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Abstract: Based on interviews with a cross-section of people from the Kashmir Valley
including aspirants of self-determination, academics, media persons, members of the
civil society, and security forces this article argues that perceptions about identity are
central to the conflict in Kashmir Valley. Having successfully stemmed the tide of armed
conflict militarily, it is now crucial for the government to take cognizance of and address
these issues in an appropriate manner as management of these perceptions will be critical
to bringing enduring peace to the Kashmir Valley.

Introduction
he issues and problems over Kashmir have long remained intractable. Teresita
Schaffer attributes it to ‘the full panoply of issues that generate stubborn problems:

national identity, ethnicity, religion, tension between central and local government,
and territory’.1 In the summer of 2008, a controversy over the transfer of land to the
Shri Amarnath Shrine Board saw unprecedented demonstrations by pro-freedom lead-
ers and their followers in the Kashmir Valley. Later, in the Assembly elections in the
months of November and December 2008, voter turnout was as high as 62 per cent.
And yet, most people said that their participation in the elections was not to be con-
fused as a vote for India or even a vote against Azadi. These contradictory signals
have long characterized the politics in the Valley. One wonders if these contradictions
are attributable to the presence of a psychological barrier – the sentiment – that
impedes resolution of the Kashmir conflict. Take, for example, a statement of one of
the separatist leaders Sajad Lone, the leader of the People’s Conference (S):

The word sentiment is a psychological translation of the political concept of right to self-
determination . . . The current destination of the sentiment is indicative of the desire to main-
tain political equidistance from both India and Pakistan . . . the sentiment for being part of
Pakistan may have shown a decline. But the sentiment for Pakistan in the state of J & K is by
no means insignificant . . . India and Kashmir have always meant two different entities in
Kashmir . . . The only difference today is that the intensity to agitate or adopt violent means to
defy the integration attempts by India may have been diluted significantly in the last seven-
teen years . . . The sentiment would be a relevant factor to assess the reference point in any
process of accommodation . . . In J & K the sentiment is the cause of the leader; the leader is
not the cause of the sentiment.2

At the heart of the sentiment as summarized by Lone is the feeling of a distinct iden-
tity. This article seeks to trace the sense of identity in the Kashmir Valley after nearly
two decades of conflict.

Arpita Anant is Associate Fellow at IDSA. 
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Strategic Analysis 761

Scholars have recognized that at the core of the Kashmir issue has been the Kashmiri
quest for politico-socio-economic empowerment. The politics of identity witnessed in
Kashmir has always been entwined with this quest. This quest took the form of a
simultaneous contest between the religious and the secular sections of Kashmiris (a
section of the religious ones eventually aspiring to join Pakistan), between Kashmiris
and other regional groups mainly in Jammu, and between Kashmiris and the Indian
State.3 Navnita Chadha Behera places the submergence of the sub-national identities
due to the centralizing policies of the Union Government at the core of the Kashmir
problem.4 Some scholars like Sumit Ganguly and Sumantra Bose downplay the role
of religious identity and trace the roots of conflict to political mobilization and institu-
tional decay, denial of democracy, repressive counter-insurgency, and Pakistani inter-
vention, thereby completely denying the role of religious identity in the conflict.5 Yet
others have given greater emphasis to religious identity, such as former Governor
Jagmohan’s emphasis on religious radicalism and pan-Islamism, and Ayesha Jalal and
Yoginder Sikand’s emphasis on majority communalism and minority Muslim insecu-
rity. Scholars like Rogers Brubaker and Maya Chaddha have looked at the role of reli-
gion as reflected in the state strategies of Pakistan and India towards Kashmir. And
finally, there are scholars like Riyaz Punjabi, K. Warikoo, and T.N. Madan who have
studied the decline of ‘Kashmiriyat’, the ethno-national Kashmiri identity, as a result
of the insurgency.6

This article endeavours to uncover the other significant aspects of identity vis-à-vis
the Kashmir situation, particularly from the perspective of prominent actors in the
Kashmir Valley. In doing so, it attempts to overcome the methodological lacuna in
terrorism studies that are based largely on state-centric approaches to conflict and terror-
ism.7 It establishes that such perspectives often ignore the element of identity which is
crucial to the overall understanding of conflict among non-state actors and civil society
in the Kashmir Valley. The article focuses on the perspectives of two prominent non-
state groups, the Jammu Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) and the Hizbul Mujahideen
(HM) and their understanding of identity in conflict and seeks to juxtapose the ‘opposi-
tional discourse’ with the ‘militants/separatists discourse’ on issues of identity.8
A random but representative sample was selected for interviews including prominent
separatist leaders, media persons, academics, and security forces personnel.

Section I of this article focuses on the JKLF and Section II on the HM. Section III
dwells on the discourse on Kashmiriyat in contemporary times. Section IV covers
issues related to Islam in the Kashmir Valley. The conclusion summarizes the key
findings and spells out some policy-relevant conclusions.

I
Jammu Kashmir Liberation Front
The JKLF emerged as the most prominent armed group in the insurgency in Kashmir
in 1989.9 Founded in 1964, it has been the dominant voice for Azadi (independence)
of Kashmir, with a vision of creating a separate country comprising Jammu, Kashmir,
Ladakh, Pakistan-held Kashmir, Gilgit, and Baltistan. The movement characterized
itself as being an anti-colonial national liberation movement that was Muslim, but not
Islamist, much like the Palestine Liberation Organization.10

In an interview with Ghulam Rasool Dar (Eddie), Secretary General of the
JKLF, the group perceived itself as representing not only the Kashmiri desire for
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762 Arpita Anant

independence from both India and Pakistan, but also as the vanguard of restoring
Kashmir to its original state of the Dogra Maharaja.11 Importantly, it conceives of
itself as not merely an armed group but a movement deriving legitimacy from the
largely secular Kashmiris.12 According to the JKLF Leader Yasin Malik, the allega-
tions that they were the main perpetrators of atrocities against Hindus are widely
exaggerated, since some killings happened in response to rumours of a riot in Jammu,
in which several Kashmiris were rumoured to have been killed.13 Moreover, many
Hindus were killed because they were opposed to the JKLF’s cause, not solely
because they were Hindus.

The JKLF, as an armed group, perceived itself as representing the legacy of the
National Conference. In the early years this legitimacy was derived from the overt
support of the National Conference. Apparently, in 1990, the JKLF appealed to the
youth in the name of ‘Kashmiriyat’ and the National Conference issued a press statement
directing the youth of the National Conference to join the JKLF.14 Navnita Chadha
Behera has argued that ‘ideologically, the JKLF’s secular Kashmiri nationalism was
in keeping with the traditions of Sheikh Abdullah’s National Conference, but, dissoci-
ating itself from the Sheikh’s political heritage, it denounced him for surrendering the
demand for plebiscite in the 1975 Accord’.15

Another important feature of the JKLF’s position on identity is its problematic
relationship with Pakistan. According to Hashim Qureshi, a co-founder of the move-
ment along with Maqbool Bhat and Amanullah Khan, even in the initial years of the
formation of the JKLF, Pakistani support was recognized as a compromise that had to be
made to counter the might of the Indian state.16 Eddie explains that the renewed activ-
ities of the JKLF in 1989 were premised on a generational gap – the JKLF representing
the youth who wanted Azadi versus the pro-Pakistani elders. This anti-Pakistan ele-
ment in its identity was reaffirmed clearly with the proliferation of Pakistan-supported
armed groups in the Valley. In contrast to many of these groups, the JKLF decided to
stand up for its goal of self-determination for Kashmiris. Since 1994, it has adopted a
politico-diplomatic strategy in pursuit of its goal through rallies, hunger strikes, and
non-violent means. As a result of its weakened status, it turned to peaceful means of
achieving its goals rather than resurrecting itself through pro-Pakistani support.
Downplaying the role of the Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK)-based JKLF, Eddie
claimed that it was mainly the JKLF branches in the United Kingdom, the United
States, elsewhere in Europe, West Asia, Dubai, and Germany that supported and
espoused the JKLF cause. In its peaceful incarnation, JKLF’s declared aim is:

To struggle against foreign occupation, gain independence and attain an honourable position
amongst free nations of the world. Struggle to establish a political and social infrastructure
based on the values of democracy, public welfare and social justice in the country . . . To
uproot all racial, communal, regional, linguistic and class prejudices if they exist amongst any
people in the State and to promote unity, friendship and equality amongst them . . . To
re-instate and safeguard national identity and cultural and religious values of all people of
Jammu-Kashmir State.17

JKLF’s political programme is premised on the right of Kashmiris to self-determination
and is guided by the norms of freedom of speech, democracy and social justice, state
welfare, human rights, and equal opportunities.18 In 2002, the JKLF formed its own
Election Commission consisting of Ved Bhasin, Siddiq Wahid, and Tapan Bose. In
2004, they distributed a questionnaire on the desirability of involving ‘Kashmiris in
Dialogue Process’ which was signed by 1.5 million people including those in Jammu.
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Strategic Analysis 763

The support for their demands, they claim, is wide, as the proforma was signed by all
Hurriyat leaders except Syed Ali Shah Geelani. To demonstrate its support base, the
JKLF organized Safar-e-Azadi, in which 8,000 meetings were held over 114 days.
During the journey through the Valley, Yasin Malik exalted the ethos of Kashmiri
nationalism, which according to him comprised pluralism, peace, harmony, and
brotherhood. The return of the Pandits to the Valley was also emphasized.19 The
participation of prominent trade union leaders Sampat Prakash and other Kashmiri
Pandits from the Valley who had moved to Jammu was a testimony that this call was
not just rhetorical.

It is interesting to note that while there is a broad recognition of the JKLF’s stand
on Azadi, most analyses from a national security perspective emphasize the Pakistan
linkage, further positing that despite its desire for independence, the JKLF mainly
thrived on the support it received from Pakistan.20 Ved Marwah asserts that in the
early years of its operation, Pakistan provided funding and training to the JKLF cad-
res. Pakistani flags were hoisted in several places in the city, Indian flags were burnt
and India’s Independence Day was marked by a black flag.21 This changed with its
show of strength in two processions in early 1991 – the UN Chalo and the Charar-e-
Sharif Chalo. Sensing the growing pro-independence sentiment in the Valley, Pakistan
altered its policy of supporting the JKLF and switched to backing pro-Pakistani
groups like the HM, Muslim Janbaaz Force, Al Umar, Allah Tigers, etc.22 However,
the Pakistani link continues to be viewed with suspicion to date by police officials
who question the frequent visits of Yasin Malik, Chairman of the JKLF, to Pakistan.23

Navnita Behera argues that some JKLF militants considered Pakistan as an ally, while
others justified taking support of the people of Azad Kashmir because ‘Azad Kashmir
is our part (of Kashmir) only.’24

Another criticism of the JKLF is its suspect secular credential. The fact that the
JKLF Chairman courts Hafiz Muhammad Saeed, the founder of the Lashkar-e-Toiba
and head of the Jamaat-ud-Dawa, and Qazi Hussain Ahmed, Amir of the Jamaat-e-
Islami of Pakistan during his visits to Pakistan is seen as a testament against the secular
claims of the JKLF.25 Secondly, according to Navnita Chadha Behera, while the term
jihad did not figure in the political vocabulary of the JKLF militants, the use of Islam
for mobilization was unmistakable.26 Despite its secular leanings, the JKLF targeted
leaders of the National Conference and the Congress. In August 1989, Mohammad
Yusuf Halwai, a Leader of the National Conference was killed near Safakadal.27 More-
over, it drew its cadre from the Islamic Students League and was the one organization
that was involved in the maximum killings of the Kashmiri Pandits in the Valley.28

Finally, some pragmatic observers argue that contrary to its claims, the group is de
facto Kashmiri and Muslim since no-one else, especially non-Muslims of Jammu and
Buddhists of Ladakh, subscribes to its geographical idea of Azad Kashmir.29

II
Hizbul Mujahideen
The HM was created in 1990 by Master Ahsan Dar and Mohammad Abdullah Bangroo
with Pakistani support essentially to counter the pro-independence JKLF. It became
prominent in the early 1990s when Pakistan acted decisively to sideline the JKLF and
supported the HM and several others groups that aimed at Kashmir’s merger with
Pakistan. It continues to be active in the Valley today, though significantly weakened.
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764 Arpita Anant

Identity was a key element in the HM’s formation and its continued operations, since
the HM was a pro-Pakistan outfit created mainly in opposition to the pro-independence
JKLF.30 According to a former Divisional Commander Zaffar Akbar Bhat, who now
heads the separatist group Jammu Kashmir Salvation Front, HM militants were
always clear that they wanted to join Pakistan and were joined in this cause by other
groups like the People’s League, Al Jihad, Jamiat-ul-Mujahideen, etc.31 This, however,
was contested by a surrendered district commander (an anonymous source, hereafter X)
who asserted that large numbers, especially the foot soldiers, joined the movement
thinking it was a movement for Azadi.32

Belonging to Kashmir and not being ‘foreign’, in other words indigeneity, comes
across as a fundamental aspect of HM identity during the years of insurgency. Inter-
estingly, there was also a conscious sense of distinctness from foreigners such as
Afghans and Yemenis who came to fight in Kashmir. According to X, in the early
1990s when foreigners came to Kashmir to fight the jihad, they saw that the condi-
tions of the Muslims there were not half as bad and returned back. However, they
were candid about the presence of foreigners in the HM and admitted that the foreign
element was at its peak in 1996–1997. According to Zaffar Bhat, while HM remained
largely indigenous, the foreign element came into India in 1996–1997 with the Hizb-
e-Islami. According to Zaffar Bhat, the indigeneity of the HM was even attested to by
the Corps Commander of the 15 Corps in 2000, when a faction led by Abdul Majid
Dar declared a unilateral ceasefire to negotiate with the government despite being in a
position of strength. According to him, the HM enjoyed support among the people
and the political parties such as the Congress, the National Conference, and the
Jamaat all supported HM.33 According to X, in the later years there was also a sense
of distinction from the leadership of Syed Salahuddin based in Pakistan-held Kashmir
so much so that the cadre started to think and act for themselves.

Interestingly, for several younger militants, joining the jihad was mainly about
their individual male identity – machismo. According to X, the young cadre of the
HM felt that they were powerful, that they could wield a gun and practically run the
government and get jobs for people.34 For yet others the need for protection and the fight
against human rights violations were also important reasons for joining the group.35

The interviewed ex-militants asserted that the HM was Islamist but not pan-
Islamic.36 An interview-based study conducted by Shobhna Sonpar cited earlier also
revealed that several HM militants interviewed came out as more religious than the
JKLF, but hardly any expressed any pan-Islamist sentiments. Moreover, they clearly
distinguished themselves from the Taliban and the Al Qaida.

A final element in the identity of the HM was its links to the Jamaat-e-Islami of
Jammu and Kashmir (JIJK). X was more candid about the Jamaat role in drawing
young Kashmiris into the HM fold, especially in rural Kashmir, as well as the role of
Syed Ali Shah Geelani in making it a pro-Pakistan outfit.37 However, Zaffar Bhat
clarified that although the founder of the HM, Master Ahsan Dar, declared that HM
was the armed wing of the Jamaat, this was far from the truth. He cited the JIJK Con-
stitution that prohibits violence.38 Ahsan Dar sought to involve the Jamaat with the
HM but the Jamaat leadership rejected this offer. However, several prominent Jamaat
leaders were in prison at the time when he announced that the HM was the armed
wing of the Jamaat, and therefore they could not refute Ahsan Dar’s announcement.
Bhat’s explanation for the presence of large numbers of the Jamaat cadre in HM was
that since some members of JIJK became part of the HM, others joined the group due
to their personal affinities with them. Supporting the views of Zaffar Bhat, a police
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Strategic Analysis 765

official also clarified that the HM was not a creation of the Jamaat, though they did
cooperate. The state response to Jamaat has been action against cadre if they were
found to be involved in militancy.39

Maulvi Faridabadi, the Imam of Faridabadi Mosque in Jammu, said that initially
the Jamaat supported the HM to save themselves from being targeted by the
JKLF.40 He clarified that the spiritual leaders of the Jamaat were disconcerted with
Jamaat members joining the HM. In fact, Syed Salahuddin, who was the District
President or Amiri Zilla of Jamaat in Srinagar, took to arms, and he was dismissed
from the Jamaat. He also clarified that while JIJK and Jamaat-e-Islami of Pakistan
(JIP) do have linkages, the JIP was completely involved in militancy, unlike Jamaat
in Jammu and Kashmir.41 Jamaat leaders also defended their non-involvement with
the HM on the basis of the fact that the HM was at its peak when the Jamaat was
banned from 1990–1992 and was subsequently under strict surveillance.42 Contrary
to doubts about the dissociation of the Jamaat from HM, a Jamaat leader clarified
that when the break from HM was formally announced in 1996, it was dubbed
‘hindustani’.43

Explaining the tension within the Jamaat ranks on the issue of support to HM,
Sheikh Shaukat Hussain of the Kashmir University said that since the Jamaat is a
cadre-based organization, it got deflected from the social agenda and got on with
Geelani’s political agenda. Geelani tried hard to institutionalize the Islamist political
agenda but Jamaat leaders resisted this and continued to favour having a social
agenda. It also has the sympathy of the people because the government targeted it for
connections with HM.44

Four prominent themes underscore the characterization of the HM in the opposi-
tional discourse. First, that it is pro-Pakistan. Second, that they are Islamist, as is evi-
denced in their opposition to the return of the Kashmiri Pandits to the Valley, is seen
as supporting this view.45 Third, that the group has remained indigenous, with nearly
40 per cent of its cadre being Kashmiri, though in the early years the foreign element
was high.46 They brought in the Afghans and Pakistanis from Rawalpindi and NWFP
very early.47 Nothing in the HM’s own understanding contradicts these three claims
of its identity. However, the final point on which there is considerable divergence is
the nature of its links with the JIJK. It is argued that the HM derived its cadre from the
Jamaat-e-Tulba, the youth wing of the Jamaat.48 In the early 1990s, the Jamaat tried to
give a religious connotation to the struggle for Azadi by ‘confusing’ people with the
slogan ‘Azadi ka matlab kya, la ilaha illalah’49 (what is the meaning of Azadi, it is
that there is no God but Allah). Other prominent assessments of the Jamaat are: first,
‘[W]ith its formidable network of cadre across Jammu and Kashmir, however, the
Jamaat-e-Islami soon became the patron of the largest jihadi group, the Hizb-ul-
Mujahideen’.50 Second, ‘[W]hile it is true that the Jamaat-e-Islami avoids anti-Hindu
polemic of Lashkar-e-Toiba variety, there is no great ideological distance between its
aspirations and those of Islamist groups even further to the right’.51 And third, that
‘[I]n September 1989 the organization launched it own military wing, the Hizbul
Mujahideen . . . It continues to support pro-Pakistan, pro-Wahhabi leanings while erod-
ing the dominant Hanifia-Eitoadi beliefs in the Valley’.52 Forwarding this line of
thought, it can be argued that although the Jamaat dissociated itself from the HM in
1996, this delinking was merely strategic because they felt that HM may not be able to
bring about the successful secession of Kashmir and secondly because it felt that the
militancy may be blamed on them. Additionally, this distancing was only a public
stand; privately the linkages continued to exist as such.53
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766 Arpita Anant

III
Perspectives on Kashmiriyat
Reference has been made earlier to writings that have analysed the decline of
Kashmiriyat in the Valley since 1989. This section examines the views of the JKLF,
HM, as well as other prominent people interviewed for this study on Kashmiriyat. In
response to a question posed by the author on what is Kashmiriyat, a senior police offi-
cial remarked, ‘What does Kashmiriyat mean for different groups? It is not clear what it
means to Hurriyat, to JKLF it means something within their circles and for HM it means
global Islamization. One wonders what it means to Kashmiri Pandits or to the non-
Kashmiri Muslims like the Punjabis and Pathuaris.’ According to Praveen Swami,
Kashmiriyat is a second layer of politics; Kashmiris rarely themselves talk about it. It is
a language used with outsiders to convey a sense of secularism/pluralism. Both these
observations were found to be partially true. When a question was posed regarding
Kashmiri identity, hardly anybody spoke about Kashmiriyat. However, when a direct
question was posed, several responses were elicited but the connotations were quite
similar. However, contrary to Swami’s thesis, this may perhaps be attributed to the fact
that the idea of Kashmiriyat is so ingrained that people do not need to talk about it.

The JKLF claims to represent Kashmiriyat today. It is interesting to note that
Engineer Ghulam Rasool (Eddie) of the JKLF said that for the JKLF Kashmiriyat is
not about religion, but includes people of all faiths, in keeping with its comprehensive
discourse. ‘It is about our dress, language, folk songs, customs, marriage ceremonies,
etc. that are distinct though we are Muslims.’54 However, he did agree that others
whom the JKLF includes in its vision of Azad Kashmir do not subscribe to
Kashmiriyat. For the people of Jammu and Ladakh at least, the first option is to be
with India and the second, independence. In the words of JKLF sympathizer, poet, and
environmentalist Zareef Ahmad Zareef, Kashmiriyat is the coming together of the Val-
ley, Jammu, and Ladakh, where the Valley is the body, and the two regions are its
wings. This is Moj Kashmir (mother Kashmir), not a sub-civilization, but a civilization,
a country.55 According to him, integral to Kashmiri Shinakht (identity) is its environ-
ment, symbolized by the Chinar, that has been damaged due to the conflict in Kashmir.
To quote:

The symbol of our identity, of pristine environ, of charms of spring season, in
How many and what way to world are portrayed Kashmiris by the Boe’n . . .
Someone is waiting in the wings to rob thee of the coolness, and leave thee exposed to the sun,
Protect thy coolness, for thee have the resources to plant everywhere the Boe’n . . . [‘An Ode
to the Boe’n (The Chinar)’ (Year not known)]

For those like Hashim Qureshi, who were once with the JKLF, Kashmiriyat is the sec-
ularism that Sheikh Abdullah attempted to create in the Valley.56 Qureshi asserted
that since Kashmiri Islam is Sufi, he was of the firm belief that ‘Kashmir mein katta-
rpan takat ke zor pe hi chalega’ (‘In Kashmir, fundamentalism will only thrive if it is
forced upon people. People will not willingly accept it’). The issue of Kashmir there-
fore is not one of religion, but of Kashmiriyat.57

While no views on Kashmiriyat were elicited from the HM members, there was a
range of views on Kashmiriyat from different former and existing members of the
Jamaat. For Syed Ali Shah Geelani, who for the longest time was the Amir-e-Jihad of
the JIJK and a supporter of the HM, there is a distinction between Kashmiri identity
and Kashmiriyat. Kashmiri identity is the ‘Muslims, all others and Azad Kashmir, all
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Strategic Analysis 767

13 million people put together ...’, whereas ‘those who follow Kashmiriyat, rishism,
sufism have forgotten real Islam’.58 Reflecting on the Jamaat’s thinking on Kashmiri
identity, a more nuanced view expressed was that there is a difference between Kashmiri
ethos and Kashmiriyat and that the Jamaat reflects the former, rather than the latter.59

It appears that in the range of Kashmiris interviewed from Kashmiri Pandit migrants
and the Tablighi Jamaat, there is some sense of a distinct Kashmiri identity. Thus for T.K.
Dhar, who heads an Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) for the Pandit Migrants at
Purkhoo Camp, Jammu, Kashmiriyat is the khos, pheran/targa, a whole cultural history
that is being lost as the second generation lives its lives in these camps.60 Similarly, a lay-
ered sense of identity may be gleaned from the views of Manzoor Wangnoo, a prominent
member of the Tablighi Jamaat. Wangnoo said that ‘the identity of a Tablighi in Kashmir
is multiple; he is at once a Muslim, a Tablighi and Kashmiri. These are underscored by the
dictum of “Hubul Watan”, which means loyalty to the land where one lives’.61

At the time of the field survey conducted for this study there was a raging contro-
versy over the setting up of the Institute of Kashmir Studies at the Kashmir University.62

A Greater Kashmir editorial reacted sharply to the Vision Document of the Institute,
which states, ‘historically Kashmir has been an integral part of the cultural mosaic of
India . . . .’63 Even more controversial is the agenda of the Institute that seeks to pro-
mote research and understanding of the Hindu and Buddhist lineage of Kashmir while
making no reference to the Muslim history of the region. Commenting on this, Gul
Mohammad Wani of Kashmir University was of the opinion that the state should
allow a debate on Kashmiriyat but should not have its own discourse on it which
would amount to tampering with the pluralist moorings of Kashmir, or changing
demographics of Kashmir, or even Hinduizing Kashmir. There is Sufi Islam in
Kashmir, but the state should not promote it since in a situation of conflict it aggra-
vates people’s threat perceptions. According to him, Kashmiri identity, which was
seen as isolated/Muslim in the early years of militancy, is now more inclusive as it is
supported by urban middle class civil societies, professionals, cultural activists of the
Kashmir Fankar Association, Kashmir Cultural Academy, etc.

IV
Islam in the Kashmir Valley
One strand of the debate on Kashmiri identity is the contestation over the nature of
Islam in Kashmir. It is crucial to understand the various strands of this debate, espe-
cially since Kashmir is constantly referred to by the Al Qaida as part of its larger
jihad. It is interesting to note in this context that among the Kashmiris, there are those
who firmly believe that Kashmiri Islam is Sufi, and there are others who argue that the
‘difference’ of Kashmiri Islam is a myth created by Hindu Pandits in 1947 to blunt the
pro-Pakistan sentiment in the Valley and that even the roots of Sufism are traced by
its patron saint Noordin to Islam.64

Even among the constituents of the Hurriyat Conference, the conglomeration
of all separatist groups who differed in their political goals, there was a debate on
the role of religion in Kashmiri identity. Rekha Chowdhary referred to the debate
between the leader of the People’s Conference, Abdul Ghani Lone and Syed Ali
Shah Geelani between 1999 and 2001. According to Chowdhary, Lone argued
that there was no role of religion in Kashmiri identity. For him Kashmir was an
indigenous issue with no pan-Islamic connotations. Geelani on the other hand
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spoke of Kashmir as a religious, pan-Islamic issue, which was part of an unfin-
ished agenda of partition.65

A related issue is that of increasing Islamization of the Valley, what is its nature, and
what are the factors contributing to this. According to some observers, there is a rise of
wahabism since there are two million Kashmiris in 14 countries of West Asia.66 The trend
towards Islamization began in 1975. In the span of the last 10–12 years, the number of
mosques of the West Asian kind has grown to nearly 2,000, an increase at a rate of approx-
imately 0.5 per cent annually.67 This increasing Islamization is seen also in the changing
shape of mosques. Unlike the older mosques, most of the new mosques in the Valley are
dome-shaped, reflecting increasing Middle-Eastern/Saudi influence.68 However, a senior
police official believes that the changing shape of mosques has more to do with the fact
that the majority of the architects are Punjabi and know only one kind of architecture.

Yet others agree that there is Islamization, but this is a global phenomenon that is a
result of the disillusionment with the West and Communism. To quote Sheikh Shaukat
Hussain, ‘there is Islamization from PLO to Hamas and from Sheikh to Geelani, but
Islamization is not the same as radicalism’.69 According to others, Islamization in Kashmir
that was once driven by the Jamaat is now driven by incidents like the demolition of the
Babri Mosque, the Gujarat riots, and other international factors.70 There are yet others who
feel that there is a rise in Islamization, and it is eroding Kashmiri identity. What is driving
it is the feeling that Islamization would get other countries and forums to recognize the
cause of Kashmiris.71 Scholarly opinion about the link between Islamization and the
Tablighi Jamaat and the Ahle Hadis is that they have been around for many years, but they
have not been very successful in Islamization.72 In fact, Syed Ali Shah Geelani was of the
opinion that the Tablighis and Ahle Hadis preach partial Islam because they don’t want to
face problems with the system. Islam in the Valley is clearly still evolving.73

While it would be interesting to explore the extent of pan-Islamism among Kashmir’s
Muslims, suffice here to state a telling observation by Gul Mohammad Wani that even
Azad Kashmir does not figure in the political discourse of the Valley, nor in its
cultural discourse. It is more an issue of divided families.74

V
Conclusion
Scholarship on Kashmir from an identity perspective emphasizes the religious aspect of
identity as central to the Kashmir problematique. They emphasize majority communal-
ism, state strategies guided by religious overtures, majority communalism, sub-national
identity politics largely along the lines of religion, and the decline of the ethno-nationalist
identity of Kashmiriyat with the coming of the jihad to Kashmir. The comparison
between the state and the non-state Kashmiri discourse on identity in conflict brings out
the several layers at which the debate on identity takes place during a conflict. First, the
counter-narrative of the state/security officials as well as that of other oppositional per-
spectives on the JKLF emphasizes its Pakistan connection and its communal nature testi-
fied by its killings of Kashmir’s Hindus. In contrast, the JKLF’s narrative emphasizes its
legitimacy based on its commitment to the NC’s legacy of Kashmiriyat. It problematizes
the Pakistan connection and reveals the uneasy relationship between the two. Also, it
emphasizes its peaceful record since 1994 and a commitment to secular politics.

Second, in the case of the HM, whereas the counter-narrative emphasizes the pro-
Pakistan, pan-Islamist ideology and a nexus with the JIJK, the views of former HM
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members, including views of those associated with the JIJK, point to the inspiration
drawn from the idea of Azadi and the idea of Kashmiri distinctness as being more val-
ued in their own reckoning. Also, based on the narrative, the linkage between the JIJK
and HM can be called into question. The treatment of the JIJK in the literature relating
to national security does not capture the nuances of the role of the Jamaat. The tussle
between the more spiritual Amir-e-Jamaat and the more hardline Syed Ali Shah Geelani,
and the attempts of an essentially social organization to dissociate itself from violent
groups, ought to be kept in mind in evaluating the role of the Jamaat in shaping and
supporting groups like the HM.

Third, it is important to point out in the light of the above that counter-narratives on
the conflict in Kashmir miss out on the sense of belonging that these groups feel, a sense
of being part of the Kashmiri society and the kind of sanctity the society gave to their
cause. This sense of sanctity was perceived during interaction with scholars, journalists,
civil society activists, and members or ex-members of non-state groups themselves. In
addition, there was the sub-text of disappointment at the manner in which the centre-
state relationship has played out in Jammu and Kashmir. Several of those interviewed
gave specific instances of how the local politicians and/or national intelligence agencies
had used non-state groups in achieving national security objectives or electoral gains.

Fourth, it is pertinent to point out that the discourse on identity during the conflict
in Kashmir is influenced more by internal factors. The emotional appeal of pan-
Islamic causes in Kashmir appears limited. It appears that the discourse on identity is
fairly inward looking. The UN Charter, and sometimes the UN Resolutions, continue
to be invoked in support of their demand.

Fifth, discourse on Kashmiri identity is not a unified discourse. The JKLF is a
strong contender to the state’s claim as the vanguard of Kashmiriyat. However, the
societal discourse of Kashmiri identity is more about Kashmiri ethos, which in a less
politicized environment would perhaps be celebrated as Kashmiriyat. But given the
attempts of the state to publicize a certain sufi version of Kashmiri Islam as Kashmir-
iyat, which is being perceived as an attempt to Hinduize Islam, the intelligentsia is
quite wary of the term. They do admit though at the societal level that they do worship
in shrines and that is integral to their religion and way of life.

Sixth, fears of Islamization and pan-Islamism in Kashmir seem exaggerated at this
stage since most people view the more devout groups like Ahle Hadis and the
Tablighi Jamaat as peripheral actors. Moreover, members of the group themselves
subscribe proudly to their Kashmiri identity and the people at large view them as
more Kashmiri than Tablighi. However, there seems to be a growing awareness and
sensitivity to Muslim causes in India and abroad.

Ghulam Rasool Dar (Eddie), Hashim Qureshi, Zaffar Bhat, X, Gul Mohammad Wani,
Noor Ahmad Baba, Sheikh Shaukat Hussain, Zareef Ahmad Zareef, Imam Faridabadi,
Balraj Puri, Shibban Kaul, T.K. Dhar, and some others were among the approximately
25 representative people interviewed for this study. Their perspectives are important
because they underscore the importance of identity in their thinking about the conflict.
Following from the conclusions, state policy could address the following issues:

• Adopt measures that convey that there is a de-linking of Kashmir from Pakistan
on the part of the Indian state.

• Re-assess the role of groups like the JIJK, Tablighi Jamaat, and Ahle Hadis and
refrain from adopting policies that may radicalize them.
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• Preserve Kashmiriyat in the form in which it is naturally evolving and deal with
the politics of Kashmiriyat drawing from the rich experience of a nation dealing
with and embodying diversity.

• Negotiate and resolve the issue of centre–state relations in the context of the
state.

None of these compromise on requirements of security in the Valley, and would per-
haps go a long way in winning the hearts and minds of the people. From two persons
interviewed came two interesting observations on identity in Kashmir: first, that it is
very likely that identity was used as a ‘tether’ during militancy; second, that when all
is lost under so much use of force and surveillance, the only thing people cling to is
identity. The truth perhaps lies somewhere in between, but it would be useful for
Indian policy-makers to give due importance to the identity factor in Kashmir.
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