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As the Mongolian Empire was growing and growing, the Mongolians had an interest in China, 

as well as the tribes surrounding the Chinese empire. In 1206, Genghis Khan united 

Mongolian and Turkic tribes and founded the “Great Khanate”. For a long time, it was 

assumed that he also planned to invade Tibet, but abolished this plan, after the rulers of 

Central Tibet agreed on a tributary status. However, this seems to be a myth rather than being 

a historical fact. Of course, Genghis Khan wanted to invade the Chinese and thus planned to 

attack the Western Xia, but he could not defeat China before 1236. Thus, the Mongolians 

barely could reach Tibet from northwards, and it is unlikely that he plotted Tibet westwards, 

otherwise he would have conquered West Tibet at first. In addition, the Tibetan rulers did not 

pay any tribute to the Mongolians. However, it is right that the Mongolians were interested in 

Tibet and thus the Mongolians would be coming. 

In 1209, Genghis Khan launched a campaign to save the submission of the Western Xia (also 

known as Tangut kingdom), in 1219 he launched a campaign against the Khwarazmian 

Dynasty in Central Asia and East Iran. Genghis Khan hoped for help from the Western Xia 

(西夏), but instead of sending military aid, they spotted at him. It is reported that Asha, the 

Tangut military commander stated that if Genghis Khan is not able to conquer the 

Khwarazmia, then he has no right to be a super power 1. For this illoyalty, Genghis Khan 

launched an attack of revenge against the Western Xia 2. As the Western Xia army was tired 

from fighting against the Jin (金朝), they could not stand the Mongolian troops and emperor 

Xianzong died in 1226, after only three years in office. Genghis Khan conducted a cruel 

warfare and took over Ganzhou, the key city of the Western Xia. He spared the city from 

being destructed, since it was the hometown of his commander Chagaan 3. 

The Mongolians were now next to the Tibetan kingdoms. The Tibetans refused to pay tribute 

in 1227. It is difficult to give a clear account on the time frame between 1220 and 1240, since 

many chronicle mistakes were made in the history books concerning this period of time, and it 

is difficult to say what is exactly true. What we can say for sure is that the Mongolians got in 

touch with the Tibetans in 1236, just after the Jin Dynasty (Jurchen dynasty) fell. In 1240, a 

campaign against Tibet was launched by the Mongolians. Several monasteries were burnt 

down, probably Kadampa monasteries. The real casualties cannot be reported nowadays, due 
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to chronicle mistakes. In the past, it was believed that the tarkhan Doorda even reached Lhasa, 

this seems to be unlikely however.  

Several monasteries were probably spared, as they were in a Tangut Buddhist tradition and 

Doorda was positively linked to the Tanguts 4. The Sakya ruler tried to convince the Central 

Tibetan monarchs to ally with the Mongolians, probably under force as they were kept 

hostages. According to several theories, the Mongolians invaded Tibet to search for an ally 

that can be installed to supervise the territory for the Mongolians. Again, we do not know 

whether this is true. A fact is that the Mongolians invaded Tibet in 1240, but were recalled to 

Mongolia soon after 5. In 1244, they returned and the Sakya Lama had to capitulate on behalf 

of the Tibetans. After the Sakya Pandita died, the Mongolians launched an invasion on Tibet 

in 1251/2.  

In about 1252, Qoridai finally invaded Tibet and reached Damxung (not far away from Lhasa), 

leading to the surrender of the Central Tibetan monasteries. In 1270, the Chinese Yuan 

Dynasty was founded. Kublai Khan claimed the Mandate of Heaven and made 1271, the first 

year of the Great Yuan, following the traditional Chinese calendar system 6.  

Tibet was incorporated in the Yuan Dynasty and thus became Mongolian-Chinese. Tibet 

however, remained an own bureau, which means that Tibet was still separately governed than 

the areas that once belonged to the Song, Liao and Xixia dynasties. The Sakya Lamas kept 

political autonomy, the Tibetan territory and especially the monks were supervised by the 

Xuanzheng Yuan (宣政院), often described as ‘Bureau of Buddhist and Tibetan Affairs’. The 

office itself was already set up in 1264. As the Chinese and Tibetan territories were ruled 

separated, the Confucian policy was never adopted on Tibet in the Yuan dynasty.  

In Bhutan, there were several small kingdoms even during the time of the Tibetan Empire 

(618-842), such as the Bumthang Kingdom, probably the most famous since Guru Rinpoche 

known as Padmasambhava came in 747 due to an invitation. Padmasambhava is venerated in 

Buddhism until today, since it is said that he brought Buddhism to Tibet (while others say that 

Princess Wencheng already brought Buddhism to Tibet in the 640s). Just like in Tibet, Bön 

and Buddhism were now living next to each other, and the Nyingmapa (“the red hats”) came 

to growth. Bhutan’s history therefore would be a religious history until the Mongols were 

coming and all of modern days Bhutan was integrated into Tibet and therefore into the Yuan 

dynasty. The Yuan dynasty would even expand far southwards into nowadays Myanmar, Laos, 

as well as India. Even Sikkim was probably part of the Yuan dynasty, since it had undergone 

a migration by Tibetans during the Era of Fragmentation and already was part of the Tibetan 

Empire. Thus, it can be assumed that it was regarded as Tibetan land, however we know even 
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less about Sikkim than we know about the Mongolian conquest into Central Tibet today. In 

the 13th century, Ladakh seeked closer contact to Tibet, since Buddhism almost completely 

declined in India, but again we cannot say much about it, except that the Ladakh dynasty 

probably came to an end after Lhachen Naglug (died in 1140). The Yuan dynasty would 

already fell down in 1368. As the dynasty declined on Chinese territories, Tai Situ Changchub 

Gyaltsen (大司徒绛曲坚赞) overthrew the Sakya Lamas and founded the Phagmodrupa 

Dynasty (������������, phag mo gru pa; 帕木竹巴). Changchub Gyaltsen started with a revolt in 

1346 and conquered Lhasa until 1354, thus ruling the cultural region of Wü (	
���, dbus). This 

new dynasty would not be the only dynasty. With the founding of new kingdoms, new 

disputes were about to arise. 
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