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Jammu & Kashmir in the spotlight

Paulo Casaca

Introduction

A recent constitutional change on the status of Jammu & Kashmir
has occupied prime time on both the United Kingdom’s and Western
media more generally - albeit not always in a balanced and informed
way. | present here my perspective on the issue based on the main

actors’ own views as well as my personal experience on the ground.

1. The Indian perspective

In India, the sudden Constitutional change regarding the statute of
Jammu & Kashmir announced last week was indeed a major
development. The change had been defended by Delhi’s current
authorities for some time and it was at the centre of the ruling party’s
electoral programme during the recent national elections. In that

sense it cannot be classified as a total surprise.

Notwithstanding, it was swiftly completed through a Presidential
decree, preceded by a widely announced security operation in the
State - involving the cancelling of religious pilgrimages, invitations
for tourists to leave, a reinforcement of security, and a curfew

including wide restrictions on telecommunications.

These elements indeed created a ‘dramatic’ atmosphere. The debate
in the Parliament’s lower house was rowdy and emotional - and this
was especially impressive for a Western public opinion accustomed
to comparatively quite dull parliamentary debates. In my ten years
of European Parliament’s membership (and shorter stays in
Portuguese national parliament) | never saw anything comparable to
what | witnessed in a single visit to either the Indian Upper house or
Taiwan’s lower house — visits undertaken when no major

constitutional changes were at stake.
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The constitutional move indeed triggered a passionate discussion by constitutionalists and still might
be referred to the highest Indian constitutional authorities, as it affects the country’s political map

through a complex set of legal interplays. Such issues have always raised high passions in the country.

Regardless of drama, it does mark a swift change in policy direction. British India, a vast subcontinent
— demographically the largest geographical entity in the World — was simultaneously blended (there
were almost 600 princely states in the British India of 1947) and partitioned on the basis of various

logics in a tormented process whose consequences are yet to be fully dealt with decades later.

Among these arrangements, that with the most tragic consequences involved the supposed uniqueness
of Islamic faith - which justified the reorganisation of the country based on religious beliefs by
majority populations and which was linked to tremendous waves of ethnic cleansing and ultimately
fully-fledged genocides, ultimately leading to endless suffering.

The former princely state of Jammu & Kashmir witnessed these consequences most tragically. Its
demographic centre laid in Kashmir - more specifically on its valley — yet also comprised beyond
Jammu a vast array of territories with great ethnic and religious diversity, now mostly organised as

‘Gilgit and Baltistan’ under Pakistani administration and Ladakh, mostly under Indian administration.

Attacked by Pakistani proxy militias, the State’s ruler asked for its incorporation into India, resulting
in a stalemate which was further complicated by the unilateral concession of some of the territory

under the control of Pakistan to China.

On the Indian side, at the request of the former prince, a special degree of autonomy was inscribed in
the Indian Constitution under the heading of ‘Temporary provisions with respect to the State of
Jammu and Kashmir’. This arrangement was supposed to bridge the gap between those who saw

themselves as Kashmiris rather than Indians and the interests of Indian national unity.

Whereas the Congress Party — the party which ruled the country most of the time since independence
— and the majority of the State’s previous rulers considered the arrangement crucial, Prime-minister

Modi’s BJP consider it impossible to sustain and see it as more of a problem than a solution.

2. Pakistan’s perspective

Pakistan’s reaction was as dramatic as we could possibly imagine. The Pakistani Army chief said that

his troops are prepared to "go to any extent" to help Kashmiris. Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan
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predicted a new Pulwama (location of Jaish-e-Mohammad attack in 2019 on Indian Kashmir); and

Mullah Masood Azhar, chief of the said Jihadi group blacklisted by the United Nations for having

masterminded the above mentioned attack further explained that ‘Now it’s the time that Kashmiris

need to come out with unity so that the enemy will beg for peace and negotiations.’

From typical diplomatic moves to those most theatrical — a train was abandoned by its Pakistan crew
at Wagah border — the uproar of anger found its way through to the international press, which for the
most part blamed the Indian Constitutional amendment for the happenings.

But does this claim make any sense? Whereas the Indian side followed the request by the former
princely ruler to provide the state a special statute that allowed a high level of autonomy to Jammu &
Kashmir, none of this was undertaken from the Pakistani side, wherein the region was kept under

strict control of its central authorities.

Only recently were the people of Azad Jammu & Kashmir and Gilgit Baltistan — comprising the
former principality under Pakistan’s administration — authorised to have regional representation (first

elections date from November 2009) but its powers to this day are strictly under the central

supervision of Pakistan’s authorities.

Furthermore, Pakistan has systematically and vehemently opposed elections in Indian Jammu &
Kashmir State that it now claims to defend. On the occasion of the last such elections, it launched the

first ever long-range shelling campaign. Its jihadi outfits such as Hizbul Mujahideen or Lashkar-e-

Taiba (LeT) — renamed Tehreek-e- Azadi-e Kashmir (TAJK) — tried to terrorise people not to vote.

Pakistan showed a long-term opposition to any sort of Constitutional autonomy for Jammu &
Kashmir, whether under its own or under India’s control. Why then should international public
opinion ever take seriously the claim of outrage by Pakistani leaders before the declaration by Indian

authorities on August the fifth to end the State’s special statute?

It is simply a gross misrepresentation of reality, and one which is especially unacceptable when
coming from a former colonial power - which seems completely un-repented and further ready to

persist on propagating the same blunders ultimately responsible for the situation we are witnessing.

3. The quest for autonomy, independence or Jihad?
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If one compares snapshots of the Indian Jammu & Kashmir a quarter of century ago — a United
Nations High Commission for Refugees report of 1995 is a good basis — and now, as seen by a press

article from February, the striking difference is that we are no longer seeing a quest for autonomy or

independence but a straightforward call for Jihad.

I said so in my earlier writings on the issue when I concluded that ‘the tragedy in Jammu & Kashmir

will continue unless we confront jihadism in whatever theological configuration, geopolitical

scenario or _instrumental form it assumes’, a conclusion matured on the basis of readings and

discussions and most fundamentally by travelling through both Iraq and Kashmir.

| understood at the time that the institutional architecture in place in Jammu & Kashmir under Indian
administration is fully inadequate for combatting Jihadism — indeed, perversely, by narrowing the
role of the state to the security sphere alone, it actually fuels it. Therefore, I think that a radical change

to the present institutional framework is a necessary condition, although not a sufficient one.

A lot more is obviously necessary, but rather than lecturing Indian authorities | think we should start
by lecturing Western political actors on the things they persistently fail to see- even though the facts

are obviously splashed in front of their eyes.

The Jihad in Kashmir is not of a different nature to the ones we saw in Afghanistan, Gaza or Yemen,
or the competing ones unfolded in Irag and Syria - and there is no objective reason for anyone to

believe that its results will be different.

What emboldened the Pakistani authorities into openly threat an intensification of terrorism in
Kashmir has nothing to do with whatever Indian constitutional debate but only with the Pakistani
perception of victory by the Taliban in Afghanistan given by Western leaders’ moves: if the strategy

of terrorism by proxies worked in Afghanistan, it certainly will work just as well in Kashmir!

The fight against modern Jihadism is a long-term game that no Western leader may dream of winning
on the basis of any expectation of good results in coming elections. Democratic leaders need to
understand that they are facing a complex fight against an evil ideology espoused by a number of
geopolitical rivals. The main danger now lies in the appeasement socio-psychosis that blinds actors

to facts and frames their reasoning in wishful thinking fantasies.
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