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Scholars have not yet come to a definite answer regarding the absence or presence of the state among the Mongols. This is an issue under discussion not only among mongologists but among nomadologists in general (cf. Kradin 1992). The study of the internal workings of the development of Mongolian society is not only important in itself, but could also contribute to refining our typologies of medieval nomadic societies. Applying the Mongolian data to problem of nomadic empire statehood is very promising, because these data are better preserved than for any other nomadic structure of a similar level of complexity. What is more, the respective sources are rather authentic, as they are frequently simultaneous with the events they describe, or were composed not long after the relevant events.

I would suggest considering this problem in two aspects: first the question of the presence or absence of statehood among the Mongols proper, and second the problem of the statehood of the Mongol Empire. The Mongol Empire appears to have had certain characteristics of the state (territorial organization, taxation system, and administrative apparatus), but of an exopolitarian nature, as those institutes were aimed at the exploitation of the sedentary population of the conquered states – and this should be a subject of special research. The aim of this paper is to describe the characteristics of the social organization and structure of Mongol society proper at the peak of its military activity.

The differences among the definitions offered for Mongol political organization (state, early state, or tribal confederation) stem from different approaches towards interpreting the term ulus which reflected a certain level of ethnosocial organization. It is also necessary to mention that most 
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theoretically orientated scholars use for their study of the Mongol society structure European language translations of ‘Secret History’ which no doubt introduces additional mistakes into the interpretation of relevant terms. For this study I have singled out a few terms related to the Mongol social organization and analyzed the relations between them within the texts in order to determine the relations between the forms and phenomena of social organization, which those terms denoted.

The most important role appears to have been played by the clan (obog), affiliation to which was determined by the kinship links expressed through the term urug. A group of people denoted by this term may exist within the clan (obog), but may also split from it constituting a new clan. As a part of a clan, urug denotes a lineage, and as such this term is used most frequently in the text of the ‘Secret History’. It was necessary to be a kinsman (urug) in order to have the right to take part in the clan sacrificial ritual at the burial place. The clan rituals could only be performed by the members of the respective clans, and the regulation of the performance of such rituals was one of the clan functions.

The second clan function among the Mongols of this age was, no doubt, control over exogamy. In addition to the prescribed dual-clan marriage typical for the pre-Chinggis age, a new form of marriage appeared in the age of Chinggis Khan. This form broke the duality rule, as wives could now be taken from the other clans (in addition to the prescribed one). But the break of the duality and the consequent expansion of marriage links did not abolish the rule of the clan exogamy ‑ the ban on taking a wife from within one's own clan. ‘The Secret History’ shows both the change of the Mongol social structure, and the continuity of the clan function.

One can also trace in ‘The Secret History’ the relation between the notions obog and irgen. This relation is expressed in the fact that the clan becomes the basis of another social unit which takes the clan's name. This form is denoted in the source as irgen, ulus or ulus irgen, where those terms appear to be virtually synonymous. The use of two different words derived from the languages of two different linguistic groups (Turkic ulus and Manchurian irgen) with the same meaning is explained by the complex polyethnic composition of the Mongols who were in this age at the stage of active ethnogenesis. In the Mongolian source the term irgen is also used to denote, for example, the Tatars in general and particular groups of the Tatars, the Mongols and the Kiyats (a part of the Mongols); the forest peoples in general, or, say, one of these peoples, the Tumats etc. All this testifies that here we are dealing with a rather typical cross-cultural phenomenon. E.g., in the Byzantine sources the term ethnos was used to denote both all the Hunns in general and their parts – the Avars, the Sabirs etc. Herodotus used the term ethnos both for all the Scythians in general and for separate peoples living in Scythia. The social unit denoted by the Mongolian terms irgen and ulus was not a state. Both these terms are very close in their meaning to the Greek ethnos with its meanings ‘people, ethnic group, tribe’. The study of the terms irgen and ulus which were used both in the ethnic and political senses has shown that in Mongol society of this age, political consciousness coincided with ethnic consciousness, which testifies to the undifferentiated character of the social consciousness and the pre-state organization of the Mongol society. The identity of ethnic and political consciousness is witnessed not only by the ethnic/political polysemy of the above-mentioned terms, but also by the partial identity of their meaning with the meaning of the term obog.

The taxonomical hierarchy could be presented in this case in the following manner: urug (lineage) – obog (clan) – irgen ulus (tribe). In the meantime the same ethnic name, ethnonym could be used with any of those terms and in this way it could be transformed into a politonym, a name of political entity ‑ as a group of clans evolved from an ethnic linguistic-cultural entity into a more or less consolidated socio-political entity whose name was normally derived from the name of the ruling clan. Urug, being at one time a lineage within a conical clan, could split from it and form a separate clan.

The relation between the phenomena denoted by those terms is as follows: urug is marked by patrilineal kinship and thus can be viewed as a rather homogeneous structure, obog (the Mongolian clan) was also patrilineal and, hence, apparently homogenous; yet it included some persons who entered it not having the patrilineal kinship relations with the other clansfolk (e.g., through marriage), thus this homogeneity was far from being absolute. Both of these terms denoted first of all ethnocultural entities.

The terms irgen and ulus denoted heterogenous socio-political entities, whose aristocracy was constituted by the ruling clan, and which also gave their names to the whole irgen/ulus. The limits of the entities denoted as irgen ulus were determined not through territorial borders, though these were relatively clear, but through the individuals who led their constituent parts. Personal affiliation to such an entity was fixed in the genealogy. Within one conical clan, relations of domination were structured by the place of the lineage heads in the genealogical table, whereas special significance within the clan belonged to its senior and junior members, which were marked terminologically in a special way. Within an undifferentiated society the social structure itself determined the character of the organization, as it consisted of taxons which were hierarchically differentiated when roles of each social unit were determined. Kinship was the main criterion of the political organization not only vertically (the taxon hierarchy), but also horizontally (the relations of the ethnosocial units of the same structural level. The forms of relations typical for such a society – which were expressed in the anda terms (‘father – son’, ‘senior brother – junior brother’) – witness to the point that this is a basically stateless organization, as the relations between ethnosocial units within it were regulated through the system of kinship terms.

The absence of the formal institutions of political power standing outside the clan traditions, of a fixed law system, of a taxation system (the text of ‘The Secret History’ does not mention the term alba, used later to denote tax, or any other word with this meaning), as well as the division of Mongols according to clans, and not territory make it possible to denote the Mongol society of the Empire Period as a supercomplex chiefdom (a protostate entity where a particularly important role was played by chiefs with their military retinue and the council of the ethnosocial leaders – the khuriltai).

The supreme ruler contributed objectively to overcoming resistance to the processes of social consolidation. It seems possible to note the co-existence of two trends: 1) the liquidation of those chiefs who opposed the political centralization process; the use by the new leader in his administration of the already existing clan system and the mechanisms stemming from the clan-communal tradition, where even the so-called military ‘decimal’ system dubbed the clan one and did not reflect the actual number of the warriors. Typologically speaking in this period of the Mongol politogenesis one observes a combination of two directions: a) the military approach to politogenesis when power was seized by military leaders on the basis of a military democracy and military retinue, and b) the aristocratic approach when power was concentrated by the traditional tribal leaders (Kubbel 1988: 134–136). Kubbel's classification seems to be identical with Weber's idea of the charismatic and traditional forms of domination.

Both types of power relations – traditional and charismatic – were reflected in the division of the Mongol rulers in two groups. The first group consisted of the hereditary aristocracy – beki, ebugen, ecige etc; The second included those political leaders who achieved political power because of their personal qualities – khan, ba'atur, mergen etc. However there was no sharp distinction between those two groups, first of all because all the rulers where leaders through their possession of charisma. The difference was that the rulers of the first type inherited the charisma as clan elders descending from the ancestor chosen by Heaven, whereas leaders of the second type started new lines of power inheritance, though they often belonged to the collateral branches of the same genealogy, being descendants of the clan founder, but not the senior one. In their turn they fixed their rights in the traditional way, through genealogies; thus for purposes of the justification of one's right to rule, two types of legitimization were used, traditional and charismatic.

A special place in the military hierarchy belonged to the possessor of the title khan. At the beginning of the epoch of instability and active ethnopolitical reconstruction, this title was a marker of the supreme power within the Confederation, determined through election of the supreme leader by the council of the Confederation leaders, with the monopolization of the supreme power by one clan (the one of Chinggis Khan). It then becomes hereditary and acquires a dynastic character, as the reign of Chinggis Khan descendants continues up to the 20th century. The right to rule which belonged to them was confirmed by genealogy that sometimes might have been fictive, as with Dayan Khan who led the Mongols in the 15th century. The affiliation to the clan of Chinggis Khan (‘the Golden Clan’) was determined not only by transmission of the supreme power within the Confederation according to the right of primogeniture with the inheritance of the title khan/khaghan, but also through the marking of their members (till the 20th century) with the title Taiji.

An important role in the power structure of Mongol society was played by the Council – khuriltai. In the 12th century this was the meeting of confederation leaders on a supratribal level, and was at first conducted in order to elect the supreme leader of the confederation, whose role became more and more important with the expansion of conquests. With the growth of Chinggis Khan's power, and later that of his descendants, khuriltai was transformed into a sort of ‘family council’ including the members of the ruling lineage and their military retinue (nukers) who were summoned for the enthronement of the new supreme leader or to choose the direction of a new military campaign. The annual meetings of the members of the ruling lineage (or the conic clan as a whole) for the performance of the New Year rites were also called khuriltai. The chief stood out of the society as its manifestation, concentrating within himself the relation of this society to its land and ancestors who secured its well-being and was responsible for it flourishing. That is why it is especially important to study the role of the political leader in the ritual life of the society.

First of all it seems necessary to mention that the rituals were of two types: stabilizing rituals (‘rituals of beginning’) and corrective rituals. The rituals of the second type were performed by the black shaman, whereas the rituals of the first (most socially significant) type could be performed by various persons even within one ethnic group. One can trace the Mongol world's characteristic division into the West and the East Areas up to the 1st millennium B.C. when the border between two Areas ran along Khangai. One finds that burial mound culture connected with Europeoids to the west of it, while the culture of the slab burials, ‘Deer Stones’ and hereksurs was connected with the Mongoloids to the east. This division seems to remain in the traditional culture of the Mongol peoples up to the present as regards rituals and their performers. Within the Eastern Mongolian tradition (as in the East Asian tradition in general) the khan combines political and ritual functions, i.e. the secular leader performs the most socially significant rituals, which distinguish this from the West Asian tradition where one observes a division of functions (cf. e.g., brahmans versus kshatris). The same could be traced in the East Mongolian and East Buryatian traditions where the ritual function is separated from the political, and is performed by the white shaman. The ruler performed regular ‘center reproducing’ rituals ‑ the enthronement, the New Year, summer and autumn taylgans. All the above-mentioned rituals included the rites connected with the cults of Heaven, the landowning spirits, the banner, and the fire which also had some relation to the ancestor cults. These regular rituals had a stabilizing character and represented a symbolic repetition of the act of creation sanctioning the new order.

According to Mongol notions the ruler possessing the greatest sacredness played a civilizing role towards the whole world. Such a universality stemmed from the universality of Heaven whose son he was. This role was actualized in two important aspects of the ritual. First, the ritual was performed by the secular political leader – the ruler, the leader etc. – of the traditional or charismatic type. Secondly, the ritual was always performed in the places which were either considered the center of the world (a certain mountain, or petroglyph, or tree), or were modeled as such with some special attributes (trees stuck in the earth, banner, obo, hitching post etc). In any case both the natural and artificial center of the world was connected with the cult of the ancestors who are always situated in the center of the cosmological model of the world. It is based on the idea that charisma can be preserved on earth, in the society after the death of its owner, and can manifest itself in various things – both in the anthropomorphic images made from various materials – like felt, metal, stone, wood, and in other ritual attributes – like posts, drums, banners, spears, stones.

One of the Mongolian terms denoting the ruler's charisma is sulde, which in Mongolian ritual texts is characterized as temur-un qadaqasun (‘the iron pillar’), or toru-yin qadaqasun (‘the pillar of toru’), i.e. as the center of the world. Taking into consideration the importance of the notion of toru and the fact that nobody appears to have paid sufficient attention to it, I find it necessary to dwell upon it particularly. In ‘The Secret History’ the term is used in the following cases: 

§ 121. ‘...for me, who has predicted such a high rank for you’ (Kozin 1941: 107) (toru-yi ji'aqsan gu'un-ni nimayi [Rachewiltz 1972: 51]). My translation: ‘... for me, for me, for the person who has manifested the Highest Law for you’).

§ 178. ‘Have I only forgotten the son? I have forgotten the law of truth’ (Kozin 1941: 136) (ko'ub-ece'en qaqacaqu-ju toro-dece qaqacaba [Rachewiltz 1972: 90]). No doubt, the implication is that Wang Khan has deviated from the Highest Law.

§ 208. My translation: ‘I am thinking about the Great Law’ (yeke tore setkiju [Rachewiltz 1972: 119]). qaqacaqsan ulus qamtutqaqsan-u butaraqsan ulus bugutgelduksen tusas-u inu toro setkiju... minu uruq bidan-u oro sa'uju ene metu tusa kiksen toro setkiju [Rachewiltz 1972: 119–120]. My translation: ‘/While thinking about/ the help in the unification of the divided ulus, the disunited ulus, I think about the Law...The fact that my urug is sitting on our throne is /the result of the fact that/ I think of the Law, which has brought this help’).

§ 216. ‘According to the Mongolian Truth we have a custom of the elevation to the rank of noyan – beki’ (Kozin 1941: 166) (mongqol-un toro noyan mor beki bolqui yosun aju'ui [Rachewiltz 1972: 125]. My translation: ‘The Mongol Law is that the way of noyan is to become beki’). In this paragraph yosun and toru are synonyms.

§ 220. ‘But as you insist that you did not dare make any harm to your khan, then this means that you did not forget the Law, the Great Truth, Yeke Toro’ (Kozin 1941: 168) (tende tus qan-iyan tebcin yadaqsan yosu yeke toro-yi setkiju'ui [Rachewiltz 1972: 127]). In this paragraph yosun and toru are synonyms.

§ 263, which mentions ‘the town laws (toru)’ of the Central Asian cities (Kozin 1942: 189).

§ 281. ‘/Ugedey is saying/: I recognize my guilt that because of an irrational sense of revenge I destroyed a man, who ... surpassed all in the execution of the Truth-toru’ (Kozin 1942: 199) (doro kiciegu [Rachewiltz 1972: 174]).

The above-mentioned data show the different meanings of toru. On the one hand, toru is a synonym of yosun (§§ 216, 220), when both terms denote customary law. The use of two terms to denote one notion is explained by the same cause as in the case of ulus and irgen. In this case toru is a Turkic word whereas yosun is Manchurian. And the last word has the main meaning of ‘customary law’. However, on the other hand, toru has a different meaning. It seems possible to say that toru is something which is possible to know, to perceive, to have within (setkiku – §§ 208, 220), it may be manifested to the others, and in this way the Great Will (Law) is manifested – jiqaqu (§ 121). But within one's activities one might deviate from the Law – qaqacaqu (§ 178). Thus it is possible to maintain that toru is what the person must follow in his life, something existing outside his will, something which is not created by him, but which is given to him from above and of which he only becomes aware. Even khan does not create toru, but only follows it. Hence, toru might be rendered as the Highest Law.

It seems that just this meaning of the term may help to understand the following saying belonging to the Turkic tradition: ‘The state disappears, /but/ toru remains’ (Trepavlov 1993: 41) and leads one to the supposition that in the age of Chinggis Khan this term denoted the Law established by Heaven. Here it seems relevant to mention that in the Ancient Turkic Period this term was used to render the notion of dharma in Ancient Turkic (DTS: 581). For this context it is important to notice the still sacralized meaning of the Law which secures the observance of order, rules and norms that in its turn guarantees the harmony in Cosmos, Nature and Society, and this is very characteristic of traditional Mongol Society.

The will of Heaven is executed on earth by the supreme ruler (khan). This relation of the khan with the Highest Law might have been reflected in the writing of this term in § 281 of ‘The Secret History’ – doro, in tune with the writing of the word denoting the sacral spear – an attribute of Chinggis Khan (= an analog of the world tree). The term meaning found in §§ 121, 178, 208, 281 is connected with the markers of the center. ‘Chinggis Khan, being in the center the Ordos Tumen (which seems to mean the sacred center of the Mongols – Ejen-Khoro, where the relics of Chinggis Khan are stored – T. S.), became the ruler of a multitude of uluses’ (Ordos tumen-iyen toblen sagugsan, Olan ulus-un ejen bolugsan Cinggis-qagan’ [Rintchen 1959: 67]).

The study of ritual texts also confirms my supposition on the special place of toru in the Mongol perception of the functioning of society. First of all toru is connected with those attributes which mark the center: ‘the four-koltu black banner which has become the iron pillar, the bedrock of toru’ (toru-yin tusiy-e temur-un gadagasun bolugsan ... dorben koltu qar-a tug [Rintchen 1959: 70]); ‘the four-koltu great banner (sulde, cf. tug of the previous passage – T. S.), which has become the pillar (the mediator having the functions of the World Tree – T. S.) of toru ... the great sulde (charisma – T. S.) of the sacred ruler (Chinggis Khan – T. S.), which became the bedrock of toru, which has materialized in the nine-koltu white banner (toru-yin gadagasun bolugsan... bey-e-yin tusig bolugsan... dorben koltu yeke qar-a sulde toru-yin tusig bolugsan... yesun koltu cagan tug-iyen bosqaju... bogda ejen-u yeke sulde [Rintchen 1959: 74]; ‘the sacred queen (bogdo qatun) ... – the bedrock of toru’ (toru-yin tusiy-e... bogdo qatun [Rintchen 1959: 98]).

To my mind, the connection of toru with the four-koltu banner acting as its mediator is confirmed by the saying used by now by several ethnic groups of the Buryat of which I was kindly informed by G. R. Galdanova: sajin gurban koltei toru dorben koltei (literally ‘religion has three legs, and toru has four of them’). This implies numerologically the supremacy of toru over religion. The bedrocks of the religion are Buddha, the teaching and the community, whereas in the second part of this saying one could see a clear analogy with the four-koltu banner. In the prayers one can find the following synonymous row to the black banner (qara sulde-yin ocig): the pillar of toru (toru-yin gadagasun) – the bedrock of toru (toru-yin tusig) – the great charisma (yeke suu jali) (Rintchen 1959: 73–74).

Being situated in the sacred center of the society, toru has some tendency of growing, enlarging, expanding. This is defined as ‘ample happy toru’ (arbin sayin toru [Rintchen 1959: 87, 102, 106]); ‘growing toru’ (orgejiku toru [Rintchen 1959: 87, 99, 101, 103, 106]). 

Toru was directly connected with the ruler, who obtained (or accepted) it. Chinggis Khan is mentioned in the following way: ‘Chinggis Khan who was born by Heaven, who obtained toru of the peoples of the World’ (delekei-yin ulus-un toru-yi abugsan tngrlig Cinggis-qagan [Rintchen 1959: 63]). The obtaining of toru by the ruler (= Chinggis Khan) let to control over those people led by the other, defeated ruler: ‘Chinggis Khan ... having obtained toru of Wang Khan took possession of numerous kereits and ruled /them/’ (Ong qagan-u toru-yi abugsan, olan kereyid-i ejelen medegsen Cinggis qagan [Rintchen 1959: 63]). This stemmed from the point that the ruler's toru was also toru of the respective society: ‘Chinggis Khan who obtained toru of Dayan Khan, the ruler of the Naimans, who obtained toru of all the great ulus’ (Naiman Dayan qagan-u toru-yi abugsan Narmai yeke ulus-un toru-yi abugsan...Cinggis-qagan [Rintchen 1959: 63]).

Thus, the narrative data demonstrate that, according to traditional notions of the medieval Mongols, the ruler's performance of the regulatory functions within society is ensured by his special relation to toru – the Highest Law which is manifested by Heaven through him. This form of legitimization might be denoted as ‘sacred law’ (meaning A of toru) which regulated the relations ‘society – cosmos’.

The above-mentioned synonymity of toru and yosun leads one to the supposition that these terms were used to denote the unwritten customary law (meaning B of toru), the traditions and customs which regulated relations within the society.

Sometimes (see § 227) the terms of group B are connected with the terms of the inchoate civil law (group B): ‘decree (jasag, jarlig) issued in accordance with the tradition (toru, yosun)’. The most widely used term was jasag. Some of its meanings help to determine the semantic field of the term: 1) to dispose, to rule; the judicial sphere seems to be implied here as well, as the legislative, executive and judicial powers were not separated; 2) administration, supervision, government; 3) command, decree, order. The last meaning is more or less identical with the term jarlig (for more detail see Rachewiltz 1993). It seems that the point is not that in the age of Chinggis Khan a new form of legitimization emerged (Jasag). It is not clear (and solution of the problem does not appear to be possible for the time being) if all the decisions of Chinggis Khan in a Code of Laws during his life, or the Great Jasag were worked out by his descendants in the Near East.

However, it seems possible to maintain quite confidently that this type of law stemmed from the will of the secular leader, and for the age of Chinggis Khan this was not a code of laws, worked out by professional jurists on the basis of articulated legal practice. All the extant passages from Jasag deal with the particular issues being frequently written references to the working customary law; they did not determine the basic principles of Mongol social life. To my mind, this is inchoate written law – the ruler's decrees – the initial stage of the transition from customary law to civil law.

This is connected to one more genre denoted by the notion word (uge) of the ruler. For example, it was according to the word of Khabul Khan that Ambaghay Khan became the Mongols' leader (Kozin 1941: 84), and according to his word Khutula became the Khan (Kozin 1941: 85).

The actual absence of a state structure among the Mongols led to the disintegration of the Empire after the death of its founder, because during his lifetime its different parts did not constitute an economic or political unity, whereas the social unity was based on the affiliation of the leaders of the ethnic-political formations to one conical clan. The description of Mongol society of this age shows that contrary to some scholars' insistence upon the Mongol clan being amorhpic, its difference from the classical clan organization, it remained a rather homogeneous structure comprising the blood-kin (outmarried women never became members of their husbands' clans; they could not take part in clan rituals). The rigorous counting of descent was necessary, because the Mongol clan (obog) performed the cult functions, and the function of marriage regulator; also the counting of junior and senior lineages secured the internal stratification of the clans. The relations of domination were marked through the use of kinship terms (father – son, senior brother – junior brother) for ethnosocial group leaders in those cases when they were not regulated by genealogies, i.e. when they belonged to different kinship groups. The performance by the clan of its social and ritual functions was ensured by its leader – the bearer of the clan charisma, who occupied in the sacral center of the clan community. The leading role of the clan in the social life of the Mongol medieval society makes it possible to consider the core of the nomad empires as a supercomplex chiefdom (for detail see Skrynnikova 1997 and Chapter 24). When choosing the term to denote the respective level of political organization I have decided to avoid the use of the term state, because it appears impossible to find its main characteristics among the Mongols.

NOTE

* First published in Kradin, N. N., Korotayev, A. V., Bondarenko, D. M., de Munck, V., and Wason, P. K. (eds.), Alternatives of Social Evolution, Vladivostok: FEB RAS, 2000, pp. 294–301.
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