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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation configures winter disasters in Mongolia as a context for 

examining the “politics of responsibility” in a post-socialist nation. Winter disasters in 

Mongolia, called zud, are complex events in which unfavorable environmental, climatic, 

and weather conditions—such as sparse pasture, deep snow, ice, and extreme cold—

combine to produce high winter livestock mortality, thus threatening rural livelihoods. 

Observed and projected climate change raises concerns that zud will increase in 

frequency and severity. Moreover, social and economic transitions in Mongolia since the 

end of Socialism have left herders highly exposed to shocks. A zud in the winter of 2009-

2010 was especially alarming, being the biggest disaster since 1944, killing almost one 

quarter of Mongolia’s livestock. This event was a testament not only to the destructive 

power of combined meteorological and environmental factors, but also to persistent 

vulnerability in rural Mongolia.  

Focusing on the politics of responsibility surrounding disasters such as zud, this 

dissertation examines popular discourses of herders as “lazy” and “irresponsible.” These 

discourses arise from “neoliberal” ideologies in post-socialist Mongolia, and from certain 

values and institutions tied to Mongolia’s socialist past. Some foreigners and urban 

Mongolians speculate that Socialism made herders dependent on state assistance, and 

now they just need to learn how to take care of themselves. Such assumptions have real 

impacts, as they influence development program design and policy. Socialism has indeed 

influenced the ways that Mongolians perceive risk and allocate responsibility in the face 
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of zud. However, the effect has not been to make herders “lazy” and apathetic in the face 

of increasing risk, but rather the opposite. Socialism fostered strong values concerning 

work ethic, discipline, and agency. The research incorporated participant observation 

with herders at a site in the Gobi Desert and comparative research across five sites in 

Mongolia to record herders’ complex strategies for managing risk. Interviews and 

archival research were used to examine Mongolians’ changing attitudes toward risk.  
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Chapter 1 : THE PROBLEM, THE RESEARCH, AND KEY CONCEPTS 

Introduction 

The last two decades have been hard on Mongolian herders, and not merely 

because of the age-old “problems” of cold weather and a lack of electricity, running 

water, roads, and other amenities. Making up one third of Mongolians, herders rely 

directly on natural resources and their livestock for their primary subsistence and income, 

and like many pastoralists in remote and arid regions of developing countries around the 

world, they are at arguably increasing risk of losing their livelihoods to climate change, 

environmental degradation, and natural hazards. In particular, they are hard-pressed by 

periodic winter disasters called zud (Mong. зуд; also commonly transliterated dzud). 

Moreover, socioeconomic and political change—a transition from Soviet-style Socialism 

to Capitalism, with an accompanying withdrawal of state support during emergencies—

has left herders particularly exposed. Adding insult to injury, livestock losses to zud are 

feeding into popular discourses of herders as “lazy” and “irresponsible,” their misfortunes 

justifying anti-rural and ethnocentric biases among urban Mongolians and foreign 

observers. 

This dissertation configures zud disasters as a context for examining the “politics 

of responsibility” in a developing post-socialist nation. Described in detail in the next 

chapter, zud are complex events in which unfavorable environmental, climatic, and 

weather conditions—such as sparse pasture, deep snow, ice, and extreme cold—combine 
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to produce high winter livestock mortality, thus threatening rural livelihoods. Zud are a 

major development concern in Mongolia, and herders make international headlines when 

zud strike: proclamations such as “Mongolia Faces Calamity” (BBC 2000) and “Winter 

Leaves Mongolians a Harvest of Carcasses” in The New York Times (Jacobs 2010) revise 

the image of a country formerly known on the outside mostly in association with 

Chinggis Khan and the Mongol Empire (1206-1370). The new image of Mongolia being 

projected globally is of a rapidly modernizing post-socialist state in the early stages of a 

mining boom, where the traditional herding way of life is threatened by severe winters.  

A zud in the winter of 2009-2010 was particularly alarming, being the biggest 

disaster since 1944. Affecting over three quarters of Mongolia’s land area and killing 8.5 

million livestock (almost one quarter of the national total), the zud left 43,500 herders 

(that is, individuals, so about 10,000 herding households) without any animals at all and 

seriously impoverished multiple times that number of herders (IFRC 2010:2). This 

dwarfs the damage done in the previous major zud, in back-to-back winters from 1999 to 

2001, which killed only half the number of livestock as the 2009-2010 event, but were 

considered humanitarian disasters of historic proportions (Wang and Vernooy 2013). As 

well destroying rural livelihoods, zud are costly at a national level, reducing urban as well 

as rural food security and noticeably reducing national income. Herders and scientists 

alike worry that disasters could become more frequent with climate change, among other 

influences, citing worrisome trends such as irregular summer rainfall, which impedes 

pasture growth and thus makes livestock especially vulnerability to severe winters.  
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The title of this dissertation, “Politics of Responsibility in an Increasingly 

Hazardous Climate,” calls attention to two of its major assertions. The first is that, in 

addition to tackling the pragmatic question of how to reduce rural vulnerability to zud, a 

problem that is addressed by recent and ongoing research programs (Government of 

Mongolia 2001; Gunjaadorj 2002; Sternberg 2010; Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2011; 

Prathivadi Bhayankaram 2011), we can also gain insight into disaster mitigation by 

considering the “politics of responsibility” in relation to zud. I suggest that development 

strategies for reducing herders’ vulnerability to zud are susceptible to influence from 

ideological biases. This research interrogates, in particular, discourses that lay blame for 

the loss of livestock on herders themselves. I introduce and analyze what I refer to as 

“lazy herder discourses,” discourses of responsibility that question herders’ work ethic 

and motivation to be self-sufficient. These “lazy herder discourses” appear in the context 

of international development programs operating in Mongolia to increase herders’ 

resilience to zud, but also operate more broadly in Mongolia society and media. I describe 

these discourses, and their surrounding politics, below. 

The second assertion within the dissertation title itself is that Mongolian herders 

operate within an “increasingly hazardous climate.” This dissertation upholds the idea 

that Mongolia’s “climate” is “increasingly hazardous,” whether one understands 

“climate” to refer to patterns of variation in meteorological variables (temperature, 

precipitation, atmospheric pressure) in a region over a period of time, or whether 

“climate” is interpreted in the colloquial sense of “general surroundings.” This broad 

claim is not original to this dissertation, and so I draw from existing studies on 
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environmental and climatic threats in Mongolia and evidence of herders’ heightened 

vulnerability to such hazards. 

Finally, the subtitle of the dissertation, “The Case of Herding in Post-Socialist 

Mongolia,” alludes to a third major theme: the influence that Mongolia’s transition from 

Socialism to Capitalism has had on herders’ ability to cope with natural hazards, and on 

the politics of responsibility surrounding the threat of zud. The idea that the transition 

increased herders’ vulnerability to zud is nothing new, and in fact, one would have a hard 

time finding recent academic work on Mongolian herding that does not lead off with such 

an interpretation, exemplified by the following statement:  

Following the transition from a Soviet-dominated regime to democracy and a free 

market, pastoral livelihoods have become much more exposed to… climate 

change and weather dynamics, natural resource degradation,… and rapid societal 

change.  

(Wang and Vernooy 2013:639) 

I agree that herders face socioeconomic and livelihood insecurities in the post-

socialist period. Like other authors (Janes and Chuluundorj 2004; Murphy 2011), I even 

suggest that in recent decades “neoliberal ideologies” (I will clarify what I mean by 

“neoliberal” in a later section of this chapter) have increased rural vulnerability and 

victim blaming in the aftermath of zud. I am also interested in Socialism’s legacies on the 

ways that Mongolians perceive risk and allocate responsibility in the face of zud. 

Mongolians’ attitudes toward risk are influenced not only by the self-sufficiency rhetoric 

that has been a part of post-socialist reform and development, but also by moral values 
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and governmental technologies that existed during Socialism and—especially in rural 

areas—have been maintained into the present. I describe several core values and beliefs 

that I believe affect how herders perceive their own and others’ abilities to cope with 

unpredictable and adverse winter conditions, and how these feed into the politics of 

responsibility. 

In the remainder of this first chapter, I clarify my motivations in pursuing this 

research. I also compare “lazy herder discourses” to discourses of responsibility in US 

disasters as a means to illustrate how ideologies and agendas can frame disaster contexts. 

I describe the methods I used during fieldwork in Mongolia, and introduce the research 

setting where I spent the better part of year as a participant-observer in herding 

households—a rural district in the Gobi Desert. Also in this chapter, I discuss some of 

key but potentially problematic concepts that arose in writing the dissertation, namely 

“risk,” “vulnerability,” “resilience,” and “Neoliberalism.” To conclude, I introduce the 

specific topics and objectives of the chapters that follow.  

Discursive Manifestations of a Politics of Responsibility (Why does Everyone Say 

that Herders are Lazy?) 

The central purpose of this dissertation is to explore what I refer to as “lazy herder 

discourses” as they operate in the politics surrounding responsibility for winter risk 

management in post-socialist Mongolia. A “discourse,” as I use the concept, is a “pattern 

of speaking, writing, or other symbolic action that results from multiple sources ... [that] 

functions to circulate a coherent set of meanings about an important topic” (Cox 
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2006:67). Environmental and development discourses—for example, discourses of 

“desertification” and coupled narratives that explain the causes of desertification and 

allocate blame—are important to recognize as such because of the power they have in the 

construction of problems and their solutions (Adger et al. 2001).  

 “Lazy herder” discourses reveal a pattern of blaming herders for their losses of 

livestock to zud rather than, for example, blaming the government, market speculation, 

greed, unpredictable weather, or bad luck. Lazy herder discourses appear in different 

forms in written and spoken dialogue, but they are more than just curious figures of 

speech; they reveal underlying attitudes and assumptions about herders, individual and 

state responsibilities, and human agency, which in turn shape programs and policies 

affecting herders in Mongolia. Examining the politics of responsibility surrounding zud in 

Mongolia, and the associated “lazy herder discourses,” can promote critical reflection on 

how societies might respond to climate change and increasing risk from natural disasters 

around the world and at home. 

“Lazy herder discourses” emerge most notably in zud years, when some herders 

lose large numbers of livestock to starvation and freezing. These discourses, which 

populate the Mongolian media, international development dialogue, and government 

reports, insinuate that herders lose livestock because of their supposedly poor work ethic 

and irresponsibility populate the. Many urban Mongolians and international development 

professionals express frustration over herders’ repeated need for disaster relief and their 

apparent lack of progress toward self-sufficiency. Development programs have sought to 

produce resilient households following the dismantling of socialist herding collectives in 
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1990. Although organizations rigorously pursue theoretical and practical understandings 

of the many facets of rural vulnerability, I feel that there is an overarching unspoken 

understanding that if households are still vulnerable despite development efforts, those 

households must be doing something wrong. Discourses that are actually voiced by 

development professionals and other observers in the aftermath of zud include assertions 

that herders: 

• knew a zud was coming; 

• did nothing to prepare; 

• just hoped that things would be okay; 

• always expect someone to come to their rescue. 

Blaming it on the Socialist Legacy 

An inquiry into “lazy herder discourses” led me directly into questions of 

Mongolia’s socialist legacy, or legacies. One commonly accepted narrative is that 

Mongolia’s Soviet-style socialist state (1924-1990) spoiled herders. Indeed, in the latter 

part of the twentieth century, the state provided herders with a steady salary, offered 

assistance in the form of fodder and other supplies during zud, and restocked herds when 

losses occurred. Herders’ salaries fluctuated based on their performance in meeting 

production quotas, but consequences for losing livestock, particularly in unusually severe 

weather conditions, were not usually harsh (Namkhainyambuu 2000). Soviet-style 

Socialism, in Mongolia as well as the Soviet Union, arguably comforted/coddled even 

average citizens with a “pretense of plentitude” (Collier 2011:199). Numerous foreigners 
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and Mongolians have told me that because of the socialist legacy, herders prefer to hope 

that the government and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) will assist them when 

zud strikes rather than taking care of themselves. 

Through interviews, literature review, and archival research, a picture of 

Mongolia’s socialist forms of governance emerged, and I was convinced of Socialism’s 

influence in shaping current Mongolian politics of risk. However, I concluded that the 

primary legacy of Socialism was not that it made herders “lazy” or dependent, but that it 

actually fostered a certain reverence for hard work and responsibility. Socialist-era 

practices of publicly recognizing and rewarding workers’ and herders’ productivity 

(which incidentally continues today, as I shall discuss) probably accentuated pre-existing 

Mongolian cultural ideals in relation to rural work. In any case, herders’ characterization 

of themselves as hard workers is striking and deeply ingrained. I hope there are many 

ideas that readers will take away from this dissertation, but if I had to choose the most 

important, it would be that they question claims that social security (for example, the 

types of securities that herders received during Socialism) makes people lazy.   

Parallel Post-Disaster Discourses 

“Lazy herder discourses” caught my attention as a research topic not only because 

I am interested in Mongolia and herding, but because they can help us think more broadly 

about the politics of responsibility in relation to other sorts of disasters in other places. To 

offer one illustration, victim blaming in the aftermath of zud is strikingly similar to some 

of the rhetoric that has arisen in the aftermath of hurricanes in the United States. Most 
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recently, in October, 2012, Hurricane-turned-Superstorm Sandy struck the Caribbean and 

the US, killing at least 100 people, destroying 250,000 houses and other buildings, and 

depriving millions of people of electricity and other services in the following days or 

weeks (Halverson and Rabenhorst 2013; Ranger 2012). Media and public discourses of 

responsibility in relation to Sandy’s impacts clustered around a few different themes, but 

one of these themes, in particular, caught my attention. The following quotes are from a 

discussion that appeared on a conservative news website in Sandy’s aftermath:  

• “People knew for days that this storm was coming, yet now they're all bent out 

of shape because of food shortages.” 

• “Why didn’t they prepare? It's a ‘sugar tit’ mentality.  They expect the 

government to do everything for them.” 

• “The majority of people don't take any initiative to help themselves in any 

circumstances.”  

(WorldNetDaily 2012) 

Granted, in the case of Hurricane Sandy, such sentiments were not widespread; 

most Americans were seemingly much more sympathetic toward those affected by the 

storm than the anonymous individuals posting to conservative news sites. However, the 

unsympathetic opinions of Sandy victims that I have cited are part of an important current 

in American culture. We can call it the flip-side of the American Dream. The Dream 

showcases empowered individuals, but their greater agency is associated with greater 

responsibility for their own fate and fortunes. I suggest that Americans’ attachment to the 

idea that individuals can achieve anything they want can be linked to exaggerated 
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expectations of individuals to always be able to take care of themselves, and even to 

blame individuals who fall victim to misfortune in natural disaster settings. This is not to 

say that Americans do not also level critiques against various levels of government when 

natural disasters are particularly costly—Republicans as well as Democrats were critical 

of government’s failure to provide better security against and relief from disasters 

(Malhotra 2008). However, beliefs and values clearly frame how we allocate 

responsibility for managing risk, a process that occurs both at the level of personal 

opinion and at the level of policy. 

Unworthy Disaster Subjects 

When examining discourses of responsibility in disaster settings, one would be 

remiss to omit mention of the victim-blaming rhetoric in Hurricane Katrina’s aftermath in 

2005. New Orleans residents who lost their lives, property, and/or dignity were the 

subject of more criticism than their Superstorm Sandy counterparts seven years later. It 

seems that pre-existing prejudices against the mainly poor and black victims combined 

with anti-welfare sentiment to add vitriol to disaster-time responsibility and self-

sufficiency rhetoric (Brezina 2008; Tynes et al. 2014).  

What does this mean for Mongolian herders? Victim blaming is more prevalent in 

some disaster contexts than in others, and pre-existing biases can play a role. Mongolian 

herders, like pastoralists more generally, have often been treated by their urban 

counterparts and development workers as “backward” and even inherently “lazy” (Baker 

1975:187; Watson 2002:139). This is not to say that pastoralists have been more generous 
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in their estimations of settled populations. Weatherford describes the Mongols’ attitudes 

toward peasants during the period of Mongol expansion under Chinggis Khan: “For the 

Mongols, the lifestyle of the peasant seemed incomprehensible…. The farmers’ fields 

were just grasslands,… and the peasants were like grazing animals rather than real 

humans who ate meat” (Weatherford 2004:92).  

In recent history, settled cultures have predominated over nomadic cultures, and 

sedentary groups and colonial and national administrators have tended to view livestock-

herding nomads with suspicion or disdain (Galaty and Bonte 1991; Khazanov 1994). 

Watson, describing the nineteenth century English view of the Mongols, explains, "The 

nomadic lifestyle of the Mongols was identified as an underlying reason for the 

destruction they caused and also for their perceived ‘indolence’” (2002:139). 

Bhattacharya sums up the depiction of pastoralists in colonial India in even stronger 

terms: “In Colonial description pastoralists were represented as lazy, improvident, 

‘wretched’ as cultivators, lawless, wild, mean and cowardly. They were associated with 

all that was considered evil, ugly and miserable” (1996:70-71). This animosity seems to 

derive from complex interests, and to be only partly linked to real observations of 

pastoralists not working in the ways that people think they ought to: 

…The popular picture is of a herder seated in the shade of a tree while his animals 

graze;… This led many early observers and administrators to assume that… the 

pastoralists were generally ‘idle’…; that they were lacking in imagination and 

initiative…  

(Baker 1975:187) 
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Herding can involve a great deal of passive observation. However, as I will describe in 

Chapter 3, managing winter risk is a great deal of work. The fact that Mongolian herders 

today might be stereotyped as lazy is quite ironic, both because of the responsibilities 

they take on in order to get through shocks and stresses, and because Mongolian herders 

now seem particularly proud of the labor and expertise that their profession demands. Yet 

the image of the lazy herder endures.   

Of course, pastoralists are not alone in being subject to victim blaming in disaster 

contexts. “Victims” of any profession, in a variety of natural disaster settings, may be 

blamed for their lack of preparation, real or perceived, and “failure to take personal 

responsibility” for their own welfare. However, groups that are already considered 

backward, lazy, or irresponsible, such as the poor Black residents of New Orleans who 

were stranded by Hurricane Katrina flooding, may be blamed more extensively and 

exhaustively for their misfortunes. Because pastoralists have historically been associated 

with laziness, current discourses of responsibility in the face of climatic risk serve to 

reanimate old stereotypes.  

Whence the “Lazy Herder” Discourse 

I have suggested that “lazy herder discourses” are similar to victim-blaming 

rhetoric in the US: presumptions about the supposed “laziness” and “irresponsibility” of 

herding households that lose livestock to zud, which are voiced by some Mongolians as 

well as by foreign observers, are reminiscent of post-hurricane discourses in the US. 

Could this similarity suggest that certain US or “Western” attitudes toward individual 
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agency and responsibility have taken root in Mongolian society via globalization and 

development? Is it a case of “diffusion” of ideologies and their accompanying rhetoric, or 

is victim blaming in the Mongolian context an “independent invention.” In other words, 

to what degree are Mongolians’ attitudes toward individual responsibility in natural 

disaster settings related to “neoliberal influences” that have flooded Mongolia since the 

transition to Capitalism and to what degree are they extensions of pre-transition 

Mongolian conceptions of risk and agency? In short, where do “lazy herder discourses” 

come from?  

This dissertation explores the question from multiple angles. First of all, I draw 

from historical evidence and literature on international development to suggest that 

influential organizations pursued a pointed ideological agenda in Mongolia following the 

transition. On the other hand, we know from ethnographic and ethnological accounts that 

victim blaming propensities can exist in cultures without having been conveyed through 

some hegemonic power (Broch-Due 1999; Rasmussen 1989; Douglas 1992). 

Furthermore, even to the extent that “Western influences” such as Neoliberalism are 

spread across the globe, they are not universally and uncritically accepted wherever they 

are introduced (Miller 1995; Asad 1986). Although “lazy herder discourses” that operate 

in zud aftermath are similar to sentiments often expressed in relation to disasters in the 

US, it is not safe to assume that victim-blaming sentiments came to Mongolian from the 

US or “the West.” I needed to explore the politics of responsibility that predated the 

influx of development organizations and foreign advisors to Mongolia in the 1990s. The 

dissertation addresses both development influences, on the one hand, and Mongolian 
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customs and “socialist legacies” that contribute to current politics of responsibility, on the 

other.  

The research findings about Socialism and rural Mongolian institutions for 

governing risk, drawn from both fieldwork and archival research, may be surprising. Not 

only is the assumption that Socialism created dependency among Mongolian herders 

incorrect, I argue, but I also demonstrate that the enduring impacts of Socialism include 

herders’ high valuation of work ethic and responsibility. Nor has governance been 

transformed, especially in rural districts. “Governance,” as I use the term, is not limited to 

the actions of national, provincial, or local branches of government, though they are 

included. More broadly, governance includes “any program, discourse, or strategy that 

attempts to alter or shape the actions of others or oneself” (Cruikshank 1999:4). Thus 

governance within collectives, schools, and even households contributes to people’s 

understandings of their duties and responsibilities. I suggest that development programs 

intended to help herders effectively manage risk by getting them to take personal 

responsibility—a new program of livestock insurance is an example that I discuss in 

Chapter Five—are based in part on misunderstandings of the problem of rural 

vulnerability. They incorporate an assumption about Socialism’s legacy that is largely 

wrong. I conclude that discourses of “lazy” and “irresponsible” herders arise from two 

otherwise seemingly antithetical ideological contexts: the Western (“neoliberal”) agenda 

of promoting individual agency and responsibility and the socialist legacy, to which the 

supposed “laziness” of herders is often (erroneously) attributed.  
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Research Methodology 

My dissertation fieldwork began with interviews and surveys at five sites in rural 

Mongolia during the summer of 2008, and then centered on ethnographic research with 

herders at one site, which I call Nutag-aa, from September 2010 to April 2011. I 

concluded with interviews and archival research in Ulaanbaatar, from April through 

August, 2011. Earlier, I had taught English for two years in rural Töv Province as a Peace 

Corps volunteer, so I came to my research in Mongolia with linguistic background and 

connections, not to mention the types of insights into Mongolian institutions and 

governance that are best arrived at through first-hand experience over an extended period 

of time. 

I carried out dissertation research in Mongolia for multiple reasons. My previous 

knowledge of the country and language certainly facilitated the decision. In addition, 

Mongolia offers an apt context in which to study risk management politics, given the 

cultural and economic importance of herding—Mongolia’s principal exports include 

cashmere and meat—and the glaring problem of rural vulnerability to market fluctuations 

and an unpredictable climate. The stakes for effective risk mitigation are high, and the 

politics of risk are heated.   

The 2008 summer research, funded by the American Center for Mongolian 

Studies and the University of Arizona, was crucial in establishing the precise direction of 

the later thirteen consecutive months of fieldwork in 2010-2011, which was funded by 

the American Center for Mongolian Studies, Fulbright-Hays, and the American 

Philosophical Society. In addition to guidance from my committee (especially Brian 



29 
 

 

Silverstein and John Olsen) prior to and during my research, I benefited from the 

guidance of María Fernández-Giménez in 2008 and B. Batbuyan in 2010-2011, as well as 

from numerous other friends and researchers. Local government officials, as well as 

herders, have been gracious in accommodating my research at every stage.  

I used a mixed-methods approach to the research, with questions and research 

activities worked out in advance, but with enough flexibility built into the design so that I 

could adapt to changing conditions and emergent questions. Preceding the main period of 

fieldwork with “scoping” research in 2008 added considerably to the design and ultimate 

quality of the project. In the following three sections, I will discuss three stages of 

research, along with the main challenges and benefits of each. First, I describe using a 

survey to collect data from herders at the five sites I visited in 2008. Next, I introduce the 

main field site, Nutag-aa, and offer an overview of the main participant-observation 

portion of the research. The third section describes the quite distinct fieldwork in 

Ulaanbaatar, where I carried out interviews with professionals of various kinds and 

carried out research in the National Central Archives. After introducing the research 

settings and methods, I go on to define key terms in the research and outline the 

dissertation chapters.  

Sociocultural Surveys and Nuances of Truth 

The 2008 research incorporated interviews with herders, government 

administrators, and development workers at sites in five provinces in different ecoregions 

of Mongolia, a herder focus group at each site, and a survey of 30 herders at each site, 
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yielding a total of 150 responses from randomly selected participants. I was rewarded 

with comparative snapshots of the differences in herders’ risk management strategies in 

different parts of the country. This research led to selection of a site for further 

ethnographic work and catalyzed the evolution of the questions driving the research. 

Initial questions dealt with herders’ vulnerability to zud and their varying assets and 

strategies for managing zud risk. I continued to work with these topics but became 

increasing interested in political and historical contextualizing herders’ efforts to manage 

risk. 

My “counterpart,” D. Altanchimeg, joined me as a research partner for two 

months of the summer of 2008. An English teacher at the school where I taught during 

Peace Corps, “Chimgee” was responsible for orienting me to that job, and became a good 

friend. Our work on the survey instrument began via mail correspondence in the spring of 

2008. I created questions and Chimgee piloted them with herders in her area. When we 

were able to sit down together at the beginning of the summer, there was still much work 

to do. We sought to gather quantitative data on potential indicators of herding 

households’ vulnerability and resilience to zud. In order to later group respondents in 

different ways to discover potential correlations in the data (e.g., the new herders lost 

more livestock than the experienced herders in the last zud), I wanted to incorporate a 

large number of variables into the survey, but too many questions can make a survey 

tedious. For the sake of our respondents, as well as ourselves, we wanted each question to 

have a justifiable purpose. Although Chimgee and I fine-tuned and re-piloted the survey, 

we still found that ultimately, some of our questions were uninteresting because they 
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yielded no variability among our respondents, and worse, some of our questions seem to 

be interpreted by differently by different respondents. Seemingly straightforward 

questions can be complicated, for example: 

• “What year did you become a herder?” Intended to be a measure of herders’ 

experience, this question is surprisingly complicated in the Mongolian context. 

Some respondents had moved back and forth between herding and other 

occupations. Others had been involved in herding their entire lives; should they 

answer that they were herding since the year they were born, since adulthood, or 

since they moved out of their parents’ homes into their own homes? The 

privatization of livestock in the early 1990s, following the collapse of Socialism, 

prompted many people—from both rural and urban backgrounds—to “become” 

herders. Official registration as such allowed some to receive livestock from the 

disbanded collectives, though the distribution of livestock was messy and worked 

differently in different places. Because we found that many herders did not know 

how to answer the question of when they became a herder (a series of questions in 

its place would have helped), the data we collected was unreliable. However, 

because of the patterns it highlighted, it is nonetheless interesting.  

• “Did you go on otor last year? … and in the 2000-2001 zud year?” Otor is a type 

of migration, outside of “regular” seasonal migrations (Murphy 2011:1). It is 

discussed further in Chapter Three and Chapter Seven. We asked about otor in 

order to see whether going on otor correlated with low livestock mortality (we 

also asked how many livestock they had lost).  However, we found that otor was 
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interpreted differently at different research sites and by different herders, and that 

the question was especially complicated when put to herders in the Gobi, who 

tend to migrate more opportunistically than herders elsewhere in general. 

Comparing the significance of “otor” for resilience across field sites would be 

difficult, given these distinctions.   

Problematic survey questions can usually be improved, but ultimately, questions 

are always open to some degree of interpretation, and given a diversity of respondents 

and their experiences, which cannot be foreseen even with diligent preparation, there will 

always be some distortion required to fit herders’ experiences into boxes to make them 

measurable. Information gathered through a survey may lack nuance that can be acquired 

through interviews (though it has other benefits, e.g. can offer a big picture). I have had 

certain advantages over organizations that rely on employees to collect quantitative data 

on a larger scale: as survey creator, data collector, and analyzer, I was able to “flag” 

questions that ultimately did not work as planned, and to take notes when respondents 

elaborated on their answers in interesting ways. We also combined the surveying with 

interviews and focus group sessions—one at each of the five sites—that allowed us to 

discuss the issues with herders in greater depth. Used judiciously as a component of 

mixed methods research, a survey can give form to patterns and diversity that may 

otherwise go unnoticed.  

The five-sited survey on zud risk management in 2008 was followed, ultimately, 

by a survey that I designed to conclude my 2010-2011 fieldwork. The questions built off 

of interviews with herders, and the survey was purposefully short and focused, because 
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long surveys can become tedious for the respondents as well as the administrator. I 

administered this survey orally to 83 herders, and will discuss some of the results 

throughout the dissertation.  

The Research Setting 

I chose a Gobi district that I call Nutag-aa for the main portion of my 

ethnographic work in 2010-2011. I selected Nutag-aa from among the five sites that 

Chimgee and I visited in 2008. The Gobi, in general, was intriguing as a primary research 

base because of the unique challenges that herders there face in mitigating environmental 

risk. Compared with the steppe regions of Mongolia, the Gobi is less susceptible to deep 

winter snow, but it suffers from periodic summer drought, which can render livestock 

especially vulnerable to winter conditions. In addition, whereas herders in the steppe 

harvest tall grasses—either wild or cultivated—to use as winter fodder, in the Gobi, 

herders have to be more innovative in their winter preparations. Nutag-aa herders use an 

especially intriguing array of winter preparation strategies. 

Nutag-aa is located southern Bayankhongor Province (Figure 1.1), approximately 

eighteen hours by car from Ulaanbaatar, if you include the typical stop at a roadside café 

along the way, where passengers can get a hot meal and the driver can take a nap. Like 

other sums, Nutag-aa consists of a “center,” or a town, and surrounding rural areas. The 

district of Nutag-aa is divided into sub-districts (bag, formerly “brigades” or brigad) for 

administrative purposes. Each has a sub-district governor, who works with the district 
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governor in the center, and with citizens’ representatives. (Local-level bureaucracy is 

highly developed, due in part to the legacy of Socialism.)  

Figure 1.1, The general area of my dissertation fieldwork. 

 

Nutag-aa is following more centrally located districts in terms of modernization 

of infrastructure. Cell phone service was still new when I arrived in 2010, and had clearly 

had a transformational impact on society. Most herders already had cell phones and knew 

which hills to climb to get enough reception to either make a phone call or send a text 

message. Electricity reached the town in 2009, but herding households are too remote and 

mobile to connect to the grid. Still, most herders use solar panels and car batteries that 

allow them to power light bulbs and even televisions. Socioeconomic status in Nutag-aa 

varies. Unless one is fortunate in having a huge herd of camels or a thriving shop in town, 

the best money can be had by combing goats for cashmere. I discuss “supplemental” 

livelihood strategies, especially gold mining, more in Chapter Three.  
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According to the local government-run human and animal census of 2010, half of 

Nutag-aa’s 3,500 residents call themselves herders. The types and sizes of their herds, 

their level of mobility, and their access to supplemental income (for example, some 

herding households have one or more family members living away from home while 

employed in other professions) vary. The 2010 census counted a total of just over 

100,000 head of livestock in the district, down from 140,000 the previous year, as a result 

of zud. Nutag-aa was even more severely affected by zud in 2001-2002, when 75% of 

local livestock was lost. The area is prone to drought, and Nutag-aa is categorized by 

Mongolia’s Department of Disaster Management as particularly vulnerable to severe 

winters owing to local overgrazing (2010).  

Nutag-aa boasts a relatively thriving camel population (otherwise, camels are 

declining in Mongolia and generally, around the world, perhaps because of their 

decreasing importance as a means of transportation). However, most Nutag-aa herders 

focus more on goats than on camels, as is the case throughout Mongolia, and particularly 

in the Gobi, where relatively little snowfall allows goats more hope for year-to-year 

survival than they have in the northern areas of the country. Goats are valuable for their 

cashmere, combed from the living animals in the spring. In zud, though, they fare poorly. 

Horses, cattle, and sheep have declined in Nutag-aa with increasing environmental risk 

and decreasing governmental support since the end of Socialism. Most—but not all—

herding households here are truly “nomadic” (as opposed to the “semi-nomads” of some 

lusher regions of Mongolia), by which I mean that although they have an established 
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winter campsite that they return to in most years, they migrate opportunistically in the 

summer.  

Two distinct ecozones comprise the district, offering different resources for zud 

risk management. The isolated mountain ridges, known as nuruu or “backs,” are suited 

for grazing and wintering goats. Goats can easily make their way up and down the steep 

slopes, they obviously relish the tender grasses and forbs that grow at high elevations, 

and they benefit from the shelter that the mountains provide from winter winds. A flat, 

sandy plain called khooloi, or “throat,” lies between different mountain ridges and is 

vegetated with characteristic Gobi brush. Although lacking shelter, this area is 

nonetheless suitable for camels, which are more resistant to cold and wind than goats, and 

which thrive on the coarser leaves of the native halophytic vegetation. Finally, a strip of 

riparian habitat, the gol (“river,” even when water is not flowing), with its relatively tall 

and dense grasses and shrubs, is a haven for small populations of cattle that have survived 

the drought- and zud-filled post-socialist decades with little government support. 

Horses—the meager herds that remain after the 2000-2001 zud—are left on their own to 

move freely through the landscape for months at a time, so they, too, tend to gravitate to 

the gol, frustrating the attempts of herding households who live in that zone to preserve 

their pasture. 

Herding families that exclusively herd small stock (goats and sheep) have 

anywhere from fifty (poverty level) to over a thousand (extremely wealthy) head. Herders 

have told me that a family living exclusively off of livestock can roughly survive with 

around 300 goats and sheep, though of course, families’ specific circumstances and needs 
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vary. Camel herding households may live off of anywhere from thirty to several hundred 

camels.  Many families combine small stock and camels, and a small minority of families 

in the desert maintain all of the Mongolian “five snouts”:  goats, sheep, camels, cattle, 

and horses. Keeping multiple species of livestock can be a risk management strategy, as 

different species are able to withstand different conditions, but diversifying also requires 

a lot of labor, since the large and small stock must be herded and cared for separately.   

In regions of Mongolia closer to the city, some of the animals on the range belong 

to wealthy absentee owners. This part of the Gobi is spared the grazing pressure of a lot 

of absentee-owned herds, but herding duties do get passed around within kin groups and 

social networks. Some families herd friends’ or relatives’ livestock in addition to their 

own, either for money/gifts or as a favor.  Sometimes families hire an extra hand, or 

compel a friend or relative to live with them and help with the herding, providing meals 

and gifts (such as animals) in exchange for this labor. Sometimes herding families camp 

together to share labor. Often, families divide into two groups, either so that they can 

herd different livestock species in different ecological zones, or so that some family 

members can live in town.  

As was the case during Socialism, even children from herding families attend 

school in town, living in dormitories or with relatives. Recent legislation has children 

starting first grade at age six rather than at seven or eight, as they did previously, meaning 

that more herding women are moving to town to look after their school-aged children, 

rather than entrusting them to others. Town also offers herders easier access to shops, 

health care, and government services. Nominal herders, especially seniors and children 



38 
 

 

who have finished school, tend to move freely between town and countryside dwellings 

and occupations. Because of the way that families opportunistically merge and split to 

handle tasks and manage risk, it is difficult to characterize herding households. Another 

surprisingly problematic question from the 2008 survey was, “How many people are in 

your household?” The answers were complicated. As a benefit, families were probably 

more open to taking in a new and temporary member such as myself because of this 

flexibility. 

Ethnographic Research in the Gobi 

My ethnographic research in Nutag-aa consisted mainly of participant-

observation and interviews. Having arrived in Mongolia in August of 2010, I hurried to 

Nutag-aa, knowing that I could connect with herders around September 1st. Herders with 

children are likely to visit town at the beginning of the school year to get their children 

settled and attend the school’s opening ceremony. Through networking, I was able to 

arrange to go home with a young herding couple, parents of two children in elementary 

school (I knew them as “girly” and “little boy,” common Mongolian nicknames), and I 

stayed with them for a month, a promising start to a series of six such participant-

observation homestays with diverse herding households.  

Depending on the task of the moment, I observed or participated in herding work 

through the fall and winter. In the first month, we sorted out goats when middlemen 

through the area to make purchases, made felt from wool, picked wild onions and other 

fodder to save for winter, and helped a related family build a stone corral. We also 
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competed with other households and their herds for pasture, trying to protect pastures 

through direct negotiation and more discrete strategies.  

In October and November, I lived with another family, an elderly couple and the 

woman’s younger cousin. I was delighted to be given some small responsibilities. I 

herded camel calves most days, making sure that they did not catch sight of their mothers 

at pasture. We needed the mothers to be motivated to return to camp at dusk, where we 

(though never me, actually) could milk them. I also did quite a bit of dung gathering, 

since it was now cold enough for us to want to keep the fire going, and cared for the 

grandmother, who had suffered a stroke. I occasionally fetched water, and I was expected 

to serve tea to visitors who stopped in.  

December through February, I resided with several more families for shorter 

periods and observed herders’ strategies for helping livestock survive the coldest periods 

of the winter, specifically, their means of feeding livestock with traditional “warming” 

and nourishing foods, and the use of livestock blankets and extra gers to keep livestock 

warm. Living with herders allowed me to not only observe the risk mitigation strategies 

that people told me about in interviews, but also to witness interactions and activities that 

people otherwise would not have imagined to be important enough to share with me. 

Herders talked frequently about markets: prices that could be had for livestock, and 

current prices of goods that they might want to buy. They talked a great deal about how 

well their animals were grazing, where their animals were grazing, and what other herds 

were in site in surrounding pastures. It occurred to me that herders manage risk to their 
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herds and their livelihoods constantly, an observation that I support further in Chapter 

Three.  

Throughout this time, I listened to Mongolian National Radio with herders, and 

watched TV with them, paying particular attention to how zud risk was discussed in the 

media, and to the ways that herders were addressed through advertisements and 

advisories. Such “interpellation” establishes herders as subjects and potentially influences 

their sense of appropriate behavior according to some underlying ideology (Althusser 

1972). For example, I was concerned with discourses of responsibility, and an 

advertisement for livestock insurance that basically says, “Herders, you are responsible 

for protecting your own livelihoods,” whether in those or other words, are not simply 

selling a product; they are also promoting particular understandings and values.  

When in town (the center of Nutag-aa), where I typically spent a few days at a 

time between rural homestays, I interviewed local government officials and 

representatives of development programs for their perspectives on herders’ vulnerability 

to zud. I also participated, as an observer, in various local governmental and non-

governmental development activities, for example, a five-year development plan meeting 

convened by a government team that came down from the provincial capital, and a 

“seminar” for female herders on camel wool handicraft production and marketing, funded 

by a Mongolian organization that works to preserve camel husbandry (Lama Gegeenii 

Jijig Ulaan Temee). 

In the final stage of fieldwork in Nutag-aa, I carried out a survey of herders, as 

mentioned earlier. The purpose was to see how some numbers might help paint a picture 
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of herders’ attitudes toward individual and government roles in managing that risk. The 

survey results complemented qualitative data and also alerted me to new questions that 

would benefit from further pursuit. For example, survey respondents’ vehement denial of 

“bad-luck” based explanations for losses to zud led me to a more comprehensive 

examination of herders’ notions of agency in relation to zud risk, as opposed to agency in 

other spheres, such as business. 

The Urban Research Circuit 

During five months in the city, I kept busy by interviewing Mongolian and 

foreign scholars and development professionals. There is always a great deal going on in 

Ulaanbaatar, including research lectures and academic conferences. Also while in the 

city, I collected and began to review current and socialist-era literature related to zud and 

risk management. Modern documents included NGO reports of the 2010 zud and relief 

efforts, handbooks for herders describing the purposes and logistics of new disaster 

livestock insurance programs, and additional handbooks on animal health and herd 

management for reducing risk. Socialist-era literature included guidebooks on herding 

(Sambuu 1987) and personal memoirs (Namkhainyambuu 2000; Sambuu 2010).  

I spent my days over the course of one month in the Central National Archives, 

reviewing meeting notes, letters, and other documents related to national governance of 

herding from the 1970s through the 1990s. I focused on the Ministry of Agriculture files. 

Comparing socialist-era texts with more recent materials provided one way of assessing 

whether “lazy herder discourses” emerged in governmental dialogues at a particular 
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juncture, such as the transition to Capitalism. Not finding the discursive transition I 

expected, I was ultimately impressed by the continuity in how risk and responsibility 

were discussed from late Socialism through early Capitalism. In addition, the older 

documents allowed me to appreciate the fact that many of the rural governmental 

institutions with which I had become familiar as participant observer were direct 

descendants of socialist-era institutions. This observation led to Chapter Six of the 

dissertation.  

Finally, in Ulaanbaatar, I seized on opportunities to share my work and solicit 

feedback. I was interviewed about my research on the TV program “Face to Face,” and 

the network even flashed my phone number on the screen at the end of the show. I 

received only one phone call, but it led to a particularly useful interview. I also wrote an 

article for a Mongolian daily newspaper, in which I questioned the ideas expressed in an 

article in the other major daily newspaper. The article asked why herders were oblivious 

to winter risk, and “don’t do anything to prepare” for a potentially severe winter. My 

response was entitled, “Why do people say that herders are lazy?” Again, I asked the 

publisher to share my contact information, and I received one very informative hand-

written letter by mail, from a former government official in Khövsgöl Province. I was 

disappointed to miss out on several months of herding in Nutag-aa in the spring and 

summer, but time spent in Ulaanbaatar proved to be time well spent.   
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Theoretical Frameworks 

The main purpose of my research was to examine the politics of responsibly, and 

especially “lazy herder discourses,” in relation to zud risk and Mongolia’s transition to 

Capitalism. In the process, I studied herders’ strategies for mitigating disaster and formal 

and informal institutions—some dating to the socialist period—that relate to risk and 

responsibility. I used a mixed methods approach, beginning with an initial study in the 

summer of 2008, and continuing with the major portion of fieldwork in 2010-2011. 

Multiple schools of thought are inherent to the dissertation. I began with questions, and 

drew from the analytical resources available to me (through a combination of coursework 

and literature) as I explored them.  

I do not believe that researchers can objectively select theories to employ in our 

research, nor do I think that we are capable of engaging in purely original pursuits, which 

is an inconvenient realization, since academic disciplines demand “original 

contributions” to scholarship from their adherents. Researchers are socialized into 

disciplinary cultures and subcultures. Our mentors and instructors, though they might 

make an effort, cannot present them neutrally; values are attached to the theoretical 

frameworks that they present. Disciplinary knowledge and methods are portrayed as 

evolving in a unilinear fashion, with new approaches to research problems shown to be 

improving upon older approaches. Graduate students earn approval to the extent that they 

perform the types of analyses modeled by their mentors. Particular theoretical 

frameworks dominate our disciplines at any given time and define most to all of the 
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scholarship of the time—whether we adopt these frameworks or react against them, they 

still influence our research.  

Readers are likely to recognize the theoretical influences guiding the analysis in 

this dissertation by the language choices that I have made. The dissertation is based in 

cultural anthropology and influenced by my study of sustainable livelihoods (Carney 

2002), governmentality (Dean 1999), political ecology, and natural sciences. The analysis 

focuses on “risk,” “strategies,” “vulnerability,” “resilience,” “governance,” “production,” 

“construction,” and “Neoliberalism.” In the sections that follow, I elaborate on some of 

these concepts, and clarify the ways in which I use them. At the level of personal values 

and beliefs, to the extent that they can be distinguished from academic training, I went 

into the research biased, I came out biased (but with much more nuanced understandings 

of the politics of responsibility and the origins of “lazy herder discourses”), and I hope to 

influence readers according to my biases, creating greater empathy and critical thought 

around the snapshots of disasters that come out of Mongolia in conjunction with zud.  

“Risk” 

A premise of the research is that Mongolian herders operate in a “risky” climate, 

and I refer frequently to both herders’ “risk management strategies” and the “politics of 

risk” throughout this dissertation. Scholars across disciplines, and even within 

disciplines, have taken very different approaches to the study of “risk,” but a holistic 

approach has best served this research.    
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Risk is an enduring focus in economic, ecological, and applied anthropologies, as 

scholars ask how hunter-gatherers, farmers, pastoralists, and complex societies have 

adapted to environments with variable resources, and how they cope in hazardous 

climates (Cashdan 1990; Halstead and O’Shea 1989; Park 1993; Little et al. 2001; Bollig 

2006). Risk is defined in one of two ways by these researchers, either as “unpredictable 

variation in some ecological or economic variable,” or as the likelihood of an undesirable 

event occurring (Cashdan 1990:2). My focus in this dissertation is on risk as danger, in 

the pejorative sense, and not just risk as variance. While perception of risk is 

subjective,the concepts of risk and risk management nevertheless provide a useful lens 

for understanding rural livelihoods and targeting development to reduce vulnerability to 

hazards of various kinds (Kostov and Lingard 2003).My research thus includes a study of 

how herders mitigate zud risk through their preparations for potentially severe winters 

and their coping strategies if and when zud strikes, which can contribute to 

understandings of where capacity or resources for coping might be bolstered. 

Another focus in anthropology has been the cultural meaning of risk. Of particular 

relevance to my work, Mary Douglas (1992) compared cultures not just in terms of their 

conceptions of risk, but according to the ways that they tended to assign blame for 

misfortune. She suggested that in one major type of culture, people usually blame the 

victim for his or her misfortune. The victim is believed, for example, to have violated a 

cultural tabboo, wittingly or unwittingly. In other cultures, accidents and illnesses tend to 

be attributed to attacks by “rivals” or other external forces. Individuals are watchful and 

keep up their strength to guard against such attacks. Cultures might blend these types—
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sometimes victims are blamed, sometimes external forces are blamed—but many 

cultures, Douglas suggests, exhibit one pattern over the other. My research acknowledges 

that the ways that blame is attributed is cultural. However, I pay particular attention to the 

role of ideologies and change within cultures of blame.   

Modernity and the Governance of Risk 

Conceptions of risk vary not just by culture, but also across time, and scholars 

have been particularly interested in the ways that risk frames our “modern” or 

“postmodern” existence. People today are thought to have understandings of self, society, 

responsibility, progress, and risk unlike those of our forebears. Modernity is often 

associated with the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the rise of the nation-state, 

attitudes about “progress,” and new forms of governance, all generally seen as originating 

in Europe and spreading around the world. It seems likely that the way that I discuss 

“increasing risk” in this dissertation, and the way that researchers and institutions discuss 

“managing risk,” is related to a particular reflexivity, secularism, science, and a concern 

with controlling our world and shaping the future (Koselleck 2004). 

If people conceive risks differently than they used to, the risks themselves have 

arguably changed, as well. Sociologist Ulrich Beck describes a modern set of risks and 

hazards that are qualitatively different from those of the past. Nuclear radiation and 

chemicals in our foods are among his examples. These modern risks arise from 

technological developments. They may be invisible, may extend across space and time 

(e.g. affecting future generations), and are difficult to hold particular parties accountable 
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for. “Natural” hazards such as zud do not clearly fall into this category of new risks, 

except to the extent that they are exacerbated by climate change. Indeed, as I will 

describe in Chapter Seven, herders treat zud risk as “natural” and familiar, 

comprehensible, predictable, and even largely controllable. Their configuration of zud 

risk as a known entity translates into a willingness to accept primary responsibility for 

managing this risk, even while envisioning a stronger supporting role for the government. 

(And despite this seeming confidence in the face of zud risk, herders view deteriorating 

environmental conditions and a changing climate as causes for alarm.) 

Medical anthropologists and medical sociologists also deal with conceptions of 

risk, particularly to critique “blame culture” and the construction of “risk subjectivities” 

in modern medical care and public health (Harthorn and Oaks 2003; Lupton 1993; 

Lupton 1999). Not only health care practitioners, but increasingly, patients themselves 

are constructed as the parties responsible for monitoring health and making appropriate 

decisions to manage health risks. Like the sphere of modern healthcare, the sphere of zud 

risk management is shaped by expectations about what responsible conduct entails. As in 

healthcare, “blame culture” in natural disaster settings is political, ideological, and 

problematic. A study of discourses and narratives within disaster contexts allows us to 

reveal how problems are constructed and to re-think approaches to dealing with these 

problems (Adger et al. 2001; Sneath 2003a). 
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 “Vulnerability” 

Researchers working on social and environmental issues in Mongolia tend to 

gravitate toward one major theme: heightened “vulnerability” in the post-socialist era. As 

mentioned earlier in the introduction, the 2009-2010 zud was a disaster worse than any 

since 1944. The possibility of such a costly disaster occurring twenty years into 

Capitalism suggests that something about the transition has gone terribly wrong, at least 

as far as a large number of herders are concerned. 

“Vulnerability” carries slightly different meanings in different disciplines and 

according to different schools of thought (Füssel 2007). However, it generally refers to a 

likelihood of being harmed, and specifically, is comprised of three components: exposure 

to harm, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity (Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2011:837). Experts 

on and in Mongolia—natural and social scientists, government ministers, and 

development professionals—are concerned with herders’ vulnerability to climate change 

and, particularly, to winter disasters called zud, which I describe below.  

To be clear, I begin this dissertation by setting off “vulnerability” in quotation 

marks, not because I disagree with other researchers on the problem of rural 

vulnerability, but because I recognize that I am participating in a narrative, helping 

maintain an established perspective of a problem. My own research supports the 

narratives of vulnerability and of increasing risk from climate change. This dissertation 

draws from existing literature to describe vulnerability in Mongolia in relation to the 

transition from Socialism to Capitalism in 1990, the concurrent breakdown of rural 

institutions for managing climatic risk, and ensuing economic insecurity. De-
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collectivization of livestock and neoliberal reforms seem to have propelled herding 

households into a “highly insecure subsistence mode of production,” in which they are 

vulnerable to fluctuations in rainfall and pasture (Janes and Chuluundorj 2004:230). In 

Chapter Four, I offer an institutional history of herding in Mongolia to better 

contextualize this production of current “vulnerability.” 

 “Resilience” 

The fact that zud in the post-socialist era have resulted in the massive loss of 

livelihood and rural-to-urban migrations indicates a need for increased rural “resilience.” 

I conceive of “resilience” as the opposite of vulnerability, for practical purposes. In 

development literature, the term “adaptive capacity” is also used. Resilience is a quality 

that allows something to maintain its basic structure, or “bounce back,” when assaulted 

with shocks or stresses (Walker et al. 2004). An ecological term, “resilience” is 

increasingly used in the study of human societies facing political, economic, and climatic 

stresses. Pastoralists’ resilience, particularly in relation to climate change, has been a 

major concern within scholarship across disciplines (Galvin 2008; Fernandez-Gimenez et 

al. 2011; Watson 2011). In the case of Mongolian herders, at the household level, 

resilience implies the capacity to maintain a pastoral livelihood despite the periodic 

occurrence of zud. Scaling outward, the resilience of pastoral social-ecological systems 

implies the continuation of these systems in their general form through shocks and 

stresses (Adger 2000; Eakin and Luers 2006).  
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The fact that pastoralists’ resilience to climate change and disasters such as zud 

has become a major objective within international development is encouraging. However, 

understanding herders’ vulnerability within a resilience (or adaptation) framework 

(Galvin 2009; Folke 2006; Tompkins and Adger 2004) contributes to the politics of 

responsibility and has an effect on how interventions are designed. Though it is not 

inevitable, a resilience framework can support a focus on the vulnerable party as the 

problem, asking questions such as:  What can or should herders do to increase their 

resilience to climate change? Tompkins and Adger express this orientation to resilience 

and, implicitly, responsibility: “Societies and communities dependent on natural 

resources need to enhance their capacity to adapt to the impacts of future climate change, 

particularly when such impacts could lie outside their experienced coping range” 

(2004:10). Resilience-focused international development research and related programs 

thus have the potential to divert attention away from questions of responsibility for 

climate change, or justice or compensation for those whose livelihoods are put at risk. 

However, like other researchers, government officials, and development 

professionals, I am interested in what herders can do—and, in fact, what herders do do—

to manage risk effectively, and in what distinguishes “resilient” herders from those who 

lose their livestock to zud. In my discussions with herders, and my subsequent analysis, I 

asked a lot of questions about “the ability to get one’s herds through zud” (a locally- and 

contextually acceptable proxy for zud resilience).  
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 A “Neoliberal Agenda?” 

This dissertation critiques a “neoliberal agenda” in Mongolia’s economic 

transition and subsequent development, which has entailed the “privatization of risk” 

onto herders and produced rural vulnerability to zud. This particular view of events is not 

original to this dissertation, coming out of a combination of my own findings and existing 

scholarly interpretations (Janes and Chuluundorj 2004; Fratkin 1997; Templer et al. 

1993). I am not overly attached to these specific terms—“Neoliberalism” and “agenda” 

—but for some readers, they will confer meanings that are accurate to my message. As 

subsequent chapters will make clear, my particular concern is with the emphases on 

individual responsibility and agency that are central to neoliberal philosophy (as well as 

to other worldviews). In Chapter Five, I discuss these emphases in relation to associated 

“Western” or “liberal” values, namely freedom and self-sufficiency.  

“Neoliberalism” is a buzzword used most in critiques of global capitalism and the 

“demolition of the proactive welfare state” (Thorsen and Lie 2006:2). In these critiques, 

“Neoliberalism” signifies a set of economic principles and political ideologies drawing 

from “classical liberalism,” and associated with the scholarship of Milton Friedman, the 

economic relationships advocated by Reagan and Thatcher, and the type of global 

laissez-faire capitalism in which “free” and open markets maintain persistent global 

inequalities. My critique is of the idea that individuals can and should take care of 

themselves, even given challenges presented by climate change and associated hazards. I 

suggest that this idea is central to a larger movement within European and US culture and 

philosophy, whether or not the “neoliberal” label is applied.  
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As if theory were a pendulum, critiques of “Neoliberalism” within academia have 

given way to critiques of critiques of Neoliberalism. The critiques of the critiques suggest 

that existing conceptions of “Neoliberalism” are overly vague, that “neoliberal” policies 

are not always so bad (i.e., bad for the poor, or bad for the environment), and that 

“Neoliberalism” has not been as dominant in shaping global and national economic, 

political, and social systems as we previously imagined (Ferguson 2009; Collier 2011; 

Kipnis 2008).     

Stephen Collier, bringing such critiques to bear on Russia’s transition from 

Socialism to Capitalism, configures “neoliberal” as the opposite of “social,” and suggests 

that the transition has not been as completely “neoliberal” or “anti-social” as critical 

theorists said it was. Not all the reformers considered themselves to be “neoliberal”—

they have mainly been concerned with making the economy more efficient—and within 

Russian governance, there is still a concern for the poor and for people’s rights to 

“necessities” such as heated apartments, hence Collier’s book title, “Post-Soviet Social: 

Neoliberalism, Social Modernity, Biopolitics” (2011).  

In Mongolia, too, reforms since Socialism ended have not all pertained to a single, 

neoliberal ideology. Nor have all reforms been bad for rural producers. As Paula Sabloff 

(2013) discusses, some democratic-era reforms have hurt herders, some have been 

welcomed, and others are ambiguous. However, since the transition to Capitalism, 

vulnerability to zud has clearly increased, and the privatization of risk to herders, the 

catalyst for this vulnerability, is fairly termed a “neoliberal” reform. Poverty has clearly 

increased. Ideologies—including the “neoliberal” values of self-sufficiency and 
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individual agency—are clearly relevant to the reforms that have taken place and to 

present politics of responsibility surrounding zud. I return to an examination of these 

values and their influences in Chapter Five. 

Organization of the Dissertation  

The chapters in this dissertation are designed to interrogate different aspects of 

risk and responsibility politics in Mongolia. For example, Chapter Two argues that “risk” 

to the herding livelihood is increasing, in relation to climate change, whereas Chapter 

Four argues that herders’ “vulnerability” has increased, as well, in association with 

institutional change. Chapter Three describes herders’ risk management strategies, 

whereas Chapter Five and Chapter Six explore the politics of responsibility in broader 

cultural and ideological contexts. Finally, Chapter Seven, drawing from herders’ 

experiences in the 2010 zud, raises questions about herders’ agency in the face of climatic 

risk, despite their risk management strategies and attitudes toward risk and work.   

Chapter Two is entitled “An Increasingly Hazardous Climate? Climate Change 

and Zud.” I am not the first researcher to propose that herders are facing an “increasingly 

hazardous climate”—in fact, it is difficult to find recent work on herding in Mongolia 

that does not consider potential or likely threats posed by climate change. However, 

future frequency and severity of zud are exceedingly difficult to predict, since zud are 

complex disasters, induced by a combination of ecological, meteorological, and 

sociological factors. The expectation of increasing zud is merited, since conditions that 

have produced some of the worst zud in living memory, such as summer drought and 



54 
 

 

heavy winter snowfall, are increasing in much of Mongolia. Several case studies of 

historical zud help illustrate different combinations of factors that can prove deadly to 

livestock. This chapter compiles evidence of climate change over recent decades and 

projections of changes that Mongolia might expect. It is clear that global “warming” is 

likely to lead to an increase in winter hazards, counterintuitive though that sounds.  

Chapter Two also highlights distinctions between the ways that herders and 

scientists understand climate change processes, though ultimately, they may arrive at the 

same conclusions. For the Gobi region, both herders and natural resource scientists are 

particularly concerned about the effects of drought. If drought prevents good pasture 

growth and grazing in the summer, livestock enter winter thin and vulnerable, and winter 

grazing suffers when summer pasture growth is stunted. With regards to risk 

management, herders cannot harvest hay to use in a winter disaster if a drought means 

that there is no hay to harvest. Herders, researchers, and governmental and non-

governmental agencies agree that drought and pasture degradation are increasing 

problems and that anthropogenic climate change is one major cause (with the other major 

cause, “overgrazing,” being slightly more contested).  Interestingly, however, herders 

maintain an indigenous conception of anthropogenic climate change, in which nature 

punishes human offenses against it with hardships such as drought. While climate 

scientists agree that global warming is the result of human activities, problem solving 

around climate change lacks this moral element—humans are considered responsible for 

current global warming and related impacts, yet nature is not ascribed the same agency as 

they are in Mongolian tradition.   
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In Chapter Two, defending the assertion that the climate in which Mongolian 

herding operates is “increasingly hazardous,” I define “climate” as the sum of patterns of 

weather and temperature over a period of time. However, a broader definition of climate 

would also be appropriate. In subsequent chapters, it will become clear that herding 

operates within economic, political, and social climates in which herding operates that 

may also be described as “hazardous.” 

In Chapter Three I counter “lazy herder discourses” with an ethnographic 

account of herders’ strategies and resources for managing risk. The most frequent 

questions I have been asked about my research are, “So, are herders lazy?,” and 

sometimes, “But aren’t some herders lazy?” I devote this chapter to answering such 

questions with ethnographic evidence, despite the problematic subjectivity of the term 

“lazy.” (The political implications of the term are addressed in subsequent chapters.) My 

thesis in this chapter is expressed in its title: “Herders’ ‘Risk Management Strategies’: 

Wintering in Rural Mongolia Takes Hard Work.” Herders have to be industrious and 

flexible in the face of changing circumstances. However, success is not simply a matter 

of will. Some households lack assets such as adequate winter campsites, labor power, 

social capital, and cash reserves or access to credit, making effective risk management 

less likely. Inexperienced herders (there were many such households in the immediate 

aftermath of privatization in the1990s) are at a distinct disadvantage. Furthermore, in my 

opinion—though herders disagree, as I will describe in Chapter Seven—sometimes 

households are just unlucky, and lose their livestock because they happen to be in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. At a more systemic level, the general absence of 
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institutional securities and collectivized labor and resources, which will be described 

further in Chapter Four, means that even with hard work, misfortune is sometimes 

inevitable.  

 This ethnographic detail in Chapter Three not only demonstrates that herders put 

a great deal of work into mitigating winter risk, but also suggests that herders worry 

about and anticipate zud, a conclusion which may sound obvious to some, but which has 

been doubted. Urban Mongolians and foreigners working in development have told me 

that herders “just don’t think ahead” or “don’t do anything to prepare” for a potential zud. 

In terms of the politics of responsibility, whether or not zud is predictable matters. If zud 

is foreseeable (for example, heavy snow is forecast), herders can more easily be blamed 

for subsequent losses of livestock. Because of the complexity of zud, of course, 

predictability is quite a problem, but accounts in Chapter Three demonstrate that herders 

in Nutag-aa are highly attuned to winter risk. In particular, drought in the preceding 

summer indicates heightened winter risk, but simultaneously limits herders’ capacity to 

prepare. Herders sometimes choose costly risk mitigation strategies at such times, for 

example, keeping their goats and sheep from breeding in the fall to make sure that the 

animals are as fit as possible going into a potential zud. Risk management strategies can 

be costly, and some strategies are beyond herders’ means. While hard work and 

experience help households manage risk, “not caring” and “not thinking ahead” are not 

particularly meaningful critiques of herders’ management of zud risk.  

Chapter Four places herding institutions in Mongolia in historical context, 

examining the premise that the current vulnerability of rural livelihoods comes out of 
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recent institutional changes, while also complicating the notion of any ideal, “traditional” 

form of herding. It is entitled, “Production of Rural Vulnerability? A History of 

Mongolian Herding Institutions.” History reveals that herding in Mongolia has been a 

highly institutionalized production system for centuries. Having succeeded in uniting the 

Mongol confederations (tribes of nomadic herders in the area that is now Mongolia) by 

the early thirteenth century, Chinggis Khan divided herders into territories under the rule 

of government administrators, facilitating taxation and military mobilization. In the 

seventeenth century, the imperial Qing dynasty of the Manchus achieved effective 

command over Mongolian rural production, configuring local elites as feudal vassals and 

herders as serfs. In the twentieth century, following a socialist revolution, an 

unprecedentedly egalitarian society was sought and largely achieved. Rural elites were 

dispossessed of their herds, and the majority of livestock was collectivized by the late 

twentieth century, despite herders’ initial resistance.  

This complicated history presents a problem to current development and 

governance of herding in Mongolia. Zud in the twenty-first century have proven that 

laissez-faire governance—leaving herders on their own to manage risk—is not working. 

This chapter details socioeconomic stresses since the “shock therapy” transition to 

Capitalism, offering quantitative and qualitative images of the impact of the state’s 

withdrawal of support from herders. To repair the vulnerability established by the 

transition, what “proven” institutions might Mongolia fall back on, given consistent 

institutional change over centuries? In other settings, development programs seek to draw 

on “traditional” knowledge and institutions to enhance rural resilience. For the case of 
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Mongolia, I feel that “the traditional” must be understood to incorporate accumulated 

knowledge and governance styles, not just some idealized or imagined indigenous forms. 

This means taking the legacies of Socialism seriously, but re-interpreting them as 

culturally appropriate (indeed, culturally ingrained) resources for present and future 

resilience rather than viewing them as harmful relics that prevent herders from taking 

responsibility for their own welfare. In fact, a new theme in development is the 

establishment of herding cooperatives and pasture management groups, intended to abet 

zud risk to households. While not engaging with the terminology of socialist-era herding 

institutions, researchers and government agencies have become highly aware that 

privatization of livestock and risk, as carried out at the transition to Capitalism, has not 

worked, and that social safety nets for herders need to be re-established.  

Chapter Five is entitled, “‘Neoliberal’ Perspectives on Post-Socialist Rural 

Vulnerability in Mongolia.” From Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy to politics of 

responsibility in relation to zud, victim-blaming can be associated with ingrained political 

outlooks. I suggest that an ideological emphasis on individual agency has contributed to 

lazy herder discourses when herders lose their livestock to hazards such as zud. In this 

chapter I describe the “Western” ideologies that contribute to the politics of risk in 

Mongolia. (The “indigenous” or socialist ideologies that contribute to the politics of risk 

are described in the subsequent chapter.) 

A focus, within development, of increasing herders’ resilience to zud is not as 

objective as it may seem. While the goal is worthy, I feel that development is inherently 

shaped by underlying beliefs and values, implicitly if not explicitly. Drawing from 
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scholarship on “governmentality,” I consider what type of subjects herders are meant to 

become, in an idealized vision of a post-socialist capitalist democracy. Such idealized 

images inform policies and programs that influence herders’ choices. Outreach, also 

known as “awareness raising,” is as important in current development initiatives as more 

material interventions, and indicates to herders, clearly and repeatedly, what is expected 

of them. Examples I discuss in the chapter include campaigns to get herders to purchase 

livestock insurance and to reduce the size of their herds. Herders are meant to internalize 

an association such actions with the satisfying sense of being a “responsible” or “good” 

person. As will be re-iterated in the following chapter, “responsibility” was a focus 

during Socialism as well, and efforts to act through herders’ consciousness to reach 

desired productivity were just as intense and even more explicit. I argue not for such 

development interventions to cease or even to change tactics, but for efforts to increase 

resilience to be brought in line with realistic expectations of herders’ individual agency, 

and sensitivity to pre-existing rural Mongolian values and associated pre- existing forms 

of risk governance that might be effectively renewed if invested in.  

In Chapter Six, “An Anti-Dependency Argument: Pre-Capitalist Attitudes 

toward Discipline and Responsibility in Rural Mongolia,” proceeds from the post-

socialist development agenda to shift attention to enduring legacies of Socialism. I seek 

to clarify specific socialist legacies, and reveal that some of these complement the 

ideologies underlying current development initiatives—the focus of Chapter Five—in 

surprising ways. 
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 Other anthropologists have problematized the use of the term “socialist legacy” 

because it reifies a pejorative image of Socialism. In Mongolia, however, legacies of 

Socialism are ubiquitous and enduring influential in governance. I argue that we cannot 

understand Mongolian culture, values, and institutions without appreciating socialist 

legacies. Most importantly, this chapter deconstructs the assumption that Socialism 

produced “lazy herders,” arguing that the key legacies of Socialism are precisely to the 

contrary. Older herders, who worked for the socialist collectives throughout most of their 

careers, are particularly adamant about the necessity of hard work and responsible risk 

management, and younger herders are admonished to work hard as much by their older 

peers as by government officials and development professionals who are concerned about 

replacing the “lazy” mentality of the past with heightened individual responsibility. 

Socialist influences still pervade rural governance of risk, and, I suggest, might be 

mobilized rather than extricated as rural vulnerability to zud continues to confound 

development efforts. In Mongolia, a hardworking person is a “good person,” and 

describing someone as “lazy” is perhaps the biggest possible insult. Although these 

understandings may have existed in Mongolian culture prior to Socialism, they were 

likely reinforced by the socialist system of rewarding and publicly acknowledging 

productivity, a system that is still inherent in Mongolian institutions. I also describe an 

auditing culture, passed down from Socialism, that has continued meaning in rural 

Mongolia. Herders at my research site overwhelmingly want check-ups by government 

officials on their preparations for winter—for example, they want bureaucrats to visit in 

the fall to see how much fodder they had stocked up. Western-biased development 
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professionals might have a difficult time recognizing the value of check-ups, but for 

herders, they are meaningful and motivating, as is the public recognition that comes with 

success in herding. In rural Mongolia, such institutional practices, like “traditional 

knowledge,” might well be incorporated into development interventions and policy 

making. 

Chapter Seven, “Luck has Nothing to do with It: Herders, Risk, and the 

‘Agency’ Conundrum,” presents a case study to explore the implications of herders’ 

ideas about climatic and environmental risk, work ethic, and individual agency as they 

interpret their peers’ fortunes and misfortunes in coping with zud. During the zud of 

2009-2010, many households from my research site, which had suffered summer drought, 

spent the winter away from home to take advantage of better pastures. On average, these 

households experienced greater losses than those that stayed home, being hit by severe 

snowstorms. While I would conclude that these households were “unlucky,” herders 

themselves deny the role of “luck” and instead emphasize knowledge, hard work, and 

agency in managing zud risk. Deep-seated cultural and ideological values seem to 

prohibit the attribution of losses of livestock to either bad luck or random chance.  

This finding is especially profound given that herders believe in a host of 

supernatural forces that directly influence individual and collective human fortunes. 

When I asked herders what they believed to be the most important asset for getting 

through zud without losing livestock, ‘industriousness’ was by far the most popular 

answer, followed by “experience.” Research participants were less vocal about the ways 

that economic means can help households mitigate risk, and denied any suggestion that 



62 
 

 

luck, fate, or fortune might play a role. I conclude that risk in herding is constructed as a 

mundane realm in which hardworking and responsible herders can be successful. 

However, as described earlier in the dissertation, climatic and environmental changes are 

increasing uncertainty, and social and economic changes have increased rural 

vulnerability. Herders cultural and ideological allegiance to a sense of agency in the face 

of winter risk conflicts with the increasing risk that they are observing. 

In sum, despite herders' sense of their own agency in managing risk, high rural 

vulnerability is evidenced by losses from zud in the post-socialist era, with the disaster in 

early 2010 constituting the most devastating crisis since 1944. This is clearly not just a 

case of herders “failing to take responsibility” for their own well-being. And while 

leaving herders on their own to manage zud risk has clearly not worked, I argue that the 

trend in development interventions to focus on increasing resilience is implicitly 

associated with an underlying ideological understanding that people can and should take 

care of themselves.  Current valuation of self-sufficiency and earlier collective forms of 

risk management are equally politically biased, but drawing from both to reduce rural 

vulnerability to natural disasters could still be beneficial. 

The case of zud parallels other contexts where environmental risk poses an 

increasing threat to livelihoods and property. Programs for increasing local resilience, be 

they ultimately effective or ineffective, are inextricable from the surrounding politics of 

responsibility. Initiatives related to natural disaster management should be not just 

pragmatic, but also attentive to ethics—acknowledging “offenses to nature” to consider 

what equitable distribution of risk and responsibility in the era of anthropogenic climate 
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change entails, and aware of cultures, defined broadly to incorporate not just “traditional” 

knowledge but also institutional histories and associated values.  
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Chapter 2 : AN INCREASINGLY HAZARDOUS CLIMATE? CLIMATE 

CHANGE AND ZUD  

Every decade, there have been two zud. For example, there were zud in 2000-

2001 and in 2009-2010. But now, desertification is taking place, and zud—especially 

black zud—will occur more frequently than twice per decade.   

–Nutag-aa District Governor  

Introduction 

In 2010, the Government of Mongolia issued a statement on the effects of climate 

change that had already been witnessed and fears for the future. The report brings 

together a number of pressing concerns: 

• Annual mean air temperature, averaged across Mongolia, had increased by 

2.1 degrees Celsius since 1940; 

• Zud in the last decade (2000-2010) were more severe than zud in several 

preceding decades; 

• Pasture degradation and desertification had affected 70% of Mongolian 

territory; 

• Hundreds of rivers, lakes, and springs had dried up; 

• Dust storms had increased. 

(Government of Mongolia 2010:1) 
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The Government statement concluded that as these changes affect pastoralism, 

they threaten the country’s traditional heritage. It appealed to developed countries to 

commit to greater climate change mitigation and assistance to Mongolia in its adaptation 

to growing risk (Government of Mongolia 2010:2).  

The Government of Mongolia’s report on climate change advances an argument 

that the title of this dissertation also makes: that the politics of zud risk are embedded in a 

climate of increasing hazards. Is present risk from zud really greater than past risk, and 

what will the future bring? There are a number of different approaches that can be taken 

to answer these questions. In Chapter Four, I discuss the theory that vulnerability to zud 

has increased as a result of political, economic, and social change. In this chapter, I focus 

on increasing risk from a changing climate and apparently increasing instances of severe 

weather. One of the most alarming consequences of global warming may be an increase 

of extreme natural events which, when coupled with social vulnerability, are experienced 

as natural disasters. Although we cannot attribute any single forest fire, hurricane, 

drought, or flood to climate change, it is wise to anticipate an increasing frequency and 

severity of these types of disasters. Evidence and arguments in this chapter support the 

position that, counter-intuitively, winter disasters might also increase with global 

warming.  

In this chapter, I describe Mongolia’s climate, which is marked by extremes as a 

result of the country’s continental location. I describe observed changes in climate—for 

example, trends in annual mean temperature and annual mean precipitation over recent 

decades, and herders’ accounts of climate trends. Future climate is likely to be warmer 
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overall, and winter precipitation, in particular, is likely to increase. Summer precipitation 

appears to be becoming more intermittent and extreme, with longer or more severe dry 

periods and more intense precipitation when it does occur. These conditions are likely to 

result in more frequent or severe zud. 

Mongolian Climate 

Mongolia lies at approximately the same latitude as the US Upper Midwest, and 

has a similar continental climate, though it is more arid. Summer temperatures can reach 

45˚C, and winter lows can dip below -50˚C, though average temperatures vary by 

location. Figure 2.1 shows average January temperatures throughout Mongolia. 

Mongolia’s elevation as well as its inland location contributes to extreme temperature 

shifts across seasons and abrupt shifts within shorter spans (i.e. day-to-night, hour-to-

hour, and day-to-day).  
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Figure 2.1, January long-term mean minimum air temperature (1961-1990). The 
values are based on the Prism high resolution mapping system and indicate that the 
warmest January mean minima occur in southern Mongolia in the Gobi region (-21 to > -
19˚C), while the coldest minima occur in northern Mongolia and at high elevations (< -30 
˚C).  

Source: https://www.climatesource.com/mn/fact_sheets/mongoltmn_xl.jpg 

 
 

Mongolia’s climate is shaped by to a large extent by westerly winds across 

Eurasia, bringing in weather systems from the Atlantic Ocean via northern Europe and 

central Russia. Weather anomalies in Mongolia therefore sometimes correspond to 

weather anomalies in Europe. Morinaga et al. (2003) studied Mongolian snow anomaly in 

relation to atmospheric circulation patterns. They used using monthly measurements of 

snow and temperature from 23 weather stations throughout Mongolia over the period of 

1940-1992. Large snowfall events in Mongolia were found to be associated with 
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atmospheric circulation anomalies and high precipitation amounts occurring in Europe. 

Seager et al. (2010) also examined winter snow events in Europe and how they might be 

linked to other locations in the Northern Hemisphere through atmospheric circulation 

anomalies. The importance of these “teleconnections” for zud will be addressed in 

subsequent sections.  

Regionally, weather in Mongolia is shaped by seasonal fluctuating air pressure 

patterns over Siberia. For approximately half of the year, the Siberian High dominates. 

This is a high-pressure mass of cold, dry air that accumulates over Siberia, blocks 

westerly winds, and tends to keep Mongolia cold, clear, and dry through the winter.  

Up to eighty percent of Mongolia’s precipitation falls between June and August, 

when the cold Siberian high weakens and mid-latitude atmospheric circulation systems 

are able to deliver more moisture to the region. Summer rainfall is vital for the 

sustainability of pastoralism. Ideally, it is spread evenly across the summer, allowing for 

continuous grass growth during the short growing season. Total annual precipitation 

averages range from over 400 millimeters per year in the forested north to under 50 

millimeters per year in some parts of the Gobi, as shown in Figure 2.2 

(www.climatesource.com 2002).  

Under 20% of total annual precipitation falls as snow from fall to spring 

(Shestakovich 2010:17). Some snowfall can be beneficial for herding. Livestock can eat 

snow instead of drinking water, so herders do not need to camp near wells when there is 

snow on the ground. That opens up possibilities for accessing better pastures or more 

sheltered campsites.  However, too much snow can impede grazing and produce zud.  
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Figure 2.2, Mean annual precipitation in Mongolia, in millimeters (1961-1990). The 
values are based on the Prism high resolution mapping system.   
Source: https://www.climatesource.com/mn/fact_sheets/mongolppt_xl.jpg 

 

Climate and Weather Anomalies 

While “climate” is frequently defined as the mean conditions in a place, averaged 

over a long period of time, specific conditions vary from year to year. Precipitation in 

Mongolia, for example, is highly variable. Sternberg et al. (2010) analyzed drought in the 

Gobi based on precipitation data collected from five different Gobi-area weather stations 

between 1970 and 2006. Annual precipitation at these sites varied from roughly 50 

millimeters per year in dry years to 250 millimeters per year in wet years (Sternberg et al. 

2010:4). Droughts were identified at both 5- and 17-month timescales, to incorporate 

those that affected a single growing season and those that affected back-to-back growing 
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seasons. The data suggested a high amount of variability in precipitation from month to 

month as well as from year to year. Furthermore, the researchers noted decadal shifts: 

wetter conditions in the 1970s and 1990s and dryer conditions in the 1980s. The 2000s 

showed increased variability of precipitation, and 2006 was a particularly dry year 

(Sternberg et al. 2010:4).  

As noted above, some researchers have suggested that temperature and 

precipitation anomalies in Mongolia are linked to atmospheric circulation anomaly 

patterns or modes occurring elsewhere, particularly in northern Europe, given the 

predominant west-to-east atmospheric circulation across Eurasia. The North Atlantic 

Oscillation (NAO) and the “Scandinavian pattern” (SCA) are atmospheric circulation 

patterns that affect Europe and may influence weather in Eurasia, including Mongolia. 

NAO in its positive phase is associated with vigorous westerly winds across the northern 

Atlantic Ocean and mild and wet weather in Europe. Precipitation delivery processes 

associated with NAO may eventually reach Mongolia, though in diminished form. 

According to Morinaga et al. (2003:1634), the positive phase of  NAO in the Novembers 

of 1967, 1976, 1986, and 1987 correlated with deep snow in Mongolia. Bueh and 

Nakamura (2007) suggested that the Scandinavian pattern (SCA) may affect Mongolia 

when the pattern’s influence extends to Siberia and intensifies the cold Siberian High. 

They linked the record-breaking 2001 snowstorm in Mongolia to cold air in central 

Siberia that extended southeastwards into Mongolia, causing extreme cold and severe 

winter weather (Bueh and Nakamura 2007:2117). This scenario seems like a likely 
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contributing factor to zud in 2000-2001 (see Case Study 3: Back-to-Back Zud from 1999 

to 2002). 

The El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO) is not normally associated with 

weather in Eurasia, but it may also be tied to some zud events. As a tropical ocean 

phenomenon, ENSO’s influence is primarily in Southeast Asia and the Americas, but 

long distance “teleconnections” have also been observed (Mcphaden et al. 2014).  For 

example, ENSO seems to make northern European winters colder (Ineson and Scaife 

2009) which could have the effect of making Mongolian winters colder.   Morinaga et al. 

(2003) consider the possibility that unusually heavy snowfall in the winters of 1976-77, 

1982-83, 1986-87 may have been due in part to ENSO (2003:1634).  A study of the 

2009-2010 winter snow anomalies in the Northern Hemisphere by Seager et al. (2010) 

suggested that above normal snow conditions in the U.S, northwest Europe, and Siberia 

may have been linked to the combined influence of the NAO and ENSO.  This may have 

been a factor in the zud of 2009-2010 (Case Study 5: Variations of Zud in 2009-2010). 

Because of the complexity of climate systems and the diversity of conditions that 

contribute to zud (I clarify types of zud below), zud is very difficult to associate with 

specific climatic causes. Climate anomalies that are identified by indices such as NAO, 

SCA, and ENSO may contribute to some cases of zud, but these associations are difficult 

to sort out and the variety of ways in which zud develops confounds the issue. However, I 

argue that our working expectation, based on an examination of climate trends, climate 

projections, and zud case studies, should be that zud are increasing in frequency and 

severity.   
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Observed Climate Change in Mongolia 

Climate change, as defined by the International Panel on Climate Change, refers 

to a measurable change in means (e.g. annual or seasonal mean temperature, annual or 

seasonal mean precipitation) or variability (e.g. increasingly variable precipitation from 

year to year) (IPCC 2014:5). Typically, analyzing climate change requires the use of data 

spanning decades or longer periods. The data can come from meteorological 

measurements made in the last century or through the study of evidence such as tree rings 

or ice cores. Climate change, as the IPCC uses the term and as I use the term, has both 

natural and anthropogenic causes (IPCC 2014:5).  

However, other definitions exist, for example, the Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) makes a distinction between anthropogenic “climate 

change” and natural “climate variability” to emphasize that current climate change is not 

natural—it is caused primarily by emissions of greenhouse gases from human activities 

and has “deleterious effects” on ecosystems and human well-being (UNFCCC 2014). In 

this dissertation I employ the IPCC definition of climate change as measurable change in 

means or variability over periods of decades or longer, regardless of whether the causes 

are natural or anthropogenic. However, the UNFCCC definition also bears relevance for 

this work, since present climate change in Mongolia is very likely caused by global 

greenhouse gas emissions and will likely have deleterious effects.  

Data on temperatures and precipitation in Mongolia extend back to the 1940s, so 

some trends are apparent, although not always statistically robust in records of this 

length. Climate models for the region have been able to approximate past trends and 



73 
 

 

project into the future, illustrating potential conditions that herders could encounter in 

coming decades. Many herders themselves can clearly articulate climatic and 

environmental changes that they have witnessed and speculate on future trends that may 

impede winter risk management, though their understandings of climate change causes 

and processes may not be based on scientific models or explanations. In this and the 

following sections, I summarize measurements of climate change over recent decades, 

herders’ observations of climate change, projections of future climate change based on 

different climate models, and impacts on the environment and the herding livelihood.  

Climate change is most discernable when variations over a large number of years 

suggest an increasing or decreasing trend. Figure 2.3 and Figure 2.4, reproduced from 

Dagvadorj et al. (2009:39), show average summer temperatures and average winter 

temperatures in Mongolia for every year from 1940 to 2005. The trend for both summer 

and winter has been toward warmer temperatures. Winter temperatures have increased 

more than summer temperatures. As noted in the introduction of this chapter, average 

annual temperature has increased approximately 2.1˚C since 1940, 2.14˚C to be specific, 

based on data from 48 weather stations distributed throughout Mongolia (Dagvadorj et al. 

2009:39). This is alarming, considering the global average for warming of combined land 

and ocean surface temperature, from 1880 to 2012, is a more moderate 0.85°C (IPCC 

2013:5). 
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Figure 2.3, Average summer temperature in Mongolia in degrees Celsius, 1940-
2005 (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:39). 

 

 
Figure 2.4, Average winter temperature in Mongolia in degrees Celsius, 1940-

2005 (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:39). 

 

 

 Precipitation trends are less clearly evident in historical data. Figure 2.5, from 

Dagvadorj et al. (2009:41) shows a trend of decreasing summer precipitation from 1940 

to 2005. The authors note that the trend is not valid for data from each individual weather 
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station, and it is not clear that summer precipitation in southern Bayankhongor is 

declining. However, rainfall has become more intermittent and more intense than in the 

past, and is therefore less conducive to pasture production (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:41). 

This corresponds to conclusions in the most recent report of the IPCC that “heavy 

precipitation events” have likely increased in more land areas than they have decreased in 

(IPCC 2013:7).  

Figure 2.5, Summer precipitation in Mongolia in millimeters, 1940-2005 
(Dagvadorj et al. 2009:41). 

 

 “Desertification” is also a much-discussed problem for Mongolia. The IPCC 

defines “desertification” as land degradation in arid or semi-arid areas resulting from 

either climatic variations or anthropogenic causes (IPCC 2014:9). The signs of 

desertification include soil erosion and “long-term loss of natural vegetation” (IPCC 

2014:9). Some studies in Mongolia, based on rangeland surveys and satellite data, 

suggest that over 75% of rangeland in Mongolia has been affected by moderate to severe 
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desertification (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:189). Completely barren areas, visible in satellite 

images increased by 46 percent between 1992 and 2002 (Prathivadi Bhayankaram 

2011:30).   Figure 2.6, based on satellite data from 1992 and 2002, shows the most 

marked change in landcover at the border between the Gobi Desert and the grassy steppe. 

This is attributed to a combination of climate change and grazing. Likely climatic causes 

include increasing air temperature and evapotranspiration, an increasing number of 

extremely hot days, and increasingly intermittent rainfall (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:189). 

Many herders can speak at length about “desertification” (tsöljilt), its causes, and its 

effects, as I will explain in the next section. 

Figure 2.6, Land surface image from NOAA satellite data, showing an increase in 
"desert steppe" (red) ecozone at the expense of "steppe" and "dry steppe", i.e. 
desertification. Reproduced from Dagvadorj et al. (2009:54). 
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 Land cover loss increases the incidence of dust storms, which are hazardous to 

livestock and human health and safety. Jugder et al. (2011:20) point out that in particular 

cases that they studied, increased dust storm occurrences followed warm weather and low 

precipitation anomalies. In 2009, a particularly dry year, a monitoring station in 

Dalanzadgad (in Ömnögovi Province, in the Gobi) recorded 2.2 times the average annual 

number of dust storms (Jugder et al. 2011:20). 

Gobi Herders’ Observations of Climate Change 

Mongolian herders seem united in an understanding that the climate is changing 

unfavorably. During my comparative research conducted at five sites in Mongolia in the 

summer of 2008, herders at each location told me about their concerns regarding drought 

and pasture degradation. Herders in southern Khentii Province, on the border of the Gobi 

Desert, cited rapid “desertification” (tsöljilt), resulting in sand storms as well as poor 

grazing. Other researchers have also collected herders’ accounts of rangeland degradation 

and “desertification.” A herder from Jinst District, near Nutag-aa, told researcher 

Tumenjargal Sukh, “…desertification and sand movement has increased and spread out 

which has created small sand dune everywhere” (Sukh 2012:29). In another research 

project, surveying herders north of the Gobi, herders described desertification in terms of 

increasing bare ground and sand “encroachment”: 

Herders used a variety of phrases to describe bare ground, including “bald places” 

and “red gravel,” translated literally (haltsgai gazar, ulaan hairga). One 

respondent described, “The rangeland is totally different now. Generally, sandy 
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desertification is happening. Before there was almost no sand and now the 

movement of sand is becoming a lot.”  

(Bruegger et al. 2014:124) 

Herders who participated in the research also described changes in the composition of 

rangeland plant species, all unfavorable (Bruegger et al. 2014). Asked about the likely 

causes of rangeland degradation and desertification, research participants cited a number 

of factors, including pasture use factors (“overstocking” and changes in migration and 

species composition) and climatic factors. The climatic factors that herders mentioned 

included reduced and altered precipitation, summer temperature increases, temperature 

increases earlier than usual in the spring causing new growth to “dry up,” and increased 

wind in the spring (Bruegger et al. 2014:126–127).  

My 2008 survey revealed that herders in the Gobi were deeply concerned about 

increasing drought. Some told me that the seasons are changing: spring is becoming 

longer and summer is becoming shorter. This is a major problem, since summer is the 

rainy season whereas spring is characterized as dry and windy, and is the most difficult 

time of year for many herders.  

Geographer Andrei Marin has described the meaning that weather and climate 

have for Mongolian herders, based on research in the Gobi. He suggests that Mongolian 

conceptions of weather and climate are distinct—they are referred to as “hour air” (tsag 

agaar) and “steam breath” (uur amisgal), respectively—and that herders experience 

climate and weather in a profound way: “Herders perceive themselves as being constantly 

‘under the weather’; the realisation that nature in general and weather in particular 
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control their lives is ubiquitous and explicitly formulated” (Marin 2010:164). This 

reminds me of the popular Mongolian poetic music genre (zokhioliin duu); the sky 

(Tenger, the supreme power in Mongol cosmology) is described as deciding human fate, 

and winds are described as bringing change, thus singers appeal to the sky and winds for 

mercy.  

Gobi herders in Marin’s study emphasized drought, dust storms, and zud as their 

major concerns, and felt that these events were becoming more frequent. In relation to 

summer rainfall, in particular, they described a number of disturbing changes: more 

intense rainfall, more staggered rainfall, and patchy rainfall. Marin describes patchy 

rainfall, and illustrates with quotes from herders: 

The most important change in rain mentioned by the desert-steppe herders was its 

geographical extent: the perception that lately rain only occurred over small 

patches of land, what they called ‘silk embroidery rain’…. Most herders 

perceived this as a puzzling new phenomenon: 

• “The rain is strange now. Here it doesn’t rain and it rains just across the 

(sum) [district] border.” (Purev, August 23rd 2006) 

• “After 2000 it started to rain over smaller and smaller areas. Now some 

sums [districts] around here have much rain, others have nothing.” 

(Chuka, January 19th 2007) 

(Marin 2010:167) 

Mongolians—like the majority of climate scientists—attribute current climatic 

trends mainly to anthropogenic causes. However, their interpretations of the processes of 
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climate change tend to be more spiritual, in line with Mongolian cosmology. Many 

Mongolians feel that “nature” punishes human offenses directly, with bad weather. In 

particular, spirits known as “masters of the land” (gazariin ezed) can protect households 

and herds when they are respected or send bad weather when offended. People can offend 

these spirits with environmentally destructive activities, such as mining (seen as bad 

since it involves digging in the ground). Some herders have thus explained to me that the 

climate is getting worse because of people’s activities.  

Climate Change Projections 

Given current elevated greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere, ongoing 

global warming is inevitable, though the degree of change could vary depending on 

human actions (IPCC 2013:29). Computer-aided climate modeling allows scientists to 

explore different scenarios for future climate change. Generally, latitudes close to the 

poles, inland areas, and high altitudes are experiencing the earliest and most rapidly 

progressing warming. Precipitation is likely to increase over much of the globe as a result 

of warming. Figure 2.6 shows IPCC projections of global precipitation change by the end 

of the twenty-first century. The expected increase in winter precipitation, paired with 

uncertain change in summer precipitation, could increase the incidence of zud, as will be 

explained further below.    
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Figure 2.7, IPCC projections (multi-model CMIPS) for seasonal precipitation, 
showing change in 2081-2100 compared to averages in 1986-2005. From the top left 
clockwise, images represent expected changes in Northern Hemisphere winter (Dec.-
Feb.), spring (March-May), summer (June-Aug.), and fall (Sep.-Nov.). In the winter map, 
Mongolia is in the blue zone (within the dashed box), indicating greatly increased winter 
snowfall (around 40%). In the summer map, western Mongolia is hatched, indicating 
uncertain change in precipitation, and eastern Mongolia is green, indicating a slight 
increase in precipitation. Reproduced from (Collins et al. Figure 12.22, 2013:1078) with 
the addition of the dashed location box. 

 
Models targeted to the region could offer a more precise picture of future climate 

in Mongolia. A Hadley Center Model (HADCM3), using an A2 forcings scenario and 

1980-1999 baseline data, suggests dramatic projected increases in winter precipitation 

(increase of 55%) and summer temperature (increase of 6.3˚C) in Mongolia by the end of 

the century, as shown in Table 2.1 (Dagvadorj et al. 2009:49). 
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Table 2.1, Projected climate change in Mongolia, based on Hadley Center Model 
and A2 forcings scenario, with data from Dagvadorj et al. (2009:49). 
 Temperature Change, ˚C Precipitation Change, % 

2011-2030 2046-2065 2080-

2099 

2011-

2030 

2046-

2065 

2080-

2099 

Winter .7 2.3 4.2 14 19 55 

Summer 1.1 3.1 6.3 -2 4 7 

 

In the following sections, I will discuss types of zud and specific case studies that 

help elucidate the connections between climate, climate change, and zud frequency. Zud 

remain complex and difficult to predict, but even with this uncertain, these case studies 

indicate that there is clearly cause for concern. 

Zud Definitions and Types 

In one sense, zud is to livestock what famine is to people. Famines often follow 

drought or flooding. Zud often follow heavy snowfall, which prevents livestock from 

grazing. But each disaster is more accurately defined by the end result than by the 

precipitating causes. In addition to deep snow, a layer of ice over pastures, pasture 

degradation, extreme cold, and even grazing management decisions can contribute to zud. 

Because zud are defined in part by their outcomes, and because they cannot occur in the 
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absence of vulnerability, they are properly termed “disasters,” not “hazards” (Oliver-

Smith and Hoffman 2002).1 

One description of zud was penned following the 1967-1968 disaster by 

researchers Ts. Davaajamts, B. Danzannyam, and S. Nyamsanjaa: “The landscape is 

covered with snow and becomes pasture-less, there is a cold storm lasting several days, 

there is a great loss of livestock, or else from the cold and lack of snow or lack of water, 

or not reaching hay and feed, livestock get thin and die—this is called zud” (Sarantuya 

2005:18).2 In other words, zud is typically brought about by winter weather, exacerbated 

by poor pasture conditions, and results in animals starving and freezing. (Note, a cold 

animal needs extra sustenance to maintain its body temperature, and a hungry animal is 

more vulnerable to the cold than a well-fed animal. Hungry and cold animals are also 

especially vulnerable to illnesses.) Sarantuya updates this definition to incorporate 

socioeconomic factors as components of zud:  

1. When livestock do not have enough to eat in the winter and spring, lose weight, 

and decline [i.e. die, Mong. khorogdokh], this is zud.  

2. When animal husbandry professionals report losses, researchers understand this 

as zud.  

                                                 
1 Smith and Hoffman, while nothing that understandings of “disaster” are subjective, suggest that disaster 
might be defined as “a process/event combining a potentially distructive agent/force… and a population in 
a socially and economically produced condition of vulnerability.” They then define hazard as “the forces, 
conditions, or technologies that carry a potential for … damage. A hazard can be a hurricane, earthquake, 
or avalanche…” (Oliver-Smith and Hoffman 2002:4). 
2 Sarantuya attributes this definition to Ts. Davaajamts, B. Danzannyam, and S. Nyamsanjaa. In 
Mongolian, she explains, “орон нутагт цас их орж бэлчээргүйтэх, олон хоногоор хүйтэн шуурга 
тавих, малыг бэлчээрт олноор хоргоох, эрс хүйтэрснээс болон цасгүйдлээс малын унд ус ховордож, 
өвс тэжээл хүрэлцээгүйгээс мал турж зутрйн олон тоогоор үхэхийг зуд гэж тодорхойлжээ” 
(Sarantuya 2005:18). 
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3. But on the other hand, we can understand zud as a coupled natural-social event. 

In recent years, social factors such as poverty have played a role. 

(Sarantuya 2005:19) 

Social vulnerability will be addressed more specifically in coming chapters.  

The specific weather conditions that can provoke zud vary, and therefore, zud are 

sometimes labeled by type: 

•  “White zud” (tsagaan zud): Heavy snowfall results in snow too deep for animals 

to dig through to graze. White zud is referenced in nearly all the literature on zud. 

It is particularly lethal when it follows drought in the preceding summer, a 

combination that some call “drought zud” (see below). (See Case Study 1: White 

/Cold Zud in 1954-1955 and 1956-1957.) 

• “Black zud” (khar zud): Thus dubbed because it occurs when the winter landscape 

looks “black,” or bare, rather than being white with snow. A scarcity of pasture 

and snowfall result in a disaster—the animals starve, and in some cases, dehydrate 

because of an inability to stay hydrated by eating snow (winter pastures may not 

have adequate water sources). Black zud is referenced in nearly all the literature 

on zud. (See Case Study 5: Variations of Zud in 2009-2010.) 

• “Drought zud” (gan zud): Drought zud occurs when summer drought prevents 

adequate pasture production and winter snow follows. Not only is there little 

vegetation for grazing in the following winter, but animals begin winter thin and 

vulnerable. Then, snow covers whatever meager forage remains. Begzsuren et al. 

(2004) describe events like these in 1962 and 1983. Troy Sternberg (2008) has 
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explored drought dynamics in the Gobi, with attention to their exacerbation of 

zud. The term “drought zud” is rare in the literature but is used frequently in 

Nutag-aa, where both the 2000-2001 and the 2009-2010 zud are termed “drought 

zud.”3 (See Case Study 5: Variations of Zud in 2009-2010.) 

• “Icy zud” / “iron zud” (mösön zud / tömör zud): A layer of ice over the pasture 

prevents livestock from grazing. This is often caused by melting and refreezing of 

the snow surface. This type of zud is referred to in most literature on zud, but 

accounts of instances of icy zud in the literature are rare. I suspect that this type of 

zud is underrepresented in official reports because it affects relatively small areas 

at a time and because snow surface characteristics are not among meteorological 

data collected at Mongolian weather stations. 

• “Hoofed zud” (tuurain zud): Competition for pasture resources leads to 

overgrazing of winter pastures (Sarantuya 2005:18; Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 

2011). This may be caused by winter migrants intruding on pastures where they 

lack grazing rights, due to severe conditions in places where they do have grazing 

rights. (See Case Study 5: Variations of Zud in 2009-2010.) 

• “Storm zud” (shuurgan zud): Sarantuya defines this as stormy winter weather 

over a long period that keeps livestock from being able to go to pasture, causing 

hunger, cold, and death (2005:19). It might also be used to refer to a single 

                                                 
3 Mongolian speakers might wonder whether, when herders mentioned “gan zud” to me, they were just 
creating a compound noun to mean “natural disasters” in general. Sometimes this was the case, but at other 
times, herders referred to “gan zud” as a specific kind of zud. 
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storm—a blizzard, windstorm, or hailstorm—that causes livestock mortality. (See 

Case Study 4: Storm Zud in Spring 2008.) 

• “Cold zud” (khuiten zud): Unusually cold temperatures cause livestock mortality. 

Often combined with other forms, cold zud is referred to in most literature on zud. 

(See Case Study 1: White /Cold Zud in 1954-1955 and 1956-1957.) 

• “Combined zud” (Khavsarsan zud): Sarantuya defines this as any combination of 

storm zud, cold zud, and either white or black zud (2005:19). As will be clear 

from the case studies, specific zud frequently transcend zud categories.  

This is not an exhaustive list of zud. Herders in different regions probably refer to 

different types of winter disasters in different ways. However, this list provides an 

overview of the severe conditions (mainly snow, ice, cold, and storms) that can prove 

disastrous, given rural vulnerability. Figure 2.7 places some of these zud types in context 

with their likely concurrent and antecedent weather conditions. 
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Figure 2.8, Select Types of Zud and their Antecedents. Color coding clarifies 
common series of events that lead to different types of zud. 
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Historical Zud  

Because zud can be localized or widespread, and vary greatly in their damage to 

livestock herds and households, a comprehensive list of zud would be very long. Templer 

et al. list 23 zud between 1944 and 1993 (1993:108). Sarantuya lists 32 zud for the same 

period, and several more since (2005:59–62). Given no formal definition of the scale of 

disaster that constitutes zud, there is subjectivity in such accounts. In addition, historical 

records can be incomplete and contradictory. Table 2.2 lists zud that caused major losses 

across Mongolia and some smaller zud that were nevertheless disastrous for the herders 

that they affected the most. Descriptions of the zud come from multiple sources, as 

referenced in the table and footnotes. Composite maps of temperature anomalies, created 

using a program made available by the NOAA Earth System Research Laboratory 

(www.esrl.noaa.gov) show that several of the major zud coincided with abnormally cold 

winters. Other contributing meteorological factors are discussed in the case studies that 

follow the table. 
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Table 2.2, A compilation  of selected historical zud from various sources.Anomalies are in relation to 1981-2010 
averages. 

Zud  Information 1 Areas Affected 2 Temperature 
Anomaly 3 Snow Depth 4  

Livestock Losses 5 

Total  % of herd 

1944-45  
(late Nov - late Mar) 

Drought followed by zud  
(Marin 2010:163) 

  

 
˚C below and above 

1981-1910 averages 

18-30 cm 8,638,000 36% 

1954-55  
(late Nov - late Mar) 

  
White Zud   

anomalous cold 
(Case Study 1)   

Dec. ‘54-March ‘55 

20-56 cm 1,888,000 8% 

1956-57 
(late Nov – mid April) 

White Zud 
anomalous cold 
(Case Study 1)   

Dec. ‘56-April ‘57 

20-40 cm 1,008,000 4% 

1967 - 68 
(Nov – Mar) 

 Slight anomalous warm 
In Western Mongolia  

   

10-20 cm 3,800,000 17% 
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Nov. ‘67-March ‘68 

Zud  Information 1 Areas Affected 2 Temperature 
Anomaly 3 Snow Depth 4 Livestock Losses 5 

Total  % of herd 

1976-77 
(mid-Nov – late Mar) 

Anomalous cold 
 
   

Dec. ‘76-March ‘77 

20-35 cm on 
average;  
40-60 cm 

drifts 

1,454,000 
 

6% 
 

1993 
(Mar – Apr 6 ) , 

 White Zud in Spring 1993 
Slightly warmer with 

moisture during this period 
(Case Study 2 )   

Mar – Apr ‘93 

See Case 
Study 2 690,000 

3% 
 110 households 
(600 people) lost 
all livestock; > 

2000 households 
lost 70% or more 

livestock 7 
1999-2000 

(Fall through Apr)  followed 
a preceding summer drought 

Back-to-Back Zud from 
1999-2002 

(Case Study 3) 

13 provinces, 70% of total 
land area 8 

 
Dec. ’99-Feb. ‘00 

10-20 cm in 
the desert and 
steppe; 40-70 

cm  
in the 

mountains 

2,614,000 10% 
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2000-2001  
(Nov – Apr) Back-to-Back 

Zud from 1999-2002 
Anomalous cold,  

followed a preceding 
summer drought 

(see Case Study 3) 

17 provinces 
 

 
Dec. ‘00–Feb. ‘01 

10-30 cm in 
most districts, 
with drifts of 
70-120 cm 

4,800,000 18% 

Zud  Information 1 Areas Affected 2 Temperature 
Anomaly 3 

Snow 
Depth 4 

Livestock Losses 5 
Total  % of herd 

2001-2002 
Back-to-Back Zud from 

1999-02 “Cold at the 
beginning of winter, but 
warm at the beginning of 
2002” (Sarantuya 2005, 

Table 2.5, see Case Study 3) 

20 provinces 
 

 
Dec. ‘01-Feb. ‘02 

-- 3,400,000 10% 

May 26-27, 2008 
Storm Zud  

Daily temperature anomaly 
maps indicate passage of 

cold front (see Case Study 4)    
           May 25              May 26                 May 27 

2009-2010 
Variations of Zud 
Anomalous cold 

(see Case Study 5) 
  

-- 8,500,000 20% 
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Dec. ‘09-Feb. ‘10 

1  Zud months come from Sarantuya (2005:table 2.5).  
2 Areas affected in the earlier zud listed come from Sarantuya, who lists provinces affected. Where Sarantuya does not list provinces, number of provinces 

affected comes from Chuluundorj (2006:15) unless otherwise noted. 
3  Composite map plots in this column comes from the Physical Sciences Division of the Earth System Research Laboratory of the NOAA, available at 

http://www.esrl.noaa.gov, and show composite temperature anomalies in degrees C over the selected time period at  the 700 mb geopotential height. 
4  From Sarantuya (2005:table 2.5). 
5  From Chuluundorj (2006:15), except where otherwise noted. I rounded livestock lost to the nearest 1000 and percent of livestock lost to the nearest integer.   
6  Information on this zud and affected areas comes from Templer et al. (1993) 
8  From United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (2010)  
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Case Study 1: White /Cold Zud in 1954-1955 and 1956-1957 

Temper et al. report a zud in 1954-55 in Bulgan and Dorngovi provinces, but 

Sarantuya reports a zud in 1954-55 in different areas: Zavkhan, Uvs, Khövsgöl, Bulgan, 

Övörkhangai, Töv, Dornod, Khentii, and Sükhbaatar  (Templer et al. 1993:13; Sarantuya 

2005:59). As Figure 2.9 shows, it was an unusually cold winter. Sarantuya reports that 

there was also above-normal snow depth through most of Mongolia (20-56 cm). This was 

probably a combined white zud and cold zud throughout most of the affected areas. 

Chuluundorj reports that 8% of national livestock were lost, which is considerable 

(Chuluundorj 2006:15). As will be discussed in Chapter Four, during the 1950s, herders 

were beginning to join herding collectives to take advantage of government incentives. 

The new securities in collectivized risk management, along with emergency aid from the 

state, may have prevented losses on a larger scale.  
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Figure 2.9, Temperature anomaly at 700 mb in Dec. 1954-Feb. 1955, showing 
unusually cold temperatures over Mongolia. 

 

The winter of 1956-57 looks very similar to the winter of 1954-55, according to 

composite images. Templer et al. report a zud in Khövsgöl, Övörkhangai, Dornogovi 

provinces in 1956-57, and once again, Sarantuya reports a more widespread zud, 

affecting Zavkhan, Uvs, Arkhangai, Töv, Bulgan, Dundgovi, Khövsgöl, Khentii, Dornod, 

Sukhbaatar, and Dornogovi (Templer et al. 1993:13; Sarantuya 2005:59). extremely cold 

weather. Sarantuya reports snow depth of 20-46 mm (which is fairly deep) and 

Chuluundorj reports livestock mortality of 4% (Chuluundorj 2006:15). Because up to 6% 

livestock mortality in any given winter may be considered within a normal range from 

natural causes, the 4% recorded as zud losses must have been in addition to normal 

losses.  
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Figure 2.10, Temperature anomaly at 700 mb in Dec. 1956-Feb. 1957, showing 
unusually cold temperatures over Mongolia. 

 

Case Study 2: White Zud in Spring 1993 

Templer et al. (1993) describe a zud, marked by severe cold and heavy snowfall, 

in March and April of 1993. Over 100 households (600 people) lost all their livestock and 

over 2000 households lost 70% or more of livestock (1993:13). They report that a 

weather station in northwest Bayankhongor Province recorded a maximum temperature 

of -21°C and a minimum temperature of -48 °C during these two months (Templer et al. 

1993:113). However, the composite temperature anomaly map indicates that 

temperatures over Mongolia (at 700 mb) in March and April of 1993 were average to 

slightly above average (see Table 2.2). Templer et al. offer more details on this zud: 

On 15 March, the temperature dropped,… and it began snowing extremely 

heavily. In the worst affected areas, it snowed solidly until 20/21 March, by which 
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time the snow was 60-80 cm deep in the steppe and between 90 and 150 cm deep 

in the mountains…. Animal deaths began almost immediately as animals became 

trapped in the snow. 

(Templer et al. 1993:113) 

This scenario, leading to white zud, is illustrated in Figure 2.11. The account of a 

temperature drop on March 15 is not evident in daily composite maps (Table 2.3). 

However, the heavy snowfall may have been associated with anomalous precipitable 

water vapor over southern Mongolia during March 15-17 supported by daily composite 

maps that show precipitable water vapor anomaly in southern Mongolia March 15-17. 

Lower than normal air pressure over Siberia (not shown) apparently allowed moist air 

from China to move northward into southern Mongolia, resulting in heavy snow on the 

southern slopes of the Altai Mountains. This scenario—warm weather attracting moisture 

from the south—helps explain the projections of increased winter precipitation with 

global warming. Warming is affecting Siberia more than most regions, and Mongolia is 

also seeing rapidly increasing average temperatures (IPCC 2013:6).  If this warming 

weakens the Siberian High, Mongolia could be influenced more often by moisture-

bearing air from China, resulting in increased snowfall. Whether or not temperatures are 

abnormally low, heavy snowfall can be disastrous.   
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Figure 2.11, Case Study 2: Spring 1993 Zud. 
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Table 2.3, Temperature and water vapor anomaly at 700 mb for March 15-17, 
1993. 
 Temperature Anomaly, ˚C, at 700 mb 

height, showing no abnormally low 
temperatures for the period in 
question. 

Precipitable water vapor anomaly, 
showing high snow potential over the 
period in question.  

March 

15 

  

March 

16 

  

March 

17 

  

Case Study 3: Back-to-Back Zud from 1999 to 2002 

Between 1999 and 2002, an unprecedented series of droughts and zud killed 12 

million livestock and left 12,000 herder households without herds (Marin 2010:193). Zud 
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in 1999-2000, 2000-2001, and 2001-2002 each affected large areas of Mongolia, so that 

many districts experienced back-to-back disasters in two of the three years. Back-to-back 

zud do not allow for herds and households to recover in the interim. The zud of 1993 

provided an initial warning that herders were particularly exposed to risk from natural 

hazards post-Socialism, but the 1991-2002 series made the precariousness of their 

situation undeniable.   

Drought occurred in the summer of 1999 and in the following summer of 2000. 

Zud occurred in the winter of 1999-2000 in 13 provinces, the following winter in 17 

provinces, and the winter after that in 20 provinces (Chuluundorj 2006:15). Of these three 

zud, the 2000-2001 event was the most serious, combining drought in the summer with 

anomalous cold in the winter (Table 2.3).  

The 1999-2000 zud killed 10% of Mongolia’s livestock, 2.6 million animals 

(Chuluundorj 2006:15). However, the quick growth of the national herd in preceding 

years (see Chapter 4) explains these losses, in part. The summer of 2000 saw a repeat of 

drought, and the winter of 2000-2001 was anomalously cold. This time, 18% of the 

livestock remaining from the previous year’s zud was wiped out, or 4.8 million animals. 

Finally, the 2001-2002 zud killed off 10% of livestock, 3.4 million animals. Notice that 

2001’s 10% loss (3.4 million) is higher than 1999’s 10% loss (2.6 million), indicating 

that livestock numbers continued to increase in Mongolia, despite these setbacks.  

The 2000-2001 zud was and remains the biggest disaster that most Nutag-aa 

herders have experienced. Seventy-five percent of Nutag-aa livestock was lost. Severe 
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summer drought was followed by a cold and snowy winter. One herder describes the 

antecedent conditons and the zud: 

The spring [of 2000] was bad—the grass didn’t grow.  So conditions were bad 

from spring onward. The summer and fall were also dry. The livestock were just 

eating the old grass from the previous year. In the winter, it was very cold and 

snowed a lot. There were storms. The wind was chasing animals away, generally 

south, and they were lost in the snow. The ravines were filled with snow, and 

livestock fell in and were stuck and died. Herders went around searching for 

oddly-shaped snow drifts and for little holes in the snow, indicating that an animal 

was below, breathing. 

(Female herder, sixties) 

With so many contributing factors (see Figure 2.11.), the 2000-2001 zud, as experienced 

in Nutag-aa, could be described as a white zud, a drought zud, or a combined zud. Storms 

and cold were also factors.  

The Scandinavian pattern (SCA, described earlier) may have been in part 

responsible for the extreme cold and unusually high snowfall in 2000-2001. Bueh and 

Nakamura suggest that cold air that had accumulated over Russia and Siberia “spilled 

out” southeastwards into Mongolia and China when the SCA pattern weakened 

temporarily in late December to early January (Bueh and Nakamura 2007:2117).  
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Figure 2.12, Case Study 3: 2000-2001 Zud 
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Back-to-back zud from 1999-2002, and particularly the anomalous weather in the 

winter of 2000-2001, devastated many herders’ livelihoods, and helped launch climate 

risk into the spotlight of media and governmental and non-governmental concerns. 

Discourses of herders’ vulnerability to zud have been ubiquitous since. Ten years into 

Capitalism, herders might have been expected to have adjusted to privatized herding. 

These expectations and subsequent disillusionment are described further in Chapter Four. 

One problem seems to be that Capitalism ushered in a livestock boom, as more 

Mongolians turned to herding for a living and tried to build security by building their 

herds. Many herders tapped into the global cashmere market and raised increasingly large 

numbers of goats. The stress on pastures helps to explain high livestock mortality, as do 

other socioeconomic and governance factors (Tachiiri et al. 2008). Rural resilience 

became a major objective of development, and after the series of droughts and zud, it was 

clear that herders needed to be able to cope not just with periodic zud, but with back-to-

back zud and drought combinations. With continuing climate change, disrupted 

atmospheric circulation, disrupted summer rainfall patterns, and increasing winter 

precipitation are poised to present increasing disasters in back-to-back years.  

Case Study 4: Storm Zud in Spring 2008 

The storm of May, 2008, which affected eastern Mongolia, is not normally 

referred to as zud, because of its out-of-season occurrence. However, the storm did result 

in livestock and people freezing to death, and it illustrates the dangers of extreme 

unseasonal events, which could become more frequent with climate change, and of 
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deadly combinations of environmental change (pasture degradation, in this case) and 

meteorological events.  

I carried out research in Mongolia in the summer of 2008, so I was able to 

interview herders and relief workers in Khentii Province shortly after the storm. Herders 

told me that the sky suddenly turned black on the afternoon of May 26. This was the most 

severe dust storm that anyone had experienced. It was caused by the combination of a 

strong wind and exposed dirt over the rangeland, since drought and grazing had made 

pasture very sparse. The storm struck on an otherwise warm and calm day (see Figure 

2.12). Weather forecasts warned of a cold storm front moving in from the west, but the 

herders that I spoke with underestimated its severity. After the wind hit, rain, hail, and 

snow followed. The storm continued through the next day. The storm killed 240,000 

animals and over fifty people, mostly herders attempting to locate and drive home 

distressed or hypothermic livestock. The cold might have been manageable if rain had not 

preceded it, since wet animals and people (those herders did not have ponchos with them) 

are especially vulnerable. This scenario is portrayed in Figure 2.13. 

Figure 2.13, Daily temperature anomaly between May 24 and May 27, 2008. 
Anomalous high temperature was followed by a cold storm system. 
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Figure 2.14, Case Study 4: Spring 2008 Storm. 
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A dust monitoring station, located in Dornogovi Province, measured rising dust 

on May 26 until the dust disabled its equipment, but authorities estimated that 

concentrations of dust 20 times above average extended three kilometers overhead 

(Dagvadorj et al. 2009:199). Mongolia is known for originating dust storms that affect 

Beijing and sometimes even blow across the Pacific Ocean. Historical data suggest that 

the average number of dust storm days per year in Mongolia has increased steadily, from 

18 days in the 1960s to 57 days on average between 2000 and 2007 (Dagvadorj et al. 

2009:200). Poor pasture quality is a major contributor to these dust storms. It seems that 

climate change could contribute to more frequent dust storms, perhaps not by increasing 

wind voracity so much as by disrupting summer rainfall.  

Anomalous weather and environmental change could provoke other types of 

disasters, in addition to zud and dust storms. Mongolia’s National Emergency 

Management Agency (NEMA) is actively working on risk mitigation systems for 

flooding and wildfires, as well as for zud.  

Case Study 5: Variations of Zud in 2009-2010 

Despite the fact that a series of zud between 1999 and 2002 caused alarm and 

activated governmental and non-governmental organizations to take action on zud risk 

mitigation, the zud of 2009-2010 produced higher livestock mortality than any since 

1944-1945. Over 20% of nation’s livestock, about 8.5 million animals, died of cold, 

hunger, and related illnesses over the course of a hard winter and spring, which followed 

a drought in the preceding summer (United Nations 2010). This was, in fact, not only an 
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SCA year, but an ENSO year. A strong high pressure system over Mongolia kept 

temperatures low through the winter and spring. However, the specific zud conditions 

varied by site.  

 Nutag-aa herders told me that the zud in 2009-2010 was caused by 1) summer 

drought in 2009; 2) a cold winter, and 3) spring snow. However, snowfall varied greatly 

in and around Nutag-aa. Altogether, Nutag-aa lost 30% of its livestock. While this is 

severe, herders remember the 2000-2001 zud as more severe in their locality. At the 

national scale, the 2009-2010 zud was the bigger disaster, by far. The 2009-2010 zud, as 

experienced by Nutag-aa herders, is pictured in Figure 2.15. 
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Figure 2.15, Case Study 5: 2010 Zud, Part 1: In Nutag-aa, poor pasture and cold were the 
triggers of zud in the winter, and then snow in the spring created further challenges. 
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As will become more evident in Chapter Seven, Nutag-aa herders who migrated 

to other districts in the fall of 2009, to spend the winter in areas with better pasture, 

experienced different winter conditions than they would have faced at home, particularly, 

more snow. Fernández-Giménez et al. (2012) describe the 2009-2010 zud at several sites 

in southern Bayankhongor province, revealing that the 2009-2010 zud could be 

considered a different type of zud in districts that neighbored each other. The reasons for 

the differences were both environmental and sociopolitical.    

Figure 2.22 illustrates the zud in Jinst District, not far from Nutag-aa, as described 

by Fernández-Giménez et al. (2012:840). Environmental and weather conditions in Jinst 

were better than those in other districts, and zud could have been avoided. However, 

herders from other districts moved into Jinst to try to evade zud at home, overwhelming 

local pastures’ capacity and producing a “hoofed” zud.  

Fernández-Giménez et al. describe a simultaneously occurring but very different 

set of problems in Öndör-Ulaan District in Arkhangai, northeast of Bayankhongor. Figure 

2.23 shows the environmental and weather conditions that produced zud in Öndör-Ulaan, 

but as the quote reveals in the figure reveals, the researchers attribute the extent of the 

disaster as much to organizational failure—apparent poor planning by both herders and 

their local government. While in the context of my main arguments in this dissertation, 

the researchers could be seen as perpetuating victim-blaming discourses, they importantly 

compared herder and government responses to zud at specific research sites to reveal 

distinctions from one site to another. The fact that zud in the same year was experienced 

in such different ways in different localities is a testament to the complexity of these 
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disasters, and the complexity of the solutions that will need to be pursued in order to 

increase rural resilience against increasing climatic risk. 
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Figure 2.16, Case Study 5: 2010 Zud, Part 2: In Jinst, an invasion of outsiders and their 
herds caused overuse of winter pastures and “hoofed” zud.  
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Figure 2.17, Case Study 5: 2010 Zud, Part 3: In Öndör-Ulaan, Arkhangai Province, 
Fernández-Giménez et al. (2012) attribute zud to human failures as well as severe 
weather.  
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Conclusions 

The historical zud presented as case studies, combined with evidence of climate 

change and projections for future climate, allow for several conclusions. Certain types of 

zud will be less likely, but other types of zud may occur more often. In general, 

“increasing risk” seems to be an appropriate characterization of future environmental and 

climatic conditions for herders in Mongolia. Zud predictability is highly relevant to the 

politics of risk in Mongolia. However, herders’ awareness of an increasingly risky future, 

or even knowledge that zud is likely in a particular year, does not necessarily enable them 

cope with these complex disasters.  

Warming winters in Mongolia will have some benefits. However, warmer winters 

are not necessarily as desirable as one might expect, as is clear in Susan Crate’s 

ethnographic work with Siberian Sakha villagers, who are experiencing one of the fastest 

rates of winter warming in the world (Crate 2009). Severe winter cold and cold zud 

should decline, however. The anomalous cold winters of 1954-55 and 1956-57 (Case 

Study 1) could be the last of their kind.  

However, as severe cold becomes a less frequent problem, zud incidence could 

still increase. Iron zud, in which the snow surface melts and refreezes, creating a layer of 

ice that animals cannot break through to graze, could increase with more warm days in 

the winter. Even more likely, increasing winter snowfall, projected for the region by most 

climate models, could yield more frequent and severe white zud. 

Changing summer weather is as dangerous in exacerbating zud as changing 

winter weather, since poor pasture growth in the summer often triggers disaster. In 
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Nutag-aa, a dry summer warns herders that the subsequent winter will be hard. Zud can 

thus often be predicted, at a local level. However, dry summers also prevent herders from 

adequately preparing for winter. There is no hay to harvest, and they are unable to 

adequately fatten their animals. Whether or not snow is deep in the following winter, 

sparse pasture and hunger raise animals’ vulnerability to the cold. Regular summer rains 

are so vital that if they fail, locals say “summer did not happen” (zun bolsongui).  

Total summer rainfall might increase, decrease, or stay the same, but rainfall is 

becoming more intermittent. This unpredictability of summer rainfall is of great concern 

to Gobi herders. Herders report already facing challenges from increasingly variable and 

patchy rainfall (Marin 2010). If rain is increasingly concentrated in downpours, it is of 

little benefit to pastures, even if total summer precipitation should increase. Climatic risk 

interacts with social vulnerability to produce disasters. Drought on its own can be 

devastating, but drought combined with poor management of pasture resources, or 

“overgrazing,” can be even worse. Although the effects of these two forces are difficult to 

tease apart, it seems that, combined, they are transforming the Mongolian steppe, raising 

alarm over desertification. Heat stress in livestock and herders, increased 

evapotranspiration, and the drying up of water sources are also additional concerns in 

relation to changing summers, particularly in the Gobi (Sato et al. 2007).  

The governor of Nutag-aa told me that major zud have historically occurred 

according to a cycle, once per decade, but that they are now beginning to occur twice or 

more per decade. There is a widespread sense among herders and other Mongolians that 

zud are increasing. Recent zud, in 2000-2001 and 2009-2010, have been remarkably 
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severe, partly because of a lack of safety nets, as I will discuss in Chapter Four, but partly 

because of abnormally severe conditions, including preceding summer droughts. There is 

some evidence to suggest that zud are likely to occur in tandem with large-scale 

atmospheric anomalies, such as SCA, NOA, or even ENSO. However, because there are 

many types of zud, and because the conditions that produce these zud vary, and because 

zud can be either localized or widespread in Mongolia, frequency of zud is very difficult 

to specify. “Increasing risk” is a clearly a potentiality that herders and government should 

be prepared for, however. In the next chapter, I describe how herders are already highly 

attuned to risk, consciously preparing for potential zud throughout the entire year, using a 

wealth of knowledge and myriad strategies.   
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Chapter 3 : HERDERS’ “RISK MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES”: WINTERING 

IN RURAL MONGOLIA TAKES HARD WORK 

It will serve herders well to remember that livestock that lack “bedding” in the 

winter will easily get thin and tired.  

[Bayankhongor Aimag, Tsagiin Khatuug Davan Tuulakh Ni 2010:28] 

Introduction 

Risk is a motivating theme in this research, and as described in Chapter One, it 

has been useful to draw from diverse social science approaches to analyze zud risk 

holistically. In chapters five through seven, I consider the meanings that risk holds for 

herders and those who are concerned with herders’ vulnerability to zud, highlighting the 

political implications of conceptions of risk and related values concerning responsibility 

and agency. However, the previous chapter argued that risk in Mongolian herding is more 

than a social construction, and from a scientific standpoint, can be said to be increasing as 

average temperatures rise and atmospheric circulation patterns shift.  

Mongolian herders are accustomed to severe winters and a variable climate, and 

have vast experience and strategies for mitigating risk. This chapter describes the ways 

that they manage zud risk, as well as some of the reasons that they are sometimes unable 

to effectively cope with zud. The chapter argues that while herders who lose livestock to 

zud are sometimes criticized for being “lazy” or “not thinking ahead,” a better 

generalization would be to say that herders constantly make strategic decisions to manage 
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risk and work tirelessly to protect their herds, even if they sometimes fail. Since zud 

losses normally occur as a result of combined hunger and cold, most of the strategies 

described in this chapter involve feeding animals and keeping them warm, but economic 

strategies are also touched on. Mitigation measures can be costly, and herding households 

vary in their labor capacity and other assets, and their access to pastures. The next chapter 

explores, in historical context, some of the reasons that herders’ efforts to manage risk 

might seem, lately, insufficient. But this chapter, drawing from participant observation, 

surveys, and interviews in 2008 and 2010-2011, describes some of the many activities 

that herders undertake to manage risk with the knowledge, skills, and resources that they 

have.  

So, Are Herders Lazy? 

When I explain my research to people, the first thing many ask is, “So, are 

herders lazy?” The question is a problematic one. What does it mean to be lazy? Lazy as 

compared to whom? Why should we care if herders are lazy? When people ask me 

whether or not herders are lazy, I usually respond in one of two ways. The first is to 

explain that my research does not aim to answer that question so much as it explores the 

broader politics of responsibility in post-socialist Mongolia. The second response is to 

reply, “No, I don’t think so.” This chapter, based on ethnographic research, describes the 

evidence that goes into that second answer, detailing the work that herders do do to 

manage the risk of zud. It reveals an impressive array of risk management strategies 
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based on traditional knowledge and necessity, and giving the lie to assumptions about 

herders “not thinking ahead” or “not doing anything” to protect their own herds. 

Living with families in their gers as a participant observer, I found that endless 

chores, weather and environmental conditions, and small and large crises of all kinds 

(e.g. livestock-related, social, medical) dictated work hours. When goat kids and lambs 

were being born in March, the woman I was staying with went back and forth to the 

corral several times a night to check for new arrivals. The nights were cold, and she 

wanted to be sure to bring the newborns into the ger before they froze. Herders are also 

burdened with extra work when nearby water sources dry up and they have to travel 

further for water, or when livestock disappear and they need to search for them, possibly 

for days on end. In the summer, Gobi households make frequent decisions about whether 

and where to migrate, and migration can be laborious, depending on the distance traveled 

and on labor power (many hands are useful when gers are dismantled, packed up, and 

then reassembled). I have never seen a rural Mongolian “slack off” or complain when 

facing such tasks. Many of these tasks are directly relevant to winter risk management.   

Migration 

Land tenure in rural Mongolia is in flux, as I will describe in the next chapter, but 

migration is an enduringly important risk management strategy for most herders, 

particularly in the Gobi. In Nutag-aa, most households have a customary winter campsite 

(övöljöö) where they reside at least from November until February, and often through the 

spring. Over the summer and fall, most households migrate opportunistically. Nutag-aa 
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herders manage risk through mobility by: 1) leaving their winter place by late spring (if 

not sooner), to allow the pasture to recover in time for the next winter; 2) migrating as 

needed in the summer and fall to make use of patchy resources; 3) trying to keep 

intruders out of their winter pasture, year-round, and; 4) finding an alternative winter 

campsite, if necessary, to evade zud. These strategies have costs, may or may not be 

effective, and in some years or for some households, they may be unfeasible.  

Figure 3.1, Setting up at a new campsite, September 2010. 

 

In lusher regions of Mongolia, many herders spend the entire summer at a single 

campsite. In Nutag-aa, this is rare. Drought  and competition for scarce pasture can 

prompt multiple relocations through the summer and fall. Some herders report moving as 

often as weekly during especially dry summers. Migrations can be as short as five 

kilometers or over 100 kilometers. Herders often cross district boundaries or provincial 
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boundaries to reach better grazing. The explicit purpose of summer and fall migrations is 

“fattening” livestock for winter. Mongolians recognize different types of fat and 

fattening, and understand which types of fattening best serve winter risk management. 

For example, herders told researchers Fernández-Giménez et al. that prior to the 2009-

2010 zud, “livestock did not gain enough weight or ‘meat fat’ (makhan tarag) during the 

summer, as well as failing to put on fat [‘fat fat’] (okhon tarag) in the fall to withstand a 

cold winter” (2011:30). Ironically, one major cost to opportunistic migration is that the 

exertion can prevent fattening. When frequent or long migrations seem necessary because 

of drought or patchy rainfall, herders face a dilemma. People say that experienced herders 

are the most skilled at making strategic migration decisions.  

Migration is facilitated by material and social capital, and this is another reason 

that experienced herders—who tend to be older and well established—have an advantage. 

Owning a vehicle is helpful—not to transport animals, which are almost always herded to 

their new pastures, but to move the family ger and possessions. Some poor Nutag-aa 

herding households do not migrate because they lack access to a vehicle, and because 

they have few livestock, anyway—home pastures might suffice, even during drought. 

Lacking sufficient family members capable of the labor of moving also disuades some 

households from migrations. 

Anthropologist Daniel Murphy (2011), carrying out ethnographic work on land 

politics in Khentii Province, found that wealthy and well-connected herders  had much 

better access to good pastures than poor and poorly-connected herders. He discusses 

many reasons for this, including manipulation of changing land laws and pasture 
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management institutions. In Nutag-aa, herders who move into pastures where 

competition is high and they have no customary claims can be “chased” out (khöökh, e.g. 

pressured to leave), as they say. Local herders or local government officials may also 

demand payments for use of the pastures. Thus, a vehicle, wealth, status, an expansive 

network of kin, and political and social capital can help herders gain access to pastures. 

Sometimes herders cannot move, are unable to gain access to good pastures, or move into 

good pastures only to be pressured to leave. 

As important as migrating to fatten livestock for winter, herders need to preserve 

pastures around their winter campsites. Since grass ceases to grow in the fall, it needs to 

be saved for winter, the taller the better. Strong customary sanctions prohibit summer 

grazing in winter pastures. Herders recognize winter pastures from the temporarily vacant 

winter corrals in the vicinity. However, trespassing is common. Some herders allow their 

animals to graze their own winter pastures, or at least stay nearby, in order to keep others 

out. Nutag-aa herders are sometimes forced to find alternative winter campsites because 

of the poor state of their pastures. As I will discuss in detail in Chapter Seven, this is an 

extremely costly means of managing risk, with uncertain returns.  

Fodder  

During zud, Nutag-aa herders feed their animals almost anything edible. “Fodder” 

(tejeel) denotes all types of feed given to livestock: hay, dried and salted desert plants, 

bran, commercial animal feed pellets, table scraps, and concoctions made at home from 

grass, grain, meat, and dairy ingredients. Homemade fodder is referred to as “hand 
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fodder” (gariin tejeel). Stocking up on fodder—gathering it, buying it, and making it—is 

a major component of zud risk management. Animals graze through the winter, but if 

pastures are covered by deep snow or ice, or if animals are thin, weak, and cold, 

supplemental feeding can help prevent losses. Herders manage risk by feeding “high 

quality” fodder as well as sufficient quantity of fodder, based on their experience and 

knowledge of the nutritional properties of different substances. Appropriate timing of 

supplemental feedings—starting supplemental feeding before animals weaken too 

much—is also a concern. Yet fodder is often in short supply. Clearly, experience and 

diligent work go into good production and strategic use of fodder.  

Although herders understand why researchers such as myself refer to activities 

such as stocking up on fodder as “risk mitigation strategies” (ersdliin bagasgakh arga), 

“winter preparation” (övliin beltgel) is the more commonly used term in Mongolia for 

this set of tasks. In most parts of Mongolia, harvesting hay in late summer or early fall is 

the major form of “winter preparation.” In my 2008 survey of thirty households in a 

district in northern Mongolia’s Khövsgöl Province, where hay is crucial due to especially 

cold winters and lots of snow, my 30 survey respondents had stocked between one and 

ten tons of hay each. They supplemented this by gathering grass nests made by Brandt’s 

voles (Lasiopodomys brandtii, rodents slightly larger than mice) for winter, not minding 

if voles died as a result, since the voles are believed to degrade pasture. In another 

comparative site, a district in Töv Province, some survey respondents collected over 20 

tons for the 2007-2008 winter, and a few entrepreneurs collected over 100 tons of hay in 
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order to sell it mid-winter at an elevated price. Some also reported collecting nettles 

(khalgai; Urtica species) to supplement their hay.  

In the Gobi, however, most herders did not answer my questions about the 

amount of hay gathered in “tons,” at all. Instead, they spoke of picking “bags” (shuudai) 

of hay. From an official perspective, Gobi herders appear woefully “unprepared” for 

winter compared to herders in places like Khövsgöl and Töv provinces,. Gobi families 

often do collect local fodder plants by hand (Figure 3.2). In Nutag-aa, people collect 

taana (wild leeks; Allium spp.) and khömüül (wild onions; also a species of the genus 

Allium) when they are available, but these species shrivel up and disappear quickly 

without rainfall. Furthermore, the quantities that can be picked by hand do not go far as a 

supplemental fodder during zud.  

Near the (dry) “river” area of Nutag-aa, some farmers attempt to grow fodder 

crops to sell to herders. A family that I stayed with purchased a field of oats, in a “self-

pick” arrangement, and I participated in a day of squatting, pulling the short grasses taut 

with one hand, and cutting them off near the ground with a sickle (Figure 3.3). The day’s 

work and 250,000 tögrök (about $200 or a month’s wages for lower income Mongolians) 

produced one van-full of oat grass (Figure 3.4). 
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Figure 3.2, A herder gathers wild onions as winter fodder for livestock. 

 
 

Figure 3.3, Harvesting oats in Nutag-aa. 
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Figure 3.4, Filling a van (a Russian UAZ-452, or Mong., “furgon”) with oat fodder. 

 

It is common for herders in the Gobi to supplement grass that they pick by hand 

with purchased hay. The government has maintained hay reserves into the post-socialist 

era, to mitigate zud risk. Hay is sold at subsidized prices during zud. However, in recent 

zud, herders report that wealthy households bought up all the hay early in the season, and 

then re-sold it to others at a high price. Sometimes, Nutag-aa locals, such as drivers, 

make a profit by bringing loads of hay from the steppe to sell locally. Herders are usually 

unhappy with the high prices. One sub-district governor collects orders of steppe hay 

from his constituent households and then gets a bulk order delivered, which seems to be 

greatly appreciated. 

Following hay, commonly purchased fodder include khorgoljin (feed pellets) and 

bagsarmal (mash). My pre-dissertation research revealed that a minority of herders have 

also experimented with giving their livestock high-quality nutritional supplements such 

as garlic, eggs, and fish oil.  
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Hand Fodder 

The most common handmade fodder in Nutag-aa are zoodoi, patties that are most 

often made from wild onions (khömuul) and wild leeks (taana), with salt added (Figure 

3.4Figure 3.5). Sometimes herders make zoodoi with semi-digested grass from 

slaughtered animals’ rumens (sevs, Figure 3.6), and sometimes they add cultured dairy 

products (aarts) for extra nutrition. The government of Bayankhongor Province recently 

published a handbook for herders called Getting through Hard Times: Advice for Herders 

(Tsagiin Khatuug Davan Tuulakh Ni:Malchid Zoriulsan Zövlömj). The volume is made 

up of advice for mitigating winter risk and getting livestock through zud, supplied by 

experienced herders throughout the province. It includes recipes for making nourishing 

fodder, for example: “Mix green grass from [a slaughtered animal’s] intestines with ten 

liters of boiling hot water, let brew, and give to weak animals” (Amarsanaa 2010:4). 

Similar to sevs, another substance that can be fed to livestock rather than wasted is horse 

manure—it contains undigested grass, since horses do not have rumens.   

As well as recycling waste products to feed livestock, herders sometimes share 

their own food with their animals. For example, many households like to preserve wild 

onions in jars with salt, and eat this as a condiment, especially in soups. Some families 

make extra for their livestock. Many Nutag-aa herders also make fermented beverages 

for their animals, namely bardaa, known elsewhere as baraashig and isgelesen 

undaa/“fermented beverage.”  
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Figure 3.5, Zoodoi fodder drying in an out-of-the-way spot near the ger rafters. 

 
Figure 3.6, A herder extracts semi-digested grass from a slaughtered goat's rumen. 

 

Mongolians preferentially eat meals that are rich in animal protein and fat, 

especially in the winter. The foods that they experience as especially nourishing and 

warming are understood to have the same effects on livestock. When I asked one herder, 

incredulously, “Do the animals really like meat?,” she responded, “Why wouldn’t they 
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like it? It’s high quality food.” Horse meat is thought have a particularly warming effect. 

The most popular animal-based fodders are liver and fat, especially from horses and 

marmots. The “Getting through Hard Times” handbook, cited above, contains the 

following marmot and horse recipes, among others:  

• “Divide a marmot’s abdominal contents into 5-6 portions and combine each 

portion with ½-1 kg of fodder pellets” (Amarsanaa 2010:4).  

•  “Dry horse or marmot liver, crush, and dissolve in water or give dry to 

livestock. This is a good fodder that provides protein” (Amarsanaa 2010:21). 

Unfortunately, in Nutag-aa, both horses and marmots are scarce, so people improvise 

with resources on hand. 

Meat-based broth is considered to be good for livestock in winter. Making soup 

from the meat of livestock that have perished in zud is sometimes used as a last resort to 

save the remaining livestock. Normally, animals that die naturally are avoided as a 

potential food source, even for other livestock, perhaps because of the risk of illness from 

consuming scavenged meat.  

Dairy products, respectfully referred to as “white foods” (since white represents 

purity), are also considered to be valuable as fodder during zud. As mentioned above, 

cultured dairy—aarts—can be added to zoodoi (plant patties), or it can be fed directly to 

livestock. In interviews, some herders also reported feeding their animals “yellow oil” 

and “white oil” (liquid and solid forms of dairy fat) in the winter. In the early spring, 

herders try to provide extra milk to weak baby animals and to offer supplemental 

nutrition to lactating animals to get them through the remainder of the cold season 
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(Figure 3.7, Figure 3.8). These measures are time consuming but can help livestock 

survive a hard winter or recover from its aftermath.  

 

 

Figure 3.7, A herder supplementing a doe goat's milk in the spring. Her mask 
serves as a shield against sun and dust. 
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Figure 3.8, Goats and sheep, lactating mothers in need of extra nutrition, jostle a 
herder in anticipation of receiving supplemental muzzle sacks of bran. 

 

 

Keeping Animals Warm 

Herders keep livestock warm in various ways, bringing them inside their own 

gers, putting up an extra ger, building rock walls as windbreaks, feeding them warming 

broth or even an occasional sip of vodka under the appropriate circumstances (for 

example, when an animal is lying out in the cold, too weak to stand, but needs to be 

raised to its feet so it can be led home, a shot of vodka down the gullet might offer just 

enough of a jolt). In Chapter Seven, I will describe how herders choose “warm” locations 

for their winter campsites, and further “warm” them with “bedding” for the livestock, so I 

will not go into further detail on infrastructure here.   
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The handbook for herders that was published by the provincial government offers 

suggestions of further ways to keep livestock warm in times of extreme cold, for 

example: 

• Wrap chilled camel calves in felt and give them tea with butter; they will 

improve in about an hour. And since camel calves and camel yearlings are 

easily chilled through the crown of the head, and thus made thin, have 

them wear a cap made from felt and cotton… 

• Clearing the snow from the pasture day by day is useful. On the downside, 

if you clear the snow several days ahead of time, the exposed layer may 

freeze and the ice will hurt the livestock’s feet and snouts… 

• It is very good to “smoke” (yasaar utakh) horses with cattle bones 

(especially those with marrow) and to “smoke” cattle, sheep, and goats 

with horse bones. [Bones are burned and set in a shelter or corral with 

livestock; the smoke has, or is thought to have, a purifying or curative 

effect.] 

  (Amarsanaa 2010:20) 

 

Herd Management 

“Herd management” can incorporate different types of business decisions that 

ranchers and pastoralists make. I focus here on herders’ decisions about stocking. The 

structures (age/sex/species ratios) of pastoralists’ herds, as well as the size of their herds, 
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generally reveal pastoralists’ priorities and reflect risk management strategies. For 

example, in arid regions where it is difficult and risky to keep large herds, pastoralists 

might focus on preserving the breeding unit (cows) and sell and slaughter other animals 

regularly (Amanor 1995).  

Herd diversification (mixed species herds) is a strategy that can mitigate the 

threats from both ecological hardship and disease—a hazard that affects one species may 

spare the others. In addition, raising multiple species can be the most efficient way to 

utilize local vegetation—Gobi camels and goats, for example, might browse on different 

types of plants in a rangeland ecosystem with sufficient diversity. Finally, different 

species have different roles as productive economic assets: camels supply steady milk, 

whereas goats supply profitable cashmere. Goats die easily in zud, but goat herds can be 

easily reconstituted due to their rapid reproduction and growth rates. Goats are essential 

in Nutag-aa, and families that can afford the investment will keep camels as well, for 

economic security, zud risk mitigation and nutrition.  

Keeping large herds can be an important risk management strategy. (In Chapter 

Five, I explore the meaning and the politics of keeping large herds in Mongolia.) 

Pastoralists with large herds are more likely to be left with surviving animals after a crisis 

than those who have smaller herds (Dahl and Hjort 1976). Nutag-aa losses by household 

in the 2010 zud confirm this wisdom. Twenty-four Nutag-aa families lost all of their 

livestock; none of them had been particularly wealthy in livestock prior to the zud. If you 

have five hundred goats and sheep (a large herd), though, you can lose four hundred to 

zud and still be “okay.” In addition, with large herds, pastoralists can increase slaughter 



132 
 

 

or sales during hard times (if there is market demand and access to markets) and use the 

money to buy hay, feed, or other supplies that will increase the chances of survival of 

their other animals during a zud.  

Nutag-aa herders sell livestock in the fall, trying to liquidate more than usual if 

they anticipate a bad winter. In addition, many Nutag-aa households slaughter all the 

animals they plan to eat over the winter in the late fall, once freezing temperatures allow 

them to store the carcasses in a shed or an unheated storage ger. For example, one family 

that I stayed with slaughtered twelve goats in one day in November, with relatives 

coming out to help with the work.  Another family I stayed with had friends join them in 

the first week of December to help with the slaughter and butchering of a camel, which is 

equal to about ten goats in terms of meat yield. It is unwise to wait further into the winter 

to sell or slaughter livestock, since the animals only become skinnier as the season 

progresses, even in good years. If zud occurs, it is generally already too late to get 

animals to market, and the animals would be unattractive for slaughter, anyway.  

In addition to reducing their herds, in Nutag-aa, almost all herders that I 

interviewed also limit the breeding of goats and sheep when they anticipate running out 

of pasture in the winter, by “not putting” the buck/ram (ukhna/khuts tavikhgui) or by only 

putting him on a few of the fattest goats/sheep. “Not putting the buck” is a major sacrifice 

for households. Not only do their herds not grow, but they lose out on dairy products in 

the following summer.  

Restricting breeding is a natural extension of timing breeding, which is done to 

prevent winter births. Sometimes, sire animals from multiple families are placed together 
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in a herd through the summer and until breeding time. A friend who works in Khövsgöl 

Province tells me that locals hire a ram herder (khutschin) to herd all of their rams 

together, in exchange for a salary or payment in livestock. The other method of restricting 

breeding, and the one I witnessed in Nutag-aa, is to tie a khög (apron) at the male 

animal’s flank—this gets in the way when he attempts to mate. In normal years, herders 

remove the khög when it is time for the livestock to breed, but in years when zud is 

expected, the khög can stay on. 

When I arrived in Nutag-aa in the summer of 2010, herders were suffering the 

effects of zud in the preceding winter, and associated costly risk management strategies. 

My host family had lost about a third of their goats and sheep, decided not to breed most 

of the others, and those that they did breed were still relatively thin and weak from the 

hard winter, so that their milk production was poor. At least ninety percent of Nutag-aa 

herders restricted breeding prior to the 2009-2010 zud. The preceding summer had been 

unusually dry, so animals were insufficiently fattened, hay was limited, and winter 

pastures were poor. Breeding goats and sheep under such circumstances increases their 

vulnerability. Pregnant and lactating animals need extra nutrition. They may “throw” or 

miscarry their fetuses during harsh winter conditions. If they do give birth in the spring, 

they and/or their offspring may not survive. To avoid such risks, many herders readily 

sacrifice the hope of herd growth in favor of better protecting their existing animals. This 

strategy has its limits, however. If bad years occur back to back, many families would 

take a chance and breed their herds in the second year, considering the sacrifice of two 

years of reproduction too big of a threat to the sustainability of their herd and livelihood.  
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Market-Based Strategies 

In addition to keeping their animals well-nourished and protecting them from the 

cold, herders manage risk through their engagement in regional markets. Some of the 

herders that I stayed with quite explicitly monitored the prices of both goods they need 

and goods they produce. In the fall, middlemen pass through the countryside to purchase 

animals to take to distant markets. Around this time, the prices being offered by different 

middlemen are a main topic of discussion among herders. Some of these herders had only 

attended four years of school, but their math skills were still competent. One herder (f.) 

that I stayed with during fieldwork quizzed me about the prices of everything that I 

bought in town (juice, crackers, notebooks…) and scolded me when I could not recall 

prices of items because I had not been paying attention.  

Some Nutag-aa herders also run side businesses, for example, bringing bulk 

goods from town, Ulaanbaatar, or China, for resale to their neighbors. Some herders 

engage in gold mining. One herder I know occasionally packs his van with Nutag-aa 

locals and drives them to the provincial center and back, for a fee. Locals with lesser 

means occasionally sell their labor, for example, by gathering firewood (the dead limbs 

of woody desert shrubs) to sell, or helping families comb their goats for cashmere in the 

spring. Men and women engage in different crafts (making boots, deel robes, leather 

goods, felt goods, knitted goods, etc.) and may sell their products. Finally, if a member of 

a herding household is qualified for professional employment (e.g., teaching at the school 

in town), they may live apart from their spouse and children to pursue that employment. 
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Extra sources of income allow herders to purchase fodder or other resources to mitigate 

the risk of zud.  

Capturing Labor 

Reciprocity between households and between communities can serve to mitigate 

zud risk, and more generally, to secure rural livelihoods. Pastoral households are 

particularly aided by their connections to city residents. City or town-based relatives can 

come to the countryside to help during zud, if roads are passable, or they can send money 

(Janes and Chuluundorj 2004; Chuluundorj 2006). City-based rather than rural kin are 

especially helpful during zud because of the covariate nature of zud—when one rural 

household needs help, surrounding households are also struggling, and can offer little 

assistance (Templer et al. 1993). 

Rural households sometimes assist each other with winter preparations, however. 

In the fall of 2010, I joined my host family and neighbors in a number of collective tasks. 

The first was making swaths of felt, large enough to encircle a ger as insulation for the 

winter. The felt was for my host family, made with wool sheared from my host family’s 

sheep—some they would keep, some they would sell to town-dwellers who had made 

orders—but members of the three households camped within a kilometer contributed 

their labor to this three-day event. Two of the assisting households were kin, but one was 

unknown to my host family. On each day, one of the other families brought thermoses of 

tea and snacks. Some locals riding by on motorcycles also stopped to help for a little 
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while. Another task that I helped with was building a stone corral for another family’s 

winter use. Again, a sizeable work force was assembled, though most were relatives.  

Some households are able to recruit relatives or other acquaintances to live with 

them and help them with herding and related tasks, occasionally with wages involved. 

This additional labor power can be crucial when preparing for or coping with a severe 

winter. In the 1990s, during the rough economic transition, many families pulled their 

children out of school after they finished fourth grade (a basic/elementary education) to 

help with the herding. At present, herders generally try to allow their children to attend 

secondary school and even university.  

Herders with connections to members of the local government sometimes exploit 

those relationships to manage winter risk. For example, they may get themselves selected 

for a development project aiming to increase local herders’ resilience. Currently, one 

project operating in the area funds activities such as the fencing of small tracts of pasture 

by groups of families, which can be opened to livestock when zud threatens. Even if 

relatives of government officials or project workers do not get special consideration for 

receiving such funds, they are, at least, more likely to know about the opportunity than 

families that do not have the right connections.  

Livestock Insurance 

The creation of a new livestock insurance program, as a development intervention 

with political implications, is discussed in Chapter Five. Here, though, it is worth 

addressing livestock insurance as a risk management option. Livestock insurance 
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payments were automatically deducted from herders’ salaries during the socialist period 

(Templer et al. 1993, 110). Over the past several years, livestock insurance has become 

increasingly available to herders throughout Mongolia through a corporate-public 

collaboration designed by the World Bank. Livestock insurance, specifically intended to 

mitigate losses from zud, was reintroduced in Bayankhongor in 2006.  

However, herders do not like the fact that they must purchase insurance by July 

15th for the upcoming winter. Naturally, they would like to have a sense of the coming 

winter conditions before deciding whether or not they need insurance, and they cannot 

get a good sense until later in the growing season—winter pasture quality is greatly 

affected by the amount of precipitation at the end of the summer. In addition, buying 

livestock insurance requires going to town, and some Nutag-aa households are on 

migration far from town in mid-July. Finally, some herders expressed to me that they 

were disillusioned after families that had insured their livestock prior to the 2010 zud 

received insurance payments far lower than what was needed to replace the livestock they 

lost. (Some of these families had chosen the lowest level of coverage.) One hundred local 

households got insurance in 2009 and received some reimbursement in 2010.  

Weighing Costs 

Risk management bears costs. Restricting breeding, for example, is a major 

sacrifice. If a household restricts the breeding of their livestock in anticipation of a severe 

winter but the winter turns out to be mild, they will have unnecessarily sacrificed herd 

growth, profit, and even nutrition, since limited breeding means limited dairy. Insurance 
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requires up-front costs that many families are as-of-yet hesitant to put forward. As well as 

being costly, sometimes strategies are or entirely unfeasible. Murphy (2011) studies in 

depth how herders’ ability to migrate in winter to avoid zud is defined by their social and 

political capital and their wealth, with inequalities exacerbated by weaknesses in post-

socialist governmental institutions. When herding households “appear” to do nothing to 

manage risk they may have good reasons, such as, they could not gather fodder for winter 

because the pasture was in such poor condition, could not take the time to pick large 

amounts of wild plants because of having to care for young children at home, or could 

not migrate opportunistically to fatten livestock because of a lack of transportation.  

Vulnerability Categories 

In the winter of 2010-2011, I visited families listed as having lost “all their 

livestock,” and some not on the list, who were also known to have lost all their livestock. 

Some urban Mongolians assume that such families do nothing to prepare for winter, and 

then just sit back and let their animals die. However, many of these families seemed to 

have worked as hard as their more fortunate peers to try to protect their herds. All of them 

fed their livestock during the zud, though they lacked the resources to feed them 

generously. All except one of the families restricted the breeding of their goats in the fall 

as a means of managing risk. It should be noted that although they ended up receiving 

relief money, the money was not sufficient to make up for their lost wealth. I remain 

dubious that the possibility of receiving relief funds could be motivation for anyone to be 

lazy in the face of zud.  
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The interviews suggested that chronic poverty and a shortage of labor power are 

major factors linked to vulnerability. Several of these herders suffered from chronic 

illnesses or disasbilities, as well. The households that lost all or nearly all of their 

livestock in 2010 had also, in most cases, lost all or nearly all of their livestock in 2000-

2002. This was not uncommon though, as over 70% of Nutag-aa’s livestock was lost at 

that time. However, these families seem to have had a harder time than others rebuilding 

their herds, and therefore had only small herds going into the 2010 zud, averaging 50-100 

goats and sheep. Households any poorer than this are hard to find. Those who lack either 

sufficient livestock and assets or sufficient labor to get by on their own tend to get 

absorbed by other households or move to town. 

In addition, about half of these households were headed by seniors, ages 50-75. 

Older herders benefit from their experience—Mongolians consider experienced herders 

to be among the best herders—but if the household lacks younger folks to provide some 

labor (and most older herders do have, e.g., adult children living with them), they might 

face physical barriers to preparing for and coping with severe winters. In addition, they 

might have fewer animals than younger couples who are supporting children. While 

advanced age was the most notable correlate to “losing all livestock,” other 

characteristics of some of the families would similarly decrease their labor power:  

• Having young children (ages 0-6), which can draw labor away from the 

care of livestock 

• Being a single-headed household  

• Having household members with alcoholism, disabilities, or illnesses 
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However, as mentioned before, some households got onto the list in the first place 

because of specific vulnerabilities, not because they lost every single animal to the zud.  

One family that I encountered in the countryside had been relatively well off 

before 2010, with 500 sheep and goats, but lost them all to the 2010 zud—it is unusual 

and tragic to lose such a large herd in its entirety. They had spent the winter with the 

wife’s father, who was ill, to help him with his livestock. They left their own animals 

with another relative, and the animals were lost.4 Prior to 2010, the husband made 

frequent trips to gold-mining camps, and after the zud, he decided to turn to mining as a 

full-time occupation. The family was not selected to receive a relief payment for 

restocking.  

Alcoholism is an under-acknowledged cause of misfortune in herding. One man, I 

will call him Chuluun, volunteered his story. Chuluun, had been well-off and respected 

during Socialism. His ex-wife, I will call her Tsetsegmaa, at whose home I met him (I 

was staying with her in the town, and he came around frequently), and who divorced him 

years before when his drinking became a problem, elaborated on Chuluun’s status when 

they were first married:  

Ts: He was the richest herder in Bayanlig. He had lots of private animals. He had 

100 animals, and that was when families were only allowed to have 75 private 

animals. The next wealthiest herder after Chuluun had 75. He had a car and a 

store. He was the brigade accountant [a brigade was a subdivision of the 

                                                 
4 I do wonder if neglect of the animals might have been a factor in their demise in this particular instance. 
Although Mongolians often leave herds with friends or family, suspicions that the animals are not given 
adequate attention by their foster family during zud arise in some such instances. 
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collective] and a shopkeeper and a herder—a private herder, not a herder for the 

collective. He had all five snouts [horses, camels, sheep, goats, and cattle]. He 

didn’t drink or smoke.  

Chuluun added, “I was a good worker. But now I’ve become like this.” He 

described a decline in his fortunes after 1986, when he got an eye injury while 

wrestling—he had been on a multi-day hay-gathering work party, where wrestling 

matches provided recreation. His opponent’s fingernail jabbed his left eye. Half-blinded, 

he became depressed and started drinking vodka, and his wife eventually turned him out 

in 1998, after suffering much abuse--she bears a deep scar across one side of her face, 

among others. Since 1998, he wandered from one household to another, begging and 

trading his labor for vodka or the money to buy it. (Meals and shelter are not 

commodities, so there is no need to purchase or trade for them, but families do, of course, 

often try to get drunks to move on.) 

As for Chuluun’s fortunes in herding, despite his alcohol abuse and being 

partially blind, and despite the fact that his wife was a doctor and had scant time to help 

with herding, his herd grew from 100 to 300 animals between 1990 and 1998, with 

privatization and the end of herd size restrictions. (Of course, he had exceeded those 

restrictions during Socialism, but a private herd of 300 would have been unfeasible back 

then, even for someone with ample political capital.) But after the divorce, his livestock 

dwindled because of his drinking, he told me, and then in the 2000-2001 zud, they were 

“finished.” I asked Chuluun to tell me more about how the experience of being a herder 

with a drinking problem:  
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A: How can someone who drinks vodka also herd livestock?  

Ch: You go out with the livestock and herd them toward another family’s 

campsite, so you can stop in and ask for some “Mongolian vodka” [alcohol 

distilled from milk, which is weaker and less costly—being homemade—than 

store-bought vodka, therefore less presumptuous to ask for]. Then, you move on 

to the next family.    

A: Could your livestock graze well at pasture while you did this? 

Ch: They could, around 1990. There were no wolves, and nothing to fear. 

Now there are many wolves, which came down from the khangai (steppe) after 

the 2000-2001 zud. 

A: How did your livestock dwindle? 

Ch: Some died themselves. Some I sold to buy vodka.  

Tsetsegmaa interjects: He sold them carelessly (khamaagui) to buy vodka.  

A:  How was your winter preparation when you began to drink? 

Ch: I was still gathering hay.   

Tsetsegmaa interjects: He wasn’t doing winter preparation well. 

A: What happened in the 2000-2001 zud? 

Ch: It was cold. There was no grass. Livestock froze and starved. 

A: Would you have been able to save them if you didn’t drink? 

Ch: Probably half of them.     

A: Do you think there were other herders in Nutag-aa who had the same 

problem, who were drinking and lost their livestock? 
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Ch: Yes, many.   

A:  How is it now, going around to other families and doing work for 

them? 

Ch: It depends on the “quality” of the family [see my section on “The 

Quality of People,” below]. A family with quality doesn’t get offended (doesn’t 

become angry about one’s drunkenness). A family without quality won’t give you 

money and will send you away. 

Not all herders who develop alcoholism fail in herding as a result. One well-off 

Nutag-aa camel herder that I know sometimes visits town, drinks, and staggers around 

witlessly for a few days at a time. Fortunately, his wife can manage the household and 

they can afford help with both the camels and the small stock. But in several other cases 

with which I became acquainted—for example, by interviewing the families that lost 

livestock in the 2009-2010 zud—alcoholism seemed to be a significant threat to herders’ 

livelihoods. 

Intangible Assets for Herding Success 

Herders emphasize that getting herds through zud requires hard work and 

experience, above all else. Hard work is motivated by necessity and also by an ethos of 

discipline, harkening back to Socialism and also, probably, to pre-socialist herding 

traditions. Experience through trial and error (since micro-environments differ) 

complements herding knowledge that is handed down from generation to generation. 

Economic assets, social networks, and other forms of capital also help households 
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manage risk. Murphy’s work (2011) reveals the advantages that rich and well-connected 

herders have over poor herders in accessing pastures and resources to cope with zud. 

However, in Nutag-aa and the comparative sites that I visited in the pre-dissertation 

research stage, many herders expressed the belief that wealth and connections are 

secondary to hard work and experience in determining household ability to cope with 

zud. 

Mongolia’s socioeconomic transition beginning in 1990 produced circumstances 

that illustrate the value of herders’ experience, hard work, and knowledge. The retreat of 

the state and sudden disappearance of Soviet funding for industry and social services led 

to widespread unemployment. Infrastructure collapsed and the market was volatile. 

Mongolians from a range of professions fell back on herding to survive the transition. At 

the same time, the collectives’ animals were distributed, and some went to collective 

members with little actual herding experience (collective machinists, drivers, etc.). The 

first zud, following privatization, struck in 1993. It was widely disastrous, but “new” 

herders—former teachers, bureaucrats, drivers, etc.--were inordinately affected, 

compared to those with more experience (Templer et al.  1993). With more shocks in 

subsequent years, many of the professionals-turned-herders gave up within a decade. As 

well as lacking experience, it is likely that some were unprepared for the hard work that 

successful herding in Mongolia entails. When I talked to herders about “lazy herder 

discourses,” one response I got was: “There are no lazy herders, because those who were 

lazy are no longer herding.”  
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Nutag-aa is particularly rich in herding knowledge and experience. When 

interviewing Nutag-aa herders aged forty and older, I always asked what they had done 

for a living during Socialism. Many had been herders, but even those individuals who 

worked as carpenters, accountants, veterinarians, and in other professions told me that 

they had had significant exposure to herding through growing up in the area. Most had 

had parents who were herders. 

The Quality of People 

In the preparatory stages of conducting this research, I traveled to several regions 

of Mongolia with Mongolian secondary school teachers—friends from my two years of 

Peace Corps service. When we dipped south into the Gobi, one of my friends observed to 

the other that the herders we were meeting in that region had a “human scent” (khünii 

üner). “Human scent” is different from “countryside scent,” pejoratively attributed to 

students from the countryside at schools in the capital city, Ulaanbaatar, by their more 

urbanized peers. “Human scent” is a positive attribute, closely related to the Mongolian 

concept of “human quality” (khünii chanar). To be human, as Mongolians see it, is to be 

conscientious in one’s social behavior. During my initial travels in the Gobi with my 

friends, herders’ human quality was evident as they came out of their gers (felt-covered 

portable residential structures sometimes called yurts) to greet our passing car, checking 

to see that we were not lost or otherwise in need of assistance. Herders throughout the 

country often serve tea and food to both friends and strangers who stop by, and lend a 

hand to those in need, such as travelers struggling to repair a vehicle on the side of the 
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road, but herders in the Gobi seem to maintain this ethic of hospitality particularly 

faithfully. The tradition makes a lot of sense: Mongolia is the most sparsely populated 

nation in the world, averaging 1.75 persons per square kilometer, which includes urban 

areas. In rural areas, population is much sparser and access to goods and services is 

severely limited. Furthermore, people and their herds are mobile, so reciprocal 

relationships with friends and family is not always sufficient—sometimes one needs to 

rely on the kindness of strangers. To herders on long journeys in search of lost livestock, 

it is vital that a ger in the distance be synonymous with food, shelter, and other needed 

assistance (Figure 3.9).  

Figure 3.9 On roads such as this, a ger in the distance entices travelers with the 
promise of hot tea and fresh conversation. Families try to keep their thermoses full and 
ready, but will usually boil a new batch of tea while their visitors wait, if caught 
unprepared. 

 

 



147 
 

 

People with “human quality” should be kind to others, regardless of any personal 

animosities. One of the families I stayed with during fieldwork was an elderly herding 

couple. One fall day, when the old woman and I were at home alone, two men from a 

neighboring district stopped in, inquiring about some camels they had lost. It became 

apparent that these were some of the very same herders who had besieged local pastures 

over the summer with hundreds of camels, ignoring the pleas of local herders and 

government officials to move along and leave some grazing for locals. However, we fed 

them and the old lady even gave one of our visitors a massage to relieve a pain in his 

shoulder. They spent the day resting at our ger, until the old man got home from herding 

and put his mind to the problem of their lost camels, describing camels that he had 

spotted at pasture in recent weeks that might be theirs, and promising to keep an eye out. 

Despite pasture conflicts and personal disputes, herders tend to treat each other well; 

reciprocity is an enduringly crucial institution here. Thus having “human quality,” as 

Mongolians understand it, is seemingly unrelated to the Western popular psychology 

concept of “being human,” which makes allowances for “bad” behavior, which is deemed 

“only natural” or “only human.” Mongolians standards of conduct are less yielding. 

“Human quality” in Mongolia contributed to both the process and the content of 

my research. My fieldwork would not have been successful if it were not for the kindness 

of herders, government workers, and others who hosted and assisted me. “Human 

quality” is also relevant to the topics that I address in this dissertation, as it can influence 

the feasibility of certain cooperative risk mitigation strategies and social safety nets. 

However, Mongolians express concern that Capitalism and associated enterprises—
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mining, tourism, investing—are eroding “human quality” and making people “resemble 

animals,” who focus on their own interests at the expense of the less fortunate and 

community needs. “Human quality,” as I have described it, is a cultural ideal—actual 

behavior is more complex. Nevertheless, it is something to be taken seriously in the 

context of ongoing social and environmental challenges, since institutions (formal and 

informal) for mitigating risk in Mongolia might draw productively from existing social 

and cultural values.  

Traditional Knowledge 

Some scholars presume that Socialism inhibited the transmission of traditional 

knowledge (Mearns 1996), but much knowledge remains (Fernandez-Gimenez 2000). 

This should not be surprising. Buddhism, shamanism, and pride in the history of the 

Mongol Empire all survived despite being repressed for decades, and then flourished 

after Socialism ended. Traditional knowledge in herding, such as veterinary 

ethnomedicine, was not actively discouraged in the same way as religious practice. It is 

true that herding was transformed by the collective system—livestock species and age 

groups were divided into different herds, and herders’ duties became specialized. In 

addition, herders’ traditional knowledge was supplemented by modern scientific 

methods—the state was adamantly interested in boosting livestock productivity by 

improving related technology. However, the new knowledge did not displace the old. 

Most households kept some private livestock (75 head per household were allowed) and 

cared for them in traditional ways.  
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When Strategies Fail 

Nutag-aa, as a whole, lost 30% of its livestock in the early months of 2010, but 

losses were unevenly spread, and twenty-three households reportedly lost “all of their 

livestock.” This number is more difficult to calculate than one might expect. In some 

cases, families who had “just a few” animals left were counted by local officials as 

having lost all of their livestock; this is understandable, since if the number of remaining 

animals is too low, they will all be “eaten and finished” in a matter of time, leaving none 

to reproduce. Families who lost “all their livestock” in 2010 were eligible to receive 

300,000 T (under US$300, or enough to buy about 20 young goats) through a restocking 

project funded by the Asian Development Bank and administered by the Ministry of 

Food, Agriculture, and Light Industry.  

A Nutag-aa social worker explained to me that the government officials and 

social workers who collaborated on creating the list of families who lost “all their 

livestock” tried to include the families with the fewest resources for recovering from the 

zud on their own, whether they had actually lost all of their animals or had a few goats 

remaining. Selected families included several female-headed households, families with 

young children at home, those with no alternative skills or sources of income, and herders 

who were deemed unlikely to qualify for bank loans. Families who had actually lost all of 

their livestock but had some alternative means of income, such as farming, were not 

included on the list.  
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Case Study: Ganaa 

One herder I interviewed, whom I will call Ganaa, had moved into town with his 

family after losing his livestock in the zud, as is common. He and his wife, both in their 

thirties, set up their ger in the yard of their relatives. They have four young children. The 

children’s young age limits their family’s labor power for herding activities and options 

for supplementing their herding income. They had had over 200 goats and sheep before 

the zud, mostly goats. My interview with Ganaa revealed that he and his wife had taken a 

number of measures to protect their livestock:  

A: What happened in the zud?   

G: Most of the livestock died in winter, even though we were feeding them. In 
May we still had some goats, and we managed to comb them [for cashmere].  
Then a little taana (wild leeks) grew and they ate it and died.  

A: What did you feed your animals in the winter? 

G: Mixed bran, fodder pellets (ulaan khiveg, khorgoljin). 

A: Any hand fodder? 

G: Homemade fermented beverage (bardaa), liver, and things like that.   

A: I guess this means that goats are really impatient (tevcheergui). [In Mongolian, 
saying that an animal is “impatient” normally means that it cannot withstand 
harsh conditions.] 

G: They [the doe goats] miscarried. Then they got really bad and died.  

A: So I take it that you “put the buck” (ukhna tavisan)? 

G: Yes. But the animals’ fatness wasn’t very good. 

A: Did you winter at your place? 

G: We started at our own place, and were there for the winter months. But then 
there was so little to eat that we moved to another family’s place for the spring.   
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Ganaa seemed to accept the decision to breed the goats in the fall—or failure to prevent 

them from breeding—as a fatal mistake in judgment. Most other families, as mentioned 

earlier, did not breed their goats in the fall of 2009. Sometimes poor families with 

children might be compelled to risk breeding their goats, even when there is a likelihood 

of zud and the does are not sufficiently fat, because they cannot afford to lose the chance 

to increase their herd. The poor pasture conditions at Ganaa’s winter place were 

unfortunate. Moving to another family’s place in the spring is not ideal. This migration, 

unless it was very short, would have put additional strain on the animals that were already 

weak. It was a move of desperation, due to the combined costs of drought and (arguably) 

overstocking in the area. Fortunately, when Ganaa’s family needed to move, they had 

somewhere to go:  

A: How was it for you to ask another family to share their place in the spring? 

G: Not so bad. It was my father-in-law.  

A: Can you ask someone you don’t know? 

G: You can ask them.  But I don’t suppose they would take you, as they have to 
worry about their own livestock.   

Despite taking action to manage risk, Ganaa’s family lost all 200 of their animals by the 

end of May, and when I met them, they were living hand to mouth off of informal gold 

mining. When I asked Ganaa why his family had fared worse than others, he attributed it 

to a combination of poor decisions (though his decisions were almost certainly 

constrained by his poverty) and unfavorable environmental conditions:  
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A: What do you think causes the difference between families in how well they can 
cope with zud? 

G: Some families bought fodder early. We got ours too late. You need to start 
supplemental feeding really early [in years when it is needed]. But herders aren’t 
used to buying fodder. Another difference is that some families had places with 
better grass. 

Finally, I asked Ganaa what he thought about livestock insurance. Like the 

majority of herders that I asked, he responded, “It seems like a good idea, but we haven’t 

tried it.” Advertising has succeeded in making herders aware of insurance and convincing 

many that insuring their livestock is a good and responsible thing to do, yet most favor 

better known strategies for managing risk.  

Case Study: Boldoo 

Boldoo’s experience bears some resemblance to Ganaa’s. In his late forties, he 

and his wife have six children, all living at home. Boldoo explained that before the 2000-

2001 zud, they were better off than at present, because they had more livestock and fewer 

children. Their herd was drastically reduced in 2001, and never fully recovered, partly 

because of the need to feed a growing family. Their oldest daughter is 22, which is a 

considerable benefit: she does a large share of housework and herds the goats and sheep. 

Boldoo’s family did not lose all their livestock in 2010. They were able to save 20 goats 

and two horses. Boldoo broke his leg in May 2010, following the zud. Because of this 

disability, their large number of children, and their clear inability to survive on such a 

small number of livestock, Boldoo’s family was counted among those who “lost all their 

livestock in the zud” and qualified for the 300,000 tögrök restocking payment.  
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It is clear that the family was vulnerable even before the zud:  

A: How many animals did you have before the zud? 

N: 100+ goats and sheep, 8 horses.   

A: That’s a small number for a large family.   

N: Yes, it was very difficult. There was no income. And now it’s even more 
difficult.  Our oldest daughter was a good English student, but there was no 
money to send her to school.   

A: And can the children help with income? Like going to gold? 

N: No. They’re too small, and the oldest two, the girls, we are afraid to send them. 
[By all accounts, informal gold mining camps are rough and dangerous.]   

Boldoo’s experiences during the 2009-2010 zud indicate that attempts to prepare for and 

cope with zud are sometimes insufficient, despite herders’ best efforts: 

A: Could you tell me about last winter’s zud? What did you do? What happened? 

N: We bought pellet fodder and hay from the public reserve. [The reserve (pont) 
is a warehouse located in a neighboring district that sells subsidized fodder during 
emergencies]. However, the fodder and hay wasn’t any good because it had been 
there for years.   

A: How was the price for that? 

N: It was cheap compared to what they were selling in town. The hay bundles 
were 2500 tögrögs, the pellet fodder was 8000 tögrögs a bag, and the bran was 
5000 tögrögs a bag.   

A: That’s expensive. But you say the fodder in Nutag-aa was even more 
expensive? 

N: Yes. People sold hay for high prices during the zud. 

A: What month did you purchase your fodder? 

N: At first, in the end of August 20th. Then there was zud, and we used that and 
bought more. We went back many times until it was entirely sold out in March. 
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A: And after that?  

N: After that we had nothing.   

Boldoo also explained that in a good year, his family gathered a variety of plants to save 

for winter so that they do not have to purchase hay, but in 2009, this was simply 

impossible because of drought. In addition to the difficult feeding their livestock, 

Boldoo’s family suffered from making an unfortunate decision, in retrospect, about 

where to camp for the winter:  

A: Where did you winter last year? 

N: Z. place, in B. district.    

A: Why did you winter there?  

N: Because the grass didn’t grow at our winter place.  It was a little better in B. 
district, and we wanted to be near the public reserve. But that was a mistake.  

A: Oh? Do you think you would have been better off in your own sub-district?  

N: Maybe. Maybe it would have been good to be in a place that the livestock were 
used to.   

… 

A: Do you think that there’s a difference families’ ability to get through zud? 
What does this depend on? 

N: People who stay on their nuruu (mountain ridge) have it better. It’s difficult if 
you leave your nutag (homeland). Apart from that, we know what to do, but we 
just don’t have the means. 

In Chapter Seven, I talk more about the perils of wintering in a place that livestock are 

not used to. Herders say that adjusting to different types of plants and other changes 

makes livestock vulnerable. Herders accept a great deal of responsibility and agency for 

managing risk, readily framing “mistakes” as poor decisions rather than as “bad luck” 
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(which is often my subjective interpretation). However, it is clear that their options are 

limited, and prior to and during zud, herders struggle to mitigate risk to the best of their 

ability. 

Conclusions 

When I have explained my research to Mongolians and foreigners who work in 

Mongolia, many have pointed out that surely some herders really are lazy. Perhaps the 

herders that I have lived with and observed are not the lazy ones. A few urban 

Mongolians have observed to me that their rural counterparts drink, party, and race 

horses all of the time, neglecting other tasks. In fact, many urban Mongolians visit the 

countryside in the summer, especially around Naadam, a sports festival that takes place 

in mid-July in every district and involves wrestling, archery and horse racing. Many rural 

Mongolians forego their regular routines to participate in the sports competitions and 

entertain visitors. Thus, it is not a surprise that they are sometimes associated with a 

carefree and slothful existence. However, in Nutag-aa, herders report increasingly 

foregoing participation in Naadam, despite its cultural significance to them. In drought 

years, in particular, they often migrate too far with their herds to be able to easily return 

for the festivities. Furthermore, horseracing requires horses, which are becoming rare and 

poorly nourished.  

This research illustrates that herders in the area employ numerous complex 

strategies for managing risk, and in doing so, generally exhibit the qualities that their 

critics claim that they lack. In light of herders’ strategies for managing risks, many of 
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which are labor-intensive, claims that herders “do nothing to prepare for winter,” “don’t 

think ahead,” “ignore warnings,” or “simply wait for help rather than taking care of 

themselves” are clearly off target. I explore the political context of these interpretations in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 : PRODUCTION OF RURAL VULNERABILITY? A HISTORY OF 

MONGOLIAN HERDING INSTITUTIONS 

How are we going to move our ger (to migrate), with no money and no help? 

There’s a problem with people’s “quality” since privatization—now everyone just thinks 

about themselves. 

[Herder, widow with young adult children] 

Introduction 

The socialist legacy is popularly understood to have produced laziness in herders, 

and the transition to Capitalism is recognized to have produced rural vulnerability 

(Templer et al. 1993; Janes and Chuluundorj 2004; Murphy 2011). In this chapter, I 

describe the historical context of these understandings, which, I believe, largely gives lie 

to the former and substantiates the latter.   

Throughout history, Mongolian herders have periodically suffered losses of 

livestock to zud (Sneath 2003a). Severe winters arguably serve as vital checks to herd 

growth (Endicott 2012:3). Perhaps modern losses of livestock to zud should not be 

conceived of as catastrophes or as indications of failure, whether of herders, government, 

or larger systems; such things just happen. Yet rural vulnerability today has alarmed 

researchers, development professionals, and Mongolian policymakers, largely because 

livelihood resilience seems to be lacking. As Sternberg says, “Dzuds that were once 
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considered a natural way of limiting livestock population are now disasters that lead to 

herders’ exit from both pastoralism and the countryside” (2010:82). 

Following a major disaster in 1944, when 37% of the national herd was lost, zud 

losses were relatively mild throughout the remainder of the socialist period, likely 

because of the effectiveness of state assistance. The 1944 disaster may have been as big 

as it was because of the resource drain from Soviet and Mongolian war efforts. The 

Soviet Army was engaged on the Western Front, and drew heavily on food and minerals 

from Mongolia, and Mongolia had to mobilize in response to a Japanese threat. The first 

zud after transition, in 1993, was more costly than it might have been, but then, things got 

worse, not better. Zud between 1999 and 2002 devastated rural communities, and the zud 

of 2009-2010 was the most costly than any since 1944-45. Livestock losses lead to 

livelihood loss, unemployment, poverty and stress, rural-to-urban migration, and pressure 

on urban infrastructure. 

Understanding rural vulnerability today requires historical contextualization. In 

the post-socialist period, herders’ experiences of vulnerability to zud highlight a lack of 

social safety nets. There is little evidence to support the notion that past institutions for 

managing risk were egalitarian or that they functioned perfectly. However, socialist 

collectives, called negdels, provided securities that evoke nostalgia among herders, for 

good reason. They were preceeded by a system of rural production that, in some instances 

and for certain parties, also may have functioned to mitigate zud risk. The negdels also 

laid the groundwork for current politics of responsibility surrounding zud. An American 

anthropologist in socialist Mongolia observed that the negdels operated “through a 
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system of moral and material incentives which intricately links desired productive 

behaviors with positive sanctions” (Rosenberg 1981:23). Such incentives, in combination 

with preceding Mongolian institutions and values, produced certain types of individuals 

with certain expectations for themselves and others, and certain preferences regarding the 

social relations of rural risk management.  

Current efforts to increase rural resilience are experimenting with decentralized, 

collective management of pastures and the premise that herders can best manage risk in 

cooperation. New institutions include “herder groups” and “pasture user groups.” Studies 

of the effectiveness of such organizations so far offer mixed results, as I will describe at 

the end of this chapter. Time will tell whether variations of these new institutions will 

become established and begin to function as intended, and as the negdels ultimately did, 

to mitigate risk.  

Herding Institutions in Pre-Socialist Mongolia 

Herding has long been institutionalized, with herders subject to top-down 

governance. Institutions were adapted but not abandoned through the political transitions 

of the last 800 years. Mongolians recognize the “golden age” of their history in the 

Mongol Empire, beginning with the conquests of Chinggis Khan in the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, and waning over the subsequent rule of his heirs. By the seventeenth 

century, Mongolia had lost control over its territories and any significant regional 

political influence. From 1631-1911, the Manchu Empire exerted military, political, and 

economic control over the region. Throughout the Mongol Empire and the Manchu 
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period, herding, the fundamental means of subsistence and livelihood, was overseen from 

above.  

Once known primarily for bringing terror to western Asia and eastern Europe, 

Chinggis Khan is increasingly recognized for his visionary bureaucratization of diverse 

areas of governance, at home as well as in newly conquered territories (Weatherford 

2004). He restructured a clan-based society by dividing Mongolia into administrative 

units, each ruled over by a lord. Herders were subject to the command of the local ruler, 

and grazing and migrations were restricted.   

From the outset of Manchu dominance of Mongolia, these pre-existing ruler-

herder social relations of production throughout the countryside lent themselves to 

feudalism under the Manchu Emperor.  Mongolian aristocrats were pressured into 

allegiance, and taxed their subjects to fulfill their own duties as vassals, as well as to pay 

debts that they incurred when merchant goods from China flooded the market. Buddhist 

monasteries also did well during this time, owning large herds and exploiting the labor of 

herder-“serfs.” Sneath (2007) describes those at the bottom of the hierarchy in the feudal 

system as suffering poor access to pasture resources and serious losses during zud. Still, 

he points out that some social security existed, especially within kin networks and small 

clusters of households known as khoton or khot ail. The khot ail institution, which 

involved herding households camping together and sharing labor at certain times of year, 

although informal, has been called “the main socioeconomic unit” of herding in 

Mongolia from at least the beginning of the 18th century until successful socialist 

collectivization in the 1950s (Bold 1996:69). 
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The Rural Collectivization Challenge 

After the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1911, Mongolia declared independence from 

China, with Russian support, and adopted Soviet-style (Marxist-Leninist) Communism in 

1924. “Alliance” with the Soviet Union allowed Mongolians to maintain their 

“independent” status, and given the power of the elite and the monasteries, socialism 

must have held considerable allure for many Mongolians. Despite remaining officially 

independent from the USSR, Mongolia’s economic relationship with its northern 

neighbor was tight-knit, with extensive Soviet economic support flowing in throughout 

the twentieth century, and Mongolian natural resources, particularly animal products, 

flowing out. In addition, Mongolian leadership (the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary 

Party, or MPRP) was compelled to implement domestic policies that imitated Soviet 

initiatives, including persecution and execution of aristocrats and lamas in the 1930s.  

The collectivization of rural production was an MPRP priority. However, 

Mongolians seemed suspicious of initial attempts to collectivize their livestock, perhaps 

enjoying newfound freedom following the overthrow of the feudal elites. In his 

autobiography, socialist statesman J. Sambuu described his experience trying to reform 

rural production in 1929: 

At a meeting, I told the poor and the middle class people that the Party had 

impounded the property of the feudal lords, and they described their exploitation 

by the nobility. I then explained that all the confiscated property would be 

common property if they were on the collectives. Everyone, however, was 

disgusted by the idea of the communes, and no one who was able volunteered, 
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although the crippled and the blind living near the monasteries offered to join the 

communes if the food was free.  

(Sambuu 2010:87) 

It would take several more decades before the collectives that many herders today 

remember fondly were operational.  

Socialist collectives were preceded by less formal socialist “labor associations” in 

some parts of Mongolia, such as Ikh Tamir District in Arkhangai Province (Rosenberg 

1981:25). The associations drew from “traditional forms of cooperation” among herders 

(e.g. the khot ail, mentioned above), especially within kin groups (Rosenberg 1981:25). 

As well as drawing from existing institutions, the labor associations of the late 1920s 

partially filled the structural void left by the undoing of the feudal system, and they 

benefited from the redistribution of monastic herds. However, the majority of herders still 

operated outside of the associations (Rosenberg 1977). During the “Right Deviation” of 

the late 1920s, socialist moderates controlled the MPRP, and were willing to allow rural 

private enterprise to continue.   

In 1929, however, MPRP leadership changed, and the party followed a “Left 

Deviation” through 1931. The MPRP sought prompt universal rural collectivization 

during this time, not only honoring herders’ independently-formulated labor associations, 

but forcing additional herders into such arrangements. Some herders killed their livestock 

or fled with their herds to China rather than joining collectives. Even where herders 

participated in the early collectives, their operation appears to have not been smooth. 

Based on fieldwork and interviews in Ikh Tamir district in the 1970s, anthropologist 
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Daniel Rosenberg pieced together a local history of collectivization, and here, describes 

the sad state of collectivized herding at his research site in the 1930s: 

In Ikh Tamir, people were apathetic in carrying out assigned tasks. Labor 

organization was weak, and members did not carry out their share of the assigned 

labor, caring only for their private livestock. Commune members received equal 

produce and goods without regard to their individual contributions of labor. There 

were few capable leaders,... The chaos,... left the collectivized property vulnerable 

to corruption. 

(Rosenberg 1981:26)   

In 1932, the MPRP admitted that initial collectivization of herding was a failure, and the 

communes were disbanded.  

Incentives for Collectivization 

Herders were hesitant to build their herds after the botched collectivization, 

uncertain of the future security of their private property (Rosenberg 1981:27). Given the 

institutional upheaval and the low productivity, it is likely that households’ vulnerability 

to zud was high during this time. In part to regain herders’ trust, the government offered 

tax breaks for poorer herders and for anyone who took certain measures to manage winter 

risk, for example, preparing a certain amount of hay or a winter shelter for their livestock 

(Rosenberg 1981).  

In the 1930s, despite economic and political instability, herding must have 

nevertheless been an attractive occupation. About one third of Mongolian men were 
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lamas at the time of the socialist revolution—joining a monastery was attractive during 

the feudal period because of reliable sustenance, exemption from military service, and 

education opportunities that it presented. The prominence of the monasteries threatened 

the MPRP’s vision of secular modernization, and in the mid-thirties, the MPRP sought to 

bring down the monasteries through purges, taxation, and the recruitment of low-ranking 

lamas into other professions. They were granted livestock if they wanted to become 

herders, or could choose to receive training in other professions, such as carpentry. As 

Rosenberg states, “extensive propaganda” was used to attract these heretofore 

“exploited” individuals into “productive work” (1981:28).  

Years went by without any attempt to force collectivization, but herders seem to 

have been warming to the concept. Rosenberg reports than in 1938, seventeen Ikh Tamir 

households voluntarily formed a cooperative and were rewarded with praises from the 

national government (including Mongolia’s leader, Khorloogiin Choibalsan), a horse-

drawn mower for making hay, and a machine for separating cream from milk. Members 

of this first cooperative kept most of the income earned through their individual efforts, 

contributing just 30% to a central pool.  Renewed interest in cooperative herding grew 

and more benefits were offered by the state, including long-term loans for cooperatives 

(Rosenberg 1981:29). In 1939, cooperative members became eligible for special 

vocational trainings, and some got to travel in the Soviet Union while learning about 

collectivized agriculture. A 1942 land law guaranteed that cooperatives would have 

access to some of the best pastures. The appeal to households to herd their own livestock 

privately was declining.  
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Rosenberg reports than in 1938, seventeen Ikh Tamir households voluntarily 

formed a cooperative and were rewarded with praises from the national government 

(including Mongolia’s leader, Choibalsan), a horse-drawn mower for making hay, and a 

machine for separating cream from milk. Members of this first cooperative kept most of 

the income earned through their individual efforts, contributing just 30% to a central 

pool.  Renewed interest in cooperative herding grew and more benefits were offered by 

the state, including long-term loans for cooperatives (Rosenberg 1981:29). In 1939, 

cooperative members became eligible for special vocational trainings, and some got to 

travel in the Soviet Union while learning about collectivized agriculture. A 1942 land law 

guaranteed that cooperatives would have access to some of the best pastures. 

Though herders were seeing more positive signs from the government, World 

War II was a difficult period in Mongolia, especially in economic terms. Mongolian 

natural resources were directed to the Soviet Union in increasing quantities, and 

additional resources supported the Mongolian military defense against Japanese invasion. 

It is probably not a coincidence that herders were hit hard by a zud in 1944—this was the 

most deadly zud in living memory, in terms of the percentage of livestock lost 

nationwide.  It was not until after the war that the goal of widespread collectivization 

materialized. 

Collectives at Mid-Century 

Following setbacks during World War II, incentives for collectivization increased 

in the late 1940s, as did disincentives for private animal husbandry. Rosenberg reports 
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that by 1952, 23% of Ikh Tamir herders belonged to negdels. As well as offering 

incentives for membership, the government instituted strategies for increasing the 

collectives’ productivity, given the apathy that members of the earlier forced collectives 

had shown. In 1954, under a new local constitution (based on a national model 

constitution for collectives), organization and accountability seem to have increased: 

Permanent brigades replaced the loose organizational units in the cooperatives. 

Under the new brigade system, the negdel, rather than the households or 

encampments, controlled livestock management decisions such as pasture 

utilization. A new payment system was adopted which included registration of the 

quantity of work each member performed, thus implementing the socialist 

principle of receiving according to one’s labor…. For each labor day worked, a 

member received three tugrik, 34 grams of red dried curd, 3 grams of white curd, 

and 34 grams of spirits distilled from milk. 

(Rosenberg 1981:32) 

Incentives offered for collective membership increased through the1950s, and almost all 

herders joined up. Negdels offered pensions for old age and disabilities. In 1955, 

restrictions on the number of private animals that members of collectives could keep 

went into effect as a means of shifting their focus from private production to production 

for the state. 
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Incentives for Productivity 

Popular understandings of Socialism spoiling herders are not well supported by 

the ways that the collectives actually operated. Herders could earn medals and benefits 

such as paid vacations in state retreats, so we could just as well say that Socialism 

encouraged hard work through a system of rewards. Rosenberg explains that the system 

of paying people precisely, according to their work, continued to be refined through the 

1960s, making collectivization, in his opinion, a great success: 

For the pastoral nomads in particular, collectivization has had positive outcomes: 

a high standard of living (for Asia), opportunities to retain a nomadic pastoral 

lifestyle…, extensive opportunities for post-secondary education, a remarkable 

system of human services and social security, assistance in meeting the 

vicissitudes of pastoral existence. These outcomes were significantly enhanced by 

the process through which collectivization was achieved….  

(Rosenberg 1981:36) 

Administrators experimented with governmental mechanisms in order to optimize 

the collectives’ productivity, pursuing the Mongolian economy’s transition from 

Feudalism directly to Socialism (whereas for Western Europe, at least, Marx envisioned 

Capitalism as a necessary transitional stage). The socialist structures that herders 

remember as being particularly effective were the result of fine-tuning, following upon 

demonstrably less effective policy regimes. 

Herders’ salaries varied depending on their success in meeting production quotas. 

However, accounts vary as to how strictly quotas were enforced and herders penalized. 
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Decades later, shadowing local government officials at my field site, I found that these 

officials, locals themselves, were loath to get any of their constituents in trouble. For 

example, I was with a local environmental manager when we came across Nutag-aa 

residents digging up dirt in an area rangeland, and running it through placers in search of 

gold dust. In an earlier interview, the environmental manager had explained that part of 

his job was to fine people found damaging pastureland, whether for gold mining or other 

purposes. After we encountered these gold miners     and he merely exchanged news with 

them, he explained to me that since they are local people who need money, there is no 

sense in punishing them. There might be a sense of “corruption” in government officials’ 

variable attitudes toward enforcing the letter of the law, but many of these officials seem 

sincere in their service to the people. 

Herding in Late Socialism 

Herders today fondly recall Socialism, including salaries, bonuses, recognition of 

work well done, and assistance during zud. Government oversight mitigated zud risk—a 

covariate risk. There were emergency pastures—access was regulated, good veterinary 

care was available, and new wells allowed herders to make use of more remote pastures. 

Mongolians became accustomed to services including health care and universal 

education, preschool services, and dormitories so that herders’ children could attend 

school. Similar to the Soviet system, the Mongolian system allowed for more and longer 

hospital stays, and expectations for in-patient health care remain high today.  
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Infrastructure developed rapidly, subsidized by the Soviet Union. East Germany 

also supported some projects, such as potato farming and dairy operations in the district 

where I lived as a Peace Corps volunteer. Opportunities to study in Moscow and East 

Germany abounded. 

Some herders found the demands of late Socialism quite stringent, however. One 

herder (female, fifties) told me, “It wasn’t nice; it was difficult. There were fees. You had 

to produce a certain amount of product, like five kilograms of cashmere per goat, and if 

you couldn’t, you had to pay a fee.” However, for many, the production obligations were 

made up for by the increased security in the face of zud: 

The state used to demand that we prepare fodder for the winter, but it also 

provided a lot of things, everything we needed. If the grass didn’t grow, the 

government would give enough hay, and other things… There was zud, but the 

government gave hay. Now with privatization, what can we do? We do what we 

can.  

(Nutag-aa herder, female, fifties) 

Shock Therapy and Post-Socialist Vulnerability 

Mongolia’s transition to Capitalism, beginning in 1990, delivered an economic 

shock with lingering negative effects, despite being welcomed by many Mongolians 

(Rossabi 2005). Russian support was withdrawn and the privatization of state assets led 

to high unemployment. The economists who drew up plans for socialist states’ “shock 

therapy” conversions to Capitalism in the 1990s envisioned brief disorder followed by 
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increasing prosperity as the free market began to regulate the economy. As opposed to 

similar transitions in other states, Mongolia’s transition was especially extreme and 

abrupt (Nixson and Walters 2006).  

The main agenda for transition was market liberalization (“free trade”). Mandel 

and Humphrey provide a list of other general priorities in post-socialist states, which 

show a coupling of economic and cultural/ideological objectives: privatization and 

decollectivization; reducing inflation; reducing unemployment and poverty; encouraging 

alternative economic employment; introducing new work ethics; introducing civil society 

and new patterns of consumption; and encouraging entrepreneurship (Mandel and 

Humphrey 2002). 

The effects of Mongolia’s transition were severe. The poverty rate jumped from 

almost nothing in late Socialism to 36% in the 1990s, and has remained steadily high 

(Gunjaadorj 2002:16). As anthropologist David Sneath describes it, the actual 

“transition” that Mongolia went through in the 1990s was a transition from a middle-

income country to a poor country. In interviews, herders compared the conditions they 

faced in the 1990s to those they remembered from the 1940s, as if the country had gone 

backwards several decades in terms of development (Sneath 2003b:49).  

The negative effects of the transition have been unexpectedly long-lived (Shagdar 

2007; Burawoy and Verdery 1999; Buyandelgeriyn 2008). A widening gap between the 

wealthy and the poor, declining life expectancy, increased maternal mortality, increased 

alcoholism, increased domestic abuse, higher primary and secondary school drop-out 

rates, and higher overall crime resulted from the transition, and lingered in Mongolia and 
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other post-socialist states (Rossabi 2005; Janes 2010). The number of crimes increased 

from just over 9000 in 1990 to over 23,000 in 2000 (Rossabi 2005:147). One Mongolian 

scholar, despite being in favor of continuing democratization, nevertheless observed:  

Socialist concepts such as equality, economic security, solidarity, and equality in 

income and living conditions have been destroyed, and consequently, the security 

and certainty associated with life in the former regime have been removed.  

(Badarch 2013:19) 

In the late 1980s and the 1990s, the MPRP reorganized shifted its ideology from 

Marxism-Leninism to Social Democracy, and it maintained a high degree of popular 

support after the transition to Democracy. However, challenges immediately arose from 

more right-leaning “democratic” parties after the transition, and the democrats achieved a 

parliamentary majority for the first time in 1996, after forming the Democratic Coalition. 

In 2008, riots broke out when the MPRP was accused of rigging elections. In 2010, the 

MPRP became the MPP (the Mongolian People’s Party, dropping “Revolutionary”) with 

just one faction maintaining the MPRP title. Other political parties are visible, but politics 

in Mongolia remains dominated by the MPP and the Democratic Coalition. Many 

herders, when I have asked them, have not cited major distinctions between the positions 

of these two parties, or have even claimed that there is no real difference. One herder told 

me that he would vote for “whichever one will give me money.” Both parties endorse a 

combination of pro-social policies and pro-business policies. Welfare payments to needy 

populations, including assistance to herders following zud, have fluctuated in relation to 

elections, and the promises made by politicians to their constituents. In my opinion, good 
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intentions are ubiquitous in Mongolian governance, but infrastructure and institutions that 

provided a safety net for disasters such as zud during late Socialism are absent.  

Post-Socialist Rural Demographics 

In Bayankhongor Province, the number of herding households (per the annual 

census) changed drastically between late Socialism and early Capitalism, increasing from 

8,510 in 1989 to 14,903 in 1993 (Fernandez-Gimenez 2002:57). There are two reasons 

for this increase. In order to receive negdel livestock at privatization, some herding 

households’ unmarried children established new households, at least on paper 

(Fernandez-Gimenez 2002:57). More critically, though, the early 1990s saw massive 

urban-to-rural migration, since many people were newly unemployed, whether because of 

the loss of Soviet subsidies, the economic downturn, or the loss of jobs in the socialist 

bureaucracy. Nationwide, herders made up 50% of Mongolia’s workforce in 1998, up 

from 18% in 1989 (Endicott 2012:125).  

The increase of livestock exceeded the increase of herding households, as herders 

sought security in large herds. Livestock increased 75% to 33 million head between 1993 

and 1999, from as shown in Figure 4.1 (Mearns 2004:108). In 1999, there were 33 

million head of livestock in Mongolia, the largest number ever recorded (Mearns 

2004:111). Goats increased the most, as shown in Figure 4.2. This is because goats are 

relatively cheap, making them attractive investments during economically challenging 

and uncertain times, because they reproduce quickly, and because herders could profit 

more from cashmere than from the other animal products. Goats consume less forage 
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than the larger animals that they outpaced, yet grazing pressure still increased 

significantly. In the United States, when animals of different species are counted in 

aggregate, head of livestock are converted to “animal units,” according to their grazing 

requirements. In Mongolia, different species are converted to bod units for calculation of 

total grazing pressure. Horses, cattle, and yaks each count for one bod. One bod could 

also be seven sheep or ten goats. Camels count as 1.5 bod (Mearns 2004:111). Between 

1993 and 1999, total bod increased in Mongolia, but not as drastically as total head of 

livestock, since many of the added livestock were goats, which are each only equal to a 

fraction of a bod. However, the fact that goats consume less than larger animals may be 

made up for by their “destructive” manner of grazing. Many herders consider horses and 

goats to be particularly damaging to pasture (Bruegger et al. 2014:125). 

Figure 4.1, Livestock numbers in Mongolia from 1985 to 2002 (from Mearns 2004:112). 
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Figure 4.2, Livestock populations, by species, during Socialism and Capitalism; the post-
socialist goat boom and zud losses in the 2000-2001 stand out (Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation 2010). 

 

Herders simultaneously enjoyed a newfound opportunity to accumulate private 

wealth and were burdened with sole, or nearly sole, responsibility for managing the risk 

of zud. Some herders formed cooperatives or companies at privatization, continuing to 

pool their livestock, but the majority of such enterprises failed within a year in the 

volatile economy, so the end result was a rural economy made up of small herding 

householders (Upton 2008). Services provided through the structure of the negdels 

collapsed. For example, large-scale fodder production mitigated risk to the herding sector 

through the 1980s and 1990s, and then ceased abruptly, as shown in Figure 4.3 (Mayer 

2013:10). Although increasing livestock numbers helped mitigate risk at the household 

level, en masse, they created grazing pressure that may have increased vulnerability to 

zud, thus contributing to the losses shown. Losses to zud increased dramatically, as 

evident in Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2.   
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Figure 4.3, Fodder production in Mongolia from 1960-2010 (Mayer 2013:10). (These 
data clearly do not include fodder production carried out by herders individually since 
Socialism ended.) 

 

Post-Socialist Land Tenure 

Land tenure has become a heated issue in Mongolian policymakers among 

herders. Privatization of rangeland is not a serious option, since herders need to be able to 

migrate to make use of variable resources. Land law in Mongolia is fuzzy, and the 

national government is in the process of refining it. While rangeland is not privately held, 

it is regulated, with herders’ customary and evolving rights overseen, to greater or lesser 

degrees in different places, by local land tenure authorities.  

The main challenge in Nutag-aa is keeping pastures in reserve for winter, 

especially when livestock populations are increasing. Herders may now purchase an 

“ownership contract” or lease (ezemshig geree) for their winter campsite, to formalize a 

customary claim or stake a new claim. Local land managers issue such claims for a 

modest fee. Though no specific swath of surrounding pasture is formally attached to the 

registered campsite, custom gives households the right to expect that “their” winter 
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pastures will be safe from intruders year-round. This has not been the case.  

One problem in Nutag-aa is that, with a large number of herding households, and 

with environmental conditions limiting herders options, it can be very hard to access 

grazing that is suitably far from all winter campsites. One Nutag-aa herder described this 

problem, simultaneously noting how “people’s quality” had changed as a result of 

Capitalism and competition:  

During Socialism, we used to go with horses to the B. mountains every winter, 

together with other families. But now, with privatization, you can’t easily find 

winter places to go to outside of your own. The winter places are getting assigned 

for 5000 tögröks (under five US dollars). So people won’t let you make camp 

(buukh) in the winter. And we’re having problems like… people chase you away, 

like Gombo (pseudonym), whom you know, who came out and threw stones at 

me when we were in J. place.   

(Male herder, sixties) 

In the meantime, signs of “overstocking” and “overgrazing” are evident. One 

herder told me that because the rangeland is crowded, pastures are rarely left undisturbed 

long enough for annual grasses and forbs to flower and re-propagate. One result is a 

change of species composition, with less favorable species (for grazing) predominating. 

On September 7th, 2010, the Mongolian Department of Disaster Management issued a 

statement about winter hazard, citing poor pasture quality as a driver of risk. The report 

stated that only 20% of Mongolian territory had sufficient pasture to get the local 

livestock safely through the winter and spring through grazing. In most areas, poor 
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pasture was deemed likely to necessitate supplemental feeding. In the report Nutag-aa 

was listed among the districts suffering particular overgrazing.  

In the Gobi and other arid lands, forage availability tends to be more affected by 

precipitation than by grazing pressure (Ellis and Swift 1988; Fernandez-Gimenez and 

Allen-Diaz 1999). One study found that as opposed to the grassy steppe rangelands 

studied, desert steppe rangelands studied did not show a drastic change in species 

composition or density from close to wells (high grazing pressure) to far from wells (low 

grazing pressure). The researchers concluded, “In this arid and variable zone, species 

composition appeared to be driven by edaphic factors” (Fernández-Giménez and Allen-

Diaz 2001:114). Herders, too, are adamant that drought, rather than grazing, is the 

primary influence on pastures. However, most herders worry about how high grazing 

pressure compounds pasture degradation from drought.   

Despite the de facto privatization of risk to herders at decollectivization, the 

government continues to play a limited role. Government concern for the welfare of herds 

was even written into the new constitution of Mongolia at the transition to Democracy. 

Article 5.5 states, “The herds of Mongolia are national wealth, under the protection of the 

government,”5 as herders sometimes pointed out to me when arguing that the state should 

provide more assistance during zud. At the national level, the government maintains hay 

reserves throughout the country and sells the hay at subsidized prices during zud. (Some 

herders find the accessibility, quantity, and quality of this hay to be lacking, however, as 

                                                 
5 “Мал сүрэг бол үндэсний баялаг бөгөөд төрийн хамгаалалтанд байна” (Монгол Улсын 

Үндсэн Хууль, 5.5). 
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mentioned in the previous chapter.) At the local level, government officials manipulate 

land tenure in ways that they hope will reduce zud risk and losses.  

To protect their own herders from “hoofed zud,” district governments in southern 

Bayankhongor have started taxing herders from other districts that migrate in to graze, or 

simply eject them. However, since migration across district borders is necessary in some 

drought years, if certain districts suffered disproportionately from drought, district 

governments may make contracts with each other to allow more households to access 

adequate pastures. A potential weakness of the system is the possibility for abuse by 

wealthier or better-connected herders, as described in Murphy’s analysis (Murphy 

2011:453). 

Another government strategy to manage risk in southern Bayankhongor has been 

to open nature reserves to limited numbers of herding households in winters following 

summer drought. In this way, nature reserves serve as grass banks. While affected by 

drought, these pastures still offer more forage than pastures that are open access. One 

drawback is that wild ungulates that rely on these protected areas suffer from the grazing 

competition. In addition, if one takes the position that herd sizes since the transition to 

Capitalism are unsustainable, then saving herds through emergency measures and 

allowing herd growth to go unchecked might be considered short-sighted.  

Land tenure in the post-socialist period presents a policy dilemma. On the one 

hand, during an impending winter disaster, herding households need the flexibility to 

move to an area offering better conditions and a chance of livestock survival. But herders 

also need the right to protect their own pasture from intruders. As the next section 
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illustrates, ideas about empowering herders to collectively decide land tenure issues 

themselves is currently a major development initiative. 

Twenty-First Century Herding Groups 

In my research with Altanchimeg in the summer of 2008, traveling in Khentii 

Province, we encountered herders who were members of newly formed “herder groups” 

(malchdin büleg). One group, for example, consisted of six households. A herder aged 

around sixty, whom I will call Dagvaa, told us about his group’s activities with evident 

pride: 

Our group does a lot of activities to prevent pasture degradation. Last summer, we 

moved two or three times per month, to preserve our pasture. We have six 

motorcycles and three trucks.  The vehicles belong to individual families within 

the group, but we use them to move all the families. We are inspired by the negdel 

system of Socialism. There are no rich families in the group. There are two very 

vulnerable families—one family that doesn’t have any animals, and one that has 

few animals. There are four medium families, which have 100 to 300 animals. We 

are very kind to each other and try to help each other. Our philosophy involves 

not only helping our own group members but also helping other families in our 

district. If people are kind to each other, anything is possible.  

Dagvaa went on to explain zud risk mitigation activities that the families in his group carried out t                                     

explained. The group had a plan to get a tractor together, to increase their ability to 

harvest hay. They hoped to get a tractor using development funds that they could apply 
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for through their local government. An individual family would not be eligible for such 

assistance, but a group might be eligible, Dagvaa told us. When they had to buy hay the 

year before, they bought it as a group, since better prices can be had when herders 

coordinate and buy in bulk.  

Since the May 26-27 storm (described in Chapter Two) had struck the area days earlier, I asked D                                        

forecast. They were forewarned of the storm and worked together successfully to bring 

their goats and sheep into their corrals, Dagvaa told us.  

Herder groups have sprung up throughout Mongolia since the droughts and zud 

from 1999 to 2002 highlighted that leaving risk mitigation to individual household level 

would not make for sustainable herding livelihoods (UNDP 2008:13). In some instances, 

herders themselves were enthusiastic about forming groups, as Dagvaa seems to have 

been. The Mongolian government and development organizations support group 

formation by offering material assistance (such as tractors, as mentioned by Dagvaa) to 

groups but not to individual households, though unlike Dagvaa, they normally avoid 

comparing the new “herder groups” or “pasture user groups” to socialist institutions such 

as negdels, preferring to highlight the new institutions’ ties to older Mongolian 

“tradition”:  

Based on their traditional cooperation in case of labor intensive activities such as 

felt making, well constructing etc. the herders realized about importance of 

getting together and uniting in groups to address their common problems of 

managing pastures, and other resources they use, and preventing disasters, that 

negatively affect their entire livelihood. 
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(UNDP 2008:13) 

A comparative study following the 2009-2010 zud illustrates ways in which 

herders’ cooperation in groups can increase households’ resilience to zud, though the 

researchers stress that this depends not only on how the groups function, but on how well 

broader governmental institutions support their activities (Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 

2011).  

Herder groups are rare in Nutag-aa, though some herders have superficially 

joined with kin or friends and registered as groups to access development program 

benefits, without actually increasing their cooperation in any risk mitigation activities. 

Scarce pastures in this region, especially during drought years, force households to spread 

out with their herds and to migrate opportunistically in response to rainfall. Coordinated 

movements and collective pasture management and winter preparations strike many 

Nutag-aa herders that I spoke with as unfeasible. Other researchers describe other 

reasons that herder groups may not serve to broadly ameliorate herders’ vulnerability to 

zud risk, citing power differentials within groups and between groups and independent 

herders (Upton 2008; Murphy 2011). 

Gender and Vulnerability 

Female-headed herding households are counted among the most vulnerable, to 

zud and generally. The status of women in Mongolia is similar to that of women in the 

United States: they hold less political and economic power than men despite an 

ideological ethic of gender equality. For example, like the United States Congress, the 
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Mongolian parliament has just one female member for every four men (The World Bank 

2013). Also as in the US, women in Mongolia have a slight statistical performance edge 

over boys in primary and secondary schools, and attend college in higher numbers 

(Nozaki et al. 2009). The widening reverse gender gap has led some organizations to 

offer special college scholarships for boys. Although girls can be very helpful at home, 

teenage boys (when available) are the traditional choice of laborer for herding livestock, 

and for this and other reasons (like the young people’s own preferences) parents are more 

likely to relinquish their girls than their boys to the educational system in the towns, 

provincial capitals, and Ulaanbaatar.  

Fathers and husbands are the heads of their households by default. While women, 

and especially mothers, enjoy special status of their own, along with equal rights 

according to the law, their second-class status is embodied in home life. For example, the 

male head of household sits in the revered space at the “head” of the ger, and is served 

before other members of the family. Other men sit in positions of greater privilege than 

their female counterparts, and are served food and drink before women, according to age, 

as shown in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4, Typical positioning of family members and visitors in a ger. People normally 
sit on low stools, on cots, or on the ground. 

 

  Women only become the heads of their households when widowed, divorced, or 

never married. A Mongolian acquaintance told me that the Gobi is known for having 

more never-married women herders than other regions, and for having hardworking and 

independent women in general. I cannot verify this comparative perspective, but I did 

encounter and live with some single women herders. One, I will call her Sarnai, was 

adopted by a childless herding couple at a young age, though her parents lived in town. In 

her forties when I stayed with her, she lived year-round at the same campsite where she 

had grown up—some female-headed households are less mobile than their counterparts. 

Her adopted parents had passed away, and she had three children, young adults, but had 

never married. While marriage is the cultural ideal, being an unmarried mother seems 
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preferable, in Mongolia, to being childless, especially when the children are old enough 

to help with chores.  

There are other women who cannot or choose not to maintain a herding household 

without a husband. One young herder I met moved into her sister’s home in town when 

her husband went to prison for manslaughter. She had few resources and insufficient 

labor without her husband present, especially since her children were young. Unable to 

keep up the household on her own, she moved in with a sister in town. Another Nutag-aa 

woman, divorced with children away at school, worked as the primary herder (spending 

more time with grazing livestock than the other household members) in the home of her 

nephew and his wife. 

In emergencies such as zud, local government officials and social workers often 

receive a mandate, or take it upon themselves, to direct any relief resources to households 

according to their vulnerability. A social worker in Nutag-aa described how vulnerable 

families are identified. Single women with young children are a high priority. Disabilities 

of various kinds are also taken into account. Sometimes, when vulnerable families are 

absorbed into other households, they are still recognized by development organizations 

and government programs as deserving of extra consideration. Single mothers, herders 

with disabilities, and other vulnerable groups are normally eligible for welfare payments, 

but according to Nutag-aa herders I spoke with about this, payments depend on the 

elected officials in office, the state of the national budget, and other factors, and are too 

meager and inconsistent to support the poor. 
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Anti-Rural Stigma 

When I first lived and worked in rural Mongolia, as a Peace Corps volunteer, I did 

not immediately recognize that herders in Mongolia are subject to pejorative 

stereotyping. Mongolians—urban and rural—tend to romanticize animal husbandry and 

nomadism. Symbols of rural living—the horse, the ger, the cauldron of milky tea over the 

fire—figure highly into national identity, even in urban areas. Pastoral scenes dominate 

artwork and a popular genre of music video (zokhioliin duu). Like American ranchers and 

cowboys, herders are often both idealized for their contributions to national self-image, 

and simultaneously looked down upon by their urban counterparts as backward and 

ignorant. 

In Mongolia, urban-rural kinship ties further confound anti-rural biases. Many 

urbanites have herding relatives, and vice versa. Many politicians have herding 

backgrounds or herding relatives. Few herders are ethnic or linguistic minorities. Being in 

the mainstream, by culture and kin, and representing one third of the national population, 

sets Mongolian herders apart from marginalized groups of pastoralists in, for example, 

many African and West Asian countries. In addition, herders make vital contributions to 

national diet (meat and dairy) and gross domestic product (especially through cashmere 

production). Finally, because of the far-reaching educational system put in place during 

Socialism, herders tend to be literate and may be as well-educated as most urbanites.  

Despite all this, Mongolian herders are looked down on in many ways by their 

sedentary counterparts. Children from the countryside who attend urban schools are 

ridiculed as “smelling like the countryside,” and countryside people are portrayed 
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comically as idiots in some movies (though other movies feature herders in serious, even 

heroic, roles). Herders are considered to be environmentally destructive, allowing their 

herds to grow to unsustainable sizes, causing irreversible pasture degradation. 

Environmental degradation is a valid concern, but herders’ “ecological footprints” are 

nevertheless probably much smaller than those of urban Mongolians, not to mention 

Americans. 

Figure 4.5, An article from the culture page of a newspaper explores “Reasons Why the 
Capital is Looking Bad.” In the column to the right of the article, residents of Ulaanbaatar 
share their opinions. The first woman says that budgets should be reconsidered, but adds 
that there is a problem of lack of culture. The second woman says that the city is 
becoming “countrified” as rural families move in, and there is a need to train the 
newcomers to be “cultured.” The third respondent suggests that Mongolians tend to be on 
the “cultureless” side, as a result of their nomadic past. 
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Conclusions 

Herders today are not entirely on their own to cope with zud risk; forms of 

government support, community support, and international support during and after zud 

exist and will be discussed in subsequent chapters. But current institutional risk 

mitigation mechanisms appear inadequate in light of, for example, a loss of nearly a 

quarter of Mongolia’s livestock in the epic 2009-2010 zud. As we will see in the next 

chapters, the sudden and dramatic changes were invited by certain Mongolian reformers, 

advocated by American advisors, and compelled by international financial organizations 

that tied structural reforms to financial incentives. 
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Chapter 5 : “NEOLIBERAL” PERSPECTIVES ON POST-SOCIALIST RURAL 

VULNERABILITY IN MONGOLIA 

Herders have a mentality to wait for someone to come help them. We need to 

change this mentality and support them to take initiative. We want them to start thinking 

in terms of what they can do for themselves.  

[Representative of the Government of Mongolia addressing International NGOs, 

2011] 

Introduction 

This chapter explores ideologies underlying Mongolia’s development since the 

transition from Socialism to Capitalism, and their influences on Mongolian society and 

culture, particularly in relation to how zud risk is conceived and how responsibility for 

managing risk is allocated. Given evidence of persistent rural vulnerability, international 

development organizations seek to produce individuals who are self-sufficient and 

resilient to zud. The World Bank has prioritized resilience most explicitly in its 

development programming and related research (Fernández-Giménez et al. 2012). Other 

organizations, such as the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC), have 

also shifted their efforts from humanitarian assistance to disaster prevention, aiming to 

enhance herders’ resilience so herders do not need emergency relief every time there is a 

zud (Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 2013).  
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As stated in Chapter One, resilience is a concept that international development 

theory has borrowed from ecology, and implies the ability of an entity or system to adapt 

to or recover from shocks such as zud. A focus on rural resilience as a key development 

goal is pragmatic. However, this focus may be more ideologically biased than the 

scientific origin of the term “resilience” implies. Building resilience assumes a degree of 

agency which, I would argue, may be at odds with the unpredictability of “natural 

disasters.” In addition, to the extent that development programs building rural 

“resilience” respond to anthropogenic climate change, they tend to place responsibility 

for managing risk on the victims rather than on the perpetrators.  

To begin this chapter, I describe the values that have been vigorously promoted in 

Mongolia since the transition. I refer to these as “neoliberal” and “Western” values, 

despite the fact that any such label is imperfect and contested. I also speak of an “agenda” 

because, although not all foreign institutions and organizations contributing to 

Mongolia’s development since the transition to Capitalism have worked toward precisely 

the same goals or employed the same methods, at any given time, there is consistency of 

message around certain themes. This chapter builds off of Chapter Four, which focused 

on the material consequences of the transition from Socialism to Capitalism: poverty, 

wealth disparity, economic insecurity, overstocking, rangeland degradation, and 

increased vulnerability to zud. What have been the ideological impacts of the transition? 

How do reforms and related propaganda influence Mongolians’ attitudes toward risk and 

the increased vulnerability of herders? I suggest that a focus, within development 
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initiatives, on individual agency and resilience has contributed to a blame-the-victim 

phenomenon when herders lose livestock to zud. 

Whereas this chapter focuses on “imported” ideology—some of it can rightly be 

called “neoliberal ideology”—it is not my intention to suggest that new ideas following 

the economic transition have brainwashed Mongolians and produced a purely neoliberal 

society, that no one cares about the poor, or that socialist and pre-socialist norms have 

been overthrown (see Collier 2011). Instead, I suggest that “new” values and forms of 

governance interact with attitudes that existed before the transition to Capitalism to 

structure the current politics of risk and responsibility surrounding zud. This chapter 

focuses on “Western” influences, and the next chapter focuses on “socialist legacies” in 

relation to risk discourses and victim blaming.  

Not “Underdeveloped” but “Misdeveloped” 

Development in Mongolia has been an ideological project. Many foreign 

development professionals and Mongolians alike believe that Socialism produced a 

population of “lazy” herders who continue to rely on aid during severe winters rather than 

working hard to safeguard their own livelihoods. There is a concern that aid to herders 

following zud maintains herders’ “socialist mentality.” Herders must become more 

“enterprising” and self-sufficient, so that they can cope with increasing risk from zud. For 

example, the director of the Strategic Planning and Policy Department of the Ministry of 

Food and Agriculture, addressing the topic of herders’ vulnerability to zud at a meeting 

for non-governmental organizations in Ulaanbaatar in 2011, stated:  
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Herders have a mentality to wait for someone to come help them. We need to 

change this mentality and support them to take initiative. We want them to start 

thinking in terms of what they can do for themselves.  

(Choi-Ish Lkhaasuren, personal communication)  

The need to change a certain “mentality” resonates with the common 

understanding that formerly socialist states are not so much underdeveloped as 

misdeveloped (Wedel 2001:21). A Mongolian development professional, engaged in the 

problem of building rural resilience, stated in a presentation to associates, “The difficulty 

lies, not in [forming] new ideas, but in escaping from the old ones” (female, in her 

forties). Reform that strips Mongolian institutions of socialist influences is a popular goal 

of development.  

There is a geopolitical element to people’s sense of “progress” in Mongolia. 

Although some Mongolians are quick to point out the advancements in development that 

the country achieved through its association with the Soviet Union, there is a strong sense 

that Mongolia’s future is tied to new relationships—cultural, political, and economic—

with “Western” countries. In actual fact, Mongolia’s influential new associates include 

not just “the West,” i.e. Western Europe and North America, but other “Eastern” 

countries, including South Korea and Japan, so the term “Western,” as I use it, is 

somewhat misleading. I use the term to generally refer to the influences that replaced 

Russia and Eastern Europe in their influence on Mongolian culture and development. 

Since the end of the Cold War, these influences have promoted ideological as well as 

material changes in Mongolia.  
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Transition and the Third Neighbor 

Mongolia’s foreign policy since the transition to Democracy and Capitalism 

configures the United States as an important “third neighbor” (Fogarty 2008), after China 

and Russia. This suggests that American influence and trade relations are officially and 

warmly welcomed, despite the physical distance separating the two countries. Therefore, 

in this chapter, I begin with an examination of ideologies and values that resonate in US 

political discourse, and follow them as they are extended through globalization and 

development even though, as I said, foreign influences in Mongolia come from various 

directions.  

US foreign policy has long favored the conversion of dictatorial and socialist 

states toward a democratic ideal (Carothers 1991; von Hippel 2000; Sabloff 2013). It is 

easy to imagine that for US economists and other development experts, Mongolian 

reformers’ invitation to help advise the country’s transition was an exciting opportunity, 

as well as a profound duty, to promulgate democratic values and accompanying ideology. 

The transition, carried out peacefully and leading to relative political stability and open 

Democracy, has been touted as a success and a model for democratic transition in Central 

Asia. (Fritz 2002). 

Once underway, Mongolia’s embrace of new political and economic models was 

dramatic. A key group of Mongolian democratic reformers sought the rapid privatization 

of industry, a retreat of the state, and a drastic reduction in social welfare. Historian 

Morris Rossabi describes the role of D. Ganbold, an economist and minister and right-

wing political reformer. Ganbold worked closely with the International Monetary Fund, 
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the Asian Development Bank, and the World Bank. According to Rossabi, he and his 

team of international advisors “deplored” all kinds of state subsidies and support in 

herding as well as other industries, including emergency fodder during zud, subsidized 

veterinary services, and the construction and maintenance of wells (Rossabi 2005:46).  

Alleviation of the growing poverty that resulted from the transition was a low 

priority of the Mongolian reformers and their foreign donors (Rossabi 2005:59). 

Embracing laissez-faire governance, the reformers sought to create the “conditions” for 

prosperity, and left personal success or failure for individuals to work out on their own. 

Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has cynically said of such transitions, “privatization is not 

just about the endowment of private persons, but also (and in the long run most 

poignantly) about closing down the public treasury and revoking its obligations to make 

the lot of private persons easier to cope with" (1999:68). Bauman’s observation 

succinctly describes the “neoliberal turn” in Mongolia, at and following transition, which 

produced rural vulnerability to events such as zud. Before looking at programs and 

policies in post-socialist Mongolia, however, it is useful to examine the values that 

inspire them: freedom, self-sufficiency, and agency. 

Democracy and Freedom 

In the US, freedom and Democracy have been purported reasons for going to war, 

so it makes sense that they are also central to international development policy (Kennedy 

and Lucas 2005; Hunt 2009; Sen 1999). The US adopted a “liberating” role in the 

international development arena in the decades following World War II. It made sense to 
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assist former European colonies, in particular, to becoming self-sufficient democracies. 

Rhetoric intensified during the Cold War; from the American perspective, the US aided 

former colonies in defending their “freedom” against its supposed antithesis: Soviet-style 

Communism (Li 2007:8). The United States had both rhetorical and practical reasons for 

attempting to keep more countries from “falling” to Communism. Firmly aligned with the 

Soviet Union, Mongolia was impervious to direct Western influence from 1924-1990. 

The abandonment of Socialism in the 1990s thus provided a “window of opportunity” for 

“freedom” and Democracy to take hold (Allison and Yavlinsky 1991). 

Freedom is a vague concept, however, “a blanket category for diverse 

imaginations of human autonomy and sovereignty" (Chakrabarty 2009:208). 

Furthermore, different concepts of freedom can be at odds, as in “freedom” to own a gun 

versus “freedom” from the threat of gun violence. Political philosopher Isaiah Berlin 

(2002), himself a refugee from the Soviet Russia, discussed two such conflicting types of 

“liberty.” For him, “negative liberty” meant freedom for each individual to be left alone, 

whereas “positive liberty” had to do with mastering one’s own destiny and could be 

enacted best by collectivities. However, pursuits of positive liberty, Berlin pointed out, 

can be driven by propaganda, and if people act because of the influence of such 

propaganda, rather than through rational individual will, is that really liberty? Berlin was 

particularly wary of political movements that might hamper individual liberty, confident 

(though I and many other anthropologists would dispute the notion) that purely rational, 

dispassionate, and objective individual thought is both humanly possible and desirable: 
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Passions, prejudices, fears, neuroses spring from ignorance, and take the form of 

myths and illusions. To be ruled by myths, whether they spring from the vivid 

imaginations of unscrupulous charlatans who deceive us in order to exploit us, or 

from psychological or sociological causes, is a form of heteronomy, or being 

dominated by outside factors in a direction not necessarily willed by the agent. 

(Berlin 2002:188) 

By this interpretation, Soviet-style Socialism was decidedly incompatible with 

liberty. Berlin’s “two concepts of liberty,” initially laid out in a lecture at Oxford in 1958 

(Berlin 2004), while contributing to anti-socialist rancor, nevertheless demonstrated that 

concepts such as liberty or freedom have multiple plausible articulations.   

These same two concepts of liberty can be engaged in a variety of ways; Bauman, 

for example, critiquing a modern overemphasis of freedom of the individual calls for 

greater attention to benefits that can only be had by limiting individual freedoms, even in 

a democracy: 

The art of politics, if it happens to be democratic politics, is about dismantling the 

limits to citizens' freedom; but it is also about self-limitation: about making 

citizens free in order to enable them to set, individually and collectively, their 

own, individual and collective, limits. That second point has been all but lost. All 

limits are off-limits. Any attempt at self-limitation is taken to be the first step on 

the road leading straight to the gulag,… 

(Bauman 1999:4) 
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Self-Sufficiency and Agency in Disaster Settings 

While “freedom” takes on different meanings even within the US, where some 

citizens resist “individual and collective limits” more than others, the idea that freedom 

requires self-sufficiency, akin to Berlin’s “negative liberty,” is a compelling one. This 

particular value has influenced foreign policy and a generation of international 

development programs, particularly in post-socialist states (Harvey 2005). There are 

costs. If individuals are not to be interfered with, the state recedes. For example, freedom 

from taxation results in a lack of government social services. Self-sufficiency becomes a 

moral necessity. In extreme cases, social services are conceived of as an impediment to 

the moral development of a nation, as individual responsibility is seen as the foundation 

of freedom and democracy.  

When self-sufficiency is such a strong value, the best stance toward vulnerable 

members of a society, or of poor countries in a global setting, is to help them learn to help 

themselves. The idea that individuals should take care of themselves is, by necessity, tied 

to the belief that they can take care of themselves. Policies that promote self-sufficiency 

assume a high degree of agency, a belief which, itself, arises from particular historical 

and cultural contexts. Bauman describes this individual agency as a progression from an 

Enlightenment concept: “The Enlightenment's promise is that there is nothing which the 

human species left alone on its own cannot accomplish” (Bauman 1999:68). When risk is 

privatized, as it was in Mongolia’s transition to Capitalism, this endowment of agency is 

extended to individuals, even if, as we are seeing in the twenty-first century, individuals 

are encouraged to work together in groups to manage that risk, or to take out insurance to 
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manage that risk. Ideas about freedom thus lead directly to “neoliberal” policies and a 

retreat of the state. 

The values that have been promoted in Mongolia build off of a Western 

ideological valuation of self-sufficiency and belief in a high degree of individual agency. 

One major characteristic that distinguishes the condition we call “modernity” from past 

social regimes is the “cult of the individual,” in the words of sociologist Emile Durkheim 

(1969). For Durkheim, the cult of the individual did not imply that individuals stop 

contributing to society and the less fortunate. The individual was to be morally 

accountable, because “individualism thus understood is the glorification not of the self, 

but of the individual in general. Its motive force is not egoism but sympathy for all that is 

human” (Durkheim 1969:24). However, later ideologues have formed a cult in which 

individual freedom is central and sympathy for humanity is secondary, if present at all.  

When scholars critique “Neoliberalism” in development, it can be hard to 

understand exactly what they mean by the term, as Ferguson (2009) points out. My 

critique focuses specifically on the attitudes and methods, in post-socialist governance 

and development, which emphasize agency, self-sufficiency, and individual 

responsibility. In the US context, such attitudes are exemplified by Reagan’s criticism of 

“lazy” welfare recipients, the subsequent Clinton-era passage of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act, the ongoing privatization of financial risk 

(Hacker 2006) and “responsibilization” within the workplace and other spheres (Gray 

2009; Miller and Rose 2008).  
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We can see these attitudes about individual responsibility in disaster settings in 

the US, as well. I discussed discourses of responsibility in hurricane aftermaths in 

Chapter One. An additional case study parallels Mongolian zud even more strikingly. In 

2013, a severe fall blizzard, centered on South Dakota, took a toll on cattle herds and 

ranchers’ economic security, the latest in a series of winter disasters affecting the United 

States. Although ranchers are used to variable and severe weather, this blizzard occurred 

alarmingly early, October 3-5, after a series of warm days, and before cattle had 

developed their winter coats. Up to 20% of cattle were killed in some parts of the state, 

suggesting a disaster similar in degree to those severe Mongolian zud.  

Public opinion was divided as to the support that ranchers deserved as they sought 

to rebuild their herds. Some Americans felt that the national government’s had a duty to 

respond to this disaster, as captured by a government-blaming Time Magazine headline, 

“Freak Blizzard Kills Tens of Thousands of South Dakota Cattle—and Washington Does 

Nothing” (Walsh 2013). The event coincided with a federal government shut-down in the 

U.S., meaning that ranchers were unable to get through to the United States Department 

of Agriculture to document their losses, a critical first step to seeking later 

“compensation” (Walsh 2013). Some readers of the above-titled article disagreed that the 

government was responsible for providing emergency assistance and compensation to 

ranchers, drawing from the philosophy that individuals can and should take care of 

themselves, as illustrated in the comments that followed the article:  
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• “So the government, i.e. the taxpayers, are supposed to always pay people 

who suffer natural disasters and other calamities? No way. I disagree. That 

is NOT the job of government. At least, it shouldn't be.”  

• “I live in South Dakota and even I think it's ridiculous that we're asking 

the feds for help. Farmers are offered insurance for such occasions, plus 

our representatives (we're a largely Republican state) are asking the 

federal government to stay out of our business so this would apply to that 

as well.” 

(Walsh 2013, comments section) 

In Mongolia, similar attitudes (among non-herders) contribute to victim blaming when 

herders lose livestock to zud risk management.  

However, there are limits to human agency; sometimes the most carefully 

formulated plans go awry. There are always “agents” outside of individual and even 

social control that contribute to unpredictability (Mitchell 2002). In a climate that is, 

many would agree, increasingly risky, the maintenance of certain types of social 

insurance is essential.  

At the level of ideology, certain values associated with “freedom” seem to require 

a rejection of real or imagined socialist principles. In US political discourse, a binary 

opposition has been constructed: individual agency versus the “welfare state.” However, 

actual societies of the present and the past are much more complex, simultaneously 

allowing for a range of individual freedoms and demanding individual contributions to 

social security. If not formally, individuals contribute to group welfare through such 
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mechanisms as kinship networks or peasant corporations (Sheridan 1988). Ideology blurs 

the nuances of how societies actually function. Thus, payments to South Dakota ranchers 

following their losses in 2009, or to herders following zud, are seen as impediments to the 

moral imperatives of building self-sufficiency and “resilience.”  

Ideas about agency, whether individual or collective, vary across cultures, and in 

socialist Mongolia, a high degree of agency was attributed to hardworking citizens, as I 

will discuss in the next chapter. However, the current development interest in “resilience” 

in herding, despite its scientific basis and its undeniable (in my opinion) value, is 

particularly well-aligned with the value of self-sufficiency and the faith in individual 

agency. The concept of resilience shapes many development programs and related 

research across the globe, especially in scenarios where climate change and natural 

hazards are a concern (Folke et al. 2002; Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2011; Tompkins and 

Adger 2004; Robledo et al. 2004). Resilience has special relevance in post-socialist 

states, providing a solution to the commonly perceived “problem” of Socialism having 

fostered a mentality of “dependency.” Thus, a resilience-building development agenda is 

not as politically neutral as it may initially appear to be. 

Subjectivity in Development 

Presenting a major threat to “progress” and even livelihood sustainability in 

Mongolia, zud raises questions for development in Mongolia that have attracted value-

laden answers. Do herders deserve “emergency” support and relief? Do herders who lose 

their livestock deserve help with restocking, or help changing professions? While short 
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term answers to these questions differ from one organization to another, and from one 

zud to the next, there is a consensus that the long term goal to solve the problem of rural 

vulnerability should be capacity-building, with an objective of rural “resilience.”  

International development is a means by which global problems including 

poverty, hunger, and even social inequalities are alleviated. In another sense, however, 

development is an ethnocentric project in which members of globally dominant cultures 

seek to “modernize,” “correct,” or “improve” governance, policies, and attitudes of 

people of other cultures. Experts exercise substantial power in defining the fates of 

others, however good their intentions. Anthropologist Tania Murray Li, in a critical 

examination of development processes in Indonesia, describes experts and stakeholders 

as “trustees”:  

Many parties share in the will to improve. They occupy the position of trustees, a 

position defined by the claim to know how others should live, to know what is 

best for them, to know what they need… The objective of trusteeship is not to 

dominate others—it is to enhance their capacity for action, and to direct it. In 

Indonesia, since the nineteenth century, the list of trustees includes colonial 

officials and missionaries, politicians and bureaucrats, international aid donors, 

specialists in agriculture, hygiene, credit and conservation, and so-called 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) of various kinds.  

(Li 2007:4) 

Li goes on to explain that these trustees’ objectives are benevolent, and their methods 

operate “at a distance” and under the guise of “common sense” (Li 2007:5). I would add 
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that the outcomes of development programs are often positive, from the perspectives of 

the receiving communities, although accounts of unintended consequences abound. 

Despite the good that can come from development, cultural and ideological biases 

underlie all development programs, so their goals and their methods should never be 

taken to be objective or “natural,” but should be subject to critical examination. Another 

critique of development, made by Li, anthropologist James Ferguson (1994) and others is 

that focusing on the capacities of the poor, and on resilience, diverts attention from the 

larger structures in place that ensure that inequalities are maintained. Resilience-based 

development initiatives will only achieve limited goals without accompanying structural 

changes that open up opportunities for the poor.  

Development through Subjectivities 

Current development methods, including those being employed to build rural 

resilience in Mongolia, can aptly be described as “the conduct of conduct” (Dean 1999). 

As Brigg (2002) puts it, in development today, change is most often enacted through 

individuals, not imposed despite them. Through education and awareness-raising 

initiatives, subjects are made to internalize the “shoulds” and “should nots” at stake. In 

other words, development acts to influence behavior by producing “responsible,” self-

monitoring individuals, rather than by constraining people’s actions via laws and 

regulations. Risk discourses are particularly influential in shaping herders’ 

understandings about proper behavior. As sociologist Deborah Lupton explains (for a 

public health context, though it applies in natural disaster contexts, as well), “risk 
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discourses contribute to the constitution of a particular type of subject: the autonomous, 

self-regulating moral agent who voluntarily takes up governmental imperatives" (Lupton 

1999:104).  

Agrawal describes such a transformative process in his work on the making of 

“environmental subjects” in Kumaon, India (Agrawal 2005). Villagers who initially 

resisted British colonizers’ forest conservation regulations were eventually made, through 

more subtle means, to take on the protection of the forests as their own moral duty. A 

number of awareness-raising campaigns and incentives are currently at work in 

Mongolia, to produce the kind of citizens befitting a capitalist Democracy. As will 

become clear in the next chapter, this “neoliberal” method of governance contrasts with 

the socialist risk mitigation regime, in which directives were explicit. Both emphasize 

responsibility, though in distinct ways. 

 Awareness-raising has largely replaced the more direct development strategies in 

the post-World War II period. A popular adage in development in past decades was, 

“Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for 

life.” Education has long been a major component of international development. The 

methods and goals of this education, however, have shifted. If imparting modern fishing 

knowledge to poor people around the world (who were somehow presumed to lack such 

knowledge) can stand as an example of a development goal a few decades ago, today, 

more likely goals would be to encourage fishermen to be more enterprising in the way 

they market their products, or to raise fishermen’s awareness about overfishing. 

Similarly, development initiatives targeting pastoralists use awareness-raising methods to 
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encourage certain types of engagement with markets and, increasingly, “sustainable” use 

of pastures. Awareness-raising in development is not unlike awareness raising in public 

health. It takes place through presentations at community meetings, trainings, television 

commercials, billboards, and brochures. 

Thus in Mongolia, agencies and organizations employ “awareness raising,” 

among other methods, to produce “responsible,” self-sufficient, and “resilient” herders in 

the face of zud. Herders are encouraged to work hard to prepare for winter, to make smart 

business decisions, and to responsibly manage natural resources and preserve the 

environment. Awareness raising, as the current default developmental technology for 

enacting change, draws attention away from structural inequalities, the possibility that 

some circumstances (such as zud and other natural disasters) may be insurmountable at 

the household level, and the chance that some misfortunes derive from random bad luck 

(Janes 2010).  

Awareness-raising efforts in Niger, where I carried out two summers of fieldwork 

on development and drought risk, highlighted the cultural and political nature of these 

processes for me. There, organizations educate pastoralists and subsistence farmers on a 

wide array of culturally charged topics, such as the proper age for women to get married, 

how many children to have, and how to feed children, as well as how to manage 

environmental risk. Locals are treated as backward on every topic. Education and 

awareness-raising as development methods are seen as incontrovertibly good. Yet they 

locate problems in subjects’ attitudes and understandings, maintaining myths of 

“backward” and “irrational” development subjects. Uncannily, in West Africa, 
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awareness-raising is referred to by the French term “sensibilisation,” which sounds to 

Anglophones like it must refer to the process of making development subjects more 

“sensible,” as if “sense” is something that they lack. While etymologically the French and 

English terms are false cognates, in many development contexts, sensibilisation can well 

be described as the ethnocentric attempt to making “backward” subjects “sensible,” 

according to one’s own cultural values.”  

Lessons in Sensibility: Quality over Quantity 

In Mongolia, the cultural and political implications of awareness-raising 

campaigns are somewhat more subtle, yet Mongolian herders, too, are treated as 

“irrational.” In the context of zud, outsiders take the liberty to consider how herders’ 

logic might be “flawed,” as if the key to mitigating zud risk is for the herders to think 

about the problem more “rationally.” For example, during the 2010 zud, the director of 

the World Bank visited herders in Mongolia and learned that some herders were giving 

extra fodder to their weakest animals and bringing them into the ger to keep them warm. 

He pointed out that it would “make more sense” to cull the weak animals and focus, 

instead, on saving the fit ones (Sayed 2010).   

However, the debate in which herders’ irrationality is most often cited is in 

“quantity” versus “quality” of livestock. With herds growing since the end of Socialism, 

leading to pasture degradation and increased vulnerability to zud, stocking rates are a 

major concern within rural development. Many urban Mongolians and development 

professionals I have interviewed have alluded to herders’ supposedly “irrationality” 
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desire to keep “unsustainably large” herds of livestock in an uncertain and risky climate. 

Government and development agencies encourage de-stocking by “teaching” herders that 

if only they would keep smaller herds, their animals would be better nourished and more 

resilient to zud.  

Destocking rhetoric has culminated in the pithy motto, “quality over quantity,” 

repeated often by development professionals and, now, by many Mongolians as well 

(Figure 5.1). The idea that herders erroneously focus on quantity over quality is generally 

accepted among development professionals and many Mongolians. Several different 

acquaintances have explained to me that, “herders only think about quantity of livestock, 

so then, when there’s a zud, their animals die.” When herders fail to destock, they are 

imagined to be stubbornly oblivious to economic reason and ecological necessity.  

This rhetoric enters development programming and policy in more subtle form. 

The World Wildlife Foundation (2013) states that in Mongolia, “adverse impacts of 

overgrazing on local livelihood result from flawed policy of overall animal quantity over 

quality and breeds rather than the preference for quality over quantity, therefore 

contradicting [sic] to long-term sustainability.” Similarly, the Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation runs a project called Green Gold, aimed at promoting 

sustainable rangeland management in Mongolia. The organization explains that the 

project’s focus “is on quality, not quantity. The condition of the meadows and the number 

of animals should return to a level that is in balance with nature” (Swiss Broadcasting 

Corporation 2013).  
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Figure 5.1 Illustration suggesting that keeping fewer animals results in healthier animals 
(PACT 2007). 

 

However, herders have reasons for keeping the numbers of animals that they do, 

some cultural, some pragmatic. Culturally, wealth in livestock signifies hard work and 

wisdom and reflects well on herders. Furthermore, during Socialism, formal awards and 

titles for productivity were introduced, and these continue to be granted to herders who 

achieve large herds. Herders who grow herds to a thousand head or more are known as 

“thousand-herders” (myangat malchid), and there is prestige in this title.  

As well as conferring prestige to their owners, large herds serve to mitigate risk, 

as described in Chapter Three. The “quality over quantity” idea that smaller herds would 

be immediately more profitable to households than larger ones, because the quality of 

animals would rise, is dubious. Instead, herders realize that if they have more animals 

rather than fewer, they can more easily sell extra animals when needed for cash that they 

can use to purchase supplemental fodder for the other animals. In addition, zud does not 

normally wipe out large herds—chances are that from a large herd, some animals will 

survive. Small herds, on the other hand, are sometimes entirely wiped out. Although the 

government continues to work on creating land laws that would allow herders to better 

defend key grazing sites, rangeland is currently open to access by more households and 
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herds than can be supported when environmental conditions (e.g. precipitation) are 

unfavorable. Therefore, the so-called Tragedy of the Commons (Hardin 1968), better 

termed a “tragedy of open access” (Feeny et al. 1990) is a real concern. 

Despite the attractions of having larger herds, Mongolian herders do not simply 

maximize their stock. They make careful decisions about herd management, given the 

current economic and ecological context. As described in Chapter Three, herders are 

willing to not breed their goats when a zud is expected. Herders are also willing to sell off 

more livestock than usual in bad years, or when market prices for their livestock are high. 

News of the construction of a meat processing plant in Bayankhongor Province, during 

my fieldwork, was greeted with approval by herders, since finding local markets for their 

livestock and reaching distant markets are both a challenge. The view, from the outside, 

that herders irrationally maximize their herds at all costs is completely inaccurate.  

 I concur with most organizations that reducing grazing pressure by encouraging 

smaller herds is an important goal, but I question whether raising herders’ awareness of 

the logic of “quality over quantity” is an appropriate approach to dealing with the 

problem. Another strategy would be through direct governance, such as setting limits on 

herd sizes or taxing herders based on their relative livestock holdings. The choice of an 

awareness-raising approach is not objective and neutral, but resonates with larger patterns 

of neoliberal governance in post-socialist Mongolia. It represents a rejection of “overly 

bureaucratic” and “irrational” socialist governance, and contributing to a transformation 

of Mongolian “mentalities” or subjectivities in line with particular cultural (“Western”) 

understandings of the values of freedom, rationality, and agency.  
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The case of “quality over quantity” campaigns correlates with other development 

encounters in which the “failure” of subjects to react to interventions in desired and 

predicted ways frustrates development professionals, prompting them to blame the 

subjects’ character, culture or supposed ignorance (Grillo and Stirrat 1997). Baker 

describes a frustration among development practitioners when pastoralists do not behave 

as they have been taught or as they are expected:  “All forms of ‘normal’ responses were 

anticipated and when these were not forthcoming or unexpected ones occurred, cries of 

‘irrationality’, ‘perverseness’ ‘reaction’ or ‘conservatism’ were raised” (Baker 1975: 

188). Ferguson describes a development encounter between Lesotho officials and 

villagers, in which the officials were increasingly frustrated by the villagers’ apparent 

failure to understand concepts on which they were being educated: “However many 

village meetings had been held, they [officials] argued, they were obviously not enough, 

for the villagers still failed to understand” (Ferguson 1994: 186). Awareness raising 

campaigns can be protracted because of locals’ failure to “understand,” or a development 

team’s reluctance to give up advocating for locally unpopular attitudes and behaviors. 

This seems to be likely for “quality over quantity,” unless incentives at the level of policy 

make smaller herds more attractive. Choosing “quantity” over “quality” is not irrational, 

on the part of herders. It is highly rational in many instances. Yet to the extent that 

choosing “quantity” contributes to overstocking and overgrazing, regulations and 

incentives would promote reduced stocking better than education and awareness raising.  
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Lessons in Enterprise: Bone Factories 

Getting herders to become more “enterprising” is a widespread goal, in part 

because diversified business endeavors could perhaps provide more of a basis for 

economic recovery if and when livestock are lost to zud. Organizations such as Mercy 

Corps teach business skills and provide grants and loans to herders or herder groups who 

can present business plans. The major development project operating throughout 

Mongolia at the time of my fieldwork was the Sustainable Livelihoods Project, Part 2, 

funded by the Government of Mongolia, the World Bank, the European Union, and the 

central government of Japan. The motto of the project, as featured on its website and 

literature, is “You initiate, we will support you” (ta sanaachil, bid demjie). 

Many Mongolians, as well as Western development professionals, stress a need 

for greater self-sufficiency among herders. One business owner in the capital city 

explained to me why he feels the government should cease sending the limited aid that it 

continues to send herders during zud:  

The government always gives hay to herders during zud, and also sends supplies 

like matches and warm clothes. Why do they do this? Herders are not that poor! 

You [Americans] don’t help farmers in the US. Since our herders are used to 

receiving this assistance, they don’t plan, calculate, or build businesses for 

themselves. 

(Businessman, fifties) 

Of course, Americans do assist farmers a great deal, via government subsidies. 

Considering the delusions of self-sufficiency that many Americans entertain, it is not 
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surprising that some Mongolians imagine that all Americans are not only successful, but 

they are successful entirely in their own right. 

Some Mongolian government officials are among the most vocal proponents of 

weaning herders off state assistance. A government worker at the provincial level argued 

to me: “It shouldn’t always be ‘What is the government doing?’ Herders don’t prepare 

things themselves…, and they need to” (male, fifties). 

As well as generally “taking care of themselves,” herders are incited to start 

businesses. One European development professional told me that although he has 

explained to groups of herders that they could be producing more dairy and making more 

money from it, they do not take the necessary steps. In fact, many herders do produce and 

market dairy. Milk trucks circulate in some areas of the countryside to collect milk from 

herders who are certified by the industry. Most of these dairy producers, however, only 

sell milk on certain days. Mongolians consider selling dairy on a large scale or a daily 

basis to be “bad,” or cosmologically dangerous to the well-being of their household. 

Outsiders do not always appreciate the cultural considerations that shape decisions about 

how to produce and market products such as dairy.  

A Mongolian entrepreneur I spoke with explained to me his idea for herders to 

start “bone factories” as small businesses. At several Mongolian factories and rendering 

plants in many countries, animal bones are processed into bone meal and tallow, laundry 

soap and livestock feed. Such operations in Mongolia date back to Socialism. The man 

who shared this idea with me felt that bone factories held great potential to encourage 

herders to clean up carcasses promptly following zud in order to sell the bones to the 
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factories. This would mitigate the polluting effects of the carcasses and would also bring 

herders some income at a time when they most needed it. He lamented that at present, 

large quantities of useful animal remains go to waste.  

The bone factory idea is both practical and culturally appropriate in many 

respects. Herders traditionally make use of bones, eating the marrow, grinding bones and 

adding the powder to livestock fodder, and using the bones to “smoke” out livestock 

shelters, as explained in Chapter Three. There is no taboo against using bones, and in 

fact, herders typically use all parts of the animal they slaughter. Furthermore, the 

availability of bones vastly exceeds the potential for household usage, especially 

following zud. I expect that many herders would sell bones to a factory if they had the 

opportunity. There is one potential problem in that, normally animals that die at pasture 

are left at pasture, and their products are not used. However, some herders make an 

exception during zud, using the meat of the dead animals to make a soup for live animals. 

The bone factory idea may be viable as a means of mitigating the economic impact of 

zud. However, in the countryside, the means for such enterprises—technical knowledge, 

start-up capital, and trade networks—are so far limited.  

Herders have not eschewed creating bone factors because of a lack of 

entrepreneurial spirit. I am amazed by the creative ways in which many herding 

households manage to create supplemental income. Given Gobi herders’ nomadic 

lifestyle, however, having a secure livelihood in herding itself would be invaluable.  
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Lessons in Responsibility: Livestock Insurance 

In 2006, the World Bank and partners piloted Mongolia’s Index-Based Livestock 

Insurance Program livestock insurance program in three provinces, including 

Bayankhongor, and insurance is now available nationwide through this program. Through 

means such as livestock insurance, institutions such as the World Bank are assisting the 

state in pressing on with the privatization of risk in spite of the disastrous losses to zud 

since Socialism ended.  

Banks had attempted to introduce insurance programs prior to this, but they 

functioned poorly, purportedly because herders took advantage of the programs to be 

lazy, dishonest, in the words of a World Bank financial advisor and an insurance policy 

specialist put it:  

 The traditional individual livestock insurance (based on individual losses) was 

ineffective in Mongolia: high loss adjustment costs due to the spread of animals 

among vast areas, ex ante moral hazard inducing herders failure to take effective 

measures to protect their stock, and ex post moral hazard leading herders to 

falsely report animal deaths are among the key endemic problems that plague the 

traditional livestock insurance program in Mongolia. Monitoring individual 

herders in the vast territory of Mongolia is a nearly impossible task. 

(Mahul and Skees 2006:1) 

The World Bank created the index-based system to remove incentives for herders to 

simply let their animals die or to invent losses that did not occur. The design of the 

system prevents reimbursement except in the event of a verified disaster. The precise 
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insurance options available to herders through this program have evolved. In 2009-2010, 

many Nutag-aa herders purchased “disaster insurance” with an “exhaustion point” of 

30%. If 30% or more of a district’s livestock died, a “disaster” would be proclaimed, and 

insurance holders would receive some compensation, even if they had not personally lost 

any animals. Nutag-aa’s losses that winter were (conveniently) “31%.” One herder 

explained to me:  

Thirty-one percent of Nutag-aa livestock died in the dzud, according to the local 

government’s statistics. People insured their livestock, so this calculation was 

made for reimbursement purposes. Because the rule is that if over 30% of the 

district’s livestock perished, people with insurance would get money. So we 

purchased this disaster insurance, which was the cheapest form of insurance. Even 

though we didn’t lose any livestock, we got a little over 30,000 tögrögs [25 US 

dollars]. 

(Herder, male, seventies) 

The “disaster insurance” was intended to provide some security without 

“rewarding” herders for “being lazy.” However, the next year, disaster insurance was no 

longer offered—“regular” index-based livestock insurance was offered, which could be 

collected upon if at least six percent of livestock in the district perished, but which was 

more expensive than the former “disaster” insurance.  

Throughout the country, local agents represent insurance companies and market 

insurance to herders. With the backing of the World Bank and its partner organizations, 

the awareness campaign for this program has been huge. Advertisements for livestock 
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insurance are posted on walls in towns (Figure 5.2) and issued via radio and television, 

and insurance agents offer in-person information sessions.  
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Figure 5.2, Advertisments as interpellations, calling on herders to purchase livestock 
insurance. 
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As well as speaking with herders about insurance—few had strong feelings about 

it—I interviewed an insurance agent in Nutag-aa, who also happened to be an elementary 

school teacher. She explained the low excitement about insurance in Nutag-aa:   

Since the program began, some families got insurance every year—in 2006, 2007, 

2008. But in those years, things were okay, with rain and good grass, and the 

livestock fattened up, so people didn’t get a return on their insurance. And people 

had paid a lot for insurance—60,000, 80,000 T (50-70 US dollars) and such. And 

people started to think that it would be better to just save that money and use it to 

buy fodder if there was a zud.  Because there’s a rule, if the district loses more 

than 6% of its livestock, then people are able to collect insurance, but if it’s just 

2% or 4%, then no one can get a reimbursement.  

(Insurance agent, female, forties) 

She went on to explain other reasons that the majority of herders were uninterested in 

insuring their livestock. One of the main reasons is that insurance must be purchased by 

mid-July for the following winter. It is too early to evaluate winter risk—there is still 

possibility for drought to hurt summer pasture growth, or for rain to improve it. In the 

grassy steppe, as opposed to the Gobi, insurance has become fairly popular, with many 

herders purchasing it year after year. Perhaps this is because herders in the grassy steppe 

cannot predict zud in late summer as easily as Gobi herders can—in the steppe, zud 

depends more on winter snowfall, whereas in the Gobi, it depends more on pasture 

quality.  
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Livestock insurance is one of the primary ways that Mongolia can solve the 

problem of herders’ “dependency” on relief aid during and following zud and the 

problem of herders’ vulnerability to zud at the same time. Current livestock insurance is 

optional, giving herders freedom of choice, though if herders lose livestock to zud but 

have failed to take out insurance, then they can be blamed for their decisions. With 

pressure and advertising from all sides, herders may come to see taking out livestock 

insurance every year as a duty of a “responsible” citizen. 

Weather Forecasts and Responsibility 

The predictability of zud is important not only to disaster mitigation, but to the 

politics of responsibility. One Mongolian development professional (female, forties) 

voiced a widely-held sentiment in a discussion that we had: “It’s strange that herders 

aren’t more prepared for zud, since it comes in cycles. It’s not like an earthquake or a 

tsunami.” She went on to also question the failures of governmental institutions to help 

manage what a “well-known phenomenon” that is “predictable.”  

As I discussed in Chapter One, Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy, among other 

disasters, provided a context for understanding American ideological biases in disaster 

situations. Forecasts of hazards support victim-blaming in disaster situations. For 

example, news reporters questioned why some residents of New Orleans were “unwilling 

to leave” when they had “clear, detailed prior knowledge” (Davis and French 2008:249). 

The news reports may have appeared to be objective, but assumptions that entered into 

reporting, decisions about what to focus on, and word choices influenced (as well as 
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reflecting) how Americans thought about the victims of Hurricane Katrina, and how the 

government responded to the disaster. Similar discourses emerged in some venues 

following Superstorm Sandy.  

Many foreigners and Mongolians argue that because zud can be foreseen, and/or 

because zud occur quite often, herders should be better prepared. Indeed, in the Gobi, 

since zud is most often preceded by summer drought, herders have considerable ability to 

predict zud. The problem is that drought, while serving as a warning of a difficult winter 

ahead, also inhibits risk mitigation for zud—herders cannot adequately fatten livestock or 

gather hay. 

The aftermath of the storm of May, 2008 (Case Study 4: Storm Zud in Spring 

2008 in Chapter Two) was politically charged in part because of clear forecasts of a 

coming storm. The losses that herders subsequently suffered, as reported by the media, 

prompted a barrage of critique of herders among urban Mongolians and foreigners. A 

main point of criticism was that because the storm had been forecast days ahead of time, 

herders should have been prepared.  

I spoke with herders afterward, and they had all heard the warnings, though the 

severity of the storm still surprised them. They were specifically advised to keep their 

livestock corralled or in nearby pastures, put heavy stones on top of their ger to mitigate 

wind damage, and keep young children inside on the day of the storm. Some herders took 

the warnings less seriously than they might have because of the warm, calm weather that 

morning, and because forecasts had been wrong in the past. Others lacked the means to 

protect their livestock and possessions—for example, some were already on summer 
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migration, far from a corral that could be used as shelter. Still, the storm warnings had the 

political effect of depriving victims of excuses for letting their livestock graze far from 

home, or letting their children roam, or failing to put rocks on top of their ger, or to keep 

warm clothes on hand.  

Some development and research organizations have focused on improved 

forecasting to help herders manage the risk of zud. Most Mongolian herders already 

receive weather forecasts over the radio or television. Earlier and more precise forecasts 

will only be useful when herders have the resources and means to act on the information. 

Otherwise, the additional advisories will serve to fuel victim blaming in the aftermath of 

zud. Early forecasts and extreme weather alerts may or may not help herders prepare for 

zud. Victims of disasters that are forecast can be more easily cast as irresponsible and 

irrational.  

Conclusions 

In an era of economic uncertainty and climatic and environmental change, 

discourses of herders as lazy and irresponsible threaten to obfuscate the problem of rural 

vulnerability to natural hazards. Exaggerated expectations of herders to manage zud risk 

on their own lead, in turn, to blaming of those who lose their livestock to zud. 

Awareness-raising programs, as a primary means of building rural resilience, seek to 

transform Mongolian herders into more “responsible” subjects when it comes to 

managing risk, but the underlying assumptions—that Socialism made herders 
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irresponsible and dependent, and that individuals possess the agency to always manage 

risk in an unpredictable and hazardous climate—require reconsideration.  

We cannot understand the politics surrounding zud without considering the effects 

of development initiatives that have explicitly as well as implicitly sought ideological as 

well as social and economic transformation in post-Socialist Mongolia. The discourse of 

the lazy herder resonates with ideology promoted through development since Mongolia’s 

transition to Capitalism, particularly a “neoliberal” emphasis on the agency of 

autonomous individuals. Although the Cold War is nearly forgotten in the twenty-first 

century, “freedom” and the related “Western” values that implicitly underlie development 

programs gained force through Western opposition to the Soviet Union and Socialism. A 

substantial proportion of Mongolian as well as foreign development experts still (if only 

unofficially) identify the problem of rural vulnerability in herders not yet having learned 

to be responsible for their own well-being. Therefore, although development in Mongolia 

draws from global trends in development such as “resilience,” producing certain types of 

liberated, self-sufficient citizens in post-postsocialist Mongolia represents an ideological 

win. Development programs that seem politically neutral and pragmatic, viewed from 

afar, form a rough but undeniable agenda.  

Is the “agenda” a “neoliberal” one? And if it is, is that necessarily a bad thing? 

Collier (2011), discussing “Neoliberalism” in post-socialist Russia, goes to lengths to 

point out that neoliberal governance has not entirely replaced the pro-social policies and 

infrastucture of the socialist era. Russian utility providers and city planners, for example, 

are firmly convinced that apartment dwellers have a “right” to heated apartments. Heat is 
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not just a business. Even the Western advisers who guided Russia’s transition to 

Democracy and Capitalism were more moderate than scholars sometimes assume, Collier 

suggests, and only a few of them advocated for an end to all pro-social policies. The 

“social” outlived the Soviet.  

In Mongolia, too, the government has not retreated entirely, and development 

organizations advocate for the privatization of risk to varying degrees. For the most part, 

organizations continue to provide (partial and sporadic) relief to herders during zud, but 

they increasingly emphasize building resilience as their main objective, aiming to “help 

families and communities help themselves” (Nettleton 2007:1). Mongolia is not a “purely 

neoliberal state,” yet noting general trends, it is accurate to describe the post-socialist 

transformation of policies and ideologies in terms of “neoliberalization.” 

 Are neoliberal policies necessarily a bad thing for Mongolia? Ferguson (2009) 

points out that given the fact of decades of “neoliberal” techniques in development and 

government in many parts of the world, there is little to gain from continuing to simply 

say that “Neoliberalism is bad…, therefore we must oppose it.” Indeed, an emphasis on 

individual agency can be empowering in some circumstances. However, I argue that it 

can also lead to victim-blaming in unwarranted contexts—where structural inequalities 

and uncertainties of various kinds impede individuals’ capacity to manage risk.  

Neoliberalism is not the only source of current “lazy herder” discourses in zud 

aftermath as this research revealed that lazy herder discourses emerge from enduring 

socialist ideals as well as from post-transition Western influence in Mongolia. In the next 

chapter, I address how the socialist legacy contributes to such discourses. The 
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juxtaposition of chapters on neoliberal and socialist forms of governance highlights the 

fact that despite their points of ideological opposition, these forms complement each 

other in certain ways. They valorize hard work and emphasize individual agency and 

responsibility, and therefore, both contribute to discourses of herders who lose livestock 

to zud as “lazy” and “irresponsible.”
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Chapter 6 : AN ANTI-DEPENDENCY ARGUMENT: PRE-CAPITALIST 

ATTITUDES TOWARD DISCIPLINE AND RESPONSIBILITY IN RURAL 

MONGOLIA 

 

“Make individual work assignments to members of the family based on their 

capabilities and make sure that they are working responsibly. Depend on each other and 

don’t just sit.” 

[Jamsrangiin Sambuu 1987 (1944):9] 

Introduction 

In rural Mongolia, the physical infrastructure from late Socialism is literally 

crumbling. In the district where I lived as a Peace Corps volunteer, for example, when 

Soviet and East German support (East Germany assisted in the development of intensive 

farming in central Mongolia) disappeared, buildings used in socialist enterprises sat 

neglected, were repurposed, or were dismantled by private parties in need of building 

materials. Thus a 1980s dairy building, which housed 800 cows, and a structure that once 

served as a large indoor market (Figure 6.1), are in ruins. Even socialist-era apartment 

buildings in the town, though still inhabited, are not what they once were—centrally 

heated, and with running water. Residents bring their own firewood and water to their 

units, and use a public outhouse. It is no wonder that anthropologist David Sneath has 

described Mongolia’s transition after 1990 as one from a middle-income country to a 

poor country (Sneath 2003b:49). The ghost-town like appearance of many district centers 
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reflects conspicuous modernization in the past. However, social institutions and other 

intangible remnants of Socialism have endured better than physical infrastructures. This 

chapter discusses these legacies of Socialism. 

Figure 6.1, Cows in front of a socialist-era indoor marketplace. 

 

As I argued in the previous chapter, since Mongolia’s transition from Socialism to 

Capitalism, an emphasis on individual responsibility has contributed to a blame-the-

victim phenomenon when herders lose livestock to zud. Proponents of individual 

responsibility for risk management—including foreign development professionals and 

some Mongolians—feel that Socialism produced a population of “lazy” herders who 

continue to rely on aid during severe winters rather than working to safeguard their own 

livelihoods. This chapter argues that the main legacy of Socialism, as it applies to winter 

disasters, is contrary to such assumptions. During Socialism, discipline and responsibility 

were emphasized, and these values are still central to rural institutions and discourse. To 

the extent that “lazy herders” may exist, Socialism did not produce them. Instead, while 

“neoliberal” development initiatives and the socialist legacy are often conceived of as 
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contradictory influences, and while they differ on the emphasis put on self-sufficiency 

versus cooperation, in the Mongolian context they have promoted surprisingly similar 

discourses of responsibility.  

From a neoliberal standpoint it would make sense that a socialist system, which 

guaranteed negdel herders livable wages, would produce lazy herders. A commonly 

accepted historical narrative explains that herders were spoiled by state assistance and 

therefore continue to neglect to prepare sufficiently for winter, preferring to hope that the 

government and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) will step in to assist them if 

there is a zud. Herders are portrayed as idle, irresponsible, and sometimes irrational. 

Private property and privatized risk produce “responsible” asset management, according 

to this perspective, and the fact that herders have not yet become “responsible” indicates 

a particularly stubborn irrationality and dependency on their part, an alleged legacy of 

Socialism.  

The idea that Socialism made herders lazy simply does not sit well with evidence 

of what I find to be a more profound legacy of Socialism: the value that Mongolians 

place on productivity and responsibility for carrying out duties, as evident in discourses 

and practices in herding and other occupations, which I will describe below. State support 

during Socialism, while providing herders with some security against extreme weather 

conditions, does not appear to have produced universal gross apathy in the face of zud 

risk. It did, however, influence the ways that Mongolians talk about risk, work, and 

responsibility, as my research demonstrates. 
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While this chapter gives particular attention to the socialist legacy, it is not 

intended to suggest that pre-socialist modes of managing risk have not also contributed to 

the ways that Mongolians discuss work ethic. In certain ways, the socialist revolution in 

the 1920s, and widespread collectivization of livestock in the 1950s, transformed 

Mongolian herding, for example, by elevating the status of animal science and the labor 

of rural producers. In other ways, however, traditional knowledge and customs continued. 

While pre-socialist forms of governance are not the focus of this research, their impact on 

modern herding practices is undeniable. The specific ways that leaders of the socialist 

collectives oversaw winter preparations to manage the risk of zud—by organizing group 

labor, assigning tasks to herders, and making rounds through the countryside to assess 

herders’ accomplishments—were certainly shaped in part by both the legacy of the 

preceding feudal mode of production and by older nomadic customs (Mearns 1993; 

Fernandez-Gimenez 1999,  2000), just as now, in the post-socialist period, “neoliberal” 

discourses of responsibility in the face of winter risk intermingle with pre-existing 

attitudes.  

There are some obvious and important distinctions between the socialist and post-

socialist/neoliberal governance of herders and zud risk. Neoliberal reformers see state and 

other support to herders during and after zud as being at odds with the objective of 

promoting hard work and responsibility. On the other hand, as I will show, Mongolians 

whose attitudes have been shaped significantly by their experience working for socialist 

collectives do not perceive the provision of a safety net during zud as conflicting with the 

mandate to work hard. The socialist collectives simultaneously supplied emergency 
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support to herders during zud and incentivized hard work to protect livestock from severe 

conditions. Some members of the collectives worked harder and were more reliable than 

others, as is the case in all societies, but Mongolian Socialism’s emphases on discipline 

and responsibility, as evidenced in archival literature and in Mongolians’ present 

discourses related to responsibility in herding and other areas, could not be more clear.  

Despite their points of ideological opposition, neoliberal development programs 

in Mongolia and the socialist legacy also could be seen to complement each other. Both 

valorize hard work and emphasize individual agency. Therefore, in this sense, both 

contribute to discourses of herders who lose livestock to zud as “lazy” and 

“irresponsible,” by exaggerating their ability to protect their livestock against extreme 

events. Rural Mongolians’ faith in the effectiveness of their traditional knowledge for 

protecting livestock from extreme winters, though not necessarily misplaced, also 

contributes to the tarnished reputation of those who lose livestock to zud. While hard 

work, knowledge, and experience can all help herders to bring their livestock safely 

through harsh winters, it seems likely that without a safety net and with a changing 

climate, which may harm pasture quality and exacerbate zud, the tendency to blame 

herders for their own misfortunes merits critical perspective.  

Varying Experiences of Responsibility and Discipline during Socialism 

One premise behind privatization is that private property and privatized risk make 

individuals more responsible, not less so. However, in Mongolia, contradictory 

perspectives also exist:    
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Herders were responsible during Socialism, because they herded the state’s 

animals and got a salary. The director [of a collective] would come around to 

check on their work and would scold them if they weren’t working well. But now 

herders are irresponsible, because the livestock are their own. So now, even if the 

local government administrators tell them to prepare extra fodder for winter, they 

don’t obey.  

(Agricultural professional, male, fifties) 

This viewpoint illustrates how external pressures, as well as intrinsic motivation, can 

promote “hard work” and “responsibility” among herders and other professionals. At the 

same time, it suggests that integration into a market economy does not necessarily have 

the effect on productivity that reformers might expect. Manipulation of economic 

incentives, along capitalist lines, does not predict behavior in a one-to-one cause-and-

effect relationship. 

Mongolians differ in their accounts of how negdel management operated. Some 

suggest that high labor demands prohibited herders from slacking off, and others suggest 

that there were plenty of “free riders” who failed to do their share. Ts. Namkhainyambuu, 

a decorated herder who published his autobiography at the end of the socialist period in 

1989 (translated into English in 2000) was taken aback by the attitudes of herders who 

did not share his commitment to the collective herds:   

When I meet a poor family whose whole farm is covered in ox dung, wasted 

wool, and hair, I wonder 'How can they live this way?’ … Some herdsmen want 
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to know how to arrange their herding schedules so as to get more sleep instead of 

concentrating on the herding skills. How, then, could the herds survive? 

(Namkhainyambuu 2000:70) 

However, Namkhainyambuu’s autobiography also illustrates how the collectives could 

inspire productivity: 

We all worked together shearing the sheep, castrating the livestock, making the 

felt, and cutting the grass in the meadow. In all of these activities, we proudly 

participated and woke early in the morning … Nationwide, there were plans 

offered to increase production, and I personally made a serious promise to strive 

to do this. This movement gave me strength, determination, and encouragement. 

(Namkhainyambuu 2000:44, 56) 

Interestingly, other herders, such as Sodnomjav who is cited by Humphrey and 

Sneath (1999), argue that these same collaborative activities allowed herders to slack off, 

illustrating that experiences and perspectives varied widely: 

The herdsmen had hay and so forth provided for them, and were instructed where 

and when to move, ... and they moved and worked as a group, together, when the 

leader instructed. For example, cutting and making hay, shearing sheep and taking 

hair from the other animals, dipping the animals, all these things the brigade or 

groups (5-10 ails) did together. So during this period the people had no personal 

initiative. They ended up just following instructions and waiting to be told what to 

do. 

(Humphrey and Sneath 1999:39–40) 
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Some accounts, unlike Sodnomjav’s, describe the collectives as requiring hard 

work, but unlike Namkhainyambuu’s, cast such demands in a negative light. A herder 

named Osor, interviewed for the University of Cambridge’s Oral History of Twentieth 

Century Mongolia project, compared working for a collective to working for a prison, 

explaining that herders truly feared being scolded by their leaders if they failed in their 

duties (Khishigsuren 2013). He noted that young herders in Mongolia today can scarcely 

imagine the rigors of the collectivized mode of rural production. Osor also mentioned, 

however, that some herders tricked their leaders into believing that they worked harder 

than they did.  

As well as being scolded, which was a big enough fear for many herders during 

Socialism, other types of penalties were also incurred. Herders received a salary even 

when they lost livestock to zud, but their salary was docked if losses were deemed to 

have been preventable, especially when they occurred outside the context of zud. Herders 

salaries could fluctuate based on whether or not they met quotas, and this seems to have 

been a considerable motivator for many (Endicott 2012:73). Furthermore, other types of 

transgressions were punished, sometimes quite strictly. In Chapter Four, I discussed an 

interview that I had with Chuluun, an alcoholic herder, who lost his own livestock and 

now works for others. In 1986 (late Socialism), he lost his job due to his drinking: 

A:  Did anyone scold you for drinking, during Socialism? 

Ch: No. Just my wife.   

A:  Were there any penalties for drinking? 
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Ch: You lost your job. I lost my job. I drank, and on top of that, I told lies, so I 

lost my job.   

Some Mongolians miss this strictness and blame the current epidemic of 

alcoholism, in part, to a lack of supervision and consequences. (High unemployment 

since Socialism ended is probably a bigger reason for the epidemic.) 

Socialist-era governance promoted discipline and responsibility with rewards as 

well as punishments. Salary bonuses rewarded those who exceeded production quotas 

(Rosenberg 1977). Perhaps more significantly, workers who were perceived to be 

particularly productive were greatly admired (Pedersen and Højer 2008: 74), and artifacts 

to this effect are ubiquitous. For example, an old slab of wood that has been recycled for 

the construction of an outhouse in my research area features a quote from Lenin: “Hard 

work (khödölmöör) is necessary for your reputation (aldar) and your honor/distinctions 

(gaviat)” (Figure 6.2). Evidence suggests that from the earliest days of Mongolian 

Socialism, people could be highly motivated simply to gain approval and recognition. 

Sambuu, a Mongolian statesman, writes of carrying out duties prescribed by the 

Communist party in 1929, namely, confiscating and redistributing the wealth of the 

feudalist elites: 

I met with the Party Secretary P Genden. I was told by Genden that if I managed 

to confiscate the feudal property, recruit some of the poor and middle class to 

establish collectives, and then redistribute this property to the collectives that he 

would congratulate me.  

(Sambuu 2010:90) 
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Figure 6.2, A quote from Lenin is now featured in an outhouse. 

 

Hardworking herders were (and still are) awarded with medals and titles while 

those who slacked off were berated. Namkhainyambuu’s accounts of receiving awards 

throughout his herding career indicate that he found such recognition to be meaningful 

and motivating:  

In the course of 1973, I was twice awarded certificates by the government. I was 

happy and beside myself with delight… I was thankful that I had been sum 

Champion three times and aimag Champion twice. This title is not easy to obtain 

and demands a lot of effort.   

(Namkhainyambuu 2000:58-59) 

Arguments that Socialism made herders lazy, or even the opposite—that 

Socialism made herders hardworking—cannot be well substantiated. The truth is more 

complicated. What we can state for certain, however, is that Socialism influenced the 
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ways in which Mongolians refer to and recognize work ethic today. Government 

documents and herding handbooks from the socialist period emphasize discipline and 

responsibility, and these artifacts reproduced corresponding attitudes among Mongolians, 

which are still apparent. 

Disciplinary Injunctions and Locating Blame during Socialism 

A handbook for herders written by Communist statesman J. Sambuu, originally 

published in 1944, typifies the period’s obsession with discipline as it touches on 

everything from winter risk management to child rearing. The book was reprinted at later 

dates, most recently in 2000, indicating that its messages continue to find a receptive 

audience. The following excerpt from one of Sambuu’s lists of injunctions for managing 

a herding household epitomizes the tone that pervades the book. It also shows, in the last 

line, that individual responsibility and interdependence do not need to be treated as 

paradoxical concepts:  

#1: Get up early in the morning! Collect dung and sticks for the fire, and then 

gather up all the horses and animals at pasture and take them to a new grazing 

area with fresh grass, and waste no time milking the animals that spent the night 

in the corral, and get them out to pasture while the morning is still cool.… 

#3: While it is still cool, clean your big pot and dipper, cups and plates, pot rag, 

and basin very well!... 

#5: When you are doing any task, really engage in it from the beginning and do 

not slack off until it is finished. 
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#6: Preparations for tomorrow’s most pressing tasks should be made today. 

#7: Make individual work assignments to members of the family based on their 

capabilities and make sure that they are working responsibly. Depend on each 

other and don’t just sit.… 

(Sambuu 1987:9) 

Archived Ministry of Agriculture meeting notes and protocol from the 1970s-

1980s further illustrate the emphasis on individual responsibility within socialist-era 

governance. A review of several folders full of such documents reveals frequent 

reference to the “discipline-responsibility” (sakhilga khariutslaga) of both herders and 

leaders within governmental discourse. (“Discipline-responsibility” is reminiscent of 

Lenin’s idea of “labor discipline.” In the Soviet Union, labor discipline was reified 

through disciplinary codes to enhance productivity and instill a proper work ethic (New 

York Times 1921: 245; Prokhorov 1982: 288).) The notes suggest that when losses of 

livestock occurred, leaders attempted to distinguish between justified/natural causes and 

human error, and in the case of the latter, proceeded to pinpoint the cause of the problem 

and mobilize resources to reach a solution. An analysis of poor production in Rashaant 

Collective in Khövsgöl Province in 1986-1987 illustrates this process:  

D.S.: In Rashaant District, there is plenty of fodder. It is a good place for 

herding. So it is clearly evident that the poor condition of the livestock is directly 

connected to people's “work” (ajil). Therefore, it is necessary to implement 

corrective measures immediately. Last year…there were lots of deaths of 

newborn livestock, so there is an urgent need to evaluate all sides of the 
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problem… It is essential that all the preparations for winter be carried out 

sufficiently.   

J.U.: …the local governing agency must improve human relations. The 

“work” in this area is lacking, is it not? … Because this collective is not moving 

the livestock enough, the animals' muscles are wasting away and there are lots of 

outbreaks of tapeworms. So the collective needs to work closely with a scientific 

agency to address such problems….   

T.D.: This collective's “work” has really been getting worse, and has now 

reached the lowest level.  The collective leader needs to oversee the work he can, 

and when there are things that he cannot do, he needs to say so. And the animal 

husbandry authority and the veterinary authority need to work together to monitor 

this collective and give it assignments that will help it move forward. The 

provincial agricultural authority and the livestock studies institute need to help, 

too. They should put together a plan, communicate the steps clearly to the 

collective leadership, and evaluate the results very strictly at the end of the year. 

(Agriculture 1987: 135–137) 

This conversation suggests that individuals’ productivity was monitored, and 

slackness provoked government intervention. Yet they were not left to fend for 

themselves; note the allocation of tasks to various agencies in addressing and monitoring 

the problem situation. When herders failed, leaders, in particular, were urged to 

reevaluate their leadership (Rosenberg 1977). Leaders were expected to be highly 
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engaged in monitoring the work of those under their command, providing guidance and 

training, encouragement and, when needed, reprimands. 

Work Ethic and Judgmentalism Today 

Mongolians continue to emphasize responsibility in all areas of work and 

governance. Herders welcome government oversight of their work to a degree that may 

be surprising from a Western perspective, wishing to have their efforts monitored and 

recognized. Although the capitalist system inherently offers financial profit as reward for 

successful enterprise, public recognition remains a deeply ingrained, more culturally 

appropriate, and more meaningful reward. They also tend to conceive of winter risk 

management as a collective endeavor, with the most responsibility for managing the risk 

of zud pertaining to individual households, but with supportive roles for government 

agencies. Although the term “discipline-responsibility” has been replaced by 

“responsibility” in government literature and the vernacular, both discipline and 

responsibility remain important. These values are so pronounced that it is likely that they 

arise from pre-socialist as well as socialist attitudes and forms of governance.  

Discipline and responsibility are intertwined with morality—that is, with 

Mongolians’ understandings of what makes a good person or good behavior. In Chapter 

Three, I discussed “the quality of people” (khunii chanar) as central to moral 

understandings in rural Mongolia, and indeed, hospitality and how one treats others are 

considered to say a great deal about a person. The most admired people combine these 

altruistic attitudes with well-organized productive labor, which benefits the self as well as 
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others. As Sneath also observes, “Tough, uncomplaining reliability is highly valued, 

along with the inclination and ability to help family and friends” (Sneath 2003b:45).  

A person’s work ethic often figures into how that person is described, and laziness 

is one of the most frequently criticized character “flaws.” When I was a Peace Corps 

trainee in Mongolia in 2004, my host mother scolded me for quickly running an iron over 

a shirt rather than taking the time to iron it properly. In addition to forcing me to endure a 

lesson on collars and cuffs, she warned me that as a lazy person—which my cursory 

ironing was taken as reflecting—I would be unsuccessful in my personal life as well as in 

my career. It is common for older people to critique younger ones in terms of their work 

ethic. Older herders often berate younger people for spending too much time watching 

television at home (which is now possible nearly everywhere thanks to solar panels and 

satellite dishes), or for taking shortcuts in their work, such as herding livestock by 

motorcycle instead of on horseback or foot—motorcycles may prevent animals from 

grazing peacefully and fattening well. Such critiques are unidirectional for two reasons. 

Elders have been highly respected throughout Mongolian history, and younger people do 

not readily criticize them. In addition, older herders, who worked for collectives, seem to 

have higher specific standards for discipline in herding than younger ones, though all 

respect hard work. 

Herders can express profound contempt for those of their peers whom they 

presume to be lazy. With the names changed, the following story, shared by a retired 

herder, illustrates how misfortune can be attributed to a lack of discipline, and the 

relationship of perceived work ethic to reputation: 
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Tuul is a bad person. She was initially married to Dorj, but they didn’t do well [as 

herders] because she was lazy and wasteful. They got divorced and she married 

Tuvshin. He had lots of animals, but because of her, they lost animals year by 

year. She sold them for money, and she didn’t work hard. She’s really bad.  

(Herder, female, sixties) 

Rural Mongolians see hard work as directly related to herding success. Other 

qualities that they consider highly predictive of herding outcomes include knowledge—

particularly indigenous Mongolian knowledge—and experience. Mongolians typically 

maintain that herders who work hard and possess the requisite knowledge and experience 

can cope with shocks such as zud. Sometimes herders who lose their livestock to zud are 

new to the profession. This was particularly true following the transition to Capitalism, 

when an unemployment surge led many households to take up herding for the first time. 

When such households lose their livestock, people say that they lacked the knowledge 

and experience to mitigate risk in herding. When more experienced herders lose their 

livestock, they are presumed to be lazy. . In the aftermath of the 2010 zud, I asked herders 

in my research area to discuss why some people lost all of their animals while others got 

their herds through the crisis unscathed. The most common response was that “it has to 

do with their work.” As one herder explained, “Some families don’t prepare as well as 

others. They don’t insulate their barns or the ground on which their animals will sleep, 

and they don’t gather fodder” (male, forties).  

Like a good proportion of foreign development professionals working in 

Mongolia, some Mongolians attribute the purported problem of poor work ethic among 
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herders to the influence of government aid. More than one herder has told me that “lazy” 

herders should not receive cash, livestock, or food aid following zud, or else they will just 

continue to be lazy. A research team carrying out herder focus groups on resilience to zud 

found similar attitudes. Participants explained that “when help comes it has always been 

distributed among the poor herders,” and lamented that “if we continue to have a policy 

that ‘since he is poor we need to help him,’ then we will never reduce poverty” 

(Fernández-Giménez et al.  2012: 845).  

Manifestations of such attitudes are observable in local-level decision-making. 

After the 2010 zud, the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation gave relief 

funds to groups of herders, letting the groups decide how to distribute the funds among 

their members. Although the households within the groups had suffered differently, many 

of the groups divided the funds equally, explaining that they did not want the “laziest” 

herders to receive special compensation (Matthias Meier, personal communication).    

Such discourses of work ethic and responsibility are not limited to the herding 

livelihood but rather pervade social interactions, and promoting discipline is a key task in 

the bureaucracy of most Mongolian organizations. In rural schools, for example, 

administrators push teachers to be industrious and punish those who fail to complete 

assigned tasks on time or in a comprehensive manner. Teachers, in turn, foster discipline 

in their students. The fact that teachers and students are responsible for much of the 

janitorial and maintenance work in rural schools provides a venue, in addition to 

classwork, to teach students the value of hard work, reinforcing lessons received at home.   
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Judgment stands out as a fundamental component of Mongolian interpersonal 

relations. When in Mongolia, I receive a lot of unsolicited feedback on my appearance 

and demeanor, partly because of my foreignness, but partly because of a cultural 

expectation that people share their judgments of others, both to their faces (as status 

allows) and behind their backs. When I was a teacher during Peace Corps, Mongolian 

friends filled me in on “good” individuals and “bad” ones, both within the school and 

around town. Fault was also a topic for open discussion, in closed gossip sessions and 

public forums. How much of this derives from Socialism is hard to say. Being “non-

judgmental” is less emphasized within Mongolian culture than in the US, where being 

nonjudgmental is a cultural ideal linked to the idea of individual freedom. In Mongolia, 

cultural ideals that are more prominent than non-judgmentalism include “human quality,” 

kindness, hospitality, helpfulness, generosity, industriousness, patience, and grit.  

The Mongolian language offers a verb construction to indicate causality, which 

lends itself to victim blaming. If you loan a friend an appliance and it gets returned in 

inoperable condition, in English, there can be different connotations  between saying, “It 

broke” and, “She broke it.” In Mongolian, causing an action happens when the participle 

“-uul” is added to the middle of a verb. This linguistic form lends itself to statements with 

innuendos about the victims of certain events, for example: 

• Ter nokhoi dairuulsan, “She got attacked by a dog.” But literally, “She caused a 

dog to attack her.”  

• Ter mashin dairuulsan. “He got hit by a car.” But literally, “He made a car hit 

him.” 
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• Khüükhdüüd bagshaar zagnuulsan. “The children got themselves scolded by the 

teacher.”  

• Malchdad malaa ükhüülsen. “The herders caused their animals to die.” (The 

causative verb here, ükhüülekh, can be literally translated as “to make die” or “to 

let die,” and is unrelated to the verb “to kill.”)  

There are other linguistic options, in Mongolian, for talking about events like these. For 

example, in the last example above, one could also say that “the herders’ animals died” or 

“the herders’ animals merely died.” Therefore, causative verbs are one way that, although 

subtly, serve to ascribe blame to victims of misfortune. 

Activeness 

Discipline is sometimes seen as conflicting with initiative or enterprise, but 

Mongolians value both.  In addition to a strong work ethic, Mongolians admire a quality 

they call “activeness,” which suggests the ability to initiate projects. To say that someone 

is “active” (idevkhtei) is one of the highest compliments. The term “industrious” 

(khödölmörch) can also describe someone who exceeds the basic responsibilities of their 

position.   

Similarly, one can say that someone “can’t merely sit” (zugeer suuj chadakhgüi), 

a compliment that implies that they are working on something all of the time. Højer 

(2012: 39) explains that even in relation to livelihoods, “just sitting” to make money is a 

characteristic that separates morally suspect livelihoods, such as pawnbrokering, from 

worthier ones that entail producing something through labor. A friend at my research site, 
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helping set up my participant observation with a herder (a widow living alone), 

recommended me to her by saying that I was a person who “cannot merely sit,’ but rather 

likes tasks such as gathering dung for the fire, herding goats, and sweeping the floor. My 

friend then told me that I would enjoy living with this herder, explaining, “She cannot sit; 

when she isn’t taking care of the livestock, she knits wool socks and does all kinds of 

things” (female, forties). 

Formal Recognition of Productivity 

Mongolians continue to formally recognize achievements in herding, even though 

herding productivity now translates into private wealth and could therefore be considered 

its own reward. Whether wealth itself is admired depends on its form and how it is 

acquired, with wealth in livestock being the most virtuous form, as it is associated with 

both hard work and good “fortune” (Højer 2012; Empson 2011). Murphy (2011:132) 

suggests that this is increasingly true since Socialism ended: herders may now 

legitimately grow their private herds as large as they are able, so wealth in livestock as 

increasingly associated with personal responsibility and rational calculability. There are 

implications for less successful herders in this association: "The poor in turn are seen as 

lazy, dependent, and incapable of delaying personal pleasures" (Murphy 2011:133). 

Russian President Vladimir Putin made international news in 2013 for re-instating 

the Stalin-era Hero of Labor medal. Putin commented that although Stalinism has many 

legitimate negative associations, order and discipline are worth preserving (Anishchuk 

2013). In Mongolia, socialist-era honors never went away. Women who have six or more 
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children receive the First Order of Glorious Motherhood, and four children earns one the 

Second Order of Glorious Motherhood (Jayaram 2011). Herders, as well as members of 

other professions, are still honored to be nominated for awards including Hero of Labor 

and Champion Herder. (A few categories, such as Champion Milker, are not relevant 

since privatization). Such distinctions continue to bear social significance. Many 

awardees display their medals in their homes (Figure 6.3) and pin them to their deels 

(traditional dress) at special events or whenever having their photograph taken. Local 

government officials brag about decorated local herders in annual reports and to visitors 

of their districts.  

Figure 6.3, Herding and horseracing medals hanging near a herding family's alter. 

 

Auditing Culture as a Socialist Legacy  

The basis for the formal recognition of productivity is “inspecting” or “checking” 

(shalgakh), or what anthropologist Andrew Kipnis (2008) refers to in the Chinese context 
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as “auditing.” Discussing the auditing of Chinese schools, Kipnis describes school 

administrators’ efforts to impress auditors with the appearance that their school has met 

or exceeded expectations. Kipnis goes on to describe a larger “auditing culture” in which 

teachers, students, and other members of society are constantly expected to compete with 

each other, and in which quantitative evaluation, reward, and punishment figure heavily 

into any institution’s operations. 

Perhaps most interestingly, Kipnis points out that “Western” scholars, Chinese 

scholars, and the teachers involved all associated audit culture with different ideological 

regimes:  

In Western academia, the audit cultures of schools and academia are most 

commonly criticized for their links to ideologies of neoliberalism…. But Chinese 

teachers in Zouping saw evaluation by examination as part of a Confucian culture 

enforced by a Communist Party–led government, whereas Chinese academics 

often described such audit cultures as an outmoded socialist legacy. 

(Kipnis 2008:176) 

Kipnis suggests that Western scholars have a misguided penchant for seeing neoliberal 

influences everywhere. Chinese auditing practices that appear to be shaped by 

Neoliberalism may be more connected to Socialism, since socialist and neoliberal 

ideologies share the goal of producing responsible individuals (Kipnis 2008:279). He 

argues that Neoliberalism is not such a world-shaping force as sometimes imagined (here 

he cites sociologist Nikolas Rose), because “practices of neoliberal governing have rarely 

led to economic efficiency and growth, well-functioning markets, or autonomous 
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individuals, let alone fully individuated, law-abiding, rational, liberal, and disciplined 

subjects”(Kipnis 2008:185).  

As in China, “Western” or “neoliberal” influences in Mongolia may sometimes be 

exaggerated of academic imagination, but Mongolia differs from China in crucial ways. 

Most notably, Mongolia has had much closer ties to the US in its development 

programming than has China. Western development advisors have specifically sought to 

create conditions for the production of more “enterprising” citizens. Although lazy herder 

discourses are ubiquitous and arise from multiple ideological contexts, Western 

development professionals voice some of the most ardent critiques of herders’ continuing 

vulnerability to zud and “dependence” on aid. It seems certain that neoliberal values help 

to shape these critiques. 

 

However, like Kipnis, I find the attribution of auditing culture in socialist or post-

socialist societies to Neoliberalism to be entirely inaccurate, at least for the case of 

Mongolia. In rural Mongolia, local governance in the present, including “auditing 

culture,” is shaped primarily by strategies of governance in the recent socialist past. 

In Mongolia, inspections are central to the management of virtually all 

organizations and, to the extent that Mongolians see the institution as a means of 

achieving recognition for their work, the practice holds value. In Mongolian schools, 

students are “checked” by administrators, and schools are “checked” by the provincial 

ministry of education. During Socialism, herders were “checked” by collective leaders, 

and collectives were “checked” by government ministries.  
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Today, many herders and government officials still see some form of inspection 

as proper. At my research site, 85% of 83 herders whom I surveyed agreed that the local 

government has a duty to visit households in the fall to check their preparedness for 

winter. Since livestock are privatized, herders have little to gain by exaggerating their 

accomplishments or concealing their losses. Rather, herders seem to welcome visits from 

government delegations as affirmations that the officials are concerned with their welfare 

and impressed with their accomplishments (if their work is deemed adequate), or aware 

of their struggles (if their work is inadequate).  

Government Rounds to Herding Households 

Because of the distances between herding households in the Gobi, an official car 

going to check on herders may fill up with government officials and social workers, each 

with different agendas, making the visits particularly eventful. I traveled with delegations 

from my research district’s center as they visited herding households in the winter. The 

trips lasted three to four days each; we traveled from campsite to campsite from early 

morning till around midnight, spending the night at the last stop.  

Each stop featured an exchange of news, public outreach, and data collection. 

First, the governor asked herders about the well-being of their family, the condition of 

their livestock and any losses, and the fodder they had prepared. The social workers 

talked to families about sending their children to preschool, urged men to stop smoking, 

and informed families of a new rule that requires them to build latrines at their winter 

campsites. The hospital social worker collected data about families’ diets and their 
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members’ exercise habits, confirming that rural Mongolians in this area rarely eat fruits 

and vegetables and even more rarely engage in any exercise apart from household and 

herding labor. (The fact that the survey was created in the capital and carried out nation-

wide explains why it made little sense in the rural context). Another official told the 

herders that they must wear helmets when riding motorcycles. The delegates also 

reported news from the district center and invited the herders to come to the next advising 

meeting (zövlöliin khural), where citizens may voice their concerns to the local 

government. The government rounds that I witnessed resemble those recorded by another 

anthropologist in the 1970s (Rosenberg 1977: 172–173).  

While ubiquitous inspections of herders’—and other workers’—work is part of 

the socialist legacy, longer-standing customs also influence the interactions between 

herders and their local leaders, as illustrated by a scenario that occurred when I was 

accompanying a local government delegation on its rounds. One evening we visited an 

intoxicated elderly herder and spent hours showing our respect by taking shots of vodka 

and singing, though we planned to make several more stops before resting. Some of the 

delegates got restless and wondered if the governor was enjoying himself too much at our 

expense, but when we were once again in the car, he scolded us, saying, “It is important 

that we show people, and especially older people, that we want to visit them and talk with 

them. This is Mongolian custom” [male, forties]. The singing, the particular manner of 

drinking (participants ritualistically passing shots around), and the paying of respect to 

the elderly herder all had roots in pre-socialist Mongolian traditions, as well as being 

shaped by socialist-era practices. This research is complicated by the ways that post-
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socialist, socialist, and pre-socialist influences are intertwined; it is unsurprising that 

“lazy herder discourses” appear to relate to all three influences. 

Herders’ expectations about government’s role in managing zud risk, however, 

are most clearly a facet of the socialist legacy. As mentioned above, most respondents in 

my survey of herders agreed that the government should “check” herders’ work before 

and during winter, but they differed in their opinions about what actions the government 

might take to follow up on problems that they might find. Of my 83 respondents, 55% 

agreed with the statement that the government should give assignments related to winter 

preparation (for example, telling people how much hay to stock). Thirty-three percent of 

herders surveyed agreed with the statement that government officials should scold those 

herders who do not make satisfactory winter preparations. Many others told me that while 

scolding was not necessary, “requiring” (sharduulakh) that appropriate preparations be 

made was. The following conversation I had with a herder illustrates a popular 

understanding of the role of government in relation to herders’ winter preparations as a 

blend of supervision, enforcement, and facilitation:  

A:  Do you think the government should oversee herders’ winter 

preparations and give them advice? 

H:  Yes, but if they just say, “You have to prepare this much of this, and 

this much of that,” and don’t enforce it, then it’s worthless.   

A:  Would you like the government to require a certain degree of 

preparation?   
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H:  That would be good. It would be good if they regulated it from the 

state level. And they also need to create more facilities where we can buy hay 

cheaply. [female, sixties] 

While herders in my survey expected the government to be involved in risk 

management, there was no indication that they expected the government to make up for a 

lack of effort on their own part. One herder, who had just lost her entire herd to zud, 

nevertheless subscribed to the reigning opinion: “Whether the government does or does 

not demand that work gets done, it is [ultimately] herders’ responsibility to do the winter 

preparations” (female, sixties). While they may not need the government to tell them how 

to prepare for winter, or to make sure that the necessary work gets done, many rural 

Mongolians draw meaning and motivation from the government’s assessment and 

recognition of their efforts.  

For their part, local officials at my research site defied the stereotype of the 

insensitive, corrupt post-socialist bureaucrat. Locals themselves, many were frustrated 

that a lack of resources prevented them from supporting herders as much as they would 

have liked. They aimed to check on all households in the fall and winter, but lamented 

that the distances between camps exceeded their limited fuel budget. All levels of 

government continue to issue announcements—for example, by making announcements 

at community events that are well-attended by herders, and posting notices in the halls of 

the public/government building—regarding the amounts of fodder that herders should 

prepare for winter for the purposes of risk management, but herders may not have the 

means to comply and the instructions are not enforced. One subdistrict governor in my 
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research area, when I visited families with him, volunteered to deliver hay to anyone who 

needed it but lacked the means of transportation to acquire it; he provided this service at 

his own expense. Rosenberg (1977) describes similar actions by rural leaders during the 

socialist period. Not all local politicians are so “active” and attentive to the needs of their 

constituent households, but demonstrating these qualities is the surest means of gaining 

popular support. 

Even if the actions of well-intentioned bureaucrats offer herders few tangible 

benefits due to a lack of resources, these individuals can meet many longstanding cultural 

expectations by the manner in which they carry out their roles. A school director who 

does not monitor, praise, and occasionally scold her teachers might be seen to be slacking 

off in her job. A government official who does not check up on his constituents is thought 

to be uncaring. In interviews, herders who expressed dissatisfaction with their district or 

subdistrict governor most often noted that the official never came by to check on them.  

“Collective Works” 

While one of the legacies of Mongolian Socialism is that people’s work ethic is 

always under scrutiny, another is that people are accustomed to mobilizing in particular 

ways to help those suffering misfortune, such as herders who lose livestock to zud. The 

socialist era “collective works” were overlaid on earlier traditions of collaboration among 

herders and—to some extent—top-down management of herding. Prior to socialist 

collectivization, herding households typically camped in small groups, called khoton or 

khot ails, with informal and non-permanent membership (Sneath 1999). When camping 
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together, households cooperated on herding tasks, often assigned by a patriarch. The 

state’s initial efforts to collectivize livestock met with resistance from herders, but once 

sufficient incentives were in place, most herders took part, giving up all but a small 

number of their private animals to enjoy job security and benefits. The ways that herders 

in collectives gave and followed orders and organized themselves to achieve production 

goals probably drew in part from governance during the pre-socialist feudal period as 

well as from the Soviet model. 

Today, as during Socialism, private as well as government-mandated collective 

endeavors take a bureaucratized form. In the Soviet subbotnik tradition, citizens may be 

asked to join together to pick up trash or repaint a school. (The term subbotnik comes 

from the Russian for “Saturday”—суббота—which is when public works were typically 

scheduled during the Soviet period.) As another example, if an employee of an 

organization suffers an illness, faces a particular challenge, or has a chance to travel 

internationally, the other employees will raise money. The protocol is to make a list of all 

employees and record the amounts that each gives, thus formalizing pressure to take part 

and recognizing those who contribute.  

A similar form of collective organization can be directed to winter risk 

management. Sambuu, the communist statesman who compiled advice for herders, also 

dictated in his book that able-bodied community members should offer their labor to 

collectives during zud (Sambuu 1987:110). Community efforts to assist herders are still 

common. At my research site, in the fall of 2010, all the organizations in the district—the 

government, the banks, the school, etc.—agreed to the governor’s idea of having their 
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members produce zoodoi (feed patties for livestock) for poor herders. School children 

were assigned smaller quotas than adult employees, but everyone was compelled to 

participate. A local school teacher told me that “tasks carried out by many people joined 

together” (olon niitiin khamtarsan ajil) are enjoyable; in this case, many people went for 

walks with their friends to pick wild plants to make the zoodoi, she explained.  

Urbanites also mobilize to help herders, though not universally. Many living in 

Mongolia’s cities grew up in the countryside or have rural relatives. Some city dwellers 

form associations with others with connections to the same rural districts. The 

associations carry out projects for their home districts, including raising money to assist 

them during zud. In addition, members of urban organizations (offices, schools, etc.), 

regardless of their background, sometimes choose to donate a certain number of days’ 

pay to zud relief efforts. For example, in 2010, members of forty workplaces in 

Bayankhongor’s provincial capital gave up one day’s earnings each to help fund 

deliveries of hay and other necessities to herders during zud.  

Of course, not all Mongolians approve of this model. The urban businessman 

quoted earlier told me, “In the winter, school children are asked to do things like sew 

blankets for herders to put on their animals to keep them warm, but some of us wonder 

why herders don’t do these things themselves.” Nevertheless, many people participate in 

public works not just to avoid the embarrassment of declining, but also because of the 

excitement of producing tangible results together. Outcomes of collective efforts are 

numerated, publicized, and rewarded. The socialist legacy of directing aid where it is 

needed has little to do with the work ethic of the recipients, that is, it does not imply that 
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those in need are lazy. If anything, the practice shows that particularly when engaged in 

collective endeavors, Mongolians tend to embrace the responsibility of fulfilling assigned 

duties. 

Re-Interpreting “The Socialist Legacy” 

The term “socialist legacy” is considered by some scholars to be a facile and 

misleading explanation for certain social phenomenon in post-socialist states. They point 

out that the demonization of Soviet-style communism in the West (Yurchak 2006: 5) has 

led to a warped and exaggerated assessment of the “legacy.” It is true that the socialist 

legacy has most often been portrayed, in a partisan fashion, as an impediment to a 

country’s progress toward achieving “true Democracy” (Illner 1996).  In anthropology, 

the “socialist legacy” and the “socialist mentality” are rejected as explanations for 

problems such as corruption in politics, and critical focus has been shifted away from the 

“socialist legacy” and toward the ill effects of abrupt “shock therapy” transitions 

(Burawoy and Verdery 1999; Buyandelgeriyn 2008). 

However, Mongolian culture has been highly affected by many decades of 

socialist governance. As Sneath also points out, the “imprints” of the Soviet 

reorganization of Mongolian society, particularly rural society, are ubiquitous and 

significant (Sneath 2003b: 39). When the government gives herders awards for their 

achievements, when school children are assigned fodder-stocking quotas to aid poor 

herding households, and when government workers go from home to home to check on 
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rural families’ winter preparations, the continuity of socialist institutions help maintain a 

sense of community and provide a safety net in the post-socialist era.  

The socialist legacy in Mongolia has not been exaggerated, I argue, but it has 

been misunderstood. The idea that Socialism produced lazy herders who fail to take 

responsibility for managing the risk of zud is a simplistic interpretation of the socialist 

legacy. Such a narrative fails to take into account the fact that Mongolians themselves 

critique each other’s work performance according to high standards, or that many recall 

working very hard for the collectives—even harder than people work now. 

Efforts to build herders’ and other rural producers’ resilience to natural disasters 

take place within a politically complex historical context. The socialist legacy is not a 

popular resource for risk management, given its association with herders’ supposed 

dependence on assistance, but we have seen that the actual functions of the legacy in rural 

Mongolia are worthy of attention. The legacy is active when government officials go out 

of their way to show an interest in herders’ winter preparations, offering herders 

psychological if not tangible support. The legacy is also seen when community 

organizations lend their labor and financial resources to bureaucratized collective efforts 

to mitigate the effects of zud. A careful examination of the socialist legacy suggests that 

providing herders with a safety net will not automatically make herders lazy. Greater 

support during zud is particularly important given unabated rural vulnerability and the 

uncertainty presented by climate change. 
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Conclusions 

In Mongolia, attitudes about work ethic and responsibility have roots in recently 

introduced ideology, the socialist past, and older traditions. In certain many ways these 

influences complement each other, contributing to criticism of those herders who fail to 

cope with winter disasters, whether because of real or presumed laziness.  

While neoliberal and socialist approaches to responsibility complement each other 

in their emphases on work and responsibility, there remain distinctions in the context and 

meaning of lazy herder discourses arising from these two analytical approaches. While all 

parties, including herders, appear unified in the belief that winter preparation needs to be 

pursued responsibly, the socialist forms of governance demand larger roles for 

government and the community in supporting herders’ efforts. Some of the ways that 

local governments and communities support herders facing zud are pro-social, for 

example, the practice of obliging community members to contribute labor or money to 

collective projects. Mongolians’ affinity for the inspection of individual households as 

they prepare for winter is also contrary to ideas about self-sufficiency. Their experience 

of Socialism enables Mongolians to emphasize roles for government and communities in 

supporting herders during disasters while simultaneously maintaining that herders should 

take responsibility for their own well-being, a proposition that would appear paradoxical 

from a neoliberal perspective.
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Chapter 7 : LUCK HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH IT: HERDERS, RISK, AND 

THE “AGENCY” CONUNDRUM 

 

“In Socialism, I got a prize for herding. Privatization changed everything, 

but the herds were growing, and our livelihood was getting to be possible 

(bolomjtoi) again...  until last winter, when we made the mistake of moving away 

from our place...”  

[Herder who lost all her livestock to zud in 2010, f., 50s] 

Introduction 

In the summer of 2009, “the ground did not come out” (gazar garsangui) in 

southern Bayankhongor. In particular, “thick” (büdüün) Gobi grasses and shrubs that are 

hardy enough to last into the winter were scarce. As described previously, drought causes 

three main problems for herders: 1) after grazing poorly through the summer, animals 

enter winter thin and vulnerable to the cold; 2) families have difficulty gathering “grass” 

of any kind and thus cannot stock up on sufficient fodder; and 3) winter pastures are 

poor. In an attempt to avoid losing livestock to the cumulative effects of hunger and 

winter cold, a number of Nutag-aa families set up their winter camps in districts or 

provinces that had had better rains and offered better pasture. However, as it turned out, 

most of these families were hit by heavy snowfall and lost many more animals in the 

resulting zud, than their neighbors who had stayed at home.  
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“Wintering away” is an inconvenient and costly strategy for evading zud and 

herders who take this measure are not always rewarded for their efforts. Sometimes they 

lose more livestock than they otherwise would. My reaction, upon hearing about families 

that moved away from Nutag-aa with their herds in late 2009 and returned without them, 

was to sympathize with their “bad luck.” However, locals—herders and non-herders, 

fortunate and unfortunate—scoffed at the idea that “luck” has anything to do with such 

outcomes. In this chapter, I discuss how herders interpret the good and bad outcomes of 

wintering away, which serves as a case study to elucidate their broader understandings of 

environmental risk and agency.  

The decision to winter away is fraught with uncertainty, as the strategy is 

associated with numerous challenges and drawbacks. In zud years, some households 

manage to save their livestock by relocating, but a move can also turn out to be 

disastrous. Through interviews and a survey, I found that Nutag-aa herders generally 

reject “bad luck” as an explanation for the misfortunes of winter migrants. Similarly, 

supernatural forces—fate and fortune—while seen as influential in spheres such as 

business, were dismissed as possible contributors to the outcomes of zud; in contrast to 

the erratic global marketplace, pasture, weather, livestock, and zud are located within a 

mundane sphere of thoroughly knowable and manageable phenomena. Operating 

effectively within this sphere is crucial to one’s identity as a herder, or at least, as a 

“good” herder. Research participants maintained that outcomes of zud have to do with 

hard work, experience, and natural conditions, not with luck, fortune, or fate. In this way, 

herders, not unlike standard-bearers of neoliberal ideology, emphasize individual agency 
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in disaster settings, conceiving of zud risk as largely controllable. At the same time, 

however, evidence suggests that climatic risk is decreasingly manageable in practice, as 

the heavy livestock losses to zud in 2009-2010 evidenced.  

In this chapter, I begin by explaining the components that go into determining the 

choice between wintering at home and wintering away. Then I explore Mongolian 

understandings of the forces that influence fortune, and why these are applied to some 

contexts but not to others, and notably, not to the context of zud. Mongolians take 

responsibility and discipline seriously, and have a strong sense of agency, but this is 

particularly true in the sphere of work, and for herders, in environmental risk 

management. Herders’ constructions of zud risk as controllable reinforce discourses of 

agency in disaster contexts and their associated political implications.  

“Wintering Away” 

“Wintering away” is a concept that, although practiced to some degree throughout 

Mongolia, nevertheless is practiced differently in different places. “Wintering,” meaning 

spending the winter in a particular place, is a direct translation of the verb that Nutag-aa 

research participants most often used in talking about their wintering decisions: övöljikh. 

This overlaps in meaning with a term that is more familiar to many who work with 

Mongolian herders: “winter otor.” Fernandez-Gimenez et al. define otor as “…a rapid 

and sometimes long-distance movement of herders and a portion of the pastoral 

household undertaken to fatten animals in the fall, to seek better pastures in a drought or 

to flee bad weather and poor forage in a dzud” (2012: 838). Murphy describes otor as a 
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migration that takes households outside of their regular campsite rotation for grazing 

and/or zud-evasion purposes (2011: 1).  

I refer to my research participants as “wintering (övöljikh) away from home” 

rather than “going on otor” based on the phraseology most commonly employed by my 

research participants. To me, the term “wintering away” more clearly includes the 

numerous cases at my site in which herders select a new campsite in the fall, move the 

entire household and herds, and stay for several months, rather than merely fleeing bad 

weather when it strikes. 

For Nutag-aa herders, the purpose of wintering away is to access winter pastures 

that are richer than those at home. Water access is another factor to consider. If there is 

snow, herds can survive in pastures that lack a nearby well, by eating the snow. 

Otherwise, herders need to find a winter campsite with both pasture and a reliable water 

source. One herder I knew [m., 30s] was thus, in the fall of 2010, holding off on a winter 

migration decision to evaluate snow cover:  

We are thinking of going to the mountain if it snows a lot. We have to work it out 

with a family that we know there. We would combine our small stock with theirs 

and use their shelter. If there isn’t a lot of snow, we can stay here. But people are 

saying there will be a lot of snow. The mountain would be better because it’s 

more sheltered and has woody plants [which have the benefit of being taller than 

desert grass and not easily buried by snow]...  
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Land Tenure and Winter Pastures 

Overlapping customary and formal land tenure systems are important factors in 

the decision of where to winter. As discussed in Chapter Four, rangeland cannot be 

privately owned, but the majority of herding households have customary rights to a 

winter campsite, increasingly formalized through “ownership certificates” or leases. This 

is their winter place. Negotiating the temporary use of winter pastures that lie within or 

near other households’ claimed or leased territory can be difficult. However, it happens: 

by invitation of relatives or friends, or with permission of the local government (with or 

without taxation), or by negotiation with local households, sometimes with payments 

involved. Households may also stealthily or defiantly occupy land to which they have 

neither formal nor negotiated rights.  

Whether or not a household can maintain a winter campsite in an area where they 

lack customary claims depends on the demand for that location, among other factors. 

Mongolian herders choose winter sites on the southern side of mountains or hills where 

they are protected from the worst of winter wind and snow (Figure 7.1). Newcomers to 

an area may be left with a poor selection of sites. Some herders from Nutag-aa told me 

about having to make winter camp on the open steppe; this can be deadly for small stock 

(goats and sheep, but not camels) in the Gobi, and would be unthinkable in snowier 

regions to the north.   
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Figure 7.1, A winter campsite in Nutag-aa. 

 

Pasture conflicts can arise when migrants persist in camping where they are not 

welcome by surrounding households. In the herd-saturated vicinity of Ulaanbaatar, in my 

experience), one hears of in-migrant herders being physically assaulted or having their 

homes vandalized, and theft of their livestock is common. Such dramatic conflicts are 

rare in Nutag-aa, but households being asked to leave an area is common. Local herders 

may draw government officials into the matter. The authorities face a dilemma, since 

local herders need to be able to protect their winter pastures, and refugees need to be able 

to access adequate pastures. As discussed in Chapter Four, local solutions to this dilemma 

have so far included opening up nature reserves to herders to winter in when pastures 
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elsewhere are bad, and making winter otor contracts with other districts, to allow limited 

numbers of herders to winter in neighboring districts when needed without fear of 

expulsion.  

In southern Bayankongor, otor contracts only arose following the 2009-2010 zud. 

Several district governors and the provincial officials in Bayankhongor Province met and 

decided that to simultaneously facilitate and control winter migration, districts in the 

region could make contracts with each other regarding how many households to permit to 

move across district boundaries on a yearly basis. In the past, there were no contracts and 

no taxation of in-migrant households. Under the new system, local governments can 

legitimately tax households arriving in their district for the winter without a contract in 

hand, but not those arriving with a contract. For the 2010-2011 winter, the Nutag-aa 

government negotiated contracts that allowed them to send about ten households each to 

a few neighboring districts.  

Otor contracts between districts are not necessarily reciprocal within a given year, 

but there is an understanding that if a district that has been hosting another district’s 

households, the favor can be repaid when their positions are reversed by changing 

environmental circumstances. Fernández-Giménez et al. explain how customary 

reciprocity, important as it is, places strain on host communities:  

In the context of dzud responses, norms of reciprocity, especially regarding 

sharing pasture with herders on otor from other areas, can be essential to survival 

of those who are moving, but, as our case studies show, they can also increase 

exposure and vulnerability of communities who are hosting incoming otor herds.  
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(Fernández-Giménez et al. 2012:847) 

One potential result is “hoofed zud,” a disaster caused by overgrazing pressures by non-

local herds.  The authors conclude that, “at a local spatial level and short (one-winter) 

time period, otor is adaptive and beneficial for the herders making the move, and can be 

harmful (and potentially maladaptive) for those receiving otor herders” (Fernández-

Giménez et al. 2012: 847). 

Some of the most severe abuses of herders’ customary winter pastures by 

outsiders occur during the summer. Herders in my research area tend to migrate in 

response to unpredictable rainfall during the summer and fall. Of particular importance, 

most vacate their winter pastures by late May to allow for regeneration. Depending on the 

appeal of these pastures to summer migrants, families may attempt to guard these places 

during the summer, by leaving a part of the household there or making trips through the 

area to monitor the situation, and try to eject any intruding households and herds, first by 

asking nicely, and then, perhaps, by alerting local authorities. However, even if local 

government officials take their side, the protection of winter pastures can be a challenge. 

In an earlier chapter, I mentioned that one fall, day, while I was staying with an 

older herding couple, I interviewed two men from a neighboring district who came 

through Nutag-aa looking for their lost camels. They told me about their experience 

camping on pastures in Nutag-aa through the summer, without permission and to the 

consternation of local herders and government officials. Their frank rendering of their 

story reveals that stubborn intruders can be very hard to eject. 
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They explained that they had camped in J. valley for two months, approximately 

130 km from their own pastures, due to drought at home. They had brought 100 goats and 

sheep [a modest herd that, on its own, would be well tolerated by locals] and 100 camels 

[a large herd that would have taken a considerable toll on pasture and water resources]. 

They set up camp without talking to area families. Their new neighbors dropped in on 

them, as is customary, and on finding out that they were from another district, told them 

that they could not stay in J. valley without permission. The visitors responded by saying 

not to worry, they would be gone in a couple days. They said the same thing when 

government officials from the district office began to visit them and demand that they 

either pay taxes for pasture use or leave. However, they secretly had no intention of 

leaving until the end of the summer. One of them explained to me, “Moving is difficult, 

and we would be tired if we moved all the time, and our animals would be tired.”  

The missing camels were lost through locals’ efforts to “chase” the intruders away 

from their pastures, the men told me. Locals attempted to scatter and drive off non-local 

herds that they found unattended at pasture. In fact, I had been with a family in J. valley 

at that time and been privy to such activities.  

Winter Shelters 

Spending the winter far from home means relinquishing access to a number of 

resources. These include campsite infrastructure, reserves of livestock feed that cannot be 

transported from the old site to the new one (due to winter conditions, lack of 

transportation, and/or the high price of fuel), any potential emergency aid distributed to 
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families that can be found at their regular winter sites, and neighbors that are willing to 

lend a hand during hard times. 

Campsite infrastructure is not as vital in the Gobi as in snowier climes, but it is 

still a considerable asset. People build stone walls, corrals, and occasionally open-faced 

barns in their permanent winter campsites. During Socialism, more wood was brought to 

the district from the north, so larger wooden structures were built (Figure 7.2). Livestock 

graze winter pastures most days, but these shelters provide potentially life-saving 

protection from wind and snow at night and during storms. Families that winter away 

only rarely manage put up rudimentary temporary windbreaks for their livestock. Ideally, 

they may be able to borrow a campsite that is not being used, or even share a campsite 

with locals, be they friends, relatives, or kind strangers (I have heard a few exceptional 

stories of such kindness during zud). In the Gobi, some families winter without any type 

of shelter, considerably raising the vulnerability of their livestock to the elements.   

Figure 7.2, Two types of winter shelter, the remains of a massive wooden windblock 
from the socialist period on the left and stone corrals on the right. 

  

Less conspicuous than a shelter, but an equally important component of a winter 

campsite, is a layer of dry manure, called buuts or khevter (“bedding”), to insulate the 
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ground where the animals sleep. If there is a lack of buuts, animals can get severely 

chilled from lying on the cold ground. Manure dries out over time, making suitable buuts, 

but rain can cause disaster by moistening buuts, which may then freeze. I have joined 

herders in my research area in turning over damp buuts with picks and shovels to allow it 

dry before winter set in. Since urine from livestock can also freeze on the buuts, one 

herder I spoke with takes her animals out of the corral very early each morning to 

minimize wetting in the corral. Other herders simply clear frozen urine from the buuts 

periodically throughout the winter, replacing it with dry buuts if possible. During 

Socialism, the negdels used to send machinery to help scrape wet or frozen buuts, herders 

tell me. Buuts is so important that when households establish a winter site, rather than 

waiting for manure to accumulate naturally over years, they may bring in a load of buuts 

from a friend’s or relative’s campsite. Spending a winter away from home, therefore, may 

entail going without buuts or arriving at a winter campsite where the buuts is already 

frozen solid.  

The physical characteristics of a good winter campsite that I describe—a sheltered 

location, wind-blocking infrastructure, and dry buuts covering the ground—are not 

crucial for camels, but no herders that I have met keep only camels. Goats and sheep are 

quite vulnerable to the elements. Camels and small stock have different grazing needs as 

well as different shelter needs. Younger animals are more vulnerable to exposure than 

adults. These distinctions complicate the decision of where to spend a given winter, and 

frequently result in the splitting of households and herds. A wealthy older couple with 
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four adult sons (that is, ample labor power) described his family’s arrangements in the 

2009-2010 zud year: 

Last winter we went to Övörkhangai Province with 1200 animals, both camels 

and small stock. Four hundred young goats, which needed a warm khashaa 

(walled corral), stayed here. We arranged with the government [in Övörkhangai] 

to spend the winter there. We didn’t have a khashaa there, but the pasture was 

good.  

(Herder, male, sixties) 

Households with less labor power may divide their herds with help from kin and 

acquaintances, as described by a widow living alone: 

I sent the camels to my daughter’s place, 100 km away, as of October. The fodder 

for camels in this area was bad [the plants that camels favor had not grown well]. 

It was fairly bad for the goats and sheep, too, so I sent them to winter with a 

family in the mountains. Then I brought them back here at the beginning of the 

spring to birth them. Since I didn’t have the animals here in the winter, I was able 

to preserve what pasture there was so that they could use it in the spring.  

(Herder, female, sixties) 

Gobi households’ specific winter arrangements and movements vary a great deal based 

on their particular needs, networks, and resources. 
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Animals Out of Place 

Herders contemplating relocating their livestock for the winter have to take into 

consideration the potential costs to the livestock. Despite the nomadic tradition, and 

although it is sometimes seen as crucial, taking livestock beyond their customary pastures 

is associated with sacrifices and risks. The fact that a long migration can tire the animals 

out and cause them to lose weight when they need it most is broadly understood by non-

herders. What is less intuitive is that even once moved successfully, goats and sheep may 

be ill at ease and vulnerable in new settings. 

When I asked herders why some families lost all their livestock in the 2009-2010 

zud while others lost few, many explained that taking animals away from the place they 

were used to was one cause of loss:  

It depended on if families went to a place that their animals aren’t used to… We 

only lost about 10 bog (small stock). Other people went up to the khangai (steppe) 

and lost a lot of animals—they came back with just a few animals. It’s better for 

animals to be in the place that they’re used to.  

(Herder, male, sixties) 

Some herders’ experiences support the idea that livestock native to a specific 

locality are less vulnerable to zud than livestock that have recently arrived in that same 

locality, though the reasons for discrepancies can be complex, based on a number of 

factors. For example, a herder (forties) described spending the 2000-2001 zud winter at 

her father’s camp in a neighboring district:  
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N: In 2001, we went from 250 animals down to 80. We wintered near my 

dad since there was no grass in our district. We had moved the animals a lot to 

find grass, but there was none. My husband and I picked new grass from the 

mountains in the spring to give to the weak goats, but we couldn't save them.   

A: Did your parents' animals die? 

N: No. 

A: What difference do you think there was? Your animals and their 

animals wintered in the same place. 

N: Our animals changed environments—they changed pasture and water. 

Maybe that's why only ours died.  

Foreign Pasture and Water 

People who travel extensively can appreciate how goats and sheep might react to 

a change in pasture and water, and how wintering away from home could thus increase 

their vulnerability. When I lived with herders in Nutag-aa, for example, the food did not 

agree with me as well as the food I was used to at home, my appetite decreased, I lost 

weight, and I was more vulnerable to illnesses—I caught colds continuously. I only drank 

boiled water, but if I had drunk unboiled water, I probably would have been suffered 

from pathogens that were foreign to my immune system. Animals are similarly affected 

by changes in diet, and water, as herders attest. 

The plant species composition in new pastures can affect the behavior and health 

of animals, increasing vulnerability. Gobi plants are generally categorized as plants that 
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camels like, or plants that goats like, or may be referred to as “thick” and “thin.” Camels 

are associated most closely with woody zag (Haloxylon ammodendron, saxual shrubs, 

Figure 7.3) and other “thick” fodder (Figure 7.2, Figure 7.3). Goats have a wide palate 

but especially like thin, tender annual forbs. Grazers favor plants based on flavor as well 

as texture, selectively grazing mixed-species pastures. Succulent wild onions stems and 

slightly less succulent but still flavorful wild leeks are a ruminant summer favorite in the 

Gobi. Herders say that goats and sheep have a better appetite for the specific species that 

they have become used to. One might suppose that they would even favor the taste of 

plants in soils they are used to. In any case, animals out of place graze with less pleasure 

than animals at home. Only “thick” grasses and shrubs survive into the winter, and 

although one would imagine hungry animals not being too picky during a lean winter, 

offering the most appetizing forage and supplements possible is still believed to produce 

the best results under the circumstances. 

Figure 7.3, A herder stands amid zag (Haloxylon ammodendron, saxaul) shrubs in winter. 
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Figure 7.4, Ders (Stipa, broom grass) on the flat khooloi intermontane desert. 

 
 
Figure 7.5, A Bactrian camel grazes on budargana (saltwort, one of many members of 
the Amaranthaceae) in the khooloi. 
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As well as being stressed by unfamiliar terrain and forage, animals are also 

believed to be vulnerable to unfamiliar water. Mongolians recognize a special connection 

of people to the water source of their homeland, and extend this to livestock. Water from 

different wells and streams tastes different, containing different minerals, and may also 

contains different microorganisms.  

Landscape 

Terrain is important because goats and sheep are most relaxed in familiar settings 

and following familiar routines. Animals that are at ease graze better than animals that 

are nervous, herders attest. Spending hours a day overseeing their animals at pasture, 

herders are able to perceive subtle differences in their grazing behavior. Livestock should 

progress slowly, grazing steadily. In warm weather, animals might lie down at pasture 

when they are well fed and content. In a new environment they are likely to be restless. It 

is easy to imagine that in unfamiliar terrain, livestock are more alert to potential predators 

and more concerned about keeping close to the herd, which prevents the herd from 

making full use of surrounding forage. Signs of a coming storm similarly interfere with 

grazing. Nervous ruminants not only eat less than calm ones, but also ruminate 

(regurgitate and re-chew their food) less, getting less nutrition from what they do 

consume.  

In addition, in a new place, animals may fall out of grazing routines that they 

followed at home, creating extra labor on the part of herders. In unfamiliar territory, 

herders tend to spend more time herding their flocks (Mongolians say “pushing” them), 
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directing them to the best pastures and bringing them home at the end of the day. In new 

places, herds are more likely to wander off and disappear, not only requiring a search, but 

becoming vulnerable to overnight predation or theft. Furthermore, in crowded pastures, 

goats and sheep might merge with another household’s herd; herders then have to 

laboriously extract their own animals. Herders in strange or crowded pastures therefore 

try to watch over their herds attentively throughout the day. In places that they are used 

to, on the other hand, sheep and goats can take themselves to pasture, maintain their own 

herd boundaries, and bring themselves back home at dusk. Nutag-aa families that I 

stayed with varied in the amount of time they chose to spend overseeing their livestock in 

their home pastures, but in new pastures, herders have little choice but to keep an active 

watch.  

As well as being behaviorally and biophysically adapted to their home pastures, 

animals are believed to be metaphysically tied to the local landscape. In Chapter Two, I 

mentioned spirits known as “masters of the land,” and I discuss these and other 

supernatural forces later in this chapter. Despite their nomadic traditions and general 

ability to migrate as needed, herders and their herds become attached to their “home” 

places in many senses—social, psychological, biological, and spiritual—so that a change 

of landscape is associated with vulnerability. 

Micro Adaptation 

Mongolians see themselves as deeply connected to their specific home territories 

and extend this sense of connection to place to their livestock. The connection is both 
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“metaphysical,” as mentioned above, and physical. Evolutionarily speaking, livestock 

may be more attached to local ecological context than their people. Groups of people 

adapt to varying degrees—culturally and biologically—to their environment. This 

happens over many generations (Stoffle et al.  2003). In goat populations, forty 

generations speed by within a single human lifetime, allowing for potentially rapid 

physiological adaptation to micro-environments. Furthermore, I suspect that goats (as 

opposed to most humans) devote almost all of their waking consciousness to their 

physical surroundings and the local forage context, generating a profound attachment to 

the local landscape.  

Landscapes within Nutag-aa vary in terms of elevation and vegetation, exposure 

and micro-climate. Places that are exposed to the wind are colder than those that are more 

sheltered. In general, goats do not do well in “cold” places, yet they are adaptable to 

some degree. One family that I lived with during fieldwork wintered in the flat, open 

desert, while most others retreated to the shelter of mountains with their small stock. The 

herder, a single mother of two adult children, explained that she had always lived in this 

place, so the goats were accustomed to the flat terrain, the salty water, the coarse woody 

plants, and the lack of shelter. Other herders confirmed that while my host family’s goats 

could survive in the lowland desert khooloi, their own goats would die if they attempted 

to winter them there. In fact, I spoke with a herder who once tried to winter in that area, 

with poor results:  

A: Have you ever tried wintering away? 

Ts: Yes, we once wintered in the khooloi. 
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A: How was that? 

Ts: It was difficult. It was bad for the small stock.   

A: Why did you choose to winter there? 

Ts: I was following the grass (“sharalj maralj”), but it was a place the 

animals weren’t used to; it was cold, and the goats and sheep were dying.   

Another herder, who typically wintered in the distant mountains, attempted to 

winter near a patch of riparian grass not far from the center of Nutag-aa, due to the 

convenience of being close to town and the relative availability of forage:  

It was a place the animals weren’t used to. It’s a cold place. The animals from 

further in the countryside, if they haven’t learned [to be there]... it’s 

insurmountable (nemergui). We gathered hay from the river area, but the animals 

weren’t fat, so they still died.   

[Herder, male, fifties] 

If moving is necessary, an early move allows animals to better adapt to a place before 

facing winter weather. One herder (male, fifties) told me that if taking animals to a place 

they are not used to for the winter is necessary, it is very helpful to go there early, “like in 

the summer.”  

Home is Best 

Opportunistic grazing is important where resources are variable (Spooner 1973; 

Humphrey and Sneath 1999), but sometimes home is best. Among scholars, moving is 

sometimes understood to be the best possible response to zud: 



277 
  

 

In the best case herders can respond by moving the herd to unaffected areas… and 

animals may simply be left considerably weakened. In the worst cases mobility is 

impossible; animals starve to death, freeze, or are left highly vulnerable to 

respiratory infections, which quickly kill them.  

(Templer et al. 1993:109) 

However, we have seen that migrating before or during the winter is hazardous as well. 

Animals may arrive in the new territory weakened from the exertion of their trek. They 

may find the forage and water in the new territory unpalatable. The only sites left to set 

up camp in may be poorly situated. Resources and social supports may be lacking. 

Sometimes, staying home is best, as evident in a Nutag-aa herder’s account of the 2009-

2010 zud: 

We moved to X. district, in Ömnögovi Province. We went there in October and 

came back in April. We went with 400 livestock and came back with 200. We 

went there because the pasture here was so bad. But if we had stayed here, we 

wouldn’t have lost so many animals. The families who stayed here didn’t lose 

many at all.   

(Herder, male, sixties) 

A number of other research participants, when asked why some families in the 

district were able to save their livestock during the zud while others lost everything, also 

asserted that “it depended on whether they stayed here or went away.” So although some 

households will go to the effort of wintering away when conditions at home seem dire, 
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and although local governments negotiate winter otor contracts to facilitate wintering 

away as needed, staying home is often best.  

Moreover, whether staying home is best or wintering away is better is not up to 

chance. Although I perceived the outcomes of wintering away to be unpredictable, 

herders seem to approach the decision with assuredness. In my survey, I asked herders 

about the option of moving to evade zud versus staying home (Table 7.1). Fifty percent of 

the 83 herders that I asked agreed with the statement that even if a severe winter were 

likely and the pasture around their home were in poor condition, it would still be better to 

stay home than to winter away. Twenty-three percent agreed with the statement that it 

would be necessary to winter away under dire circumstances, and 26% agreed with the 

alternative statement that it would depend on your herd size. Although herders’ responses 

differed, only one out of 83 respondents agreed with the statement that it would be 

impossible to know the best decision in advance, suggesting that herders understand 

winter risk to be relatively controllable and decision making for risk management to be 

straightforward.  

Another survey question asked about factors that contribute to herders’ relative 

ability to get their livestock through zud (Table 7.1). The options, from which participants 

were asked to select the most significant three, included “economic means” (amidraliin 

bolomj), “industriousness” (ajilsag baidal), “labor power--the number of people and their 

state of health” (khun khuchnii baidal, g.m. khunii too, eruul mend), “experience” 

(turshlaga), “pasture quality” (gazriin garts), and “luck” (az). Not surprisingly, given 

herders’ emphasis on responsibility and work ethic, the top three most popular selections 
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included “industriousness” (79%), “experience” (54%), as well as “pasture quality” 

(64%). Not only was “luck” unpopular—only five percent of respondents selected it as 

being among the top three factors determining zud outcomes—but its presence on the list 

of options, which I read out loud to respondents, elicited immediate derision and 

dismissal from some: “Luck?! What does luck have to do with anything?!” Thus, the 

appropriateness of wintering away, for a given household in a given year, is treated as 

knowable. 

 
Table 7.1, Herders' thoughts on assets needed to get through zud. 

 

Supernatural Forces and their Limits 

Tibetan Buddhism and older shamanistic traditions (like Tengrism and variants of 

the Tibetan Bön tradition) are integrated in the worldviews and spiritual practices of 

many Mongolians. These belief systems and associated practices help people understand 
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worldly events in karmic and cosmic contexts. Herders’ reject “bad luck” as a source of 

livestock losses when wintering away, and in part, this makes sense, given the obvious 

drawbacks of wintering away, as stated above, and given herders’ emphasis on zud risk 

controllability through hard work and experience; rejecting “luck” is an assertion of 

agency. But what if persistently attempting to engage research participants about the role 

of “luck” in zud outcomes was based on an ethnocentric failure to grasp indigenous 

approaches to understanding uncertainty? The very concept of “impersonal probabilistic 

chance” may be a Western creation (Mosko 2012:34).  

The fact that my research participants and I conceptualized uncertainty differently 

was evident in many conversations. Herders would describe scenarios that, to me, 

illustrated “luck” as “impersonal chance” as a cause for household’s fortunes or 

misfortunes, but they then rejected my attempts to apply the terminology of “luck” or 

“chance” to these situations. A conversation I had with a herder in his fifties, who had 

himself fared poorly in the last zud, serves as an example: 

R: Some people winter in other places, and sometimes they do well, and 

sometimes they do poorly. 

A: So can I understand that whether wintering in another place is 

successful or unsuccessful is up to chance? 

R: No. It’s about people’s hard work. 

A: But I think that before people select a winter place, they don’t know 

what the weather conditions in that place will be—the weather might turn out to 

be either good or bad. 
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R: Yes, the weather is unpredictable. 

I was compelled to accept that while the weather is uncertain, that does not imply 

that “luck” has anything to do with weather or with zud. The terms “luck” and “chance” 

were non-starters. However, indigenous understandings of causal forces deserved further 

attention. 

The subject of fortune in Mongolian cosmology is complex and at times vague. 

The following causal forces are all frequently apparent in Mongolian worldviews, based 

on my own observations and the ethnographic literature of the region:    

• Luck or chance (az); this is where I focused my research regarding agency 

and wintering away; Mongolian notions of luck and chance seem roughly 

comparable to the Western understandings; 

• Karma, according to Tibetan Buddhism; one’s fortunes in this life derive 

from good and bad deeds in past lives; 

• Astrology; a person’s birth date and time allow for an understanding of 

more and less auspicious times for that person, generally and for carrying 

out specific activities;  

• Energies in the landscape; people must respect nature to avoid misfortune, 

and certain actions are prohibited in certain places; 

• Fortune or blessing that can be captured and collected (khishig);  

• Power within an individual that can wax and wane (sülde), related to the 

Tibetan notion of “windhorse” (in Mongolian, khiimori); 
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• Metaphysical forces deriving from social interactions, which I discuss 

further below;  

• Fate or destiny (zaya or khuvi zaya); a popular theme in television dramas 

and popular music.  

Trying to understand the cosmological context of fortune from a cultural insider’s 

perspective is an important challenge, as illustrated as early as the 1930s in Evans-

Pritchard’s ethnographic work on the Azande. Evans-Pritchard found that the Azande 

dismissed “bad luck” as an explanation of misfortunes, such as the collapse of granaries 

onto individuals lounging in the shade beneath them. Although the Azande recognized 

that termite damage allowed granaries to sometimes collapse, the timing of these 

collapses and other tragic events were attributed to witchcraft (Evans-Pritchard 1937). 

Mongolian herders frequently contextualize good and bad occurrences in relation to the 

forces listed above; might not zud losses suffered while wintering away also be linked to 

personal fortunes and energies, or adherence to spiritual injunctions? 

In this section, I seek to answer that question by examining forces that are thought 

to cause good and bad outcomes in other spheres and their application to zud, via 

secondary sources and my own conversations with herders. I surmise that supernatural 

influences are given the most credence in realms that people see as highly uncertain. 

Weather in Mongolia is highly variable, pasture can be scarce, and to me, as an outsider, 

winters present great uncertainty. But for herders, zud is a contingency that one deals 

with. Risk mitigation strategies for zud are well understood, if not always possible to 

entirely fulfill. I suggest that because of socialist, post-socialist, and even pre-socialist 
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ideologies emphasizing knowledge and experience, hard work, and responsibility in 

preparing for winter, zud falls within the realm of the mundane and controllable. 

Livestock losses that occur inexplicably during moderate conditions might be linked to 

metaphysical forces, but livestock losses during zud are attributed to an interaction of 

biophysical and climatic factors, normally, “It was cold, the animals were thin, and there 

was nothing for them to eat,” sometimes in combination with human error, such as 

choosing to winter in a place that the animals were not used to.  

A Time for Every Purpose 

In discussing the timing of making the decision to winter away, some herders note 

that deciding and moving early is important, so that the animals get used to the new 

place, and because it is easier to migrate before winter weather sets in. But another point 

to consider is the relative auspiciousness of potential dates for migration. Herders try to 

time their moves to be in harmony with cosmological forces. Many Mongolians, and 

most herders, consult annotated astrological pocket calendars. These “kalyendar” (from 

the Russian календарь) or “time-counting documents” (tsag toonii bichig) are 

inexpensive and available in the small general stores that proliferate in district centers 

throughout rural Mongolia. The calendar reveals good and bad days and times, both 

generally and according to one’s astrological sign. There are also right and wrong days 

and times to engage in various activities, including migrating, traveling, getting a haircut, 

slaughtering an animal, or getting married. Assistance in selecting dates for these 

activities can be solicited from diviners, a group that includes but is not limited to 
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Buddhist clergy and shamans. Poor timing is believed to cause misfortunes such as 

illnesses and deaths, both of family members and of livestock. However, when I asked 

herders if livestock losses during zud might sometimes be caused by astrologically 

inauspicious actions, they insisted, “No, the cause of losses to zud is zud.”  

Spirits of Place  

Like time, place has a bearing on the outcomes of actions, and being in the wrong 

place at the wrong time, or taking the wrong action in the wrong place, can bring about 

misfortune. This can be understood in relation to energies that exist in the landscape. 

These may be, but are not necessarily, related to specific spiritual beings, or “masters” of 

mountains and other physical features. Humphrey explains that, “A Mongolian landscape 

seethes with entities which are attributed with anything from a hazy idea of energy to 

clearly visualized and named spirits” (Humphrey 1995: 141). Herding households engage 

in careful, respectful relationships with the landscapes they inhabit, making offerings to 

local spirits, keeping a properly ordered household (for example, with the altar on the 

north side of the ger and the door facing south), and avoiding unnecessary disruption of 

the environment (digging, polluting), especially in places of particular spiritual 

significance. Improper relationships with nature are punishable by nature, and many 

Mongolians, in fact, suggested to me that “climate change”—including more frequent 

and severe summer droughts—was the result of gold mining and other such bad human 

behavior. A family’s misfortune—illness, or an inexplicable disease outbreak in the 
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herds—might indicate that a member of that family offended local spirit-entities. But zud 

losses are not explained in this way, according to herders that I consulted. 

Levels of Fortune 

Individuals are believed to possess different quantities of supernatural blessings 

and energies. Khishig, for example, is “material or immaterial good fortune, benefit, or 

favour that is added to, kept and contained, secreted away, allowed to escape, beckoned 

back in again, and ‘possessed,’ as it were, against other people” (Humphrey and 

Hurelbaatar 2012: 153). Tangible fortune indicates the presence of invisible khishig in 

something like the way that, for Calvinists, success indicates God’s favor. Weber 

explained, “The fortunate … wants to be convinced that he ‘deserves’ it, and above all, 

that he deserves it in comparison with others” (Weber 1992:271). A household with lots 

of livestock, children, and wealth is evidently possessing of considerable khishig, though 

large herds speak to a households hard work as well as to its good fortune (Empson 

2012). 

Empson (2012) carried out research on how Buryat or “Buriad” (an ethnic 

minority in Mongolia) households in northern Khentii Province managed wealth and 

khishig amidst the uncertainties of the post-socialist economy. She explained that 

households accumulated khishig by capturing it from the environment. For example, 

livestock might pick up khishig while at pasture and bring it home with them. Families 

down on their fortune might borrow objects from households with apparently better 

fortune, so that some might rub off in their home. The households described by Empson 
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also worried about losing khishig, for example, by selling an animal that, unbeknownst to 

them, was carrying a lot of the herd’s khishig—you can only have a rough idea of where 

khishig exists, based on the effects that it produces. Preserving khishig is also one of the 

reasons that households will not sell or give away milk on days of the week when they 

are astrologically vulnerable to misfortune. I have visited herders who have told me, as I 

was leaving, “We would like to send some milk home with you, but no milk can leave 

our home today. Next time…” 

While khishig is a type of fortune that circulates through the environment and can 

be harnessed, other types of fortune—namely süld and khiimori—are internal to 

individuals (Empson 2012:119). Süld has been translated as “‘might,’ ‘triumph,’ or 

‘invincibility’… the kind of fortune needed in risky endeavors” (Humphrey and 

Hurelbaatar 2012: 154) and as “a proportional measure of one’s agency, which vibrates 

with varying intensity over time” (Pedersen 2012: 138). Khiimori is, similarly, “vitality” 

or “might” (Empson 2012: 118), and practically synonymous with süld. A story 

recounted by Pedersen about his Mongolian friend’s attempts to recollect money he had 

loaned out to acquaintances, reveals how Mongolians relate their internal levels of 

fortune to the potential for success in their pursuits:  

Based on well-established astrological techniques, the zurhaich [astronomer] had 

‘calculated’ Erdenbold’s ‘fate’ … and predicted that, on this particular day, he 

stood a good chance of getting his money back as his … hiimor and süld … were 

both at exceptionally high levels.  

(Pedersen 2012: 138) 
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It seems that herders, most of whom are attentive to the forces of khishig, 

khiimori, and süld in their lives, might attribute the impacts of zud on their herds in part 

to their own internal sources of vitality—like süld and khiimori—or else to levels of 

khishig, the fortune that they have collected from the environment. However, this is not 

the case.  

Social Causes of Metaphysical Forces 

As well as karma, fate, and various types of fortune, Mongolians sometimes 

attribute misfortune to social behavior. High (2008), exploring wealth and moral being in 

the post-socialist mining boom, describes how malicious gossip against wealthy 

individuals is thought to be able to cause sudden and inexplicable illness or death of 

members of or animals belonging to the targeted individual’s household: 

Any person, regardless of age and gender, can instigate malicious gossip. 

The only requirement is in-depth information about the target, such as details of 

his or her family situation, kinship ties, number and kinds of animals, work chores 

and material possessions…. The calamities that are attributed to this malicious 

gossip concern attacks on humans and animals, causing them to suddenly and 

inexplicably fall ill or die.  

(High 2008:7) 

It is important that High mentions only “inexplicable” illnesses and deaths as 

potentially tied to malicious gossip. She then specifically adds that gossip is not thought 

to cause drought and zud: “…weather disasters, such as drought or extreme winters, and 
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indirect human misfortune, such as encounters with thieves or murderers, are never 

associated with malicious gossip (High 2008: 7). Losses of livestock to drought and zud, 

then, are apparently seen as explicable and, therefore, as having solely mundane causes. 

In interviews and informal discussions, I have never heard herders describe zud 

losses in anything but physical terms. The absence of supernatural explanations regarding 

which families lose livestock during zud, when others are spared, is surprising, given 

herders’ general attention to astrology and fortune, their interactions with spiritual 

elements in the environment, and their observance of rituals and taboos for protection and 

prosperity. Even when herders choose a site for wintering away, to avoid bad conditions 

at home, and then are beset by unusually severe snowstorms, this is not attributable to 

“bad luck,” nor, as far as I can ascertain, is it generally linked to fate, fortune, or karma of 

any kind. When wintering away exacerbates losses, natural explanations are seen as clear 

and concrete.  

Realms of Uncertainty 

A context that I see as categorically uncertain—winter risk—is a sphere where 

herders are relatively at home based on their experience; it is not felt to be (or admitted to 

be) particularly risky. But if herders maintain that success in herding is controllable, they 

lack that same faith in less traditional arenas. The capitalist market economy, for 

example, compared with herding, is relatively unfamiliar and quite volatile. Prices for 

goods such as cashmere, and for meat that is sold, and for the rice and flour that herders 

purchase as staples, have fluctuated dramatically. Herders confirmed in interviews that 
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business, not herding, is where the concept of “luck” makes sense. This is not as 

surprising as it may seem. 

In Mongolia, alongside the new and uncertain realm of globalized capitalist 

markets, many people engage in the new and uncertain realm of informal gold mining. It 

is not surprising that this is an area in which luck is needed, according to Nutag-aa locals 

that I discussed it with. In Nutag-aa, some locals told me about “going to gold,” but 

people do not like to mention the word “gold,” so they often speaking euphemistically 

about “going to yellow medicine.” For one thing, gold mining is not an admirable 

occupation. High asserts that the general Mongolian public sees informal gold mining as 

a “blemish,” if not an “embarrassment” (2008:3). In addition, it seems that people fear 

losing their luck in gold mining if they are explicit about their objectives, which could be 

offensive to local spirits. People are vague and secretive about their earnings, as well. On 

a practical level, it is difficult to estimate “typical” income from gold, because fortunes 

can vary greatly from one expedition to the next. When I have asked how much money 

can be made with gold, generally, I have been told that it is impossible to know: one 

might make a lot of money or next to nothing. The distinction between herding and gold 

mining could not be greater in terms of perceived agency; experience and hard work are 

by no means sufficient—or seen as sufficient—for insuring success in gold mining. Luck 

is needed, on top of hard work. High (2008), conducting fieldwork at informal mining 

sites, found that people celebrated their “luck” when they earned a lot, and considered 

such occurrences to be random and impersonal. Gold mining can potentially be more 

profitable than herding, and a few former herders in Nutag-aa have given up on 
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rebuilding their herds following zud and accepted gold mining as a permanent 

occupation, but most herders do it only to supplement their herding income, or as a 

temporary measure. Mining is perceived as dangerous, dirty, morally suspect, and 

insecure as a means of livelihood.  

Agency and its Limits 

This chapter and the previous one develop a common theme: although an 

emphasis on individual agency and resultant victim blaming predominate in neoliberal 

contexts, Mongolian herders, too, emphasize agency, and not simply because of Western 

influence. Sometimes seemingly “neoliberal” phenomena occur independently of 

Neoliberalism.  

I have contemplated whether an emphasis on agency, a denial of “bad luck,” and a 

tendency to blame unsuccessful peers for their misfortunes might be characteristic of 

pastoral cultures. I do not have enough evidence to make such generalizations. However, 

Mongolians are not the only pastoralists to conceive of the safeguarding of assets as 

within one’s control, despite severe and seemingly randomly occurring hazards. 

Misturelli and Heffernan (2009) found that pastoralists settled in the town of Garissa, 

Kenya, believed that anyone could rise in society on the basis of hard work, and thus had 

little sympathy for the poor. Similarly, Broch-Due (1999) found that despite extenuating 

circumstances, Turkana pastoralists in Kenya who lost all of their livestock were looked 

down on by their more fortunate peers. Just like my research participants and I disagreed 

on whether “bad luck” might serve to explain some livestock losses during zud, Broch-
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Due’s accounts of interviews with Turkana indicate that she and they had distinct 

concepts about individual agency in an unpredictable environment, : 

The evidence that emerged from the large corpus of surveys and life stories 

collected among those pushed out of pastoralism, was that events beyond the 

individual's control—drought, disease and raids, along with different forms of 

social inequality—were the foremost forces leading to destitution.…When I 

brought up this statistical fact in conversations with pastoralists … they remained 

unimpressed…. 'You make poverty or prosperity through the ways you move 

your livestock!' was the standard statement. 

(Broch-Due 1999:51) 

If herders believe that effective mitigation of zud risk is achievable through hard 

work and knowledge, and if the misfortune of losing herds to zud cannot be attributed to 

bad luck, fate, astrological mishap, etc., then how can herders who lose livestock explain 

those losses? The general theme in herders’ stories about why they lost their livestock is a 

lack of good options. Agency is a celebrated ideal that, in practice, is generally limited.  

For example, a number of anomalous herding families that I met around Nutag-aa 

lacked permanent winter campsites of their own. Some had never had their own 

campsites, and some had sold the rights to their former campsites due to economic 

hardship. Ideally, these households would spend winters with relatives or friends, 

merging their herds with the hosts’ herds, and making use of the hosts’ wind blocks and 

other infrastructure. However, since they lacked rights to their own places, their choices 

in where to winter were limited to where they were welcome.  
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Another problem is transportation. Many herding households have vans capable 

of transporting a ger, which greatly facilitates migration. Others have friends or relatives 

with vehicles who are willing to help with such moves. Others have camels and carts. But 

a lack of ready transportation and resources for migrating clearly influences herders’ 

capacities and decisions. Murphy (2011) explains that at his research site in Khentii 

Province, poor families would sometimes get help migrating to a winter pasture, but once 

they were dropped off and settled into their new place, they were unable to move a 

second time if conditions changed. Families with their own vans and money for fuel, on 

the other hand, could continuously stake out pastures and could move as needed. A lack 

of vehicle also prevents the accumulation and transportation of a good cache of winter 

fodder. One Nutag-aa herder who lost all of her livestock in the zud of 2010 admitted that 

wintering away had been a mistake, but explained that a lack of choices and of 

transportation limited her family’s options.  

A: Are you saying that you think that it was a bad decision to winter 

away?   

S: It looked like the winter would be bad, and we didn’t have a winter 

place. My younger sibling said, “Will you come and winter here?” It was a place 

that the livestock weren’t used to, and there were lots of livestock grazing there 

for the winter.   

A: Had you prepared extra fodder in anticipation of a bad winter? 

S:  We didn’t gather hay… We have a problem because we have to rely on 

other people’s transportation and winter places.  
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While poverty is a clear vulnerability factor, livestock-wealthy families can also 

be constrained in their choices. One herder recounted, of the 2010 zud: 

We went to x district… there was a lot of snow, it was very cold, and the 

khevter [insulating dung that livestock lie on at night] was very bad—not enough. 

But we had to go there because we had a lot of animals. The pasture was so bad 

here that it wouldn’t support them.  

[m., 50s] 

A family with fifty to a hundred goats and sheep could more easily stick out a winter with 

sparse pasture at home.  

While this chapter has focused on drawbacks of wintering away during zud, 

remaining at an untenable campsite through the winter, even when it is your home, can be 

disastrous. Elderly couples, families with children in school, and others who have reason 

to remain close to services available in their district center may live in conveniently 

located but crowded areas with poor pastures, and lack the flexibility to escape when 

local conditions are grim.  

Although herders tend to believe that winter risk is controllable, they recognize 

that sometimes options are limited. They also recognize that the weather is unpredictable, 

though bad weather is not described in terms of “luck.” The national weather forecast 

makes useful near-term predictions, but evading zud effectively is best done by relocating 

before winter weather sets in. Unfortunately, one of the outcomes of human-induced 

climate change, in Mongolia and elsewhere, is that weather is becoming less predictable 

and more extreme, as described in the next chapter. If “luck” is of no “use” to herders 
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facing emerging climatic challenges, the sustainability of herding requires that 

individuals’ hard work and experience be underwritten by risk-mitigating institutions. 

Conclusions 

Mongolians attribute many types of occurrences in their lives to supernatural 

forces, such as fortune, luck, and fate. This makes their sense of agency in relation to 

zud—one context in which supernatural forces and random chance play no role—

particularly remarkable. Herders’ testimonies indicate a belief that, free of constraints, 

they can control winter risk by choosing their winter campsites correctly, as well as by 

working hard in the summer and fall to make adequate preparations. However, the choice 

is never entirely free from constraints. The decision to winter away requires consideration 

of social and political factors as well as ecological ones. Several herders who lost 

livestock after wintering away in 2009-2010 explained to me that they had no choice but 

to go—there simply was not pasture for their livestock around their own winter campsite. 

Similarly, herders who suffer losses due to not relocating during a zud winter often lack 

the means for moving. 



295 
  

 

Chapter 8 : CONCLUSIONS 

While development professionals, government officials, and herders themselves 

continue to emphasize responsibility, all are beginning to acknowledge that the 

privatization of risk is problematic given today’s environmental and economic 

uncertainties. The privatization of livestock—and risk—has devastated many households’ 

livelihoods. Given the extraordinary costs of the 2009-2010 zud, rural vulnerability has 

clearly persisted in the two decades since privatization. Climate trends, including 

increasing winter precipitation and unreliable summer precipitation, are worrisome, and 

risk from zud is very likely increasing. Proposed solutions to this problem have been 

discussed in the previous chapters. The two most visible initiatives are the Index-Based 

Livestock Insurance Program, spear-headed by the World Bank, and an initiative to 

encourage herders to form groups to better manage natural resources and zud risk, carried 

out by multiple governmental and non-governmental organizations.  

Interestingly, both of these initiatives can be associated with similar institutions 

dating to Socialism, but there are conspicuous distinctions between old and new forms. 

During late Socialism, livestock insurance was compulsory for negdel livestock (Templer 

et al. 1993:111).  The new livestock insurance options are voluntary, though ubiquitous 

advertising seeks to convince herders that the only way to be responsible is to insure their 

livestock. The neoliberal form of governance thus clearly prevails in this case. Given 

many herders’ understandable doubts about the value of index-based insurance, the 

program’s success is not yet assured.  
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Herder groups are partly inspired by negdels (socialist-era collectives), yet the 

similarity of the concepts is rarely made explicit. There are major distinctions between 

today’s herder groups and the negdels. Formerly, negdels had the guaranteed support of 

the state. Now, members of herder groups may gain some security against risk in relation 

to independent herders—ongoing studies will help clarify the benefits (Fernandez-

Gimenez et al. 2011)—but any support to herder groups from larger institutions is 

unlikely to be reliable. Today, the formation of herder groups serves the goals of 

decentralized governance and risk privatization. If herders can take care of themselves 

better in groups than individually, the important thing (from a post-socialist reformist 

perspective) is that they can take care of themselves. The concept of “resilience,” 

prominent in development theory and practice, tends to reinforce the identification of the 

problem of rural vulnerability to zud at the level of the herders themselves. While 

“resilience” is a useful concept and an important goal, particularly given the context of 

climate change and potentially increasing natural hazards, I argue that it represents and 

supports ideological interests in Mongolia’s politics of responsibility.  

Despite the economic transition and the dramatic privatization of winter risk, pro-

social ethics persevere in post-socialist Mongolia. Socialist strategies for governing risk, 

such as the monitoring of herders’ winter preparations by local officials, still serve a 

purpose in the eyes of many rural Mongolians. Most herders in Nutag-aa want their 

elected officials to be involved in their “business,” and the officials try to meet 

expectations. However, the funds that once supported older forms of governance, such as 

government rounds to check on herders’ activities, are lacking. In fact, when I went on 
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government rounds in early 2011, we could not reach all herding households with the 

limited benzene funds in our budget. Herders want to know that the state recognizes and 

supports their work, while they simultaneously taking on personal responsibility for 

mitigating zud through hard work and careful decision making.   

When herders fail to mitigate harsh conditions through hard work, they may face 

criticism from multiple sources. From an urban or development perspective, they can 

appear complacent. If animals are lost, people tend to presume that herders are not 

working hard to prepare for winter and potential zud. In fact, certain strategies may be 

beyond herders’ means. For example, gathering hay is rarely a viable option for Gobi 

herders. Sometimes herders take action, for example, by moving to better pastures for the 

winter, but suffer high losses anyway. There is very little acknowledgment of “bad luck,” 

either among development experts or among herders, but it is clear to me that losses 

cannot always be avoided. Lazy herder discourses, in the context of zud risk, obfuscate 

the problems of rural vulnerability and increasing risk and serve no practical purpose.   
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