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Caroiling Humrey

Mongols have socially-designated places in their tents for people and objecis.
Gradually, as social changes take place, the old rigid divisions are breaking up.

When z Mongol woeman buys & sewing-machine, she
has an alletied place in her icot to put it, and this
place is the same In every enl across the steppes.
This ‘zet may seem insignifcant, but it s evidence
that present-day Mongols persistently
nbjects n terms of their position in space. This
charac-eristic of Mongol life was noted by travellers
as long ago as the lith century, and it was further
observed that Mongels used this categorisation 1o
cefine sociz! positiors. Bul in the 20th century, with
rapid socizl change, there seems to be a paradox:
how can naw social roles and technologically new
and foreign objects be given a place in this “rrad-
itional™ system? .

Mongolis was the first counlry adjler Russia to

ve a socialist revoluilon. and there have heen
remarkable changes since that time (19211 The
slogan of party leaders was “lel us bypass capi-
lalism! ™ {since they aimed 10 move directly from
11e pre-1921 stalz of feudalism to the goal of socia-
lissn), There have been many achievements: feudal
Mongol society was transformed by ine inlroduc-
tion of public ownership and the collectivisation of
production: and the standard of living of the hasic-
allv pastoral, nomadic population has been drama-
lically raised by elecirical and coal industries, crop
agriculture. modern medicine. and new means of
communication. It.is clear that of tae geals seen
by the fathers of the revolulion. the material and
administrative oges are steadily being achieved, but
we know lzss zhout another aim of any socialist
movemenl—changes in social relationshizs. One
can get some answers by Jooking al new develop-
ments in Lhe system of catcgorization of objects.

Provided a system continues inle the present-
day. and evidence shows it dass in Morgolia, then
any deviation from, or addizion lo, the previous

‘tern s significant, Orne area of life where
.nanges can easily be seer is in the famiy dwelling,
the round felt tent, called ger ~which is still used
bv most of the population. A young Moascaw-
trained Mongolian c:hnograpaer. G. Tserenxand,
has recen:ly charted these alterations over the past
couple of generatinns in central Mongolia.

Until recently, :he family was not only the main
wnit of ownership and production in herding, but
it aiso arganised its life in an exceptionally rigid
and formal marner, closely -tied te thz old social
_conditions. Catepories of age, sex, gencalogical

categorise

in the centre. wes the jumior or low-slatus half,
called by the Mongols the “lower™ half. The area
at the back of the tznt behind the fire was the
honorific “upper” parl, named the xommor. This;
division was intersected by that of the male, or?
ritually-pure, half, whica was Lo the left of tne;

door as you entered, and the female, impure, or &

dirty section 1o the right of the deor, up to the
xoimor. Within these four areas, the tent was
further divided along ils inner perimeier Into
named sections. Fach ol these was the dssignated
sleeping piace of people in different socia: roles
and the correct storing place of various mplements
and possessions of members of the family Sa
closely were people identified with their objects:
that the wife, for example, might be known as
“cooking-pot person.”

Il was considered a sin to move any utensil Irom

its right place into another part of the ent. A
woman's object was considered to pollute the men’s |

arca and a special ceremony might have lo be
performed Lo erase this. Men were not aliowed to,
‘ouch cooking and other “female™ things, while !
women were forbidden even o sicp over a whole

‘range of men's goods, There was no single place

in the tent where a jumbled heap of things could be
pul indifferently. There was even a diflerence in
the vertical heights at which objects could be
pleced: some things had (o bs wedged behind the
roof-poles, some hung lrom pegs in the wall-tatlices,
and yet others were plazed on the ground.

People could move zhove the ten:, but they had
to sil, val and sleep in their correct places. Tarlier
this cenlury, among the Mongol-speaking people of
Tuva. guests would be fined & horse, with harness,
far irsulling & host by sizting in the wrong place in
his tent This applied whether the guest over-valied
or under-valuzd himself. i1 was as bad for a
mediumly-ranked pusst to sit in toe place of an
important man, as it was for him to move down
a4 place and sit in the spot appropriate for “elean™
old psople. The svstem was zo explicit thal it was
possible in certaln circumslances 10 manipulate
il as for exampie in tae case of the lama, who, with
falic modesty, entered the leat on the woman's
side, only o provoke all thz women to scream und
flee from ihe tent and th2 hostess to plead, “Hon-
ourable lama, please move further up! Please
accepl @ seat furthier up! ™

seniority, wealth, and religious sIZlUE were main-
tained hy explici: rules and prohibitions within the
domestic circle. The round tenl was vittually the
oriy dwelling known in Morgolia, apar: from
Buddhizt monasieries, and it was the focus for
relationships bhetween people widely separated by
daily occupations. It provided a space in which
every category of person or abject in the nomad’s
world could be logated, and so beeame a kind of
microcosm of the social world of the Mongols. {5ee
figure 1, overleal)

in practics. the system woried as follows. 'The
floor area of 1he tent was divided into foaur szetions,
each of which was valued differenily. Tte area
from the doar, which faced soath, ta the nreplace

each sacial category absolitely clear by dividing
it from other categories, This process was analysed
by the Sovier ethnograplier 5. A. Tokarev. The 4
separation af individuals within the family tenl was i

related to the rigid division of labour in the world

outsice. The work of maintaining the herds and
the family itself was divided more or less zibi-
rrarily inco tasks, almost all involving the use of
implements (:he bridle, the iasso, the milking-pail.
‘he reedle and :himhle, the dung-collecting rake,
he branding-irony Tt is therefore net surprising
that it was these items of werking equipment
which were used. when being stared, to symbolically
¢ifferentiate between groups of peopls, These, and

The cficet of all this was 1o make (he rank of
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wi'der divisions of Mongo! soclety, were seen ia the
e caretul seating of guests fror the “upzer™ 1o the
“ower” parts of rhe tent. The hicrarchy wey 1260
reinforced Sy semi-ooligatery rituais being carried
aut hefore env ordindzy conversaren could cegn
- Pt cﬂ.:',mp'.c', the npraseatation of & silk aardag
v searl by the junior 1o the senjcr. Meals were equally
“formal, and womsn usually ate al differen: times
Hrom men.

Since the revolilion, thers have beén fundamen-
{al changes. Not enly have most of the old social
cateyories gone, bui new ones have appearsd like
factory worker, cehouwl teacher, party oficial, veter-
inarian, of truck-driver, Yet comparison can still
take place since poople still live in family groups in
the felt tent (See figure 2.}

It seems to me, and Tserenxand's malerizh also
shows Lhis, that the hasic structure has remained,
in the sense -hal the Mongols still have socially
designated places in the tent for people and objects,
and give taem veiues. Some manufaciured objects
are smply merged into traditional categories.
These arc alwavs cbjects whove Tunction Is equiva-
tent 10 a treditionzl funcuon. Suiicasss. wardrobes
ang chests-nf-drawers made in egast Furope have re-
olaced 1he old bags and painted chesist chrome-
slated badstouds take the place of felt or waooden
burks: and iron buackets and china crockery are
secoming mare common than wooden peils and
silver-lined rovt-wood Lowls, Moderr furniture i
very differsnt in materials end glossiness from
Mongels' things. and it has 1o ke squeezed into
piace in the Jow round tent, bul conceptually it
presents oo problems.

Even (¢ an individua! herdsman’s family is pros-
perous and has fitted our s tent 1n _UXurious
modernity, the time hus not ye! come when past
arrangements can be forgotlen. Tserenxand remarks
thal it i» commior for herdsmen orn the collectives
1y have lwe tents: the “larmer ger’’ wilh carpess,
radio, chrome beds. and <o on, and the “small ger™
for large-scale cooking, domuestic work. and storage.

This sma'l ger bas, classically, & hraszgr in the cen-

tre. skins on the ground, and dripping bags of sour-
milk ulong the south west lattice wall,

Bu: if this old patizrn is a1 the nack of peaple™s
minds, the reeent changes in behaviour in relation
W certain keyv onjects segmoall the more siriking.
The Buddhist altar. which farmerly was t7e culniin-
atioa of the entire honotific arrangement reserved
for men, 1s now virtually never seen: it is replaced
gither by a children’s bed or by & stell with Family
photographs and ornaments. Only radically modern
families 1ake the firs: of these alternatives, More
traditionally-ntinded people Fnd rzasons. (draughts
from the door™) te put children elsewhere. They
reserve the voimor {or hoaoured images, ofien sub-
stituting  pholographs  of  revolutionary leaders,
heroes, or Tlamily members, for pictures £ad statues
of Lamaist deities. Children Lraditionally slept on

the pround. heside their parents’ bed. But this s
now thought v be inadeguate. In Mongelia today.
as in other socizalist countries, children are given
priorily in welfare end hzalih spending: large
familias are ercouraged: and young pzopic are
given pride of place in otarches and parades, since
they symbelize the future.

;. During Lie davtime, when there arc guests. chil-
‘dren gre cxpected Lo slav by their mother on the
teast side of tho tent, or ge oulside. The voimor
s again- occupied by adults, wsiraily men, with
honoured guests such as officials of 1he callective
ar party stting o the host's righl. The ranking
of visitors from the xnimor 1o the door is retained.

Same  ocoupalions arz given mare respect chan
olhers,  adriinisirators, or herdsmon seem o be
given a nigher place thar actisans, neople 0 service
mdustries, o working women. but this matlers less
than the atluinment ead age of the mdividual This
4w sepins herdemiwn o milkmadd  would
he given prececence over a young party official,
who ™ had yet to prove himself. But the rituals
showing clear differences n rank, such as the pre-
senting of Lhe radag, are now thought 1o belong
mainly to the past, or to very formal occasions. On
the other hand, rituals by which Mongols visiting
one another used o establish mutual friendly reja-
ticms are sull virtually obligatory: the exchange
and muiual admiring of snuff-bortles s still wo
commaon that everyone keeps a botlle even if they
dn qor like snu'T, )

These examples are about a change in social
roles, but this use of malerizl culture may be
changsd by a different evaluation of traditional

sl
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objects. Take books, for example. In former times..

bouks were appropriate only for lamas and senior
men, since lhey were seen as holy receplacles for
religious truth and secred historve Thuy were kepl
in the senior male part of the xoimaer, il not un the
Buddhist altar itself: and, wrapped in several layers
of silk, they were read cnly on special occzsions.
Women were Joraidden to read them. There was
a saying “For = woman 10 logk 2t a book iy like
a woll lookiog at a seitlement.” Bur, sincz Lhe
sevalution. literacy has been ong of the most un-
porzant government policies and now virtualy all
families possess some books. These are kept togethe:
m 4 shelf by the head of the parents” hed on the
woman's side.

Then, finzlly. (herg are objects which by their
very existence transform the old categorics inside
the tent. An cxample is the washstand. Washing
us=d 1o e almosl non-gxistent, perhaps bhezzuse
of a scarcity of waler ir the steppes, and i1 was
also regarded as Hoally wiong, since B omight pol-
lute the spirits of waier. The idea that there might
he special equipment for washing. and that all the
"wmily might wash al the same place, 15 & com-
pletely new one 17 Mangol cullure, byl 1t has re-
censly been gressed strorgly by public health
authoritics. Many people now have 4 washstang
(a poriable tanh of water with n outlet aver a
hzsinl, which Is placed next o the door on the
left.—ie, in the maie hall and opposile 1o the place
where the wile wipes her dirty viensils. The saddle
and harmess which used 1o be kepl in this place
arc either moved fueher up the wall, or put in
‘he stmall ger By ity presence the washsiand creates
a space which is available o all —and this 15 new.

1t is because the practice of categorisiug social
relationships by manipnlating objecis in the space
of the tent still occuss, that we can knuw certain

social changes are taking plage: “tre cvaluatian,

of cerlain occapasions has changed. the dllainment

of Tindividuale, iAcluding wormen, 1§ valutd fover’

neelndtion, and children are given increased and
syribolic importance. Mutuai respect rathzr ithan
hiersrchy is emphasised with guests, and within Liie
fam‘ly Lhere are many more ocuasions on which
irdividuas act together  for instance. in comrungl
meals. Some of the old divisions seem destined Lo
disappear, like the rgid dislinction between the
men and women's sides of the tenl, but arhers
characieristic of tie new sosicly may take fheir
place. Whereas, 1n our soctely. the presence enid
dietribution of objects indicater cless, and other
diTerences. in Mongolia, 1hey now show that d
farmnily is. imore or ey, progressve.”
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Fig 1: The traditional tent
{1} saddie, lasso, hcbbies, i winter this area might be
used for young animrals, az night ims beygsars, widows, eld |
suchetors and Il pespie might be allowad to sleep here;
{74 bricts, haller ano sther harmess banging on peg; (3t
praparation of sour marg's wikkin leathar bag; (4) prepara-
finn of yoghutt in front of this place sat ‘wlzan’ [ie. hav-
ing taxer a vow of sexual abstinerce) old men artd womern; |
5} the place for storing falt, skins, blankets, bought food-
stufis: in front of this sal junior wals guests lowards the
door and middling cuests towards (he soimos; (8) one or
two chests balorging to lhe male nead of the household
containing s clothos, “nohwsar and dther possessions; thg
mare valuable. Lhings 1 chest towards xeimaer, less valu-
abie things and scmetimas children’s cipthes in chast o-
“wards ‘he door; honourec gitests &at in fronl of ffese [T
chests: (7) gun and ofther hunting equipment; (8) Mcngol
and Tibatan bocks; a distingtished lama would 5t in tront
of this pusidion: (9) this is the cenwe of the xatmor, whigh
extends to numbers 8 and 10 cn either side; the Buddhist
aftar, with paintings and statues of deities, praver wheels,
offerings, candies, lamis, serhazs hobly books, in the chest
under the altar were kep: the rost valugble lhings. like |
money, sitk, jade.snuf-botiles, sidver cups; (15} chest with
valvable things ‘of the wits; in frort of this chesl sat the
maie Head of ihe housshoid wien recsiving guests; his
pise, steel and flint, knife and a teapet might be kept hera
ior feen; £11) a box for has; children of the tamiy s&t
~ere: 12) ihe marital hed, made of waod or felt; at the
wower end of it there mught be A pen for very yaung chiid-
ren: this was the plaze of the misiress of tre house, (13}
‘he wi‘e's sadclia and briZlz were sometimes put here: (14)
woodsn bowls, plates and stores of food: daughters of {re
house sat hers: (15) scooxng pol, brazier stand, ladia,
Sleaning rag and bunch of grass the youngest caughter |
would sit here: {16) foif mats; (17) low wooden table for
ssrwing lea and cther foud; [18) hrazier: (18] metal box |
for dried dung luel; (2@} skins on ground; {21) door; (22) |
s was tha 'lowess wlace in fe tent and baely countad |
a5 being inside it nothing was put hera except perhaps
wamen's hoots or dirty undarclothes: “black neopta’ (e,
paopie whe had commitied a sir. killed an animal, or werz
in some way pollules} sat hare; dogs sal here it they wereg
" allowed mlo the tent at al -

Fig 2: The p-resent—day tent
© - (1) washstanc; this is pow cailed tha ‘hygienic corner’; [2)
catddle ang haress, otherwise kept in ‘small ger; (3} pre-
" paraticn of sour mare’s milk in leathar bag; (4} prepara-
“vian of yognurt; in some ‘amilies a writing desk is put hers,
(£} the children's bed, with goods stered under it and on
_iti the bed may have a iace cover and a curtain fof pri-
vasy In front of this bed in most families sit middling-
raspecied male guests, oul in some fzmilias wnen there are
~o vicitars the wnole family may s ‘egether hare; (B)
chifds pram ahd foys; (71 wardrobe with clothes: (8}
chest for the ciolhes and gocds cf the mastar of the |
houserold: this chest should be one of & pair with the
' shast at 10, a racio ang ernamenis ray be kept either nere
or on the chest ai 13 (%) chest with valuabie bought
tkings, meney, silver things, electrical pars, bafteres or |
. children's bed: i there is a chest, they put framed photo-
graphs of tamous psople, heroes a~d ‘amily ' members
hers, alss oriamenis, prizes, diplomas, (18) chest with |
women's cloches, mirror, parhaps teacot for the master af
ihe housshald, who wsually sits in ‘rast of this placs; (11}
haox case; {20 the marital bed; in frand of this, at the
haed, sits the wile with ha: chiddren round her: fems.e
guests sit below, o7 If they are greatly respected, on the
cpposite side in front of the wardrabe: (13) tha pottable
sewing-raachine; (14) cuptoard with china crockery; {(15]
saoking paot, utersils for cooking and washing-up; (18}
wooi rugs: (17) low tebe for serving tea and sther foad;
(16} gron siove, with deor fanizg easi—ie, ‘oweards the
wi'e's place; he chimney gezes Up tHriviigh the smoke
Hole it tne cosking pot i not o0 the siove. there is a lid;
{19) ren Dox for dried dung iael, {200 deon {29} low
stagl o liny chalr for guess




