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Chapter III 

Tibetan Refugees in India; their Socio – economic Conditions and Political status  

 

This chapter is based on fieldwork which was conducted in the official Tibetan settlements as 

well as the scattered communities in India. It contains the complete descriptions of the socio-

economic conditions and the Political status of the Tibetan refugees in India.  The study areas 

in India are Darjeeling, Kalimpong, New Delhi and Chandragiri in Odisha.  

Map II:  Map showing the study area in Darjeeling and Kalimpong, West Bengal, India 

 

 



74 
 

3.1. Darjeeling: An Introductory Note 

 

Darjeeling is a picturesque hill resort known worldwide for her natural beauty and pockets of 

nascent hamlets in the eastern Himalayan belt. Geographically, it is a part of the Indian state 

of West Bengal. It used to be the northern most district of the state of West Bengal consisting 

of Darjeeling, Kalimpong and Kurseong. It is a couple of years that Kalimpong has been 

converted into a separate district and therefore the old district of Darjeeling has now become 

two. Sudeep Basu has mentioned in his book that „Darjeeling is a colonial creation of the 

nineteenth century‟. He noted that because of the British imperial interest to foster trade with 

Tibet and Central Asia; British prompted to secure the northern border of India against 

Chinese intrusions (Basu, 2018). Originally Darjeeling was a part of Sikkim. After the Anglo- 

Gorkha war in 1814 and the Sugauli Treaty in 1851 Nepal had to return back the territories 

that have been annexed from the Chogyal of Sikkim to the British East India Company. 

Again through the Treaty of Titalia the British reinstated the Chogyal of Sikkim and restored 

back all the territories and also guarantying his sovereignty. Thus in 1985, the hills of 

Darjeeling were given back to British East India Company by Sikkim (O.Malley L. , 1990).   

The British India had developed it as the summer capital of the Bengal Presidency since 1835 

to escape the summer heat of the plains. Darjeeling as a place has a geo-political importance 

too because it has the international boundaries with Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh. Since the 

British imperialist era, Darjeeling has been established as an important tourist destination for 

the world because of its beautiful landscape and cool climate along with its geo-political 

prowess. 

The military base was set up in Darjeeling for the British soldiers in 1848 and the 

establishment of commercial tea cultivation encouraged a number of British planters to settle 

there since the year 1856.  The Darjeeling tea was internationally recognized and still 

regarded as among the most popular teas in the world. The opening of The Darjeeling 

Himalayan Railway in 1881 further developed the region which later gained The UNESCO 

World Heritage Site status on 2 December 1999. This is one of the few locomotive services 

of the British imperialist period still in service in India. The Scottish Missionaries constructed 

several educational institutions and welfare centres for the British residents.  Thus, Darjeeling 

has several British style public schools and other renowned schools and colleges established 

by them which still attract students from all over India and also from neighboring countries 
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too. Till today tourism, tea industry, and the education institutions are the most important 

contributors of Darjeeling‟s economy (darjeelingmunicipality.org.in, 2018).       

Darjeeling is inhabited by multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-lingual people. The 

population is exceedingly heterogeneous and the majority of the people in the Darjeeling hills 

are of Mongolian origin belonging to the Nepali community. The Lepchas are the aboriginal 

inhabitants of the place who call themselves Rongs and Nepali people later emigrated from 

Nepal to work in the tea gardens and other sectors. Besides, Nepalese ethnic groups like Rai, 

Limbu, Murmi, Manger, Sunwar, Gurung, Sherpa, and Newar etc. and Bahuns, Chhetris, 

Kami, Damai and Sarkis (O.Malley L. , 1990). Besides, there are The Bhutias who migrated 

from Bhutan and Sikkim, and Tibetans during the colonial and post-colonial era. Other 

communities inhabiting Darjeeling include- the Marwaris, Anglo-Indians, Chinese, Biharis as 

well as Bengalis who are both permanent settlers and migrant Bengalis of South Bengal and 

refugees from Bangladesh. The Rajbanshis and Koches are also predominant in the Terai 

areas of Darjeeling. The Most commonly spoken languages are Nepali, Hindi, Bengali and 

English. Darjeeling is in fact, described as the “Babel of Tribes and Nations” by LSS 

O‟Malley in the „Darjeeling District Gazetteer‟. Moreover, ‘Darjeeling’- the name itself is 

derived from the Tibetan word “Dorjee” which means „precious stone‟ or „ecclesiastical 

scepter‟ which is emblematic of the thunderbolt of Lord Indra, and Ling- a place, hence, 

„Darjeeling‟ means the „Land of the thunderbolt’ (O.Malley L. , 1990). 

Darjeeling as a whole is divided into two districts namely Darjeeling and Kalimpong (newly 

established in 2017). Other subdivisions are Darjeeling, Kurseong, Mirk and Siliguri. Half of 

the Siliguri town falls under Darjeeling and remaining half falls under Jalpaiguri district. 

Further, the foothills of Darjeeling Himalayas come under the Siliguri subdivisions. 

 

3.2. The Beginning of the Tibetan Proliferation in Darjeeling 

 

Tibetan migration to Darjeeling was not sudden. British India had established trade relations 

with Tibet as early as the mid 19
th

 century. The cultural ties are even older. Tibetans used to 

travel to India for pilgrimage, because they always regarded India as the holy land where 

Buddhism had originated. Over time, Pilgrimage facilitated commercial exchanges and there 

were trade relations along the borders. The religious, cultural as well as political influence of 
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Tibet on the neighboring states of Sikkim (which was independent till 1975 and Darjeeling in 

West Bengal being a part of it till 1835) and Bhutan were profound (O.Malley L. , 1990). In 

the Eastern Himalayas, many Tibetans migrated to India and settled down in the towns of 

Darjeeling, Kalimpong and Sikkim.  A thriving trade of wool developed between Tibet and 

India through Kalimpong and in course of time, few Tibetan merchants started settling in 

these parts of India. With the gradual development of political complications between Tibet 

and China, the rate of Tibetan migration began to grow in these places. However, these 

Tibetans were mostly from the aristocracy or the upper Tibetan rural strata of traders and 

wealthy town dwellers. This is the reason why these towns had already developed cultural 

and religious sentiments with the Tibetan culture and traditions for long. But the major influx 

of Tibetans started taking place after the political upheaval of Tibet in 1959 and thereafter. 

So, we can assume that Tibetans had some cultural and historical ties with Darjeeling since 

the British era and that was the reason why Tibetans chose to settle down in Darjeeling and 

Kalimpong soon after their escape. Along with them, they brought many Buddhist scriptures 

and built Tibetan monasteries in and around these towns. Overtime, the majority of local 

people belonging to other cultural and religious groups started following Tibetan culture, 

intermixing with their own cultural traditions. Further, the culture of native people also got 

influenced by the Buddhist culture or the vice-versa i.e. the hybridized version of Buddhism. 

These are the reasons why we see that the towns are now rich in Buddhist religious and 

cultural traditions.  

The presence of Tibetan refugees all over the Darjeeling and Kalimpong district and their 

attachment with the place and its people is admirable and unique than any other place of 

Tibetan refuge. After having lived in this place for decades, they have ingrained socially, 

culturally and economically, if not politically.  In Darjeeling, Tibetans are found in huge 

numbers in the main town areas of Darjeeling and the Darjeeling Self Help Centre and its 

adjacent places like, Sonada, Jorbanglow, Mirik, Kurseong, and also in some parts of Siliguri 

too. In Kalimpong district, Tibetans are mostly found in Kalimpong Town.  

In Darjeeling, Tibetan refugees can be divided into two categories. The first group includes 

those who live in the Tibetan Refugee Self Help Centre, which is situated in Lebong, 

Darjeeling since 1959 the year of its establishment. This settlement was the first official 

rehabilitation centre after the arrival of Tibetans in Darjeeling. The life and socio-economic 

set up of the people living in the settlement has remained unchanged since their arrival. They 

sustain their life by working for the settlement, carrying out different services for which they 
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get paid. The overall responsibility of this group like their income, healthcare, education, 

housing, rations depends upon the administration of the centre undertakings in Darjeeling.  

Beside this refugee centre, there are scattered Tibetan settlements in Darjeeling and nearby 

places which is categorized as the second group. Most of these people are engaged in various 

entrepreneurial activities. Most of the clothing retail stores are owned by Tibetans in the town 

area. There are shopping complexes like Mahakal shopping complex and Dragon market, in 

the heart of the town which is always crowded with young college going students. These are 

famous shopping hubs in town, which is famous for stylish and beautiful clothes. Almost all 

the shops are owned by Tibetans. Besides, there are other curios shops selling art, and 

handicraft owned by them. These Tibetans are rich in terms of economy than the local people 

of Darjeeling. In fact, they dominate the market economy in Darjeeling. Some of them have 

an even high standard of living compared to the locals of Darjeeling. These Tibetans follow 

the same traditional culture and religious practices like the ones in the settlement or any other 

Tibetan scattered around the globe. The religious and cultural lives of Tibetans living outside 

the settlements are similar to the ones living in the settlement, the only difference being in 

their lies in the social life. They are free and independent. The CTA is not liable for their 

economic and social life. But at the same time, these Tibetans maintain their loyalty towards 

the CTA in terms of religious rituals and political issues. They participate and contribute 

towards their cause through social and political organization and associations associated to 

The CTA for their cause. 

 

3.3. Tibetan Refugee Self Help Centre in Darjeeling: A Brief introduction 

 

The Tibetan Self Help Centre in Darjeeling was established on 2
nd

 October 1959, following 

the arrival of The Dalai Lama and his fellow Tibetans to India from Tibet. Dalai Lama‟s elder 

brother Gyalo Thondup‟s wife has a major role in setting up of the centre. It was established 

on a small plot of land rented from St. Joseph North Point in Darjeeling. She was a Chinese 

but because Tibetans could not pronounce her Chinese name; she was known as Diki Dolkar. 

The centre began in 1959 with some 3000 rupees earned from selling tickets to a local 

football game and later received funding from the India, Catholic Charities „CARE‟ and 

several British aid organizations. Pope John Paul was a particularly generous supporter. The 

centre set up training courses in weaving Tibetan Thangka painting other traditional 



78 
 

handicrafts. Proceeds from the sale of the crafts helped support the centre. Its carpets and 

sweaters have been particularly popular sale item. The centre included a nursery for orphaned 

children, a primary and middle school and a medical clinic. At any given time the centre was 

usually providing support for some 500 Tibetan refugees. Gyalo Thondup‟s wife was still 

working there when she died. “Her presence is still felt in the photographs of her that look 

down from the walls, as though she is still guiding its work” (Thondup, 2015, p. 221)  

In 1961 the Centre was fully registered as a charitable organization under the Indian law. It 

was also exempted from income tax duties by the Indian authorities.  Initially, it was started 

with two rooms and four workers but later it served home to nearly 650 refugees. At present, 

there are around 250 refugees living there. A few of the older members are still living there 

with their bitter memories, along with their families consisting of their sons, daughters and 

grand children. Others have passed away and a few have migrated to other countries.  

 

PIC.1. Tibetan Self-Help Centre, Lebong, Darjeeling  

 

 SOURCE WWW.GOOGLE 

 

The Tibetan Self Help Centre is run by the export and sale of various handicrafts like carpets, 

sweaters, woolen jackets and caps, souvenirs, wooden crafts and other greeting cards hand 

crafted by the people who live in the settlement. There are different sections in the Centre 

http://www.google/
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like praying hall or a small gumba (monastery) and a hospital, spinning and weaving section, 

wood carving, carpet weaving, dying, crèche, painting room, carpentry, an exhibition room 

and also  a workshop where they display all the finished products for sale to the visitors.  

 

3.4. Economic and Social pattern among the Tibetan refugees in Darjeeling Tibetan 

Settlement or Self- Help Centre:  

3.4.1. Economic pattern of Tibetans inside the settlement: 

 

Tibetan refugees living in the Centre carry out different jobs according to their economic 

suitability. Some of them are retired Tibetan armies. Some of them work outside the 

settlement, while a few own shops in the town and a handful of them work in private sectors. 

So, naturally their income also varies from family to family. But most of them render various 

services inside the settlement depending upon their skill and expertise which helps in running 

the Centre. Few young people get training in carpet weaving, thanka painting, dyeing etc 

depending on their field of interest. Some women sell sweaters and other woolen products in 

Chowrasta (a famous tourist spot in Darjeeling town) during the tourist season. 

         Source: Field Survey 

In the Tibetan Self-Help Centre of Darjeeling, a total of 20 household were surveyed. Total 

respondents were 41 individuals, 21 were male and the remaining 20 female.  As shown in 
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Fig. no. 1, a total of 6 individuals were engaged in carpet weaving and related activities. 

Mostly older women are engaged in weaving and spinning the thread from Ladhaki wool. 

They are experts in making carpets and other Tibetan items. Women are commonly engaged 

in different types of handwork. Inside their workplace, one can experience a typical 

traditional setting where older women spin wool and create handicrafts while chanting 

mantras. The chanting of the mantras echo all over their work place making it a peaceful and 

spiritual experience. The men are engaged in wood crafts, carpentry and other dyeing 

processes.  A few of the finished products are sold in local market while most of these are 

exported to the neighboring states. The money received through selling the finished products 

are again used in the welfare and maintenance of the camp. One thing that is noticeable is that 

these Tibetans are very hardworking and sincere in their work. Their work goes on from 7 am 

in the morning till 12 in the afternoon and from 1 pm to 5 pm. Afterwards, they usually 

gather together and play kouri (especially men). A woman engages herself with the 

household chores. After working for almost 9 hours a day, each of them receives Rs. 1200-

1400 per month as a monthly stipend. With this small amount of money, they maintain their 

families and look after their children. The Tibetan refugees in the settlement get free ration 

from the Indian government. They get free health care facilities and housing from the 

administration of the settlement. During working hours, they get dry food items as their lunch 

while the old people get cooked food as lunch. 

The refugees in the Centre are mostly of old age. They simply contribute in spinning, 

weaving, dying the wool and taking care of children in the Centre. Some of the old people are 

left out by their families; their responsibility is taken up by the Centre. 

From the survey, it was found that a total of 11 individuals were involved in various kinds of 

business activities. Out of these 11 individuals, 5 were male and 6 female. The people who 

are engaged in small business ventures are the ones who run garment shops in Chowrasta. 

They sell woolen garments, incense sticks and other daily-use items. Others sell Tibetan food 

items in the Mall Road area in Darjeeling.  

A total of 7 individuals engage themselves in various kinds of services. Of them 3 males are 

in the Indo-Tibetan army. The others are people who work in the offices of The CTA inside 

the settlement and also in other offices of the Tibetan organizations in town. 2 Tibetan 

women are service holders, one a nurse and the other a school teacher in the Central School 
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for Tibetans. There are Tibetan ex-servicemen who have been working in the Centre as 

carpenters or other volunteers.  

After the household survey, it was found that 7 individuals were engaged in various kinds of 

activities. Petty workers include Tibetan youths mostly the uneducated ones and school 

dropouts, of which 6 were male and 1 female, who works as a sales girl in a local shop in 

Darjeeling. Other males work as cooks in hotels of the local area and as migrant workers in 

different cities and towns of Indian states like Delhi, Bengaluru, Chennai and others.  

Lastly, the remaining 10 individuals were unemployed. The unemployed youth are mostly 

females who usually do household works like cleaning and cooking. The unemployed males, 

apart from helping in the settlement, work if necessary, and do not engage in any other 

activity. The unemployed ones are mostly dependent upon their parents. 

The main problem that the Centre currently faces is the increasing mortality among the old 

aged members who work as carpet weavers and spinners. They are not in condition any more 

to render their services like they used to. Therefore, the centre lacks young and skilled 

workers. The new generation is now more interested in other activities rather than working 

there. Therefore, the elderly people fear that their art and craft skills and culture would vanish 

with them, because the new generation of educated youths with their different outlook and 

aspiration refuses to stay back in the settlement after education. They wish to explore their 

lives outside. Already there is a scarcity of workers in the settlement. Moreover, nowadays, 

every child after studies wants to settle down in foreign countries so that they could have a 

secure and better life. In future, the centre is likely to have a shortage of skilled workers in 

the centre. 

Besides this, Tibetans in the Centre also perform social works in the town. They provide 

health camps for local people and help them in times of crisis and volunteer in the 

construction of local roads and jhoras (small drains) in and around the camps.  After living 

there for decades, they have a developed homely attachment with the place, so they feel 

happy and blessed if they could help the local people in any manner. The local authorities and 

political parties too, extend help in times of crisis, like construction of roads and others. The 

Tibetans of the Centre are not alienated from the native people. They have developed 

harmonious relationships with the local people.  
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Tibetan Refugees performing different kinds of work in the centre 

                                                                                                      

                    

                

             

 Source: Field Survey 

 

     Pic.3. Sewing Hoodie Pic.2. Sewing Pangden (Tibetan belt) 

                  Pic. 5. Sewing sweater          Pic. 4. Carpet weaving 
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Source: Field Survey 

            Pic. 6. Wool Dying                    Pic. 7. Coloured Wool  

      Pic. 9. Painting greeting Card            Pic. 8. Wood Carving  
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Tibetans spending quality time inside the centre during their leisure 

                       

     

         

 

Source: Field Survey 

3.4.2. House type:  

It is to be noted that, in case of The Darjeeling Self Help Centre, all the houses are provided 

by the centre, run by The Central Tibetan Administration, so the presentation of the data in 

the diagram is not required. The Tibetan Self–help settlement is situated in Lebong which is 

located in the outskirts of Darjeeling town. They are provided with two rooms in a row, of 

housings in the settlement premises. Each family having four members are allotted with two 

                 Pic.10/11. Playing Parasyo  

Pic. 12. Youngsters playing Basketball    Pic.13. Lady with Prayer wheel  
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rooms, which means that two members share a room. There are around 105 families living 

inside the settlement now, with a total of 250 members. 

The data shown below is available among the scattered Tibetan community in Darjeeling 

only. 

           

Source: Field Survey 

 

Out of 15 respondents from the scattered community, a total of 5 individuals have their own 

houses or buildings. These are the ones who have been living in Darjeeling before 1959. 

Their ancestors were merchants from Tibet and settled there during the earlier times. Post 

1959, their whole family migrated from Tibet and settled there permanently. Only one person 

was there who had built his own house after years of hardship. His son is a retired 

government employee from the Indian government services. In the initial days, he had 

nothing but after years of hard work, he was able to educate his son properly which helped 

him get a decent job and build his own house. The remaining 10 respondents live in rented 

houses. These people have been living in Darjeeling since 1960. At first, they used to pay 

around 5 or 6 rupees a month as house rent. Now the rent has increased up to Rs 3000 - 6000 

depending upon the type of house and the area.  
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3.4.3. Educational Status: 

 

.

Source: Field Survey 

 

 The above diagram shows the literacy rate data collected from the field, both from the 

settlement and the scattered communities in Darjeeling. Other information or the data 

which is presented below is related to overall educational status of all Tibetans living 

in Darjeeling. 

Out of 40 selected respondents, 30 respondents were male and 10 were female.  27 Tibetan 

male were literate and the remaining 3 male were illiterate. The second generation male were 

mostly literate. Here, illiterates are the ones who belong to the first generation. They are well 

versed in Tibetan language and scripts, but were illiterate. The percentage of literacy among 

men is higher than that of women. Out of these 10 female respondents, only 3 female were 

literate belonging to second generation residents. Others 7 female were illiterate. Here too, 

the educational qualification among females is low due to the lack of interest and the 

household burden. Presented above is the overall educational status and information among 

the Tibetan population in Darjeeling.  

Inside the settlement, there is a primary school (nursery to class IV) for children between 5-

10 years of age. There is a crèche where children are looked after when their parents are 

engaged in work during the daytime. Beyond the 4
th

 standard or from class 5 onwards till the 

12
th

 standard, children attend the Central School for Tibetans (CST) which is situated about 1 
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kilometer above the Centre. The children belonging to the scattered community also attend 

the same CST after passing primary school. If they wish to study more, they get enrolled in 

the nearby colleges in Darjeeling. While few parents send their children to Dharamsala 

(Himachal Pradesh) for education with the help of scholarships and some of them have even 

moved to foreign countries after finishing the schooling.  

Once they get educated, whether inside or outside the settlement, they are entitled to provide 

their services for five years in the Centre before leaving the settlement if they wish to go to 

other places for work. This rule is applicable to Tibetans of the settlement only. Others living 

outside the Centre are not bonded by this rule. Their children nowadays are mostly educated 

and a few of them are in-fact highly educated. Further, a few of them have been studying in 

good colleges in different parts of India and some in foreign countries too. 

3.4.4. The Marital Status of Tibetans living in Darjeeling town (both from the settlement 

and the scattered community) 

 

 

Source: Field Survey 

A total of 49 Tibetans were selected randomly to conduct the survey. From the above 

diagram, we can see that 46% of the females are married i.e. 16 people, and 54% of the males 

are married i.e. 19. A total of 11 men and 3 women are unmarried. Tibetan males are married 

to Tibetan females only, to say that marriage takes place inside their own community. But the 

case is different in case of females. The Tibetans females get married to people belonging to 

other communities too, both in local areas and beyond. This is quite prominent especially, in 
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case of scattered Tibetan community. Tibetan females sometimes elope with such men 

wherever they work. There is no compulsion to marry within their community in scattered 

Tibetan societies. Though, Tibetans living in the settlement usually marry within their own 

community outtside the centre or in other places where their fellow Tibetans live. The 

females are mostly married at a younger age compared to men. Only few male members are 

bachelors due to their economic status or lack of interest; while the reason in case of females 

may also be the same or due to family responsibilities.  

3.5. A Socio-Economic Profile among the Scattered Community Settlers of Darjeeling in 

Sonada 

 

Sonada is a small beautiful hamlet in Darjeeling that lies on the road connecting Darjeeling 

and Kurseong. There is a Buddhist monastery and a Tibetan settlement. The monastery runs a 

Central Tibetan School with a number of Tibetan children from Arunachal Pradesh and 

Tibetans from the local areas. Basically, Sonada has a large number of scattered Tibetans. As 

because it was not easy to survey the Tibetans of the scattered community in the main city 

Darjeeling I have chosen Sonada as my target group because Tibetan people here too, share 

common features and same pattern of livelihood with the ones living in the main town of 

Darjeeling town.  

In Sonada, one can see the shops and restaurants run by Tibetans along the roadside on the 

way to Darjeeling. Tibetans here earn their livelihood through small businesses. They sell 

crockery, gift items and other household items, while some run small roadside eateries. A few 

own garment shops too. The one I talked to have been living there since their birth which 

means that they belong to the second generation. Most of their parents had migrated from 

Tibet and later on settled here from Mussorie. They are mostly low income people, usually 

with only one earning member in the family. They all live in nuclear families in rented 

houses. Their children attend the Central Tibetan School there, while some of them attend 

schools in the nearby town of Kurseong. A few of them also go to colleges in and around 

Darjeeling town. Tibetans in Sonada are not members of any Tibetan organizations like TWA 

or TYC, but they participate in rallies organized by Tibetans in Darjeeling. Tibetans in 

Sonada are satisfied and happy with their life even with scarce incomes. They are relieved of 

the fact that at least they are now in a safe place, even though they miss their motherland.  
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Photographs taken in Sonada 

         

 

                 

    

Source: Field Survey                           

3.6. The Political consciousness among the Tibetans in Darjeeling 

 

The Political consciousness among the Tibetans in Darjeeling and Sonada both is diverse. It 

was found through the field survey that the political status amongst the Tibetans living inside 

the settlement and those living outside the settlement is totally different, political stand on 

their citizenship issue also varies. But their political view on the freedom of Tibet remains the 

same. Tibetan living inside settlements stick to their refugee status, which they feel is an 

            Pic. 13. Sonada Settlement             Pic. 14. Stupas 

Pic. 16. Students from Arunachal Pradesh 

Pradesh  
Pic. 15. A Tibetan Tailor 
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advantage for them. This, they feel, allows them to raise their voice out to support the 

struggle for independence of Tibet. In order to maintain and preserve their religion and 

culture, they have founded a few organizations there. The most popular are the „Tibetan 

women organization and the Youth Congress‟. The former works for the preservation of 

Tibetan culture and religion and now it has becomes the popular platform to raise the 

different issues of Tibetan women and the human rights violation concern of Tibetan 

communities all over the globe. The latter organization basically advocates Tibetan 

independence from China. It also raises voice against human rights violation inside Tibet. It 

also keeps records of the affairs of Tibetans all over the world and raises awareness among 

the new generation about the issue of autonomy of Tibet.  

Tibetans as an exiled community organize themselves and participate in political processes 

such as demonstrations and procession against any kind of human rights violation against 

Tibetans, environmental damage inside of Tibet and for the independence of Tibet from 

China.  Of course, these political activities have reduced a little out there by now, but they 

whole heartedly support the independence of Tibet inside their hearts.  

The situation of Tibetans in scattered communities in Darjeeling is different. They are very 

keen on preserving their culture and religious practices in their daily lives, yet, they hesitate 

to address themselves as “Refuges”. Most of them have adopted Indian citizenship. As this 

helps them in receiving many economic and political opportunities, and helps them in terms 

of education, employment and other government schemes. Thus, many Tibetans now enjoy 

the benefits of possessing a dual identity in Darjeeling. 

 

3.7. The Beginning of the Tibetan root in Kalimpong 

 

Originally a part of the kingdom of Sikkim, Kalimpong was taken over by Bhutan only to be 

returned to the British the treaty of Sinchula in 1865, who made it a part of the district of 

Darjeeling, after this, Kalimpong became one of the three hill subdivision of Darjeeling Later 

in the year 2017, Kalimpong itself became a separate district. 

While both Sikkim and Bhutan were Buddhist kingdoms, these kingdoms practiced the same 

Mahayana Buddhism, as Tibet, with similar socio-religious characteristics and culture. There 

is similarity in the demographic composition of Darjeeling and Kalimpong but due to 
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proximity to the mountain passes, it became a trade centre as well as a common settlement 

for the Tibetans.  

It was during the mid nineteenth century that Kalimpong following its annexation with 

Darjeeling district started gaining its importance as being located on the trade route between 

Lhasa and Kolkata. It was also the time when it played an important role in the border politics 

of the politics of the People‟s Republic of China.  The people‟s Liberation Army in the early 

1950 used the same Lhasa Kolkata route to transport supplies from China to Tibet after the 

battle of Chamdo (Zhang, 2017).  Because of its location it developed as a meeting centre of 

different groups of Tibetans as well as other foreignors in this critical period of relationship 

between China and Tibet in the era of Cold War. So much so that it was even described as 

“nest of spies” (Zhang, 2017). a term later used by Nehru and Zhou Enlai where 

expansionists, “America and British imperialists, and “Tibetan rebels” rubbed conspiratorial 

shoulders, it was in 1962 when Kalimpong was represented as a place where Indian 

authorities were in partnership with the Kuomintang and put the local Chinese through the 

wringer (Zhang, 2017). Thus Kalimpong has always remained important for Tibetans as 

conduct of their connection with the outside world.   

Kalimpong had close proximity to the Nathula and the Jelepla pass- offshoots of the ancient 

Silk route and became an important commercial hotspot in the trade of fur, wool, borax, salt, 

musk and food grains between India and Tibet. This trade relation between the two countries 

continued till 1962 following The Indo-China War, until the border was sealed.  Since then, 

Tibetan settlers had started coming to Kalimpong along with trade between India and Tibet in 

ancient times (Datta, June 2006). Tibetans are one of the oldest migrants in Kalimpong with 

positive cultural, religious and trading relations with the local inhabitants. 

Even, Sudeep Basu has mentioned that since the development of trade relation with Tibet 

from 1850 Kalimpong emerged as a thriving centre. Traders started investing in land, houses 

and restaurants.  Tibetan merchant‟s families found it suitable place as their second home 

which has the close distance with their homeland as well as ideal place to carry out their trade 

activities with other Indian cities (Basu, 2018, p. 229).  Thus on a whole, it has been clear 

that Kalimpong old connection with Tibet encouraged the settlement of Tibetans in 

Kalimpong. So after the Chinese annexation of Tibet; this town became the easy destination 

for the Tibetans to come and settle here. There is also a Central School for Tibetans and other 
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religious institutions. Politically active Tibetans from Tibet also began to take refuge there 

and use it as a meeting place.  

3.8. The Socio-Economic Profile of Tibetan Refugees in Kalimpong 

 

It was found through the survey that Tibetans living in the present day Kalimpong were of the 

second and the third generation refugees. There are few old Tibetans left who had migrated to 

Kalimpong and settled there, fleeing the Tibetan uprising and one household had been living 

in Kalimpong even before that. Their grandparents had migrated from Tibet during The 

British period as traders. The Tibetans there mostly live in rented houses adjacent to the road 

in 10
th

 mile, Kalimpong. We can find small, old shops selling Tibetan items like incense, 

prayer wheels, strings, Thanka paintings, Khadas, chamba, glass noodles etc. and also 

Tibetan paintings and handmade wooden utensils. „India is our home‟ was the response of the 

majority of Tibetans here because they have never seen their motherland-Tibet.  

Tibet is lives in their mind as a concept of their homeland like elsewhere. Tibetans are highly 

religious and culturally strong in their daily lives. They have strong faith and respect for their 

religious leader, His Holiness, the Dalai Lama. But since most of them have been born and 

brought up in India, India has become their first home. They have heard stories from their 

grandfathers and parents about the situation under which they had escaped to India and took 

refuge here. The stories of hardship, suffering, starvation and the pain of leaving behind 

everything they had- their families, houses, property and others merely occur to them as tales 

lost in time. The accounts bring immense pain to their hearts.  

Indeed, today they are highly informed of the occurring and institutional changes in Tibet 

from the internet, newspapers and magazines. They have imagined a picture of their dear 

ones suffering under the Chinese rule which is why, they are very thankful to the Indian 

government for everything that they have today. “We are at least living a peaceful life in 

India” was the voice of a 75 year old Tibetan in Kalimpong 



93 
 

3.8.1. Occupational Pattern among Tibetans in Kalimpong: 

                                      

Source: Field Survey    

In Kalimpong town, a total of 40 Tibetan refugees were surveyed (19 males and 21 females). 

Out of them, 14 males and 15 females were engaged in businesses, except few. The majority 

of Tibetans in Kalimpong are not financially sound. Their source of income basically comes 

from small or unorganized businesses enterprises. From the above chart we can see that the 

maximum no. of Tibetans in Kalimpong rely on businesses. Here, out of 21 female 

respondents, 15 earn their livelihoods by doing un-established businesses. While out of 19 

male respondents 14 of them run a business in the town.  

Tibetans mostly earn their livelihood by selling Tibetan items like incense, prayer wheels, 

wool, Khadas (scarf made out of cloth), chamba (edible powdery stuff made of grams, nuts 

etc.), glass noodles and some hand-made wooden articles which are used for religious 

purposes. All these articles are produced by local cottage industries in Kalimpong which they 

buy in whole sale rate and sell it.  Few people earn money in plenty through their thanka 

(traditional Tibetan painting) painting skills but due to higher demands of thanka abroad, they 

have migrated to distant places or to foreign countries. These Tibetans have established small 

shops in their houses where they sell these items. Kalimpong has a long trading history with 

Bhutan and Tibet. It still continues to main market for Buddhist religious items which are 

high in demand. Kalimpong supplies almost every religious item to Bhutan and also to other 

Indian cities where Buddhist people live. It is one of the main hubs or market for such things, 

but nowadays, these Tibetan items are facing problems due to market economy as cheap 

Chinese goods have flooded the market. As a result, inexpensive Buddhist religious items 
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made by the Chinese are available in plenty due to which Tibetans having great skill in 

producing such religious items are losing their value and interest because of the decline in 

marketing value and prices. Since hand-made products are usually highly priced, costumers 

go for cheap products, especially Khadas and Thankas. Well skilled Tibetans are facing huge 

losses in this sphere. Moreover, nowadays skilled Marwari businessmen have entered in this 

business, and the Tibetans find it difficult to cope up with them in business. As a result of all 

this, Tibetan people are losing their grip in this kind of business. At the end they have no 

option but to manufacture small, cheap items at home, and then again supply it to the 

Marwari business houses under contracts. Slowly it is turning into a cottage industry in 

Kalimpong. Therefore, the scenario today in Kalimpong is that Tibetans either get engaged in 

these small business ventures with big businessman or they sell it in their small shops for 

lesser value. 

In Kalimpong, only 2 males from among my respondents were engaged in salaried services. 

One person was an Indo-Tibetan border force personnel and the other was a doctor in Delhi. 

There are no service holders among the females in Kalimpong. It was observed during the 

field survey that females are less interested in higher studies and due to family 

responsibilities; they lack an interest in academics. 

Out of my respondents, only one Tibetan youth was found in Kalimpong who works a cook 

in a restaurant, in Bengaluru. There are many uneducated Tibetan youths and school drop-

outs among them most of whom are males. Of late, these under qualified youths migrate to 

gulf countries or other countries where they have their relatives employed so that they also 

get employment opportunities accordingly.  

The unemployment rate among Tibetan youths is alarming, it being higher among the 

females. Most of these females are housewives. Unemployed males are mostly school drop-

outs and rely on their parents for financial and residential support. 
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 3.8.2. Marital status of Tibetans in Kalimpong: 

 

 

Source: Field Work  

40 respondents were surveyed among the Tibetans of Kalimpong. Out of these, 19 were male 

and 21 female.  12 males and 13 females are married, while 7 males and 8 females are 

unmarried whose age ranges in between 30-40 years. Tibetan men are mostly married within 

their own community but women are married to many non-Tibetans in local areas and even 

with other Indians in other cities. This is the same with Tibetan women working outside 

Kalimpong as well. Love marriage and inter-community marriage has been common in recent 

days, especially among educated and working Tibetan women. The polyandry and polygamy 

system have now been totally eliminated in their society. The traditional system of joint 

family has been replaced by nuclear family. The change in social norms among Tibetans 

could be due to the education and the livelihood pressure and also due to the general lack of 

resources.  
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3.8.3. Housing pattern of Tibetans in Kalimpong 

 

 

Source: Field Survey  

Out of 40 respondents, we can see that 78% or 31 Tibetans do not own their own house. 

Tibetans in Kalimpong mostly live in rented houses with two rooms and a small shop at the 

entrance of each house. In every house, there are four to six family members. As shown in the 

above chart, based on the field survey, only 22% or 9 people of the total Tibetan population 

surveyed have their own houses. These people belong to the rich, old business merchants and 

people holding respectable positions in the Indian public offices. In contrast, almost 78% of 

Tibetans live in rented houses, that also in old wooden houses with poor interiors. They have 

been living in those houses for more than 30-40 years may be since they have arrived. They 

pay less rent compared to today‟s market value and the house owner could not throw them 

out. Tibetan people have set up the shops on their own, where they sell Tibetan handicrafts 

and incense, and Tibetan food items etc. 
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3.8.4. Educational status of Tibetans of Kalimpong 

 

 

Source: Field Survey 

From the survey, among the total 40 respondents in Kalimpong, it was found that the literacy 

rate among Tibetan males is high compared to that of women which is 14 (only 5 males were 

illiterate). The Second generations of Tibetan males are literate and a few of them hold 

respectable positions in Indian offices and armed forces. According to the field data, women 

are more responsible for running the houses so they lack proper education excepting a few. 

11 literate and 10 illiterate women were found amongst 21 female respondents. Of all the 

respondents, they were educated up to the primary level only. Now the, Tibetans are aware of 

proper education and its value. Most of the Tibetan children of the third generation are 

interested in receiving a good formal education. Many attend reputed private schools and 

colleges in Kalimpong and some outside. There is a Central school for Tibetans in 

Kalimpong but not many Tibetan children attend this school for education. Tibetan parents 

nowadays prefer formal or professional education for their children as they think that it is 

good for their future. Tibetans in Kalimpong nowadays, in-spite of their daily hardships, send 

their children to good English schools like St. Augustine School, Dr. Grahams Homes and St. 

Joseph Convent or the reputed government missionaries‟ schools like Kalimpong Girls High 

School and St. Philomena‟s Girls High Schools etc.   
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For those who have acquired Indian citizenship, they are entitled to the facilities that the 

Scheduled Tribes receive under governmental reservation policies. Tibetan parents are 

convinced that their children may not bear the hardships which they underwent in the process 

of settling themselves in a new place, so they want their children to be academically qualified 

in order to be a successful to lead a better life and to set the future of „Free Tibet‟ or provide 

contributions in Tibet‟s independence. 

Glimpses of Tibetans in Kalimpong 

        

       Pic. 1 Tibetan woman making souveni                                 

        

Source: Field Survey 

 Source: Field Survey 

   Pic. 18. Tibetan Shopkeeper  Pic. 17. Tibetan Woman making Handicraft  

Pic. 20 . Different types of Tibetan Handicrafts  Pic.19. Tibetan Handicrafts 
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3.8.5. Political mobility amongst Tibetans in Kalimpong 

 

     

Source: Field Survey 

According to the above diagram, among a total of 40 respondents in Kalimpong, 12 male and 

16 female Tibetans have obtained Indian citizenship. And, 7 male and 5 female Tibetans 

retain the Refugee Registration Card. Here, it has to be noted that the former category of 

people are mostly of  the third and fourth generation refugees and the latter category retaining 

the Refugee Registration Card are mostly old or second generation Tibetan refugees. Among 

the total number of the surveyed population, 63% Tibetans have obtained Indian Citizenship 

Card and only 37% Tibetans still retain their Refugee Registration Card. 

In Kalimpong, there are families who had migrated to Kalimpong much before Tibet‟s 

occupation by China. The others have settled prior to 1960s.  According to the survey 63% of 

them have taken up The Indian Citizenship Tibetans in Kalimpong consider themselves as 

Indian citizens because they were born and bought up here. They regard themselves as 

Indians like the locals. During the field survey, it was revealed that they have given up their 

Tibetan refugee status, so that they could receive the facilities allotted by Indian government 

to its own citizens. They cast their vote in the Indian elections and a few of them are active in 

local politics too. They also cast their vote for the CTA as Tibetan nationals. Tibetans in 

Kalimpong are aware of the political gains in being an Indian national. It was learned that 
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discarding the refugee status and taking up Indian Citizenship is a gain for them both 

politically and socially. In this manner, they do not have to deal with unnecessary 

harassments from the administration like renewing their Refugee Registration Card and 

inconveniences while travelling. Otherwise, they have to go through several rules and 

regulations. So in order to escape such hassles, people opt for Indian citizenship. In fact, 

Tibetans in Kalimpong are a politically mobilized community, as in Darjeeling.  

The few Tibetans expressed that unless the Tibetan Registration Card (RC) is renewed every 

six months otherwise they cannot travel freely. As a refugee, they constantly have to report to 

the Indian government offices about their whereabouts, and that is the main reason why they 

conveniently opt for Indian Citizenship. For them, being an Indian Citizen is a means to lead 

a hassle-free life. Besides, their children become liable to enjoy major facilities provided by 

The Indian Government, and reservations in the education and employment sectors like any 

other citizen of the country. Besides these, they are eligible to many other government 

facilities in their daily lives which make their life easy. Tibetans in Kalimpong are deeply 

thankful to the government of India for its hospitality, and feel blessed to be its citizen. It is 

the first country for them.  

There are Tibetan male and female specific organizations operating in Kalimpong. Women 

have The Tibetan Women Organization while males have three organizations named The U-

Tsang organization, the Do-Toe and the Amdo. All these organizations perform social work 

for all communities and also they take active part in Tibet protest programmes and human 

rights violation movements occasionally by organizing rallies and protest movements in 

Kalimpong.  Though, in recent years, Tibet‟s independence rallies are rarely organized.  

 

3.9. Tibetan Migrants in New Delhi 

 

In New Delhi, Tibetan refugees are found in Majnu-ka-Tilla and Ladakh Buddha Vihara, 

which are Tibetan colonies having their own markets. Majnu ka Tilla is also known as New 

Aruna Nagar or Samyeling. It is situated in North Delhi on the National Highway 9 near the 

North Campus of The Delhi University, covering about 64627.42 sq. meters. This colony is 

divided into 12 blocks and comprises of about 350 permanent and registered families. 

According to CTA there are around 2500 population residing there. Besides, there are tenants 
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and outstation students who rent houses here and stay for some years or months for their own 

purpose. The Central Tibetan Administration has a permanent representative as the 

Settlement Officer there. A governing body of 7 members is directly elected by the people for 

a term of 3 years. The representative office is entitled to send the reports to The Central 

Tibetan Administration annually. There are approximately 3000 permanent residents in the 

colony. This colony completed 50 years of its existence in 2012 since its establishment in 

1960.  

Map III:  Map showing study area in New Delhi, India  
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3.10. The Socio-Economic Profile of Tibetans in Manju-ka Tilla 

 

As soon as someone enters from the main gate of the Tibetan colony through a zigzag narrow 

lane, one can see a courtyard with a temple or a monastery surrounded by old people chanting 

mantras. The Tibetans living in Majnu-ka-tila have two monasteries. All the lanes are 

enclosed with shops selling different items ranging from food and vegetables, religious items, 

thankas, books, fancy garments and others. Women were busy in their daily economic 

activities.  Besides, we could find big restaurants, small eateries and internet cafes, jewelry 

selling curios, sweaters and other woolen clothes on the roadside stalls. In fact, it is 

fascinating to watch this place reflecting everything about the Tibetan culture in a small 

contracted place. It represents traditional Tibetan culture and environment in spite of being 

tucked within the walls of the settlement in the capital city of India. Rightly so, it is known as 

„Mini Tibet‟ among the locals. This place is the one stop destination amongst Delhites for 

cheap fashionable clothes and Tibetan food. 

The Delhi government has provided governmental schemes like sanitation and water supply 

to the people living here. Few respondents revealed that they had Indian citizenships earlier 

but the government took it back a few years ago, and they have applied for it again. Now 

everyone in the colony retains an Aadhar card. It was learned that the policies and regulations 

on them keep on changing depending upon the government. Some people were given an 

aadhar card while other people‟s aadhar cards had to be returned back. It is situational and 

uncertain. Some people expressed their problems and difficulties to survive in the capital city. 

They do not get ration from the government and they do not have basic healthcare facilities.  

In case of illness they have to visit private nursing homes which are costlier as their health 

centres lack proper facilities. But now, The CTA has  a scheme under which they receive 

health insurance up to Rs 1 lakh which too, requires long processes, otherwise, they travel to 

Dharamsala for further treatment if possible.  

In spite of having many shortcomings in their life, Tibetan refugees in Delhi remain busy 

struggling in order to earn their livelihoods. Beside all these challenges, they maintain their 

cultural and religious traditions at any cost and are successful in educating their upcoming 

children about it. 
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3.10.1. Educational status of Tibetans in Manju-ka-Tilla 

 

 

Source: Field Survey 

Here in Delhi, due to the busy schedule of the people and their hesitation towards 

cooperation, only 10 Tibetans could be surveyed. The age of the respondents ranged between 

25-60 years. Out of the 10 respondents, 5 males were educated.  Percentage of illiterate was 

nil. There were 3 female literates and 2 illiterates of age between 45-60 years. Amongst them 

1 female and 2 male were highly educated.  

Majnu-ka-tila has one day school in the colony. Children can pursue both Tibetan and Indian 

systems of education. The first generation Tibetans or old elderly people are basically 

illiterate particularly the women. The second generation of men was 100% literate. The 

present generation youths are not only educated but are highly conscious of their education. 

All of the children study in the school inside the colony up to their primary level, after which 

their parents send them to Dharamsala either to get spiritual education in a monastery or for 

formal education. Since good schools in Delhi are quite expensive, they move to Dharamsala 

for education. It serves two purposes- receiving formal education and remaining in touch with 

Tibetan social, cultural and religious values and culture. After finishing the school there in 

Dharamsala, some prefer professional courses to get involved in private enterprises, while 

other good students may go for higher education and get them enrolled in the Delhi 
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University which is located nearby for further education. The government of India has quota 

for the Tibetans pursuing higher education. This system makes it easier for them to get 

admissions in good universities if they aspire to do so. Educated youths take good advantage 

of it. A few conscious and educated youths have taken up Indian citizenship which makes 

them beneficiaries for a better future in India.  

3.10.2. The Economic life of Tibetans in Manju-Ka-Tilla 

Note:  

 Here, the data of the economic activities of Tibetans living in this place shows 100% 

that all Tibetans are engaged in business sectors; be it organized or unorganized, their 

source of livelihood depends on business.  

The economy of Majnu ka Tilla revolves round hotels and restaurants. In addition to this, 

there are retail shops which include bookshops, metal smiths, curio shops, and beauty 

parlours, internet cafés and restaurants. These days, tour and travel agencies have 

mushroomed around Majnu ka Tilla to provide assistance to tourists from foreign countries 

who wish to visit other places of India. They run daily bus services from Delhi to 

Dharamsala. The first generation refugees own hotels, restaurants, and personal shops. They 

own big buildings which are used as hotels. The owners of these hotels live in foreign 

countries and usually lease out their buildings to others.  There are also some having huge 

houses who rent out their rooms to the newly arrived ones or the tourist. Delhi being the 

capital of India, and its location being not too far from Dharamsala, receive Tibetans and 

tourists‟ all year round heading towards Dharamsala.  

It is the one stop destination for local Indians, tourists and seasonal Tibetan business people. 

Besides this, lots of Tibetan children who come to Delhi for higher education live here as 

paying guests or in rented rooms. Naturally this place has a high demand for hotels and 

lodging. In a way, we can assume that for some rich Tibetans, life is much easier than the 

newly arrived ones because they have adapted properly to the environment and rooted their 

businesses some way or the other. 

Some guest houses are owned by the monastery in this place and this serves as the first 

destination to the new ones who travel from Tibet, or any other place. It also provides 

travelers with accommodation or lodging if they wish to visit Dharamsala, which is 

considered as a holy place for them in India. It is also a place to stay for seasonal traders at 
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minimal rates. Moreover this place offers cheap accommodation compared to other places in 

Delhi and is quite safe too; usually tourists and students prefer to stay here. The hotel rates 

start from 300 rupees per night. The guest houses charge Rs 3500 if rented for a month or 

more. This is usually hired by seasonal businessmen. Some absentee shop owners are also 

there who appoint local Tibetans in running their shops and hotels. Few educated youths are 

engaged in jobs at the offices of The Central Tibetan Administration situated either in Delhi 

or in Dharamsala itself.  

Another important occupation of the Tibetan refugees is selling sweaters seasonally in 

different parts of India, like Lucknow, Dehradun, Ladakh and others. Although their 

economic conditions are quite good, there are some, who are still left in poor conditions with 

petty incomes. According to a few respondents, the colony has a limited space to 

accommodate huge numbers of people which creates problems for the establishment of new 

businesses.         

Glimpses of Majnu-ka- Tilla in New Delhi 

            

      Pic. 22. Inside Colony     Pic. 21. Majnu-Ka-Tilla Gate 
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Source Field Survey 

3.11. Ladakh Buddha Vihara  

Ladakh Buddha Vihara is the Tibetan settlement in New Delhi. It is also registered market 

situated opposite to the ISBT, (Inter -state bus terminus) North Delhi. This is one among the 

popular market places in Delhi, famous for winter woolen clothes and other ethnic goods, 

food and beverages. It is a huge market with three stored buildings consisting of almost 150 

shops. Most of the shops are owned by Tibetans and some are owned by the local Indians 

who hire Tibetans and other Nepali youths to run the shop. This market sells clothes 

depending on the season and it is famous mainly for woolen clothes during winters and cheap 

jeans, shoes and other Chinese products. People come here to buy cheap Chinese articles sold 

by the shops. Few shopkeepers live in Majnu ka Tilla and travel daily to run their shop while 

others own a house nearby. There is a two stored building beside the market with a monastery 

too. At present there are around 250 families residing there.   

Economically, Tibetans in this place depend on entrepreneurship undertakings. Ladakh 

market is a busy crowded place. The shop owners import all the goods from Mysore and 

Himachal Pradesh. This market attracts customers throughout the year and is a famous 

shopping hub for Tibetans and other people especially among college youths.  This market is 

also administered by the main office in Majnu ka Tilla so basically it is mainly a trading 

centre for all Tibetans in India.       

 The exact data in figure regarding the total population, their marital status and their 

political perception of the Tibetans living this place is unavailable because of their 

Pic. 23/24. Tibetan Hawkers inside the Colony  
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busy schedule. As mentioned above, this market is busiest commercial hub. The 

people were reluctant in responding so it was difficult to communicate with them. 

Thus, the information here is based on the narration of few respondents and the 

observations of the researcher.  

Ladakh Buddha Vihara Market in Delhi 

        

                  

         

           

            

 Source: Field work 

Pic.25.   President of the Market      Pic. 26.  Crowded Market 

         Pic. 28.  Monastery  Pic. 27.   Market settlement  
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Many of the Tibetan traders are either uneducated or not adequately educated. Most of the 

entrepreneurs belong to the first generation of immigrants, who are mostly engaged in the 

garment business. Most of them have hardly any formal education or training in skills related 

to their jobs. Their business firms are family oriented. Tibetans keep the balance between 

work and family. Through the response of the informants, it was known that for many 

Tibetans, business is a survival strategy. About 60% of the business personnel were under 

educated. To get better paying jobs in the capital city and their economic conditions compel 

them to enter into the family business. In such a situation, self-employment is a better 

alternative for them to survive so generally, they become a part of small business enterprises. 

Besides, the market is a residential housing with a monastery. Tibetans are conformists 

regarding their religious order and societal values. None of the institutions provide any 

financial support for their businesses. They are successful in strengthening the internal 

cohesiveness among the community members. Tibetans show their solidarity on 10
th

 March 

for “Tibet Uprising Day” every year. All the Tibetan population in Delhi organizes a 

procession to protest against the Chinese occupation and demand the autonomy of Tibet.   

 

3.12. Political consciousness among Tibetan refugees in Delhi  

 

The important psychological aspect observed among the Tibetans in Delhi is their feeling of 

sensitivity towards their motherland. Although most of the Tibetans are doing well in the host 

nation, their attachment and love for Tibet is everlasting. Though their social, political and 

economic survival favours them in every way, they would prefer at least that is what they 

said, to go back to Tibet if they are provided with such an opportunity. We could understand 

the sentiments of the older generation about their willingness to go back to their homeland 

but it was really inspiring to know that even the youths of the current generation have a deep 

desire to see their homeland at least once. Despite the fact that Tibetans have been living in 

India and other countries for decades, they are “refugees”. Their stay in India is contractual, 

that they will have to go back if the situation in Tibet becomes normal.  

For the second generation Tibetans, India is the only home they have known. Yet their heart 

is in Tibet, the land from where their ancestors have fled to settle in India having never seen 

it in their lives. So in a way they are not sure as to how they will adjust over there, if they 



109 
 

ever get a chance to go back. At the same time, they are confident that they will adjust over 

there as it is their homeland nonetheless.  

Tibetan immigrants truly confess that they are satisfied with whatever modern India has 

offered to them. The first generation of Tibetans feels that if they were back in Tibet, their 

children would not have received as much exposure as here in India. They said that they have 

greater freedom in India to practice their religion in a way that they can. India is our second 

home „a home away from home‟ was the response of an old Tibetan. Tibetans express strong 

belief that they will definitely return to their native land one fine day. Even their stay in India 

is growing longer but still their hope never dies. By retaining this hope, they achieve a 

psychological boost and are able to endure the hardships of their daily lives.  Tibetans in New 

Delhi are active in Political activities like they have been noted for taking out political protest 

whenever any Chinese official pay visit to India. There had been cases of self-immolations by 

a Tibetan youth when Chinese President Hu Jintao visited India in 2012.  
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     Map IV:  Map showing study area in Chandragiri, Odisha, India   
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3.13. Tibetan Migrants of Chandragiri, Odisha 

In contrast to Delhi, Chandragiri is a small place which is about 80 kilometers away from 

Behrampur, a southern town in Gajapati district of Odisha. The place is surrounded by 

tropical forests, mountains slopes and hilltops. Chandragiri is compact and undiscovered yet. 

This place becomes admirable because of the presence of Tibetan refugees even in such a 

remote village in Odisha. Tibetan culture, religious traditions and their survival in such an 

unfavorable climate often makes this place more attractive for the tourists. This place is a 

agricultural based settlement which is also famous for seasonal fruits and flowers as well. 

The establishment of Tibetan refugee settlements started in Chandragiri from 1
st
 may 1963. 

Subsequently, refugees started arriving here in batches and arrangements were made by the 

State Government for their accommodation. The Government of Odisha kindly welcomed the 

Tibetans in their state and allotted a land of about 2500 acres, enough to ensure food, shelter 

and livelihood to develop an economically self-supporting community during the period in 

exile. Thus, the Chandragiri Tibetan settlement was established. The settlement in Odisha is 

divided into five camps, each at a distance of about 4 to 5 kilometers at Chandragiri (camp-I), 

Tankilipadar (camp-II), Lobarsingi (camp-III), Jiranga (camp-IV) and Mahendragada (camp- 

V). All these five camps are together known as The “Phuntsokling Tibetan Settlement”. 

Phuntsokling means „land of happiness and plenty‟. It is one of the agriculture based 

settlements in India. At present, there are about 4000 Tibetans residing in the Phuntsokling 

settlement. The representative office acts as the Chief Local Justice Commissioner of the 

settlement. The Local Tibetans Assembly is the highest legislative organ of the settlement. 

All five camps have their elected leaders who act as an agent to link the representative office 

and the people of the camp. But as a whole, the representative officer has the overall 

responsibility of the settlement. 
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Photographs of the Tibetan camps in Chandragiri 

          

                                 

        

         

Source: Field Survey 

 

        Pic. 30. Camp. no. 4   Pic. 31. Camp. no. 2 

Pic.33. Central School for Tibetans, Camp 4          Pic. 32. Camp.no. 3 
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Source: Field Survey  

 

 

 

 

 

Pic. 34. An Old Age Home    Pic.35. Ware House  

Pic. 36. Phuntsokling Bungalow    Pic. 37. Poster in Camp.no. 1 
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3.14. The Socio-Economic Life of Tibetans in Chandragiri 

 

The Multi propose Tibetan Co-operative Society (MTCS) is the principle machinery of the 

Phuntsokling Tibetan settlement. MTCS was founded on 27
th

 may 1966 under The 

Registration Act of the Govt. of Odisha. The society is managed by the law of the society 

through electoral process. It elects its Boards of Directors for a period of three years. The 

secretary is responsible for the smooth functioning of the society. The MTCS runs a dairy, 

horticulture, health centre, mechanical workshop, noodle factory, an old age home, crèche, 

schools and a monastery. Overall, it can be called as a lifeline and support system for the 

Tibetans living in the settlement.  

As the name stands, MTCS has multiple functions. It runs the Phuntsokling Tibetan 

bungalow which is the only hotel in the place. The society supplies water to all five camps. It 

runs a noodle factory where noodles are manufactured and sold in local markets. There is a 

day care centre for children where parents can leave the children while they are at work. It 

also runs a bus for the school children as the school is about five kilometers away from each 

camp. The office of the society also rents trucks for agricultural purposes.  

Being agriculture based settlement, the mechanical workshop or tractor section provides with 

tractor facilities to the people for harrowing the land, intercultural operations, and thrashing 

of crops. As maize is the main agricultural product of the place, the society takes overall 

responsibility of the marketing process. It collects all the maize from the agriculturists and 

supplies it to the traders in Bhubaneshwar. It looks over all the financial conditions of the 

people in the settlement. It sanctions loans for agriculture, education of children and also for 

health care.  

The MTCS even sanctions loans for the ones who wish to go abroad for work. It gives about 

3.5 lakh rupees to an individual if they seek loans from the society but the person has to repay 

the loan in the allotted time.  

The society runs the Central Tibetan School in Chandragiri. The school is located at camp 3, 

running from class 6 to the 12
th

 standard. There are two other branch schools at camp 5. The 

MTCS along with the representative office runs a crèche and Montessori. There is also a 

school hostel facility for the poor students and for those who have to walk many kilometers to 

reach the school.  
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There was also a Tibetan Handicrafts Co-operative Society Limited. This was established to 

preserve the traditional cultural heritage of the Tibetans and also to provide income to them. 

Unfortunately it is closed now due to the unavailability of carpet weavers in the settlement.  

3.14.1. Occupational Pattern among Tibetans in Chandragiri 

 

 

Source: Field Survey 

Out of the 46 Tibetans surveyed in Chandragiri, Odisha, a total of 31 people practiced 

agriculture, out of which 16 were female while the remaining 15 were male age ranging 

between 30-60 years. The fact that the Tibetan refugees were farmers and nomads back in 

Tibet agriculture proved to be the best and the most suitable occupation for them to continue 

in exile. Eventually, with hard labour they succeeded in transforming the barren land of 

Chandragiri into fertile, cultivable lands. Agriculture is the primary source of income among 

Tibetans there.  

Maize is the major crop and besides, other fruits are also cultivated. Moreover, this place is 

called The „Maize bowl of the State‟. Tibetans earn their livelihood through maize cultivation 

and other seasonal fruits and flowers. Both males and females work equally in the field and 

business sectors too. Beside agriculture, 3 male Tibetans were also engaged in seasonal 

sweater business from October to January in different places of India like Dalhousie, 

Dehradun, Delhi, Kolkata and Chandigarh. They import all the woolen items from Ludhiana 
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and sell those in different Indian states. They mostly sell sweaters, jackets, gloves and jeans, 

but, this business is carried out only when they finish their agriculture work. They practice 

this for extra income which is used for the education of their children and health care.  

 The people in Chandragiri are engaged in services of the offices of administrations of both 

the CTA and the Cooperative Society. It was found that 6 males and 3 females were engaged 

in services. „Service‟, for Tibetans these means work in the CTA offices like camp managers, 

caretakers of the old age home, nurses in the health centre and the school teachers.  

While surveying, it was found that there were 3 male Tibetan youths who have travelled to 

foreign countries like USA and Netherland to work in order to support their family back 

home. They come home once or twice a year. The Cooperative Society provides them loans 

in order to go abroad for work. It also helps in arranging other official works required to 

travel abroad. Hence, many educated youths have migrated to foreign countries to earn.  

 People in this camp used to practice carpet weaving and handicraft as their primary means of 

livelihood, but the handicraft and carpet centre is now closed down due to the unavailability 

of skilled weavers. In addition, educated youths now are less interested in such kinds of 

employment.   

3.14.2. Educational status 

 

Source: Field Survey 
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Out of 53 total respondents, 27 were male and 26 female. 17 male and 20 female were literate 

and 10 male and 6 female were illiterate. Literacy rate among the females is more compared 

to that of men in Chandragiri. Even the second generation women are more literate than men. 

They are more responsible in running the house and they work hand in hand with men both in 

the household and in outdoor responsibilities. They have equal share in everything. Older 

men are less literate because of lack of awareness about education and also due to household 

responsibilities. But the present scenario is different. At present, due to the life experiences of 

the parents, children go to school at any cost. They are very concerned about the education of 

their young members. There is a Central School for Tibetans in camp no.5. The school bus 

runs through each camp to the school. They also provide free education and other facilities 

for the under privileged children. After finishing school, most of the students from 

Chandragiri enroll themselves in the University of Chennai. Some of the students also go to 

Delhi and Bengaluru for professional courses. The ones who are not interested in further 

education get engaged in their family business and start contributing to their families. There 

are also few youths who have travelled to foreign countries to work after graduation. Now the 

Phuntshokling Cooperative Society gives them financial assistance in the form of Loans 

under certain conditions. This trend of migrating to foreign countries is now quite common. 

This is due to the fact that the educated youths do not want to stay in a small place and want 

to travel. Nor do they want to get into agriculture unlike their parents. They have different 

expectations out of their life. Many educated youths believe that education and world 

exploration are the ingredients to bring back the glory of Tibet and its independence. They 

have been learning a lot about politics and its processes living in India and if they get an 

opportunity to travel apart from simply earning their livelihood, they will educate themselves 

and become politically sound in order to fight for their country. 
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3.14.3. Marital status  

 

 

Source: Field Survey 

The total no. of respondents were 53, out of which 16 male and 17 female were married and 

12 male and only 8 female were unmarried.  According to the data presented, the percentage 

of married females is high compared to that of the males. The Tibetan society also runs on 

patriarchal norms. As women are more family oriented they tend to get married at an early 

age and bear most of the household responsibilities. On the other hand, the percentage of 

unmarried male members is high because of high rate of unemployment. People in 

Chandragiri are more engaged in agriculture which makes their life difficult and uncertain in 

terms of earning. They sometimes feel incompetent in managing their family so they refuse to 

start their own families. During the field work it was found that Tibetans living at the camps 

have similar types of problem and the justification was the same regarding their hesitation 

towards marriage. At present, there are some people from the camp who have migrated to 

foreign countries and settled there.  

Note: House Type 

 It was found from the field survey that all the houses in Chandragiri are owned by the 

Tibetans themselves; therefore, data on the house owned and the type is not 

necessary. Almost everyone has at least one storied house with a small courtyard at 

front. Other well settled businessman and those working in different foreign countries 

have two or three stored building. Hence, houses in the Phuntoskling settlement are 
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owned by the Tibetans themselves. Although the houses are built on government land, 

the houses were constructed by themselves, for which they have to pay the annual rent 

to the Odisha government.  

 

3.15. The Political Status and Social Profile of Tibetans in Chandragiri 

 

Since Chandragiri is a settlement, all the Tibetans staying here maintain Refugee status. None 

of them have obtained dual citizenship till date. They have a strong faith in Dalai Lama and 

His middle way approach so they are in a hope that their country will be free someday. 

Tibetans of this place do not take active participation in any kind of political activities like 

the protest protests.  

Tibetan refugees in Chandragiri are highly religious. It is reflected in their day to day life like 

in any other place in India. Here, there are small monasteries in each camp. The Phuntsokling 

settlement observes Tibetan New Year, birth anniversary of The Dalai Lama, Tibetan 

national uprising day, Tibetan democracy day and also The Indian Independence Day and 

Republic day in the settlement. Almost all religious activities are carried out in the camps 

together in the monastery located in the camp. Like any other Tibetan settlement, religion 

plays a major role in their social, cultural and political life. 

The representative office also runs an old age home. This home supports the senior citizens 

who have no one to look after them. It has all requirements- housing, prayer hall, dining and a 

big lawn with about thirty old people as its members. The caretaker looks after the 

management of the home. The members of the camps volunteer in taking care of the 

surroundings of this home. The Tibetan refugees in Changdragiri are rich in terms of socio-

cultural set-up. They have been trying to preserve their culture in the society.  

 It was not easy for the Tibetan refugees coming from an entirely different climatic and 

cultural background to adapt to a new tropical weather, in an alien land, but with time and 

need, they have successfully acclimatized with the conditions in Odisha. Today they are one 

of the best acclimatized and content refugee groups in India. 

Chandragiri belongs to the tribal people of Odisha. This place also has some Naxallites 

(Insurgent group) present, so this area is politically disturbed. Despite this, in such an 
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environment Tibetans have adapted well. Although they have the full support and 

cooperation from the government, sometime develops tension amongst the local people and 

Tibetans. Actually to understand the case, (according to the people) the local people are in 

fact jealous of the Tibetans because of their economic achievement. Tibetans are financially 

well-off compared to the local community. The market business of Chandragiri is dominated 

by them only. The local people are in poor conditions, both in terms of living standard and 

economy. Tibetans are the main consumers of the local traders too. They entirely depend 

upon Tibetans for the smooth running of their businesses. Many poor locals are even hired by 

them in the agricultural work as laborers and women as housemaids. In fact, locals do all the 

manual jobs for Tibetans. So naturally, some local goons display extreme hatred and 

jealously towards the Tibetans there. They sometimes come into open confrontation with 

them. Many such incidents have been reported. In order to solve such cases, Tibetan officials 

have made some political arrangements with the local political parties. In spite of it, such 

cases have been reported several times in Chandragiri.  

In spite of having some social strife and problems amongst the Tibetan community and the 

some local goons in this place; Tibetans have been leading better life than any other Tibetan 

refugee communities elsewhere in India. Through the field observation it was learned the 

economic conditions of the people here is much better than the ones living in other places 

which is reflected in their living standard. Being situated in the remotest area, few problems 

exist there like communication and improper healthcare facilities in case of serious illnesses. 

Still, life in Chandragiri is easy and satisfying than any other settlement according to the 

opinion of the Tibetans themselves there. There is a sense of peace here.  Tibetans here love 

this place and they perform lots of social work for the local people there like free health 

camps, cleaning and beautifying the area etc.  
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