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Reading Political Dimensions into the “Camel Fire Ritual” in Mongolia
—Ambiguous Loss and a Native Anthropologist—

Yang Haiying
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The American sociologist Pauline Boss conducted a survey of families of
soldiers designated as missing in action during the Vietnam and Cambodian
Wars. Her study culminated in the launching of a concept called “Ambigu-
ous Loss”. There are two different types of “Ambiguous Loss”. The author
describes the first type as those where a family member is physically absent, but
psychologically present because it is unclear whether they are dead or alive.
The second type of ambiguous loss is where the person is physically present,
but psychologically absent, as exemplified by patients of Alzheimer’s disease.

In this paper, I would like to propose that Mongols living in the Mon-
gol Autonomous Region in China are also people who have been trauma-
tised by this sentiment of “Ambiguous Loss” like those described in Pauline
Boss’s book. As far as population size is concerned, these Mongols represent
an ethnic minority. Nevertheless, in view of government policies, they are
defined as a “major ethnic group” (zAuti minzu). These Mongols have under-
gone a series of harsh political upheavals in their history, including the “Great
Cultural Revolution”. Even today, the admission or disclosure of any special
affinity to, or adoration of Mongolia, the nation of their compatriots, is politi-
cally dangerous.

This paper aims to explore and identify what sort of ethnic recording and
archiving would be feasible for these Mongols in Inner Mongolia, who have
been immobilised by the sense of “Ambiguous Loss”. As an example of pos-
sible measures, the author presents the “Mongolian camel fire ritual”. This rit-
ual consists of two elements. One is the tradition of “nomadic rituals”, while
the other is associated with a reminiscence of the Zoroastrian faith. The author
scrutinises the offerings and procedures of the camel fire ritual. It is noted that
Mongols call “camel fire” the “fire of life”. Based on these observations, it is
demonstrated that underlying the Mongolian camel fire ritual people’s worship
of the “Primitive Fire” in ancient times.

It is strongly urged in society that support for healing be provided by
communities and national governments for those individuals afflicted by
“Ambiguous Loss”. Such an effort is indispensable. As for ethnic groups trau-
matised by a sense of “Ambiguous Loss”, the restoration of their traditional
culture would be an effective method of “cure”. For example, in Inner Mon-
golia, the “Camel Fire Ritual” was reinstated by Mongolian communities in
recent years. Such an initiative indicates how strongly they are aware of the
importance of their ethnicity, culture and tradition. I was born and brought
up in Inner Mongolia. As a native Mongol anthropologist, I am now actively
engaged with the restoration of Mongolian ethnic culture.
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LOTHDHI EHUDTHHmIT 720

FBAREMZOVWTIRER ORI EY TVALZBIZE>TEINLTEY, §TE
T 2 DI B IZRAIFEICEN LY, TF2 TIUIRGH L O E-EA S/ 5 bl
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& 39 (Narasun 2005: 250) 0 A AETH R - 72® Y INVALBIE [T 75D
Kx FDOLHE4LL] (botuy-a-yin yal-un takily-a) & & EBL Tz, ZOBEOKIZ [F
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NERICHBE I TRIICUGE SNz Bk o 7280, SBIIg L, —RrIc%
KL TV BIITPEICER L7z, ZOWET 2 HOEFEICEE ) &, BHIEBIITE
W EEOAREREEE AR S T 5,
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FHLE N TWnWb,
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T O BA >
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