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Competing Narrations: Views on Mongolia’s Colonialism Discourses
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�eing part of the post-socialist sphere ;i.e. the former Second torldͿ, Dongolia ;Dongol UlsͿ reels like tum9
bleǁeed betǁeen the remaining ǁorlds, the Global Eorth and South. �pparently, this applies not only to 
classiĮcaƟons of development, but also to the country s͛ mapping ǁith regard to colonialism. �t one Ɵme pre9
sented to former colonies as a forerunner on the ǁay into a brighter future, post-socialist Dongolia appears 
ambivalent concerning the ƋuesƟon of ǁhether Dongolians have ever been under colonial rule themselves. 
dhese discourses in Dongolian historiography are ǁidely disregarded by testern scholars, some of them 
even promoƟng a biased eƋuaƟon of ͚post-colonial͛ ǁith ͚post-socialist .͛

Wost-Socialist ZeproducƟon of the WainƟng ͞�ypassing Capitalism͟ on a Woǁer Wlant in Ulaanbaatar
;&oto: :ohnny �altǌersen, ϮϬϭϮͿ
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dhe sovereign naƟon emerged from the Dongolian Weople s͛ Zepublic ;DWZ, ϭϵϮϰ-ϭϵϵϮͿ, ǁhich ǁas the se9
cond socialist state in the ǁorld and a satellite of the Soviet Union. �ven though dependent, the country 
managed to maintain a distance from its guiding star, called ͞older brother to the north͟ ;khoid akhͿ. dhere 
4'#%*#7*:!)#)01)#)0&#*+7&2#!2*)0&2#4%)&2;&%&7#1#+*)-#!:)#0&#1+'*#<1=4+4)1)&7#1#,+&!4'=4)&-#>04=0#+&7#)*#<:++#4%7&9
pendence from China, including sovereignty over foreign policy, in ϭϵϰϱ.

dhe Dongolian Weople s͛ Zepublic entered colonialism discourses in tǁo ǁays: via historiography proper, and 
via the anƟ-colonial liberaƟon struggle. dhe latter refers in parƟcular to the DWZ s͛ imaginary, yet brisk ũour9
ney through the history of humankind, pursuant to the Darǆist stage model of history: �ccording to the nar9
raƟve, the country had ũumped out of ;gloomyͿ feudalism and landed directly in ;brightͿ socialism ǁithout 
passing through capitalism.

�ypassing Capitalism ;<apitalismyg �lgaschͿ.
WainƟng by �agdangiin �mgalan ;ϭϵϱϵͿ

�ypassing ͙͍ �mbroidery in a Countryside Duseum 
;<henƟi �imag, �adal Sum, &oto: :ohnny �altǌersen ϮϬϭϮͿ

dhis deviaƟon from the orthodoǆy of the Darǆist stage model resulted from the fact that not even rudi9
mentary capitalism eǆisted in the Dongolian steppe, and in place of a proletarian class there ǁere nomadic 
herders. s./. >enin had already decided in ϭϵϮϬ, at the Ϯnd torld Congress of the Comintern in vieǁ of the 
prospecƟve Soviet Zepublics in Central �sia, that ͞ǁith the aid of the proletariat of the advanced countries, 
!1=/>127#=*:%)24&'?#=*:+7#0&17#742&=)+"#<*2#'*=41+4'6#@>4)0*:)#01;4%5#)*#,1''#)02*:50#)0&#=1,4)1+4')#')15&?#
;Shirendyb ϭϵϴϭ:ϮϬͿ. dhus, the DWZ ǁas pracƟcally authoriǌed to take a short cut through the prescribed 
course of history.
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� feǁ decades later, this bypassing-capitalism narraƟve provided Dongolians ;for the Įrst Ɵme since medie9
val ƟmesͿ ǁith a solo appearance on the stage of global history: then many former colonies had gained their 
independence, ideologists on either side of the /ron Curtain ǁere eager to drag them into their respecƟve 
poliƟcal camps. /n these Cold tar battles, former colonies ǁere ascribed the role of a ͞third poǁer͟ ǁithin 
internaƟonalism, and the DWZ made its grand appearance as a Ňagship: /t ǁas presented to eǆ-colonies as a 
veriĮed eǆample of stunning development, an ͞ascent out of medieval backǁardness and feudal oppression 
to socialism͟ ;Shirendyb ϭϵϴϭ:ϭϵͿ. Contemporary sources reported that the DWZ had friendly relaƟons ǁith 
more than ϰϬ former colonies, ǁho supposedly shoǁed interest in the non-capitalist ǁay of development 
;Zathmann and sietǌe ϭϵϳϴͿ. thether or not this ǁas true, the eǆcepƟonal representaƟon of the country 
contributed to its self-percepƟon as an essenƟal part of the Second torld.

DWZ historiography had already introduced the term ͞colonialism͟ ;kolonichlolͿ during the ϭϵϰϬs to deno9
te the period of Danchu ;YingͿ reign. &rom ϭϲϵϭ to ϭϵϭϭ, the Danchu ruled over ǁhat they named Kuter 
Dongolia, ǁhich roughly correlates ǁith the territory of the present Dongolian state. dheir dominaƟon over 
ǁhat they named /nner Dongolia ;today an autonomous region in the WZ of ChinaͿ had already started from 
ϭϲϯϲ, ǁhereas ǁestǁard territories of the Dongolian plateau came under Danchu rule only in the ϭϴth cen9
tury. /n the DWZ s͛ historiography, the Danchu-led Ying reign ;Danũiin ƺyeͿ became the epitome of colonial 
oppression, as the folloǁing depicƟons from the EaƟonal Duseum shoǁ:

;Dethods of dorture during Danchu dime 
;Source: EaƟonal Duseum of DongoliaͿ

SubũugaƟon 
;Source: Dongol Ulsyn dƺƺkh, Ulaanbaatar ϮϬϭϳͿ

thile several testern scholars capture this colonialism-narraƟve, ǁhich is prevalent in post-socialist Don9
golia s͛ public discourse even today, some deny it and even eƋuate the socialist era ǁith colonialism. <aplon9
ski, for eǆample, in the preface to his book �d�Œ�µ�š�Z�U���,�]�•�š�}�Œ�Ç�����v���� �W�}�o�]�Ÿ���•�� �]�v�� �D�}�v�P�}�o�]��, refers to an arƟcle ;as 
his starƟng pointͿ claiming ͞the Dongols͟ ǁould have come ͞out from under seventy years of essenƟally 
colonial Soviet rule͟ ;<aplonski ϮϬϬϰ:viiiͿ. &urther on, he states that ͞Unlike the situaƟon ǁith the Soviets, 
hoǁever, the period of the Ying is not remembered as a period of coloniǌaƟon͟ ;<aplonski ϮϬϬϰ:ϯϴͿ.
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Such bold statements basically disregard Dongolian discourses, ǁhich are far more compleǆ and nuanced. 
� comparaƟve analysis of publicaƟons concerning the Ying era yields the folloǁing designaƟons: occupa9
Ɵon ;!"!#$%&&'!'Ϳ, coloniǌaƟon ;$('()*%'(' Ϳ, subũugaƟon ;+,'$%&-,'Ϳ, oppression ;-,#,)./&',' Ϳ, control ;",$%0
&#.,,Ϳ, dominaƟon ;!#$%1%!!'Ϳ, hegemony ;)(2(#$%('Ϳ, usurpaƟon ;�š�º�Œ���u�P�]�]�o���oͿ, and eǆploitaƟon ;�u�‚�o�i�o�‚�PͿ 
;:igmeddorũ ϮϬϭϭ:ϰ-ϱͿ. /n contrast to socialist historiography, post-socialist accounts do not focus only on the 
territory of the Dongolian State ;former DWZͿ ;�oldbaatar and DƂnkh-�rdene ϮϬϬϰ:ϭϭ͖ Danũiin erkhsheeli9
in ƺyeiin Dongol ϮϬϬϰ:ϭϭͿ, and many intellectuals agree that ǁhile the hegemony ;)(2(#$%('Ϳ or domina9
Ɵon ;!#$%1%!!'Ϳ of the Ying ǁas the most sorroǁful period in Dongolian history, people ǁere actually vas9
sals of the Danchu rather than colonial subũects ;Sanũdorũ ϭϵϵϴ:ϯ͖ Dongol ulsyn tƺƺkh /s ϮϬϬϯ:ϱ͖ Danũiin 
erkhsheeliin ƺyeiin Dongol ϮϬϬϰ:ϯͿ. ,oǁever, in Dongolian ǁriƟngs, historians deĮnitely do not associate 
the socialist era ǁith colonialism.

Dongolian intellectuals heatedly debate hoǁ to name and categoriǌe the historical period of the Ying �ynas9
ty, or more precisely, the Ɵme from the mid-ϭϳ)0 century unƟl the beginning of the ϮϬ)0#=&%):2"-#>0&%#6*')#
Dongol territories ǁere under the rule of the Danchu. dhe cover of an ͞/llustrated ,istory͟ published not 
long ago shoǁs that historians rather avoid naming this era, and instead only menƟon the Ɵmeframe and, in 
an entangled-history manner, the then dominant poǁers in the area ;Zussians, Dongols, DanchuͿ.

Kur brief vieǁ of compeƟng narraƟves illustrates ǁhat Silova et al. refer to as ͞the coloniality of knoǁledge 
producƟon ... in and about ;postͿsocialist spaces.͟ # ;Silova et al. ϮϬϭϳͿ. te support their iniƟaƟve ͞to fracture 
the hegemony of testern-centric knoǁledge and ... to gain a global vieǁpoint that is more inclusive of dif9
ferent voices,͟  and Įnally also ͞to reclaim our posiƟons as epistemic subũects ǁho have both the legiƟmacy 
and capacity to look at and interpret the ǁorld from our oǁn origins and lived realiƟes#͟  ;Silova et al. ϮϬϭϳͿ.

�ook Cover 3().('*%//-4 ;Ulaanbaatar: Donsudar ϮϬϭϰͿ.
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�<�Z���o�š���]�����}�o���l�Z�‚�o�š���] ʹ this Dongolian saying, ǁhich roughly translates as ͞ǁith language you get around,͟  has 
implicaƟons for us as researchers and university lecturers: /n order to overcome epistemic ineƋuality, ǁe 
need to raise aǁareness of processes of knoǁledge producƟon that happen in languages other than �nglish, 
and to Įnd ǁays to make them more visible rather than ͞mapping the Self ǁith the categories of the Kther͟ 
;Clammer ϮϬϬϯ:ϮϭͿ. 
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