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THE PROBLEM OF NOMADISM AND THE DEVELOPMENT
OF THE SOCIAL SPHERE IN MONGOLIA

One of the distinctive features of the formation and development of the social sphere in modern Mongolia is that it
is inextricably linked with the centuries-old traditions and customs of the nomadic lifestyle of the majority of Mongols
until the middle of the 20" century. Almost a quarter of the country’s population is engaged in traditional nomadic cat-
tle breeding and, accordingly, leads a predominantly nomadic lifestyle. Thus, nomadism, as an important, integral part
of the existence and life of modern Mongolian society, continues to have a great influence on all aspects of the life of
the people and the country, including the social sphere. All this determines the relevance of the topic explored in the
article.
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T. opx, . Anumaa, SI. Byainasau-Ou

MMPOBJIEMA KOUEBHUYECTBA U PA3BUTHE COLUAJIBHOM C®EPHI B MOH-
roJimu

OnHa U3 OTJIMYMTEIBHBIX 4epT (OPMHUPOBAHUS M Pa3BUTHS COLMAIBHON cepsl B COBpEMEHHOH MoHrommu 3a-
KJIFOYAeTCsl B TOM, YTO OHA HEPAa3pHIBHO CBsI3aHA C MHOTOBEKOBBIMHU TPAJHLIMSIMH U 00bIUasIMHU KOYEBOTO 00pa3a HU3HU
OOJIBIIMHCTBA MOHTOJIOB BILIOTH 110 cepeanHbl XX B. [ToyTn yeTBepTh HacEJICHUs CTpaHbl 3aHUMAETCs TPaJULIUOHHBIM
KOUYEBBIM CKOTOBOJACTBOM M, COOTBETCTBEHHO, BEJCT MPEHMYIECTBEHHO KOUEBON 00pa3 >ku3HH. Takum o0pazoMm, Ko-
YEeBHUUYECTBO, KaK BaXKHAsl, HEOThEMIIEMAsl 4acTh CYIIECTBOBAHUS M >KU3HH COBPEMEHHOI'O MOHI'OJICKOTO OOIECTBa,
MPOJIOKAET OKa3blBaTh OIPOMHOE BIIMSHUE Ha BCE ACIEKThI )KU3HH HApOJa M CTPaHBI, BKIIOYas COLMANbHYIO chepy.
Bcé 310 onpenenser akTyaabHOCTh TEMBI, HCCIEYEMOIl B CTaTheE.
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Introduction

The problem of categorizing the politics and social formations of steppe nomadic pastoralists in Central
Asia in comparative and civilizational perspectives and placing a complex pastoral society in the general
scheme of cultural evolution is actively discussed in the scientific literature [QuxtyBimn]|. These issues are
especially relevant for Mongolia, where a significant part of the population is engaged in nomadic pastoral-
ism [Kradin]. At present, despite Mongolia’s strong traditions of nomadic civilization and the fact that one
quarter of the population continues to lead a nomadic lifestyle, it is no longer possible to call all Mongols
nomads, and Mongolia a country of nomads. At the same time, traditional pastoral nomadic livestock farm-
ing continues to be one of the vital foundations of the country’s economy, the main source of livelihood for
hundreds of thousands of pastoralists and members of their families [ Annmaa J{opx].

Currently, many Mongolian and foreign livestock experts recognize that Mongolia is dominated by the
traditional, partially modernized pastoral-nomadic livestock farming. Recognition of this fact gives serious
grounds to consider the population employed in this sector of the economy and leading a mainly nomadic
and semi-nomadic lifestyle as nomads and semi-nomads. One of the features of the development of nomad-
ism in modern Mongolia is that in 1990-2000 the number of nomadic and semi-nomadic people increased
sharply.

Main part

During the first ten years after the 1990 revolution, which saw a radical change in ownership patterns in
agriculture, the privatization of public livestock, and other property of former agricultural associations and
state farms, the number of pastoralists in the country increased from 147,5 thousand in 1990 to 421,4 thou-
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sand. The number of people increased in 2000, or almost 3 times, and the number of pastoralist families —
from 74,7 thousand to 191,5 thousand, or almost 2,5 times. In 2000, the average rural household consisted of
4.4 thousand people. In recent years, amid the growth of the urban population, the share of people living in
rural areas in the total population of the country has been steadily decreasing, falling from 31,5 % in 2019 to
29,2 % in 2023 (table 1).

Table 1
Population of Mongolia by region, city, and rural areas (at the end of the year, thousand people)
Ne | 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
1. Population of Mongolia 3296,8 3357,5 3409,9 3457,5 3504,7
g urban population 22589 23164 2367,6 24247 24799
;: rural population 1037,8 1041,0 1042,3 1032,7 1024,8
2. Population by region
% - Western 404,7 410,6 416,5 417,6 413,7
S - Khangai 597,7 604,1 608,8 607,9 600,3
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
- Central 506,1 513,0 518,4 455,1 512,6
- Eastern 2222 226,2 2292 230,1 2293
- Ulaanbaatar 1566,1 1603,6 1637 1746,8 1748,8
3 Number of families in Mongolia 897,427 908,712 920,165 941,547 983,485
(thousands)
- Western region 105,274 106,848 109,411 110,046 111,638
I - Khangai region 170,468 172,943 177,129 177,586 179,321
S - Central region 145,256 148,019 152,420 153,339 156,784
S - Eastern region 65,009 66,610 68,678 69,576 70,684
- Ulaanbaatar 171,6 181,1 188,6 190,8 189,2
4. Average population per 3,67 3,69 3,70 3,67 3,56
family

Source: National Statistics Committee. Statistical collection of Mongolia 2023. — UB, 2023. — P. 8687, 89.

At the end of the 20" century, during which the generally prevailing trend was towards a gradual transi-
tion of the majority of the country’s population from nomadic forms of economy and way of life to sedentary
ones, another amazing phenomenon “unexpectedly” occurred in Mongolia — an abrupt growth of the noma-
dic population. This phenomenon, in our opinion, can be characterized as a process of renomadization. In
this case, by renomadization, we understand an objective, natural, logical, relatively independent process of
returning part or individual groups of the population to previous, traditional, nomadic forms of economic
activity and way of life. We are talking about the forced return of tens and even hundreds of thousands of
Mongolians to animal husbandry and a nomadic way of life under the influence of the radical changes that
occurred in the socio-political system and socio-economic conditions of the country after the 1990s.

Renomadization is one of the methods and forms of survival for that part of the population that relative-
ly recently switched to other types of economic, production, administrative, and cultural activities and, ac-
cordingly, to a sedentary lifestyle, without completely losing their experience and skills of nomadic farming
and life. In new and dramatically changed socio-economic conditions, people are forced to return to their
previous main occupation and nomadic way of life. From the point of view of the relationship between tradi-
tional and new, modern types of economy and lifestyle of the population, renomadization is a unique, natu-
ral, logical process of correlation and optimization of this relationship in favor of traditional types and forms
in conditions when in the previous period there was a certain “running ahead” in the process of transition
from nomadic forms of economy and life to a sedentary way of life.

For the emergence of this phenomenon, it was in Mongolia, precisely in the early 1990s, that there were
objective, historical, and economic conditions and prerequisites. According to our observations, the peak of
the surge in renomadization occurred in 2000, when the number of cattle breeders in the country reached its
maximum growth and exceeded 420 thousand people. Since 2001, the number of livestock farmers has con-
sistently decreased.
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The fact is that the years 2000—2002 and 2009 turned out to be extremely unfavorable weather condi-
tions and were accompanied by severe natural disasters — dzud, droughts, and lack of food, as a result of
which the number of livestock in the country sharply decreased from 33,6 million heads in 1999 to
23,9 million heads in 2002, or almost 30 %, and from 44 million heads in 2009 to 32,7 million heads in
2010, or 25,7 %.

At the same time, many thousands of pastoralist families lost their livestock and, accordingly, their
means of subsistence. Following the reduction in livestock, the number of pastoralists in the country also
decreased from 421,4 thousand people in 2000, to 377,9 thousand people in 2003, to 369,7 thousand people
in 2004, to 364,3 thousand people in 2005, to 327,2 thousand people.

In recent years, the process of reduction of livestock families has stopped. Thus, over 4 years (2019—
2023), the number of livestock families increased by 14,5 thousand families or 6,2 % (Table 2). Accordingly,
there was an increase in the number of livestock breeders by 21,996 people (7,96 %). At the same time, the
number of families with private livestock decreased by 9,545 units (4,22 %) over the specified period.

Table 2
Number of pastoralists and their families in Mongolia (2019-2023)
Ne Designation 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Number of pastoral families 233,317 242,023 246,302 248,296 247,873
2. Number of herders 276,342 285,482 | 298,789 | 305,079 | 298,338

Number of families

3. . ) . 226116 227547 226649 216574 216571
with private livestock
kY -less 10 19326 17391 17344 21886 20886
g -11-30 24373 23202 23757 30944 30744
E -31-50 21002 20707 20541 23666 21666
‘s -51-100 40962 40168 37080 39507 35507
g -101-200 54441 54469 54828 49040 44040
g -201-500 51200 54265 54865 39923 35923
i -501-999 11460 13337 14124 9202 9102
ﬁ - 10001499 2922 3501 3508 2041 2011
= - 1500-2000 251 325 403 246 226
“z more than 2001 179 182 199 119 102

Source: National Statistics Committee. Statistical Digest of Mongolia 2023. — UB, 2023. — P. 226-227.

Thus, over ten years (2019-2023), the number of pastoralists decreased by 94,2 thousand people, or al-
most 20 % compared to 2000. Accordingly, there was a decline in the number of the nomadic population by
15 % in 2010, amounting to approximately 600 thousand people, or almost 1/4 of the country’s population
and about 60 % of the total rural population.

The above data on the nomadic population in Mongolia and its dynamics in recent years give a fairly
clear idea, firstly, of the scale and quantitative parameters of nomadism in our country, and secondly, that the
number of the nomadic population in the country is not a constant value — it fluctuates, alternating between
decreases and increases. However, according to forecasts from the National Statistical Committee, the bulk,
the core within 550,0-650,0 thousand people, will remain stable.

The problem of nomadism in modern Mongolia is a set of pressing unresolved issues related to the mo-
dern state and prospects for development, modernization, and adaptation of traditional forms of the economy
of nomads, their way of life, and culture to new modern, dynamically developing market conditions. In other
words, the essence of the problem of nomadism in Mongolia, in our opinion, consists, on the one hand,
of the search for adequate and optimal ways to preserve the development, if possible, of the achievements of
the traditional Mongolian nomadic civilization, and on the other hand, skillfully combining them with the
achievements and strict requirements of modern scientific-technical and socio-economic progress to ensure
the stable development of the country and improve the living standards of the Mongolian people.

With this formulation of the question, in our opinion, it is necessary to highlight some features
of the problem of nomadism in Mongolia.
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Firstly, this problem is part of the global problem of nomadism in the world, and not an abstract, purely
academic, but a very real and urgent problem that directly affects the fate of about 600 thousand arat herders
and members of their families, making up about 1/4 of the country’s population. Moreover, it largely con-
cerns the fate of the Mongols as an independent, distinctive ethnic group, culture, and civilization of our
country. In addition, the problem covers issues related to the relationship between representatives and carri-
ers of nomadic Mongolian culture and civilization with representatives of other sedentary and nomadic cul-
tures and civilizations.

Secondly, the issue is not narrow, particular, or limited in nature, but rather broad and complex in na-
ture, and covers all aspects of nomads, including the environment, production, processing, sale, and con-
sumption of livestock products, and meets the urgent needs of pastoralists in educational, medical, and cul-
tural services.

Thirdly, the problem of nomads is contradictory: The desire of the nomadic population to live a stable,
prosperous, comfortable, settled life is obvious, but the country still lacks real, and primarily economic, con-
ditions for a radical renewal of traditional culture. There is a need to involve pastoral nomadic livestock in a
more intensive form.

Another serious contradiction in the problem of nomads is, on the one hand, the real need of Mongolian
society and the state to preserve, develop, and gradually modernize traditional livestock farming, but on the
other hand, the natural and socio-economic conditions for its development in recent years have been unfa-
vorable.

Thus, the mass migration of the rural population, especially of citizens engaged in nomadic livestock
farming, to the capital and other large cities (Darkhan, Erdenet) and to the provinces located in the central
region of the country, has increased. The poorly regulated rural-urban migration is undermining the founda-
tions of traditional nomadic livelihoods, leading to demographic, economic, social, environmental, and other
negative consequences.

Another serious contradiction in addressing the problems of modern Mongolian nomads is the deepen-
ing of the large gap between the urban and rural population, on the one hand, and the socio-economic and
cultural development of rural areas, on the other hand. The problems of modern Mongolian nomads are be-
coming more acute due to global climate change and the intensive development of the mining sector in Mon-
golia over the past 10 years.

These factors are negatively affecting the pastures that are the basis of nomadic and semi-nomadic ani-
mal husbandry. In the future, these factors may lead to a sharp reduction in nomadic animal husbandry, and
thus to a reduction in the scale of the Mongolian nomadic lifestyle.

Fourthly, due to its fundamental nature, complexity, and multifaceted character, the problem of noma-
dism in Mongolia cannot be solved within the framework of one short-term campaign, for example, for the
organized transfer of nomads to settled life. This problem requires the development of a long-term, phased,
scientifically based concept and targeted state policy.

Another deep contradiction of the problem of nomadism is that, on the one hand, there are real needs
of Mongolian society and the state in the preservation, development, and progressive modernization of tradi-
tional animal husbandry. However, on the other hand, in recent years, the natural and socio-economic condi-
tions of its development have been unfavorable.

Insufficiently regulated rural-urban migration undermines the foundations of the traditional nomadic
economy and carries with it a number of negative demographic, economic, social, environmental, and other
consequences. Another serious contradiction associated with solving the problem of nomadism in modern
Mongolia is the further deepening of the large gap that has formed in the socio-economic and cultural deve-
lopment between cities and the urban population, on the one hand, and rural areas and the rural population,
on the other.

The problem of nomadism in modern Mongolia is worsening due to global climate change and the inten-
sive development of the mining industry in Mongolia over the past 10 years. These factors have a negative
impact on pastures, which are the basis of nomadic and semi-nomadic livestock farming. And in the future,
these factors may lead to a sharp reduction in nomadic livestock farming and, accordingly, a decrease in the
scale of the nomadic lifestyle in Mongolia, requiring enormous financial, material, and other resources.
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In the field of production, the problem of nomadism is to find optimal ways to preserve, further develop,
and modernize traditional pastoral nomadic livestock farming as the basis of agriculture and food security of
our country in the conditions of modern scientific and technological progress, globalization, and the forced
and unprepared transition of Mongolia to market economy relations in a short historical period.

This also includes a set of issues related to the search for the optimal combination of the most effective,
proven by centuries of experience traditional technologies for nomadic livestock farming, production, and
processing of livestock products with modern and advanced technologies adapted to the specific natural and
production conditions of Mongolia and allowing the production of relatively cheap, environmentally
friendly, high-quality, and competitive products.

In recent years, the Mongolian government has been making efforts to develop medium and small manu-
facturing enterprises processing livestock raw materials, which is being implemented as part of the state in-
dustrial development program.

In the field of social relations, the problem of nomadism is manifested in the further deepening of the
gap in the level of socio-economic and cultural development between the city and the countryside. This is
also evident in the unresolved acute social and economic problems of the arat-pastoralists, including such
issues as low living standards and rising unemployment.

In addition, nomadic pastoralists cannot sell their products at prices that are favorable to them. The state
does not always provide the assistance they need during natural disasters and does not provide the required
amount of medical, educational, and cultural services.

But despite the difficulties, the number of herder families with a source of electricity — a portable gene-
rator set — is steadily growing. In 2010, 82.7% of livestock-breeding families had access to electricity, and
75,2 % of livestock-breeding families had a television, an increase of 9,7 % compared to 2008.

By 2023, the living conditions of livestock families had improved significantly. The number of portable
power generators had increased by 2,16 times, televisions by 3,58 times, and cars by 1,67 times (Table 3).

Table 3
Some indicators of living conditions pastoral families (2010-2023)
Ne 2010 2015 2020 2023
1. Number of livestock families 160,3 218,1 2421 347.8
- portable generator set 132,6 229,0 331,3 432,6
B - television 120,6 211,7 317,3 420,6
o
g . :
5 personal vehicle 446 58.8 602 74.6
g (truck or passenger)
£ - tractor 2,7 3,0 3.8 4,6
o
- motorbike 66,6 71,5 82,7 166,9
- handmade felt, thousand 99,8 168.9 238,0 399,8

Source: National Statistics Committee. Statistical Digest of Mongolia 2023. — UB, 2011. — P. 228.

In the field of culture, the solution to the problem of nomadism is seen through the preservation and furt-
her development of the best examples of the spiritual heritage and traditions of Mongolian civilization,
their organic combination with the achievements of other cultures and civilizations, including Russian, as
well as limiting the possible negative impact of those elements of foreign civilizations, particularly Western,
which conflict with the traditional cultural and spiritual values of the Mongols.

An important part of this work is improving cultural services for the rural population. Meanwhile, the
practice of the last 20 years shows that many of the previous achievements of the socialist period in the field
of culture were lost. Thus, many cultural centers in rural areas ceased to function.

As can be seen from Table 4, the absolute majority of cultural centers are located in rural areas and their
number has not increased in recent years, but the number of seats in them has increased by 1083 units.
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Over the course of many centuries, the Mongols have accumulated enormous, valuable experience not
only in the field of nomadic animal husbandry in the specific conditions of Mongolia, but also in the field of
spiritual culture, folk art, folklore, decorative and fine arts, music, songs, dances, traditional medicine, peda-
gogy, caring for nature, perception, and development of the spiritual riches of other civilizations, including
Indian, Tibetan, Chinese, Russian, and others. All this rich spiritual and intellectual heritage must be pre-
served and used in the formation of a new model of the country’s development in the 21st century.

Table 4
Number of cultural centers and number of their seats (by region, last 5 years)
Ne 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
1. Number of cultural centers, 345 346 347 346 346
total
2. By region:
- western 90 90 90 90 90
&b - khangai 101 101 101 101 101
g - central 93 94 95 95 95
£ - castern 47 47 47 47 47
- Ulaanbaatar 14 14 14 13 13
3. Number of seats in them, total 89,317 90,538 91,466 90,858 90,400

Source: National Statistics Committee. Statistical collection of Mongolia 2023. UB, 2023. — P. 353-354.

Currently, in Mongolia, the problem of nomadism is receiving a lot of attention, and there is every rea-
son to believe that it is one of the fundamental problems of modern development of the state, which deserves
special and in-depth study in both scientific, theoretical, and practical terms. In our opinion, in our country
there is an urgent need to develop a holistic and scientifically based concept for the development of noma-
dism in Mongolia in the present and future. Such a concept could serve as the basis for the development of
long-term, targeted state policy in relation to a wide range of problems related to the current state and pro-
spects for the development of pastoral nomadic livestock farming.

For such a broad, comprehensive study of the problem of nomadism and its many aspects, favorable
conditions are currently developing.

Firstly, to date, thanks to many years of scientific research by foreign and Mongolian scientists, signifi-
cant experience has already been accumulated in the comprehensive study of traditional pastoral nomadic
animal husbandry and Mongolian nomadism.

Secondly, at present there is an urgent practical need to put forward scientifically based proposals and
recommendations for the further development and modernization of traditional livestock farming and im-
proving the working and living conditions of hundreds of thousands of livestock farmers and members of
their families. Our state and government have paid and continue to pay great attention to the livestock far-
ming of their country. First of all, evidence of this is the traditional annual census of livestock in the live-
stock sector.

Literally over the last 3—4 years, important state and government documents have been adopted that pro-
vide for policies and measures regarding the livestock sector and pastoralists, including the “State Policy on
Livestock Breeders” and the “Mongolian Cattle” program, adopted by the Mongolian Parliament.

Thirdly, by now a large national team of highly qualified specialists and scientists has already been
formed, who themselves come from pastoralist backgrounds, know their way of life better than others, and
have accumulated many years of experience in studying a wide range of biological, economic, social, envi-
ronmental, and other problems of nomadism.

Fourthly, our country currently has the opportunity to rely on broad international assistance to solve the
problem from donor countries and influential international organizations.

Fifthly, as a result of the revolutionary transformations that have occurred in the world and Mongolia
over the past 20 years, new opportunities have emerged for solving the problem of nomadism on a bilateral
and multilateral basis. Until the early 1990s, research on the problem was carried out mainly by Soviet and
Mongolian scientists and specialists.
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In recent years, numerous joint expeditions from Russia, China, Japan, the USA, Germany, France, and
other countries have been working in Mongolia. Thus, in the early 2000s, the UNESCO International Insti-
tute for the Study of Nomadic Civilizations (with headquarters in Ulaanbaatar), the Institute of Mongolian,
Buddhist, and Tibetological Studies of the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences, and the
University of the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region (PRC, Hohhot) organized a joint international expedi-
tion to the territories of Mongolia, Russia, and China to study the history, culture, modern economic, and
social situation of nomadic peoples living in these countries.

In 2000, the government of the Republic of Buryatia (RF), the Institute of Mongolian Studies, Buddhist
Studies, and Tibetology SB RAS, together with the Academy of Sciences of Mongolia and the International
Institute for the Study of Nomadic Civilizations, held a major international scientific conference in the city of
Ulan-Ude titled «Problems of the History and Culture of Nomadic Civilizations of Central Asia».

In recent years, a number of interesting and informative international scientific forums dedicated to cur-
rent problems of nomadism have been held in the Russian Federation, Mongolia, China, Japan, USA, Great
Britain, Germany, France, and other countries.

Conclusions

The originality and complexity of solving many social problems in modern Mongolia is closely related
to the problem of nomadism. Without a comprehensive study and consideration of this factor, further deve-
lopment of the country’s social sphere and solution of a complex of social problems is impossible.

It is necessary to develop a holistic and scientifically based concept for the development of nomadism
in Mongolia in the present and future. Such a concept should cover long-term and targeted government po-
licy, taking into account the achievements and stringent requirements of modern scientific, technological,
and socio-economic progress in order to ensure the stable development of the country and improve the li-
ving standards of the Mongolian people.

Considering that the world of nomads in Mongolia represents a rich spiritual and intellectual heritage,
it is necessary to preserve the multifaceted nature of these legacies when forming a new model of the coun-
try’s development in the 21st century.
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