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TIBET BUDDHISM IN THE YUAN DYNASTY 
POLITICAL CONTEXT 

In 1267-1279, Kublai fights for the real conquest of all of China. To begin 
with, Kublai found himself a commander-in-chief of the Chinese Shetanktse, then 
he decided to move the capital of his kingdom from Karakorum to China, namely 
to the place of the old capital of Daxin, later and now it is Beijing. A new city was 
built in the suburbs of Dasino, it was called the great or the capital to Khanbalik, 
in Chinese Dadu. Kublai had no religious fanaticism, but there was an ethnic 
fanaticism. In this sense, it is much more interesting to identify common stere-
otypical bases of behavior associated with the psychology of Kublai, and more 
so with the nature of the unconscious, allowing you to build a different order of 
ethnic structure, based on the immanent sense of unity.

Key words: state, mentor, Buddhism, dynasty, politics, religion, legitimacy, 
Emperor.

In 1261, Kublai Khan appointed the Pagba Lama, the Khan of the law, that 
is, gave him power over Tibet, and the latter in return blessed the Yuan dynasty 
(the original creation of the world). Kublai Khan and his retinue and the Mongol 
army assimilated with the Chinese after the conquest of China. Kublai Khan de-
voted all his power to restoring the Chinese tradition.

By 1279, all of China was subject to Kublai and, importantly, Kublai had the 
legal title of the Great Khan of Mongolia and Chinese Emperor. During this peri-
od, part of Tibet was also captured, where Kublai Khan later adopted Buddhism. 
It is known that it was the Pagba Lama who helped Kublai Khan to realize that 
only Buddhism can help him create an ideal model of the universal emperor, the 
Chakravartin Raja, who rules people of many languages and “turns the wheel 
of Law.” So the Pagba Lama, on the instructions of Kublai Khan, created a new 
Mongolian alphabet, a square script. It is known that the Pagba Lama worked 
on the creation of a new writing system for two years and in 1269 he presented 
his work to Kublai Khan. As a sign of his admiration and gratitude, Kublai Khan 
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granted the Pagba Lama the title of Imperial Preceptor. Thus, the new writing sys-
tem became the state language by order of Kublai Khan. The alphabet was used 
on seals and metal or wooden passes (paizs, as they were called in Mongolian).

As for the language, there were also significant changes, characterized by the 
study of its functional aspect. There is every reason to believe that the FSP (func-
tional-semantic field) is the same not only for the related group of languages, 
but also for the entire ethnic area, which is based, including on racial differences. 
This assumption is based on the nature of ethnicity, when relations between peo-
ple are built in a certain coordinate system: those similar to us and those unlike 
us. Moreover, dissimilarity becomes a source of conflict between ethnic groups, 
including on the basis of language. At the same time, it is the racial component 
in the nature of an ethnic group that serves as a kind of barometer of a person’s 
well-being in a non-ethnic environment. The significance of the racial world that 
constitutes an ethnos is also that on this basis, the Diaspora may even have a dual 
ethnic identity. Kublai had ethnic fanaticism, but not religious fanaticism.

From the point of view of the internal content of the nature of an ethnos in 
a multi-ethnic state, the ethnic process reflects only the technology of power 
implementation, representing a set of relatively independent actions of subjects, 
structures and institutions connected by various goals and interests. In other 
words, the ethnic process reflects the political will of the authorities, on the one 
hand, and the real interactions of individuals, groups, and institutions, on the 
other. This process is accompanied by mutually exclusive trends – consolidation 
and divergence.

It can be assumed that in an ethnically diverse society, the latter trend is due 
to the nature of information culture, which acts as a social memory of humanity, 
providing a link between the past, present and future through language, customs, 
traditions and mainly – single origin. It should be noted that at the present stage 
of human development, completely new forms of relations are being formed that 
allow us to overcome various barriers and return to our origins. We are talking 
about the formation of virtual communities, including ethnic ones, in the context 
of the information revolution. An individual representative of an ethnic group 
can be located at a considerable distance and at the same time take an active part 
in the social life of the ethnic core, that is, the factor of integration of the spatial 
characteristics of the ethnic group receives an additional dimension – intersub-
jective. It is in this context that we speak of new forms of ethnic communities, 
meaning an ethnic structure internalized in the knowledge, feelings, and evalua-
tions of its members.

There is an understanding that the direct translation of a certain generalized 
culture leads only to some spatial and cultural disorientation of some people due 
to the localization of their consciousness. And, to the same extent, there is a re-
verse order of understanding that culture is not transmitted as a certain attitude, 
but is a consequence of centuries-old formation of the way of thinking, actions 
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and actions that characterize the nature of an ethnic group as a special manifesta-
tion of its internal and external life.

So on the instructions of Kublai, a new code of laws was created by the 90th 
years of the 13th century, combining the basics of the Genghis Khan Yasa with 
the Chinese Jin Code. It introduced new administrative divisions, dividing the 
country into twelve provinces, created departments for internal and foreign affairs, 
and a department for the supervision of employees. “Kublai gave his protégé the 
so-called Pearl Document, according to which Buddhist monks were exempt from 
taxation and received various other privileges. Soon after, he sent the Pagba Lama 
and his younger brother back to their homeland as the abbot of the main Sakya 
monastery. While Kublai sent small detachments of troops to “pacify” the  remote 
corners of Tibet, which were still beyond the reach of the Mongols, the Pagba 
Lama and his brother were supposed to establish Kublai’s moral authority over 
the entire country” [4. P. 44]. At this time, Kublai’s Mongol opposition arose, and 
the Mongol world did not want to accept Kublai’s sinization. The leader of this 
opposition in Mongolia was Kaidu, the grandson of Ogedei, who ruled in Kashgar. 
He was continuously at war with Kublai throughout his life.

As a result, it is known that China was ruled by Chinese dynasties according 
to the ancient Chinese tradition. The Chinese themselves call their country Jun-
go, that is, the Middle state or Tian Xia, the middle Kingdom, on the principle 
that China was considered the most important state in the world. Consequently, 
the  Mongols and the manjuri, who seized China, became part of China. This is 
an archaic sino-centric concept, but it is still used in the Chinese politics.

However, if we study history outside of this sino-centric model, we can come 
to a very different conclusion. The name Jungo, the Middle state, was used to refer 
to different states within different limits. The barbarian states included Han China, 
where the Han people who created this country are located. However, outside of 
the Chinese culture, it was impossible to create a legitimate dynasty in China, 
where the Han people made up a fairly large majority of the population and after 
the annexation of China by foreign empires, the majority population in these em-
pires was also Han. It was a serious problem for the conquerors, and as a result, 
foreign conquerors adapted the Chinese state system and declared the dynasty 
their own in order to legitimize themselves in the eyes of the Han majority. So, 
when we talk about the Yuan Empire, it was not a Chinese empire, China was only 
a part of it, it was a purely Mongol state that included China. “The Yuan period is 
characterized by the capture of China by the Mongol nomads. The Mongol rulers 
continued the traditions of both Chinese rulers and Genghis Khan and were loyal 
to Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism. In addition, representatives of other reli-
gions – Christians and Muslims – found shelter at the court of the Mongol Khans. 
The Mongols carefully looked at the Confucian principles of administrative and 
bureaucratic arrangement of state power” [5. P. 121]. The borders of the Yuan 
Empire included not only the adjacent countries of Mongolia proper, but also all 
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the territories conquered by the Mongols from the Pacific to the Atlantic, as well 
as Russia itself. So the borders of the Yuan Empire were not completely defined. 
The then khanate was ruled by the Genghisids, the Golden Horde, they were inde-
pendent, but formally recognized themselves as vassals of the great Khan, whose 
residence was located on the territory of Beijing. This dependence did not apply to 
the relations between the Mongol Khans and representatives of the Tibetan Sakya 
school, they were not Imperial vassals, it was the relationship of mentor and pa-
tron, and finally these relations were formed under Kublai. Formally, the source 
of worldly power over Tibet, the head of the Sakya school was endowed with the 
Mongol Khan, but the Khan himself, who claimed universal power, legitimized it 
by the religious mandate of his mentor. “Civil and military Affairs were transferred 
to a special official, ponchen, who was appointed by the Mongol Khan for a certain 
period. Tibet was divided into 13 regions, the appointment of the chiefs of which 
also depended on the Mongols. In 1268, 1287, and 1334, the Mongols conducted 
three surveys in Tibet to determine the amount of tribute. It shows that they actu-
ally exercised a certain power over Tibet” [3. P.  205].

In this period, the concept of two orders was created, its author was Sakya 
Pandita Kunga Gyaltsen. The concept describes ideal relationship of the great 
emperors with religion. All living beings want to be saved, spiritual salvation 
consists in complete liberation from suffering, and worldly salvation consists in 
well-being, according to the above concept. Thus, spiritual salvation is possi-
ble only through the attainment of bodhichitta. Bodhichitta (SKT. Bodhi – “en-
lightenment” and Chitta “consciousness”; in Tibet – byang chub kyi sems) is the 
most important concept of Buddhism, meaning the perfect state of the individual, 
devoid of negative obstacles. Bodhichitta arising from the great compassion is 
also interpreted as a harmony of internal and external manifestations. This state 
is pure and perfect, located outside of time and space [1].

Enlightenment means knowing the only true path that leads to liberation from 
suffering and Nirvana. Such enlightenment is possessed by a bodhisattva (Bo-
dhi – “awakening, enlightenment,” sattva “being”). A bodhisattva is one who 
has performed numerous feats of love and compassion, gradually accumulating 
merit, and has come closer to the state of a sage who has learned the truth and has 
come out of the painful wheel of endless births and deaths. The natural result of 
Buddhist practice is clear thinking, arising from the experience of an unimpeded 
inner space. This practice allows you to completely get rid of suffering and cyclic 
births. Infinite suffering and liberation in Buddhism are revealed in a single form 
of being, liberation is the extinction of our desires, but there must be a principle 
of the middle way, and this is the absolute independence of the inner being.

Thus, the concept of two orders, put forward by Kung Pagba Gyaltsenu, 
the  spiritual liberation and worldly good depend on the religious and worldly 
orders, the first is owned by the Lama, and the second – by the ruler himself. 
They are equal, but each has its own specific functions. The “unity of the two 
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laws” – the secular and spiritual – codified the predominant spiritual positions of 
the Buddhist leader over the secular ruler, leaving the state political functions to 
the secular ruler.

The unity of the two laws over time extended not only to the political sphere 
of the heads of the Church, but also covered the daily life of ordinary people, 
thereby defining the specific features of the “social face” of Buddhism in the 
Mongolian land [2. P. 326]. The Lama here corresponds to the Buddha himself, 
and the ruler of the chakra corresponds to the Vartin. The Vartin chakra is the 
ideal Buddhist monarch. The mentor – patron relationship and the concept of 
two laws have no analogues in modern law, the concepts of which do not apply 
to them, so there is no standard category in international law to indicate the posi-
tion of Tibet in respect of the Mongols in their Empire. In this regard, it is impos-
sible to agree with the established statement that the “concept of two laws” was 
a legal fiction, since Buddhism in the Yuan Empire was not considered an official 
religion, its hierarchs were not included in the imperial system of government, 
and the patronage of Buddhism was explained solely by the desire of the Mongol 
Khans to maintain control over the Buddhist part of their subjects. Although Bud-
dhism was considered the most favorable religion in the Yuan Empire, the idea of 
Buddhism played a significant role in the relationship between the Yuan dynas-
ty and Tibet, since Tibet was a Buddhist state and the Buddhist monks actively 
participated in the political life of their state. It is known that Kublai appointed 
Pagba Lama as the state tutor of the Yuan Empire. Following Buddhism prevent-
ed the assimilation of the Mongols by the Chinese in the Yuan Empire, where the 
Chinese constituted the most numerous part of the population and it was facil-
itated by the fact that the Yuan emperors were Buddhists and showed religious 
tolerance. There was definitely some control of the Tibetans by the Mongols, but 
the principle of direct subordination did not apply to them. There was only the 
Mongols’ help in governing Tibet and maintaining peace, but the incorporation 
of Tibet into the Yuan Empire. 
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