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Sociological discource in the the Mongolian ethno-cultural identity 

The article describes the features of sociological discourse of the Mongolian ethnic and cultural identity in the conditions of completion of the Soviet model of socialism and the establishment of multiparty parliamentary political system in Mongolia in XX – XXI centuries. It is considered that the notion of a tribe, as well as the concept of ethnic group is based on the notions of kinship and community of the origin. Some researchers believe in the erroneous statement that ethnic groups are genetically pure populations, distinct, homogeneous and limited cultures. After the period of the state socialism, the identity, built around a small country, began to encourage in Mongolia the development of new institutional forms. After the end of the socialist period the ethnic groups (yastan) being the heritage of socialism, lose their value as collective identities. However, the issue of ethnicity in the nineties in Mongolia becomes actualized as an integral component of the process of revival of cultural traditions, return to the roots, closed in the socialist era. In a sense, any collective identity became a basis for creation of social interactions, directed on rendering mutual assistance in difficult times of the socio-economic turn-around. Belonging to a yastan is paired with a sense of common origin, but only with a part of the Mongolian people. Many Mongolians do not consider their ethnic label especially important, giving preference to the identity of the native nomadic one.
В статье рассматриваются особенности социологического дискурса  монгольской этнокультурной идентичности в условиях завершения советской модели социализма и установления многопартийной парламентарной политической системы в Монголии на рубеже XX – XXI столетий. Принято считать, что понятие племени, так же как понятие этнической группы, основывается на понятиях родства и общности происхождения. Ряд исследователей полагают ошибочным утверждение, что этнические группы представляют собой генетически чистые популяции, отличающиеся особыми гомогенными и ограниченными культурами. После окончания периода государственного социализма идентичности, выстроенные на основе малой родины, стали стимулировать в Монголии развитие новых институционных форм. После окончания социалистического периода этнические группы (ястан), будучи наследием социализма, утрачивают своё значение в качестве коллективных идентичностей. Однако проблема этничности в 90-е гг. в Монголии становится актуализированной в качестве составного компонента процесса возрождения культурных традиций, возврата к корням, закрытым в социалистическую эпоху. В определенном смысле, любые коллективные идентичности стали основой для создания социальных взаимосвязей, направленных на оказание взаимопомощи в трудную годину социально-экономического перелома. Принадлежность к ястан сопряжена с осознанием общности происхождения, но лишь частью монгольского народа. Многие монголы не считают свой этнический лейбл особенно важным, отдавая предпочтение идентичности родного кочевья.
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Exploring the centuries-old history of its people, the official Mongolian historiography of the socialist period, focused itself on projecting modern ethnic and national categories into the past [1]. Since the nineties these historical interpretation began to be questioned [2].

Throughout the twentieth century, Mongolia was following the way of the Soviet national policy. The creation of unified Mongolian people (ündesten, ard tümen) was carried out along the Soviet model, according to which great importance was given to the identification of ethnic groups (yastan) and traditions (ulamjlal). After the Soviet model of socialism and the establishment of multiparty parliamentary political system in Mongolia, the concepts of tradition and collective identity began to be used as a potential resource that helps politicians to mobilize popular support. Special importance was given to the notion of native pastures (nutag), reflecting the strength of social ties.

The Council of Native Pastures

The researchers noted that the national construction – is to the highest extent an eminently political act [3]. Ethnicity is a private effect of the specialized state-building projects [4].

In the early twentieth century the Soviet state leaders, first of all, the leaders of the Comintern, made a new, revolutionary vocabulary to refer to national and ethnic groups. The most prominent architect of the Mongolian national project, a Buryat ethnographer J. C. Zhamtsarano, who in 1903 studied at St. Petersburg University, from 1932 to 1937 worked at the Institute of Oriental studies of the USSR Academy of Sciences in Leningrad, and participated in the selection of the Mongolian equivalent, corresponding to the main components of the historical-materialist theory of stages of development of ethnic communities [5]. For example, as an equivalent of the Russian term “nationality”, J. C. Zhamtsarano has chosen a Mongolian word “yastan”.

One has been used to consider that the notion of tribe, as well as the concept of ethnic group is based on the notions of kinship and community of origin [6]. Some researchers believe in the erroneous statement that ethnic groups are genetically pure populations, distinct, homogeneous and limited cultures [7]. The Mongolian ethnic group, “yastan” in reality is not an indigenous tribal community. They are historically formed administrative-political categories. For example, the title of the Western Mongolian people the “Zakhchins” (“Border people”), inhabiting the southern part of the Hovd aimag originally meant an administrative unit Dzungars, composed of the soldiers who received the order to guard the border. After the ruler of Dzungars (Oirats) Amursana surrendered to the Manchu Qing Empire, in 1758 a team of the Zakhchins got transformed into a district (khoshuu) and was ordered to support the Manchurian Deputy in the Hovd aimag [8].

During the Soviet period the Zakhchins continued to remain a separate administrative unit, and received the name “yastan”. The President of Mongolia Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj belongs to the ethnic group of the Zakhchins. The electoral victory of politician belonging to an ethnic minority, indicates the absence of the Khalkha-centrism in the Mongolian social and political discourse. In Mongolia a non-titular ethnicity is not an obstacle for barrier for occupying the supreme position in the state. In modern Mongolia there are no political parties formed on ethnic or religious grounds. However, the potential of ethnic mobilization as a Mongolian cultural project is over, unlike a Mongolian party-political project: in Mongolia, there are many political movements targeting at the mobilization of ethnic minorities of the “yastan” type that may significantly affect the voting results.

Politically, the more important type of collective Mongolian identity is not ethnicity, but territoriality. Because Mongolia is geographically divided into 21 aimags, which in turn are composed of 329 somons, the territorial identity in most cases is understood as the state administrative management unit. This understanding is not new, is a type of regional political identity have played an important role in human history. The leitmotif of social life in Mongolia stands belonging to a small home – native nomadic. After the end of the socialist period, Mongolia has suffered a change of political ideology. The central place in the new Mongolian political culture got occupied by nationalism. The vacuum formed after the collapse of the Marxist-Leninist ideology rapidly became seized by honoring the Mongolian traditions at the state level. The small native motherland, the nomadic camp has been built upon a sacred principle. Based upon the direct support of the state all genres of the literature and art appealed to the chanting of the beauty of mother earth (saikhan ekh oron). Politicians of all stripes in one voice declared its inseparable link with the traditions of native pastures. 

After the period of state socialism, identity, built around a small country, began to encourage in Mongolia the development of new institutional forms. During the nineties began to develop the “councils of relatives to nomads” (nutagyn zövlöl). These councils were created to strengthen the personal ties of the resident nomads with famous countrymen and acted lobbying. Most of these councils were formed in connection with the sixtieth anniversary or birthday of administrative districts. Officially councils of relatives to nomads belong to the category of non-governmental organizations (töriin bus baiguullaga) and exist in every administrative district (aimag).

Thus, the Mongolian collective identity has rather a discourse nature, not derived from social building blocks that fit together to each other at all levels, from the household to the state. The Mongolian collective identity is elastic and refers to a wide range of social categories. Because of these properties, the Mongolian collective identity is applicable to diverse group contexts, both ethnic and religious, regional, etc., depending on the subtleties of a particular discourse. Each group contexts of the Mongolian collective identity can be seen in the light of the projects of mobilization of identity, including identity-based native pastures as a micro-mobilization project, actualizing the common origin and accenting the agrarian roots in the terms of relationships. 

State national construction

National identity in the modern sense – the phenomenon for Mongolia is relatively new. Considering the period before and during the reign of the Qing dynasty (1616 – 1912), the researchers note that the emergence of the Mongolian national identity can be traced to the end of the nineteenth century, however, on a large scale the national identity in Mongolia has become important only with the establishment of the socialist rule in the twenties. It is a socialist government of Mongolia that has taken on the function of formation of identity based on the concept of a “nation” [9].

During the era of the Qing dynasty since 1691 to 1911 Mongolia has been ruled by aristocracy, i. e. the successors of Genghis Khan, called Taiji [10]. Mongolia was divided approximately into a hundred of small principalities, which were called khoshuu. This word is usually translated into Russian as the word of district [11]. At the head of each district there was a Taiji, who had the title of zasag that means ruler. In that period, the Mongolian ethnic identity was indistinguishable from a noble origin [12]. Mongolian commoners had nothing in common with the nobility of origin and the very thought of it seemed impossible, because belonging to the Royal family was a pledge to the aristocratic status. When later the Mongolian nationalists appealed to the historical annals in search of a common ethnic origin of all the Mongols, they found only lists of the ruling dynasties. In historical terms, the genealogy of Mongols refers exclusively to the Mongolian nobility. The class of Taiji who were the descendants of Genghis Khan is the only legal member of the Mongolian community [13]. However, in the twentieth century, this aristocratic political discourse was transformed under the influence of the new ideology. In the course of the Mongolian movement for independence, a new discourse of popular nationalism has been created, in which the common origin from a sort of the descendants of Genghis Khan was used as a template to the notion of the Mongolian nationality. This fictional ethno-group reality played during the era of socialism the role of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Ethnic groups were associated with a return to the past. The Soviet goal of the fraternal socialist and proletarian internationalism was only a part of the historical imagination, which can be termed the national populism. The term national populism in relation to Mongolia does not express any particular political ideology it should not be understood in the sense of class alliance between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In Mongolian case, national populism rather means the entwinement of nationalism and populism. 

By following the Soviet way of building national states, Mongolia felt the need to own the equivalent of the Russian concept of the nation. Initially it was proposed that the word “ard” (common people). However, during the pre-revolutionary political discourse Mongolia lacked the concept of a state system, oriented to people in general, attending some intermediate categories: nobility (taijnar, yazguurtan), Buddhist spiritual estate (the Shar), arad or commoners (the Khar). The political design has been relevant to these categories and not to the people as such.

The design of the Mongolian ethnic and cultural identity

The translation of the basic concepts of historical materialism, from Russian into Mongolian presented certain difficulties. By analogy with the Soviet Union, the citizens of which belonged to multiple ethnic groups, the Mongols introduced registration of ethnicity (“yastan”). These marks have acquired the status of an official identity “yastan” has begun to get stated in the internal passports of citizens of the Mongolian people's Republic. The majority of the population of Mongolia according to the 1989 census, equaled to the Khalkha Mongols (79%). Among the remaining 25 “yastan” according to the same census, the largest was Dörvöd (55,000), Buryat (45,000), Bayad (39,000), Dariganga (29,000), Zakhchin (23,000), Urianghai (21,000).

After the democratic revolution in 1990 and constitutional reform, Mongolia moved to a parliamentary multi-party system. Despite the fact that in the new Parliament the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party (MPRP) has won 80 percent of the seats, the political reform has continued, and in 1992 a new Constitution was adopted, putting the country at the crossroads between the parliamentary and presidential models [14]. MPRP won the 1992 elections, but was defeated in the elections in 1996 and returned to power in 2000, with an impressive margin, remained the most influential political force in the country. In 2004 the victory was achieved by the oppositional parties which formed a coalition government, but in 2008 the winner became the MPRP. In 2008, for the first time in the Mongolian history the MPRP victory was accompanied by allegations of fraud, mass riots with human victims and the introduction of a state of emergency. 

From the beginning of the Mongolian parliamentary system was consociational, i.e. was characterized by the concession of authority despite a sharp political struggle. The winners were trying to avoid open polarization of the political class and offering positions to his opponents. This meant that in the initial period of a new political system, the political struggle did not mean a fight for life and death, and despite the urgency of the debate, the system kept a chance to get stabilized without major shocks. The change of the ruling party entailed changes in high positions in the public sector however the continuity has been largely preserved. On television and in the print media all points of view were presented, reflecting the full political spectrum.

At the same time as throughout the former Soviet Union, Mongolia suddenly faced a widespread corruption (avilgal). Bribery has become an integral feature of the modern Mongolian life, primarily in the environment of the few “new Mongolian” elite, consisting of rich businessmen and politicians. That was everywhere a reality of the post-Soviet market era (zah zeeliin üye). 

The term corruption (avilgal) is a relatively new for the Mongolian language, it is formed from the root of the verb “avah”, i. e. to take, receive, and is a form of the verb avilgalah, i. e. to remove illegal income, to extort money, to show greed. By the end of the nineties most of the Mongols were faced with the necessity to give bribes, according to the official Mongolian studies on the selection of 1,500 respondents, more than 70% of respondents agreed that after the socialist period, corruption, widespread, only 7% agreed that corruption was widespread in the socialist time [15]. 

However, in Mongolia everyday discourse of corruption should be distinguished from the gift-giving practices and mutual assistance in the system of social relationships (tanil tal), which was a common way of mutual support by food and things between relatives and friends in the socialist period, when no one referred to this phenomenon as corruption. In the market era the cash has acquired extreme importance and bribery bloomed everywhere, however, mutual assistance in the structure of social relationships in Mongolia is still not considered corruption among the rich and powerful “new Mongolians”. Such a mass perception has caused recurring scandals related to corruption, and experience of privatization of state assets, enriching a handful of people, whereas the majority of people received nothing. 

After the socialist period of development of Mongolia, in the country the concept of corruption has come to mean a moral decay (yös surtakhuuny yalzral). The idea has spread among the modern Mongolians that elite eats money (möngö idekh), i.e. wasting people's property. As shown by the July riots 2008, the threat behind the concessions of powers and the search for consensus is that the public is beginning to express concerns about the monopolization of the elite political and economic power in their own interests.

Particular concern of the Mongolian public has been caused by an increase in the extraction of mineral resources mainly by companies with foreign ownership. On the background of the general decline of the Mongolian industry, the extraction of mineral resources is the only sector, which is today on the rise. There are fears that foreign extractive companies would deplete mineral wealth of the country, using bribery of the Mongolian politicians. 

Public discontent is caused on the one hand, by too close an approximation of major domestic and foreign business, on the other hand, by the close interweaving of representatives of the political class among themselves due to countless mutual agreements and arrangements. However, despite a fair amount of frustration of the Mongolian people in the ruling class, the electoral process is at a high level that meets the Western standards: in 2008 parliamentary elections 76% of voters participated, and in the presidential election 2009 74% of voters expressed their will. The distribution of seats in the Mongolian Parliament is characterized by a narrow margin in favor of the agricultural constituencies. 

The majority of administrative districts of Mongolia (aimags) have one seat in the Parliament per 10 – 12 thousand voters, the city is one place per 20 thousand voters. The MPRP has stronger support among rural than urban voters due to the presence of party cells (üür) across the country, while other political parties only aim to cover the entire country by their departments. 

Political candidates try to win the support of voters, the majority of whom are rural residents, demonstrating their relations with the native camp and lobbying resources in the electoral district.

Ethno-cultural mobilization in Mongolia

After the end of the socialist period, ethnic groups (yastan), being the heritage of socialism, lose their value as collective identities. However, the issue of ethnicity in the nineties in Mongolia became actualized as an integral component of the process of revival of cultural traditions, return to the roots, closed in the socialist era. In a sense, any collective identity became a basis for creation of social interactions, directed on rendering mutual assistance in difficult times of the socio-economic turn-around. Belonging to “yastan” is paired with a sense of a common origin, but only with a part of the Mongolian people. Many Mongolians do not consider their ethnic label especially important, giving preference to the identity of the native nomadic. Fortunately, ethnic and cultural mobilization has not led Mongolia to serious conflicts. There are the Kazakh members of the MPRP and the Kazakh members of the oppositional political parties. The Kazakh parliamentarians represent regions with compact residence of the Kazakh population (for example, aimag Bayan-Ölgii), but failed to form a parliamentary block. There are many Kazakh cultural organizations having ties with Kazakhstan and other Islamic countries, but they do not form a political party. 

In the era of parliamentarianism, ceremonies and rituals continue to play an important role in maintaining the collective identity and the sense of belonging. Modern Mongolia shows an example of normative functioning of collective identity that prescribes a certain group of the people obligation to experience the sense of community within the boundaries of the established discourse (generic, historical, territorial). Despite strong rooting concepts of nationality in Mongolian culture, in terms of mobilization of diverse varieties of collective identity and appeals by political leaders to mutual loyalty and total solidarity, both remain at the level of general declarations and projects, not always successful ones. Ethno-cultural identity and history of interest in Mongolia is not all. Outside the immediate social environment, i. e. family and friends, the collective identity on a territorial principle is much more important than ethnic and cultural ones. The set of social groups seems loose and overlapping one another. Each time these groups are contextually specific, depending on the particular discourse or point of view: provincials in the capital, activists of the environmental movement, participants of local ceremonies, etc. Observed patterns play a mobilizing role in the range of the state national policy to micro-mobilization projects in individual households. They all focused on a common origin and territorial roots, and are formulated in the language of relationships.
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