiths, which are often seen
in the public eye as religions of the modern and successful,
have been exempted from most of the taxes to which Buddhist
monasteries have been subjected.

Communist modernity, steered by the Mongolian
Peoples’ Revolutionary Government Party (MPRP), heightened
anti-religious propaganda, disparaged Buddhist beliefs as
“unrealistic, cruel, deceptive, and without future,” while
promulgating their revolutionary ideology as “realistic, true,
close to life, and always supportive of workers’ rights.”! The
MPRP pursued anti-Buddhist propaganda through film, radio,
and printed materials, which accused Buddhist monasteries of

1'S. Purejav and D. Damshjamts, BNMA-d Sum Hiyd Lam Naryn
Asuudlyg Shiydverlesen Ny. Ulaanbaatar: Ulsyn Khevleliyn Khereg
Erkhelekh Khoroo, 1965, p.179.
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damaging the national productive force. By 1934, the MPRP
had produced twelve feature films that portrayed Buddhist
ideas and practices as corrupt and shameless, while promoting
the people’s revolution as kind and beneficial, striving to protect
the common man from exploitation by high-ranking lamas.
By 1937, there were twelve traveling cinemas in Mongolia,
and more than a half million people in the countryside saw
the party’s politically indoctrinating films. In 1936, the MPR
government printed 3,000 copies of its first anti-Buddhist
magazine and disseminated it among the lower-ranking lamas.

After Stalin solidified power in the Soviet Union, the
economic reforms imposed on monasteries by the MPRP
were replaced by the methodical secularization of Buddhist
institutions, the destruction of Buddhist buildings, and the
persecution of lamas. By 1938, 6,000 monks were imprisoned,
and tens of thousands were forcibly secularized, exiled, and
executed. Over 10,000 lower-ranking monks were forced into
labor in animal husbandry, factories, road and bridge repairs,
construction works, carpentry, and transportation, while others
were placed into 120 craft-cooperatives. By 1940, Buddhism
as an institutional religion entirely disappeared in Mongolia
— until a temple at the Gandan monastery reopened in 1945
on the decree of Stalin himself, especially as a showpiece for
visitors. A small number of surviving elders who continued
to perform services there held the tradition’s torch alive. In
consequence, in 1969, the monastery became home to the
Buddhist Institute, where elderly lamas taught. Those who
became ordained at that time were allowed to wear monastic
robes only inside the monastery.

In the earliest phase of the revolutionary period, one of the
greatest obstacles the MPR government faced in advancing its
revolutionary culture was the lack of support from Mongolia’s
youth. The overwhelming majority of Mongolian young men
continued their traditional Buddhist education, whereas only
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a few thousand of them attended the newly established public
schools.? For this reason, the MPR government devised various
strategies to attract and force Mongolia’s youth and lower-
ranking lamas into revolutionary activities. The revolutionary
party’s endeavor to attract Mongolian youth has not ceased
to this day, even though its methods have changed to some
degree. In an effort to make itself appealing to youth, it often
presents itself as modern, smart, fashionable, and as no longer
inimical to Buddhism.

While it is true that the revolutionary party no longer
persecutes Buddhism, and, in the fall of 2000, publicly
apologized to the Mongolian people for its previous persecution
of religion, the weight of history has made many Buddhists
mistrust the sincerity of this apology. Some Buddhists see it as
a merely symbolic gesture motivated by a self-serving political
agenda. Some revolutionary party’s members have professed
their faith in Buddhism, for they no longer see it as antithetical
to their political views. But there are also those who have
displayed their sympathy for Buddhism only at the election
time in order to attract a larger constituency.

Experiencing the detrimental effects of communist
revolution and of World War Two, in 1969 Venerable
Gombojav, then the abbot of Gandan monastery, and Venerable
Gomboeyv, the Head Lama of Buddhism in the Soviet Union,
plus Bakula Rinpoche, and others, initiated the founding of an
international NGO, called the Asian Buddhist Conference for
Peace, which remained to this day, headed by the Venerable
Choijamts as its president and by Venerable Bulgan as its
secretary. This first Buddhist NGO in Inner Asia facilitated a
mutual cooperation among the Buddhists communities who

2 The Archive of Public Security Organizations, Fund of Religion,
issued in 1936.
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had struggled under the Soviet regime, bringing them into
dialogue with Buddhists from other Asian countries at the
time when it was very difficult for Mongolians and Russians
to travel abroad.

The MPRP’s anti-religious campaigns, which succeeded
in damaging traditional Buddhist education and destroying
Buddhist cultural heritage in Mongolia, were celebrated
by the MPR government at the time as a contribution to
bringing modernity and progress to the region. One part of
that modernization was the termination of the tradition of
maintaining family-clan and spiritual lineages, which were
at the core of Mongol life. These lineages were replaced
with new identity markers such as the revolutionary party,
cooperatives, and other newly instituted social groups. In the
pre-revolutionary culture, by contrast, a person who could not
list the names of his/her prior seven generations of the family
lineage was not regarded as a Mongol, and any monk without
affiliation to a lineage or monastery lacked social standing.

Given the replacement of this older system with an
ostensibly more modern one, cynicism and suspicion concerning
Buddhist institutions and their legacy persist to this day,
especially among those educated during the Soviet period in
the universities of Moscow and Irkutsk, who now constitute a
significant proportion of the Mongolian government employees
and country’s intellectuals. One outcome of this distrust is an
utter lack of public financial support for Buddhist monasteries,
which lack resources for the fundamental needs of monks such
as lodging and so on. Hence, one of the present tasks of the
holders of the Buddhist tradition in Mongolia is to replace the
old communist narrative with the one that is factually balanced
and that expresses their willingness and ability to address the
current needs and concerns of Mongolian people.

During the pat twenty years, the material and spiritual
aspirations of Mongols have also provided fertile ground for
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the proselytizing activities of foreign missionaries. A significant
portion of these missionaries disseminate anti-Buddhist
views in ways that resemble those of the old communist
revolutionaries, proclaiming, for instance, “We give, Buddhism
takes.” A new constitutional law that guarantees freedom of
religion has facilitated a continuous influx of diverse religious
traditions and New Age groups from Europe, America, and
Asia. In 2001, 182 religious organizations were registered at
the Mongolian Ministry of Justice and were regulated by the
Ministry of Internal Affairs. Among them, were 60 Christian
organizations as well as 110 Buddhist ones — with the remaining
dozen belonging to the less represented traditions of Baha’i,
Shamanism, Islam, and Hinduism.

After a series of suicides among teenage converts to
Christianity between 2001-2002, the Mongolian government
surveyed foreign missionary organizations in the spring of
2003 and found that 80% of them were not registered at
the Mongolian Ministry of Internal Affairs, as required, and
that some of them were banned in other parts of the world.
In the same year, a large survey conducted among Mongolian
youth revealed that 50.3% of those polled acknowledged that
religion plays an important role in their lives, while 49.7%
said it does not have any impact on their lives. Those who
professed Buddhism as their faith constituted 34% of survey
participants, and when asked whom they trust most, 20.3%
expressed their trust in Buddhist lamas. In this survey, 11%
professed non-Buddhist faiths, while 31% declared themselves
to be atheists. Moreover, records from 2007 show that while
the number of Buddhist centers and monasteries in the
country’s capital of Ulaanbaatar decreased to about 30; the
number of non-Buddhist religious organizations increased to
300.

The general confusion, lack of self-esteem, and search for
identity resulting from the loss of traditionally formed identities
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are evident nowadays in all levels of Mongolian society. Their
effects manifest in widespread anxiety, depression, apathy,
alcoholism, crime, bribery, and other forms of corruption. In
response to these crippling circumstances, Mongols, especially
among the younger generations, have begun to seek solutions
to these difficulties and to find meaning in life through modern
alternatives.

Due to the oppressive nature of the earlier communist
regime, communist modernity did not give rise to the anxiety
that is due to the available, wide array of lifestyle choices and
future possibilities that are beyond the Buddhist tradition’s
control — and that present themselves to the Mongolia of
today. Instead, the anxiety of the communist era arose from
a lack of alternatives and from the absence of freedom of
expression, which necessitated the careful concealment of one’s
private Buddhist practices. However, Mongolian concern with
the possible disappearance of their Buddhist tradition in the
country has been a common experience in response to both
types of modernity.

At the present time, there is once again a fear among
Mongolian Buddhists that Buddhism may be discarded as
irrelevant to the modern world amid Mongolians exposure to
an ever-widening array of alternative worldviews, values, and
lifestyles. These are variously promoted by materialist atheists,
growing Christian fundamentalists, Shamanists, and others.
Each of these factions claims its superiority over Buddhism,
in many cases expressing overt hostility in their words and
actions to its tradition. On Christian and Shamanic radio
and television programs, antagonism to Buddhist tradition
is commonly expressed, with practices ridiculed and their
holders reviled. On occasion, new converts to Christianity and
followers of Shamanism have violently attacked Buddhism,
destroying stupas in the countryside, burning classrooms at a
branch of Gandan monastery in the town of Nalakhi, where
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quarrels among Christians, Muslims, and Buddhists are
common, and committing other acts of violence since the year
2000.

The search for a new identity has not been limited to
individuals but affects the Mongolian state as well. In its
attempts to recreate a Mongolian identity, the state has been
unable to ignore Buddhist tradition and symbolism. For many,
Buddhism provides an anchor in times of social instability,
collective confusion, and the complexity of modern life.

Thus, a garuda - a large mythical bird-like creature
which can consume a poisonous snake but not be affected by
its poison — has once again become the symbol of Mongolia’s
capital. When Mr. Sharavdorj became the Minister of Defense,
he revived the worship of Jamsran (Begtse) as a protector of the
Mongolian military. Likewise, Vajrapani (Ochirvaany), who
is believed to have incarnated as Chinggis Khan, the revered
father of the Mongol nation, has again become a protector
of the Mongolian state. During the Naadam festivities, in
which the glorious imperial history and tradition of Mongolia
are celebrated, when the standard-bearers dismount from
their horses, they shout: “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah! Our
Lord Chinggis Khan, Vajrapani”. Every three years, the
new president of Mongolia worships and makes offerings
to Vajrapani on behalf of the Mongol state at Otgontenger
Mountain, believed to be an earthly home to Vajrapani and his
mountainous emanation.

The fact that the Buddhist tradition is surviving
modernity against all odds can be attested in many areas of
Mongolian public and private life. When the relics of the
Buddha were brought to Mongolia in 1993, tens of thousands
of Mongols stood in line every day to pay homage. Similarly,
when the relics of great Indian and Tibetan Buddhist masters
were brought to Gandan monastery several years ago, masses
of people came to pay homage and receive blessings.
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Interest in the serious study of Buddhism among the
youth has visibly increased over the last few years. At the
Buddhist Zanabazar University at Gandan monastery, about
100 students, monastic and lay, are currently receiving
traditional Buddhist education. When the Dharmacakra
Student Club was founded in September of 2000 at the
Mongolian National University, it had only four members. By
2004, its membership had grown to 60 students. This year,
another 60 undergraduate students are enrolled in Tibetan
language classes at the Mongolian National University, and a
half a dozen are pursuing graduate degrees in Tibetan Studies.
In the Mongolian National University, the study of the history
of Buddhism and Buddhist philosophy is also available in the
departments of philosophy, religious studies, and Mongolian
studies.

Despite the seven decades of religious suppression,
the Buddhist faith did not succumb in the minds of resilient
Mongols. Monastic education is being revitalized, and in
response to Christian missionaries’ methods of attracting
youth by offering free English classes, Buddhist centers such as
the Foundation for the Preservation of Mahayana Teachings
(FPMT) have also started making free English classes available
to young people.

Although in the pre-revolutionary period, Buddhist
teachings to the lay public were not common, nowadays, they
are regular public events in Gandan monastery and in various
Buddhist centers. The attendees make up a non-traditional
audience that does not passively receive teachings but asks
probing and challenging questions and raises issues relevant to
life in a modern world.

To counteract the contrastive images of rival groups as
modern, fun, and attractive, the Buddhist tradition has felt
compelled to demonstrate that it too is not a religion of the
backward and conservative, but a modern tradition, to which
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talented, hip, and famous people also subscribe. An advantage
that the Buddhist tradition has over foreign competing groups
is its regional history that allows it to reclaim its old power
places, pilgrimage sites, and locations linked to the worship of
local mountain deities. Buddhism’s long history in Mongolian
regions provides it deep roots across the Mongolian countryside
even though its traditions were suppressed for 70 years. Those
who kept their faith during those trying times have continued
to secretly carry out their Buddhist practices, which they do
now openly.

The steady progress in the renewal of the Buddhist
tradition in Mongolia despite the difficulties and challenges
presented by the two discussed types of modernity reveals
the ability to survive in adverse conditions and to adapt
itself to new social and political realities. This adaptation is
not necessarily to the detriment of the tradition but may be
regarded as an expression of skillful means that facilitate its
rejuvenation and reinvention.

As this conference is concerned in part with the cultural
and spiritual identity of Mongolians and the potential
outcomes of modernity or possible loss of Buddhist traditions,
I would like to conclude with the Buddha’s words spoken to
Subhuti in the Vajracchedika Sutra. In that text, the Buddha
assures Subhuti (and us) that the teachings of Mahayana will
never perish and that there will be always those who will listen
to them. He declared the following: “Subhuti . . . in a future
time, in the final age...when the time of the destruction of the
True Dharma comes to pass, there will be bodhisattvas and
great beings endowed with good qualities, ethical conduct,
and wisdom, who when the words of such discourses as these
are being spoken, will recognize them as the truth.”






Chapter 8

Contribution to the Development of Mongolian
Buddhism by the Association of Mongolian
Devotees

Bayantsagaan Sandag

Editor’s introduction: Among those promoting the develop-
ment of Mongolian Buddhism, the devout monk Bayantsagaan
has been among the most active, persistent, and humble. In
addition to building and expanding the activities of his own
temple and retreat center in Terelj Valley — including hanging
suspended by ropes on the rock face as he and others paint
enormous Buddhist tableaus — Bayatsagaan heads the Associa-
tion of Mongolian Devotees [of Buddhism] (AMD). In this
capacity and more generally, he has advised and helped restore
more than seventy of the more than one thousand monaster-
ies and temples that were destroyed in Mongolia during the
socialist period.

In his contribution here, Bayantsagaan summarizes his
perspective on the revival of Mongolian Buddbism, including
a frank appraisal of berculean efforts and contributions as well
as the great challenges being faced. Bayantsagaan’s linkage of
religious development to civil rights and general tolerance is
remarkable, especially in light of past repression. His assess-
ment of eight practical challenges as well as eight major con-
tributions of his organization to Buddhist development offers
a cogently thought out, balanced, and systematically presented
perspective.

The most important achievement of Mongolian democratic
revolution is that spiritual and religious rights have been
reestablished. The Association of Mongolian Devotees (AMD),
[Mongolyin Susegtnii Kholboo], was established in March
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1990 and directly received appreciation and support from the
majority of Mongolians. AMD branch committees organized in
all aimags (provincial divisions) enabled it to pursue intensive
activities throughout Mongolia. An Activity Program adopted
at the convention of the Congress of Mongolian Devotees has
become a principal document for years now, and has been a
touchstone not just activities but for changes in the perceptions
and perspectives of modern Mongolians. How we can explain
necessity, emergence and intense activities of AMD?

1.

It was accompanied by democratic revolution and
freedom

2. Mongolians were motivated to seek their religious rights

3. Mongolians were encouraged by the support of

democratic countries and by the Dalai Lama

. Communism had been failing and people were highly

aware of its shortcomings

. It was fortunate that a few senior monks had survived

the persecution of the socialist era and were able to
revive activities of Buddhist monasteries

Though the Buddhist tradition in Mongolia has almost
disappeared, a new revival opportunity for it had arrived

Freedom and democracy brought great enjoy to
Mongolians following the severe regime of the
socialist era

. The population has sincerely wanted to revive

Buddhism; their virtue has been great and that have
made significant donations to the revival effort

During the initial stages of Buddhist revival, there was
comparatively less competing religious influence that
derived from foreign sources
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Though I am the head of MDA, many people who have
struggled for the revival of Buddhism in Mongolia have faced
the special difficulty of not knowing much about their Buddhist
religion given the socialist era efforts to eradicate it. Although
Communist ideology weakened decisively after the fall of the
Soviet Union, it still persisted in some sectors, and especially in
countryside. Whole generations of Mongolians had experienced
strong atheist ideology through official education and cultural
representations, and some people kept their negative attitudes
toward religion. However, these challenges didn’t stop our
activities, and they actually fuelled a more unified power for
reviving Buddhism in Mongolia. That Buddhist ritual objects
and sutras were rare (almost all of them had been destroyed)
was one of the biggest challenges. Much of Buddhist tradition
had been lost during socialist modernization, and there were
no examples remaining of proper monasteries and monks. In
all of Mongolia during the decades of socialism, only the one
monastery of Gandetegchilen was permitted to exist, and its
activities were quite limited.

MDA’s Program and Its Achievements

1. Since 1990, Mongolians have actively embraced democratic
and plural principles along with their religious rights, and
during the ensuing period, their views and perceptions of
religion have changed significantly. These changes have
enabled the activities of MDA and its ability to tackle its many
tasks.

2. Although the Buddhist knowledge that had been deeply
embodied in Mongolian culture and customs was destroyed,
and monks were persecuted during the socialist era, at the
beginning of the 1990s we could still meet and learn from
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the last figures of the earlier period. These senior monks were
our main source for reviving the principles and the rituals
of Mongolian Buddhism. They are now deeply honored for
having provided us the inheritance to revive our traditional
religion.

3. Mongolian devotees never lost hope to see the revival
of Buddhism, and their faith has served as great power
throughout Mongolia to reestablish former monasteries. With
the guidance of AMD, more than seventy monasteries have
been founded back in their original locations since 1990-1993,
and these now have approximately one thousand monks.

4. The first Buddhist middle school was established in 1991
with the help of AMD, and it has emerged as a place of great
activity for the training of Mongolian monks.

5. MDA has also directed its efforts to educate devotees
in Buddhist philosophy and knowledge. For this purpose,
branches of AMD were established in all soums and aimags,
thus encouraging the sincere faith and devotion of devotees.
For instance, the branches have organized public lectures and
discussions which have helped devotees to better understand
Buddhism.

6. AMD founded Lam-rim dratsang and established printing
outlets in Ulaanbaatar for publishing materials and books
on Buddhism. Based on this publishing activity, AMD has
proposed to produce Altangerel and Sanduin Jud sutras to
each family in all of Mongolia.

7. Following the AMD Activity Program objectives,
local AMD branches have initiated projects to protect the
environment and to revive rituals that recognize and honor
oboo, mountains, and other sacred places. The first of these
initiated the public worshipping rituals at Bayanzurkh
mountain. Such oboo and mountain worshipping rituals help
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to change young people’s attitudes to nature and encourage
them to respect the forces and deities that inform and protect
our special and sacred places.

8. To foreground the missing role of religion in Mongolian
politics, AMD founded Mongolian Democratic Devotees
Party.

Solutions on Challenges Faced with Mongolian Buddhism

1. Buddhism develops best when it maintains its internal
rules and structure. However, this precious tradition is for
the most part no longer existent in contemporary Mongolia
— at least in its previous form. We see that in some cases,
people may simply make up practices and call them Buddhist.
For instance, someone who lives an ordinary lay life may re-
construct his residence and call it a monastery. A man claiming
to be a monk may break monastic vows and make money
by practicing banned activities of prophecy and astrological
reading. Such examples illustrate how Buddhism has for some
people simply become a means to obtain income and provide
subsistence. Commenting on such problems, leading figures
and representatives of Mongolian Buddhism sometimes say,
“This is a tsuvuun (degenerate) time, and there is a lot of
confusion.” Under such circumstances, it is not always easy
for people to act responsibly with respect to the development
of Buddhism, especially given the low popular understanding
of Buddhism and superstitious mind of Mongolians. Before
socialism, when Buddhism flourished like the sun, special
regulations and rules prevented or resisted such problems,
and persons who distorted Buddhist principles and practices
could be subject to strong judgment and criticism. When AMD
launched its activities, a Law of Religious Rights was adopted.
However, it seems this was not sufficiently developed or
followed to effectively regulate religious affairs in Mongolia.
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2. Buddhism persists in advocating and reinforcing elevated
moral principles. Perhaps we need to ask ourselves, “Who
are our monks?” The status of monks is one of the most
important issues in Mongolian Buddhism and poses critical
dilemmas. According to Buddhist doctrine, a principle feature
is the taking and maintaining of monastic Vinai (vows). But
there are few gelongs who follow 253 principles of Vinai,
and the number of those who do not follow these principles
seems to be increasing. Gening vows are now available for lay
people as well, but those who take these vows do not always
abide by them. Although there are clear rules and vows for
monks to follow, their insufficient effort is reducing the value
of Mongolian Buddhism.

3. There is an urgent need to develop and pay systematic
attention (and develop policies for) the training of Buddhist
monks in Mongolia. There are monks who act as a monk
in the morning but shift to lay life in the afternoon. There
are few teachers and few teachings of Buddhist principles,
and the relationship between teacher and disciples, rules of
monasteries, and bramid, are problematic, especially in the
countryside. Therefore, we need to develop criteria for monks
to uphold principles of civil and Buddhist education.

4. An additional challenge in Mongolian Buddhism is lack
of unified policy; all monasteries and organizations work
separately. Given that our goal is to work for the sake of all
beings, including for our collective development, Mongolia
monasteries and organization need to collaborate with each
other. On the other hand, since the 1990s, active devotees have
contributed much to the revival of Buddhism in Mongolia,
including the restoration of more than seventy monasteries.
Amid the challenge that Mongolian Buddhism faces, therefore,
we always should remember the great efforts and contributions
of devoted people.
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5. We now live in a democratic country in which the existence
of different religions is allowed. Therefore, Mongolian
Buddhists need to understand other religions and their
churches, and to collaborate with them for the wellbeing
of society. In this regard, initiative should be undertaken to
develop an overall corpus of information and data on religions.
In this way, religious activities can be better understood and
more efficiently directed to promoting social welfare. Also,
priority may be placed on further promoting various forms of
cooperation of monks with the welfare activities of NGOs.

6. As the center of Mongolian Buddhism, Gandentegchilen
monastery should provide the best example to monasteries
in the soum and aimags of Mongolia. To step into a more
advanced stage of development, Mongolian Buddhism needs
to unify its program for all its monasteries, and an assembly
should be held every year to evaluate the implementation of
Buddhist objectives.

7. Present day activities of monasteries are limited by daily
rituals, sacred services, and prayers. Buddhism admits different
stages and levels of development for its practitioners. To
cultivate these capacities for growing numbers of persons, we
need to pay attention to studies of history, philosophy and the
bramida of Mongolian Buddhism, and to organize permanent
lessons and lectures on meditation and good teachings that
devotees can practice in their lives.

8. The economy of current monasteries is almost entirely
dependent on the donations of devotees. Resources are thus
it is quite limited. In terms of physical buildings, there is need
to promote architectural standards and proper design for the
erection of monasteries.






Chapter 9
Buddhism and the Grand Maitreya Complex
Project in Mongolia

Bataa Mishig-Ish

Editor’s introduction: As an antidote to the previous Soviet
destruction of Mongolia’s cultural and religious heritage — in-
cluding the demolition or degradation of all but one of the
country’s more than a thousand monasteries and temples —
M. Bataa here describes plans for a large Buddha Maitreya
complex to be constructed on a hilltop outside the Mongolian
capital of Ulaanbaatar. Funded by private sources, the project
draws on previous experience of successfully constructing a 40
meter Mongolian equestrian statue of Chinggis Khan (tied for
the 16th highest statue in the world). The presently planned
stupa and Maitreya, at 108m, would be the 4th tallest statue in
the world —the other three being statues of Buddha in China,
Japan, and Burma.

Amid the palpable drive among many Asian countries to
foreground their connection with Buddha and Buddhism gen-
erally, many Mongolians feel their country has a special place
and claim. (The one surviving main monastery of Gandan still
boasts a 26-meter statue of the Avalokitesvara emanation of
Buddba that was, upon its completion in 1913, quite possi-
bly the tallest free standing metal statue in the world.) The
presently projected Maitreya complex includes inter-denomi-
national Buddbist temples, meditation and retreat facilities, a
state-of-the-art ecologically assisted power system, a hotel and
commercial establishments, and sport facilities such as tennis
courts; as such, it is anticipated to combine aspects of tourism,
leisure, theme park, religious and spiritual center, technologi-
cal marvel, commercial outlet, and resort.

As a former monk, M. Bataa is committed to both the
spiritual and the economic viability of the project. In larger

109



110 | Bataa Mishig-Ish

perspective, the project illustrates the challenges, potentials,
and alternative choices that Mongolians face as they attempt
to utilize but not be overtaken by business aspects of economic
growth, modernization, and foreign influence— and as they
reconfigure and reassert their distinctive national, cultural,
and religious identity.

Historically, Buddhism was briefly introduced to Mongolia
2000 years ago through the Silk Road of Central Asia. Later
Buddhism was practiced amongst the royal families of the
Mongols from the 13th to 14th centuries. In the 17th century
Buddhism had become the dominant faith/religion among the
Mongols at the time.

Due to the communist ideology and socialist regime
in the 1930s, Buddhism was almost destroyed along with
novices, temples, monasteries and scriptures. Thanks to the
democratic changes that took place in the society in the early
1990s, Buddhism has been revived not only as the core of
the traditional culture but also as indicated in the democratic
principle of freedom of religion.

Currently Buddhism is the predominant religion in
Mongolia, which is very similar to Tibetan Buddhism and
still has many similarities with it. Some statistics suggest that
70-80% of the population is believed to be Buddhists. There
are five bigger monastic institutions and several dozens of
small and medium size temples housing from a few to dozens
of monks throughout Mongolia. There are also several
nunneries in Ulaanbaatar city.

Buddhist monks are mostly trained at their respective
monasteries if these are large enough to accommodate them.
One Buddhist monastic middle school currently operates
plus three Buddhist colleges that belong to the three large
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monasteries in Ulaanbaatar. Additionally, more than 300
monks are being training at Tibetan Buddhist monastic
institutions in India. The total number of monks in Mongolia
is approximately 2,500.

The Parliament of Mongolia passed the law concerning
“State and Church Relations” in 1994. According to this
law the registered monastic institutions could be tax exempt.
Monastic institution is required to be registered by the City
Council of the Local Government and by the Ministry of Law
and Internal Affairs.

The Grand Maitreya Project/Complex

To revive Buddhist culture and education in Mongolia,
several prominent individuals in Mongolia came together to
establish “The Grand Maitreya Foundation” in September
2010. This foundation has been registered by the Ministry
of Law and Internal Affairs as a foundation with the status
of a non-government organization. The main organizational
functions of the foundation are; promote Buddhist cultural
and educational activities, support the publication of books
with educational purposes, organize cultural and art events for
preserving the traditional cultural values, establish effective
institutional relations with similar Buddhist institutions
overseas, and implement the Grand Maitreya Project, the
largest Buddhist complex to be ever built in Mongolia. The
Grand Maitreya Project is being implemented under the
patronage of the President of Mongolia. The project concept
was spearheaded by the Indra Future Foundation, which
remains its major supporting private foundation.

The Grand Maitreya Complex will be a unique park
offering a peaceful and serene atmosphere. Located on the
outskirts of Ulaanbaatar, it will be the perfect location for a
relaxing day spent out of the city with the family. The objective
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of the complex is to highlight Mongolia’s spiritual assets,
capitalizing on the country’s ancient history of Buddhism. With
this in mind, this private sector initiative has been supported
by the above-mentioned two organizations to construct a 108
meter stupa with a standing Maitreya statue of 54 meters.

There is stirring in the hearts and minds of some
Mongolians that the time has come to regain some of the
glories that Mongolia possessed in Buddhism prior to Soviet
occupation. Mongolia has many ancient monasteries that were
destroyed during the socialist days—now only a few are left
standing, and these not very accessible to the average person.

Historically, Mongolia has a rich history of Buddhism,
filled with devotee rituals and spiritual traditions. As a result,
the concept of opening the Grand Maitreya complex is a
perfect tool to rejuvenate Buddhism in Mongolia, but more
importantly promote healthy values that are challenged with
the onset of rapid growth fuelled by the mining boom. We
think that the Grand Maitreya complex is a good concept.

The complex’s location, just outside of Ulaanbaatar, will
allow city dwellers to reconnect with their cultural and natural
heritage in the Bogd Khan range of mountains. Expectations
from the project are centered on the desire to bring Mongolian
people together—to enjoy outdoor activities and spend quality
time with loved ones. The complex is intended to revitalize
interest in Buddhism so more people can learn about the
teachings of Buddha and have a peaceful and meaningful
existence.

The highlight of the Grand Maitreya complex will be the
large stupa and statue of the forthcoming Maitreya Buddha
perched on a hilltop (Heart Hill). The approach to the Buddha
will lead up a series of steps with gardens on either side. The
centre of the complex will have an ornate fountain, with
other sections strategically positioned around the complex.
There will be a spiritual section which will incorporate



The Grand Maitreya Project in Mongolia | 113

various Mongolian temples; a section for internationally
built temples; a knowledge section where people can learn
art, yoga or meditation; a meditation hall, amphitheatre, and
cinema amongst facilities, plus a food court serving a variety
of international and local cuisine; a business service centre;
a merchandising outlet; hotels and other services including a
bank and tour operator.

Conclusion

We anticipate that the Grand Maitreya project will differentiate
itself from other cultural and religious assets in the country and
the region, so that it can offer, through its compelling vision,
an attraction for many types of national and international
visitors.






Chapter 10
The Development Of Shamanism In Mongolia
After Socialism

Tuvshintugs Dorj

Editor’s introduction: Tuggi Dorj, as he is commonly known,
is a devout and serious practicing royal Mongolian shaman.
He maintains a widespread bumanitarian practice of sha-
manic trance consultation as well as a deep knowledge of and
commitment to the practice of esoteric ancestral Mongolian
shamanism, including through his organized association with
other Mongolian shamans. In his contribution here, Tuggi
reveals the depths of difficulty and cultural loss that afflicted
shamanism during the Manchu and then the Soviet-dominated
socialist periods and major aspects of shamanic revival in
Mongolia since the early 1990s.

Today, shamanism is a widespread and even acclaimed
popular culture feature of urban as well as rural life in Mon-
golia. In the process, as Tuggi Dorj discusses, Mongolian
shamanism faces challenges as well as potentials, including
uninformed practices of so-called shamanism that are under-
taken as money-making schemes rather than for social good
and broader well-being. The importance of recouping dwin-
dling ancestral cultural knowledge concerning Mongolian sha-
manism is thrown into relief by the significant contributions of
alternative shamanic consciousness and of strong personal and
shared cultural harmony with the social, spiritual, and natural
environment.

As Tuggi Dorj delineates, Mongolian shamanism evokes
a rich and barely-tapped store of astrological, environmental,
and geographic cultural knowledge, including in relation to the
personal and social well-being of Mongolians. Importantly,
Tuggi is a strong advocate of scientific research and techno-
logical study such as neuroscience to document and verify the
powers and potentials of ancestrally transmitted Mongolian
shamanism. In the process, he hopes, the positive human po-
tential of Mongolian shamanism can be fully identified and
made public for the benefit of humanity.

115
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For much of the last century and a half, Mongolian shamanism
has been restricted and its benefits denied. During the socialist
era, religion was intentionally propagandized to the people as
a poisonous and defiant activity. Even before this, however,
during the late nineteenth, century, Manchu dynasty policies
spread Lamaism in Mongolia and recruited Mongolians to
Lamaism—with the larger intention to weaken Mongolian
resolve to fight and rebel against Manchu rule. Due to this
influence, Mongolian traditional shamanism was gradually
weakened and largely forgotten, along with practices of
worshiping heaven, respecting the elderly, commitment to
abide by one’s oaths, and the spirit and power of fighting
together to fulfill heavenly destiny. Though shamanism had
been actively practiced and its world view believed by many
Mongolian tribes and peoples, its traditional ideology, ritual,
and knowledge were greatly weakened.

Though there have been some written sources of
shamanic tradition and rituals, these were not retained or
handed down with proper secrecy within groups in subsequent
generations, including by takbilch, tugch and suldech tribes
or by royal kinship. Consequently, shamanism as traditionally
informed had all but vanished. Some recordings and sources
about shamanism had the following inaccuracies, including
during the socialist period of Soviet domination:

1. Shamanism was viewed and explained from the
viewpoint of ordinary persons rather than from the
perspective of the shaman

2. Basic shamanic meanings were modified to be consistent
with socialist era order and political interests

3. Shamanism was defined to fit within the interests of
Buddhism

The traditional meaning and rituals of the shamanism were
degraded and turned into shamanism as associated with
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certain Buddhist rituals. By adopting Buddhist rituals, Khalkh
Mongol’s yellow shamans tried to show more power than
authentic black shamans. Due to this propaganda, shamanism
was defined in a narrow framework, its meaning was changed,
and its scope reduced. Consequently, traditional shamanism
was practiced by only a few tribes. Shamanism had only
been practiced as a developed tradition for 300-400 years in
Mongolia by the beginning of the socialist period, and together
with Buddhism, it fell under socialist repression. Along with
Buddhist monks, many shamans were detained and sentenced
to jail during this time, though, in contrast to the monks,
few shamans were actually killed. Because shamans at that
time lived primarily in remote rural places, their overall social
influence was weak, and they had almost no power or wealth.
Partly as a result of this, most shamans received “only” 5-10
year jail sentences during the socialist purges. Nevertheless,
Mongolian shamanism has for centuries been inherited from
generation to generation through domestic teaching and
transmission, and I am one of the shamans who inherited
shamanism in this way.

Below are some case studies of the histories and challenges
faced by shamans who have received traditionally inherited
shamanic power and practices in Mongolia.

Shaman Chur received a ten year jail sentence during
the socialist period in Selenge aimag. Just before his arrest,
he put his drum and costume in the river Uuriin, as a sign of
becoming an ordinary man, though he kept his mirror and
kbuur (a Mongolian traditional musical instrument used to call
shaman spirit). He never performed shaman rituals again. His
mirror and kbuur are kept by his son Khuushaan in Erdenet
city. His two grandchildren became shamans and are holding
their family shamanic spirit.

Shaman Choi (Choikhuu) was arrested and jailed
together with shaman Chur by one decree and died due to the
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illness on his way home after finishing his jail sentence. He
put his shamanic belongings in the mountain, and his mirror
(toli-specially made silver or golden, round shaped accessory
of shaman), kbuur, seter, khiimori and khadag (specially made
band of silk) were left to his children. Now his grandchildren
hold their family shaman spirit and continue their family
shaman rituals.

Khukh gol’s soyod Uriankhai shaman Luvsandorj’s
children have also recently received their family shaman spirit
and continue to practice shamanic rituals.

Norjmaa, who came from Eg-Uul as a bride and became
Khos’s Shaman’s disciple, was also arrested and sentenced.
After completing her jail sentence, she never performed shaman
rituals again; nonetheless, she continued to help people until
the end of her life. She had no children, so her niece received
the family shaman spirit five or six years ago, and she is
continuing the shaman rituals.

Shaman Khuukhenjii was Darkhad’s #yalgan. She came
to Tsagaan-Uur as a bride and passed away in 2009. She
helped Tsagaan-Uur’s people by performing shaman rituals.
Buryat people who came from Russia settled down in Tsagaan-
Uur sum. Later their descendants followed Buddhist religious
practice and studied Buddhism in Ikh Khuree.

Other examples include Ravjaa lama’s descendants,
who revived Udval shamanic rituals and are continuing
them. Shaman Namjilmaa, descendant of shaman Joovon
of Chandmani-Undur sum’s Khalkhyn khairkhan, received
family shaman spirit and has been performing shamanic rituals
for three years.

In this way, shamanism, which had been hidden and
almost forgotten during the socialist period, is now reviving
again. Descendants of shamans are receiving their family
shaman spirit. However, most of these shaman descendants
weren’t able to directly inherit shamanic knowledge from
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their predecessors. Many of them have only seen or heard
about shamanic rituals, and there are few traditionally
trained shamans who can teach and advise them. This poses
difficulties in properly reviving old traditions and rituals of
family shamanism.

Although shamans are trying to revive shamanic rituals
by asking about them from elderly persons who may have
seen or heard about them, much of the relevant knowledge
has been forgotten. Moreover, research materials and works
about shaman rituals are very rare, and those existing try to
explain shamanism rather than providing a practical training
guide. Current geographical and astronomical terms and
names are different from the old names of heavens (fenger),
gods, and local deities; therefore, it is difficult to re-establish
their previous names and associated meanings. Although
some texts explains methods and timing for deifying
mountains, hills, rivers, lakes, and so on, written largely by
knowledgeable monks of that time it is difficult to locate and
access these materials, as most of them are either lost or still
being hidden. Those few exceptions are written in Tibetan
and Sanskrit languages, so we face difficulties in translating
these into contemporary Mongolian language. Today people
and youths can easily obtain and analyze information and
knowledge once it has been made available. Now it is time
to make more accessible this information, excepting only the
portions of proprietary information that is properly restricted
and needs to be kept secret. This will also allow aspects of
Mongolian shamanism to be considered or explained on the
basis of scientific or philosophical examination.

At larger issue is our ability under present conditions to
find proper ways of living in harmony with nature. I believe
that religions generally connect with universal meaning, the
nature of humanity and of the world around us, the influence
of ancient science, and desire to find true knowledge of life.
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The main differences between the religions appear to be their
respective ways and method of propagating information
and knowledge. Given Mongolia’s history, however, these
differences have become particularly complicated, and the
earlier forms of shamanism clouded, due to social policies and
political influences.

Shamanism is generally accepted by scholars to be the
first and most fundamental form of human religion in historic
and evolutionary terms. In this sense, shamanism is the
ancestral origin or base of all religions. It is also arguably
the most democratic, equitable, and, in its own way, scientific
religion. Even when the state and society were punishing
Mongolians and prohibiting their religion, shamanism was not
erased during either the Manchu Dynasty or the Autonomous
and Socialist periods. Even during these times, there is some
evidence that shamans helped resolve social and religious issues
by the means of discussion. Back in those times, shamans lived
in their rural homesteads, helped other people by performing
ceremonies during the evening and at night, and taught
shamanic knowledge and rituals to their children. Although
children grew up watching and listening to what they had been
taught, they performed shamanic activities only rarely due to
urbanization, work, society, and fear of stigma or reprisal.

During 1924-1930, when Mongolia was politically
independent, shamans openly performed religious rituals.
Even today some places near Ulaanbaatar city have shaman
ames. Though shamans were oppressed, jailed, and driven
into hiding from 1930 until the end of the 1950’, shamanic
rituals were still privately practiced in rural areas. But new
generations of youths, raised and socialized from 1960
through the middle of the 1980’, avoided and were afraid of
talking about shamanism and other religions. Consequently,
this religious tradition and its knowledge have been at risk.

Under the Soviets, including their interest in ethnographic
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documentation, Mongolian researchers studied shamanism
from 1950 to 1980 and gained significant information,
as many shamans were alive at the time. However, due to
social influence and political pressure, final drafts of research
on shamanism were written from the limited perspective of
ethnicity and myth, and they tended to adopt one-sided
conclusions that denied the contemporary value and ongoing
significance of shamanism. Consequently, during the socialist
period, shamanism was viewed from a scientific point of view
as a set of archaic linguistic and ethnic rituals. In real life,
however, shamanism was secretly practiced among relatives
and local people. From the standpoint of Mongolian society
as a whole, however, shamanism was viewed as a backward
relic of the past and as an ideology against law, science and
proper social consciousness.

Shamanism after the Socialist Period

Since 1990 shamanism has been more actively and openly
discussed among Mongolians. Scholars have begun more
sensitive research on shamanism and on the descendants
of shamans. Moreover, with the increasing modern need to
live in harmony with tradition, state, and nature, and given
the gradual revival of the shamanism, information on and
knowledge of shamanism has started to be gathered from
those who had kept their knowledge and traditions private.
This information is now spreading to more and more people.
[Indeed, shamanism has now become a very widespread public
and urban as well a rural practice in Mongolia today.]

After receiving advice from the elderly and consulting
about the exact time and place for auspicious practice,
knowledgeable and powerful shamans now practice in
Mongolia based on knowledge and ritual obtained through
home schooling and other training. = The Mongolian
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“Organization of Shamanism” was established in 1995.
This association has been important for providing accurate
information and indicating the best exact periods of shamanic
practice. The organization has provided a great opportunity
for those wishing to inherit shaman knowledge to unite
with those few shamans who kept ancestral knowledge and
tradition.

At the same time, significant challenges to shamanism
have also emerged. These include the use of shamanic
“fascination” as a money-making tool, including as expressed
by performing magic or giving away secret knowledge. This
tendency and its misinformation have spread especially since
2002, when some of the last persons who had inherited detailed
shaman knowledge passed away. Consequently, the character,
tradition, and rituals of shamanism have frequently been
changed, and blind faith in shamanism has become popular.

Most of the written resources that are used by
contemporary shamans were produced during the socialist
period. Scientific features of shamanism include astronomy,
ecology, anthropology, mathematics, music, psychology, and
the study of spirituality and hidden consciousness. Nowadays,
however, basic knowledge of shamanism is not fully inherited
by a new generation, so wrong understanding and blind faith
are widespread. Moreover, shamanism loses its fundamental
meaning when people believe only superficially in its mystical
character, or, alternatively, when it becomes just an object of
spiritual study [rather than an embodied practice].

The shaman’s spirit is the main channel for obtaining
information about the activity that he or she is going to do.
In addition, it should correctly define the object, time, power,
and method of shamanic practice and should protect, connect,
and support or “own” wulaach (the shaman’s person) by its
own power. For example, in order to deify Bat’s family home,
fireplace, mettle and drum, first of all, the shaman should
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identify Bat’s heaven of fortune (birth zodiac), heaven of soul,
and heaven of fire that keeps his family fireplace. Secondly,
the shaman should find the time, place, and method of
deifying these heavens. Finally, being guarded by his or her
own shaman spirit, the shaman should perform shaman ritual
to connect the family with its fireplace’s spirit. However, as a
result of losing and forgetting the main aspects of knowledge,
ritual, and tradition, new shamans may use shamanism for
unpleasant purposes.

Due to forgotten or misinterpreted information, people
are only paying attention to the world of spirits and often
imagining shamanism based on the small pieces of information
that have been received from spirits. These lead to delusions
about shamanism. If we worship shamanism in its correct way
on the basis of viewing heaven, human, and land as a whole,
and gaining correct information shamanism will help us to
protect our world.

The existence of heaven causes the existence of earth. The
existence of heaven and earth cause the existence of humans,
the state, and society. When humans and human consciousness
exists, spirit also exists together with them. Understanding
the correspondence, coherence, and mutual influence between
these and the appropriate way of using this understanding in
our lives, in our state and society, and in the world - is called
heaven worshipping shaman religion.

How we should solve the contemporary problems of
Mongolian shamanism? How we should keep and inherit
traditional knowledge? How we should explore and find the
possible limit of the shamanism?

Science

It is important to study the possibility of justifying, confirming,
and testing shamanic knowledge by using scientific methods
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and technology. Firstly, the limit of concentration and
capacities of intelligence need to be defined using the most
suitable, simple, and accessible methods and technologies.
Possible absolute baselines or benchmarks and their margins
[maximum extent, or range of variation] need to be defined
on the basis of technology. Secondly, there is a need to study
the power and possibility of concentration, of the spiritual
energy of shamans who attain a benchmark margin. Thirdly,
there is need to study the power and duration of the influence
of shamans and their spirits during their ritual performances.
Fourthly, there is need to study and find the period of temporal
synchronization during the shaman’s ritual of deifying heaven,
earth, water and time of stars,’ seasons,’ and nature’s activation
and the mutual influence of these, including their influence on
people.

Except for science, which makes conclusions based on
evidence and proof, it is difficult to conduct a thorough study or
make a complete confirmation of the workings of shamanism,
including the defining of norms and normative benchmarks.
Ultimately, however, the following will become possible:

1. For those who want to live properly, it will open the way
and method of charging and educating oneself by one’s
own possibility.

2. It will become possible to preserve and inherit true
shamanism by reviving its main characters. Science can
help correct the wrong understanding, imagination, and
development of shamanic possibilities among people.

3. Major achievements of shamanic practice will step forward
and contribute to the scientific knowledge of humanity
and will guide people to find the correct and more direct
way of living in harmony with nature.
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4. Our awareness will help those people who cannot or who
are not destined to become a shaman from being cheated,
confused and from losing their time, money, and health.

Facing problems and possible solutions

First, we need to restore shamanic information and knowledge
concerning the names, location, direction, and origin of stars
and heavens.

The understanding of the heavens in shaman religion includes:

1. Spirits and ongo takbilga of our ancestors, royalties, and
well known Mongolians who went to the heavens

2. The highest basis, cycle, universe, space, and highest idol
of gaining the main information of shaman religion

3. Shamanism has independent names for stars and heavens

Of the heavens, most people know only about Big Dipper, the
North Star, Morning Star, Evening Star, the location of sun
and moon, and their practices of heavenly oblation, incense,
offering, and so on. Very few people have general knowledge
about the thirty-three heavens, eight planets, deifying of the
sun and moon, or the names and times of deifying ceremonies.
Indeed, the location of some heavens, and the time of their
activation, is still unclear.

To remedy this situation, we are actively investigating
and conducting research. It is necessary to gather information
by going to places where shamanic traditions are well preserved
and by meeting with elderly shamans and researchers.
Moreover, we can restore some information through the
comparison method. It is possible to confirm periods of
synchronization of stars’ and zodiacs’ activation time, and the
time of deifying ceremony, by comparing newly found names
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and locations with scientific terms. Furthermore, we should
meet with ordinary herdsmen and document their knowledge
and information about names, locations, directions and
knowledge of influences and time so that we can restore lost
information and knowledge. Final conclusions and results
should be scientifically documented and verified as fully as
possible and should be properly presented to the world at large
for the sake of humanity.

In addition, we need to take multiple measures and
conduct activities of translation and historical derivation. For
instance, terms recorded in Buddhist scriptures need to be
studied and compared with sources from the outside that were
later translated into Tibetan and Sanskrit.

Conclusion

As a nation, Mongolians, who worshiped heaven and shaman
religion, had the most ancient, comprehensive, and detailed
knowledge and method of astrology, geography, and mystical
capacities. Mongolians knew the exact time of the year when
the energy and influence of earth, water and star were high,
and they used this energy and its influence in their life and
governance. Shamanic knowledge helped them to find the
correct deifying method and time and, in the process, to either
protect themselves from powerful influence or properly use the
weaker influences that were present. Contemporary shamanic
knowledge is based on written and verbal information.
Though some information is available about shaman’s
memoirs, directions, and “callings” (including short rhymes or
songs that are used to call the shaman spirit), it is still unclear
how to correctly perform some shamanic rituals. Knowledge
and rituals are mixed with Buddhist practices, information,
and knowledge. For instance, though most people can name
parts and accessories of shamanic costumes, people cannot



Mongolian Shamanism After Socialism | 127

explain their roles and symbolism of color, form and style.
It is important to rediscover and reassert the historic and
ancestral strengths of Mongolian shamanism for the benefit of
Mongolians — and all of humanity.






Chapter 11
Developing Christianity in Mongolia During the
Last Two Decades

Purevdorj Jamsran

Editor’s introduction: During the past twenty years, Protestant
Evangelical Christianity has become an important force and
major influence in Mongolian society. Reverend Purevdorj
Jamsran poignantly summarizes these changes from the per-
spective of an insider who has been strongly associated with
their development. From a negligible and practically nonex-
istent base at the outset of the 1990s, Christianity according
to Reverend Jamsran has grown to include some 100,000
Mongolians, whom he assesses constitute approximately ten
percent of the Mongolian voting electorate.

Dividing Mongolian Christian development into three
stages, Reverend Jamsran emphasizes the interweaving of
social and cultural problems with the need for Mongolian
spiritual development in the wake of the collapse of socialism.
In this crucible of stress and transition, Christianity is seen as
providing material, educational, and social as well as spiritual
support, especially for young people. He describes how the
initial thrust of Christianity through the influence of foreign
missionaries and teachers has given way increasingly to Mon-
golian co-direction and co-leadership.

In an analysis of the causes and trajectory of Christian
spread, Reverend Jamsran suggests that Christian involvement
in bumanitarian work, including in poverty reduction, social
outreach to combat alcoholism and crime, and work among
prisoners, has had both positive social effects and been a posi-
tive stimulus to the further growth of Christianity in Mongo-
lia. As opposed to what he characterizes as emphasis on alien
beings and magic, he assesses and asserts in conclusion that
Christian impetus in Mongolia is currently growing with the
same strong fervor and effectiveness that it did at its outset in
the early 1990s.

129
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One of the major changes in Mongolia following the collapse of
socialism inevitably concerns religion. Along with traditional
religion, Christianity is spreading rapidly and affecting a
broad range of elements in society. My perspective does not
represent all Christians. However, I can talk on behalf of
Protestants and Evangelicals, who constitute about 90 percent
of the Christians in Mongolia. I have been asked by the
conference organizers to focus more on Mongolians and their
lives rather than institutions, policies and systems. I present
here the process of conversion and the history of Christianity
in Mongolia during the last two decades.

Conversion

There was a spiritual revolution in Christianity that began at the
same time as the democratic revolution of 1991 in Mongolia.
This was the third period of conversion to Christianity and
Evangelism, thus we call it the third spreading. In unofficial
ways and through oral transmission Gospel (Sainedee) was
familiar to Mongolians, but it became more wide spread
after 1991. There is no clear research on why Mongolians
openly accept Christianity. However, I can share with you my
observations and work experience.

Instead of a failed socialist ideology, Mongolians were
seeking another ideology to sustain their hope and faith. They
needed beliefs to follow and rely on. Mongolia was spiritually
starved and people became interested in very fundamental
metaphysical issues, like what is truth and what is the meaning
of life. People lost their beliefs in socialist ideals and atheism,
which had been forced upon them. At just the same time, when
people were searching for other meanings for their existence,
the notion that “money and economy are the most important
things in life” was increasingly advocated. At the same time,
the Christian idea that “human life is created” was becoming
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better known. People are interested in Christianity for different
spiritual and economic reasons, such as seeking opportunity,
learning new things, establishing friendships and social
networks, and how to spend free time. Economic devastation,
difficult life conditions, and poverty encourage people to open
up to new ideas. Young people especially have been eager to
know new things.

Development

I propose three main periods in the history of Christianity in
Mongolia during the last two decades: (1) 1991-1995; (2)
1996-2005; and (3) 2006- present.

1. The Period of Christian Formation in Mongolia, 1991-
1995

During this period, many hundreds of Mongolians decided
to convert to Christianity and flocked to churches. Most
of them were young people, aged 18-25. The average age
of the first believers was 20-22. Since the first Christians
were young people, their main activities were missionary,
teaching and leadership, which again attracted other
people of the same age. They gathered in their homes,
or rented work offices, and they studied new beliefs
every week by inviting foreign specialists who worked in
Mongolia. Well educated young people played important
roles; in addition to often being proficient in different
languages, they frequently had good experience with
modern information technology as well as inter-cultural
or cross-cultural experience. International organizations
and individuals heard about the Christian conversions that
were taking place in Mongolia, and they worked to support
and extend these activities. International governments and
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non-governmental organizations also became aware of the
fact of religious freedom in Mongolia, and they launched
humanitarian activities that supported young Christians.
Young believers set up their own groups to spread
missionary activity in the countryside, opening churches in
province centers. There were only approximately twenty
active (Evangelical) Christians in Mongolia at the beginning
of the 1990s, but they had increased in number to 2000 by
the end of 1992. That small group, who were addressed as
“alien” in the press, grew intensively and reached 10,000
by 1995 according to their own accounts.

The Period of Christian Growth and Transition,
1996-2005

By the mid-1990s, it was not difficult to establish churches
similar to those that had already been newly founded. But it
remained difficult to find pastors who could lead, teach, and
organize the churches. Therefore, many churches stepped
forward to train their pastors, which they accomplished
with the support and assistance of foreign organizations.
At that time, practically every new professional field in
Mongolia needed the guidance and experience of foreign
specialists. Other challenges also loomed. First, perhaps
only two percent of the churches were officially registered;
most of them were home-based churches. This situation
made it difficult to invite foreign specialists. Even though
official registration of churches had increased, visas issued
to foreigners entering Mongolia for religious purposes were
rarely given. Therefore our international pastors tended to
have only short-term tourist visas for teaching. Nonetheless,
this exposure has helped us not only to learn Christianity
but to learn about different cultures, histories, and ways
of thinking. This impetus for pastoral training has also led
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some Mongolian Christians to study abroad in Biblical
schools. As local pastors began to fulfill their duties, there
was a reduced need for foreign specialists in this regard,
while Mongolians themselves adjusted Christian activities
to their own social and cultural conditions. These years
between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s hence marked a
transition from external Christian leadership in Mongolia
to internal and external co-leadership. This transition is
continuing today.

With regard to the training of pastors, certified
Biblical education carried with it international standards
of understanding and accomplishment in addition to
regional and local training and lecture programs within
Mongolia. To better serve their members, churches in
Mongolia consolidated and co-organized a large Union
Bible Theological College and the Mongolian Evangelical
Alliance. These organizations established a self-governing
system between 1995-2000.

During this same period, many churches appeared in
soum (county) centers, and the total number of churches
rose to 370, with some 50,000 members. Churches
collaborated in organizing humanitarian work projects,
which became one of the biggest expressions of their
beliefs, and for this purpose they established a variety
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as well.
Churches and NGOs pursued diverse activities, such as
spiritual advising for children and youths; giving lectures
to childrearing parents, families and elders; caring for poor
people through financial and spiritual assistance; training
small and medium entrepreneurs in foreign languages,
music, and so on. Now, Mongolians are increasingly aware
of such activities taking place in small, medium and large
ways.
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3. The Period of Christian Identity from 2006 to the Present

Twenty years is certainly a short time in larger historical
terms. Even so, if we divide this short time into periods,
the current period can be considered a time of increased
Christian maturity.

Although the process of training pastors has not yet
met the needs of all the churches, many national pastors
are now available for our local churches. Officially, a total
of 180 pastors have been appointed to churches, and the
Union Bible Theological College alone has trained 350
leaders in Bible knowledge programs that range from two
to four years in duration. Through improved training and
work experience, church leaders are becoming increasingly
aware of the contributions they can offer Mongolian
society both in education and in facilitating modern
Mongolian citizenship. Today there are 600 churches
and 100,000 Christians in Mongolia. This testifies to
the degree that Christianity in Mongolia developed along
with its democratic revolution and market economy and
globalization to become an inseparable part of Mongolian
society.

Development Factors

I would now like to address principal factors that have
influenced the development and growth of Christianity of
Mongolia.

Spiritual Space

As mentioned above, socialist ideology became unable to
meet the spiritual needs of people. As such, there was a
great attraction to supernatural things such as aliens, magic,
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and people who were believed able to magically make fire.
Christianity, which has hundreds of years of development
and is one of the greatest heritages of humankind, began
to provide alternative spiritual answers. It was a new belief
to Mongolians, especially to young people, and thus it
influenced them to make a revolution in the spiritual space
of Mongolia.

The Economic Factor

During and after the democratic revolution of the early
1990s, Mongolians faced severe economic crises. During
this difficult period, foreign voluntary and humanitarian
organizations established by Christians made enormous
efforts to help Mongolians with their struggle against
poverty. They distributed flour, rice, and clothes to poor
families, and I believe there are few impoverished families
in Mongolia that did not receive their assistance. Through
this work, many people came to churches, received the
Gospel, and came to believe in Jesus Christ.

Education and Socialization

I assume that the most important factor of growth and
development of Christianity in Mongolia relates to
education and childrearing. When it became important to
learn foreign languages and work with foreigners, Christian
churches enabled Mongolians to learn English, Korean, and
Japanese. Many young people came to churches to become
acquainted with or connected to countries abroad and
foreign people. They wanted to have friends for learning
English, and many young Mongolian Christians went to
study in universities abroad.
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Initially, Mongolians came to churches for the sake of
their individual interests, but later they were attracted by
various church activities, including those that helped young
people who were in unstable social relations. They were
offered discipline and friendship that helped them escape
alcoholism, family divorce, and crime. On the other hand,
hundreds of people who were alcoholic and divorced came
to churches seeking advice concerning their problems.

At the beginning of the 1990s, condition in prisons worsened
and many young people died there. Christian organizations
provided food, warm clothes and showed spiritual support.
When prisoners were later released, many of them came
to churches for socialization and contacts. Alternatively,
parents who were worried about the fate of their children’s
education often voluntarily sent them to church schools,
which offered an improved learning environment, and they
requested lectures by pastors and church leaders for their
children. Churches focused on creating a proper childhood
environment over and above the formalities of education
per se, and I think this was the right approach at the time,
as well as attracting many people.

Different activities were organized in addition to those that
focused on creating a better environment for children, such
as providing health care and child advocacy, developing
herding skills, and promoting agriculture and management
of small and medium businesses to benefit people’s
lives. Training courses on parenting and family life were
developed, based on international best examples, and
today we see positive results from these activities.
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Conclusion

Christianity was not registered in Mongolia in 1990, but
today five percent of the Mongolian population have become
Christians, who are active in all areas of Mongolian society.
As politicians have emphasized, Christianity is now a major
influence in Mongolia, and Christians comprise approximately
ten percent of the country’s voting population. Given the degree
to which Christianity has grown and spread in Mongolia, there
is no way that its influence can be ignored.

In my opinion, the intense growth of Christianity in
Mongolia is still as strong as it was at the beginning of its
conversion phase, toward the beginning of the 1990s.
Christianity intends to continue fostering positive influences in
Mongolian society. I would like to say in closing that during the
twenty-year history of contemporary Christianity in Mongolia,
we have been working for the wellbeing of our government,
our society, and our people by melding Christianity with our
unique cultural heritage and asserting this internationally.






Chapter 12
The Significance of Compassion in the
Contemporary Practice of Buddhism

Arjia Rinpoche

Editor’s introduction: The 8th Arjia Rinpoche, Lobsang
Tubten Jigme Gyatso, is considered by Buddbists to be a re-
incarnation of the father of Je Tsongkhapa, the great master
of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and practice, and founder of
the Gelugpa school of Tibetan Buddbhism. Born in 1950, the
8th Arjia Rinpoche is perhaps the most eminent living lama of
Mongolian descent. Trained in Amdo at Kumbum Monastery,
which be later headed, he enduring the Chinese cultural revo-
lution and for decades managed to astutely support Tibetan
Buddbism within China. He fled in 1998 after the Chinese
attempted to draft him to become the tutor of their hand-
picked “replacement” of the Panchen Lama. In the process, be
became one of the highest lamas to escape China in decades.
His memoir is Surviving the Dragon: A Tibetan Lama’s Ac-
count of 40 Years of Chinese Rule. In his contribution here,
Arjia Rinpoche simply and yet profoundly highlights, in the
contemporary Mongolian context, the significance of Buddbist
compassion. Noting the importance of social and humanitar-
ian outreach, the difficulties of modern materialism, and the
importance of social open-mindedness, he concludes by em-
phasizing the importance of compassion not just as a focus of
meditation or prayer, but as a daily, practical practice.
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At the very heart of Buddhism are wisdom and compassion.
These have been important spiritual values for human beings—
including Tibetans and Mongolians—for thousands of years.
The cultivation of wisdom, as seen by the development
of medicine, the study of cosmology, and the creation of
monasteries, stupas, and other forms of Buddhist art, satisfies
not only our spiritual yearnings, but also our material needs.
However, what I’d like to discuss in this paper is not wisdom,
but its counterpart, compassion. In Buddhism, compassion
means loving all beings and bringing happiness to all. What
then is its significance in contemporary Buddhist practice?

Sword in hand, Chinggis Khan once conquered a vast
area across Asia and Europe. His success became legendary in
the world, and even today it remains the pride and dream of
the Mongols. However in the twenty-first century, whether a
country has the strength to conquer or not no longer depends
on the power of force or the size of its territory. People leave
their homes and their loved ones to travel to other countries.
What takes them there? Is it the vast territory or the strength
of the military? Obviously not. It is the freedom, equality,
and rule of law these countries offer that conquer the minds
of others. In these countries, the value of individual life is
respected, so that everyone is likely to maximize his strength
and potential. This is, in fact, the practice of compassion.
No doubt, what a Buddhist seeks and has always sought are
the same goals as those important to members of a modern
civilized society.

We have to admit that the regimes of the Soviet Union
and the People’s Republic of China have brought a destructive
impact upon the world, especially the Eastern civilizations,
including Mongolia. Today, as Mongolia seeks modernization,
politicians,  economists,  entrepreneurs, multinational
corporations, and others often give top priority to the
accumulation of material wealth. This is a grave challenge to
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the Mongolian Buddhist philosophy. In fact, if a society pays
no attention to compassion, the conduct of its people will fall
into extreme chaos, posing a direct threat to social ethics.

Compassion is profound. Politicians need to follow the
concept of compassion to draft laws and regulations that care
for and protect society and aim to eliminate the gaps between
different classes of people. Future generations should follow
the rule of loving kindness to guarantee clean air, clear water,
and ensure the balance of the biosphere. Mining people, as
they accumulate great wealth, also need to follow the concept
of compassion in order to avoid serious damage to the natural
environment and maintain the pristine beauty of the earth. In
short, it is compassion that can soothe not only the spiritual
world but also the material world of those who are impacted
by social change. The practice of compassion can satisfy all
aspects of human life and environmental requirements. It
helps to maintain society in a normal and healthy cycle.

How do we nurture our spirit of compassion? How do
we make our society more humane? Buddhists will propose,
quite naturally, to rebuild temples and restore the traditions of
Buddhism. Yes, we are duty-bound to protect our traditional
culture, but just to repeat the past is not enough. We have to
bring forth the newest concepts and provide the best service
for mankind. For example, in the past, our temples were places
for monastics to worship, meditate, and study the sutras. But
today, we need to open their doors to welcome all people to
enter and meditate and study Buddhism. The temples need
to give shelter to the homeless, to offer the poor a chance for
a practical education, and become community centers where
people can meet, socialize, discuss their problems and find
solutions.

In Mongolia, the political upheavals of the last century
have caused many people to lose their jobs, become homeless,
and suffer from illnesses that are inadequately treated. As a
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result, Buddhists, as well as practitioners of other religions,
have started to explore providing employment opportunities for
persons with disabilities, giving adequate education for school
children of poor families, as well as establishing orphanages.
This is the cultivation and practice of compassion.

In 2009, I visited Mongolia and began thinking about the
situation there. I have often worried about what will happen
if nomads lose their grazing grass. If a man doesn’t have a
job; if a woman doesn’t have food; and if the children don’t
have the care of their parents, then what is the value of our Six
Perfections and the Eight-Fold Path to Enlightenment?

In recent years, I have paid particular attention to charity
work and medical conditions in Mongolia. Although the
Mongolian government and the civil society have made many
efforts to improve the situation, many of Mongolia’s medical
facilities are relatively old-fashioned, and many people must
go to Korea, Thailand, and China just for physical checkups
and for treatments. Recently, I have had conversations with
people about the most pressing needs of Mongolia. They have
told me that the country must have more up-to-date medical
equipment and advanced medical personnel. The Country
needs to adopt modern medical management systems.

When I was in Kumbum Monastery, we set up a Red
Cross Chapter. We had a Tibetan hospital and did a good
deal of charity work. When there were natural disasters, such
as heavy snows or earthquakes, we went to the surrounding
towns and country areas, to help the survivors. We also
organized donations, clothing and drug distributions, and the
chanting of prayers for the dead and suffering.

Because of this experience, coupled with the support
of the government of Mongolia and the encouragement
of friends, my spiritual students and I are now planning to
build a Wellness Plus Medical Clinic in Ulaanbaatar. Then,
if conditions allow, we will upgrade the services and create a
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full-sized hospital. Our aim is to provide medical services for
all, including people who live in the nomadic areas, and even
those who do not have money. We will regularly send medical
vans and take preventive measures to safeguard the health of
the people who live in remote areas.

Compassion is not just for meditation and prayers.
Compassion should be a daily, practical practice. In other
words, the Pure Land is not just for visualization. We should
make it a reality and transform samsara into nirvana—we
should make a heaven on earth. As a Buddhist, I think this
is the real meaning of compassion in contemporary Buddhist
practice.
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Chapter 13
Constructing Socialist and Post-Socialist Identities
in Mongolia®

David Andrews Sneath

Editor’s introduction: As one of the most well-known and
well-regarded Western scholars of Mongolia, Dr. Sneath in his
presentation connects the ethnic and national construction of
Mongolian peoples and group identities across the 20th cen-
tury to the present. Stressing that terms of ethnic, local, kin-
ship, and even national identification are flexibly defined and
configured, Dr. Sneath charts how Mongolian organizational
forms and group identities have been actively constructed —
and changed — in the context of different social purposes and
political regimes.

This is a longstanding historical process in Mongolia that
continued dramatically with the construction of national and
local group affiliation terms and identities during the Soviet-
controlled socialist period. So, too, as Dr. Sneath shows, this
process has continued during the post-socialist period to the
present, including how politicians and others configure and
mobilize various forms of identity and association appealing to
and attempting to ally themselves with potential supporters in
various constituencies in the country. Importantly, as he notes,
this process has led to multiple overlapping networks and
forms of group identity rather than stark polarization between
some political or ethnic groups and others.

This process of flexible and flexibly-constructed Mon-
golian group identity, which ranges from the rural locale to
the nation as a whole, is key to understanding the dynamism,
the intrigue, the complexity and also the relative lack of social
polarization between groups in Mongolia today. As such, Dr.
Sneath’s contribution is broad in scope, historically informed,
theoretically astute, and of great practical contemporary sig-
nificance.

!'This draft paper contains extracts from the author’s article
“Political Mobilization and the Construction of Collective Identity in
Mongolia,” published in Central Asian Survey 2010, 29 (3): 251-269.
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Official histories of the Soviet period tended to project
contemporary national and ethnic categories onto the past, so
as to tell the story of the Mongol or Khalkh ‘peoples’ through
time (e.g. Gongor 1978). However, more recent scholarship
has challenged these historical representations (see Atwood
1994, Bulag 1998, Kaplonski 1998, Munkh-Erdene 2006,
Elverskog 2006).

In the 20th century, Mongolia became subject to the
Soviet version of nationalist thought. As the state constructed
a single national ‘people’ (iindesten, ard tiimen) it also,
following the Soviet model, constructed the past in terms of
tradition (ulamjlal), and launched the ethnographic project
of identifying and describing sub-national ‘ethnic’ groups or
tribes (aimag, yastan). Since the collapse of Soviet-style state
socialism and the introduction of multi-party parliamentary
politics, notions of both tradition and collective identity have
become potential resources, particularly for politicians, to
mobilize public support. Concepts of ‘local homeland’ (nutag)
are particularly significant, reflecting to some degree the
importance of social networks.

As Laclau (2005: 154) notes, “the construction of the
‘people’ is the political act par excellence.” Both nationalism
and populism require this construction, although the
“exaltation of this ambiguous ’people’ can take a variety of
forms” (Canovan 1981: 294). Nationalism and ethnicity have
frequently been constructed reciprocally, and as Alonso (1994:
391) remarks, “ethnicity is partly an effect of the particularizing
projects of state formation.” In the early twentieth century,
Soviet activists, in particular the Comintern, created a new
vocabulary for “revolutionary” national and ethnic groups.
One of the principle architects of the Mongolian nationalist
lexicon was Tsyben Zhamtsarano, a Buryat nationalist and
ethnographer trained at St. Petersburg University. A set of
Mongol terms were chosen to translate the key elements of
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Soviet theory on the historical stages of ethnic communities.
The term yastan was taken as the equivalent of the Russian
narodnost (ethnic group/nationality).

Like the tribe, the concept of ethnic group is rooted in
the notion of kinship and common descent (Hobsbawm 1990,
p. 63)— as Alonso (1994: 392) puts it, the “false precept...
that ethnic groups are genetically pure breeding populations
with distinct, homogeneous, and bounded cultures.” Indeed,
the yastan ‘ethnic groups’ were not autocthonous kinship
communities, but politically defined categories that had been
historically formed by rulers. The Zakhchin (‘Borderers’) of
southern Khovd province, for example, was originally the
name given to a Ziinghar administrative division formed from
a diverse set of subjects charged with the duty of acting as
border wardens. After their lord surrendered to the Qing they
were formed into a banner (khoshuu) and assigned duties to
support the Manchu official at Khovd (Atwood 2004, p. 617).
They remained administratively distinct and were labeled a
yastan in the Soviet era.

Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj, the newly elected president of
Mongolia is of the Zakhchin ‘ethnic group.” The electoral
success of politicians from ‘ethnic minorities’ suggests that
Mongolia’s political discourse is not entirely dominated by the
‘Khalkh-centrism’ described by Bulag (1998:137), since sub-
national ethnicity has not proved to be a barrier to high office
in the Post-Soviet period. Politicians identified with ‘minority’
backgrounds have attracted plenty of ‘Khalkh’ voters, and
there are, as yet, no political parties based on ethnicity or
religious domination. But ethnic mobilization as a cultural
project, rather than a party political one, is anything but a
spent force. There are a number of movements that seek to
mobilize yastan sub-national groups, and these may yet prove
electorally significant.
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Politically, the most salient sub-national form of collective
identity is locality rather than ethnicity. Since territories are
divided into nested series of named administrative districts,
in most cases locality is conceived of in terms of units of
government. This need not be seen as a recent development;
forms of regional political identity were centrally important in
the past. The importance of “roots” in local homelands is a
central theme in Mongolian public life. With the collapse of
Soviet communism as a viable political ideology, nationalism
became one of the central features of the new political culture.
The state celebration of Mongol tradition almost appeared to
fill the gap left by the implosion of Marxist-Leninism. In both
the Soviet and post-Soviet periods, the ‘homeland’ was elevated
to the point of becoming a sacred principle. State sponsored
culture celebrated the saikhan ekh oron or “beautiful mother-
land” in literature, song, poetry, and art. The logic of people
rooted in their native places also applied to parts of the nation-
state, and the notion of the nutag “local homeland” plays an
important role in the imagination of community. Politicians of
all stripes have been keen to present themselves as having rural
roots, with a strong sense of tradition.

Interestingly, since the collapse of state socialism, local
homeland identities have given rise to a new institutional
form. The 1990s saw the rapid growth of the nutagyn zovlol,
or “local homeland councils.” These organizations were
established to operate as fundraising and lobby organizations,
and also serve as central nodes for personal networks that link
rural inhabitants to figures who assert some local attachment.
Most of these councils were formed in the 1990s many of them
at the time of the 60th or 70th anniversary of the foundation
of the administrative district concerned. Officially classified
as non-government organizations (f0riin bus baiguullaga), a
nutgiin 20vlol sprang up to represent every aimag and some
soums in the national capital. Many other soum districts
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that do not have such representation in Ulaanbaatar have
established nutgiin zovlol in the provincial aimag centres.
These councils approach figures linked to the locality that have
become successful in business, politics or some other sector,
and ask them to join the nutgiin zovlol.

We can see collective identities in Mongolia as discursive
claims rather than a series of “social building blocks” that fit
neatly inside each other, from household to region to nation.
The terms used for collective identities are employed flexibly,
referring to a wide range of categories of people, and these
are applied to different contexts and modes of imagination
- national, regional, ethnic, religious and so on. These
are context specific groupings, dependent on a particular
discourse or point of reference — be it as strangers in a capital
city, activists in an environmental movement, or participants
in national or local ceremony. We can see each of these as
projects of mobilization, including the micro-mobilization
projects of households concerned with common descent and
stressing their local rural roots, using the idiom of descent or
relatedness.

Constructing a National People

National identity, as it is understood today, is a relatively
recent development in Mongolia, although authors differ in
their understanding of politically significant identities in the
Qing and pre-Qing periods.? Kaplonski (1998:35) argues,

2There are different positions on the nature of the ulus (the term now
used to mean nation or state) in various historical periods. Atwood
(1994), Munkh-Erdene (2006), and Elverskog (2006) do argue for
the existence of some sort of collective Mongol identity indicated by
the term monggol ulus (and in Munkh-Erdene’s case also by the term
obogtan).
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“Although its origins can be traced to the end of the 19th
century, national identity on a broader scale became important
only with the establishment of the socialist regime in the 1920s
.... It was, therefore ... largely the socialist government itself
that was responsible for creating and propagating an identity
based on the concept of ‘nation’ in Mongolia.”

In the Qing period (1691-1911), Mongolia was ruled
by an aristocracy - the descendants of Chinggis Khan’s
lineage who held the title taiji. Mongolia was divided into
approximately one hundred petty principalities termed
kboshuu, conventionally translated as “banner” in English,
each governed by a taiji who held the title of zasag, meaning
“ruler.” During that era it is difficult to identify a clear sense
of Mongol ethnic identity distinct from the tracing of noble or
elite ancestry (Munkh-Erdene 2006, Atwood 1994, Elverskog
2006).> Mongol commoners did not share common descent
with the nobility, nor could they do so even in theory, since
descent from royal ancestors was the basis of aristocratic
status.

When in a later era Mongolian nationalists cast back
through history for records of a common ethnic origin for all
Mongols, they found accounts of ruling lineages. Historically,
the “lineage of the Mongols,” then, was primarily a reference
to the aristocracy. As Atwood (2004:507) puts it, “[Chinggis
Khan’s| descendants, the Taiji class, were the only full members
of the Mongolian community.” But in the twentieth century
this aristocratic political discourse was transformed by new
ideologies. Mongolian independence movements began to
construct a new discourse of popular nationalism in which

3 As Elverskog has shown (2006, p. 16-17), the overarching category
of ‘the Mongols’ was not the primary political identity for those,
such as the Khorchins, who later came to be described in those terms.
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the shared descent of the Chinggisid lineage was used as the
template for the concept of the Mongolian nationality.

The assumed reality of ethnic groups became a kind of
self-fulfilling prophesy during the state socialist era; they were
associated with the backwardness of the past. The values to be
aspired to were the Soviet goals of fraternal socialism (bratskii
sotsialism) and proletarian internationalism (proletarskii
internatsionalizm). But such political orthodoxy formed only
a part of a wider form of historical imagination that might be
termed national populism. By this I do not mean any particular
political ideology, such as that characterized by Germani
(1978:116) as authoritarian movements based on class alliance
between elites and a largely urban proletariat. Rather, I use
the term more inclusively to indicate the intertwining of the
nationalist and populist modes of imagination.

Following Kaplonski (1998:36), I use Liah Greenfeld’s
notion of national identity as deriving from “membership in
a people” in which each member “partakes in its superior,
elite quality” with a resulting perceived homogeneity so that
“a stratified national population is perceived as essentially
homogenous, and the lines of status and class as superficial”
(Greenfeld 1992:7).

The imaginative project of Soviet-inspired nation-state
construction required a Mongolian equivalent for the Russian
concept of narod or “people.” At first the term that was found
was ard — a term that originally meant “commoner.” But the
pre-revolutionary political discourse had not constructed the
polity with reference to a single general “people.” Subjects
had appeared in discrete categories. There were the nobility
(taijnar / yazguurtan), the Shar (members of the Buddhist
monastic establishments), and the Kbhar (secular commoners
or arad). Political statements were constructed with respect to
these categories rather than to a general and inclusive national
people.



154 | David Andrews Sneath
The Construction of Ethnicity

Nationalism and ethnicity can be seen as reciprocally
constructed. As Alonso (1994:391) notes, the anthropology
of ethnicity suggests that “ethnicity is partly an effect of the
particularizing projects of state formation.” A set of Mongol
terms were chosen to translate the key elements of Soviet
theory on the historical stages of ethnic communities. The
Russian narodnost (ethnic group/nationality) was translated
as yastan.

Following the USSR, in which the state citizenry was
made up of peoples of many ethnic groups or “nationalities,”
Mongols were registered as members of ethnic or national
minority groups — yastan.* These became official identities and
the internal passports of citizens of the MPR recorded their
yastan. The vast majority were registered as Khalkha, making
up 79% of the Mongolian population in the 1989 census.
There were 25 other yastan ethnic categories identified, the
largest of these, according to the 1989 census, being the
Dorvod (55,000), Bayad (39,000), Buryat (45,000), Dariganga
(29,000), and Zakhchin (23,000), and Uriankhai (21,000).

Like the tribe, the concept of ethnic group is rooted in the
notion of kinship and common descent (Hobsbawm 1990:63)
as Alonso (1994:392) puts it, the “false precept ... that ethnic
groups are genetically pure breeding populations with distinct,
homogeneous, and bounded cultures.” Indeed, it is very
clear that the yastan “ethnic groups” were not autocthonous
kinship communities but politically defined categories that had
been historically formed by rulers.

*The census of Mongolia carried out in 2000 registered 23 notionally
Mongol yastan (including the Khalkh) and four groups considered
Turkic, the Kazakh, Urianghai, Uzbek and Tuvans (Dashbadrakh
2006:135). See Hirsch (1997:267) for the evolutionist scheme of
narodnost’ and natsional’nost.’
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Parliamentary Democracy and the Discourse of Corruption

After the “democratic revolution” of 1990, in which protests
and a hunger strike by a new generation of political activists
led to the resignation of the Soviet-style government and
constitutional reform, Mongolia introduced a multi-party
parliamentary system. Although the old Soviet-style ruling
party, the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party (MPRP)
won more than 80% of the seats, it nevertheless chose to share
power with the fledgling opposition parties, and introduced
further political reforms, including a new ‘non-Soviet’
constitution in 1992 (Sanders 1992).

This placed Mongolia on a kind of middle road between
parliamentary and presidential political systems (Munkh-
Erdene 2010). The MPRP went on to win the 1992 elections
but was defeated for the first time in 1996 by the Democratic
Union coalition. The MPRP remained, however, the dominant
political force in the country and swept back to power in a
landslide victory in 2000. The opposition parties did better
in the 2004 elections, which led to a hung parliament and a
coalition government, but the MPRP was returned to power in
the 2008 parliamentary elections amid accusations of electoral
fraud and, for the first time, violent riots leading to some loss
of life and a national state of emergency.

From its outset, the Mongolian parliamentary system
has tended to be ‘consociational’ (Lijphart 1999), that is,
marked by a certain amount of inclusivity and power-sharing
despite occasionally bitter political in-fighting. The victors
have generally tried to avoid outright polarization of the
political class, cutting their opponents in on some portion of
the available positions. This meant that in the early years of
the new system the political struggle was not a fight to the
death for either camp, and bitter though the arguments were,
the system had a chance to stabilize without major challenges
to the system as a whole.
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There have been some wide-ranging change-overs of top
posts in the public sector as a result of a change in the ruling
party of government, but there has also been a good deal of
continuity. Similarly, there is a mixture of opinion represented
by television channels and newspapers with different political
stances spanning the spectrum of party politics.

As in much of the former Soviet world, there has been
a rapid increase in perceived corruption (avilgal).’ It has
become commonplace to think of bribery as an everyday part
of Mongolian life — particularly among the relatively small
new elite of wealthy businesspeople and politicians. This is
linked in the popular imagination with the post-Soviet era —
the “age of the market” (zah zeeliin iiye). This discourse of
everyday corruption should be distinguished, however, from
the long-standing expectations and practices of gifting and
mutual assistance within social networks, or tanil tal. These
were well-established means of providing and receiving help
and goods through family and friends in the state socialist
period, and this was not generally seen as corrupt.

In the “age of the market” cash payments have
become increasingly important and perceived corruption
has mushroomed, but mutual help within social networks
are still generally thought of in rather different terms than
“corruption” among the rich and powerful (Sneath 2006, pp.
100-101). This public perception reflects both the corruption

3> The term now commonly translated as “corruption” is relatively
new - avilgal, derived from the root verb “to take” (avah) and
closely related to avilgalah - to make illicit profit, extort money,
or be covetous. By the end of the 1990s it seemed that most
Mongolians had to give some sort of inducement to get things done,
and a government survey of 1,500 Mongolians showed that over
70% thought corruption had become widespread in the post-Soviet
era, while only 7% thought it had been widespread during the state
socialist period (see Sneath 2006: 89).
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scandals that have continuously appeared in the press and the
bitter experience of the privatisation of state assets, which
appeared to generate fortunes for a few while the majority
were left with next to nothing. Corruption in the wider sense
has informed widespread notions of “moral decay” (yods
surtakbuuny yalzral) since the collapse of state socialism.
There is a pervasive suspicion of an elite who are said to be
“eating money” mongo idekh - embezzling the public wealth.

As the July 2008 riots showed, a danger of power-
sharing and consensus building is that the public may begin to
worry that a self-interested elite is monopolizing both political
and economic power. There is particular concern about the
growth of mining operations, many of them foreign-owned,
and seemingly the only type of economic enterprises that have
flourished while other industries have suffered.

There is a fear that foreign companies are extracting the
mineral wealth of the country, perhaps by buying off Mongolian
politicians to do so. Public cynicism and discontent has been
fed by the perception of a rather too-cozy accommodation
between domestic and foreign big business, on the one hand,
and, on the other, a political class meshed together by myriad
private understandings and arrangements. However, despite
a significant level of public disillusionment with the political
class, electoral participation has remained reasonably good by
western standards. Although the 2004 parliamentary election
turn-out was just over 60% (Tuya 2005:.68), the 2008
parliamentary election and 2009 presidential elections enjoyed
voter participation of 76% and 74 % respectively.

The number of parliamentary seats assigned to different
constituencies tends to slightly favour rural districts.® Politicians
have tried to retain the loyalty of their constituencies, the

¢ See page 158 for Footnote 6.
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majority of which are rural, by stressing both their local links
and struggling to win resources for their own districts. The
pork barrel aspect of politics has drawn the critical attention
of the Mongolian press.

Ethnic mobilization in the Post-Soviet Period

The ‘ethnic groups’ (yastan), although identified and
constructed in the state socialist era, had generally been
diminishing in importance as collective identities during the
late Soviet period. But from the 1990s, ethnicity began to gain
greater visibility, that is, as part of a process presented as the
revival of traditional culture and a rediscovery of “roots” that
had been covered over by Soviet modernism.

In a sense, collective identities of all types were being used
in the search for mutual help networks in the social turmoil and
economic precariousness of the post-socialist period. Yastan
membership carries with it some sense of relatedness and
common origin, but only for a certain proportion of people.
Many Mongolians do not think of their ‘ethnic’ designation
as particularly important, whereas most are very conscious of
their locality identities.

To date there has been thankfully little by way of
adversarial ethno-national mobilization. There are Kazakhs
members of both the MPRP and opposition parties, and
Kazakh MPs represent areas such as Bayan-Olgii where many
Kazakhs live, but these have not successfully formed a political

® Most provinces (aimags) have about one parliamentary seat for
between ten and twenty thousand voters, whereas in the city there
are generally over twenty thousand voters per seat. In general the
MPRP has retained stronger support in the rural districts than the
city, reflecting its genuinely nation-wide party network of “cells”
(¢tgir), which other political parties have struggled to match.
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bloc. There are a number of Kazakh cultural organizations,
often with links to Kazakhstan and other Islamic nations,
but these are not as yet party political formations. But ethnic
mobilization as a cultural project, rather than a party political
one, is anything but a spent force.

Conclusion

In the era of parliamentary politics, ceremony and public ritual
continue to play an important role in projects to reconstruct
tradition, assert collective identity and deploy concepts of
belonging. Here we see particularly clearly the terms of
collective identity used normatively. They indicate sets of
people who ought to feel some sort of commonality within a
particular discourse — be it kinship, ethno-national history, or
locality.

Although the concept of a national people has been deeply
and powerfully installed in public culture, the mobilization of
other forms of collective identity, and the claims by politicians
and others to mutual loyalty and solidarity, largely remain as
such — claims and projects. They are by no means always
successful. Some people are concerned with ethnic history
and identity, but many others are not. Indeed, beyond the
immediate networks of family and friends, the collective
identities that generally seem to have the most importance are
largely those of locality — the soum and aimag administrative
districts.

In all, we can see collective identities in Mongolia as
discursive claims rather than a series of “social building
blocks” that fit neatly inside each other from household to
region to nation. The terms used for collective identities are
employed flexibly, referring to a wide range of categories of
people, and they are applied to different contexts and modes
of imagination — national, regional, ethnic, religious and so on.



160 | David Andrews Sneath

The range of social groupings referred to in this way is often
overlapping and incoherent. In each case these are context
specific groupings, dependent on a particular discourse or
point of reference — be it as strangers in a capital city, activists
in an environmental movement, or participants in a national
or local ceremony.

We can see the above patterns as current projects of
mobilization ranging from national politics to the micro-
mobilization projects of households. They are concerned with
common descent, stress local rural roots, and use idioms of
descent or relatedness.
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Chapter 14

The False Term “Baga Yastan”:

Human Rights and Cultural Discrimination in
Mongolia

Bat-Amgalan Baatarjav

Editor’s introduction: The language and linguistic stigma of
those considered to be minority people are a key and important
issue in many nations today, including in contemporary
Mongolia. Addressing this issue, Bat-Amgalan Baatarjav
describes how the term “baga yastan,” which means “little” or
“junior” people, carries a strong connotation of ignorance and
incompetence as attributed to western ethnic Mongols. This
is especially ironic, he suggests, because the language forms of
western Mongols are in significant ways more indicative and
ancestral of the Mongolian language, and its original script,
than is the case of ostensibly non-dialectical Mongolian.

Describing the linguistic and cultural stigma that he
and others have endured as western Mongols, Bat-Amgalan
Baatarjav emphasizes that the issue of ethnic stigma within
Mongolia, and of ethnic Mongols living outside of it, is serious
and has particularly negative and unfortunate impact on young
people, including through the perpetration and reinforcement
of misleading attributions on the internet. In conclusion, he
calls on scholars and scientists to dispel such false character-
izations and to reveal the unity of western and other ethnic
Mongols with Mongolian linguistic and national traditions
rather than viewing them as ignorant and at odds with them.
In a postscript, the author thanks scholars and civic, political,
and religious leaders for taking his plea seriously.
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In two decades following the silent democratic revolution
of 1990, Mongolia has faced many significant challenges.
Surprisingly, the nation has, for the most part, achieved
positive results despite major mental and cultural as well
as political and economic changes. Of course, the most
challenging of these has been the economic transition from a
centrally planned to a market economy. Everyone discusses
and calculates what we lost and what we gained during the
transition period, especially our economists. But those of us
in the social research community need to understand what
attitudinal changes we have undergone so far, the results of
these changes, and how they will affect our ability to overcome
the challenges that our nation has yet to address.

Since 1990, a non-official and misleading term has been
used with greater frequency in Ulaanbaatar and Mongolia. It
is that the western part of Mongolia is a minority or “baga
yastan.” This term has been generally used, including by people
from the western provinces themselves, even in the Socialist
times. The term is now used with increasing frequency as an
official designation as well as in colloquial speech or slang.
The Mongolian word “baga” means “small”, “junior” or
“little.” 1 see our understanding of “baga yastan” as a direct
translation of the Russian slang, “maly narod” — manbiit Hapona,
which literally means “minority people.” But an incorrect
understanding of this slang has saddled the term with a wholly
different and derogatory connotation, that of ignorant and
incompetent people. The terms hence brings a feeling of doubt
and shame to those who are counted as “baga yastan”, mainly
from Uvs, Khovd and Bayan-Olge provinces.

The western regional provinces of Mongolia, including
Gobi-Altai, Zavkhan and Khovsgol, have played an enormous
role in preserving traditional Mongolian life styles and
hospitality. When we encourage researchers to compare them
with other regions in Mongolia, they find unique inheritances
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of culture, religion and language. Most importantly, we
observe the direct influence of modern parlance on the ancient
Mongolian dialect, which is better preserved in these western
Mongolian provinces, along with poems, songs, fairy-tales and
legends that have been both told and sung. And yet, Western
Mongolian is still called “baga yastan” language, though it is
actually an important and ancient Mongolian dialect, inherited
by the western Mongolian Oirad people: torguud, dorbod,
myangad, oold, zakhchin, khoshuud, uriankhai and tuva.

It is hardly correct in a free independent Mongolia to
name an ancient Mongolian dialect as a minority or “baga
yastan” language, especially when most researchers know that
this dialect is the direct language expressed in or by the old
Mongolian Scripts. It is widely known that old Mongolian
Script was designated as the original script of the nation, the
vertical script, the script of the great Empire established by
Chinggis Khan. Therefore, we must not forget that Mongolia
is one nation, not only on its land, but including those Mongols
who live abroad as a result of historical facts and reasons.

Unfortunately, most western province people do not
know the more neutral original meaning of this misunderstood
and presently stigmatizing term, and some have even accepted
it as an official name and definition. Young people in particular
have become embarrassed by their western Mongolian dialect,
their native mother tongue. They have been influenced by a
“hidden but intentional purpose” that is similar to the highly
devious message of the Manchu Empire, an attempt to keep
19th century Mongolia from gaining the will to unite again
under one flag.

Nowadays, this illusion has had many tragic social
effects, especially among young people from western regional
Mongolia who are discriminated against because of their
dialect. They do not realize that it is actually an ancient
Mongolian dialect, as most scientific researchers know. They
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have become confused about their Mongol origins, being
named as “baga yastan,” a minority people, in their home
country - Mongolia. This issue can be observed on the virtual
world of the Internet when the issue discussed is “Halha
Mongol” and “Oirad Mongol.”

This brings me to discuss how four other young people
and I were encouraged to set up Tod Nomin Gerel Center in
2006. I met Nadmid Sukhbaatar in 1992, at the inter University
Scientific Conference held at the current National University
of Mongolia — and we came to know each other because of
our “unusual” Mongolian dialect. Except for listening to his
speech, I would never have thought that he was a first year
history student from the western part of Mongolia.

In our student years, our fellow students everywhere
recognized us. They always asked us to speak Uvs language,
and laughed at us. We tried to show them that we spoke
Mongolian and that we had no problem understanding their
spoken Mongolian. “Are you from Khovd or Uvs (western
Mongolia)?” “Can you please demonstrate your baga yastan
language?” “How do you say this in your language, please
speak out in dorbet”.

These were frequently asked questions. As young
students, we felt a deep sense of neglect and discrimination
in our hearts. We became shy about pronouncing our own
original Mongolian language. After sixteen years, while
visiting the Russian Republic of Kalmykia for the first time,
I experienced that same feeling again, and similarly when
in Volgograd and Moscow. People looked at me, wearing a
national Mongolian jacket, as a real a minority. The police
tried to stop me everywhere, creating problems. I understand
deep in my heart how difficult it is to be a minority within the
bigger nation which considers itself to have a different origin.

Unfortunately, this situation persists in Mongolia. This
misleading term is still used, even more often these days, as
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our young nation increases its use of internet communications.
But this shows a lack of historical understanding. Politicians,
police officers, schoolchildren, lamas, newspapers and even
some young “scientists” are bravely using this false term,
speaking “against the baga yastan”. This is a significantly
harmful yet largely unrecognized violation of the human rights
and cultural development of western Mongolian people.

In my student years I saw many students and young men
use their fists to prove that they were not minorities, but my
approach was to read more Mongolian history and find out
what the reasons were behind this discrimination. I believe
that we are all of the same Mongolian nation. I now see that
the lack of education is the main reason for failures of various
kinds in practically every corner of the world.

Recently, during the Mongolian President’s visit to
Russia and Kalmykia, a well-known Torguud doctor from
Mongolia asked a question of a dorbet Kalmyk man who was
a well-known TV personality: “Do you speak the Torguud
language? If not, you are not a real Kalmyk”. My friend
knew what he really meant, and asked me later if there is such
discrimination against Mongolian Kalmyks (baga yastan) in
Mongolia. This slang “baga yastan” now seems a source of
serious discrimination against Oirads and western Mongolian
people. Recently some people decided to describe Amarsanaa
Baatar as a robber who has acted against his own people
some hundreds of years ago. This is the same orientation as
the Manchu-Chinese leaders whose goal was not to let the
Mongols unite under one flag.

What can we say to our Mongolian brothers living
abroad? Are we going to tell our brother Kalmyks in the
Russian Federation, Olets in Kolon-buir, Ordos and Alasha,
and Khoshuud in Kok Nuur, Dorbets in Xinjiang province,
Torguuds in China, and New Jersey Kalmyks who are now
living in the USA, that they are accepted only as minority
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people in Mongolia? There is a Kalmyk man Bembya Chujaev,
who is currently living and working in Ulaanbaatar, who
knows seven generations that preceded him. Most Mongolian
people know only three or less generations of their Mongolian
heritage, yet they still think that they are important Mongolian
people, different than the “minority — baga yastan” people,
who live in the northwestern, northern and western regi