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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I have often advised my students to research topics that satisfy their own
emotional needs and interests. In the name of honesty, I feel it only right to
share why I have researched democracy in Mongolia. I came to this research
after spending years fulfilling a particular psychological need. Although I was
not conscious of it when I started, looking back I realize that all of my anthro-
pological writing was about how the little guy—the underdog or the youngest
child—achieved some level of self-determination partly by influencing the
decisions of the person in charge. My parents and sister had all been oldest
children and therefore had little sympathy for my lowly family position as the
baby. As a result, I often felt powerless. This deep-seated concern translated
into research on patron-client relations (clientelism)—specifically, the ways
that clients influence their patrons’ decisions. This theme framed my work
from Tehuacan and Cozumel in Mexico to New Mexico, Pennsylvania and
finally Mongolia.

It only took me until S0 to stop researching the powerlessness of little
people and turn to another topic. In 1996 I was working on a short research
project to seeifI could conduct fieldwork in Mongolia. At that time I met Dr.
Mekei, Vice-Rector of the National University of Mongolia. He suggested,
“Why don’t you come back and do more research in Mongolia? You could
study democracy here. It would be most interesting for an American to do.”
Iimmediately knew he was right.

The second Soviet-style socialist nation in the world, Mongolia had dis-
carded the communist regime in 1990 and socialism soon after. In 1992, the
people ratified a new constitution based on democracy and capitalism. Ever
since then, the country has struggled to meet the expectations of the new
constitution in everydaylife, and it was a topic of great interest to Mongolians.

Mongolian democratization was also of great interest to me, for it really
symbolized the next step in my psychological path: a post-Soviet country
struggling to institutionalize democracy was really moving from depen-
dency to self-determination. Thus, the study of Mongolian democratization
would, in fact, be the logical next step for me. Besides, I was angered by a
chance remark made to me while I was exploring the possibility of conduct-
ing the research. Someone I interviewed said that anyone over 50 would
not understand democracy and would just have to be carried by the rest of
society. AsI was turning 50 at the time and felt I still had the capacity tolearn
new things, I wanted to find out which one of us was right. Other comments
piqued my curiosity. People said that men and women do not think differently
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about democracy, yet US pollsters had said that women were responsible for
electing Bill Clinton, who was president when I started this work. And some
Mongolian academics said that only the educated, the intelligentsia, would
understand the principles of democracy. So I decided to study changing
democratic ideas in Mongolia partly because I felt that curiosity combined
with irritation would be a great motivator for good research.

There is another reason why I wanted to work in Mongolia: I love the
people. Professor Richard (Rich) Scaglion, a friend and colleague at the
University of Pittsburgh, once told my students that they should work where
they like the people, the music and the food. I finally found a place where I
loved the first two and tolerated the third.

Mongolians—at least the Mongolians whom I met—are the kind of
people Ilike to be around. They are forthright, telling me what they are think-
ing on almost any topic. They are solicitous of foreigners. In fact, there are
several I have trusted with my life, something I would not do in the United
States (well, I can take care of myselfin the United States). They have a strong
sense of family and community. And they like to laugh. Whenever family,
friends or coworkers get together, they join in the conversation until they are
laughing together. I think this is a great way to bond.

Their music? Mongolians have a fabulous tradition of throat singing, or
two-tone singing. They also have a large repertoire of short songs and long
songs, or ballads. They sing as if they were singing against the wind. Their
voices are straightforward and honest, like their conversation. When I started
researching in Ulaanbaatar, young people were just forming pop-music
bands. They combined the Mongolian traditions with Western (including
Japan and Korea) phrasing. I think they are neat, and I'm still playing my
Saraa CD.

To finish Rich’s criteria for happy fieldwork, I need to tell you that Mon-
golian food comes not from the Chinese cuisine but from the nomadic and
Russian traditions. They prefer three-year-old mutton and goat rather than
lamb or kid. They boil it with rice or potatoes, onions and other vegetables.
They also throw a handful of salt into the pot, which practically turned me
into a vegetarian while there. Their favorite part of any animal—sheep, goat
or cow—is the fat, and they cut the meat to maximize the number of chunks
of pure fat. I used to hand off the fatty pieces to any man sitting next to me;
Ialways found him grateful whether he was a teacher or a herder. While this
diet is fine for herders who are active all day long, it is heart-attack food for
sedentary workers like Mongolian office workers or me. Still, the food was
safe because it was boiled. Luckily, there were many foreign restaurants in
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Ulaanbaatar where I mostly ate: Korean, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Mexi-
can, French and German, too. So I could tolerate eating in Mongolia. Since
Mongolia met Rich’s criteria for a good fieldwork site for me, I decided to
work there.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

oall people desire democracy? Does everyone consider it a universal

good? Like many Americans, I assumed that everyone would want

to live in a democracy. The World Values Survey brochure states
that “Desire for freedom and democracy is a universal human aspiration”
(Inglehart, Pura nen, Welzel et al. 2012:8). However, Global Barometer, a
network of research organizations that conduct attitude surveys on all con-
tinents, finds that only a little more than half of adults interviewed between
2001 and 2006 prefer democracy (Bratton 2009: Table S). Political scientists
started studying the relationship between politics, culture and attitudes in the
1920s, although Pye (1991) credits Aristotle, Plato, Montesquieu and other
philosophers with linking political systems to people’s values and attitudes.
Butit was not until anthropologists began integrating anthropology with the
new field of psychology that political scientists began to see the relevance
of individuals’ beliefs, attitudes and values to the study of political systems.
Following Gabriel Almond’s 1950s study using surveys and interviews to
learn people’s political attitudes, similar studies burgeoned (ibid.).

These and other surveys are interesting and helpful, but they need to
be enriched by case studies that provide in-depth, contextual analyses of
people’s opinions. We need to find out how everyday people living in demo-
cratic and other governments actually talk about democracy rather than
squeeze them into boxes devised by Western surveyors. And we need to place
their responses in ecological, cultural, historical and circumstantial context.
Only then can we learn what people want and why they want it. This book
is such a case study.

My impression from years of anthropological research in Mongolia is that
once democracy is institutionalized, people no longer consider it a goal or
an end in itself. Instead, they see it as a means to an end. They believe that
democracy will better enable them to align their deeply held values and
personal goals with the lifestyle they desire than other forms of government,
particularly communism. Some want democracy to gain freedom from op-
pression or government control of their lives (see Lukin 2000:195 for the
same attitudes expressed by Russians). Some want it for self-determination.
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Others believe it will help them and their nation attain dignity. And still oth-
ers consider it the best way to help them meet family obligations or succeed
in the global economy.

Democracy, in other words, is more than a form of government; it is a
way oflife. Its principles influence how wealth is distributed, where and how
people live and what their futures might be. How people define democracy
and prioritize its attributes depends on what they think democracy will do
for them.

How do I know this? Ilearned it from the Mongolians, who highly value
democracy. Mongolia was the first country to follow Russia into socialism
(also called communism) in the 1920s. We might think that Mongolians
know little about democracy, as they were completely surrounded by other
socialist countries—it was the only Soviet country to suffer this fate. Or we
might suppose that they became comfortable living under socialism and
would not want to change. Yet Mongolia was one of the earliest Soviet Bloc
countries to protest Communist Party control. And in January 1992, its
citizens were the seventh of the 28 Newly Independent States (NIS) to ratify
a democratic, capitalist constitution.

When Istarted researching Mongolians’ changingideas on democracy, I
thought this would make an interesting case study of how people raised under
communist ideology were thinking about democracy. With National Science
Foundation support, Mongolian research assistants and I asked a range of
voting-age people to name the characteristics of a democratic country (see
Figure 1.1). I expected them to mention broad democratic principles such
as multiparty elections, a government system of checks and balances, or
transparency. This is what my American students had done in class exercises.
Instead, I was struck by how personal the Mongolians’ answers were. People
said that democracy was changing their lives. It brought them free speech,
which boosts their personal dignity because now their opinions matter. It
gave them valued rights and freedoms that let them—rather than their gov-
ernment—adetermine how they would live, for they are no longer assigned
to education programs or jobs that they do not like.

But they were also appalled by the rising crime rate resulting from the
breakdown of strict government control experienced during communism.
The collapse of authority forced them to rethink their social relations and
frustrated their attempts to succeed in the new market economy. Some
people even said that human nature was changing under democracy. They
were dismayed that Mongolians are turning from cooperative, caring beings
who want the whole society to share a decent standard of living to people



