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On “Ta-ch'ao” --
the Early Chinese Name of the Mongol State —-
and the Evolution of the Mongol State Names

HSIAO CHI-CH’ING

The purpose of this article is first to prove “Ta-ch’ao’ or the “Great
Dynasty’ as an early Chinese official name of the Mongol state, hitherto
overlooked by historians, and second to study its historical significance
in the broad context of the metamorphosis of the Mongol state as re-
flected in its changing national appellations.

Based on a great variety of evidence - numismatic materials, chancel-
lery documents, epigraphical and literary writings and historical works --
the author shows that *“la-ch’ao” was widely used in North China as the
Mongol state name by the Mongol regime itself as well as in non-official
writings. The name was in all likelihood adopted in 1217 or soon there-
after when the general Mugali was entrusted by Chinggis Qan with the
task of liquidating the Chin and consolidating Mongol rule in North China.
It was a simplitied translation ot the Mongolian name, ““Yeke Mongghol
Ulus™ or the Great Mongol Nation, which was adopted by Chinggis for
his state perhaps in 1206 when he had just united under him all the
Mongols. In this translation the word ““ulus’ which meant in Mongolian
“nation’ and “‘state,” was rendered as “‘ch’ao” or dynasty in accordance
with Chinese political practice, whereas the ethnic name “Mongol” was
simply omitted. This simplified name was used in parallel with the com-
plete and literal translation of the ““Yeke Mongghol Ulus,”” “Ta Meng-ku
kuo,” for more than fifty years. There was, however, a division of func-
tion between these two names: while ““Ta Meng-ku kuo™ was used mainly
1n diplomatic documents, ““Ta-ch’ao” was used in non-diplomatic official
documents as well as in private writings. The former name apparently

was the formal Chinese name for the Mongol state, whereas the latter
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was adopted for domestic use in North China in order not to offend
Chinese racial sensibility when the region was ruled as a colony of the
steppe-centered Mongol empire.

“Ta-ch’ao” was replaced by “Ta Yiian™ in 1271 as the Mongol state
name when Qubilai Qaghan had begun to transform the Mongol steppe
empire into a China-centered dynasty. The true meaning of the word
“yilan,” however, has been misunderstood by scholars in the past and the
continuity between the names “Ta-ch’ao” and ““Ta Yilan” has been
overlooked. The word ‘‘yuan” has been usually intepreted as “‘origin’™
and “first beginning.” Actually, the primary meaning of the word in the
Book of Changes (I-ching), where the name was supposed to have been
taken from, was “‘great.”” That the word was intended to mean ‘‘great’™
rather than ‘“‘origin” is further confirmed in the General Preface (hsii-lu)
to the Yuan compendium, Ching-shih ta-tien. ‘“Yiian-ch’ao” and ““Ta-
ch’ao’, therefore. were synonymous with each other insofar as their
semantic values were concerned. The former was adopted as the latter’s
replacement only because it contained a classical allusion and hence was
seen as more suitable as the official name ot a China-centered dynasty.

3

“Ta Meng-ku kuo,” “Ta-ch’ao” and *““Yian-ch’ao,” in conclusion,
were all Chinese renditions of the Mongolian name, “Yeke Mongghol
Ulus,” used under different circumstances. Together they empitomized
the metamorphosis of the Mongol state from a steppe empire into a
China-based dynasty, “Ta-ch’ao’ representing the transitional stage in

this development.



