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The Kashmir conflict in South Asia: voices from Srinagar

Kunal Mukherjee*

Department of Politics, Philosophy and Religious Studies, Cartmel College, University of Lancaster,
Bailrigg, Lancaster LA1, UK

This article looks at the Kashmir conflict in South Asia, which has been going on since 1947,
when India and Pakistan became independent from British colonial rule. After looking at some
historical background, the article looks at both the external dimension as well as the internal
dimension of the conflict. The external dimension tends to focus on Indo-Pak relations over
Kashmir and the internal dimension looks at India’s repressive state policies within the state
of Kashmir. This article uses Mary Kaldor’s “New War” thesis as a theoretical framework to
understand the situation and pays special attention to the conflict’s very complex and
multifaceted nature. The article argues that although the levels of violence have differed
from time to time in the region since 1947, today the conflict seems to have less to do with
Indo-Pak relations or the external side of things and has more to do with the internal
dimension and India’s undemocratic ways within Kashmir. Today, Kashmir is one of the
most militarised conflict zones in the world. The stationing of the Indian military and
paramilitary forces in the region has only exacerbated the situation since it is the security
personnel who cause much of the problem. The Armed Forces Special Powers Act gives
these security forces extraordinary powers in the region, which they often abuse. The armed
forces have no real understanding of the local culture or sympathy for local religious
sentiments. Poverty, corruption, administrative failure, police brutality, identity politics and
human rights abuses are some of the key features associated with this conflict.
Methodologically, a number of interviews were carried out with the local people in the
region recently. From the data gathered through the interviews, it is very obvious that the
people still feel very oppressed and that the situation is still very volatile, fraught with
uncertainty. Finally, after making an assessment of the situation, the article tries to suggest
methods of peaceful building and conflict management as the way forward.

Keywords: India; Kaldor; Kashmir; new war; Pakistan; conflict; conflict management

Introduction

With the rise of India as a regional as well as a global power, there has been a great deal of interest
in western academia in the South Asian region. With India being on the rise in recent times,
people around the world have increasingly got to know more and more about its culture, politics,
its key economic features and security concerns. India for a long time has struggled with its frac-
tured frontier. The two main conflict zones in these “disturbed” frontier regions include Kashmir
and the seven North-Eastern states of India. This article looks only at Indian Kashmir, with a
special focus on the capital city, Srinagar, and makes an assessment of the situation.

Geographically, Kashmir is located on the cross roads of South Asia, Central Asia and China
and lies in the Himalayas. It has international boundaries with Pakistan, Afghanistan and China
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and has national boundaries with Punjab and Himachal Pradesh within India. Kashmir is admi-
nistered by India, China and Pakistan. The conflict in Kashmir has been going on for a while
now, although the nature of the conflict has somewhat changed in recent times and this calls
for new solutions and a new approach to deal with the situation. The aim of this article is to
look at the Kashmir conflict from the times of the first Kashmir war, which broke out almost
immediately after independence in 1947 till more recent times. The aim of the article is also to
see to what extent the nature of the conflict has changed today. The article thus provides
readers with an overview of the conflict and argues that there are strong external and internal
dimensions to this very complex situation, both of which need careful attention.

Methodologically, a wide range of interviews were carried out very recently in the city of Sri-
nagar, which is the capital of Kashmir.1 Finally, the article tries to suggest methods of peace build-
ing and what can be done to bring about long-lasting peace in the region. The article also takes a
bottom up approach with regard to peace building since the traditional top-down approach has
proven to be ineffective. Thus the interviews that were carried out were with the common
people as opposed to carrying out interviews with the political elite. The views of the people
are often in conflict with the views put forward by the political elite.

The background

Looking at conflicts in South Asia, there are different sources from which conflicts arise. Well-
known authority on Asian security and South Asian affairs, Sumit Ganguly, talks about four
major sources. Some conflicts have their roots in British colonial policies such as “divide and
rule,” some conflicts have arisen as a result of the modernisation process in the subcontinent
which benefits some but leaves others feeling excluded and marginalised, there are conflicts in
South Asia, which have come into existence as a result of external intervention in the region,
for instance the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in the late 1970s/early 1980s and finally con-
flicts in the region have also arisen because of limited resources and the struggle for these
resources.2

The Kashmir conflict, although a very complicated one, which is most certainly multidimen-
sional, can fit into the first category. The conflict, which has a lot to do with Hindu Muslim
tension, can be traced back to the British colonial times and the policies associated with
“divide and rule.” That said, the situation has been problematised because of the role played
by external actors such as Pakistan. “Pakistan’s assistance of the Kashmiri separatist movement
is evidently a manifestation of the belief that the predominantly Muslim state of Jammu and
Kashmir, should have become part of the country at Partition in 1947.”3

The premise is that the religion of a given people determines their nationality and their pol-
itical affiliation.4 The interaction between India and Pakistan over Kashmir has been dominated
and characterised by a “perceptual blockage” and the myth of “the enemy across the border.”5 The
colonial policy of “divide and rule” deserves some mention here. Although Hindus and Muslims
have lived next to each other peacefully for centuries, and the story is by and large one of coex-
istence, the British colonial authorities focused on the story of discord and conflict to keep the two
communities divided to avoid a united resistance to their rule. Not just the Kashmir conflict, the
roots of any Hindu Muslim tension in contemporary India can be traced back to these colonial
times.

The Kashmir conflict has both an internal as well as an external dimension. The external
dimension relates to Indo-Pak relations/hostility and the four wars that were fought between
the two countries over the disputed region. Kashmir is important to both countries but for different
reasons argues Sumit Ganguly.6 For Pakistan, the reasons are irredentist and strongly relate to cul-
tural identity. Kashmir is a Muslim majority province leaning against Pakistan, which is also a
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Muslim country. Pakistan’s national identity will not be complete unless it incorporates the whole
of Kashmir within its national framework. For India, the issue is important because it relates to
both security and democracy. If Kashmir secedes, then there could be a domino effect and
other borderland regions can also potentially break away, making heartland India or mainstream
India vulnerable to external attacks, particularly from other rising giants on the Asiatic mainland
like China.

Furthermore, being the world’s largest democracy, if a minority region secedes, it shows that
India has failed to protect minority rights, the protection of which is one of the hallmarks of a
democracy. Thus the external dimension of the conflict relates to the four wars, which have
been fought between India and Pakistan over this contested region, which we will take up later
for discussion. However, there is a strong internal dimension to this conflict. This relates primarily
to the situation within the region which includes human rights abuses caused by the Indian forces,
the poverty, administrative failure and corruption all of which collectively have given rise to the
current turmoil. The internal dimension of the conflict also relates to the policies which the Indian
government has taken to deal with the ongoing conflict, which to a large extent has exacerbated
the already strained situation. In this connection, mention maybe made of undemocratic laws like
the armed forces special powers act, which give Indian security personnel extraordinary powers to
maintain law and order in the region.

“New wars” as a theoretical framework to understand the Kashmir conflict

A useful theoretical framework, which can be used to understand the situation in Kashmir is the
“New War” thesis put forward by Professor Mary Kaldor.7 This theory although formulated in an
East European context, most certainly has considerable explanatory power and travels far and
wide and can be used to understand conflicts in contemporary Asia.8 Kaldor argues that “New
Wars” are basically post-cold war conflicts, which differ in nature from the classical definition
of warfare. Some features of these new conflicts include human rights abuses, the presence of
the paramilitary, the participation of the diaspora, pronounced identity politics and that these con-
flicts take place in a context of criminality, corruption and administrative failure. Kaldor also
argues that in these conflicts it is difficult to make a distinction between the global and the
local, the internal and the external and the political and the non-political and she argues that
these wars need to be understood within the broader context of globalisation. There are of
course many more features of the “New War” thesis, but the ones mentioned above very easily
apply to the Kashmir conflict.

It should be mentioned that although the Kashmir conflict is not a post-1990s conflict, which
is the first feature of the “New War” thesis, it is “new” in the sense that levels of violence have
escalated more than ever from the 1990s and the conflict has gone on to increasingly acquire
“New War” features.9 Strictly speaking, no war can be called a post-1990s conflict since there
will always be long-term factors along with the short-term factors or triggers that cause the con-
flict and the roots of long-term factors of so-called “post-1990s conflicts” (or post Cold War con-
flicts) can always be traced back to much earlier/pre-cold war times. Thus, Kashmir can be treated
as a “New War,” in the sense that the levels of violence have increased since the 1990s. “From
January, 1990, the turmoil in Kashmir affected domestic politics in both the countries and the
relationship between them was gravely affected.”10

Furthermore, the conflict in Kashmir has increasingly gone onto to acquire “New War” fea-
tures. For instance, Kaldor talks about the participation of the diaspora and pronounced identity
politics in these wars. The Jammu Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) is a group based in Birming-
ham in the UK which supports the Kashmir secessionist movement. The support could be in the
form of financial support to the insurgents or actually participating in the insurgency. The conflict
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thus gets support from the British Kashmiri diasporic community. This is because of their collec-
tive sense of Islamic identity or the ummah, which means the worldwide Muslim community,
which many British born Kashmiri Muslims feel strongly about. The Indian government,
which is predominantly Hindu, is seen as an aggressor and the government’s repressive measures
in the region have angered Muslims abroad, who feel very sympathetically towards Kashmiris,
most of whom are Muslim.

Some Muslims living abroad, such as the JKLF in Birmingham, UK, have responded to the
situation by supporting the struggle against the Indian government whose policies are seen as
oppressive. This is because of their collective sense of Islamic identity. The ummah is like a
big Muslim family, where everybody is everybody’s brother and sister and thus if India hurts
Kashmiri Muslims, British born Kashmiri Muslims will retaliate and respond to that. It then
becomes the religious duty of Muslims the world over to engage in jihad or Holy War and to
fight on behalf of the Muslim community that is being attacked.11 Thus pronounced identity poli-
tics is seen in these conflicts and participation of the diaspora. Foremost among those who have
embarked on liberating Indian Kashmir from the Delhi Government includes groups like Al
Qaida, Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Jamat-i-Islami.12 It is well known that some of these groups
are transnational groups and the members tend to be from different ethnic and racial backgrounds
and from different countries from all over the Muslim world.

Human rights abuses is another feature that Kaldor talks about, and is also something that we
find in the Kashmir conflict. For instance, the Armed Forces Special Powers Act is an undemo-
cratic/draconian law, which applies to India’s disputed borderland regions. This act has given
security personnel extraordinary powers to deal with the conflict in the region. Military personnel
can shoot local Kashmiri people based on their suspicion. “International human rights organis-
ations, as well as several Indian civil rights groups have documented in detail the atrocities com-
mitted on the people of Kashmir by both Indian security forces and militant groups.”13 The
security personnel stationed in Kashmir have caused absolute mayhem in the region, many of
whom are frustrated individuals and have no understanding of the region’s local culture.

Travelling from Srinagar airport to the Dal Lake region, which is the centre of the city and the
part of the city meant for tourists, it is unpleasant to see the large number of security forces sta-
tioned in the region.14 One cannot leave hotels after nine in the evening fearing that these security
forces would stop tourists to question them. They patrol the streets with guns.15 If one talks to the
locals, it becomes very clear that the military personnel have been causing much of the violence in
the region rather than maintaining law and order.16 Kaldor talks about the presence of the para-
military forces in “New Wars.” In this connection, mention maybe made of the Border Security
Force (BSF) and the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) in Kashmir. It could be argued that the
presence of the military/paramilitary relates very strongly to human rights violations, since it is
the security personnel that cause much of the problem in present-day Kashmir.

Thus, the four features of Kaldor’s thesis fit in very well with the Kashmir conflict, namely,
participation of the diaspora and pronounced identity politics and these two points are very
closely related. Other features of the “New War” thesis, which we find in Kashmir, include the
presence of the paramilitary forces and human rights abuses, and these two points are also
very closely related to one another, since much of the human rights violations are caused by
the paramilitary. But, there are also other features of the “New War” thesis which we find in
the Kashmir conflict. For instance, Kaldor argues that “NewWars” happen in a situation of crimi-
nality, corruption and administrative failure, which is very much the case in the Kashmir region.
For instance, with regard to corruption, it is worth mentioning that elections have been period-
ically rigged and voters have been harassed during elections in recent times since 1947. The
strong secessionist movement in the region hints at India’s administrative failure to govern the
state.
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Another “New War” feature, which applies to the region, is that it has become increasingly
difficult to make a distinction between local actors and transnational players in contemporary con-
flicts. Although the Kashmir conflict seems local and an ongoing problem within the national
boundaries of India, there are external actors involved in the conflict such as Islamist groups
from neighbouring Pakistan and Afghanistan. Thus, the “New War” thesis is a useful argument
to understand the Kashmir conflict.

The external dimension of the conflict and the four Kashmir/Indo-Pak wars

The first Kashmir war took place in 1947–1948. After the partition of India, the princely states of
the subcontinent had the choice of acceding to either India or Pakistan based on demographics and
geography. Kashmir was in a slightly complicated situation because it had a Muslim majority
population, but was ruled by a Hindu king at that time, Maharaja Hari Singh. The state
enjoyed better geographical, economic and demographic links with Pakistan. Seventy-seven
per cent of the state’s 4,021,616 people were Muslim. The then King, Hari Singh, was a
Hindu, and he would have faced a future fraught with uncertainty in a Muslim majority Paki-
stan.17 After partition, Hari Singh could not make up his mind on the issue of accession. He
was vacillating on the question of accession and could not decide whether or not he should
accede to India or to Pakistan. A rebellion broke out at this time in Poonch, which is a district
in south western Kashmir, and the Pakistani side saw this rebellion as an indication that the
local people of Kashmir were dissatisfied with the present government of Hari Singh. Pakistan
at this time sent in men to help the insurgents and this complicated the situation. Hari Singh
panicked and immediately asked for military assistance from Nehru, the then ruler of India.
Nehru agreed to help on the condition that he would first have to accede to the Indian side.

Finally, Kashmir acceded to India, based on the understanding that there would be a plebiscite
in future. The complex emergency situation at that time did not allow the people to be involved in
the whole process which is why there was meant to be a plebiscite at a later date, which never
really took place. The Indian side argued that for a fair plebiscite to take place, Pakistan would
first need to withdraw its soldiers from the region, particularly from the Poonch area. India
also resisted the plebiscite because it was meant to be supervised by the United Nations (UN),
which some would argue is an extension of American power. During this time, the cold war
was going on and Pakistan was aligned with the West/America and India was non-aligned.
India felt that a plebiscite supervised by America/the UN would thus never be just or fair,
since it would favour Pakistan.

The second Kashmir war also relates to Indo-Pak hostility. This war took place from 1965 to
1966. This was a time when Pakistan launched Operation Gibraltar, an attack on India over
Kashmir. Pakistan perceived India as weak militarily in the mid-1960s because in 1962 India
had just been defeated by China in the Sino-Indian war. Pakistan, under General Ayub Khan,
saw this as a golden opportunity to attack India and free Kashmir from Indian authorities.
First, he carried out an attack in the Rann of Kutch region in Gujarat, to test if India would
respond or not to the attack. With the region in Gujarat being a barren wasteland, India did not
respond. This inaction from the Indian side gave Pakistan the impression that India was exhausted
militarily, and thus the time was just right to launch an attack and strategic thinkers in Pakistan
concluded that it was a good time to capture Kashmir. The Pakistan Army thus made an
attempt to invade India and snatch Kashmir away, but the attempt failed. An agreement was
signed between the two warring parties at Tashkent and the Kashmir conflict remained
dormant for a while.

The third Kashmir/Indo-Pak war is slightly more complicated. The third war, which took
place in the year 1971, relates very strongly to the Bangladesh liberation war. From 1947 to

48 K. Mukherjee

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l D
ef

en
ce

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 -

 I
sl

am
ab

ad
] 

at
 2

1:
17

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



1971, Pakistan consisted of West Pakistan as well as East Pakistan. West Pakistan is contemporary
Pakistan and former East Pakistan is present-day Bangladesh. Bangladeshis or former East Pakis-
tanis found west Pakistani rule in their part of the country very oppressive. Bengalis from Ban-
gladesh or former East Pakistan were under-represented in political and military circles and this
was a cause of discontentment and tremendous dissatisfaction. The people of former East Pakistan
were also unhappy with the economic discrimination that they had been subjected to. The impo-
sition of Urdu as the national language in former East Pakistan also caused turmoil in the form of
language riots, since Bengali was the preferred language. Former East Pakistanis rose against
these colonial policies taken by West Pakistan and this paved the way for the liberation war,
which finally took place in 1971. The then general in Pakistan was Yayha Khan, whose repressive
measures in former East Pakistan led to such outcry that the leaders of former East Pakistan gal-
vanised the people into action to free themselves fromWest Pakistan’s oppressive rule. Because of
Khan’s repressive measures, many from former East Pakistan fled to neighbouring India and this
put pressure on India’s economy and also unsettled India’s demographic balance. Indian strategic
thinkers at that time thought it would be better to intervene in the conflict than to accommodate
this huge influx of people from former East Pakistan. India thus helped Bengalis from former East
Pakistan or Bangladesh to win their war of independence. This also freed India from having to
fight on two fronts when it went to war with Pakistan. Most of the fighting during this war
took place in former East Pakistan and had little to do with the actual Kashmir region.

The fourth Kashmir war took place in the year 1999, when Pakistani soldiers tried to infiltrate
Indian Territory by crossing the Line of Control (LOC). The main centre of war was Kargil, so the
fourth war is also called the Kargil War. Sumit Ganguly offers an excellent explanation as to why
the four wars took place between India and Pakistan, which he calls “windows of opportunity.”18

The argument that Professor Ganguly puts forward is that on each occasion when the wars were
fought, one of the parties saw an opportunity to undermine the other, thinking that they would be
successful in capturing Kashmir, since the enemy was perceived as vulnerable and weak. Thus an
attempt was made to capture Kashmir, because of this perceived weakness of the enemy across the
border. For instance, Pakistan saw an opportunity in the years 1947/1948 and 1965/1966, and thus
Pakistan started the war, thinking India to be weak.

India saw a golden opportunity to undermine Pakistan in the year 1971 and so India started the
war. In the years 1947/1948, Pakistan perceived India as vulnerable and tried to exploit the tribal rebel-
lion which broke out in Poonch and tried to make use of this golden opportunity to capture Kashmir
and wrest it from Indian authorities. Again, in 1965/66, Pakistan perceived India as weak since it had
just been defeated by China in the Sino-Indian war in 1962 and tried to use this opportunity to free
Kashmir from India. Similarly, in 1971, India saw an opportunity to undermine Pakistan since it was
facing internal turmoil especially in its eastern front. India used the 1971 incident to strengthen its hold
over Kashmir since it believed Pakistan was in a situation of internal turmoil.

The internal dimension of the conflict and the current situation

It is true that the Kashmir conflict has indeed a lot to do with Indo-Pak relations/Indo-Pak hosti-
lity, and thus, has had a strong external dimension. With time, this external dimension has mel-
lowed down, and Indo-Pak relations are not as tensed as they were in the earlier decades.
However, there are strong internal factors which have added fuel to the existing fire. It could
be argued that when one looks at the current state of affairs, the inter-state side of the conflict
or the external dimension of the conflict is not as pronounced as it was before, but the conflict
has still been going on due to several domestic issues. Let us now take this up for discussion.
The basic issue between the government of India and Kashmir during the time of partition was
over autonomy.
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According to Article 370 of the Indian constitution, just after independence in 1947, Kashmir
was supposed to be given special status. Leading Indian defence expert, Kanti Bajpai, argues that
the central Indian government was to have rights over Kashmir in only three areas and three areas
alone, which were defence, external relations and communications.19 In all other matters,
Kashmir was to be independent and was free to make its own decisions. However, with the
passage of time, we see how Indian authorities bullied Kashmiri’s into accepting Indian authority.
The so-called “special status” was not respected. In other words, India did not keep her promises.

The symbols of this special status were abolished with the passage of time. Gradually, the state
of Kashmir became like all the other Indian states which were inherited from British India. The
position of the Kashmiri prime minister was changed to chief minister and the sadr-i-riyasat
became the governor like all the other Indian states. These were clear signs to the local people
that Kashmir’s special status was being subverted and that it was gradually being forcefully inte-
grated into mainstream India/India proper. The most recalcitrant political force in the region since
1947 had been the National Conference Party, which had raised its head in rebellion on many
occasions against Indian authorities. The main leader of the party was a man called Sheikh Abdul-
lah. When the Indian establishment realised that it could not suppress Abdullah and his party, it
decided to control the party by collaborating with the National Conference and this paved the way
for the Congress-Conference Alliance, which won the state elections in the 1980s. Although the
Congress-Conference Alliance apparently won, there was a lot of violence because people argued
that the elections were not fair and had been rigged.

For the past few decades, not only have elections been rigged, but voters have been harassed
periodically. Force, intimidation and “might is right” seems to be the policy that India has fol-
lowed consistently with regard to Kashmir since independence. Indian high-handedness in
Kashmir has been condemned by human rights groups in India and abroad. Whenever people
have risen against India’s undemocratic ways in the region, India has responded with repression
to suppress movements associated with azadi, which means independence.

Today, the situation is still quite uncertain and unpredictable. When one travels from Srinagar
airport to the city centre, one can very easily see how heavily militarised the region is.20 This is
clearly an occupied region. The Unrepresented Nations and people’s Organisation, which is an
international democratic institution based in The Hague, Netherlands, providing minority com-
munities with a platform to voice their grievances and concerns, lists Kashmiri’s as one such
nation, which has no representation whatsoever in political circles.21

The military personnel stationed in Kashmir are from mainstream India and they form the BSF
and the CRPF. Since they are from the Indian heartland, which is far away from the Kashmir
region, they have names which are very different from those of local Kashmiris, they speak
languages, which are different from the languages spoken by local Kashmiris and finally, racially
and ethnically they look very different from indigenous Kashmiris. They have no understanding
of the local culture. Neither do they have much regard for the religious sentiments of the local
people. To an outsider, the military occupation of Kashmir by the Indian Army and other parami-
litary forces would remind him/her of the external intervention that we see in Afghanistan, where
western troops have been stationed. Just as the American troops differ hugely from the local
Afghan people, the men from the Indian Army stationed in Kashmir also differ hugely from
the indigenous people in every way.22

Whilst Indo-Pak relations or the external side to the conflict has somewhat calmed down, the
internal dimension still seems to be boiling and becoming very complicated, precisely because of
the strong presence of the security personnel. The security personnel who are supposed to manage
law and order in Kashmir are actually the ones who are causing much of the problem. Locals will
speak very openly about the physical torture and verbal abuse that they have been subjected to by
these soldiers/troops. For instance, rape cases committed by the Indian Army and other

50 K. Mukherjee

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l D
ef

en
ce

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 -

 I
sl

am
ab

ad
] 

at
 2

1:
17

 2
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



paramilitary forces are very common. The Armed Forces Special Powers Act gives these security
forces extraordinary powers, which they often abuse. The lack of respect from the side of the
Indian military for the locals, gives the local people the impression that they are not really
seen as Indian by people from mainstream India or India proper, which is where the armed
forces come from. At best they are seen as the Indian “other.” This “othering” of Kashmiris
and treating them as subhuman has only served to widen the gap between Kashmir and main-
stream India/India proper. This could potentially strengthen the secessionist movement, which
could lead to further complications in future, with negative implications for India’s regional
security.

It is still quite difficult to make an assessment of the separatist forces in Kashmir and to what
extent they constitute a threat to India and India’s security. There seems to be a mixture of views/
responses with regard to the question as to whether or not Kashmiri’s want to be a part of India
proper. The first person spoken to was an elderly man by the name of Abdul, who was the owner
of a shop that sold beautiful handicraft items, particularly wooden items. This gentleman said very
openly that he wanted azadi, which is the South Asian word for independence, and that he did not
want to be a part of India or, for that matter, any other country.23 By “other country,” it is assumed
that he was referring to neighbouring Pakistan. Although he mentioned that he wanted indepen-
dence, he sounded very anti-India and pro-Pakistan. He mentioned that the Indian police force and
military/paramilitary saw Kashmiris as militants who were involved in numerous acts of mili-
tancy. He added that although he wanted his own country, people from other countries would
always be welcome to visit.24

The second interview was with a man by the name of Nazir, who was the owner of a house-
boat. He mentioned that the CRPF were always very suspicious of Kashmiris and that even when
they would “piss” outside the security forces would stick a gun behind them.25 He did acknowl-
edge though that the situation had got a lot better especially when compared with earlier times. He
mentioned that earlier, the entire Dal Lake part of Srinagar, which is the better part of the city, was
heavily militarised but now the number of military personnel and troops had been reduced and
that this reduction in the number of troops had a positive impact on the tourism industry. The
tourism industry saw better business in recent times because of the reduced number of military
personnel, often called jawans.

The third interview was with a hotel manager who mentioned that the situation in Kashmir
had not only improved but also western advisory committees had taken Kashmir off their list
of conflict zones, and thus travellers from the western world had nothing to worry about if
they wanted to visit Kashmir.26 According to the hotel manager, this symbolised that things
were getting better. The fourth person spoken to was a middle-aged man by the name of Naz,
who was not happy with the current state of affairs. He was in favour of azadi and wanted
Kashmir to be left alone.27 He mentioned that Srinagar had an international airport and that
flights from outside India should directly come to Kashmir and not through New Delhi. By
landing in Delhi, tourists land up spending more money there when the same could easily
have been spent in Srinagar and this would in turn help the Kashmiri economy.28 He mentioned
that the central government of India did nothing to strengthen the infrastructure of the state and
this forced many Kashmiris to set up businesses (especially the handicraft businesses) elsewhere
in India, particularly in India proper where there was better infrastructure. The central govern-
ment, in his opinion, was very exploitative and only interested in extracting resources from
Kashmir to suit the needs of the people living in India proper.29

In other words, the needs and interests of Kashmiris were made subservient to the needs of the
people living in the heartland region of India. The fourth interviewee also mentioned that the BSF
and the CRPF would not let the local people speak to the press/media.30 However, he did end on a
slightly more positive note saying that the situation is likely to change because of the efforts of the
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younger generation and also because of the use of the Internet. For instance, a lot of young people
are increasingly using Facebook to reveal the true story with regard to the current situation in
Kashmir.

The fifth interviewee was a student, who was very keen to tell the author about the injustices
and the repressive measures that were being meted out by the Indian military. He spoke about how
the Indian military gang raped local Kashmiri women and how they beat up young men and chil-
dren and sometimes even killed them.31 He spoke to the author about the “Public Safety Act,”
which if it got associated with a Kashmiri individual, then the same individual was not only
put behind bars, but on release, would find it difficult to find employment and his/her future
would be bleak.32 The same person revealed that he had left to Punjab for his B.Tech studies
because his parents feared that if he carried on staying in Kashmir, his future might have been
doomed. Most young Kashmiri men are viewed with suspicion by the Indian Army and parami-
litary forces. He also mentioned that people in Kashmir could not freely text one another and that
the police got brutal if the local people of Kashmir protested against the ongoing injustices.33

The sixth person was a man by the name of Rafi, who owned a handicrafts shop. He told the
author how he had lost his own sister in the year 2006 in the constant killing and police firing.34

He spoke about the trouble and political turmoil that he had witnessed since 1989 and how many
young men and boys had lost their lives. This is very similar to the situation in other parts of
India’s fractured frontier like Manipur, where so many women have lost their husbands,
fathers and brothers, so much so, that they have now formed women’s groups (e.g. Manipur
Women’s Gun Survivors Network) to resist Indian oppression in the region. He mentioned that
it was not just the young Kashmiri men who had lost their lives, but men from the Indian
Army were also being killed.35 He told the author that the people of Kashmir wanted azadi or
freedom. There was also ongoing conflict between the Army and the militants and sometimes
the militants would use the young boys for their own needs. The media had only made things
much worse. However, on a more positive note, he mentioned that the situation had got better
since 2010 and that Kashmir was still better off being a part of India than being a part of Paki-
stan.36 He also mentioned that often people crossed the border and that the border security offi-
cials and the police patrolling the borders were often very corrupt and would allow some people to
cross the border when they paid money and would stop others from crossing. Corruption he said
was also entrenched among the militants and mentioned that both the Indian Army and the mili-
tants made money or tried to make money from the contemporary violence.

Rafimentioned that he had to close his shop on several occasions fearing that something dread-
ful was going to happen. He said that the situation was still quite unpredictable. He also told the
author that although the Indian government was spending money on Kashmir to raise the material
standards of the people and develop the state infrastructure, the money was getting into wrong
hands. Although he had lost his sister in the violence, surprisingly he seemed sympathetic to India.

The last person spoken to was also a local shopkeeper by the name of Syed. Syed mentioned
that people were “irritated” by the fact that there were so many BSF men stationed in Kashmir.37

This gentleman explained that because of the heavy military presence, people could not move
about freely in Kashmir, although the current situation had reached a certain degree of normalcy.38

He mentioned that women in particular could not move about freely from 1989 till the year 2000,
and that this problem still persists particularly in the border regions. The Indian government had
given the BSF power to arrest people on suspicion without warrant.39 However, the situation had
somewhat improved and according to Syed, because of the current normalcy, the tourism industry
had done well, particularly in the year 2012. For a long time, especially in the interiors of
Kashmir, people could not leave their homes after dark because of the constant harassment
made by the BSF.
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Concluding remarks

Thus from the above discussion, it is quite clear that there are still very mixed views from the local
people with regard to India’s policies towards Kashmir, how Kashmir has been treated since 1947
and whether or not they should be a part of India proper. The problem today seems to be primarily
caused by the presence of the military and paramilitary forces and the human rights violations
which have happened as a result of their presence. Human rights violations (based on the data
gathered through the interviews carried out recently by the author) include rape, intimidation,
physical torture, harassment, interrogation and verbal abuse. Although the situation has somewhat
improved, much more needs to be done. It is of course good to hear from the locals that the pres-
ence of the military since 2010 has been reduced. The reduction of the military is absolutely
essential to create a breathing space for Kashmiri people so that they can think and live in
normal and human ways.

The inability of India and Pakistan to resolve the dispute has allowed Kashmiri people to be
subjected to ongoing hardships and sufferings since 1947.40 For instance, people from the region
have been dislocated by the heavily militarised ceasefire line/LOC, which divides most of Jammu
and Kashmir and makes meetings and mourning of the dead impossible for relatives and friends
along this dividing line.41 “They have been traumatised by brutal and often arbitrary heavy
exchanges of small arms and artillery fire across the ceasefire line/LOC.”42 Furthermore, they
have been denied access to traditional, shorter and more convenient trade routes and transport
links.43 With security personnel marching up and down the streets with guns not only creates
an atmosphere of fear, but also infringes on the basic rights of the people.

The presence of the military needs to be further reduced, particularly in places like Srinagar.
This would allow more tourism which would in turn benefit the Kashmiri economy. Having forces
stationed in the border regions is acceptable, but the Army’s heavy presence in places like Srina-
gar seems to further the cause of war and internal conflict rather than that of peace. Thus, further
reduction of the military especially in places like Srinagar would definitely improve the political
situation. This would show the people of Kashmir that the Indian establishment is now beginning
to trust the people and the political atmosphere would automatically become much more relaxed
with demilitarisation. Instead of spending so much money on defence, the Indian government
could spend more money to develop the infrastructure of the state.

The immediate scene in Srinagar is one of poverty and power cuts are very common. “The
backwardness of the state was largely attributed to being entrenched in the clutches of landlordism
for over a century.”44 If the Indian establishment made a genuine effort to develop the state,
people would feel more Indian and more embraced by the people of India proper and this
could potentially weaken the ongoing secessionist movement in the region. Better infrastructure
would improve tourism. This could also prove to be a win-win situation and India could actually
benefit from the Kashmiri tourism industry. Kashmiri people need to feel that they can be trusted
and for this the presence of the military needs to be reduced and for those military personnel, who
are stationed there, need to be more respectful towards the local people. Draconian laws like the
Armed Forces Special Powers Act need to be abolished. Bothering the Kashmiri people will not
only alienate them but demands for secession may also increase. Locals should be allowed to
speak freely to the press and should be more integrated into the decision-making process.
Thus, the need of the hour is more justice and freedom and more democracy and development
for the people of Kashmir.
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