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ABSTRACT 

There are many obstacles to sharing Christ with nomadic peoples.  Obstacles include 

distance of travel from one family group to another, the mobility of these family groups, the 

finances and investment to locate the families every season, the lack of fellowship and 

discipleship materials for those that do become Believers, and the peer pressure that these 

Believers face in the midst of this lack.  What resources can be offered to fill this gap?  How can 

the Gospel be communicated in a relevant and engaging way to a people group that is spread out 

across hundreds of miles, resistant to sedentary thinkers, and has no consistent contact with 

Believers?  Consider the option of music.  Music is intrinsically linked with society, culture, and 

worldview.  Within its melody, rhythm, lyric, and context, it communicates, challenges, and 

confirms how one sees the world through a form viable and acceptable to the nomadsô way of 

life. 

The purpose of this grounded theory study is to explore the unique qualities of music 

making within a nomadic culture.  Identity formation through musical performance and its social 

context is one vital part of a nomadôs strategy for a continuing existence.  It reflects and informs 

the essence of who he is as a proud and independent nomad with the ability to negotiate his 

existence within the changing and sometimes harsh climate in which he lives (physically, 

spiritually, and politically).  The study will focus on the current context and process of music 

making within the lives of herding communities in central Mongolia with the broader purpose of 

exploring the common elements of identity formation and nomadic strategy through the music 

cultures of nomadic peoples in general.  In addition, it is hoped the study will encourage and 

resource church leaders and mission workers to reach out to nomadic communities in their 

respective areas by encouraging the use of music as an effective tool for evangelism, worship, 

and discipleship.   
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Fig. 1.  Young Mongolian nomad. 

 

 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

 Over the centuries, nomadic peoples have 

ingeniously adapted to the changing world around them.  A 

strong social identity of independence and adaptability has 

enabled them to survive the storms of natural disaster, 

political upheaval, and technological power and still be 

standing after the storms have passed away.  The nomads 

have learned to thrive in the worldôs most unlivable 

landscapes.  Yet, despite their resourcefulness, society at 

large ignores these small groups of travelers who seem alien in the context of Western 

civilization.   

Although they are often said to be a highly spiritual people, nomads have remained 

elusive to Christianity in its modern package of stationary development, and church planters 

have struggled to develop growing vibrant believers within nomadic cultures.  Living from a 

completely different worldview than sedentary thinkers, nomads have gained the reputation of 

being ñresistantò to the Gospel when, in fact, the presenters of the Gospel may be resistant to 

them.  Of the remaining unreached people groups, the entire world population of nomads is the 

least reached.  These 200 people groups reside on 1/3 of the earthôs land mass, yet receive the 

least amount of attention from mission workers (Hunter 2000).  It is common to hear in 

missiological discourse that the task of óevery nation, tribe, tongue, and peopleô hearing the 

Gospel is almost complete, and that we only need to jump in with both feet and push to cover the 
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last frontier.  Nevertheless, the last frontier of nomadic people groups is the last because it is the 

most resistant to Western ideas of Christianity, thought, and culture, and the predominant and 

historical methods of reaching it are irrelevant to a people whose sole existence depends on their 

mobility and independence.  In order to achieve a healthy, integrated, relevant, and meaningful 

approach to nomadic people groups, this last frontier will require some of the most concentrated 

and intelligent forms of dedication, thought, sacrifice, and flexibility that have ever been needed. 

 

Need for the Study 

There are many obstacles to 

sharing Christ with nomadic peoples.  

One is the lack of individuals willing 

to live alongside them, endure the 

same hardships, and see little 

immediate influence. Other obstacles 

include distance of travel from one 

family group to another, the mobility 

of these family groups, the finances 

and investment to locate the families every season, the lack of fellowship and discipleship 

materials for those that do become Believers, and the peer pressure that these Believers face in 

the midst of this lack. 

What resources can be offered to fill this gap?  How can the Gospel be communicated in 

a relevant and engaging way to a people group that is spread out across hundreds of miles, 

 
Fig. 2.  Typical Mongolian nomad's home. 
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resistant to sedentary thinkers, and has no consistent contact with Believers?  Consider music as 

an option.      

Music is intrinsically linked with society, culture, and worldview.  It both reflects them 

and informs them.  Within its melody, rhythm, lyrics, and context, it communicates, challenges, 

and confirms how one sees the world.  Tapping into a peopleôs music is tapping into an intricate 

weave that intersects all areas of culture.  Music shapes and confirms identity, symbolizes ideals, 

communicates the nuances of morality, and assigns or reassigns power.  It is a behavioral and 

structural reflection of mankind.  Music provides a window into the complexity of human 

thought, and it can communicate those thoughts through a form viable and acceptable to the 

nomadsô way of life.  

Music is flexible as it conforms to and creates within the cultural boundaries given to it.  

It is not bound to a universal set of rules or prescribed as a universal language.  Every culture 

offers a unique set of circumstances within which music can operate, and music has the ability to 

inform and reflect the unique qualities of any culture.  Music, therefore, offers a viable form of 

communication within the structure of a nomadôs migrating form of existence. When nothing 

else can travel, music can.  It can ride the back of a camel, float the waves of a river, or camp 

around the fire of a traveler. It can pass along secrets, proclaim victories, or tell a simple story in 

any context on any territory. 

Music is also oral. Most nomadic people groups rely on oral communication to receive 

information at the heart level.  Even among literate or semi-literate groups, information is still 

naturally retained and given through non-literate media, be it verbally or visually.  If a nomad is 

to understand the Gospel at this same internal level, it is absolutely necessary that it be 

communicated in the way he most understands.  Within each nomadic people group, one must 
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discover the natural modes of sharing information and tap into this communication tool when 

sharing truths.  If a nomad is going to understand something as truth, it must take the form in 

which truth is understood.  Music is one form that most every culture uses to communicate truth.   

Presented in its natural setting, music can be offered as a key tool for presenting the truths of 

Christ and supporting discipleship, fellowship, evangelism and worship among a nomadic people 

group. 

Few studies exist focusing specifically on church planting strategies and its specialized 

needs for those working among nomads.  A small network of nomadic workers exists, but the 

mission community at large has not given energy to the issues of contextualization or the 

development of a radically different approach needed to reach these last of the unreached. 

Studies on nomadic music cultures are often intermittent and incomplete possibly due to the 

nature and requirements of the research.  There are only a handful of examples of music 

evangelization among nomadic cultures, and there are no known studies that offer music and/or 

the arts as a common denominator and viable form of communication among nomadic cultures.  

How can the existing music culture be utilized as a vessel for encouraging evangelism, worship, 

and discipleship among nomads?  In order to explore the answer to this question, one must first 

discover the context, forms, and values of the existing music. 

 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this grounded theory study is to explore the unique qualities of music 

making within a nomadic culture.  Identity formation through musical performance and its social 

context is one vital part of a nomadôs strategy for a continuing existence.  It reflects and informs 

the essence of who he is as a proud and independent nomad with the ability to negotiate his 
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existence within the changing and sometimes harsh climate in which he lives (physically, 

spiritually, and politically).  So, what is the current context and process of music making within 

the lives of herding communities in Central Mongolia?  This study will focus on discovering the 

answers to this question as well as exploring the common elements of identity formation and 

nomadic strategy through the music cultures of nomadic peoples in general.   

The study is intended to resource and encourage both a general and specific audience.  

Ethnodoxologists, church planters, workers among or near nomads, educators, and mission 

mobilizers all stand to gain from a general understanding of the key component of music in an 

outreach strategy.  More specifically, this study aims to resource Mongolian church leaders, 

mission workers, mission minded musicians, and ethnomusicologists with specific examples of 

contemporary music culture within the Mongolian context with the hope that they will reach out 

to nomadic communities in their respective areas and encourage the use of music as an effective 

tool for evangelism, worship, and discipleship.   
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Glossary of Terms 

Ethnodoxology:  ñ[T]he theological and anthropological study, and practical application, of how 

every cultural group might use its unique and diverse artistic expressions appropriately to 

worship the God of the Bibleò (International Council of Ethnodoxologists). 

 

Ethnomusicology:  The study of music in and as culture. 

 

Grounded Theory:  A study ñin which the researcher attempts to derive a general, abstract theory 

of a process, action, or interaction grounded in the views of participants in a study. . . .    

Two primary characteristics of this design are the constant comparison of data with 

emerging categories and theoretical sampling of different groups to maximize the 

similarities and the differences of informationò (Creswell 2003, 14). 

 

Mongolia:  For the purposes of this study, Mongolia refers to the region of Outer Mongolia, an 

independent nation located south of Russia and north of China.  It does not include the 

region of Inner Mongolia, a northern province of China. 

 

Music Culture:  A pattern of thoughts about music, the music form itself, behavior in connection 

with music, and information received and understood through music (Merriam 1964; Feld 

1984). 

 

Nomadic Peoples:  ñ[A] ll societies whose culture and way of life is centered on the need to 

systematically travel to find a means of subsistenceò (Phillips 2001, 6).  Nomads include 

pastoralists (those who move based on available pasture for their livestock), hunters and 

gatherers (those who move based on available food and game), and peripatetics (those 

who move based on demand for their skill set, including tradesmen, craftsmen, and 

artisans.) Although this is the most common way of defining nomad, another definition of 

nomadism is "the regular and frequent movement of the home base and household" as a 

strategy for increased production and defense (Salzman 2002, 246, 261).  As I will 

explain further in Chapter 2, these definitions are the result of a clarification process that 

developed in anthropological studies on nomadism over the past several decades. 

 

Oral Communication:  Non-literate means of passing on knowledge including stories, proverbs, 

drama, songs, chants, poetry and other forms of visual and aural media such as word of 

mouth, radio, television, and film. 

 

Unreached People Group:  A group of people bound by culture and language that has no Gospel 

influence.  ñA people group among which there is no indigenous community of believing 

Christians with adequate numbers and resources to evangelize this people groupò (Joshua 

Project). 
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Limitations of the Study 

The scope of this study is confined to interviewing and observing multiple Mongolian 

families within extended driving distance from an urban area into three different rural political 

districts.  The research takes place over multiple two week trips over a four year period rather 

than one extended stay with one family group.  Because the goal of the research was to gain a 

general sense of popular musical tastes within the rural regions of the country, I chose to focus 

more on a survey approach 

interviewing multiple families 

across a range of contexts.  This 

provided a limitation in that I was 

not able to spend extended time in 

observing life cycle events, 

festivals, and other opportunities 

of performance within the daily 

lives of individuals. 

Globally, there are twenty-seven people groups connected by Mongolian culture.  Sixteen 

of those people groups live within Outer Mongoliaôs borders (Joshua Project).
1
  Each people 

group has its own set of cultural codes that are unique to that people.  The largest of these groups 

is the Khalkha Mongol. All of my research was within the Khalkha people group.  The narrow 

sampling will provide results directly applicable to the Khalkha Mongolian context and to some 

extent to other closely related people groups. However, one must be cautious to apply results 

from one cultural context to another without careful attention to the differences between those 

                                                 
1
 See Appendix B for a complete listing of these groups (Joshua Project 2008).  Sources differ on exact group names 

and numbersΦ  hǘƘŜǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ YŀǇƭƻƴǎƪƛΩǎ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ 
http://www.chriskaplonski.com/mongolia/ethnicgroups.html. 

 
Fig. 3.  Camel herders in Central Mongolia wearing new coats provided 

by local ministry. 
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two contexts. Therefore, all results will not be applicable to all Mongolian people groups nor to 

all nomadic cultures in general.  With that said, it is hoped that the analysis will, however, be a 

catalyst for further discussion, collaboration, and research within people groups of Mongolia and 

nomadic peoples in general.  

A third limitation is the inadequacy of a participant observer to observe and understand 

everything possible.  The complexity of interrelationship between the details of every day life 

and the pillars of cultural truths within a people group is staggering.  It is inevitable that in my 

field observations I will have missed some things that are relevant to my topic and focused on 

some things that are not.  I can only hope to tap into a few threads of this elaborate tapestry with 

the belief that they will provide one detailed angle of a larger work of art.   

Finally, this study operates out of the assumption that nomadic people groups have 

unique qualities inherent in their need for mobility and independence that are evident in nomadic 

cultures worldwide.  While the working out of these qualities may take on different forms and 

functions, it is assumed for the sake of cross-cultural comparison and analysis that nomadic 

peoples can be grouped into a loose collection of cultures that share ideals uncommon to 

sedentary thinkers.  This sweeping generalization is humbly made with the knowledge that there 

is an exception to every rule!  The aim is not to formulate a ñone-size-fits-allò approach, but to 

respectfully offer analysis and recommendations that are considerate of the nomadôs chosen way 

of life and allow it to continue based on the cultural groupsô own design. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

The literature review centers on works that are directly related to nomadism or a subject 

matter that is in close relationship to a nomadic culture.  While the list is not exhaustive, it 

provides an overview of available works and modern research on the subject (see For Further 

Reading for a more complete listing).
 2
  Works have been compiled into chart form for a visual 

representation of the review (see Figure 5).   

At the top tier are works about nomadic culture common to all nomadic peoples.  

Nomadic studies intersect with a wide range of topics and disciplines.  Globally, nomadism runs 

on a continuum of varying relationships with sedentary cultures.  On the one extreme are those 

groups who operate on a completely separate and autonomous level from surrounding societies.  

On the other extreme are groups who hold a nomadic worldview but live intermeshed with other 

people groups and adopt a sedentary means of existence for long periods of time.  Examining the 

points of intersection along this continuum provide for a multitude of topics including evolution 

theories, economics, public policy and human rights, resource management, negotiating 

environmental and political change, and specific case studies of social life (see Nomadic Peoples 

Journal for more information on these topics).   

Underlying these studies is a debate of the very definition of nomadism.  From an 

etymological stance, nomadism refers specifically to pastoralism, but the definition has expanded 

as nomadic studies have advanced. A deeper knowledge of the complexity of nomadism has 

forced a clarification process that has separated the ideas of pastoralism and nomadism into two 

                                                 
2
 Limited to the English language. 
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distinct but interrelated categories.  This 

transition came in part by a progression 

of thought that changed from viewing 

nomads as separatists, unaffected by 

society at large, to a more diversified 

view where a continuum of intersection 

between nomads and sedentary societies 

exists. For example, various stages of 

nomadism exist within the context of pastoralism, the polar extremes being fully sedentary or 

fully nomadic.  So, it becomes necessary to separate pastoralism into a separate category 

defining a means of income that is not necessarily dependant on being mobile.   

To clarify this distinction, Salzman (2002) defines nomadism as "the regular and frequent 

movement of the home base and household" (246).  It is a "collective activity" that involves 

"regular, repeated, and frequent displacement" which is purposeful and calculated rather than a 

wandering existence or the occasional temporary situation (246).  A definition of nomadism as 

separate from pastoralism also allows for a greater need to relocate for an increase in production.  

This expansion of definition opens the way for hunter-gatherers and tradesmen such as the 

Gypsies to be included as nomads.  Hence the most common definition as quoted from Phillips 

in Chapter One.  However, even these categories are debated as oversimplification for the 

following reason: you can be a pastoralist, hunter-gatherer, or tradesman without being nomadic.   

Nomads usually employ many activities of production so that they can make the most of 

the current situation and protect themselves against the failure of any given activity due to 

unforeseen circumstances.  This flexibility of production modes is one of many factors creating a 

 
Fig. 4.  Herding camp dismantled for a seasonal move. 
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complex interrelationship with sedentary societies that shifts depending on survival needs.  

Ultimately, Salzman distinguishes nomadism as a term for a strategy of living rather than a 

description of people groups.  Salzman writes, "'nomads' are not a kind of people, but different 

kinds of people who use a particular strategy - mobility of the household - in carrying out regular 

productive activities and defending themselves.  We may better understand the lives of these 

various peoples if we ask what they are trying to accomplish through this strategy, how they 

implement this strategy, why they do not choose apparent alternative strategies, and in what 

ways this strategy is tied to the environmental conditions in which live.  Nomads do not live to 

migrate, they migrate to live" (261).  Salzman addresses past studies in this area and offers a 

contemporary theoretical look at nomadism based on observations in Iran.  

The second tier of the Literature Map is divided into elements of culture where I have 

identified literature that focuses on specific aspects of nomadic life, be it a particular people 

group or process.  A major subsection of the culture branch is music.  This particular branch is 

developed more extensively as it provides the primary source of information for this study.  It is 

purposefully placed under the heading of culture because of my approach to music as an entity 

that operates within culture, influencing and being influenced by other elements within the 

culture.  
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Fig. 5.  Literature Map  
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Nomadic Culture 

For the sake of this study, culture is divided into five subsets: identity formation, 

symbolism, communication, people groups, and music.  These subsets were chosen based on 

available literature and common themes emerging from them.  

 Identity formation is a common theme among anthropological studies of culture.  James 

(1995) covers the discussions of identity formation at a conference of the International Council 

for Traditional Music.  Baranovich (2001) and Frolova-Walker (1998) explore the forced 

relationship between music, identity, and political power as governments and ethnic minorities in 

Central Asia seek to negotiate and identify their roles.  Adopt-A-People (1995) discusses the way 

Kazakh identity is re-shaped by outside pressures, and Post (2007) believes mechanisms such as 

music are used by Kazakhs to regain solidarity within these shifting influences.  Theodosiou 

(2008) wrestles with the identity formation of gypsies in Greece and the influence that location 

plays in forming this identity.  Stewart (1989) investigates identity formation through the Romôs 

ñtrue speech,ò a context of music making which solidifies a common identity among the men.  In 

general, identity formation is an important theme for nomadic peoples as they are accustomed to 

survival in changing landscapes both naturally, politically, and technologically. 

 Symbolism provides a wonderful way of gaining insight into a culture.  Waddington 

(1974) discusses the symbol of the horse and those associated with it in Mongolian culture.  The 

horse is the animal of pride and not only symbolizes national identity but personal identity 

among the herders themselves.  Another national symbol of Mongolia is the morin huur or horse 

head fiddle.  Marsh (2002) follows the history of the morin huur and its transformation into a 

symbolic representation of national identity and government influence.  Li (1992) investigates 

the way meaning is transmitted through symbolic coding within shamanistic performances of the 
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hand drum across Central Asia.  These articles provide a backdrop for discovering similar 

musical symbols within Mongolian culture and the relationship of music symbolism and 

nomadic worldview. 

   Under the communication branch, Feld ties together the ideas of symbolism, process, and 

communication and situates music within culture when he states:  

  Music has a fundamentally social life.  It is made to be consumed ï practically, 

intellectually, individually, communally ï and it is consumed as a symbolic identity.  By 

óconsumedô I mean socially interpreted as meaningfully structured, produced, performed, 

and displayed by varieties of prepared, invested, or otherwise historically situated actors.  

How does this happen?  What does it mean?  How can one know about it?  These 

questions focus on the nature of the music communication process . . . .  (Feld 1984, 1)   

 

He concludes among other things that music as a communication process conveys messages on 

multiple levels creating a cohesion of ideals, identity, and worldview.  His argument contributes 

to a deeper understanding of the mechanics of this process.   

A fifth subcategory of culture includes descriptions of nomadic people groups and their 

general cultural characteristics.  These cultural surveys offer the ability to compare and contrast 

elements across people groups including Mongolia in order to find common elements of music 

culture directly influenced by nomadic lifestyles. 

 All of the categories mentioned are interrelated and offer the authorsô interpretation of 

one side of a many sided coin.  When looking at methods for comparing and contrasting nomadic 

music cultures, these studies offer valuable angles of analysis. 

 

Sub-Group:  Nomadic Music Culture 

There are no known studies in English comparing music cultures across nomadic people 

groups and only one in French by Jean During (1998).  However, short case studies are available 

on specific people groups.  I have chosen those listed on the literature map as a backdrop of 
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people groups that are similar in geography while also including the Bedouin of the Arab world, 

the Wichi of Argentina, the Chayantaka of Bolivia, the Aborigine of Australia and others as a 

representation of non-Asian peoples.   

Ellingson-Waugh (1974) examines the shamanôs drum as a mediator between the natural 

and spiritual world in central Asian cultures and specifically Tibet, while Onon (2005) presents 

transcriptions and lyrical translations of a shamanôs songs in Inner Mongolia.   Tethong (1979), 

Enhong (1998), Mackerras (1983, 1985), and Aksenov (1973) cover music traditions of Tibetans, 

Inner Mongolians, Uygurs, and Tuvins, respectively.  Levin (2006) explores the Tuvan way of 

listening to natural and musical sound and the use of sound mimesis as a negotiation of natural 

and spiritual realms.  The study by Racy (1996) explores the similarities and differences along a 

continuum of nomadic, rural, and urban contexts within the East Arab world and focuses 

specifically on Bedouin ideology and its relationship with the Arab music culture.  Radloff 

(1990) and Ying (2001) focus on the Kirgiz epic as it was found in 1862 and 2001 respectively 

(Ying focusing on the genre through the life of an epic bard, Mamay), and Garcia (2002) looks at 

the way Wichi approach all areas of life with what he calls an ñopen agenda policyò that is also 

used to approach music as shown in actions surrounding events and song structures.  Solomon 

(2000) identifies the community identities formed through place-making in song, and Gibson and 

Dunbar-Hall (2000) cover similar topics as Aboriginal rock and pop take the place of traditional 

music forms as an expression of identity with the land.  

With the exception of Racyôs look at East Arab music culture, all of these studies focus 

on specific people groups and specific genres.  They provide a good starting point for making 

comparisons with Outer Mongolian music culture which may eventually lead to tentative 

conclusions applicable across cultural lines. 
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Sub-Group of Nomadic Music: Outer Mongolia 

The Mongolian Music branch of the literature review is divided into four sub-categories: 

religion, performance, overtone singing, and epic.  As stated earlier, these categories were 

chosen based on the studies available and their subject matter.  Emsheimer and Carroll (1986) 

discuss Mongolian music culture in the thirteenth century, the time of Genghis Khan, and Pegg 

(2001) provides an extensive historical overview of Mongolian music forms and performance 

contexts.  The film, Musical Steppes of Mongolia with Alain Desjacques, provides a visual 

representation of some of the rarer performances found in ethnic minority groups of Mongolia.  

In this film, one can see the musical differences from group to group.  Within the realm of 

religious works, Vahi (1992) gives a basic representation of music in the Buddhist ritual context, 

and Lee (2003) engages in Christian contextualization theories and the Mongolian context of the 

long song, or urtyn duu.  Leeôs research provides an example of how the current study may be 

applied to a specific Christian context within a nomadic people group.  Petrie (2006) and Marsh 

(2002) focus on the history of performance surrounding two of the most well-known 

performance events, the Naadam games and the morin huur.  Petrie explores the history of Ikh 

Bayar Naadam, a state sponsored ceremony of games, and how the manipulation of its traditions 

have been a way of expressing the stateôs sovereignty and political legitimacy.  This study is 

particularly important in that the Naadam Festival is one of the most popular and anticipated 

events of the year for Mongolians.  Marsh (2002) describes the process of the morin huurôs 

transformation into a national symbol during the Socialist Era.  Both works provide an 

opportunity to see symbolic cultural and musical processes in Mongolia.   

The last two sections of Mongolian music cover specific genres.  Pegg (1992) 

summarizes xöömii, overtone singing, within the Mongolian context including its history, 
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development, and current use, and the Music Epic branch begins with a volume of Oral 

Tradition (1996) which focuses on epic traditions along the Silk Road.  Several of the articles 

deal specifically with Mongolian and Khalkha epics.  Interestingly, epics were not a popular 

form of music performance in the areas that I visited but the articles concerning Mongolian 

music deal predominantly with epic traditions.  Heissig (1995), Nekljudov (1996), Pegg (1995), 

and Zhalgaa (2001) all cover facets of Mongolian epic tradition that primarily originate in 

Mongolian culture outside of the political boundaries of Outer Mongolia. 

Overall, the literature available on Outer Mongolian music traditions is limited with the 

exception of Peggôs research.  Information that is available covers specific genres or contexts.  In 

general, these studies focus on what Mongolians do musically, but not how often they do it or 

what they say about it.  While all of these studies provide valuable research in terms of 

comparing nomadic music cultures, there is a lack in the area of current popular ideas about 

music among Mongolian nomads.  My field work focused on this gap as I sought to learn what is 

performed most often and why.  This, in connection with other literature already available, can 

provide a solid foundation in which to begin the process of nomadic music culture evaluation. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

Throughout the research process, I have employed a qualitative research strategy with a 

knowledge claim of social constructivism.  My goal has never been to reconstruct the musical 

structures of songs.  Mongolians are already experts at this.  It is a living music culture that is 

already in the midst of recreating itself, and Mongolian researchers within the scientific 

community have already sought to analyze their own music structures.  Instead, my task on the 

field was an investigation of popular opinion within the Mongolian community.  This type of 

investigation needs a strategy that provides open ended investigation with the flexibility to 

participantsô views.  It is also more qualitative than empirical in perspective in that I am more 

interested in the behaviors and beliefs that surround a song form than the song form itself.  Alan 

Merriamôs classic model of music culture contains three levels of investigation: 

ñconceptualization about music, behavior in relation to music, and music sound itselfò (Merriam 

1964, 32).  The three levels integrate in a way that provides for confirmation and the opportunity 

for change in the participantôs mind.  It is the first two levels of thought and behavior that I am 

primarily concerned with.  While I wholeheartedly believe that analysis of song forms can lead 

to insights of deep meanings within a culture, it is beyond the scope of this investigation.   

 Social constructivism as explained by John Creswell (2003) is based on the idea that 

individuals actively pursue meaning within their daily lives.  These meanings are subjective and 

form a complex pattern of thought and behavior often attached to and represented by particular 

objects.   Creswell best explains the practical relationship of social constructivism and the 

researcher in the following way:  
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These meanings are varied and multiple, leading the researcher to look for the complexity 

of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few categories or ideas.  The goal of the 

research, then, is to rely as much as possible on the participantsô views of the situation 

being studied.  The questions become broad and general so that the participants can 

construct the meaning of a situation, a meaning typically forged in discussions or 

interactions with other persons.  The more open-ended the questioning, the better, as the 

researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their life setting.  Often these 

subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically.  In other words, they are not 

simply imprinted on individuals but are formed through interaction with others (hence 

social constructivism) and through historical and cultural norms that operate in 

individualsô lives.  Thus, constructivist researchers often address the ñprocessesò of 

interaction among individuals.  They also focus on the specific contexts in which people 

live and work in order to understand the historical and cultural settings of the 

participants.  Researchers recognize that their own background shapes their 

interpretation, and they ñposition themselvesò in the research to acknowledge how their 

interpretation flows from their own personal, cultural, and historical experiences.  The 

researcherôs intent, then, is to make sense of (or interpret) the meanings others have about 

the world.  Rather than starting with a theory (as in postpositivism), inquirers generate or 

inductively develop a theory or pattern of meaning.  (Creswell 2003, 8-9) 

 

The point that led me to this position is the lack of focused information and the misconceptions 

related to nomads.  In order to protect the research from the influences of my own 

misconceptions as a sedentary thinker, I wanted to construct a strategy which fostered 

understanding from an emic perspective and allowed for ideas to evolve from the collected data.  

The downside to this is that one often does not know what they are looking for and can feel like 

they are wandering in the dark at times.  Because of this, I see this process as the beginning for 

further research once the area of discovery has been more closely defined.  I am also claiming 

social constructivism because of its focus on discovery and understanding within a socially and 

historically constructed experience.  Meanings are explored through social interaction.  I feel that 

this is conducive to nomadic cultures and more specifically to Mongolian nomadic culture 

because they are traditionally oral societies and still operate to some extent within an oral 

framework of dissemination even in conjunction with sedentary development. 
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 In selecting the practical application of a research strategy, I chose to follow the 

guidelines of grounded theory analysis.  The background of social constructivism naturally plays 

well with a grounded theory approach as both point to the processes of interaction, give weight 

to emic perspective, and provide the flexibility of broad questioning in order to foster these 

ideas.  Grounded theory is an inductive approach ending in the formulation of a general theory of 

process or action.  It is founded in participantsô views.  The grounded theorist works through 

multiple levels of data collection with a variety of participants (rather than one core group) to 

provide for comparison and contrast.  This constant reworking of the data helps to define 

categories and processes without losing the participantsô perspective as the core value.  As 

categories emerge from evolving comparisons, broad conclusions and generalizations can be 

tentatively drawn and placed within the context of existing literature offering another form of 

accountability and grounding (Charmaz 2006).   

A grounded theory model is conducive to the current topic of nomadic music because of 

the lack of previous studies available and the need to base conclusions directly on the experience 

of the participant.  Also, there is an admitted danger in applying broad conclusions over multiple 

culture groups often resulting in superficial observations and conclusions.  Grounded theory 

offers a level of accountability to this tricky business as, in the end, I feel broad generalized 

conclusions are needed to further the discussion of thoughtfully contextualized music within 

nomadic cultures.  These conclusions will hopefully offer easily understood suggestions for 

Mongolian church leaders and workers among nomads in general.   

Practically speaking, the influence of a grounded theory strategy is seen in the type of 

interviews I conducted, the selection of a variety of sites, the importance placed on meeting with 

participants in their natural environment, and the method of coding during analysis.  The 
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grounded theory structure is not the only way I chose to look at the data but was in partnership 

with analyzing data for basic empirical evidence as well as process.  
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Snapshot:  A Day in the Life of a Fieldworker 

 

Fig. 6.  Mongolian kinship group. 

 

Backward, forwards, sideways, up and down, the van (and all of us in it) rock as we careen over 

the invisible roads.  Winding our way through riverbeds, sand traps, rocky outcrops, and 

roaming animals, we leave a billowing trail of dust behind us.  The occasional herder is seen in 

the distance (much later than we were seen by him) and we make our way over to ask him for 

direction.  ñOver this mountain and around that one,ò he says, pointing to what seems like an 

endless landscape.  But our driver is keen, and he follows the subtle contour of the terrain. 

Eventually, we come to a grinding halt before a collection of homes, a small unassuming huddle 

of human life existing in the midst of this vast landscape.  As we step out of our vehicle weôre 

surrounded by the feeling of limitless space as far as the eye can see.  An instant later, it is 

replaced by the smell of sheep, the barking of dogs, and the weathered faces of men, women, and 

children emerging from their homes to greet the strangers.  A few words are exchanged and 

weôre ushered into their home.  Replacing the brightness of an empty blue sky is the dim light 

filtering through a small opening in the center of the ger.  The sharp smells of meat, fermenting 

drink, and burning dung fill our senses as we are shown where to sit within the small round 

circle of chairs, beds, and daily tools.  The hostess quickly sets out cups filled with salted milk 

tea and bowls of dried yogurt, curds, and candy.  The formal greetings are exchanged, the snuff 

bottle is passed around for a sniff, and everyone settles in for a quiet reserved conversation.  If 

the interview goes well, fermented horse milk (airag) is brought out.  Everyone smiles as they 

watch the foreigner drink the sour milk, always filling whatever I could manage from the cup 

with more.  The laughter begins and so does the music.  Soaring melodies that seem to mirror the 

families and their landscape.  Eventually, our bellies full and our hearts warmed, we share our 

gifts of gratitude, say our thanks and wave goodbye.  Back in the van, we continue our journey 

bumping our way across the steppe toward the next group of nomads we can find. 
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Fig. 7.  Elderly women from Ulaanbaatar. 

 

Data Collection 

The above account was a common scene during my time in Mongolia.  Fieldwork was 

performed during visits 2003, 2005, and 2007.  Data collection centered on participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews. The goal was to derive an understanding of 

contemporary music culture in rural Mongolia based on the broad research questions below: 

a. What is the existing music culture in rural Mongolia? 

1.What kinds of music do the herding communities value? 

2.What forms does it take?  

3.What are the generational differences? 

4.How strong is the oral music tradition? Are cultural values, history, and 

information communicated directly through music? 

5.Who/what are the performers? (radio, cassette, trained musician, general 

public, etc.) 

 

The information gleaned from this study is a resource for understanding how the existing music 

culture be utilized as a vessel for encouraging evangelism, worship, and discipleship among 

Mongolian nomads.  While not directly related to specific music culture, the following questions 

were also asked of Christian community leaders in order to gain an understanding of current 

issues related to outreach among nomads. 

b. What are the current and proposed church strategies presented by the 

Mongolian church leadership? 

1.Are they effective? To which groups? 

2.What are the benefits and challenges of nomadic lifestyle? 

3.What is the religious background/worldview of Mongolian nomads? 

My fir st set of interviews took 

place in the capital city of Mongolia, 

Ulaanbaatar in 2003.  I was comparing 

and contrasting the likes and dislikes of 

various styles of music from hip-hop to 

Buddhist chants to Christian worship to 
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traditional songs.  In the process of interviewing these city dwellers, it became apparent that 

there was an invisible line between those that lived in the city and those that lived in the 

countryside of Mongolia.  Generalizations were consistently being made about what the ñotherò 

liked.  And more than that, the details of those generalizations differed depending on who you 

asked.  It was at that time that I planned to pursue fieldwork in the countryside itself in order to 

gain a more accurate picture of nomadic preferences in music.  In 2007, I completed the task as I 

chose two general sites of investigation.  I was given access through my contacts to 

Övörkhangai, Bulgan, and Arkhangai provinces (see map below).  These areas were conducive 

to my research goals in that they provided a continuum of nomadicism in relation to urban 

proximity.  In addition to information collected in the capital city, I was able to visit the homes 

of semi-nomadic families in the area surrounding Erdenet, a small north central city.  These 

families still adhere to nomadic traditions, but because of their proximity to a city, have more 

opportunity for urban influence.  In a southern region of Övörkhangai, I was able to learn by 

word of mouth who the known musicians were and travel to find them.  These nomadic family 

groups are much more removed from urban settings as their only access to sedentary influence 

are very small towns that exist mainly during the harsh winter times.  The third group of nomads 

I visited was the most remote of the three locations in that our search was not based from a town 

center but literally driving across the steppe to find those who were nowhere near town 

influence.  These were the families of Arkhangai Province.  While Mongolia is a vast country, 

and there are still a multitude of remote places I could have travelled, these three locations were 

chosen based on the access to them I received through contact organizations and the continuum 

they offered in terms of sedentary influence and regional dispersion (i.e. north to south).  
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Fig. 8.  Provincial map of Outer Mongolia 

 

Including Töv province, the home of Ulaanbaatar, these four locations provide a survey of 

central Mongolia.  

 

Data collection took the form of conducting interviews, observing musical events, and 

participating in host organizational meetings within their natural environments or those chosen 

by the participant.  Events included those that occurred naturally during my visit and semi-

structured events encouraged by the presence of our research team.  In addition to field notes, 

audio recordings and photographs were taken when possible. 

 The interview process was based upon semi-structured, open ended questions.  The 

purpose being to encourage natural dialogue and group interaction as well as giving the 

participants the opportunity to point to what they deemed important by their actions and words.  

In theory, this was a positive strategy.  In actuality, it was sometimes difficult to encourage 

natural flow of conversation.  From family to family, the willingness to be congenial, open, and 

informative varied.  However, it was also a telling sign of which families experienced music 


