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Mongolia in the throes of change

Rose | smai
PRI ME M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad has nany heroes. The first,
for obvious reasons, is Prophet Mhammuad.

He al so has great adnmiration for Peter the Geat.

In nore recent times, the Dr Mahathir, a voracious reader, has been
studying the history of Genghis Khan.

A few weeks ago, at the close of a Press conference in Mngolia, he
candi dly spoke about these great nmen and the | essons they offered
hurmanki nd.

"They tell us that unity brings strength, that determination results in
great achievenents.

"They have shown us that relatively backward and nonmadi c peopl e can be
brought together to create huge enpires covering, in the case of Genghis
Khan, al nost two-thirds of the known world at the tine.

"Look at how ignorant the Arabs were before Prophet Mhanmmad united
them The sanme can be said about Peter the Great," he said.

Dr Mahathir's views on heros and icons - well-known to severa
Mal aysi ans in the del egation to Mongolia and Kyrgyzstan earlier this nonth
- cane as a surprise to Mongolian reporters at the Press conference.

Many of themwere already in awe of his | eadership style, observed Hul an
Ganchin, a 25-year-old Mongolian who attended several functions organised
for the Mal aysi an del egati on.

"But when he started tal ki ng about Genghis Khan, the reporters were very
excited.”

Ganchin said the 13th century warrior was very inportant in Mngolian
soci ety.

"He is our hero,"” she said in halting English. As a child, the first
stori es she heard on her grandnother's |ap were that of Genghis Khan or,
Chi nggi s Khaan, as they call himhere.

Yet, for nore than six decades, when Mongolia was a Sovi et vassal from
1924 to 1990, the warrior was swept into obscurity. Moscow apparently
feared all vestiges of national pride but the older folk, Ganchin said,
managed sonehow t o pass on to young Mongol i ans fascinating (and sonetines,
i ncredul ous) tales about the revered | eader.

According to |l egend, after his father died, nine-year-old Termujin (the
nanme given to the young Genghis Khan) provided for his famly who |ived on
the edge of starvation.

Yet, before he died in 1227, he succeeded in subjugating mllions. \Were
there was resistance, he pillaged and plundered and where there wasn't, he
demanded taxes and troops.

H storians say the enpire established by Genghis and his sons and
grandsons was so great (in 1928, it stretched fromthe Yellow Sea to the
Medi terranean) that it was exceeded only by the British Enpire of the 19th
century.

Looki ng at Ganchin as she tucked stray strands of brown hair behind
del i cat e-1 ooki ng ears, you wouldn't think she has descended fromtribes
whi ch ruthlessly conquered | arge portions of the world in the 13th
century.

Back in U an Bator for a |late sumer break fromBerlin where she is
st udyi ng busi ness adni ni stration, Ganchin | ooked far too refined to devour
the raw livers of slain foes - a gruesone ritual practised by her
ancestors during the tine of the great warrior.



"The stories we hear about Chinggis Khaan tell us that Mongolians were
once a very strong peopl e.

"Now, " she said after a | ong pause, "Mngolians are strong and
sometines... not so strong."

Genghi s Khan woul d have been displ eased with this somewhat diffident
assessnent of his people but Ganchin nmay be right.

The political, social and economc transitions taking place in Mngolia
t oday have brought to surface a frenetic desire to "nake it" w thout
taking into consideration, as sone claim the strengths and val ues
enbedded in the society.

There is, for instance, a fast expanding area of seedy nightclubs in
U an Bator which several Ml aysian del egates inadvertantly (they said)
strayed i nto sone eveni ngs when we were there.

According to Bayaraa, a political activist and forner journalist, the
ni ghtcl ubs are frequented by expatriates and tourists so Mngolians hang
around t hese places knowing this is where the noney is.

Bot h he and Ganchin al so despair at the sight of young Mongolians
spending their |eisure hours listening to rap nusic.

"This may be a good way of |earning English," said Ganchin, quite
unconvi nci ngly.

In fact, all things Wstern have pervaded this Stalinistically-planned
city of 600, 000 people.

The biggest cul prit appears to be cable television. According to
Enkhbat, a nenber of the Mongolian Chanber of Conmerce, 85 per cent of his
people in the city have cable.

"I't has becone a necessity. Even if they can't afford anything el se,
they have to have cable," he added, al nost apol ogetically.

This was patently obvi ous when Ml aysi an reporters visited one hone
close to our hotel. The famly nmenbers were watching a replay of Princess
Di ana's funeral service on one of two huge television sets in the two-
bedr oom apart nent .

Intriguingly enough, the apartnment bl ock wore the | ook of disrepair from
the outside but inside, Zoright, 36, and her two young sons, Erdene and
Bat - Zori gh, had a washi ng machi ne, fax nmachi ne, coffee naker, an electric
heater and fryer, a rice cooker and a new fridge

Zoright, a lab assistant, said her husband was "a boss in a snal
di anond factory” - which explained the bigger purchasing power of this
famly.

As Bayaraa pointed out later, few fanmlies had such | uxuries.

We al so noticed that Zoright and her sons watched a great deal of MIV
whi ch neans that they would know as nuch about Boyzone and Spice Grls as
t hey woul d traditional Mongolian nusic.

Equal | y popul ar are Hi ndustani novies on tel evision.

Along with this preoccupation with all things un-Mngolian is the
craving, as Ganchin puts it, for "npbney, nobney, noney".

After a long stretch of Soviet-style rule which erased al nbost entirely
the creative and enterprising spirit of the people, this sudden shift
t owar ds maki ng noney i s not surprising.

Wth cable insistently telling Mngolians that they have been deprived
for so long, the desire for change is inevitable.

But what ki nd of change do they want?

Dr Mahathir's nmessage to countries |ike Mngolia and Kyrgyzstan was
clear: the changes in Ml aysia's economc profile did not happen
overnight. Attitudes and nindsets had to change. A sense of urgency had to
be incul cated and failures, he said, should be regarded as chal | enges for
future i nprovenents.

Certainly, there is no roomfor failure in the eyes of the Mngolian



Governnent but if mechani sns for change are not convinci ng enough, not
far-reachi ng enough, if the people thensel ves don't understand why they
have to change in order to ride along with changes in their society, the
| eaders may have difficulty pushing reforns.

Bayaraa, a nenber of the National Denocratic Party (one of two parties
in the governing coalition), said he was worried that short-term setbacks
woul d have a negative effect on the fledgling political system

"Peopl e want nore and they want it fast. But | sonetimes think the
Governnent is not doing enough to tell themthat it nust come gradually,
that certain structures have to be set in place before things can really
get better.”

As it is, the country has enbarked on a radical privatisation plan ained
at junp-starting the econony.

Latest reports indicate that virtually everything owed by the State
will be auctioned off within the next two years and this, for whatever
cash they can raise fromthe sales.

The State is not only engaging in fiscal reform it has al so abolished
tariffs, naking Mongolia the only country in the world to | evy no inport
duti es.

Despite this, getting investors to seriously consider doing business in
Mongol i a, preceived as renpte and isolated, is difficult.

Still, individuals |like Bayaraa renain quietly optimnstic.

"Things will not be good this year and next but the Governnent has a
vision to stop economic instability. By 1999, we will be okay," he said
confidently.

Even so, it seenmed clear to us as we toured the city on frightfully
chilly evenings that very few knew how to achi eve that state of okay-ness.

Crunbling infrastructure and pervasi ve unenpl oynment are two maj or
stunbl i ng bl ocks.

The few shops we saw were pathetic indeed. Looking for fine cashnere
cardi gans, we instead found stores where cans of Coke, bottles of dish-
washing |iquid, boxes of inported cigarettes and plastic clothes pegs were
carefully arranged and di spl ayed under gl ass counters.

The people, by and large, | ooked stoic but they al so watched us with
polite curiosity as we dashed around the capital in a notorcade headed by
the two | eaders.

In fact, Ml aysi ans who nmade contact with Mongolians |iked them
i nensely.

"There is a certain innocence about them Too bad we are going to help
spoil all this,"” said one businessman.

And, although we may be stretching it to insist that Uan Bator is the
aesthete's ultimate destination, there is sonething captivating about this
city with its w de boul evards |ined by silver birches now turning
brilliant shades of yellow and brown as the | and prepares itself for
W nter.

Indeed, if there is any reason to cone here it would have to be the
natural environnent. The countryside is, w thout doubt, nagnificent.

The wi de, open plains, the rolling hills around U an Bator, the blue
skies (even during the heart of winter) and the crisp and clean air would
calmand invigorate the nost tired of souls.

In sone way, all this will naturally be affected as Mngolian society
seeks its way desparately into the noneyed folds of capitalism

Al ready, the grimface of Genghis Khan appears on vodka bottles in the
ai rport duty-free shop.

And, it won't be long before the great warrior gets acquainted with the
cheerful but vacuous grin sported by Ronal d McDonal d.

( END)
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