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Khrushchev’s Denunciation of Stalin and Mongolian Politics:
Power Struggle among the Mongolian Leaders
under the Influence of the USSR

OYUNBAATAR Munkhjin

This article examines the form and depth of the influence of the Soviet Union on in-
ternal political struggles in Mongolia and the sea change after Khrushchev’s denunciation
of Stalin in 1956. I address the rise of Yu. Tsedenbal (1916—1991) as Mongolia’s supreme
leader, namely prime minister, in the 1950s. As few works have solidly documented Sovi-
et-Mongolian relations after the Second World War, I attempt to integrate the analysis of
Mongolia’s foreign policy and domestic politics so as to gain a full picture of the political
process of Mongolia early in the Cold War.

The preceding literature has widely accepted the overwhelming predominance of the
Soviets in Mongolian politics, whose archetype was the dictatorship of Kh. Choibalsan
(1895-1952). Yet the political structure dramatically changed after the deaths of Choibal-
san and Stalin, which created power vacuums that made political struggles more dynam-
ic both in Mongolia and the USSR. This to a certain degree diminished the Soviet grip
on Mongolia, with the latter’s politics fought between Stalinist and anti-Stalinist factions.
During the political changes, D. Damba ascended as first secretary of the Mongolian Peo-
ple’s Revolutionary Party and soon became Tsedenbal’s main rival. The most prominent
issues over which Tsedenbal and Damba collided were collective leadership, rehabilita-
tion of those politically purged, and border disputes with neighboring Tuva. The strife
over these questions could have ousted Tsedenbal as Mongolia’s first man. Khrushev had
supported Damba’s policy of rehabilitation before he and those surrounding him found it
subversive to Soviet interests and shifted their favor from Damba to Tsedenbal. Against
a backdrop of political turmoil in Eastern Europe triggered by the denunciation of Stalin
at the Twentieth Communist Party Congress in 1956, the Soviets retained an oblique but
substantial influence on Mongolian politics by defending Tsedenbal’s pro-Soviet position.

This article has seven sections. The first section outlines the development of Stalin’s
support of Choibalsan’s rise in the 1930s, a period of affinity between Mongolia and the
USSR. It was the patronage of both Stalin and Choibalsan that enabled Tsedenbal to come
to power. The second section depicts Tsedenbal’s involvement in the cult of Choibalsan
in the 1940s and the way in which Tsedenbal began to acquire leeway under Choibalsan’s
rule. The third section demonstrates the Soviets’ commitment to Tsedenbal, who encoun-
tered the first political hardship after Choibalsan’s death. The fourth section illustrates the
relative decline of the Soviet influence in Mongolia as a result of Stalin’s death, which
gave vigor to anti-Tsedenbal voices and thereby compelled Tsedenbal to compromise with
Damba by sharing power. Following the Soviet policy of “thaw,” Tsedenbal attempted
to appease internal critical movements. In the fifth section, I analyze the impact of the
Twentieth Communist Party Congress in 1956 on Mongolian politics, particularly Mongo-
lian leaders’ criticism of Choibalsan at the Fourth Plenary Session of the Mongolian Peo-
ple’s Revolutionary Party. Having participated in the Twentieth Soviet Communist Party
Congress, where Khrushchev had revealed Stalin’s crime, Damba and Tsedenbal fell into
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furious conflict over how to cope with Choibalsan’s legacy. Tsedenbal’s hindrance com-
plicated Damba’s investigation of Choibalsan’s criminal past and forced Damba to soften
his tone of condemnation of Choibalsan. In the sixth section, I trace the Soviets’ shift in
political preference from Damba to Tsedenbal after the Twentieth Soviet Communist Party
Congress. As this sea change took place due to the ferment in Eastern Europe, the Soviets
began to see Damba’s policy also as a factor disruptive to the USSR. Therefore, they decid-
ed to undermine Damba’s power by backing Tsedenbal. In the final section, I pay special
attention to the question of the boundary with the Soviet territory of Tuva as one of the fatal
blows that worked to expel Damba from the Mongolian leadership. The alleged anti-Soviet
stance of Damba in concluding the border treaty with the Soviets exacerbated Damba’s
already rapidly shrinking power.
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