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While often associated with Stalin’s positioning of Russians as “older brothers” to other nationalities, in the context 
of Mongolian-Russian relations the nature of “the brotherhood of nations” has been considerably more complex. 
Mongolian practices of siblingship distinguish between elder and younger, but are considerably more ambiguous 
in hierarchical terms than other relations involving distinctions of age. In this context, the positioning of Russians 
and Mongolians as siblings generally implies not the leadership of one elder sibling over a younger one, but is often 
used to emphasize mutual obligations and contested claims shared between those whose roles as “leader” and 
“follower” shift radically over the course of lifetimes in the context of who is lending aid, incorporating whom into 
whose projects, or slackening the intensity of such relationships. 

Though the hegemonizing tendencies of great powers has often been the focus of research on the region, the 
definition of nationality in the context of the Eastern Bloc  (including its Asian member nations) also created space 
for the recognition of distinctive practices, knowledge, and values while expecting engagement with those of other 
nationalities’. Based largely on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Mongolia since 2006, mostly in the Mongolian-
Russian mining city of Erdenet, this talk examines how “brotherhood” is a highly valued and highly contested 
relation through which negotiations of ownership, inheritance, and moral obligation in ongoing Mongolian-
Russian relations, both at the scales of international relations and interpersonal intimacies, are conducted on very 
Mongolian terms while always emphasizing distinctions between nationalities.

Sponsored by the UC Bderkeley Mongolia Initiative.   Free and open to the public • Wheelchair accessible


