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MONGOLIA’S POSITION BETWEEN TWO
GLOBAL POWERS: RUSSIA AND CHINA

Introduction

When we say Mongolia, Genghis Khan
(Temuchin) comes to mind first. The Mongol Em-
pire, which once spread over Y4 of the world, cov-
ered 24 million sq. Km. Which is the second larg-
est historical state in terms of area after the British
Empire (35.5 million sq. Km), which once had the
largest territory in world history, and was called the
“empire on which the sun never sets”. The territory
of the state at various times covered the territory of
the present-day states of Mongolia, China, Russia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmeni-
stan, Tajikistan, Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Arme-
nia, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Poland, Hungary,
and the Czech Republic.

In our modern era, the only heir to this entire
empire, present-day Mongolia, is approximately 15
times smaller than its predecessor and is currently
the 18th largest state in the world by area.

If we look at today’s world, we easily discover
that it is a world made up of small states,” that is
what Daniel Thurer points out while emphasising on
the myth and reality of small states. But in terms of
defining such states basically three key factors are
taken into consideration, i.e., a country’s geograph-
ical size, population size and its degree of influence
on international affairs [6, p. 27].

If we look at the political map of the world, we
can clearly see that Mongolia, located in northeast-
ern Asia, is sandwiched between two potential mod-
ern great powers of the world, the People’s Republic
of China and the Russian Federation.

This article will systematically analyze the his-
torical and political reasons for Mongolia’s isolation
from world politics and examine the main factors that
played a role in the emergence of this phenomenon.

Main part
Mongolia’s current geopolitical political position
is indeed an outlier. Physically sandwiched between
the two great powers of Russia and China, it struggles
to define its own geopolitical position on the world
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stage, as one Mongolian official describes their coun-
try as “a hybrid of Central and East Asia” [3, p. 77].
Mongolia, with an area of approximately 16 mil-
lion square kilometers and a population of 3 million,
is often thought of as a buffer zone between the two
largest countries of the Eurasian continent (Russia
and China) for geographical, historical and political
reasons. Mongolia cooperates only with Russia and
China in many areas. However, when many people
look at the political map of the world, they think that
Mongolia has a small border with Kazakhstan. Ev-
eryone is interested in why Mongolia does not coop-
erate with Kazakhstan, one of the largest countries
in Central Asia? If we look carefully at the map, we
will see that due to the natural border factor, China
has a northwestern border with Kazakhstan, and this
37 km land area located between Kazakhstan and
Mongolia has prevented these two countries from
being neighbors with each other. At the same time,
since Mongolia is geographically landlocked, it has
based its main foreign policy in the region on a bal-
anced approach towards Russia and China. Having
a weak economy and population compared to its
neighbors has led it to accept its fate. Another factor
to consider is history of the trilateral relationship.
Historically, Mongolia’s ties with China have been
closer than those with Russia. Russia appears on the
Mongol horizon in the early and later medieval peri-
od and of course it has been very prominently there
from the beginning of this century. However, direct
contact and interaction with sedentary China go back
to ancient times. The relationship with Russia started
from the seventeenth century.Mongolia was re-es-
tablished, when the Qing dynasty disintegrated and
was overthrown in 1911. In the same year “Indepen-
dent Mongolia’ was instituted under the leadership of
Bogdo Jebzundamba Khutugtu, the Living Buddha.
Later the government of Mongolia announced its
independence and establishment of Mongolian state
to the nine big powers of that time, namely, the UK,
France, Germany, USA, Japan, Denmark, Holland,
Belgium and Austria. For various reasons they did
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not extend recognition to Mongolia. Only Tibet es-
tablished bilateral relationship and signed a treaty
with “state of Mongolia’ in 1913 [9].

But Mongolia’s two neighbors, the Tsarist Rus-
sia and the newly formed Republic of China, did not
willingly give up their claims on Mongolia. From
this time on, both neighbors had different positions
on the Mongolian independence issue. Russian in-
terest in Mongolia was to create a buffer zone be-
tween China and themselves [9]. In the first quarter
of the 20th century, with the October Revolution of
1917, the overthrow of the Tsarist government, the
new government that came to power already made
changes in Russian policy. This was because Russia,
which had been defeated in the First World War and
had lost territories, decided to support Mongolia,
which was trying to officially declare its indepen-
dence in the region.

In 1921, as a result of the national democratic
revolution, national independence restored the ini-
tial independence of Mongolia, after which it im-
plemented radical revolutions transforming its soci-
ety and bringing it under significant influence of the
Comintern and Soviet Russia, effectively becoming
a “satellite” of the USSR. Thus, a small nomad-
ic country came to be dependent on its two giant
neighbours [5, p. 10]. An interesting case combining
elements of these two models of socialist transfor-
mation is that of Mongolia, formerly the Mongolian
People’s Republic. For 70 years a client state of the
Soviet Union, Mongolia was sometimes known as
the unofficial “sixteenth republic” of the USSR [7,
p. 459]. A year after the establishment of the Marx-
ist-Soviet regime in Urga, embassies were opened
in Ulaanbaatar and Moscow respectively.

In May 1924 the Soviet Union recognized
China’s “full sovereignty” over outer Mongolia.
However, a month later, following the death of the
Jebtsundamba Khutukhtu, Mongolia declared its
independence as the Mongolian People’s Republic
(MPR) [ 2, p. 176].

Despite these foreign policy successes, these
were treacherous times when political and religious
ideologies clashed, carrying out repressions, as was
the case in other socialist states that the USSR had
subordinated in the 1930s and 1940s. Even during the
rocky period of the 1930s and ’40s, Mongolia and
Russia — to be precise, the Russian Soviet Federa-
tive Socialist Republic — cooperated in a number of

historical watershed moments. One of the most rec-
ognized examples is the Battle of the Khalkhiin Gol,
where the MPR and USSR armies fought the Impe-
rial Army of Japan and the Japanese puppet-state of
Manchukuo from May to September 1939. This se-
ries of Battle was a prelude to World War II, coming
just before Germany’s invasion of Polans [10].

After the Second World War, new realities
emerged for Mongolia in the context of internation-
al relations. Thus, the state voted for independence
in a referendum held in 1945. With the recognition
of this referendum in China, territorial claims and
hostility against Mongolia disappeared, and the ice
between Mongolia and China began to melt. How-
ever, this independence did not last long, and Mon-
golia continued to remain under Soviet influence
based on the agreements signed with the USSR. As
a result, every field, from the military to the econo-
my, is exposed to soviet influence and ideology.

In February 1946, the two states signed an agree-
ment “On Friendship and Mutual Assistance”. Ac-
cording to the agreement, the parties committed
themselves that if one of them is attacked, the other
will “provide all kinds of assistance, including mil-
itary assistance.” In fact, it was nothing more than a
legal justification of the transformation of the MNR
into a military base of the Soviets. In the following
periods, a number of contracts and agreements were
signed. Among them, the trade agreement of 1957,
the agreement on scientific and technical coopera-
tion of 1966 and the agreement “On friendship, co-
operation and mutual assistance” can be mentioned.
Those agreements completed the establishment of
Soviet control over all spheres of the life of the
MNR became completely dependent on the Soviet
Union [4, p. 116-117]. After World War II, Mongo-
lia began new relations with the Soviet Union and
the People’s Republic of China. After China, based
on Soviet ideology, abandoned its territorial claims
against Mongolia in 1945, Mongolian-Chinese re-
lations developed on an increasing basis. After the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China,
it established diplomatic relations with the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China. In 1952, they signed an
agreement on economic and cultural cooperation.
In 1960, the Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation
was signed. The last document covered wider areas
of relations between the two states [4, p. 117]. Mon-
golia, maintaining its presence in such a sensitive
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region, became a member of the United Nations in
1961, thereby gaining an important political and
diplomatic advantage. Thus, Mongolia sought to es-
tablish diplomatic relations with capitalist countries
in this way, and even if it had the power to influence
international political processes in the region, it was
trying to assert its presence in the field of interna-
tional relations. After that, the process of recogni-
tion of the MNR by major countries began. From
the recognition of Great Britain in 1963 to 1983,
the number of countries that established diplomat-
ic relations with it increased significantly. In that
year, MNR already had diplomatic relations with 92
countries, about 20 of which were developed coun-
tries. Finally, in 1987, the United States also estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Mongolia.

The weakening of Russian positions in Mongo-
lia began with the Mongolian democratic revolution
of the winter of 1989/1990. It continued until De-
cember 1992, when the last detachment of Soviet
soldiers crossed the Russian-Mongolian border [8].

During the cold war period Soviet penetration
in Mongolia represented the first instance of exten-
sion of Soviet indirect control over a neighbouring
non-Russian area. China, on the other hand, failed
to make its Soviet like presence in Mongolia and
the Mongolian leadership remained obedient to So-
viet dictum. Mongolia willingly or unwillingly al-
ways stood firmly on the side of the Russians during
the years of the Sino-Soviet confrontation. That is
to say, for almost 70 years Mongolia remained de-
pendent on the former Soviet Union in its internal
and external affairs, thus affecting its sovereign and
independence status. This, in turn, also affected its
cultural, political and regional identity [6, p. 30].

Mongolia, which has faced the challenges of
history, has passed and is still passing a number of
challenges in the 21st century. One of these is the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
was formed in 2001 as a challenge to new changes
occuring on vast Eurasian space after collapse of the
socialist system and the Soviet Union. The end of
the Cold War, the emergence of the new intemation-
al order, the normalization of Chinese-Russian rela-
tions, the rise of terrorism, and other circumstances
created the need for search of mutual understanding
between the states of the Eurasian continent, cre-
ation of new structures for dialogue on issues of re-

gional cooperation, global challenges of world poli-
tics and international relations [1, p. 321].

Mongolia is not an official member of the SCO,
but has observer status in the organization. Mongo-
lia has been participating in the SCO’s activities as
an observer since 2004 and has certain cooperative
relations with the organization.Mongolia prefers to
pursue a neutral policy in the international arena. It
seeks to maintain a balance, especially between its
large neighbors, Russia and China. Although Mon-
golia wants to participate in regional security and
economic integration, full membership could place
it under greater strategic obligations. Becoming a
member of the SCO means that Mongolia will have
to take a more active role in the organization’s secu-
rity issues, military cooperation, and regional pol-
icies. Moving to full membership may seem more
risky for Mongolia than its benefits. By remain-
ing an observer, Mongolia both participates in the
SCQO'’s activities and maintains the ability to coop-
erate independently with other international and re-
gional organizations. This makes its foreign policy
more flexible.

In 2017, the SCO accepted as full members 2
observer-states-India and Pakistan. Many experts
believe that Mongolia is a real candidate for full
membership in the SCO. It must be said that there
are both external and internal circumstances. Mon-
golian society has not yet reached a consensus on
this issue. Among the Mongolian politicians, schol-
ars, experts, there are differing approaches to this is-
sue. Some believe it’s time for Mongolia to become
a full member of the SCO. Others expressed a view
that we need to wait; it’s not yet the time or that we
need to wait for the right moment to address this
issue [1, p. 323].
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SUMMARY

“Mongolia’s Position Between Two Global Pow-
ers: Russia and China” provides an in-depth analy-
sis of Mongolia’s geopolitical and historical context
as a landlocked nation situated between Russia and
China, two of the world’s leading powers. The study
explores the complex interplay of historical legacies,
economic dependencies, and diplomatic strategies
that shape Mongolia’s position on the global stage.
Mongolia serves as a strategic buffer state between
Russia and China. Its geopolitical position, limited
economic capacity, and small population have ne-
cessitated a balanced foreign policy approach. His-
torically, Mongolia maintained close ties with China,
with relations dating back to ancient times, whereas
Russian influence emerged prominently in the 17th
century. However, during the Soviet era, Mongolia
became a satellite state of the USSR, profoundly
shaping its political, cultural, and economic frame-
works for nearly 70 years. The collapse of the Soviet
Union in 1991 marked a turning point, as Mongo-
lia sought to redefine its international relations and
achieve greater autonomy. By the late 20th century,
it had diversified its diplomatic engagements, estab-

lishing relations with major powers, including the
United States. Despite these efforts, Mongolia con-
tinues to face challenges stemming from its depen-
dency on its two powerful neighbors. A significant
focus of the study is Mongolia’s participation in the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), where it
has maintained observer status since 2004. This sta-
tus allows Mongolia to engage in regional coopera-
tion while avoiding the strategic obligations that full
membership would entail. The country’s cautious
approach to the SCO exemplifies its broader strate-
gy of neutrality and flexibility in navigating regional
and global politics. In conclusion, the paper under-
scores Mongolia’s delicate balancing act as it seeks
to maintain sovereignty and foster diplomatic rela-
tionships while mitigating the pressures exerted by
its geographical and historical realities. Mongolia’s
strategic neutrality, particularly its position within
the SCO, illustrates its nuanced approach to interna-
tional relations in the 21st century.

Keywords: Russia and China, Mongolia, great
powers, USSR, buffer zone, United Nations (UN),
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).
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XULASO

“Mongqolustanin iki Qlobal Giic Arasindaki
Movgeyi: Rusiya vo Cin, diinyanin iki aparici giicii
olan Rusiya vo Cin arasinda yerlogon donizo ¢ixis1
olmayan bir dovlot kimi Mongolustanin geosiya-
si vo tarixi kontekstinin dorin tohlilini togdim edir.
Toadgigat Mongolustanin global sohnadoki mévqey-
ini formalagdiran tarixi irslorin, iqtisadi asililiglarin
vo diplomatik strategiyalarin miirokkob qarsiligli to-
sirini aragdirir. Monqolustan Rusiya vo Cin arasinda
strateji bufer dovlot rolunu oynayir. Onun geosiyasi
movqeyi, mohdud iqtisadi imkanlar1 vo kigik ohalisi
balanslasdirilmis xarici siyasot yanasmasini zoruri
edib. Tarixon Mongolustan Cinlo s1x olagolor sax-
layirdi, miinasibatlori godim dovrloro gedib c¢ixir,
halbuki Rusiya tosiri 17-ci osrdo qabariq sokildo
ortaya ¢ixib. Bununla belos, Sovet dovriindo Mon-
golustan SSRI-nin peyk dovletine gevrilorok, tox-
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minon 70 il orzindo siyasi, modoni vo iqtisadi
¢argivalarini dorindon formalasdirdi. 1991-ci ildo
Sovet Ittifagmnin dagilmasi Mongolustan beynal-
xalq miinasibatlorini yenidon miioyyonlosdirmoyo
vo daha boylik muxtariyyat oldo etmoyo calisdigi
iclin doniis noqtasi oldu. 20-ci asrin sonlarinda o,
ABS daxil olmagqla, boyiik giiclorlo olagolor qur-
araq diplomatik olagolorini saxolondirdi. Bu soylora
baxmayaraq, Monqolustan iki giiclii qonsusundan
asilii@indan iroli golon problemlorlo {izlosmoya
davam edir. Todgigatin miihiim digqgot morkoz-
indo Mongolustanin 2004-cii ildon miisahidogi sta-
tusunu saxladigr Sanxay Omokdasliq Toskilatinda
(SOT) istirakidir. Bu status Monqolustana regional
omokdasliga imkan verir, eyni zamanda tamhiiqug-
lu {izvliiylin gotirocoyi strateji ohdoliklordon qa-
cir. Olkonin SOT-o ehtiyatli yanasmasi onun daha
genis neytralliq strategiyasini vo regional vo qlobal
siyasotdo cevikliyi nlimayis etdirir. Sonda moqa-
lo Mongolustanin cografi vo tarixi realliglarinin
yaratdig1 tozyiqlori yumsaltmagla yanasi, suveren-
liyini qoruyub saxlamaga vo diplomatik miinasi-
botlori inkisaf etdirmoyo calisdigi iigiin onun inco
balanslagdirma aktin1 vurgulayir. Mongolustanin
strateji neytralligl, xiisuson do SOT daxilindoki
movgeyi onun 21-ci asrdo beynalxalq miinasibatlors
nliansl yanagmasini niimayis etdirir.

Acar sozlor: Rusiya va Cin, Mongolustan, boyiik
giiclar, SSRI, buferzona, Birlagmis Millotlar Tagkilati
(BMT), Sanxay Omakdashq Tagskilati (SOT).

MenxnyHn I'acanon
Yuueepcumem Ixonomuku u I'vomanumapnuvix
Hayk ¢ Bapwage.

Cmyoenm macucmpamypot no Mexcoynapoonvim
Ommnowenuam u bezonacnocmu

PE3IOME

«ITonoxxenne MoHroMM MEXAY AByMSI MUPOBBI-
Mu aepxkaBamu: Poccueir m Kutaem» maer miry6o-
KU aHaJli3 TEOMOJMTHYECKOTO M HUCTOPHUECKOTO
KOHTEKCTa MOHIOJIMM KakK CTpaHbl, HE HMMEIOIIEH
BBIXOJIa K MOPIO, PACcHONIOKEHHON Mexay Poccueit
n Kurtaem, AByMs BeAyIIMMH MHUPOBBIMH JEpiKa-
BamH. VcciaenoBanue UCCIenyeT CI0KHOE B3aMMO-
JIEWCTBHE HCTOPUYECKOTO HACJEIUs, DKOHOMHUYE-
CKOM 3aBUCHUMOCTH M TUINIOMAaTUYECKUX CTPATETHil,
KOTOpbIe (OPMHUPYIOT TMONOKEeHHE MOHTOIMM Ha

MHUPOBOW apeHe. MOHTonus CIy>KUT CTpaTeruye-
ckuM OydepHBIM rocymapcTBoM Mexay Poccueit n
Kutaem. Ee reononutnyeckoe rnonoxeHne, OorpaHu-
YEeHHBIH YKOHOMHYECKHHM MOTEHIMAI U HEOOJIbIIIas
YUCJICHHOCTh HAacCeJIeHUs TOTpeOoBaM COATaHCH-
POBAaHHOrO MOAXoAa K BHEIIHEH monuTuke. Mcro-
puyeckr MoHTOIHS TTOIIep KUBaIa TECHBIC CBS3H C
Kwuraewm, npudem OTHOIICHUSI BOCXOIST K JPEBHUM
BpEMEHaM, TOT/a KaK POCCHUMCKOE BIIUSHUE TIPO-
SIBIJIOCH 3aMeTHO B 17 Beke. OqHAKO B COBETCKOE
BpeMst MOHTOJIHS cTaia TOCYIapCTBOM-CATEITUTOM
CCCP, rmy60xo (hopMHupys €T0 MOTUTHIECKUE, KYITb-
TypHBIE U DKOHOMHUYECKHE PAMKU Ha MPOTSHKEHUU
noutu 70 net. Pacmag Coserckoro Coro3a B 1991
rofy O3HAaMEHOBAJ MMOBOPOTHBIN MOMEHT, ITOCKOJIb-
Ky MOHromus CcTpeMWjIach IEepEeCMOTPETh CBOHU
MEXyHApOIHbIE OTHOIICHUS U JOOUTHCS OOJbIIeH
aBroHoMuu. K konity 20-ro Beka oHa AuBepcubU-
[IMpOBaJIa CBOM JMUIUIOMATHUECKHE 005S3aTeIhCTBA,
YCTAHOBUB OTHONIICHUSI C KPYIMHBIMU JIEP)KABaAMH,
Biitovasi Coenunennsie llItatel. HecMoTps Ha a1H
ycuiusi, MOHTONUSI MPOJIOJDKAET CTAJKUBATBCS C
npoOieMamMu, BBITEKAIOIMIMMH U3 €€ 3aBUCUMOCTH
OT JBYX €€ MOTYIIIECTBEHHBIX COCEACH. 3HAUUTEIb-
HOE BHMMaHHWE B WCCJICIOBAHWU YHAETSACTCS yua-
cturo Monronuu B [llanxalickoit opranusamnuu co-
tpynaudectBa (LIIOC), rme oHa coxpaHsieT cTaTyc
Haomonarens ¢ 2004 roga. DTOT cTaTyc MO3BOJISIET
MoHronuu y4acTBOBaTh B PETHMOHAIBLHOM COTPYII-
HUYECTBE, M30eras CTPaTerndecKuX 00sM3aTeIbCTB,
KOTOPBIE MOBJIEKIIO OBl 32 COOOM MOTHOE WISHCTBO.
Ocrtopoxnbiii mogaxoxa ctpanbl k [IIOC ummoctpu-
pyeT ee Oojiee MUPOKYI0 CTPATETHI0 HEUTpaIUTEeTa
¥ THOKOCTH B HABUTAIIUH 110 PETHOHAIBHOU U TJIO-
OanbHOM IMOJUTHKE. B 3aKiIOYeHHe B CTAThe IOMI-
YEPKUBAETCS JISTUKATHBIN OanaHc MoHTrommu, mo-
CKOJIBKY OHa CTPEMUTCSI COXPAHHUTh CyBEPEHHUTET U
CIIOCOOCTBOBATh JUIIJIOMATHYECKUM OTHOIICHHIM,
OJTHOBPEMEHHO CMsIT4yasi JaBJICHHE, OKa3bIBaeMOe
ee reorpa@MuUeCKUMU U HICTOPUYECCKUMHU PEaTHSIMHU.
Crparernueckuii HeWTpanuteT MOHrojauu, oco-
o6enno ee monokenne B [IIOC, mmmoctpupyer ee
TOHKHM MOAXO0J] K MEXKTyHAPOIHBIM OTHOIIICHHSIM B
21-M Beke.

KuaroueBbie ciaoBa: Poccus u Kumai, Mowneonus,
senuxue oepocasvi, CCCP, 6ypepnas 30na, Opea-
Huzayusi Obveounennvix Hayuii (OOH), Lllanxaii-
ckasi Opeanuzayus Compyonuuecmsa (LLIOC).
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