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Abstract: Tibet is generally imagined as a Buddhist 
land, it is believed that to be Tibetan is to be Buddhist, 
conversely the idea of Tibetan Muslim seems to be 
incongruous. This paper gives a glimpse into the lives of 
‘Tibetan’ Muslims in Kashmir. This paper is divided into 
two parts. The first part briefly discusses the history of 
Tibet and its spatial location as a region interacting with 
other Himalayan regions. In the subsequent sections, I 
discuss the history of ‘Tibetan’ Muslims, there presence 
in Kashmir and the contesting identity.The paper also 
attempts to explore their notions of belonging and the 
processes involved in being and becoming of a ‘Tibetan’ 
Muslim in Kashmir.  

Way beyond the cartographic identity of a group there are 
ethnographic identities.  In the context of Tibet and Tibetan 
identity, the ‘Political Tibet’ is represented largely by the rule 
of Tibetan Government and its administration. It includes the 
major towns of Tibet, Lhasa and U-Tsang. The ‘ethnographic 
identity’ of the Tibet, however, includes the regions beyond 
the cartographic imagination.1 These are the borderlands 
once inhabited by Tibetan race, the neighboring regions of 
Kashmir and Ladakh2. Thus, the idea of Tibet in terms of a 
geographically bounded territory largely located on the 
Tibetan Plateau is essentially a “political construct”.3 

The imagination of Tibet as a territorially fixed region 
bounded by its physical geography limits our understanding 
of Tibet as a culturally, socially or politically imagined entity.4  
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Regions like Tibet emerge as a consequence of the larger 
changes in the landscape of the world and are shaped 
through people and there interactions with the outside 
world5. Historically, strategic location of Tibet has played a 
critical role in shaping the contours of the Tibet as we see it 
today. Many scholars have highlighted the strategic 
importance of Tibet to its neighbours and the politics that 
shaped the emergence of Tibet as a region.6 

Historically, Tibet remained a theocratic state. The 
religious superiority of the monasteries dominated the 
business of the state and shaped the Tibetan society. As a 
land located at the crossroads of several travel routes, Tibetan 
identity has been shaped by its interactions with 
neighbouring regions. The presence of various dynasties, 
(Tang Dynasty, Yuan Dynasty, Ming Dynasty, Ching Dynasty) 
added to the cultural diversity of the region and sustained 
interaction of its rulers with the neighbouring kingdoms 
shaped the Tibet as we see it today. A glimpse into the 
interaction of Tibet with the neighbouring regions can be 
gauged by the fact that the relation between Sikkim and Tibet 
dates back to13th Century, when the first group of Tibetan 
Lamas arrived in Sikkim.7  

Similarly, Ladakh and Gilgit had close interactions with 
Tibet and it was during the 8th century that the Baltistan, 
Ladakh and Gilgit came under the sovereignty of Tibet. 
Before establishing its sovereignty over neighbouring regions, 
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Tibetan state maintained its interactions with them through 
the famous Silk Trade. The sustained exchange of 
commodities between Tibet and its neighbours enriched the 
cultural diversity of the entire Himalayan belt including 
regions like Sikkim, Ladakh, Gilgit, Baltistan and Kashmir.8 

Islamic and Tibetan cultures have been interacting with 
each other since 7th Century AD. By the 13th Century AD, 
Islam had spread into the whole area of Tibet. The two 
cultures confronted each other at times, while at other times 
they remained peaceful. 

The Tibetan terms Kla-klovi-chos (the barbarians or 
infidels), Kha-che, (Kashmiris), and mgo-dkar (the white 
heads) generally refer to Tibetan Muslims. Kachee (or Kha-
che, which literally means Kashmiri), became a general label 
for Muslims without regard to their origins.9 

The origin of present day ‘Tibetan Muslims’ in Kashmir 
can also be traced to the historical trade linkages between 
Lhasa and Srinagar. Turkestan and Kashmir were the major 
Islamic regions surrounding Tibet, and it was roughly around 
13th century that the Muslims traders started arriving in 
Tibet. There were various treaties that were signed between 
Tibet and its neighboring regions, specifically, Ladakh, 
Kashmir and Nepal. The greater part of the Tibetan 
population was peasants but at heart everyone was a trader.10 

The Tibetan Muslims trace their origin to Kashmir, 
Ladakh, China and Nepal.11 The Muslims in Tibet were 
generally called as Khache. The largest population of the 
Muslims were present in the capital city of Tibet, Lhasa. They 
consisted of three groups: “Lhasa Khache, the Gharib and the 
Wabak Gling”.12 The Lhasa Khache were of two groups – La 
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dwags Khache and Sighpa Khace. The first group had its 
origin from Ladakh and the second from Kashmir. The Waba 
Ling Khache were the Muslims of Chinese origin.13 

The Muslims in Tibet were considered as Kashmiris and 
were treated as foreigners. However, during the reign of the 
5th Dalai Lama, Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso (1616-1682), they 
received the special privileges and were allowed to settle 
down in Lhasa. They subsequently married local women. In 
case of children born out of mixed marriages, as per the 
tradition, the son was considered as a Kashmiri and the 
daughter as a Tibetan; the daughter was supossed to pay a 
yearly tax.14  

After 1959, many Tibetan Muslim families migrated from 
Tibet to different places in the neighbourhood. A large 
number of Tibetan Muslims left Tibet after the departure of 
Dalai Lama in the year 1960. Before their departure, there 
were about 192 families of Tibetan Muslims in Tibet15. After 
the Chinese occupation of Tibet, some of the Tibetans also 
migrated to Kashmir. The ‘Tibetans’ who migrated to 
Kashmir claim a Kashmiri ancestry and were housed in a 
colony in Srinagar. Many other families dispersed and got 
scattered. They mostly settled in Nepal, Darjeeling, 
Kalimpong and some even in Turkey.16 

In Srinagar, they live in a colony in the heart of old 
Srinagar, the capital city of Jammu and Kashmir, near Eidgah 
and Hawal.17 

Tibetan Muslims and the Notions of Piety  

‘Tibetan’ Muslims of Kashmiri origin adopted several Tibetan 
traditions. They were considered foreigners by the Tibetan 
authority. They were followers of the Sunni sect of Muslims 
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who came from Kashmir and married Tibetan women.  In 
Tibet, they were primarily identified by their religion, and it 
was believed that a saint endowed with supernatural powers 
is the intermediary between the Muslims and the local forces 
represented by Dalai Lama.18  As a part of caravan trade, at 
regular intervals, they would participate in caravans that were 
organized up to 1949, trading mainly in saffron, Indian silk 
and brocade from Kashmir; and musk, gold dust and 
medicinal herbs from Tibet19. In Kashmir, they invoke their 
Kashmiri origin and assert their claim of essentially being 
Kashmiris. As one of our research participants observes: 

We are Muslims because we follow the religion of 
Islam, our nationality is Kashmiri and our birth origin 
is Tibet. 

As followers of Sunni sect of Muslims, like many 
Kashmiris, the ‘Tibetan’ Muslims are also followers of Sufi 
saints and shrines. They also celebrate urus, commemorating 
death anniversaries of the Sufi saints, and share common 
Kashmiri surnames like Wani, Lone, Bhat, etc. In recent 
years, the community has also witnessed transformations in 
religious practices with global Islamic movements shaping 
the community’s religious outlook. As one of our respondents 
observes: 

The original religious practices of the Tibetan Muslims 
included commemoration of Sufi saints. However, 
many are now influenced by Wahabi school and do not 
follow Sufi Islam … Some of our children study at 
seminaries in Nadwa and are influenced by the Wahabi 
school of thought. 

Scholars like Gaute also suggest that many practices that 
were adopted by this community in Tibet were stopped 
without any explanation. Although the “veneration and 
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celebration of Sufi saints” is a widespread practice in Kashmir 
but it seems that many Tibetan Muslims have given up this 
traditional practice.20  
 
Tibetan Muslim Vs Kashmiri: Contested Identities 

For the ‘Tibetan’ community in Srinagar, the notion of being 
a Kashmiri or a Tibetan is closely linked to their “rehen sehen” 
or every day life.  The manner in which they carry themselves 
in their everyday life shapes their identity of being a Tibetan 
or a Kashmiri. Some prefer calling themselves Tibetan 
Muslims rather than Kashmiris, as one of our respondents 
argues: 

In context of our identity two question are important:  
1. Our condition before repatriation, how did we live in 
Tibet 2. After repatriation, after we settled in in parts of 
India and majorly in Srinagar . . . . Now, pre-
repatriation, there is hardly any reliable literature on 
us, some people just say things according to their own 
whims and wishes (marzee…. I believe that the only 
reliable document is the 'white paper'.

21
   

In conversations that support the Kashmiri ancestry 
of the ‘Tibetan’ Muslims in Srinagar, the White Paper is 
often used as a reference point. As another respondent 
argues: 

The 'white paper' clearly reflects that around 129-odd 
family heads repatriated and proclaim that they were of 
Kashmiri origin . . . Most of the Muslims of Kashmiri 
origin in Tibet did not own any property, “na dukaan 
na makaan (they neither owned shop nor a house)”. 
And even if 1% had some properties, it was acquired 
not inherited, meaning purchased property. The fact of 
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the matter is that we could only acquire property and 
were not able to inherit it in Tibet. If at all we were 
from Tibet, we should have been able to inherit some 
property?  

There is a general ambiguity regarding the identity of the 
community as Tibetan or Kashmiri.  One respondent who 
considers himself to be a Tibetan believes that the immediate 
concern for the community is their existence in terms of 
livelihood and their future. He believes that ultimately it is 

the concern for future that shapes the identity, and states:  

I would prefer calling myself a Tibetan, depending on 
whether I possess the state subject or not.  

As he observes: 

Regardless of whether I consider myself as a Kashmiri 
or not, I may claim to be a Kashmiri a thousand times, 
but if I don’t possess the documents no one is going to 
believe me.

22
 

For him, his identity of being Tibetan remains as a part of his 
memory and his lived past. He argues: 

For us, we had a strong bond with the previous Lamas 
in Tibet, we share a connect with Dalai Lama and this 
bond continues…. 

A glimpse into Tibetan side of the life lived by ‘Tibetan’ 
Muslims is reflected in Tibetan Public School. The name 
Tibetan Public School symbolizes the Tibetan past of the 
community. The school was established in the 1960s. As one 
of the respondents recalls: 

After rehabilitation by the State, in the year 1960, 
Tibetan Muslims settled in the locality of Eidgah in 
Srinagar established a Madrassa on the lines of one in 
Lhasa. We called it Madrass-e-Islamia Tibetia. Subjects 
like Arabic, Urdu and religious studies were taught 
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initially at the Madrassa. Over a period of time the 
Madrassa was transformed into a school and modern 
subjects were introduced.  

Although there is no disagreement on the word Tibet in 
the Tibetan Public School, there are divisions within the 
community regarding the religious identity. The school which 
was originally a Muslim seminary was transformed into a 
modern school called the Tibetan Muslim School. However, 
over the period of time, the school has been renamed as the 
Tibetan Public School. As one responded highlighted: 

The Tibetan Public School, earlier it was a madrassa 
established on the lines of a Madrasa that we had in 
Tibet. Later it came under the influence of Central 
Tibetan Administration (CTA) and it was renamed as 
the Tibetan Public School.

 23
 

The assertion of Tibetan identity seems to be an assertion 
of the Tibetan identity either intentionally or otherwise by 
the political influences of the Central Tibetan Administration 
(CTA) which is internationally renowned.  

The influence of the Tibetan identity can be noticed in 
the symbols that are present in the Tibetan Public School. 
The presence of the CTA and the Dalai Lama in the school 
can be seen through signs and pictures hanging on the walls. 
One such sign represents a pledge between the Dalai Lama 
and the head of the school captain promoting religious 
harmony.  

The Central Tibetan Administration largely represents the 
Tibetan national identity internationally. As an 
administration in exile, it works on the issue of Tibetan 
freedom and is largely dominated by a discourse which sees 
Tibetan national identity essentially as Buddhist24.  

In context of the ‘Tibetan’ Muslim community in Srinagar, 
some of the members do not see the growing relationship 
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between the community members and Buddhist spiritual 
leader Dalai Lama in positive light. The community seems to 
be divided in terms of its loyalty between the identity of 
being a Tibetan or a Kashmiri. For some members, the visit 
by the Buddhist spiritual leader to their locality to interact 
with the community members is a reaffirmation of their 
Tibetan roots. As one of the respondents observes: 

His Holiness Dalai Lama visited our settlement in Eidgah 
for the first time in the year 1975. He observed that the 
accommodation provided to the families was 
insufficient; His Holiness raised this issue with the head 
of the State government, Sheikh Muhammad Abdullah. 
It was only after his intervention that a new project for 
proper housing facilities for our community was 
initiated. The project was initiated in the Hawal locality 
where the school is also located . . . people who claim 
their Kashmiri ancestry tend to forget the timely help 
and intervention of Dalai Lama during the difficult time . 
. . . .

25
 

Traces of Tibetan Identity in Everyday Life 

Scholars argue that as far as identity is concerned there is no 
singular sense of belonging. There are multiple ways one can 
connect with one’s identity. While citizenship can be one way 
of looking at ones identity, food and dress can also allow us to 
understand sense of belonging to a particular identity.26  In 
context of ‘Tibetan’ Muslims in Kashmir, the traditional 
Tibetan food remains the staple diet of the community. 
Today, many Kashmiris throng the locality to explore Tibetan 
dishes like Thupka, Momos, Thenthuk, Menchaha, Zattu, 
Phitu and rice noodles. The house of ‘Tibetan’ community in 
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Srinagar is a mosaic of Kashmiri and Tibetan culture. The 
Tibetan moktu, a dish used to steam and prepare momos is 
part and parcel of every household kitchen.  

There may be disagreements among the members of the 
community over whether the community is essentially 
Tibetan or it has Kashmiri origins, but the community’s 
Tibetan side of identity is clearly visible in their food habits 
and language. There immigration to Kashmir has brought 
major transformations in the community’s everyday life, but 
some traces of Tibet are very visible. For example, as far as 
the language is concerned, the older generation converses in 
the Tibetan, whereas the younger generation, who were born 
in Kashmir, largely speak Kashmiri when in public, and prefer 
Tibetan language within the private space of their homes. The 
transformations in the language and their everyday life are 
also visible. As one of our respondent observed, 

Our language has changed a lot, we have almost lost 
the original Tibetan language, the words and 
expressions that our ancestors used to once spoke have 
been lost . . . If you hear a young person talking you 
will come across frequent use of Urdu, English even 
Kashmiri words and expressions in their conversations  
. . .  . 

One look at the house of a Tibetan Muslim, presents you 
with a confluence of Tibetan and Kashmiri influences. The 
carpets are spread on the floor, there is a mattress on top of 
these carpets, and you can see the Tibetan style weaved 
carpets which are kept sometimes on top of the mattresses.  

Some community members highlighted how there has 
been a major transformation in the community’s dressing. 
One of our respondents recalled how women used to wear 
traditional Tibetan dresses like Tibetan chuba, with a dopatha 
covering the head and part of her face and men would wear a 
long Tibetan Muslim chuba with a dastar (headgear) on his 
head. He observed:  
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Hamara traditional dress ab sirf shadiyon par kabi kabi 
dekhta hai

27
 

Our traditional dress is nowadays worn occasionally 
during marriage ceremonies. 

However, a closer look at the older generation reveals that 
they still prefer wearing the traditional chuba. 

As discussed earlier, the ‘Tibetan’ Muslim community in 
Srinagar were essentially involved in trade between Tibet and 
Kashmir. Even today, most of the community members earn 
their livelihood through business. They are largely involved in 
garment business, mainly dealing with woollens, they also are 
involved in traditional embroidery work and cap making. All 
these businesses have imprints of the history of trade 
between the two regions. The traditional handmade caps, the 
Nyangsha, the Pakloo and the Lepcha adorn the heads of 
locals in the region.   

Tibetan-Kashmiri Linkages: 

As mentioned earlier, the interactions between the two 
regions of Tibet and Kashmir through trade and commerce 
date back to 13th century.28  In the popular discourse, the first 
mosque in Lhasa was built at a place locally called Kha-che 
ling- ka (the garden of the Kashmiris).  This mosque was built 
by a Sufi saint called Pir Yakub at a location designated by 
Dalai Lama29. The trade linkages between the two regions 
have also been mentioned in some personal travelogues and 
journals maintained by the Kashmiri traders.  One Kashmiri 
merchant Khawaja Ghulam Muhammad (1857-1928), 
mentions in his journal written in Urdu: 

North of this valley [which is situated five miles to 
the south of Lhasa], there is a place which is well 
known among the Muslims under the name of 
Dargah [the tomb of a Muslim saint in Persian]; the 
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northern slope of this mountain faces Lhasa. It is 
well known that a saint called Khairu’d-Din, a 
Kashmiri from Patna, resided in Lhasa, dressed as a 
merchant. He used to be transported miraculously to 
this place to recite his prayers.’ 

What followed then was a folk narrative of how both the 
Dalai Lama and the saint mystically transformed into flying 
birds, the latter being chased by the former. The chase came 
to an end, when the saint turned and said to the Dalai Lama, 
that “you have reached your limit.’’ It implied that his 
territory of Tibet was over and that his powers would vanish. 
When the saint informed this to his master, the master 
replied saying, “A great error has been committed: if you had 
met the Dalai Lama, he would have perhaps converted to 
Islam. And through his conversion, the whole country would 
have become Muslim”.30.  

Kashmir was essentially a centre for trade to Tibet and 
Central Asia. The large volume of the trade between the 
regions of Tibet and Kashmir was in woollen-pashm shawls.  
The Leh town in Ladakh was the chief commercial depot of 
Kashmir’s import and export trade, with Tibet, Turkistan and 
China.31 Several oral narratives preserved by the ‘Tibetan’ 
community in Srinagar substantiate the strong trade 
relationship between the regions of Kashmir and Tibet and 
also highlight that the Kaches (Kashmiri Muslims) first 
arrived in Tibet during the periods of political turmoil or 
famine in Kashmir. 

Conclusion 

History of Kashmir and Tibet reflects that such regions need 
to be looked as dynamic entities. A region cannot be 
imagined as a fixed territory bounded by cartographic 
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imaginary.32 As discussed earlier, Islam was introduced in 
Tibet by the Muslim traders form Kashmir. Trade remained 
an important aspect of interactions and exchanges between 
the two regions giving birth to a culturally rich community of 
Muslims.33 Trade linkages transformed identities of the 
communities engaged in the enterprise as traders extend 
their kinship relationships through their enterprise’s spatial 
collaboration.34 Such spatial collaborations engender dynamic 
identities. The contestation of ‘Tibetan’ Muslim and 
‘Kashmiri’ Muslim Identity in Kashmir is a reflection of 
similar processes. In context of such communities, the 
identity cannot be something that is given. One has to 
understand the identity of such communities in the context 
of their everyday negotiations with their past and present. 
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