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social relations, networks and social
.rgamsatlon in post-socialist rural

This paper describes the forms that networks take in rural Mongolia, and examines the nature of the social
tionsinvolved. It suggests that the conventional use of the term ‘reciprocity” to classify and analyse these
tions is inappropriate and suggests an alternative one, based upon the concept of obligation. The paper
ails the form of goods and services accessed through networks of kin and friends, and examines their
igmflcance . The importance of networks of ‘social relations of obligation’ in pre-collective Mongolian social
rganisation is examined, The configuration of such networks today may prove to be a key element in the
mergence of new economic formations. In a way that is analogous to spatial mobility, rural Mongolian
etworks can be seen to be an adaptive response to variability—that is, both predictable and unpredictable
hange. Just as migratory movement is a more flexible use of pasture than sedentary herding, networks are

ntljoduction

he background to this discussion of the
pperation of networks is one of social
change and economic shoertages. The post-
oviet era of Mongolia, or the ‘Age of the
Market’ (zakh zeeliin tiye), has meant a loss
of almost all the benefits of a Soviet-style
society, limited though these may appear
to westerners. The safety of cities and rural
areas, created by the high level of social
control, is a thing of the past. Unemploy-
ment has also increased rapidly, and edu-
cation has suffered. There is widespread
perception that young people are growing
up lawless and without respect for figures

of effective state social security. Today,
people can, all too easily, become destitute
n a way that was unthinkable ten years

Cheap fuel oil was another advantage of
the old regime, although not one for which
- the old Mongolian government could claim
- much credit. The Soviet Union had sold oil
“very cheaply to its satellite states, and for
- Mongolia thismeant thatmechanical trans-

ore flexible than fixed groups for dealing with variable and occasional needs,

port, a key factor in such a huge and thinly
populated country, was affordable and
widely available to local government, na-
tional services and productive enterprises
alike. With the introduction of something
approaching theinternationalmarketprice
of oil, Mongolia found it could no longer
afford to use the quantitiesitdid in the past.
As aresult there is a severe shortage, high
prices, and petrol rationing. Health serv-
ices and veterinary care are also facing a
decline,and theincreased difficulty of trans-
portationmeans that they areless available
than in the past.

Inboth rural and urban areas of Mongo-
lia the shortages of goods and services has
promoted the tendency for produce to be
obtained through contacts of one sort or
another. Of course, this is by no means a
new phenomenon. In the commandist pe-
riod this practice was widespread, and as
authorisation was necessary for a wide
range of goods and services,links with those
in positions of authority were of prime
importance. During the collective period,
nétworks tended to reflect the formal struc-
tures of power. Although there have been
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changes to this official structure, the net-
works remain, having grown around and
along the lines of power of the old organi-
sations. Today the control such officials
have over the economy and society may
have lessened officially, but the economic
dislocation of reform (particularly the prob-
lems of distribution) has led to shortages,
high inflation and general economic insta-
bility. In this situation many officials retain
effective control of much of the distribu-
tion process, because they remain part of

_oldnetworks thathave access to goodsand
resources.

Theresponse of many Mongolsis torely
to an even greater degree on family and
friends—these peopleare theresources that
you can count upon. Through such net-
works they hope to gain access to the wide
range of goods and services that are not
freely available, but may be gained from
those in the right position, not necessarily
asenior one. (Drivers, for instance, though
subordinate to various officials, still man-
age to supply their family and friends with
transportation, although this has become

- much more difficult due to petrol short-
ages.) Because of the increased reliance on
individually produced and procured
goods, and upon personalised relations for
their distribution, the economy seems to
have become more, notless, ‘embedded’ in
the opening years of the ‘age of themarket'.

The analytical approach

The use of the term ‘network’ has an estab-
lished place in social anthropology. Barnes
(1954:98-99) defined ‘network’ to meanthe
field of relationships between individuals,
and Radcliffe-Brown (1968:190) described
itas the set of social relations which exist in
reality. Since then those concerned with
network analysis, such as Lomnitz, have
linked it with reciprocity and made much
use of the concept of ‘the reciprocity net-
work’. “Thisis nota social group or institu-
tion; rather it is a social field defined by an
intenseflow of reciprocal exchangebetween
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neighbours” (Lomnitz 1977:209). I wish ¢,
decouple the concepts of network and regj.
procity, and so throughout this paper my
use of the term conforms with Radcliffe.
Brown’s early definition.

Mongolianruralhouseholds supplyand
receive goodsand services, toand fromeach,
other, on a regular basis. The nature, fre.
quency and value of these transfers are djs.
cussed below, but they range from con-
sumer goods like alcohol and tobacco, to
animals and even the use of motor vehji-
cles. Between family and friends there is ngo
question of charging money forsuch things;
it would be entirely inappropriate.

The conventional approach to the analy-
sis of these relations would be in terms of
exchange and reciprocity. Mauss estab-
lished the notion of exchange as a key con-
cept for the analysis of economic systems
(Mauss 1925), Polanyi defined three types
of exchange: reciprocity, redistribution,and
matketexchange (Polanyi 1944). Although
theapplicability of the category of ‘reciproc-
ity” will be questioned below, if we accept
it for the time being to mean the non-com-
mercial transfers between friends and rela-
tions, it can be seen that in these terms all
three mechanisms are at work in Mongolia
today. Redistribution remains in the form
of rationed petrol, flour and other food-
stuffs, as well as the widespread remnants
of the commandist economy—the alloca-
tion of supplies and resources to official
organisations. As a result of reforms there
isanincreasingamountof marketexchange,
butthisis of limited scope as yet, especially
in rural areas.

Sahlins” work remains very influential
in thestudy of reciprocal exchange (Sahlins
1972). His approach sets out a continuum
that ranges from the ‘pure gift’ of ‘general-
ised reciprocity’, through mutuality, to the
unalloyed self-interestof ‘negativereciproc-
ity’. By this scheme reciprocity is atits least
altruistic at greatest social distance.

In Sahlins’ analysis the closely knit
household shares produce and labour, so
that as each member contributes to, and
benefits from, the ‘pool’ of goods and serv-




this process can be seen as ‘reciprocal’
'géneralised sense. However, in Mon-
an society 2 comparable analysis con-
s networks rather than “kinship-resi-
yal groupings” (Sahlins 1972:198). In
case it is the obligation rather than the
ange aspect of the relationships thatis
o useful in understanding their signifi-

nce

ay be that approaches that presume
ciprocity are most appropriate for the
of relatively stable arrangements
ncerned with provisioning. While the
pply of goods is also of crucial impor-
nce in Mongolia, it is often services and
{stance that are seen as the most impor-
at benefits received through these social
ations. In this sense, security is one of the
y aspects of these social relations, rather
than the exchange of objects.
Sahlins’ model isbuiltabout the concept
reciprocity, so that return gifts or serv-
ces are assumed and expected (Sahlins
72:188). “Pooling is an organisation of
reciprocities, a system of reciprocities”, he
writes. Thelanguageused is soinfused with
the notion of exchange thatit precludes the
ecognition of non-reciprocal distribution
or transfer.! Sahlins admits, however, that
reciprocity is very unequalamongkin, and
that the flow may be “one-way’ for a long
time. Pryor (1972:72) notes this and points
outthat using Leacl’sapproach thisimbal-
ance would be explained as being compen-
ated by a reciprocal flow of ‘intangibles’,
Such an analysis is open to attack on a
number of grounds, and although his meth-
_odology may not be without its flaws,
- Pryor’s study of Eskimo distribution pat-
terns provides a convincing critique of it.
'He found that “the views of Mauss and
others who believe that exchange in pre-
 capitalist societies is essentially reciprocal
seems belied by our results ... We tried to
test the notion that distributions ‘balanced’
by a counterflow of such invisibles [pres-
tige, status, etc.] Our regression experi-
ments showed that these did not seem to
play a sufficiently important role to yield
results” (Pryor 1972:100-101).

et p——
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Pryor (1972:3), unhappy with the impli-
cationsof the term ‘exchange’, uses the term
‘transfer’, becauseitdoes “notpresumethe
existence of ‘two-way transactions’ thatin
some waybalance”. He then distinguishes
“two types of transfer transactions: centric
and noncentric transfers, the differentiat-
ingcharacteristic being the degree to which
the system of transfers is structured with a
focal point such as a political or religious
leader or institution”. Thus Polanyi’s con-
cept of ‘centricity’ is used by Pryor, and
deals primarily with distribution that cen-
tres on an individual or agency—a pooling
of resources.

The problem with this sort of approach
is that it attempts a typology based upon
the movement of the objects involved, not
upon the nature of the relationships. By
Pryor'sschemea givensocial relationship—
such as between relatives—might be clas-
sified as reciprocal at one time, and as en-
gendering a noncentric transfer at another
fime (if, for instance, one of the partners
falls sick). But the relationship itself has not
changed over this period, and it seems to
me that to base a classificatory scheme on
the relationships themselves, and one that
encompasses the different forms of trans-
fer that can resultfrom them, would bemore
suitable.2 ‘

Much of thelater work on ‘exchange’ also
tends to look at these relationships from
the point of view of classifying the differ-
ent ways in which objects may move.
Gregory (1982) makes the point that gifts
create relationships between people (the
‘subjects’ of exchange), while commodities
create a relationship between the ‘objects’
of exchange. I would tend to reverse the
causal relationship and say that while rela-
tionships between people and objects cre-
ates commodities, relationships between
people create gifts. This may be glib, asitis
obvious that gifts both result from and re-
inforce the relationship. Still, the way in
which Gregory formulates his analysis is
telling? In Mongolian rural transfers be-
tween kin and friends, the relationship is
certainly primary, and gifts and services
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may move along that link (reinforcing it,
certainly) but do not of themselves create
it.

There is a concept of reciprocity in Mon-
golian society, indeed a strong norm. I am
not suggesting that reciprocity is unneces-
sary in the analysis, but simply thatitis not
the defining characteristic of the relation-
ships thatformnetworks. Thenorm favour-
ing reciprocity operates inside these rela-
tions just as it does—to a lesser degree—
outside them. Thus a symmetry in the rela-
tionship may be expected between people
of approximately the same age, such as
schoolfriends, but this is not the case with
relations between people of different ages.
In the case of elder kin, or friends of ego’s
parents, the obligations of the relationship
may be quite unequal, and more impor-
tantly, differentin kind. In general the jun-
ior partner is expected to provide physical
services for the elder, especially anything
where youth or vigour is important. The
senior partner is expected to makeé use of
theresources thateldersareassociated with,
principally their influence, advice and
sometimes wealth. It may be that this rela-
tionship involves very unequal ‘exchanges’
of goods and services. Indeed, it may be an
almost entirely one-way affair, with the
recipient giving nothing appreciable in re-
turn.

The important aspect here is that the
obligationismutual, evenif thisis rarely or
never called uponin the case of this or that
individual. The principle of reciprocity may
be seen to apply, perhaps, at different lev-
els. For example, an uncle may help his
nephew over and over again without any
return from the young man concerned. His
sister and brother-in-law, the parents of the
youth, however, may well give presents to
the uncle. In order to characterise this bond
by its reciprocal nature, one must begin to
deal with the question of what constitutes
the units of reciprocity—an individual ora
family household? This sort of approach
would be problematic. It is clear, however,
that there is in general an obligation to as-
sist each other placed on both-nephew and
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uncle, although this obligation may noty,

- e
exercised by both partners. The Nature of
the obligations involved depend upon th
relative roles of the individuals inVOIVQdﬂ
that is they are dependent upon thejy age,
their closeness and their gender. ’

Rather than classify the relationships by
the way objects may be transferreq alon
them, I suggest characterising them by the
social obligations that they entail. The trans-
fers of goods or services that mightaccom.
pany these links are classified by the re|,.
tionship.4 An analysis based on “recipro.
cal’ relations (generalised or restricted) wiy
not, I think, accurately reflect the nature of
the bonds marked by the transfers of assisy.
ance and gifts. It is.the obligation implici
in the relationship that is crucial, Thege
obligationsare mutual, butthe transfers that
they engender are not necessarily recipro.
cal. :

Thissortof constellation of relationships
is more responsive and flexible than those
of rigid reciprocity, where the inability of,
say, a poor, old, sick or low-status indi-
vidual to repay the help and goods sup-
plied to him, should in the long term pre-
vent the supply of much in the way of goods
and services. However, with relationships
based upon obligations the norms to help
kithand kin generateanetwork thatis based
upon the rough principle—in the words of
another—supply to each according to their
need, and expect from each according to
their ability. This ‘moral economy’ means
that there are, in effect, a series of mutual-
help networks.

This perspective is almost identical to
that of Alfred Gell, although arrived atin-
dependently. Gell (1992:151) coins the term
‘indigenous service economy’, and de-
scribes it like this: “Moral obligation dic-
tated by role-definitions provides a basis
for a political economy and social-repro-
ductive regime, which I will name ‘the in-
digenous services economy’”.

What Gell would term the Mongolian

indigenous service economy remains very

important; indeed as has been noted above,
ithas increased in significance in response




cent shortages and inflation. In some
o5 we even get the indigenous service
omy superficially resembling the mar-
or instance when there wereshortages
nsumer goods people often had tore-
stto giving money asa gift, because they
uld getno useful goods. Whatlookedlike
sh paymentwas actually second-rate gift

fopose touse the term ‘social relations of
ligation’ to describe the nature of the

y discussion. If following Radcliffe-
prown we take networks to mean-social
lations thatexistinreality, then those links
ong which assistance flows, or may be
sected to flow in need, can be distin-
suished using thisadmittedly clumsy term.
Whererelations of obligation existthey may
be marked by the giving of goods and serv-
ices, and also by requests for the same.

- Thave two reasons for continuing to use
my approach, based as it is upon the con-
ceptof a network of relations of social ob-
ligation, and notadopting Gell’s term ‘the
indigenous service economy’. The first is
that T wish to emphasise the aspect of the
network, and the second is that I believe
thatnotionsof social obligation forma com-
plexwithin theMongolian culturalsystem,
and infliences society ina number of ways,
not just in the sphere of economics.

Different bases of ‘social
relationships of obligation’

The network of social relations of obliga-
tion is generated by the action of several
factors, the first being kinship. In general,
kinship provides themostintense bonds of
obligation, and the most nuMerous. Mon-
golians tend to have large families, 52.7
percent of the population being under 20
years of age according to the 1989 census,
and so the kin network is usually large and

Sneath: Social relations

well-extended. These relations are gener-
ally strongest inside the household, and
tend to become lessintense withincreasing
distance, as classical network analysis de-
scribes. However, they also differinnature,
depending upon generational distanceand,
tosome extent, gender. Inroughtermselder
partnersareexpected to provideassistance
such as advice, influence, and material
goods ormoney; whilejuniors are expected
to provide respect, obedience and labour.
Within these rough expectationsmalesand
females are generally expected to provide
the forms of assistance appropriate to their
genders. It should be noted that these are
expectations rather than rules, and thereis
great variety in practice.

The role of affines in this system is inter-
esting, in that their obligations are at least
asstrongas to cognates. Thisis particularly
trueinrespectof theson-in-law, becauseas
Humphrey (1983:347-50) notes in the
Buryat case there is a traditional attitude
towards sons-in-law providing additional
servilelabour. Today thereremainsastrong
norm thatason-in-law should providehelp
and assistance for his wife’s parents, and
marriages are, therefore, of great economic
importance. '

Friends, particularly schoolmates and

those who haveserved togetherinthearmy,
are probably the second most important
category of members of these networks.
Being usually of similar ages, friends do
notgenerally have thesort of asymmetrical
obligations that are associated with rela-
tions between those of different ages, par-
ticularly kin. In many cases gifts between
such friends will be associated withrecrea-
tion, suchas presents of alcoholand tobacco,
but they are also obligation relationships
that are called upon to provide services or
goods thatone partnermay need from time
to time. For example, help with obtaining
transport or local government authorisa-
tion are typical favours that friends will
expect from those able to provide them. In
general, however, these obligations tend to
take a slightly lower priority to those of kin
within-a generation or two of ego.
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The way in which such networks inter-
act with hierarchies is a complex one. They
can be seen in some cases to stem from sta-
tus differences and in some ways to rein-
force them. If relations of social obligation
connect those of unequal status, then the
nafure of the obligations on each side dif-
ferent, and resembles that between senior
and junior kin; thus those in superior posi-
tions may very well be described as ‘pa-
trong’. Patron-clientrelations areanimpor-
tant feature of Mongolian society, and the
individual acting as a patron is often de-
scribed as being like an elder brother or a
father to his clients. Although described us-
ing themetaphor of kinship, theserelations
are generally less affective than those be-
tween genuine kin, but resemble them in-
sofar as the senior partner is expected to
provide advice and assistance in a similar
way to elder kin, and junior members to
show respect and obedience.

While obligation may form the essence
of these social relations, the norm of reci-
procity means that theselinks are most sta-
ble where obligations can be seen to be
mutual and reciprocal. In this sense, ex-
treme inequality between actors linked in
this way may undermine their relations. I
suggest, then, thatwhereindividuals amass
extreme wealth relative to their relations
and friends, there are likely to be strains on
these ‘relations of obligation’. Itis likely that
either the circle of those included in this
category will be restricted, or that the as-
sistance offered to other members of the
network will be increasingly conditional.
The experience of Inner Mongolian priva-
tisation shows that one form which asym-
metrical social relations between those of
very different wealth levelsmay takeis that
of patron-client bonds. In these terms the
relationship between patron and client are
conditional, whereas thatbetween closekin
tends to be unconditional.

These asymmetrical ‘relations of obliga-
‘tion’ have been very important in the op-
eration of informal hierarchies in the past,
as shall be described below, and remain
influential. The antiquity of a set of ideas,
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that might be described as a complex of
norms within Mongolian culture, may be
seenin the way that the samebasic concep-
tual scheme operates in the realm of tradj.
tionalreligious offerings. Ceremonies such
as that of the ovoo involve the honouring of
spiritual ‘masters of theland’ (gazaryn ezeq)
to whom gifts are offered, and the expecta-
tion that these entities are obliged to bring
good natural conditions in the locality,

Such asymmetrical relations might fal]
into the category of nepotism, and this is a
well known tendency in Mongolia, even at
the highestlevels of government. Recently,
for example, there was some discussion in
the press of one instance of such nepotism,
Places as exchange students in Turkey are
much sought after by young Mongolians,
and these awards are the subject of fierce
competition. The successful applicants are
supposed to be selected in exams held by
both the Education Ministry and the For-
eign Ministry. The Mongolian weekly,
Ardchilal (‘Democracy’) published an arti-
cle alleging that almost all twenty of the
current places were filled by young rela-
tives and friends of senior members of the
present administration, and listing fifteen
of them and their connections (ArdchilalNo.
44(104) November 1992). Gifts may help
bring about the creation of such relations,
butthey donot, of themselves, create them.
For thisreason, direct gifts thatare designed
to act as bribes have limited effectiveness.
A well-placed relative or close friend is a
much better asset to an ambitious Mongo-
lian.

Goods and services accessed
through the network

In the following pages I will deal mostly
with the instrumental and functional as-
pects of these relationships, but it should
be stressed that these are also largely affec-
tive bonds, and affection, respect, and the
pleasure of another’s company play an
important part. Nevertheless, itis interest-
ing to note the practical use to which these
relationships are put.




pegin by looking at gifts, a study of
Mongolianhousehold budgets®inUvs
suggested that on average 12.9 per-
f the income of the households inter-
od was expended on gifts, (although
mount ranged widely from 1.3 per-
40.8 percent of the household’s in-
), Householdsstudiedinthesame way
Dornogov” aimag spent on average 13.6
centon gifts, and although the absolute
uracy of these figures cannot be very
h, this finding is in line with the mate-
“from Uvs. Some error is likely to be
sent because of the difficulties of gath-
g accurate data from people who are
ing on memory, and often on guess-
rk, to put precise figures on their expen-
tures and incomes, and because of the
ited number of detailed household
idgets that could be collected. However,
e figures give some indication of the im-
ortance of material transfers between
ouseholds. When one also notes that a
rge percentage of incomeis spentonfood®
around half), gifts clearly represent an
mportantaspect of the domesticeconomy.
avourite gifts include alcohol, cloth, tea,
weets, other foodstuffs and money.
- These figures are not the whole story,
or they are based upon the cash income of
e household concerned, and tend to un-
erestimate the numbers of domestic live-
tock that are given to family and friends.
heauthor notes thatthe herding family he
ved and worked with, gave no fewer than
five sheep and goats to family and friends
over the six months. When the formal in-
terviews were carried out, however, the
_household counted only the animals given
‘to the more distant relatives as gifts, the
-others were included in those that the fam-
ily considered to be home consumption.
Networks are also of importance when
it comes to the ownership of livestock and
their pasturing arrangements. Since the
privatisation of a high proportion of for-
mally collective livestock, a large number
of animals are owned by people living in
towns and cities. Thereisastrong tendency
for animals to be herded for friends and

kin, outside formal economic reIatiBhs
that if they give anything atall, people g’lve
some present to the herdsman for looking
after theiranimals from time to time, rather
than paying any sort of set fee. Although
this gift may be in the form of cash, the
amount of frequency of these gifts are ex-
plicitly unspecified, and left to the owner
to decide. Usually some gifts will also be
given by the herding household to the
owner of the animals. A poor household
will very much want animals to herd, so as
to make use of various animal products,
and even a well-off herding household
generally accepts additional livestock for
this reason.”

In the two case study sites, of the 15 ur-
ban households interviewed who had live-
stock herded for them by other households,
over half had their animals herded by kin,
and the others all described those who
herded their animals as friends. Eight
households said they gave gifts to the herd-
ers, one said they gave help in finding re-
sources, four gave nothing regularly, and
two said they paid a fee for herding their
animals. When gifts are given they are gen-
erally adapted to the needs of the recipient
and, of course, the resources available to
the giver: tobacco for a smoker, hay to a
herdsman whorequires t, tea for the whole
family, and so on, Although only one re-
spondent described it explicitly in the in-
terviews, the general obligation to help re-
lations and friends find scarce resources
makes this a very common way in which
those in the sum centre may help the pasto-
ral members of their network.

When calculated in standard stocking
units, I found that in the Dornogov’ study
site 47.5 percent of all livestock herded by
the households studied was owned by the
former collective (the company), 12.8 per-
cent by other official organisations, 27.5
percent by the herding households them-
selves, 8.1 percentby their kin,and 4.1 per-
centby their friends. If we exclude animals
belonging to the company and other offi-
cial organisations wefind that almosta third
of all the private animals herded by this
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(admittedly small) sample were owned by
their kith and kin.8 In the Uvs case study
site many more of the former collective
animals had been privatised, and company
holdings amounted to only 29.3 percent of
the herds of the studied households, calcu-
lated in standard stocking units. Private
animals belonging to the herding house-
hold themselves constituted 64.4 percent
of the total herds, those owned by theirkin
4.7 percent and their friends 1.7 percent.
The numbers of animals ownedbyrelatives
and friends together amount to around 9
percent of the total number of non-com-
pany livestock. Although muchlower than
the reported numbers of animals owned by
kith and kin in the Dornogov’ study, they
are still significant, and suggest that net-
worksareanimportantisstie in ownership,
as well as in the supply of goods.

Gifts and herding arrangements are,
however, only some of the more visible
aspects of the importance of such social
relations of obligation. Herding households
assistmembers of their network inanumber
of ways, and again, kinship is central. In
both the Dornogov’ and Uvs case studies
respondents were asked to list those peo-
ple from outside the household who pro-
vided most help to them. In both studies
around 80 percent of those listed by re-
spondents were cognatic or affinal kin.
These kin may not be living nearby. The
heads of the household in which I stayed,
for example, considered the person who
helped them the most to be their son, who
lived in the local sum centre. Although he
visited rather occasionally, and was notable
to help much with daily tasks, he provided
goodssuchas veterinary medicine (his wife
was a vet) and helped his parents gain ac-
cess fo other important services.

In both case study sites, transport
emerged as being one of the most impor-
tant services commonly accessed through
networks. The provision that the negdels
made for moving herding families to and
from seasonal pastures has declined, and
in some areas it has been withdrawn alto-
gether. The result of these developments is
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that, as with other resources in short sup-
ply, the herders turn to their networks tq
obtain this service. :

Because of the nature of the help ang
assistance thatmay be providedin thiswa
theservices supplied throughsuchrelations
can have an importance out of proportion
with their hypothetical cost. For example,
in a crisis, transport or medicine may be
vital for the survival of people or animals,
Herdsmen do consider ‘risk-avoidance’
when it comes to such relationships, the
question of who can be relied upon in this
or thatcontingency istreated seriously. This
is another aspect of the ‘embedded’ nature
of the economy which makes quantifica-
tion difficult. :

. For these reasons, among others, it be-
comes very difficult to decide upon the units
for production and consumption in rural
Mongolia. A formal unit, such as a house-
hold (am drokh), in fact relies upon the serv-
ices of the many people in their network.
The problems of formal economic analysis
are exacerbated because householdslinked
in this way are not related by the market,
they do not exchange goods and services
for money, they do not even barter them,
and the services and goods available
through networks are not open to all, but
are restricted to those linked by the bonds
of kinship, friendship, or in some cases,
residential proximity.

It is difficult to know whether the eco-
nomic importance of such networks will
decline if the shortages give way toa good
supply of most of the goods in demand. I
Mongolian consumers can easily buy what
they need, will the tendency to obtain them
through networks decline? My guess (and
it can only be one) is that it will, up to
point, but that the social logic of obligatory
help and gift-giving will remain very im-
portant. It should also be noted that in the
near future there is little prospect of such
general access to goods and services. Even
if the economy boomed in Mongolia, the
perennial problems of transportand distrf-
bution in a country the size of Mongolia
means that even if there are no shortages of




goods in thetowns, herding householdswill
<1ill place great importance on the flow of
aterialfromvisiting friends and relations.

Networks and social

Although the categories of peopleincluded
in networks is fairly clear, it is problematic
resume that in practice operational
otworks will centre on particular individu-
als or types of resources. Patterns of mu-
tual assistance are complex and fluid; there
are amultitude of bases for cooperationand
exchange, so that there are various constel-
Jations of social relations which may besig-
nificant at any one time,
- Ananalysis of social organisation should
include an examination of the most com-
mon forms of cooperative activity. It is
mportant to know if these forms are based
_upon residence, the joint use of resources,
kinship, or some other principle. Pastoral
Mongolians camp insmall groups of one or
more yurts, called ail or khot ail. These may
. accommodate onefamily or several; gener-
 ally the members of these households herd
 their animals jointly. Mongolia is a very
- diverse country, and residential patterns
- differ. In the Gobi part of the country, for
instance, the ail is usually made up of a sin-
-~ glefamily (sometimeslivingin twoor three
yurts), while in the central and northern
~ regions the encampment is usually larger.
~ The complex nature of residence patterns
cannot be examined in depth in this paper
and varies in form throughout Mongolia,
soonly someaspects will be dealtwith here,
notably those general characteristics that
reflect the operation of networks.
Turning to the question of joint activi-
ties, the case studies suggest that the most
important basis of cooperative activity be-
yond the household is generally kinship.
In the Uvs case study residence was a sig-
nificant factor for cooperative activity, but
weak. Informants described services pro-
vided for, and received from; other house-
holdsand their frequency. Thisshowed that
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kithand kin provided services between two
and twenty times more often than those of
neighbouring households, described as
sankhalt ail (or khoshuu ail in local Uvs par-
lance). Thesorts of activity that suchneigh-
bours cooperated with were: shearing
sheep, combing cashmere and making felt.
Relations and friends also helped with all
these tasks, but were also relied upon for
helpinseasonal migration, getting fueland
herding.

In the Gobi areas of Mongolia, herding
households tend to be more isolated, and
rarely camp together in encampments. In
the Dornogov’ site, joint work of the saakhalt
ail type was not mentioned by any of the
informants, and this cooperation was not
carried out by the families the author lived
with. Neither, it should be added, did they
organiseany jointactivity with people who
used the same water source. (This cat-
egory—neg usnykhan—was notmentioned
as a grouping that organised joint activity,
or did anything else, by a single herdsmen
interviewed in any of the case study sites).
The only informant in either of the study
sites whoanswered ‘yes’, whenasked ifthey
were part of any sort of grouping that car-
ried out tasks jointly, explained that he
worked jointly with his son.

It may seem strange, at first, that herd-
ing households exchange services with
neighbouring households, and yet do not
constitute a group that carried out joint
activities. However, when one considers
thatahousehold will oftenhave completely
differentimmediate neighbours insummer
and winter pastures, and that all sorts of
jointactivity will occur from time to {imein
a very fluid and flexible way, one under-
stands why herdsmen inall thestudiedsites
were emphatic that households are not
members of enduring neighbourhood
groups that carry out joint work. House-
holds do, of course, cooperate in work, but
thereis no fixed neighbourhood group that
does this. Thereally stable units are admin-
istrative: the bag (or ferm in state farms),
and kin-based units such as the srokh (fam-

201

T




Nomadic Peoples 33:1993

ily or household) which are relatively sta-
ble manifestations of family relations.

Thesmall residential unit—theailor khot
ail (encampment)—is formed fora variable
length of time, as a flexible mobilisation of
network links. These encampments are the
visible manifestation of social processes;
they reflect social organisation, rather than
provide the foundation for it, and this will
be discussed in greater depth below. The
most important assistance between house-
holds occurs along the lines of kinship and
friendship, although clientship was also
importantinthe past. Proximity, or thejoint
use of some resources, will generally be
important only when it coincides with one
of these social relations. Forexample, when
labour is needed for some seasonal activ-
ity, such as combing hair from livestock or
breaking horses, relatives and friends will
often come and help from some distance
away, although closer neighbours may not.

Before looking in more detail at the
changing situation in Mongolia today, it
may be interesting to place these develop-
ments in their historical context by briefly
reviewing the ways in which social organi-
sation and residence have interacted with
networks in the past,

The pre-revolutionary management
structure, as far as we can reconstruct it,
was characterised by large numbers of ani-
mals in the ownership of nobles and mo-
hastic institutions. The actual herding of
animals seems to have been done by flex-
ible combinations of individual households,
the poorer ones tending to cluster about
richer ‘patron’ families. The Mongolian
pastoral economy underwent a series of
changes after the Soviet-style MPRP!C took
power in 1921. The feudal and ecclesiasti-
cal classes were stripped of their power and
wealth.

In studying this pre-collective pastoral
society some of the best material I found
was the work of A.D, Simukov, a Russian

ethnographer who worked extensively in

Mongolia in the early 1930s, before collec-
tivisation. Although he includes some
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Marxist analysis, his work includes 4 great
deal of valuable observational materig],

Simukov (1933) studied khotons (kjq
ails)11in one sub-district (bag) in Arkhangai
aimag in 1933. In this region, he notes, the
khot ails tend to be the largest in Mongoli,
and this is still noticeable today. He founé
the average size to be around 4-5 hoyge.
holds and noted that they were largest iy
summer. He wrote “each separate khotoy, i
notaconstantorganisation. Existing today,
it may disappear tomorrow...the number
of khotons in one sum (district) is constant]
changing”. Hestudied 100khotons (khot ails)
and classifies them thus “the khotons with
constant composition45 percent, thekhotons
of mixed character 25 percent, the khotons
withinconstant composition30 percent. He
notes that those households who camp to-
gether as one khoton continuously are those
with the highest number of kinship links
between the member households.

Simukov avoids describing the khoton
(khot ail} as a group, instead he talks of “the
process of joining-up in khotons” (my em-
phasis). Simukov found that kinship was
the most important feature of this process.
“There is a clear tendency to join up in
khotons according to kinship lines in this
bag” he writes, noting that agnatic kinship
betweenhousehold heads was mostimpor-
tant, accounting for 41 percent of the khot
ails. Those camping with their sons-in-law
came second with 21 percent of the studied
encampments, and other relatives ac-
counted for 35 percent. I propose that this
social process of khot ail formation involved
the manifestation of social relations in a
residential form. Rather than being rigid
and stable, these relations were a fluid and
flexible network, based largely on kinship,
but also on patron-client relations and
friendship.

The cooperative activity Simukov de-
scribes as undertaken by members of khot
ailsisherding animals and felt-making.Joint
activities by members of neighbouring en-
campments, he noted, werealmost entirely
absent. “Sometimes”, he explains, “twokhof
ails will come close enough together to ex-




nange lambs.121tis the only form of coop-
tion between khotons (khot ails) that we
managed to observe” he wrote. He also
otes that the rich tended to join up with
oor households to make use of their la-
,our, and the poor were only too willing to
rd for therich as they had great difficulty
jving independently. Simukov describes
ihe senior figure who could usually beseen
s the head of each khot ail, characterised
jot only by generally being an older male,
ut also by being rich. Those households
who camped together usually recognised
this senior and referred to him using the
orm “gkh” (a term used to mean elder
yrother, eldermalerelativeor friend). These
elations match perfectly with whatIhave
tescribed as ‘patron-client’ relations.13
_ The reason that poor households were
jependent upon rich ‘patron’ families was
ot just their need for food, even if they
ould provide this for themselves; they were
ften reliant on richer households for the
se of draught animals. In addition there
were occasional needs arising for various
eligious and medical expenses which the
»oor could not pay, and would expect help
n these matters from their rich relatives or
atron. .
This form of dependence seems to be a
ongstanding tendency inMongolian rural
society, which could be described as ‘tradi-
tional’. In the area of Dornogov’ where I
carried outresearch there had been a wide-
‘spread practice of herding animals for rich
whners. The poor often relied upon such
“arrangements for their subsistence. “There
wasno contractforherdinganimalsin those
‘days,” explained Lubsanjamba, my oldest
“informant, “the ezen (owner) of the animals
-did not say you had to give him a fixed
“amount of money, or wool or a certain
number of lambs or litres of milk each year.
~People knew each other, and what was
“given was up to the ezen, from time to time
* he would say if he wanted something and
~ when he wanted it—some milk—products,
“asheep or something else”.14
Since that time the collectives (negdels)
~were introduced in the 1950s. They were
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large collective farms that owned most of
the livestock and allocated labour; house-
holds were allowed to own some private
animals.}> Residence continued to reflect
the now changed social relations, with khot
ailsstill very muchin evidence, butadapted
to new administrative constraints, Those
well-placed in the new structures of power
became important parts of the rural net-
works. Social relations of obligation (of both
the symmetrical and asymmetrical patron-
client type) continued to serve as a basis for
the supply of assistance and goods.

Recently there have been a number of
economic reforms designed to privatise
collective and State assets, and build a
market-oriented economy. In 1992 the
negdels werelargely replaced by companies,
and a distribution of formerly collective
assets was begun. Throughout the coun-
try, Mongolia is carrying out these reforms
inrather different ways.[®Someareas have
dissolved the companies; in many districts
they remain, having privatised a high pro-
portion of the formally collective livestock.
Where collectives have become companies,
they continue to hold quite large numbers
ofanimals. Theseare herded by households
under ‘lease’ arrangements that are almost
identical to the old ‘norm’ by which the
collective members were given production
plans. ‘ '

In areas that have divided formally col-
lective assets, some enterprises termed ‘co-
operatives’ (khorshoo'? or khorshoolal} have
been formed, often it appears around some
section of the old negdel. Forinstance, in the
sum centre the small factories or plants that
the collective had set up became ‘coopera-
tives’. Where pastoral ‘cooperatives” have
been formed it appears that networks are
fundamental to them. In Dornod aimag,
Bayantumen sunm, for example, a ‘coopera-
tive’—the Bayan Tsagaan khorshoolal—had
been set up by herders in April 1993. It was
composed of ten families, all of whomwere
kin, and was formed around certain re-
sources that used to belong to the old col-
Jective, notably some vehicles, alarge win-
ter animals enclosure, haymaking and po-
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tato fields. The membership of the coop-
erative was based upon the kin network of
the man who was central to its formation,
and not upon a residential or neighbour-
hood group. Some members had comefrom
some distance to join the cooperative that
their kinsman had founded. Although all

. ten member households helped make hay
together in the summer, mostof them lived
inseveral different places for the rest of the
year. During thelabour-intensive haymak-
ingseasonkinnetworks wereonceagainin
evidence as other relatives of the member
households came to help, and not people
from neighbouring encampments, The co-
operativewasdescribed asatemporaryand
experimental formation, which might be
disbanded if it was not seen to be working
well.

. The nature of the social obligations in-
volved in the Bayan Tsagaan khorshoolal is
well demonstrated by the way that mem-
bers said that they would on no account
employ paid workers to help with seasonal
labour, and that poor kin were included in
the cooperative. The formation of this co-
operative should not be seen however as
typical of the changes underway in the
whole of the country. In the two sums in
Dornogov’ aimag where I worked, for in-
stance, there werenotinitiatives of thiskind.

In the current ‘age of the market’, the
perceived increase.in individualism and
egotism meant thatin the region I studied
there is a widespread impression that
largescale cooperative activity has de-
creased. One can see why: the lower level
of social control and increasing importance
of private animals has promoted competi-
tion and suspicion. This means that people
tend to fall back upon the people perceived
to be reliable—kin and friends.

Patron-client type relations also remain
strong in this region, and can even be seen
to be increasing in importance. In an envi-
ronment of scarce resources, and highly
personalised economic arrangements, an
individual’s standing in the local govern-
ment and community may give them
largely exclusive access to important re-
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sources, such as transport. Opportunist,
and entrepreneurial activity on the part o
thosein positions to benefit from econom;e
deregulation is likely to increase the de.
pendence of others upon them. Of the nu-
merous examples thatIfound of successfy
individuals with connections with senjo;
officials, the bestisascrap-metal trader whq
was unusual in thathe was making severy)
million tdgréga year18, selling scrapiron tq
China, It was generally agreed that hjs
undisputed business acumen was only part
of thereason for this success. The other wag
the fact that he was the son-in-law of one of
the most senior officials in the state farm,
who, althoughrecentlyretired, retained hig
influence and wide range of contacts,

Conclusion

The pattern that emerges is that a certain
complex of norms concerning role-specific
obligations torelatives,friends, patronsand
clients can be identified in Mongolian cul-
ture. In the past, encampmentsand patron-
clientclusters werenot permanent, butwere
flexibly constituted. To make such a fluid
system of social organisation work, a set of
principles was required which allowed
households to fit together in a predictable
way. The cultural complex, with its roles,
ranking obligations and norms provided
such amechanism. The networks were,and
remain, the range of possibilities for assist-
ance and cooperation that may be used by

the households concerned in a variety of

constellations, and also the range of each
household’s obligations. In addition, be-
cause of the persistence of the culturalcom-
plexregardingsocial relationsof obligation,
non-residential patron-client typerelations
with officials tended to form.

During thelong period of the collectives,
social relations of obligation grew along the
lines of the formal structure of the collec-
tives and state farms. Even with the partial
removal of this official structure, the net-
works remain, having grown (like the or-
ganicnetwork of a plant) around and along




ines of power of the old organisation.
- pethatasimilar processhas occurred
where in post-socialist Inner Asia, and
stthe continued power of collective farms
Buryatia and Tuva is at least in part due
the economic importance of the social
afions generated by the institution, as
f as the formal structures. Although
o formal structures may have been
nged or abolished, the networks that
ew upaboutthem remain largelyin place.
uch of the entrepreneurial activity that
s occurred, stch as it is, has been based
pon these networks, because they often
yntrolaccess to awholerange of resources.
jsunsurprising, then, that ‘new’ economic
nterprises may closely resemble the oldin
rms of personnel and working practices.
What weseewhen westudy thenetwork
f 'social relations of obligation’ is the vari-
ty of waysby which Mongolians have cre-
ted a larger socio-economic field (for it
annot easily be termed a unit) which is
ore powerful, better provisioned and
Jore secure than atomised individual
ouseholds. Resources, services and pro-
uce thatarenotowned or ordinarily avail-
ble to households and individuals are ac-
essible to this larger field, the ‘network’.
ather thaninvestinginthe ownershipofa
motorvehicle—which wouldbe farbeyond
the means of most herdsmen—one invests
n the goodwill of a driver or official witha

 Like spatial mobility, Mongolian net-
~works can be seen to be an adaptive re-
sponse to variability, that is both predict-
_able and unpredictable change. Just as
- movementismoreﬂexiblethanstaticdwell—
_ing,networksaremore flexible than groups
~ for dealing with variable and occasional
 needs. In the case of migratory movements,
' forexample, theneed forhelp fromagiven
~ person may only arise once Or twiceayear,
but can be very important at that time.
~ Networks remain as jmportant for social

organisation inrural lifeas they wereinthe
~ past. The mobility of pastoral families

meant that in the past residential grouping
could reflect theflexiblenature of networks
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of social relations of obligation, and today,
in the present restructuring to the pastoral
economy, some analogous tendencies ap-
pear to have developed.

Notes

11t may be that the ‘maximising man’ model, that
seemed to offer the rigour of classical economics to
anthropology, over-emphasised theself-helpaspects
of sharing to theextent thatitbecameseen inSahlins’
model as a reciprocal activity. The importance of,
for want of a better term, whatwe call the notion of
‘enlightened self-interest’ in the generation of eco-
nomic and social forms, may well have been rated
too highly in western economic thought over the
lastfew decades. Tomovebeyond thecurrent think-
ing in economic anthropology we may require ap-
proaches that placemore stresson the complexity of
motivational and expectational processes.
2 Fyrthermore, Pryor’s use of his typology is full of
normative presumptions which I find unhelpful in
this case. For example, “such redistribution can be
eitherregressive (e.g. if the political authority keeps
for his personal use what is collected), progressive
(e.gif thegoodsare collected fromtherichand given
to the poor), or neutral” (Pryor 1972:36).
3 gee discussion of Gregory by Strathern (1992:176~
177). :
4This may inpartbe infiuenced by the wayin which
in the West we separate commercial and personal
activity to 2 consicderable extent, 50 that we might
deal with the same person ontwo different footings,
giving a well-known customer some gift one day
and selling him something the next. In general this
separation is weaker in Mongolia, and when weare
dealing with the domestic mode of productionitis
almost entirely absent. In this case the question ‘are
you giving me this sheep or selling it to me’ rarely
arises, andsothe classificationof the transferintoan
actof ‘puregiving’ (generalised reciprocity),delayed
exchange, or selling {commoditisation) is not usu-
ally significant. It is more important to classify the
relationship between the people concerned. If you
know that you can be reasonably sure whether the
donor is selling the sheep or giving it.
5 The figures given gere are based upon an initial
analysis of material collected during six months of
fieldwork by the author in Sumber and
Dalanjargalan susms in Dornogov’ aitnag, and upon
case studies carried out in Davst sum in Uvs aimag;
and Bayantumensuin, Dornod aimag by B. Telengid
and Caroline Humphrey as part of the MacArthur
ECCIA project.Itshould be noted thattheyinvolved
relatively smalinumbers ofinformantsinterviewed
in depth as partof a period of participant observa-
tion, Twenty households had their household budg-
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ets recorded in Davst, and 21 in Dornogov’. The
accuracy of the statistics quoted therefore, cannot
beassumed tobe very high. These households were,
however, carefully chosen so as to be as representa-
tive as possible, and we expect the data to be good
enough to provide a reasonable representation of
the general situation.

6 In addition to cash expenditure on flour, if one
looks at the domestic consumption of animals in the
families studied in Dormogov’ aimag, they reported
that they consurned, on average, 22.6 small animal
equivalents each year. This 15 2.6 percent of the total
number of livestock herded by the households con-
cerned, calculated in small animal equivalents each
year, This represents, however, 9.4 percent of their
privately owned animals. Turning to the Uvs aimag
study, itwasfound thataverage domestic consump-
tion worked out at 27.9 small animal equivalents
peryear. Thisamounted to 6.5 percentof these fami-
lies’ private holdings. (The reported domestic con-
sumption ranged from 940 small animal equiva-
lents per year, from 2-10.2 percent of the total herd
numbers). )

7 In part this may also be because animals, like chil-
dren, are generally seen as a blessing and valuable
in their own right.

8 The percentagesare, as one would expect, atslight
variance with the percentages found when every
single animal in the sum is considered. Using the
completelocal governmentstatistics for Sumbersum
where the first study was done we find that 42.6
percent of the livestock is owned by the company,
35.8 percentisin private ownership by herding and
non-herding members, and other official organisa-
tionsown 21.6 percentof theanimals.Testimate that
in Dalanjargalan in 1993, company holdings now
stand at 42.0 percent, the herding members 41.8
percent, non-herding members 11.0 percent, the
company factory owns 2.7 percentand other official
organisationsaccountfor 2,5 percentof the totallive-
stock.

9 Out of a total of 85 people named, 68 were kin.
10 The Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party,
%enerally known now as the Makh nam.

1 Simukov notes that the term he uses for the en-
campment—khoton—islargely interchangeable with
the termail (pp. 22-23), Simukov also mentions that
the term khot ail, was sometimes used, and I shall
include this in brackets as this term is widely used
today.

12 A useful labour-saving practice as the ewes will
not suckle the strange lambs and so milk is retained
for milking while labour is saved by the unification
of the lambs with the adult herd.

13 Simukov described a pattern familiar to me from
the accounts of many of my old informants both in
Mongoliaand from earlier work in Inner Mongolia.
For thisreason I believe the pattern was widespread.
14 These formations seem to have occurred else-
where. In the fifties ‘primary cooperatives’ were

formed inInner Mongolia. On theexterior they ye,
a collaborative grouping of equals. In fact, an e:
amination of the internal structure of these ear]
cooperatives suggests that they were more like dui
ters of poor clients about a rich patron,

15 50 private animals were permitted in mog; of
Mongolia, and 75 in Gobi regions.

16 The method of privatisation was to issue tasglhg
coupons worth 2 total of 10,000 t5grgs. The smajj
and large coupons (representing 3,000 and 7,000 ¢
respectively) were used at different times to bug
animals,and sometimes enclosuresand otherasseys
from the company.

171t should be noted that this term can also be used
for marketing organisations based upon old state
structures.

18 One dollar was worth around 400 togrigs at the
time of study (Feb.—Aug. 1993).
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