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Kashmir’s Cross-Cultural Convergence and Development 
of its Syncretic Personality 

Prof. Noor Ahmad Baba 

Kashmir is unique in a number of respects. Its cultural personality 

in its multifaceted dimensions has been shaped through an interface 

between two factors during its long history.1 The mountainous 

surroundings have helped it shape up differently from its neighbouring 

areas.2 Very few ethno-regional and cultural communities of any 

significant size globally have had so very directly marked, manifest and 

discernible relationship between people and the place of their habitation 

with defined geography as that in Kashmir.3 But along with this during the 

last five thousand years of its history, it has remained at the crossroads of 

civilizational interface and a meeting point of some of the greatest cultural 

traditions, religious currents and economies found in its neighbourhood. 

This factor also has had tremendous contribution in enriching its 

personality in ethno-cultural and spiritual terms. 

Therefore, any discussion on the identity formation of people of 

Kashmir in its socio-cultural and spiritual dimensions 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.4 Having 

surroundings is not unique to Kashmir as all socio-cultural groups are 

surrounded by different ethno-cultural communities. But what is unique 

about Kashmir is the variety and the richness of these surrounding 

traditions and the fact that it could still evolve and retain the distinctness 

of its own cultural personality. Kashmir as we know has been surrounded 

by some of the most magnificent civilizations that mankind has ever 

produced in the Indian subcontinent, China, Central Asia, Iran along with 

various other smaller ethno-cultural communities in its northern and north-

western vicinity with an enriching impact on the place and its people. 

Even as we will see below Kashmir also has had a beneficial impact on 

these places and cultures right from the earliest times. This multifaceted 
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interface with surrounding regions had begun several millenniums back 

right from prehistoric times.5 This impact particularly becomes more 

clearly discernible with the establishment of the Neolithic communities in 

Kashmir around 5000 (B.P.).6 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.7 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 west, 

central and east Asian regions.8 

Kashmir is located at a cross-cultural junction. Traditionally under 

the colonial context this area was referred to as the Sub-continental North-

West. In some discourses it has been referred to as 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.9 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, at the 

intersection of East, West, Central and South Asia. Thus, it has remained 

connected in all the four directions. In that sense Kashmir has been a 

converging point of human migrations, traders, cultural and spiritual cross-

currents.10 

Thus, with this borderland or intersectional location Kashmir has 

remained connected in spite of the surrounding mountains, helping it 

shape up differently and secure it as a distinct identity.11 Nature has 

allowed several (even though difficult) mountain passes and routes 

through which across-borders contacts remained active and alive.12 

Through these linkage points, people here have historically continued to 

come and go from here as immigrants, traders, travellers, missionaries and 
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for learning and exchange of knowledge and faith traditions.13 In addition 

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.14 It is suggested that Kashmir with different variations of its 

name finds mention in various Greek accounts.15 Several Chinese (and 

other) scholars are also reported to have visited Kashmir during 6th and 7th 

century to study Buddhist learning.16 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 honoured guest.” 

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”.17 

As seen above Kashmir’s ethnic, cultural, economic contacts with 

the outside world have been deep all through its history. In particular the 

Central Asian & Iranian cultural and literary contacts with and influences 

on Kashmir have always been strong even in ancient times. These contacts 

and influences go back to antiquity much before the beginning of Muslim 

period in Kashmir.18 As a very powerful civilisation their influence has 

always been multifaceted. These influences seem 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 
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traditionally and broadly known as Turkistan (Central Asia).19 These 

relations in cultural and economic spheres continued even during the 

Dogra Period (1846-1947) within the broad colonial umbrella.20 

Walter Lawrence affirms that Kashmir enjoys tremendous 

advantage over other parts of (what was then united) India. As compared 

to those it is much easier to construct a general account of country’s 

history.21 One important reason for this is the people of valley possess a 

“genuine historical sense in which the Indian mind is so conspicuously 

deficient”.22 Various historians attribute the presence of historical sense 

and history writing tradition in Kashmir to its proximity and “contact with 

central and west Asian peoples” that possessed “a stronger sense of history 

than did India”.23 In fact there are some scholars who have even attributed 

Kahana’s 800 verses account (Rajtarangni, A Chronicle of the Kings of 

Kashmir) to his inspiration from Firdouse’s (940-1020) Shahnama (940-

1020) (60000 couplets/verses) the story of King (of Persia).24 

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.25 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 distinctive strains of spiritual and intellectual traditions.26 

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 in between 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 
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here that Buddhism spread in places in Central Asia, Greater Tibet, China 

and beyond.27 

At a somewhat later stage, particularly around the 6th century, 

alongside the presence of Buddhism, Brahmanism 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.28 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 

instead borrowed scriptural form of art from Buddhism. 

While the Brahmanism 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 

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 the 8th century, 

much (three centuries) before Muslim power got established here.29 

Because of being part of already globally dominant cultures, these visiting 

Muslims are reported to have been treated well. This presence would 

include initially mainly traders and gradually later an increasing number of 

Sufi missionaries visiting the place.30 Some of the Muslim settlers were 

given jagirs (land grants from state) and employment, by local kings in 

army and administration.31 

It was through such routine and peaceful interface particularly 

because of the Sufi missionary activity that in a matter of few centuries 
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Islam became a popular faith tradition to which common masses were 

attracted.32 In the context of political instability following the 

Avantivarman’s death in the 833, ensuing misgovernment, persecution, 

debauchery of the elite that had continued almost for two centuries, was 

bound to promote a general discontent among the masses.33 The social 

acceptance of Islam was also facilitated by oppressive Brahmanical order 

that in alliance with the corrupt political elite had pushed common person 

to tremendous social and economic disadvantage, thereby alienating them 

from their own faith and increasing their attraction for Islam.34 It seems 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 1323.35 In spite of a brief set back after his death, his conversion 

practically laid the foundation of the Muslim Sultanate (Kingdom) 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 

even up to now continues to be a meeting point of four great religious 

traditions.36 

 Thus, as we have seen by and large 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 common 

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 known as Lal Ded (Mother Lala) and Shaikh al-

‘Ālam Shaikh Noor-ud-Din Wali (Nund Rishi) the most revered saints 

representing its syncretic legacy.37 Historically speaking both have 
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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 “become synonymous with Kashmiri identity”.38 

However, it has been Shaikh Noor-ud-Din 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.39 He laid the foundation of Reshi 

(Muslim) mystic tradition with syncretic attributes. Historically speaking 

as the “Patron Saint”, he has personified Kashmir’s national personality 

and has tremendous significance in shaping the social psychology of 

Kashmiri society. Thereby he has contributed to promoting attributes of 

harmony and tolerance within it.40 He as a person and as an institution has 

remained an epitome of Kashmir’s cultural and spiritual personality.41 He 

and his legacy continue to inspire the people of Kashmir for peace, 

reconciliation and harmony.42 Through all these influences Kashmiri 

society, in spite of various challenging situations it was faced with, has by 

and large remained pacifist, nonviolent and has been abhorring 

radicalization.43 

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 and 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 left and right, north and south, 

near and far, it has retained its personality as a distinct cultural community 
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about which its people remained strongly conscious possessive and 

persistent.44 
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