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OPINION

Kargil’s Shia Connection with Iran: Between
Faith and Geopolitics

Zainab Akhter*

The connection
between Kargil and
Iran is deep-rooted,
spanning centuries
of religious, cultural
and linguistic history. This connection
has evolved from early missionary
activities to modern-day political and
educational ties. The majority of
Kargil’s population belongs to the
Twelver Shia (Ithna Ashariya) sect
which began in the 15™and
16™ centuries when missionaries and
scholars, most notably Mir Shams-
ud-Din Iraqi from Iran (Khorasan)
visited the region to preach. For
generations, Kargili scholars have
travelled to Iranian holy cities like
Qom and Mashhad for higher
religious education. These scholars
known as Agas and Sheikhs, return
to Kargil as influential religious
leaders, often bringing back Iranian
theological perspectives.

While the local language
is Purgi or Balti, many religious
texts, elegies (Marsiyas), and poetry
used in Kargil are written in or
heavily influenced by Persian. In
recent years, Iran has become a
popular destination for students
from Kargil seeking affordable
higher education, particularly in
medical programs at institutions like
Tehran University.

Protests and rallies frequently
erupt in Kargil in support of Iran and
against US and Israeli policies
highlighting a solidarity with
Iranian Shia. The Iman Khomeini
Memorial trust (IKMT) established
in 1979, same year as that of Iranian
revolution has been instrumental in
organising religious, social and
political rallies in the region.
Although IKMT is also involved in
education and charity but its main
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aim is to propagate the idea of
Islamic revolution.

The news of the killing of Iran’s
Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, on 28 February 2026,
triggered massive and emotional
protests in Kargil. On 6 March 2026,
tens of thousands of residents
gathered in Kargil’s Khamenei
Chowk. The protest was jointly led
by two influential religious groups
in Kargil, Jamiat Ul Ulama Isna
Ashriya Kargil (JUIAK) and IKMT.
Although both are Shia religious
organisations, the main difference is
that JUIAK is influenced by religious
schools from Iraq while IKMT is
directly influenced by Iran.
Demonstrators wore black, waved
black and red flags (symbolising
mourning and martyrdom), and
erformed matam (traditional the
streets. The rallies featured intense
chanting against the United State
and Israel. Portraits of Ayatollah
Khamenei were displayed on almost
every street corner, and many
protestors carried his image as they
marched through the main bazar to
the Isna Ashriya Chowk.

The religious leaders framed the
assignation as a terrorist act and an
attack on the global Shia community
and emphasised that for Kargil
Khamenei was not just a political
leader but a Marja (source of
emulation) and a spiritual guide. Not

only the Shia community, the Sunni
Muslims also joined the protests and
organised similar protests across the
region. Zanskar, which is a sizeable
pocket of Sunni Muslim among the
majority Buddhist also took out protest
in favour of Iran chanting anti US/
Israel slogans.

Another major highlight is the
massive donation drives that has
been organised across Kargil (and
Kashmir) region to provide
humanitarian aid (including cash,
gold and livestock) to help Iran cope
with the economic pressure and
conflict related hardships. These
donation drives are organised almost
in all the villages in Kargil and the
organisers are coming up with unique
ways to collect cash for Iran’s cause.
In one village, a hen was auctioned
and sold for almost one Lakh Indian
rupees and an egg was sold for six
thousand Indian rupees and people
are coming forward and donating
whatever item they can afford. The
donation drive in Kargil has been
described as one of the most unique
grassroots humanitarian efforts in
recent history, these campaigns not
just stood out for its scale, but for the
types of items being donated. One of
the most poignant aspects of the drive
involved children bringing their
piggy  banks to local
imanbaras(religious centers) and
breaking them open to contribute
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their small savings to the war-
effected civilians of Iran. The drive
reached its peak during the Eid-ul-
Fitr 2026, instead of traditional
celebrations, many families
redirected their holiday spending
toward the “Iran Relief Fund”.

For the people of Kargil, these
donations  were not just
humanitarian; they were a symbolic
message of spiritual debt.
Community leaders stated that since
Iran has historically provided
religious and academic guidance to
the region, the community felt a
moral obligation to stand by them
during their most difficult hour. The
Iranian Embassy in Delhi issued a
formal statement of gratitude, noting
that this kindness from people of
Ladakh and Kashmir will never be
forgotten. While the total monetary
value was significant, the drives true
impact was its viral visibility, which
brought global attention to the deep-
seated cultural and emotional bonds
between the high-altitude border

regions of India and the people of
Iran.

Known to the international
community primarily for the 1999
conflict, Kargil has recently regained
global attention, shifting focus toward
its unique relationship with Iran and
its implications for India and the
broader geopolitical equilibrium. A
new chapter in Indo-Iranian geopolitics
opened with Iran’s recent recognition
of Kargil's local efforts. Notably, Tehran
announced it would not obstruct Indian
vessels passing through the Strait of
Hormuz, framing the gesture as a
tribute to the people of India rather than
aconcession to the government. Given
its position, Kargil exists at a strategic
crossroads: while it is geopolitically
integral to India, it remains
profoundly linked to Iran through
shared cultural and religious ties.
Consequently, the region possesses
the potential to serve as either a vital
diplomatic buffer or a significant
bone of contention between the two
nations. [ |
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