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Abstract: Kashmiri identity and its cultural personality 
have been an outcome of its evolution as a community 
that runs into thousands of years of history. It is 
reflected in its ethnographic features, value orientations, 
cultural moorings, dietary habits, dressing patterns, 
social attitudes, folklore, language, literature, art and 
architecture, which evolved through a dynamic process. 
This evolution has happened in relation to forces and 
factors that have been internal to the place and were also 
borne out of its confluence with its own physical 
environment and the cultural communities and 
civilisational forces in the larger region around it. 

Kashmir has developed a distinct ethno-cultural personality 
within defined borders that clearly distinguishes it from the 
surrounding regions, cultures and peoples. It has come to 
represent a civilisational identity and recognition as a name 
in its long history.1 It has “justly” come to gain “a reputation 
for something distinctive if not unique, in its character”.2 It 
represents a people (and their habitat) sharing common 
ethno-cultural features that significantly distinguish these 
from the surrounding peoples and their cultures.3 In this 
sense,it needs to be differentiated from what in contemporary 
times is referred to as Jammu and Kashmir, that has been a 
mid 19th century (colonial) construct that arbitrarily put 

                                                 
  

1
  See Balraj Puri, “5000 Years of Kashmir”, Jammu, Ajanta Publications, 

1997, pp. 128-137. And for a detailed discussion on the distinctive 
aspects of Kashmir see also Christopher Snedden, Understanding 
Kashmir and Kashmiris, New Delhi, Speaking Tiger Publishing, 2015, 
pp. 7-35, particularly. 

2
  Fredric Drew, Jammu & Kashmir Territories, Srinagar: Gulshan Books, 

2009, p. 113, (originally published in 1875). 
3
  See: Snedden, Understanding Kashmir and Kashmiris, pp. 7-35, and 

Drew, Jammu & Kashmir Territories, pp. 121-122. It has been able to 
secure this distinctive identity by and large intact in spite of various 
challenges it has faced through history. See: Noor Ahmad Baba, “The 
Dynamics of Kashmir Identity”, in Reeta Chowdhary Tremblay & 
Mohita Bhatia, (eds) Religion and Politics in Jammu & Kashmir,   New 
York, Routledge, 2020, pp. 89-110. 
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together a host of diverse regions with multiple ethno-
cultural communities, some of whom have had little in 
common.4 These were put together in a differential 
relationship to one another in order to make the Princely 
State, whose creation was facilitated by British East India 
Company and that operated under the paramountacy of the 
British colonial empire in India till its departure in 1947.5 Of 
all the three divisions in which the Princely State was 
organised and divided for administrative purposes, Kashmir 
division alone was ethno-regionally and culturally 
homogeneous and represented a historically recognised 
identity and name.6 The other two divisions⸺ Jammu & 
Frontier Districts⸺ were an amalgamation of diverse regions, 
smaller ethno-cultural communities and lesser-known 
principalities that were captured by Gulab Singh at different 
times in order to incorporate these into his evolving fiefdom 
while being still under the services and feudatory (sovereign) 
control of the Sikh kingdom in Punjab.7 None of these “lesser 
regions” of what later constituted Jammu & Kashmir enjoyed 
Kashmir’s geographical, historical and cultural continuity, or 
its endearing and enduring fame.8  It was with Gulab Singh’s 
securing of Kashmir from the British in 1846 that the 
formation of what came to be known as Jammu & Kashmir 
was completed and that by and large continued its unified 
existence till 1947.9 Thus, Kashmir as a distinguished identity 
got politically undermined within the broader construct of 

                                                 
4
  Mirdu Rai, ‘To tear the mask off the face of the past’ Archaeology and 

Politics in Jammu and Kashmir in Indian Economic & Social History 
Review 46(3):401-426, October, 2009, pp. 406-7.  

5
  Rai, ibid.; R.K. Kaul Bhatt, Political and Constitutional Development of 

Jammu and Kashmir, Delhi: Seema Publications, 1984, pp. 6-28. 
6
 See: Snedden, Understanding Kashmir and Kashmiris, pp. 17-35. The 

Princely State was organised/divided into three divisions/provinces for 
administrative purposes. These were known as Jammu, Kashmir and 
Frontier districts that included Ladakh Wazarat, Gilgit Wazarat and 
Frontier Illaqas.  

7
  Ibid., p. 19; Bhatt, Political and Constitutional Development of Jammu 

and Kashmir, pp, 4-5.   
8
  Snedden, Understanding Kashmir and Kashmiris, p. 19. 

9
  Bhatt, Political and Constitutional Development of Jammu and Kashmir, 

pp. 6-11,   
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the Princely State particularly in relation to Jammu, the home 
of the ruling dynasty.10 This was the reason that Kashmir 
continued to be more restive and became centre of political 
resistance against the regime and its intrinsically 
discriminative character and oppressive policies and politics.11 
This clarification becomes necessary because very often many 
people in and outside South Asia use the two expressions 
‘Kashmir’ and ‘Jammu & Kashmir’ as synonymous for each 
other. This lack of differentiation allows a lot of confusion in 
understanding and appreciating the distinctness of Kashmir 
and the tribulations that its people have had to undergo more 
particularly in comparison to other parts of the erstwhile 
Princely State. However, in spite of this distinction, Kashmir 
and its study cannot be today completely insulated from that 
of Jammu and Kashmir, as its politics and in certain respects 
even identity has got complexly entangled and interwoven 
within the larger multi-regional entity (of Jammu & Kashmir 
state) as it existed till October 1947 and notionally continued 
to exist until 5 August 2019, along with various contentious 
discourses around it.12 Because of this reason, extra care and 
caution is required to make this distinction clearer and 
marked.  

Kashmir’s identity in its various facets is defined by 
distinct geo-physical, ethnographical, cultural, emotional and 
lingual parameters. Geographically speaking, fulcrum of what 
is known as Kashmir is the Valley surrounded by high 

                                                 
10

  For a comprehensive account of the nature of Dogra state and its 
treatment of Kashmir and Muslims see Mirdu Rai, Hindu Rulers, 
Muslim Subjects, Princeton University Press, 2004. 

11
  For a telling account of the discriminative and partisan policies in 

Kashmir, See: G.H. Khan Freedom Movement in Kashmir: 1931-1940, 
New Delhi, Light & Life Publishers, 1980, pp. 11-31.  

12
  For a de facto division and effective control of the former Princely State 

by three different states in different proportions see Noor Ahmad 
Baba, “Northeast and Kashmir: Problems in a Comparative 
Perspective” in Sandhya Goswami, ed., Troubled Diversity, The Political 
Process in Northeast India, New Delhi, Oxford University Press, 2015, 
pp. 167-185. With all the fractures in its actual existence, multiple 
claims and disputations Jammu and Kashmir continues its notional 
existence even today in different types of narratives about its past and 
present. 
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mountains, large enough to have evolved and sustained a 
distinct civilisation.13 These mountainous surroundings have 
helped it shape up differently from its neighbouring areas.14 
Marc Aurel Stein (1862-1943), in his translation of Kalhana’s 
Rajtarangni, notes that the distinct “physical and ethnic 
characteristics . . . sharply mark off” its (Kashmir’s) people 
“from all surrounding races”.15 As we will note below, all 
outside travellers who have visited the place right from 
ancient time for various purposes have been stuck by its 
distinctness in a number of respects.16 Through its long 
history, Kashmir has, by and large, retained its collective 
identity and its people have exhibited “the same homogeneity 
that it does at present” times.17 It is because the core of its 
geo-physical and ethno-cultural contours have (in terms of its 
basic features of identity) remained by and large unscathed 
irrespective of the rise and fall of its political fortunes and in 
spite of having absorbed diverse influences.   

The pivot around which Kashmiri identity has always 
developed and revolved is the Valley (of Kashmir) which 
alongside Jhelum valley comprises “three important side 
valleys”. These sub-valleys are the Lidder valley, the Sindh 
valley and the Lolab Valley.18 Together, these constitute a 
clearly compact and unitary geophysical and ethno-cultural 
unit. In its wider/broader sense, it (Kashmir identity) extends 
to areas that may not narrowly figure inside it, but are 

                                                 
13

  For a reasonably comprehensive description of Kashmir in its different 
facets, contours and features, see: Walter R. Lawrence, The Valley of 
Kashmir, Srinagar, Kesar Publishers, 1967, pp. 12-63; Drew, Jammu & 
Kashmir Territories, pp. 113-132; see also Stein’s note in, Kalhana’s 
Ancient Geography of Jammu & Kashmir, translated by M. A. Stein,  
Mirpur, Verinag  Publications, n.d., p. 388. 

14
  For description of its surrounding mountains, see: Drew, Jammu & 

Kashmir Territories, pp. 133-143.  
15

  See: Stein, Kalhana’s Ancient Geography of Jammu & Kashmir, p. 429. 
16

  Notes Stein that these distinctive features have “always struck 
observant visitors to the Valley and have hence often been described” 
Stein, ibid. p. 429. See also G.M.D. Sufi, Kashir: Being A History of 
Kashmir, New Delhi, Capital Publishing House, 1996, pp. 13-15. 

17
  Stein, Kalhana’s Ancient Geography of Jammu & Kashmir, p. 429. 

18
  Majid Hussain, “Geographical Setting of Kashmir Valley” in Shri 

Prakash, Ghulam Mohd. Shah, (eds.), The Kashmir Crisis, New Delhi, 
Gyan Publising House, 2002, pp. 19-21. 
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geographically contiguous to the Valley and make-up its 
ethno-cultural continuum sharing the core elements of its 
social personality.19 These are located within or around 
mountain ranges that delineate Kashmir and its 
surroundings. Historically speaking, Kashmiri identity in that 
sense is defined in terms of the geophysical contiguity (to the 
Valley), proximity in culture, language, architecture, food 
habits, dress, living features, arts and crafts, music, spiritual 
icons, etc. Civic dimension of Kashmiri identity has got 
reinforced during the course of the 20th century across 
regions and communities that in addition to the cultural 
affinity, share a sense of common disadvantage and 
deprivation in social and political terms within Jammu and 
Kashmir that functioned under what has been termed as 
exclusivist and partisan politics.20 The growth of political 
mobilization under the largely awakening regional and global 
atmosphere added an element of solidarity in their common 
struggle for social and political emancipation. Since Jammu 
was home to the oppressive and discriminatory regime, all 
struggling peoples within the disadvantaged communities/ 
areas were increasingly drawn to Kashmir as a centre of 
political resistance and mobilization for emancipation and 
freedom.21  

                                                 
19

  According to Majid Hussain, these areas include “Baderwah, Doda, 
Kishtiwar, Banihal and Ramban Tehsil of Jammu division on Indian 
side of Jammu & Kashmir. Ibid., p. 26.  On the Pakistani side of Jammu 
& Kashmir, the district Muzaffarabad was part of Kashmir division 
even within pre-1947 structure of the state.  These and other parts of 
Poonch region have historically constituted the geo-cultural vicinity / 
periphery of the valley. In contemporary time its scope has extended to 
communities and people that share common political aspirations and 
voluntarily identify with Kashmir/i name as their identity. This 
includes almost entire area on the former Princely State that is under 
the Pakistan’s administrative control. These include even Mirpuris that 
are settled  in England,  

20
  For more details, see: Rai. Hindu Rulers, Muslim Subjects.  

21
  In the context of its continuation as a problematic/problem after 1947 

British withdrawal in terms of rampant political disaffection, de’facto 
divisions, and divergent claims Kashmir has emerged as a symbol of 
solidarity around which all such people and regions across political 
divides identify. Thus, this sentiment of solidarity and identification 
with and the ownership of an identity (that Kashmir represents) draws 
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However, whatever way we define Kashmir, the valley of 
Kashmir constitutes its geo-physical and ethno-cultural core. 
Kashmir valley is like a bowl that has been a lake in its 
antiquity. The historians, right from Kalhana (12th century), 
have drawn from the folklore memory about the lake and 
mythological story woven about its draining out in its 
alternative versions.22 While the modern scientific findings in 
the realm of geology and archaeology have confirmed the 
contention about the lake, the mythological explanation 
about its drainage is scientifically untenable. It has taken 
centuries, rather millennia, as a part of the geological 
processes, to drain out this water in stages and make it 
suitable for human habitations in phases.23 Kashmir has been 
unique in a number of respects. Very few ethno-regional and 
cultural communities of any significant size globally have 
such marked, manifest and discernible relationships between 
people and the place of their habitation with defined 
geography as that in Kashmir.24 This geo-physical 
environment has had historically a role in its evolution as a 
community. It has reinforced its defined borders in ethno-
cultural terms and has had a role in shaping the food habits 

                                                                                                    
from a shared sense of past sufferings and continuing challenges in the 
context of somewhat uncertain politics. At the core of this has been a 
vision of Kashmir that is free, progressive, plural, peaceful and 
prosperous.  This vision was originally developed during the course of 
the freedom movement in 1944 in the form of Naya Kashmir. See 
Andrew Whitehead, “The Rise & Fall of New Kashmir” in Zutshi, in 
Chitralekha Zutshi, Kashmir: History, Politics Representation, New 
Delhi, Cambridge University Press, 2018, pp. 70-88. 

22
  For details about the varying versions of the narrative see Chitralekha 

Zutshi, “Past as tradition, past as history: The Rajatarangini narratives 
in Kashmir’s Persian historical tradition”, The Indian Economic and 
Social History Review, New Delhi, Sage, 2013, 50, 2, 201-219. 

23
  D. P.  Agarwal, Rekha Dodia, B.S. Kotlia, H. Razdan and A. Sahni, 

“The Plio-Pleistocene Geologic and Climatic Record of the 
Kashmir Valley, India: A Review and New Data”, Man and 
Environment, 15.1:57–72, 1990, pp. 267-285.  

24
  Lawrence, The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 12-28; Stein,  Kalhana’s Ancient 

Geography of Jammu & Kashmir, p. 429 and p. 388; Drew, Jammu & 
Kashmir Territories, p. 174.  
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and dressing patterns, cultural attitudes and even the value 
orientation of its people.25  

Therefore, any discussion on the identity of Kashmir as a 
people needs to be contextualised in their evolution in 
history, in interface with the place they live in and also in 
relation to its surrounding peoples and cultures.26 According 
to Stein, Kashmir is, “a fertile plain embedded among high 
mountain ranges, a Valley large enough to form a Kingdom 
for itself and capable of supporting a highly developed 
civilization”.27 It also has enough in physical and 
environmental terms that could sustain a healthy and 
prosperous community. This is clearly visible in the accounts 
written by Frederick Drew (1836-1891), a 19th century 
geologist and ethnographer, who had extensively travelled 
the State during the 1860’s and 1870’s and had stayed here for 
a decade long service in the government. Drew states that,  

“Kashmiri people are doubtless physically the finest of all the 
races that inhabit the territories we (British) are dealing with 
and I have no much hesitation in saying that in size and in 
features they are the finest on the whole continent of India. 
Their physique, their character and their language are so 
marked as to produce a nationality different from all around 
as distinct from their neighbours as their country is 
geographically separated”. 28 

This view of the distinctness of Kashmir and its people has 
been marked by all those who happen to visit the place right 
from the ancient times. According to Stein, the sketch of 
people formed by Hiuen Tsiang (602-664) during his stay in 
the place “still applies closely to modern inhabitants”.29 There 
are abundant references in Medieval Persian chronicles and 

                                                 
25

  For example the social cohesion, architecture, dress, art and cultural 
ingenuity reflect the manifest part of this relationship of its people 
with the place. 

26
  See Puri, 5000 Years of Kashmir, pp. 128-137; Lawrence, The Valley of 

Kashmir, pp. 12-28. 
27

  M. A. Stein (Notes on Translation.) Kalhana’s Rajtarangni: A Chronicle 
of Kings of Kashmir, Westminster, Archibald C. and Co, 1900, p. 388.  

28
  Drew, Jammu & Kashmir Territories, p. 121.  

29
  Stein, Kalhana’s Ancient Geography of Jammu & Kashmir, p. 429; For 

the Chinese accounts on Kashmir, see:  Ibid., pp. 354-358. 
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other literature and modern European travelogues and 
accounts that share fascination of the place and its people.30 
It is not only the borders but the nature of Kashmir’s 
topography and natural assets that have helped reinforce and 
strengthen the distinctive Kashmiri identity and its cultural 
uniqueness. Thus, cultural personality/identity of people here 
emerged, evolved and was reinforced through centuries of 
living together in interface with serene natural surroundings, 
the capitulating beauty of meadows, mighty mountains, 
richness of its biodiversity, forests, water bodies, and the 
general ambience of variety in changing seasons.31  

Kashmir has everything (within its natural surroundings) 
that could stimulate a creative mind.32 Francois Bernier 
(French, 1620-1688), one of the earliest European traveller to 
enter Kashmir, was so fascinated by the place that he (writing 
in 1665) exclaimed that “In truth, the kingdom surpasses in 
beauty all that my warm imagination had anticipated”.33 
About Kashmiri people, he added that they “are celebrated 
for their wit, and considered much more intelligent and 
ingenious than Indians. In poetry and science they are not 
inferior to Persians. They are also active and industrious”.34 
Mughals described Kashmir as “the paradise of the Indies”.35 
It is because Kashmir has a lot of variety in which there is 

                                                 
30

  See: Sufi, Kashir: Being A History of Kashmir, pp. 1-7 and 13-15. Such 
accounts include that of Emperor Jahangir and travelers like Bernier 
among various others. 

31
  For an account of Kashmir, its beauty and physical glory see: 

Lawrence, The Valley of Kashmir, pp. 12-28. It’s rich Biodiversity, Ibid. 
pp. 66-160. 

32
  It has had strong literary tradition and emerged as an important centre 

for Buddhist & Hindu and Islamic learning. Even in modern times 
while its people here suffered unprecedented oppression and 
deprivation the members of its community who got opportunity to 
move into British India made extraordinary contribution in the larger 
sub-continental scenario in the realm of art, literature, religious 
learning and politics etc during the 19th and 20th centuries.  

33
  Francois Bernier, Travels in the Moghul Empire, translated by 

Archibald Constable, New York, Humphrey Milford, 1891, p. 400. 
34

  Bernier, Ibid., p. 402. This view has been corroborated by several other 
foreign travelling. See: Drew, Jammu & Kashmir Territories, p. 122; 
Lawrence, The Valley of Kashmir, p. 276. 

35
  Bernier, Travels in the Moghul Empire, p. 401. 



Noor Ahmad Baba | 9  

    
something for everybody’s interest.36 The creative genius that 
it stimulates has been most of all reflected in its poetry, art 
and craftsmanship of its ordinary people. In spite of their 
suffering under dehumanising conditions created by 
discriminative policies and the oppressive taxation system 
under the alien rule till 1947, they successfully created a 
brand name for Kashmir across continents.37 In the colonial 
era, Kashmir emerged as a brand name for arts and crafts 
gaining global recognition. Kashmiri Shawl assumed a brand 
name, defined fashion and became a symbol of luxury for 
aristocracy (even royalty) across continents for several 
centuries in modern times.38 Kashmiris are known for their 
multiple and multifaceted talents.39 In the words of Lawrence 
“the Kashmiris have artistic instinct and are famous for skill 
in art and manufacturers”.40 They possess “quick wit”.41 
According to him, there is scarcely a thing which an ordinary 
Kashmiri cannot do.42 From old times, Kashmiris have won 
reputation as artists and were being celebrated for their 
various manufacturing skill.43 “As a fine craftsman, he may 
have few equals in the world, but probable none superior to 
him.”44 It was through these arts and crafts  and bounty in its 
nature that Kashmir stimulated imagination of creative 
minds as far away as in Europe at a time when 
communication technologically had not progressed the way it 
is today.45 This fascination for the place and its artifacts began 

                                                 
36

  It has scenic beauty for artists, high mountains for mountaineers and 
other adventure and places suited for specialized sports. See: Sufi, 
Kashir: Being A History of Kashmir, pp. 5-7. 

37
  For the plight of common person Kashmir under oppressive 

dispensation during most of the 19th and early 20th century, See: Rai, 
Hindu Rulers, Muslim Subjects,   

38
  Michelle Maskiel, “Consuming Kashmir: Shawls and Empires, 1500-

2000” in Journal of World History, Spring, 2002, Vol. 13, No. 1, pp. 27-
65. 

39
  See: Sufi, Kashir: Being A History of Kashmir, p. 20. 

40
  Lawrence, The Valley of Kashmir, p. 230. 

41
  Ibid., p.279. 

42
  Ibid., p. 277.   

43
  Ibid., p. 270; Sufi, Kashir: Being A History of Kashmir, p. 20. 

44
  Sufi, Ibid., pp 20-21. 

45
  “The Kashmiris have artistic instincts and are famous for their skill in 

art manufactures” Lawrence, The Valley of Kashmir, p. 230) See also 



10 | Contours of Kashmiri Identity                                                    

 

to be reflected not only in European’s fashion and dress 
choices but also in their art and literature.46 Thomas Moore’s 
(1779-1852) poem Lalla Rookh (1817), a romantic Oriental 
fantasy that unfolds within the bewitching landscape of 
Kashmir is one of the epic examples of this fascination for the 
place.47 The poem has inspired many Europeans and 
prompted several of them to visit the place.48 Besides Moore, 
a number of European Romantisists like Ms. Sydney 
Owenson (1776-1859), Coleridge (1772-1834), and Shelly (1792-
1822) were also fascinated by Kashmir and reflected it in their 
poems. They (like many others) projected the image of 
Kashmir as “the terrestrial paradise.”49 Other than Europeans, 
Kashmir has been fascinating everyone who came across with 
it.50 Its beauty and nature’s gifted assets have remained a 
great attraction for travellers and tourists from all over the 
world.51   

                                                                                                    
Mahjabeen Akhter, “The importance of Kashmiri arts & Crafts” in 
International Journal of Academic Research and Development, Volume 
2; Issue 3; May 2017; pp. 323-325. The fascination about Kashmir was 
also contributed by the travel accounts of several European travellers 
to Kashmir. See Sufi, Kashir: Being A History of Kashmir, 13-15.  

46
  See: Vikram Doctor, “When Cashmeres wrapped up the market”, The 

Economic Times, August, 26, 2017. See also Chitralekha Zutshi, 
“Kashmiri Shawls, Empire, and Cultures of Production and 
Consumption in Mid-Victorian Britain” Journal of British Studies, Apr., 
2009, Vol. 48, No. 2, Special Issue on Material Culture (Apr., 2009), pp. 
420-440. 

47
  This narrative is reported to have made “Cashmere instantly famous in 

the West”. The ‘narrative of that became the most translated poem of 
its time is a telling example of this fascination about Kashmir and its 
bewitching beauty. “How Irish poet’s epic poem on Kashmir captivated 
the west . . .” 

 https://scroll.in/article/728492/how-an-irish-poets-epic-poem-on-
kashmir-captivated-the-west-spawning-operas-musicals-and-grandeur  

49
  G.R. Malik, “Kashmir in English Romantic Literature” in English 

Studies in India, Srinagar, Dept. of English, University of Kashmir, Vol. 
VIII, March, 2000, pp. 19-32.  

50
 These included the Mughal Emperor Jahangir. For his praise of 

Kashmir, see: Josef Korbel, Danger in Kashmir, Jammu, Vinod 
Publishers, n.d., p. 3.  

51
  This fascination continued till very recently when the prolonged 

dispute on Kashmir began to disturb the security scenario in the place 
and government of India began to impose restrictions on foreign 
travellers here particularly since 1990.   
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Kashmir was surrounded by some of the most 

magnificent civilizations that mankind has ever produced, 
the Indian subcontinent, China, Central Asia, Iran, along with 
various other smaller ethno-cultural communities in its 
northern and north-western vicinity. These cultures had an 
enriching impact on the place. Kashmir also has had a 
beneficial impact on these places and cultures right from the 
earliest times. This multifaceted interface with surrounding 
regions has begun several millenniums back.52 This impact 
particularly becomes clearly discernible with the 
establishment of the Neolithic communities from around 
5000 (B.P.).53 It was with the warming of its earth surface that 
the Neolithic communities, initially settled in the 
neighbouring areas of Gilgit, Baltistan, Chilas, Swat, Kohistan 
and Punjab plains, were attracted to the place and began to 
settle here as well. These communities are reported to have 
originally come from Central Asia and from North and 
Central China.54 There are several other archaeologists who 
support this contention that Neolithic communities in 
Kashmir were not native.55 Once settled in Kashmir, these 
communities at various stages of their development remained 
connected with these sister communities in the 
neighbourhood and continued to be at some level part of the 
larger cosmopolitan ethno-cultural spectrum spread over to 
west, central and east Asian regions.56 Thus, Kashmir has 
been located at a cross-cultural juncture that in recent/ 
contemporary times has been differently referred in terms of 
its borderland location. Traditionally, under the colonial 
discourse, this area was referred to as the Sub-continental 
North-West. In some discourses, it has been referred to as 

                                                 
52

  S. L. Shali, “Cultural Ecology of Prehistoric Kashmir and Central Asia” 
in B.K. Kaul Deambi, eds. Kashmir and Central Asia, Srinagar, CCAS, 
1989, pp. 1-15.  

53
  That is about 3000 BC see Mohammad Ashraf Wani & Aman Ashraf 

Wani, Prehistory of Kashmir, Srinagar, Oriental Publishing House 2017, 
pp. 94-110. 

54
  Ibid., pp. 93-94. 

55
  Ibid. 

56
  These included, Gilgit, Hunza, Nagar, and communities towards the 

central and eastern China etc. Ibid., pp. 94-110.  
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Indo-Iranian borderlands. It is also referred to as borderland 
between Subcontinent and Central Asia or as in some 
contemporary parleys as a meeting point between the South 
and Central Asia.57 However, none of these expressions is 
comprehensive enough to capture the nature of multi-
directional linkages that Kashmir has had in its long history. 
It has been, as we will see, at the intersection of East, West, 
Central and South Asia. Thus, it has remained connected in 
all the four directions. In this sense, Kashmir has been a 
converging point of human migrations, traders, cultural and 
spiritual cross-currents.58   

Thus, with this borderland or intersectional location, 
Kashmir has remained connected, even as the surrounding 
mountains helped it to shape up differently and secure its 
distinct identity.59 Nature has allowed several (even though 
difficult) mountain passes and routes through which cross-
border contacts remained active and alive. More significantly 
four routes are reported to have historically facilitated this 
flow of people, trade and cultural contacts with the outside 
world. These routes are through Baramulla, Kupwara, 
Bandipora and Zojila.60 Through these linkage points, people 
here have historically continued to come and go from here as 
immigrants, traders, travellers, missionaries and for learning 
and exchange of knowledge and faith traditions.61 In addition, 

                                                 
57

  The issue has been dealt with from various perspectives, see, 
Shonaleekha Kaul, The Making of Early Kashmir, New Delhi, Oxford 
University Press, 2018, pp. 103-107. Kashmir is culturally thought to 
belong to a regional formation which is essentially non-Himalayan and 
non-Indic. Ibid., 104. See also, Chitralekha Zutshi, “Rethinking 
Kashmir’s History from a Borderlands Perspective” in History Compas, 
8/7, 2010, pp.  594-608. 

58 
“Kashmir was a major trading junction in the Indo-Central Asian 
commerce . . .” Monidioa Dey, Silk Route: Traversing the trade and 
cultural route of ancient times Financial Times, Jamuary 1, 2020. 
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/travel-tourism/silk-route-
leh-ladakh-tour-kashmir-travel-chitral-uttarakhand/1808776/  

59
  For mountains surrounding Kashmir, see: Drew. Jammu & Kashmir 

Territories, pp. 133-48.  
60

  See: Wani, Prehistory of Kashmir, p. 110.   
61

  These contacts expanded into larger inter-civilisation exchange and 
dialogue with Hellenistic, Persian, Tibetan, sub continental, Central 
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to its very close links with North and more particularly North 
and North Western Indian sub-continent, it has had 
continued close trade and cultural relations with places in the 
present day China, Greater Tibet, a number of cities in 
Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran and, via Silk Route to places in 
West Asia and Europe. Kashmir, with archaeological evidence 
of early Greek contacts, even to this day, retains the imprints 
of Hellenic influences.62 It is suggested that Kashmir with 
different variations of its name finds mention in various 
Greek accounts.63 Several Chinese (and other) scholars are 
also reported to have visited Kashmir during 6th nd 7th 
century to study Buddhist learning.64 Among the prominent 
travellers to Kashmir was the famous Chinese traveller, Hiuen 
Tsang (602-664), who is reported to have spent two years in 
the Valley as an “an honoured guest.”65 During his stay, “he 
studied Sutras and Sastras and acquainted himself fully with 
the country.” He describes Kashmir, which he calls Kia-shi-
mi-lo, as a country surrounded on all sides by very high 
mountains which have very narrow passes for entry. 
According to him, these “natural bulwarks have protected the 
country from neighbouring states”, who have never 
succeeded in subduing it. He describes its climate as cold, the 
soil as very fertile with abundance of fruit and flowers. For 
him, “the people here are handsome in appearance, but are 
given to cunning. They love learning and are well 
instructed”.66 Kashmiris’ ethnic, cultural, economic contacts 
with the outside world have been deep, all through its 
history. In particular, the Iranian cultural and literary 
contacts with and influences on Kashmir have always been 
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strong even in ancient times. As a very powerful civilisation, 
its influence has always been multifaceted. Iranian influence 
seems to have become more pronounced, particularly during 
the medieval times, and remained so almost till the middle of 
the 20th century.  Kashmir became an important centre of 
Persian learning, art and literature and continued to have 
economic and other linkages with several other important 
places in what was traditionally and broadly known as 
Turkistan (Central Asia).67 As we have seen above, these 
contacts and influences go back to antiquity, much before the 
beginning of Muslim period in Kashmir.68 These relations in 
cultural and economic spheres remained continued even 
during the Dogra Period (1846-1947), within the broad 
colonial umbrella.69  

Along with this economic and cultural interface, Kashmir 
also has been at the crossroads of transition of many 
important spiritual and religious traditions like Buddhism, 
Hinduism and Islam, and must have been also impacted by 
other religious traditions that evolved in its proximity like 
that of Zoroastrianism in Iran and Confucius tradition in 
China.70 Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam are the three 
discernible major religious traditions that have had an 
important contribution in the making of Kashmiri identity. 
All the three religions evolved gradually and developed the 
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distinctive strains of spiritual and intellectual traditions.71 
During ancient times, Kashmir became an important centre 
of Buddhist faith. It is generally believed to have become 
dominant in Kashmir in the time of Emperor Asoka even 
though it as a faith had got introduced here much earlier.  In 
spite of certain setbacks inbetween, it remained as a 
dominant faith tradition here for about seven to eight 
hundred years. It continued its significant presence for few 
centuries even after Hinduism began to replace it as the 
dominant faith here. Kashmir contributed significantly its bit 
in its intellectual and theological evolution. It is from here 
that Buddhism spread in places in Central Asia, Greater 
Tibet, China, and beyond.72  

At a somewhat later stage, particularly from around the 
6th century, alongside the presence of Buddhism, Vedic 
tradition also began to gradually gain ground. What was 
significant about the new faith is that it also eventually 
evolved a theo-philosophical position that is distinct. During 
the course of religious transition, Kashmir formally 
experienced the introduction of Shaivism as a distinct strain 
of Hinduism.73 It is assumed to have evolved through 
convergence of Vedic faith with that of Buddhism.  This 
happened through a process of religions assimilation 
whereby the two faiths exerted influences on each other. 
Whereas Hinduism exported poly-theistic and Tantric beliefs 
to Buddhism, it borrowed scriptural form of art from 
Buddhism.   

While the Vedic tradition was gaining ground in Kashmir, 
Islam was getting established as the dominant faith in its 
western and northern vicinity. Islam had established in 
almost entire of its surroundings in Central Asia and Iran as a 
part of a globally ascending political, economic, spiritual and 
civilizational power and had reached to its western borders 
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during the first quarter of the eighth century. Therefore, 
Kashmir could not remain immune to its impact and 
influence particularly because of its continued commercial 
and other contacts with regions that had become centres of 
Islamic faith and culture. That is why there is evidence to 
indicate the Muslim presence within Kashmir right from 8th 
century, much before Muslim power got established here.74 
These visiting Muslims are reported to have been treated well 
in Kashmir. This presence would include initially mainly 
traders and gradually later an increasing number of Sufi 
missionaries visiting the place.75 Some of the Muslim settlers 
were given jagirs (land grants from state) and employment, 
by local kings in army and administration.76 It was through 
such routine and peaceful interface that in a matter of few 
centuries Islam became a popular faith tradition to which 
common masses of the Valley were attracted.77 Following the 
Avantivarman’s death in 833, there was political instability in 
Kashmir due to the ensuing misgovernment, persecution, 
debauchery of the elite for almost two centuries. This created 
a general discontent among the masses.78 The social 
acceptance of Islam was also facilitated by oppressive 
Brahamanical order that in alliance with the corrupt political 
elite pushed common people to tremendous social and 
economic disadvantage, thereby alienating them from their 
own faith and increasing their attraction for Islam.79 It seems 
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to have acquired so much of social acceptability and such a 
popular traction that a ruling King, Rinchan Shah (who 
happened to be a Buddhist), voluntarily converted to the new 
faith under the influence of a Muslim saint in 1323.80 His 
conversion practically laid the foundation of the Muslim 
Sultanate (in spite of a brief setback after Ricnhan Shah’s 
death) in Kashmir that lasted for about three centuries till 
Akbar occupied and incorporated it in his empire. Islam also 
has had beneficial influence in reforming Hindu religion in 
Kashmir. It is significant to note that Kashmir became a 
meeting point of four great religious traditions.81  

Thus, as we have seen, by and large, the peaceful and 
gradual transition of faiths without violent disruptions and 
the enriching interface with many magnificent civilizational 
traditions has given Kashmir and its people a culture of 
inclusivity, a cosmopolitan outlook and creative ingenuity 
that is reflected in their approach to culture and religion even 
in very trying situations. This has promoted an 
intercommunity living with cultural references. Therefore, 
Kashmir continued to be defined by the culture of interfaith 
peace and understanding in which its own unique Rishi 
mystic tradition has played a very important role. The two 
persons who have approximated and symbolised Kashmir’s 
composite personality with all the richness of its cultural 
genius and spiritual ethos are Laleshwari (Hindu) better 
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known as Lal Ded (Mother Lala) and  Shaikh-ul-Alam Shaikh 
Nuruddin Wali (Nund Rishi) the most revered saints 
representing its syncretic legacy.82 Historically speaking, both 
have occupied the cultural and literary imagination of people 
in Kashmir cutting across religious lines. They have had 
tremendous significance in shaping the socio-psychological 
consciousness and identity of Kashmiri society, symbolizing 
the intercommunity harmony and tolerant character of its 
society. The duo has “became synonymous with Kashmiri 
identity”.83 However, it has been Shaikh Nuruddin who has 
more significantly approximated and symbolised Kashmir’s 
identity with all its cultural genius and richness of spiritual 
personality and has come to be recognized as the national 
saint of Kashmir.84  He laid the foundation of Reshi (Muslim) 
mystic tradition with syncretic attributes. As the “Patron 
Saint”, he personified Kashmir’s national personality and 
promoted attributes of harmony and tolerance.85 He as a 
person and as an institution has remained an epitome of 
Kashmir’s cultural and spiritual personality.86 His legacy 
continues to inspire the people of Kashmir towards peace and 
harmony.87 Through all these influences, Kashmiri society, in 
spite of various challenging situations it was faced with, has 
by and large remained pacifist, non-violent and it abhors 
radicalization.88 
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 So as we have seen, Kashmir did change and evolve with 
and in relation to changing times, challenges and incoming 
influences from its surroundings, but it absorbed these 
changes in a manner that did not fragment its social fabric. It 
did not create any noticeable cleavages that would distort its 
distinct collective personality with which it is still identified. 
It has been strongly a consensual society that changed 
together but without uprooting itself from its inherited socio-
cultural possessions and legacy. Kashmir has been truly a 
melting pot that has absorbed various influences from its 
surroundings without being undermined or overtaken by any 
one of these dominant civilizations and instead formed its 
own uniqueness. The strength of Kashmiri personality has 
been that with all these enriching influences coming from 
multiple directions, near and far, it has retained its 
personality as a distinct cultural community about which its 
people remained strongly conscious and possessive.89 In the 
words of Balraj Puri, “Kashmiri identity has been the most 
persistent and dominating urgue of people.” 90 
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