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ARTICLES

Spiritually EnmEShEd, Socially 
EnmEShEd
Shamanism and Belonging in Ulaanbaatar

Saskia Abrahms-Kavunenko 

Abstract: This article examines how shamanic practices can, through 
the generation of a spiritualized narrative past, relocate individual 
subjectivities in an extensive web of relationships that include and 
extend beyond living relatives. The analysis describes the transition 
from collective to individual responsibility and concurrent feelings of 
dislocation that occurred in Mongolia at the end of the socialist period. 
Referring to the biography of a young Mongolian woman, the article 
looks at how the vertical ontologies present in Mongolian shamanic 
practice have relocated Enkhjargal in extended kinship connections, 
building cosmologically enmeshed relationships that reach back into 
the pre-socialist past. In the increasingly fluid and unpredictable urban 
environment of Ulaanbaatar, it explores a living instance of re-engage-
ment and attendant growth in both obligation and capacity.

Keywords: dislocation, Mongolia, obligations, post-socialism, shaman-
ism, socialism, Ulaanbaatar, uncertainty 

In the last 20 years, Mongolia’s economy has transformed from a state-run 
socialist economy with collectivized pastoralism to a highly urbanized market 
economy experiencing a mining boom. Whereas socialism provided an ideol-
ogy of progress and evolution to accompany its economic models, in the new 
market economy the moral imperatives are largely unclear. As Steinberg and 
Wanner (2008: 3) write of the former Soviet Union: “We need to recognize that 
however coercive Soviet socialism often was, it provided a type of moral com-
munity, a sense of integration, order, and shared values. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that many mourn the loss of community and seek to recover, rebuild, 
or invent new communities, however divergent their visions.”
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When it left the securities found in a state-run economy, Mongolia broke 
from the ideological certainties that were maintained by socialism and the 
moral community that accompanied them. What was then the responsibility 
of the collective is now the responsibility of the individual. Individuals once 
assured steady employment, health care, social welfare, and stability by the 
state have become untethered (Pedersen and Højer 2008). No longer assisted 
by centralized infrastructure, they have become agents largely responsible for 
themselves, for their own health and their own happiness. 

After socialism, Mongolia, like the rest of the post-socialist world, quickly 
became a part of global capitalism. This transition undid many of the certainties 
of the old era, as repressively as they may have been cast. It has meant greater 
‘freedoms to’, as in the freedoms of speech, association, and religion, and fewer 
‘freedoms from’, as poverty and all of its associated problems have increased 
across Mongolia. While some Mongolians have profited from a capitalist econ-
omy and the resource boom that has followed, many have had their livelihoods 
challenged or destroyed (Pedersen and Højer 2008; Rossabi 2005; Sneath 2002). 

During socialism, the state was responsible for people’s livelihoods and their 
material well-being. For the rural population, it provided education, remote 
health care, and support for livestock during harsh winters. For the urban popu-
lation, it afforded consistent employment, maintained the availability of food 
and other consumables, and ensured that state-owned infrastructure, such as 
electricity, functioned. When Mongolia became part of the global market econ-
omy, much of the state apparatus was demolished. In many parts of the coun-
try, those employed by the centralized government, for example, teachers and 
office workers, suddenly found themselves working without pay; herders were 
no longer assisted with supplementary feed and distribution, which meant that 
shops in urban areas no longer received food; and key infrastructure functioned 
erratically, if it functioned at all (Pedersen 2011; Rossabi 2005; Sneath 2002). I 
argue that sociality in present-day Ulaanbaatar can be distinguished in two key 
ways from the socialist period. The first is through the demolition of socialist 
ideologies of progress and of shared overarching goals. The second is the shift in 
responsibility for the populace’s well-being from the collective to the individual, 
mitigated in part by fraying, robust, or recovering kinship connections. 

When Mongolia first made the change to a market economy, most Mongo-
lians were forced to rely heavily on kinship networks to ensure their material 
well-being. As the escalated economic disruptions of the 1990s have settled, 
the extent to which people are connected to kinship networks varies in Ulaan-
baatar, as it does in most modern cities. In this article I look at how kin-
ship networks can provide a sense of dynamic stability in an ever-changing 
urban environment. The life experience of a young woman, Enkhjargal, offers 
an example of reinvigorating kinship networks through religious practice.1 In 
doing so, she locates herself in both present-day networks and the “deep past” 
(Humphrey 1992: 375) of her deceased ancestors. 

Shamanic practice in Mongolia incorporates the belief that communicat-
ing with deceased relatives is not only possible but a necessary aspect of 
ensuring one’s material and spiritual well-being. Anthropologists writing about 
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shamanism in Mongolia have noted that shamanic practice (or the lack of it) 
is frequently fraught (Buyandelger 2013; Pedersen 2011). For some, repairing 
their family’s relationships with ancestral spirits after decades of neglect dur-
ing the socialist period brings with it extensive and expensive ceremonies with 
shamans whom they do not always entirely trust (Buyandelger 2013). 

The example below presents an alternative experience. By reconnecting with 
her extended kin, Enkhjargal becomes connected to her deceased ancestors as 
well as to her living relatives, both of whom she now has renewed responsibili-
ties and obligations toward, but to whom she is grateful for a revitalized sense 
of belonging. Her experience offers an instance of re-enmeshment in a rapidly 
changing and difficult to predict capital city. It illustrates how fragmented 
individuals can, to some extent, be recaptured by an extensive network of kin 
relations—for those who are lucky enough to be able to call on such networks 
for support (Buyandelger 2008, 2013; Sneath 2006). It is an account of the 
enmeshing or re-webbing that can come from religious practice based on the 
experiences of a Mongolian friend whom I have known since 2009. The bulk 
of this story comes from a conversation that my husband and I had with her in 
2013. It is drawn from our ongoing friendship during and beyond my fieldwork 
in Ulaanbaatar in 2009–2010 and further fieldwork in 2015. Additional refer-
ences to interviews are from the research that I conducted as part of a study on 
the resurgence of Mongolian Buddhism in Ulaanbaatar. 

Post-socialist Uncertainties

When I first met Enkhjargal, she had recently returned to Mongolia after living 
in London and Budapest for 10 years. Transnationally mobile and born into 
an urban middle-class background, she did not need to worry about suffering 
from the financial uncertainties that many of Ulaanbaatar’s residents struggle 
with daily (Buyandelger 2008; Pedersen 2012; Pedersen and Højer 2008). Upon 
her return, she was immediately linked to family members and their associated 
networks for housing, financial support, and employment. 

In spite of these material certainties, when I first met Enkhjargal, she talked 
constantly about feelings of dislocation. As she described it, her return home 
after being away for 10 years was a jarring experience. She seemed to be unset-
tled in a number of ways, the most tangible of which were materialized in the 
physical changes that had occurred in the city. During the course of her absence, 
Ulaanbaatar had transitioned from a relatively small and quiet city with very 
few cars to a city encircled by ever-expanding ger districts (i.e., districts com-
posed of nomadic felt tents separated by wooden fences), whose streets were 
congested with erratic drivers and more than the occasional Hummer. Accom-
panying these changes was a progressive worsening of winter air pollution, as 
ger district residents must burn about two bags of coal and half a bag of wood a 
day (if they are able to afford it) to keep themselves warm (Hamilton 2011). The 
World Health Organization now considers Ulaanbaatar to be one of the top five 
worst cities for air pollution in the world (Guttikunda et al. 2013). Although the 
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pollution has the worst health impacts for ger district residents, who have little 
to protect them from the pollution created by their own and their neighbors’ 
stoves, this issue, unlike the problems of accessing adequate sanitation and 
water, affects the wealthier inner-city residents as well as the urban poor.

As she was introducing me to Ulaanbaatar, Enkhjargal explained that the 
marked increase in car congestion and in the size of the ger districts since 
she was growing up came about as more people from the sum (district) cen-
ters and rural areas migrated to the capital. The United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) has estimated that the capital city’s population more 
than doubled from 1998 to 2008 (UNDP Mongolia 2010: 12).2 When Kaplonski 
(2004: 29) described Ulaanbaatar during his fieldwork experiences from the 
1990s to the early 2000s, he wrote: “Although large, the city does not feel 
crowded. The central part of the city is spacious and open.” When I carried out 
my research in 2009–2010, this was no longer the case. As Kaplonski himself 
had predicted, new constructions were being built in many of its open spaces, 
and despite its relatively small population, the city now has a frenetic and sur-
prisingly crowded feeling, especially in the warmer months.

For Enkhjargal, this unanticipated physical shift in the city landscape was 
accompanied by other sources of culture shock and dislocation. As an artist, 
she found it difficult to find employment that she considered to be fulfilling. 
She took a job working as a secretary for a mining company and struggled 
with the misfit of this work and her identity as an artist before she settled 
into a government-paid job working for the Mongolian arts community. She 
mentioned other problems, such as not being able to understand the slang 
of fast-talking young people and youth culture. As the mother of two young 
sons, she was also worried about the broader social problems that plague 
Ulaanbaatar, such as alcoholism and disenfranchisement, especially for men 
(Pedersen and Højer 2008). 

The post-socialist period in Mongolia has seen changes in the material liv-
ing standards of the population, both within the city and outside of it. While 
in 1989 income poverty was at zero percent, by 1994 it had reached 24 percent 
(Sneath 2002: 193). The UNDP estimated that in 2007–2008 those living below 
the poverty line accounted for 35.2 percent of the population (UNDP Mongolia 
2009: 7). Although poverty was unevenly distributed between rural and urban 
areas, with 46.6 percent of the rural population living below the poverty line 
(ibid.), extreme wealth and poverty are currently visible in the capital. 

As social inequality has increased, so have concerns about fiscal impera-
tives. Since the end of the socialist period, Mongolians, particularly urban 
Mongolians, have become increasingly concerned about corruption (Sneath 
2006). While gifts such as vodka (arhi) were a key part of socialist patterns of 
exchange, increasing divisions between those who can and cannot afford to 
give gifts has made formerly accepted patterns of reciprocity ambiguous. As 
divisions in wealth become larger, the size of gifts as exchange for instrumental 
results has become grander and more fraught (ibid.). 

Coincident with perceptions about the dubious nature of some post-social-
ist gifts, Mongolians have taboos surrounding the generation and possession 
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of large amounts of wealth (Empson 2012). After the 1990s, a large proportion 
of the wealth being generated in Mongolia has been the result of a mineral 
resource boom. Many Mongolians see wealth generated from mining as being 
polluted and dangerous due to established taboos about sullying the ‘purity’ 
of the Mongolian landscape (High and Schlesinger 2010) and about digging 
into the ground (Delaplace 2010; High 2013). In addition, money perceived 
to be generated from other people’s suffering (e.g., through pawn shops and 
shamanic rituals) is thought to carry with it negative energy that can influ-
ence both those who make it and those to whom it passes (Buyandelger 2013; 
Højer 2012). 

An increase in inequality has created tangible changes in Ulaanbaatar, not 
least in the physical constant of worsening air pollution in winter. Concerns 
about corruption and discourses that associate money with spiritual pollution 
highlight present anxieties about material insecurities and their perceived spiri-
tual correlates. The transition to a capitalist economy has led to an environment 
where fear of theft (Humphrey 1993) and bad omens (Humphrey 2013) are tan-
gible aspects of post-socialist Mongolian urban life. As the economy fluctuates 
in the new market economy, it is difficult for urban Mongolians, particularly 
those in low socio-economic positions, to make predictions as to how to ensure 
their material prosperity. Material prosperity is often linked to spiritual security, 
and instability in one is believed to create instabilities in the other. 

Post-socialist Religious Uncertainties

As I was researching the Buddhist resurgence in Mongolia, Enkhjargal and I 
had many discussions about religion and visited historical and active temples 
together. In common with many of my interlocutors, she frequently voiced skep-
ticism about the motivations of religious specialists. While we waited in line at a 
temple that provided divinations (meregleh) and read sūtras (nom unshih) for lay 
people, she explained her mistrust about religious activities in Ulaanbaatar, say-
ing that many of the Buddhists and shamans who charged money for religious 
consultations performed rituals to make money and were not concerned with 
helping people. She described with some incredulity that well-known lamas and 
shamans exact large fees to perform religious rituals for the rich and powerful.3 

As Buyandelger (2013) writes of Buryat shamans, the relationship that reli-
gious specialists have with the new market economy is complex. If shamans 
are thought to lack spiritual power, they will suffer economically, and if they 
suffer economically, they cannot afford to carry out the rituals necessary to 
increase their spiritual power (ibid.: 208). Although there is a positive correla-
tion between wealth and spiritual strength, there are taboos that prohibit sha-
mans from appearing to be overly forthright with their demands for payment or 
gifts to conduct ritual services. Shamanic rituals are believed to involve making 
money from someone else’s suffering, and therefore money made from sha-
manic activity is seen to be “barren” and is thought to carry less “moral value” 
than money made through trade or one’s labor (ibid.: 200; see also Højer 2012). 
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Shamans must avoid making the economic relationships with their clients too 
overt, even though they rely on their rituals for material security. 

While skepticism about monetary transactions characterized part of Enkh-
jargal’s attitude toward religious specialists, this should not be conflated with a 
disbelief in the power of religious practices and the efficacy of religious special-
ists. Like many of my interlocutors, Enkhjargal believed that sacred places and 
religious practices from before, during, and after the socialist period were very 
powerful. When we visited the Choijin Lama Temple Museum, she explained to 
me that the temple had remained standing due to fears about its energy. As she 
described, throughout the religious purges of the 1930s, many Mongolians who 
assisted in the destruction of temples and other sacred sites became victims 
of various calamities. This conviction was shared by many of my lay Buddhist 
interlocutors. I heard stories about people’s relatives who were ill because of 
the improper treatment of small pictorial representations of Buddhist deities 
(burhan) and who became better when the icons were restored to the correct 
place at the northern side of the ger. I was told of an entire region that suffered 
many years of bad luck because of the removal of offerings from a sacred moun-
tain. Many others described the potent properties of old religious texts, sacred 
objects, and sound recordings of relatives reading sūtras (sudar).4

Ambivalence toward religious specialists, sacred objects, and sacred places 
was common among my interlocutors and is a topic that other scholars of the 
Mongolian cultural region have written about (Buyandelger 2007; Højer 2009; 
Pedersen 2011). As Højer (2009) argues, stories of ill-fated persons who mis-
treated sacred sites or objects have become generative of belief in the power 
of the sacred. He writes that rather than destroying what the socialist state 
considered to be ‘superstitious’ beliefs, active religious repression during the 
socialist period mystified things that were persecuted, imbuing them with extra 
power (ibid.). Buyandelger (2007) describes how the uncertainties surround-
ing shamanism have led to an increase in the number of shamans, rather than 
a decrease. Like many of my interlocutors, Buyandelger’s informants were 
unsure about the authenticity of shamans due to concerns about capitalist 
motivations. Because of significant gaps in the performance of public rituals, 
many were doubtful that contemporary shamans have learned from a trusted 
lineage or that they are capable of performing religious rituals correctly (ibid.; 
see also Buyandelger 2013, Pedersen 2011). 

In spite of these difficulties, most of my interlocutors thought that it was 
best to seek some “extra help” from religious specialists. Some of my infor-
mants engaged in rituals throughout the year, and most visited Buddhist tem-
ples at the beginning of the Mongolian Lunar New Year (Tsagaan Sar). Most 
also visited Buddhist or non-Buddhist religious specialists when they had a 
particular problem, such as a death or an illness in the family. While all of my 
interlocutors believed that there are genuine religious specialists, most added 
that not all public religious figures could be trusted. After the end of the social-
ist period, many local religious specialists—lamas, shamans, and others (Højer 
2004)—transitioned from private (or hidden) religious specialists into public 
religious figures. As Otgonbaatar, a man in his early forties, told me:
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Some monks are not good … In their mind they are not a monk. For example 
in 1992 I met a monk. I was with my child and I stood in a line. He [pushed] in 
front of me. I told him “you shouldn’t do these things, you should stay in the 
back” … He told me “I am a lama, I can do anything” … I told to him “if you are 
a lama you shouldn’t think of yourself before others. Therefore … you should go 
to the back.” Many people are afraid of them … In 1992 there were good lamas 
because in this time there were few lamas in Mongolia and I thought … most of 
them were good … But now there are a lot of temples, a lot of lamas, who just 
wish to have money or other things. Most of them I think can’t read exactly the 
sūtras, or they can read but they don’t understand what the words mean. 

Referencing the early 1990s, Otgonbaatar underlines the shifts in his perception 
of religious motivations from the immediate aftermath of the socialist period to 
the late 2000s. Accompanying the reintroduction of religious specialists into the 
public sphere is the feeling that the new economy is muddying the motivations 
of religious specialists. As was common among my interlocutors, Otgonbaatar 
references financial imperatives as well as the lack of education as a potential 
problem with Buddhist monastics. As Mongolian lamas read sūtras in Tibetan, 
not Mongolian, and due to the collapse of religious education during the social-
ist period, he believes that some cannot understand what they are reading. 

Notwithstanding his cautious attitude toward lamas, Otgonbaatar routinely 
visits Dashchoilin Hiid, a temple in Ulaanbaatar, because his grandfather sug-
gested that he do so. He often leafs ritualistically through sūtras left to him 
by his grandfather, saying that although he cannot read or understand their 
content, they remain powerful. While a couple of people referred to “testing” 
religious specialists to see whether or not they could be trusted, the most 
common reason for seeking out a particular religious specialist was due to the 
recommendation of a friend or family member. As Humphrey (1997) has writ-
ten of morality in Mongolia, most Mongolians refer to an ‘exemplar’ (i.e., an 
exemplary figure) in their lives when discussing moral issues. For Otgonbaatar, 
this exemplar was his grandfather, now deceased, whose advice on religious 
matters he still follows. Although he referenced his grandfather in some way 
about most of the religious activities discussed during the interview, Otgon-
baatar did not exclusively visit religious specialists recommended to him by 
his grandfather. As an engineer working for the government in the mining 
industry, he visited the Gobi Desert to take part in mineral exploration. During 
one of these expeditions, he visited a temple there. He described the experi-
ence as follows: “15 kilometers from this temple a Chinese company wanted 
to research oil possibilities. They made a well and were drilling there. From 
this hiid [temple] we took three lamas and they read the sūtras. Good hap-
pened—from this well a little oil came. This is good for the Chinese company 
and good for Mongolia. I was there … when the lamas read, the wind stopped. 
Very good!” Although Otgonbaatar is suspicious about the motivations of some 
public religious specialists, he still believes strongly in the power of religious 
rituals, religious specialists, and sacred objects. 

Among my interlocutors there was a link between religious insecurities and 
material insecurities and between religious practice and religious uncertainty. 
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The proper treatment of sacred objects and sacred sites and carrying out the 
correct religious rituals were associated with material and spiritual security. 
However, it was difficult to know which religious specialists to trust and which 
religious rituals to carry out. The urbanites I spoke to often sought out mul-
tiple kinds of religious specialists, including new religious groups, when they 
encountered difficulties in their lives. While there was an attraction toward 
religious practices of all kinds, there was uncertainty about which religious 
specialists to seek out. 

The Social Work of Shamanism

Enkhjargal had her first experience with a shamanic ritual when a friend of 
hers became a shaman. This friend was in her early twenties and had, before 
becoming a shaman, converted to Christianity. A series of intense bouts of ill-
ness led her friend to believe that she was receiving messages to abandon her 
new faith. At first she tried to ignore her illness, thinking that it would go away. 
But as her illness continued, she felt that she could no longer disregard the 
signs that she was receiving and decided to give up her new faith to become a 
shaman. Intense bouts of physical and/or mental illness are seen as an authen-
tic reason to become a shaman in the Mongolian cultural region (Quijada 2009; 
Shimamura 2004). As it was her friend, Enkhjargal attended one of the rituals 
that she performed. This was the first shamanic ritual Enkhjargal had been 
to, and she told me in 2009 that she was very impressed by the sincerity of it, 
although not entirely sure about the experience. 

While not committing herself initially to belief or disbelief in the ceremony, 
Enkhjargal told me about a number of things that she found “very interesting.” 
As she explained, when shamans channel spirits, the spirits may request to sati-
ate some of the desires that they are not able to satiate in their current form. 
Commonly (although not exclusively) believed to be the transformed souls 
(süns) of deceased persons (Humphrey 2007), spirits, as Enkhjargal explained 
to me, often wish to indulge in eating, drinking, and smoking tobacco. During 
the first ceremony that Enkhjargal witnessed, she saw her small female friend 
consume a large amount of vodka while channeling a thirsty spirit. This, along 
with the radical shift in her friend’s voice to that of an old man, impressed 
upon Enkhjargal the authenticity of the ritual. After the ceremony had ended, 
her friend exhibited no sign of being drunk in spite of having consumed almost 
a liter of vodka. Another thing that impressed Enkhjargal during the ceremony 
was that the spirit, as she put it, could “see into my mind.” When the spirit that 
her friend channeled started to smoke a cigarette, she thought to herself that 
she would like to have a cigarette. In turn, the spirit said that the young woman 
with the short hair (which Enkhjargal had at the time) was envious of her. Oth-
ers in attendance looked around at her, and the spirit insisted that she smoke 
with her. When she was smoking, Enkhjargal felt as though she was getting a 
lot of energy, and this made her feel quite nervous. The spirit with whom she 
was sharing the cigarette said, “Oh, you are getting the energy from me.” 
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This was Enkhjargal’s first experience of shamanism, and when I left Mon-
golia in 2010, it was her only experience. When my husband and I returned 
to Ulaanbaatar on a visit in 2013, I was pleased to see that Enkhjargal seemed 
to be happier and more confident, both in her life and with her Mongolian 
identity. When we met in a café on Enhtaivnγi Örgön Chölöö (Peace Avenue), 
Enkhjargal started the conversation by saying that we would be interested 
to know that shamanism had become very strong in Mongolia. She said that 
almost every family now had a shaman among their extended family networks. 
More specifically, since we were last in Mongolia, she now had two shamans in 
her family: her maternal grandfather’s cousin’s son and her sister’s husband. 
As family members who did not charge their kin for conducting religious ritu-
als, they were both trusted and reputable shamans. However, she explained 
that she visited her maternal second cousin for rituals rather than her brother-
in-law because he channeled her family’s ancestors, while her sister’s husband 
channeled the ancestors from his own family. 

When Enkhjargal spoke about visiting the family shaman, I was struck by 
her feeling of familiarity and her sense of reconnecting with extended kin. This 
was quite different from her previous description of seeing her friend in a sha-
manic trance. As she described it, when her maternal second cousin first started 
communicating with the spirits, it was like meeting family members for the first 
time. She reflected that when she returned to Ulaanbaatar after being away, it 
was like she was coming to a new country. However, establishing her relation-
ship with the family shaman and having the spirits love her and miss her when 
she does not visit them has influenced how she sees herself in relationship to 
Mongolia. She no longer feels as though she is “looking in from outside.” She 
is now reconnected to an extended network of kin that reaches back into her 
ancestral past. She feels that she has become reconnected to—and embedded 
within—the weave of Mongolian culture. 

According to Pedersen (2001), shamanism in the Mongolian cultural region 
or Southern North Asia (SNA) differs from shamanism in Northern North Asia 
(NNA) due to the former’s focus on vertical rather than horizontal forms of spiri-
tual communication. Instead of being animist, he argues, it is totemic—that is, 
the ontologies of the shamans of SNA can be conceptualized as a “bounded grid” 
whereas for the animists of NNA these ontologies can be regarded as a “bound-
less whole” (ibid.: 413). Withstanding Lévi-Strauss’s (1964) critique of totemism 
as an analytical category, Pedersen (2001: 418) argues that “the specific powers 
and abilities of different social agents are symbolically and literally linked to the 
equally specialized properties of natural entities.” As he explains it: “While the 
realm of sociality is still extended beyond humanity to include mountains, trees, 
animals, and the like as nonhuman persons, the realm of humanity is simultane-
ously cut up … There is no unifying whole here. Rather, we are confronted with 
a heterogeneous conglomerate of mutually independent domains inhabited by 
humans as well as nonhumans. This is not a world laid out to perceive horizons 
and perhaps even go beyond them, a world devoid of boundaries and disconti-
nuities. Rather, it is as if someone laid a grid over the world, leaving only the sha-
mans with the ability to move between its numerous, discrete domains” (ibid.).
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In Pedersen’s view, these ontological differences reflect the differences in 
social organization between societies in SNA and NNA. Unlike the more egali-
tarian nature of NNA societies, SNA societies are organized more hierarchically 
through inherited positions, patrilineal descent, religious practices based on 
Buddhist script, and indirect systems of reciprocity. Humphrey (2007) writes 
that these hierarchies extend into the metaphysical realm where shamans com-
municate with a powerful allied spirit called an ongon who is presumed to be the 
transformed soul of a deceased person. The spirits that shamans communicate 
with within this cosmology do not come from a mythic primordial realm, but 
rather are historically bounded, referencing genealogies and particular narratives. 

As Enkhjargal recounted her experiences, she told us about an ancestral fig-
ure with whom her family shaman communicates. His ongon is a key ancestor 
who has disclosed that he is a warrior from 10 generations ago.5 Because he is 
often too busy to “come down from the sky” when her family shaman is con-
ducting rituals, this key ancestral spirit generally coordinates the other spirits 
and “sends someone down,” giving those spirits directions on how to commu-
nicate with the family. The ongon is clearly narrativized and historically located 
as a deceased person and ancestor from the family’s past. And, just as if he 
were a leader in the human realm, the ongon informs other spirits about how to 
connect with the family. Here we see the kind of vertical ontologies of Mongo-
lian shamanism that both Pedersen (2001) and Humphrey (2007) describe. The 
spirit world with which the shaman communicates is clearly located through a 
hierarchical and historical narrative. 

Enkhjargal’s family shaman began his shamanic journey after a difficult 
and tumultuous life, which included some time spent in jail. In his account of 
the Darhad region in northern Mongolia, Pedersen (2011) describes men who 
are partially channeling spirits but trapped in a volatile, shamanic-like state 
associated with aggression and frequently alcoholism (agsan). Whether or 
not Enkhjargal’s relative experienced similar states, at some point he decided 
to transform his turbulent life into an imperative to become a shaman and 
establish his relationship with an ongon. Unlike others in the family, who are 
middle-class urbanites, the family shaman lives in the ger districts. Inside his 
hashaa (fenced compound) he has a ger devoted to shamanic ceremonies. He 
does not accept monetary donations for conducting shamanic rituals, only 
offerings of vodka, food, milk, and cigarettes. Enkhjargal said that she sees 
him with some irregularity because he is difficult to contact, as there is limited 
mobile phone coverage in the ger district in which he lives. When he conducts 
rituals, he wears the heavy outfit and corded mask that are typical of Mon-
golian shamanism (Humphrey 2007). The family considers him to be a fairly 
simple man, but when the spirits speak through him during shamanic ceremo-
nies, he becomes eloquent. 

Although the spirits with whom Enkhjargal’s family communicates are his-
torically located, not all possible other-than-human agents fit into distinct 
and bounded categories. Enkhjargal said that she knows of other shamans 
who channel other types of spirits that do not “come down from the sky.” As 
Humphrey (2007: 183) writes: “There are varied, nameless, running, floating, 
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wriggling invisible powers which are the activations of countless spirits as well 
as impure objects, unknown corpses and maleficent curses. On the other hand, 
there are the shamans’ ongons, named, narrativized and familiar, which have 
to be cared for constantly. If given offering and ritual blandishments they can 
bring fertility, good health, and other benefits; if they are neglected they can 
also wreak misfortune and take threatening insidious forms.”

In forming a relationship with the ongon, a shaman becomes situated 
within a vertical hierarchy and must build and maintain the relationship. In 
Enkhjargal’s case, the relationship that her family shaman has with the ongon 
does not exclude the presence or importance of additional other-than-human 
agents. Rather, it locates the shaman—and his family—in a world of extended 
kinship connections that builds a cosmologically situated relationship that 
extends back to a pre-socialist ‘deep past’ and embeds them in a web of nar-
rativized interrelatedness. 

While the interactions with her family shaman seem to provide some 
existential securities (confirming the existence of a network of interrelated 
other-than-human agents), they do not provide answers to ontological or 
eschatological questions. Enkhjargal said that in a number of ceremonies with 
their family shaman, she and other family members have asked the channeled 
spirits questions about life after death or “what it is like up there.” When this 
happens, Enkhjargal thinks the spirits tell them “what they think we want to 
hear.” She is not sure why, but it seems to be outside of the spirits’ jurisdiction 
or perhaps beyond their capacity to communicate answers to these questions. 
Rather than revolving around soteriological goals or metaphysical questions, 
Enkhjargal’s experiences were centered on relatedness and family. As she said 
clearly at one point during our conversation: “People who meditate experience 
emptiness. In shamanism the emptiness gets filled up by the spirits.” 

In spite of clearly connecting to shamanic religious practice, Enkhjargal 
exhibited the open-mindedness that I noticed among most of my interlocutors 
during my fieldwork. She said that if you believe in a “religion,”6 no matter 
what it is, it would be efficacious. The only potential problem was the corrup-
tion of religious figures themselves, which she believed to be a common prob-
lem in Mongolia. Although there are two shamans in Enkhjargal’s family, her 
family does not visit them exclusively when seeking ritual efficacy or religious 
advice. For instance, on two separate occasions when a death in the family 
occurred, the family asked both a Buddhist lama and the family shaman for 
advice on how to carry out the correct rituals and burial practices. Enkhjargal 
said that when her family visited a ‘red lama’ (ulaan lam)7 as well as their 
family shaman, both religious specialists said similar things. In one case, when 
the lama consulted the deceased’s ‘golden box’ (altan hairtsag)8 and when the 
shaman contacted the family’s ancestral spirits, both specialists correctly pre-
dicted that the family would find a golden horse next to the deceased, which 
they later found in his wallet. They both said that he liked yellow cloth and that 
he should be buried to the north of the family’s house. The only difference was 
in how they thought that he should be buried. The shaman thought that the 
deceased should be buried to connect with the earth as much as possible, while 
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the Buddhist lama encouraged them to place more things on his body during the 
funerary ritual, such as rocks. The family requested Buddhist lamas to carry out 
the funeral, as it is not customary for shamans to attend burials. 

When I asked Enkhjargal how she thought that shamanism in Mongolia had 
changed since I was last there, she answered that three years ago there were 
too many spirits around who felt that they were not being listened to. The spir-
its, she said, were worried about pollution, mining, and the environment, and 
they wanted to be heard. They were worried about Mongolia at a time when 
capitalist interests were overwhelming traditional ways of living and caring 
for the environment. Enkhjargal explained that a transformation had occurred 
when many shamans conducted rituals on 21 December 2012, spurred on by 
the globally resonant belief that this date was (among other things) the end of 
the Mayan calendar, indicating that there would be a global shift in conscious-
ness or that the world would end. This date, she said, was in some ways a 
turning point, a sign that the spirits were now being listening to. I can only 
infer that latent in this explanation is the hope that if the spirits are now being 
listened to, even if this is not immediately apparent, a change is happening 
in the minds of the Mongolian people. Perhaps it is Enkhjargal’s hope that if 
people listen once again to the spirits, some of the problems in Mongolia will 
be alleviated—that people’s relationships to each other and the environment 
will change. Perhaps the spirits will enable people to reconnect with each other 
and the landscape, so that some of the problems in the city and in the country 
will begin to disappear. 

Conclusion

In Enkhjargal’s ongoing story, she has re-embedded herself into a place, Ulaan-
baatar, and into kinship relationships that recall a narrativized past. She con-
nects a few times a year (and more often when she is experiencing difficulties) 
to deceased relatives who take an interest in her life. They offer her advice, as 
any loving relatives would. And if she has neglected visiting them for too long, 
they admonish her in a caring way. In a way, she has relinquished some of the 
freedoms that disconnection enables her to have in exchange for community 
and capacity—that is, some of the ‘freedoms to’ have been traded back for 
some of the ‘freedoms from’. 

It seems likely that Enkhjargal feels new pressures that come with being 
enmeshed, among them a sense of having to keep up the sometimes burden-
some obligations that come with maintaining living connections. However, 
these obligations seem far less onerous and troubled than those described by 
many of Buyandelger’s (2013) interlocutors. Enkhjargal has made an exchange: 
increased obligations for increased capacity. She now affects others, and they 
affect her. She is no longer “looking in from the outside,” feeling dislocated. 
She is among a web of relationships. 

If feelings of dislocation compel people to shoulder the burden of their exis-
tence alone, Enkhjargal has partly opted out of this logic. She has chosen to 
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reduce her dislocation by reconnecting with extended familial and spiritual 
obligations. Her transition to a more connected state is best illustrated by her 
statement concerning shamanic practice, which I would like to revisit. As she 
put it: “People who meditate experience emptiness. In shamanism the empti-
ness gets filled up by the spirits.” Enkhjargal feels ‘filled up’ by these relation-
ships, not just during shamanic ceremonies, but also in her everyday life as she 
navigates a chaotic, modern city.
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Notes

 1. Other than Enkhjargal, the names of my interlocutors in this article are pseudonyms.
 2. This increase in population was partly due to a number of terrible winters (dzud) 

that occurred in 1999–2002 and later during my fieldwork in 2009–2010, which 
killed the animals of many nomadic herders (UNDP Mongolia 2011). The loss of a 
herd often means that rural families migrate to the poorer areas of the capital to 
borrow money from relatives and/or to look for work (UNDP Mongolia 2010). In 
2010, it was estimated that over 50 percent of the capital’s population lived in the 
ger districts (ibid.).

 3. Concerns about rituals surrounding wealth and power were a common theme in 
discussions with my interlocutors. Many told me that wealthy families in Ulaan-
baatar seek expensive Buddhist rituals both as a way of assuring the continuation 
of their power and wealth and as a means to appease any other-than-human agents 
who may be disturbed by the means through which they are generating wealth and 
the accumulation of wealth itself. 
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 4. It is common for sites of pilgrimage to be enshrouded by stories of how they 
escaped unscathed during the socialist period. Humphrey (1993) has written about 
the mythos surrounding the pilgrimage site of Mother Rock (Avgai Had or Eej Had). 
According to local stories, when the rock started to be worshiped in the 1970s, a 
district leader ordered its destruction. Somehow the attempts were thwarted, either 
by the death of a child or by bad luck befalling all those involved in the plotted 
destruction (ibid.). Whatever the case, all attempts to destroy Mother Rock were 
thwarted, and the rumors that arose no doubt deterred others from trying to knock 
it down. This remained a local secret until the end of socialism in Mongolia in 1990, 
when the rock became an important place of pilgrimage for devotees from Ulaan-
baatar and elsewhere (ibid.).

 5. While is it not uncommon for shamans to relate to multiple ongons (Buyandleger 
2013), Enkhjargal referenced only one in our conversation.

 6. In spite of the academic discussions detailing the analytic limitations of using 
‘shamanism’ as a religious category (Humphrey and Onon 1996), Enkhjargal, 
like other Mongolians I spoke to, referred to shamanism as a religion. Bumochir 
(2014) has argued that the category of shamanism as a religion existed among 
Mongolian Buddhist intellectuals from the seventeenth century and has arisen 
more recently among Mongolians in dialogue with neighboring states and Euro-
American discourses.

 7. The term ‘red lama’ is often, but not exclusively, used to refer to a lama who fol-
lows the Nyingma (or non-Gelug) lineages of Varjayana Buddhism (see Havnevik 
et al. 2007)

 8. Consulting the ‘golden box’ is an astrological method through which a religious 
specialist determines whether the time of death was destined, or if a person has died 
prematurely. If the time of death came too soon, the family needs to carry out rituals 
to absolve the deceased family member so that he or she can find a new rebirth. This 
method is also used to find out how, at what time, and where the deceased should 
be buried (see also Humphrey 2002).
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