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Preface 

This book is based on the 2018 project report Socio-Economic Conditions and 

the question of Identity among the Tibetan Refugees of the Indian Himalayas, 

submitted to the ICSSR (Indian Council of Social Science Research), 

Government of India, which enquires the socio-economic conditions of the 

Tibetan refugees living in the Indian Himalayan regions, stretching from 

Dharamsala in Himachal Pradesh to Ravangla in Sikkim, and how the question 

of identity is being conceptualized, articulated and negotiated in their everyday 

life. 

The initial conceptual backdrop of the study came through our interaction 

with the Tibetan refugees who are settled in Sikkim and Darjeeling, West 

Bengal. These are colleagues and friends with whom we sit and dine. (This is 

not to be confused with those Sikkimese citizens who are of Tibetan origin and 

lineage and are regarded as old settlers, such as Bhutias). Most of these 

colleagues and friends have accultured to the local cultural environment, in 

terms of speaking the language, food habits, fashions, and so on and forth, 

assimilating with the society where they are. Some have also established affinal 

relations successfully. Through our discussions with them, we have realized 

that the assimilation of the refugees and the question of their identity is an 

unexplored field with lots of scope for research, at least in this part of the 

country.  

Following, back in 2016, we made a proposal for research to the ICSSR, which 

they accepted. Subsequently, in 2018, the project report with the combined 

effort of the research team based at Sikkim University was submitted. The 

observations, findings, and analysis of the report are those of the researchers 

based on their field analysis. The project's main objective was to explore the 

dynamism concerning both the socio-economic status and the question of the 

identity of the Tibetan refugees in general, and the youth and women in 

particular in the Indian Himalayan states of Himachal Pradesh, Sikkim, and 

West Bengal.  

It is an independent, analytically- and empirically- grounded discussion of 

major sociological insights pertaining to the question of identity among the 

Tibetan refugees. The book is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter is 

an introduction to the background of the research question under study. 

Chapter two deals with the background of Tibetan Refugees in India; chapter 

three brings out the Tibetan refugees' socio-economic and demographic 

profile in India, using statistical tools. Chapter four provides a narrative 

account of Tibetans' lived experiences during their flight and the struggle in 
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India. Chapter five raises some questions related to the identity of the Tibetan 

refugees. Chapter six is on gender and identity issues among the Tibetan 

refugees. The final chapter brings out the major challenges and issues of the 

Tibetans and the way forward. 
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Chapter 1  

Refugees and Identity:  

Problems and Challenges 

Introduction 

Since the time humanity reached out from the plains of Africa to the continents 

of the world, humans have been migrating, making the history of migration as 

old as the history of human civilization itself. Till a few centuries ago, people 

nomadically ventured around in search of food, water, and habitable climatic 

conditions as borders were practically open. Migration at a later phase was 

mostly fueled by the need for trade and commerce, and expansion of 

territories—both in an economic and geographical sense, which paved the way 

for colonialization as well as the consolidation of nations, along with various 

other factors driven by socio-political undercurrents of the time. Nation-

building also became an important state-sponsored project, which is a 

conscious strategy initiated by a state (Kolstø, 2000). The emergence of the 

modern nation-state was carried out through the ‘process of collective identity 

formation…to legitimiz[e]…public power within a given territory’ (Bogdandy 

et al., 2005, p. 586; emphasis added). With the consolidation of the nation-state, 

restrictions were placed on the free movement of people, confining them 

within given geopolitically-defined boundaries along with particularities about 

citizenship and the creation of insider-outsider dichotomies. Migration, 

therefore, became a closely monitored and delimited phenomenon vis-à-vis 

international cross-border migration. 

The existing global geopolitical scenario, which embodies the insider-

outsider dichotomies, ethnic conflicts, civil wars, genocidal prosecution 

directed against particular ethnic group or community, has coercively 

compelled people to leave their homeland and seek asylum in some other 

country, such as the case of Rohingya and Syrian in recent times. These groups 

of people who leave their own country and sought shelter/asylum in a host 

country temporarily or on a permanent basis for political reasons are termed 

‘refugees’. However, defining a refugee is conceptually challenging when 

locating the reasons in historical contextuality, suggesting the adoption of a 

diachronic view rather than synchronic observation. There is a difference 

between the Protestants who fled 17th century France due to religious 

persecution and the Syrians who took flight from incessant bombings during 
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