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I The Problem and Its Relevance
Scholars have rarely addressed the historical 
connections and linkages that brought Kashmir and 
the trans-Himalayan region (Ladakh, Tibet and trans-
Karakoram) into the ambit of a wider economy and 
cosmopolitan interaction operating along the Silk 
Route in the past, nor have they studied their impact 
on Kashmir’s complex history and culture. In fact, 
Kashmir represents a case of what Indrani Chatterjee 
(2018) describes elsewhere as “connections unread” 
or “reproducing disconnection”.1 Both academic 
and popular narratives on Kashmir are frequently 
informed by a sense of geographical determinism that 
underlines writings focused on earlier periods of its 
history (Kia 2020). These writings are often structured 

around a few signifiers and dates that reproduce the 
Kashmiri political present as a continuation of a past 
history of occupation that began with the Mughal 
takeover of the region in 1586. However, these 
writings are inattentive to the fact that the relationship 
between a “people” and a “place” may not only be 
dynamic, but even prior to that, our conceptions of 
a “people” and a “place” need to be historicized. In 
these narratives, the binary of “insider” - “outsider” 
is strongly reinforced, with the “insider” professing 
a strong sense of belonging and “attachment to his 
homeland”, while the outsider/s represent those who 
“did not belong to the land, nor were they one of its 
peoples”, emphasising the “regional consciousness” 
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and “patriotism” of the Kashmiri people in the longue 
durée,2 a notion that informs and legitimises the 
“national” in contemporary Kashmir. Such narratives 
offer an already constituted Kashmir reaching back 
to a remote past while reifying presentist distinctions 
that may be historically unjustifiable (Kia 2020: 7).
 Historically speaking, from the 15th century 
onwards, the “Kashmir region”3 emerged as a space of 
interconnectedness that shaped a vibrant network of 
routes both along its eastern and the western flanks. 
On the north-eastern side, Kashmir was connected 
to Yarkand, Kasghar, Leh, trans-Karakoram and 
Lhasa. etc., and through these grids and nodes to the 
Silk Road, ensuring that the economy of the region, 
particularly the shawl economy, was supported and 
sustained (Maskiell 2002). Concomitantly over this 
period, we also witness a process of Islamisation in the 
Kashmir Valley. This involved a movement of people, 
particularly Sufi travellers and traders from the 
West Asian region into Kashmir, providing a crucial 
impetus to the expansion of Islam in the region, while 
further integrating it into a wider economic sphere 
(Khan 1986).
 The significance of this ‘connected history’4 in 
shaping Kashmir’s complex past and its impact on its 
political present should not be easily ignored. Despite 
the difficult terrain through which these connections 
and networks operated, the history of Kashmir 
may be better informed as a history of movement 
and migration. Instead, scholars and policy makers 
continue to approach Kashmir from a “presentist” 
perspective and have often ended up reinforcing 

certain familiar and dominant narratives associated 
with the region. 

1. Kashmir: An Urgent Issue for 
Policymakers

Being a conflict zone, Kashmir remains an urgent 
issue of attention for policymakers. Whether 
working for the Indian government or the non-
governmental sector, they have spent considerable 
resources and have penned various reports in the 
past to make sense of this prevalent conflict with 
the aim towards resolving it. However, policymakers 
have often been myopic in their approach and 
have proceeded with short-term objectives, hoping 
to find some quick solutions. As a result of this 
reductive approach, their understanding of the 
complex social and political dynamics of the region 
remains quite hampered, with little self-reflexivity in 
evidence. Unless policy makers approach Kashmir 
with a more open mind, taking cognisance of its 
connected and complex histories of the past, any 
real progress towards resolving the conflict remains  
distant. 

II Current State of Policy
The current state of policy is dominated by a very 
narrow lens that usually perceives Kashmir as a 
law-and-order problem and, primarily as a security 
issue. The Indian government policy on Kashmir 
has, through the decades, maintained this familiar 

 2 Chitralekha Zutshi (2004: 28-46, 138), for example,admits the case of old Kashmiri regional patriotism which she 
claims even sketched the contours of a Kashmiri homeland: Mulk-i-Kashmir, which had to be rescued from the oppressive rule 
of “outsiders”.Zutshi and Ahmad (2017) offer common examples of such academic and popular writings that subscribe to these 
notions. 
 3 Regions, as Bernard Cohn tells us, are not absolutes and they are difficult if not impossible to define by objective criteria. 
Where one stands and for what purpose one is observing or studying will determine the unit one is studying. For more on this, 
see his essay, “Regions, Subjective and Objective: Their Relationship to the Study of Modern Indian History and Society” (1987). 
Going by such an ‘objective’criterion, Kashmir may be categorized as a route region. In these areas, which in effect connect the 
perennial or nuclear regions, there is no persistent political tradition, and they tend to be socially and culturally a mosaic. In these 
regions, states rose and fell; at times they were ‘independent’ and at other times appendices to states established in the nuclear 
regions (Cohn 1987: 109). 
 4 On the idea of connected histories see particularly, Subrahmanyam (1997), Potter and Saha (2015).
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approach, with the aim of controlling the region 
through a bureaucratic and security apparatus, which 
has ignored or disregarded voices that ought to be 
otherwise heard. 
 As mentioned previously, such approaches that 
privilege “security” over other concerns have often 
informed and influenced academic and scholarly work 
on Kashmir (for example, Warikoo 2020). Indeed, 
there is a plethora of such writings that continue to 
be churned out with a monotonous regularity. The 
best that these writings offer is in their critique of 
political institutions and political processes, claiming 
that if they are democratised, the “Kashmir problem” 
will be overcome (for example, Puri 1993). Usually 
emanating from political scientists and conflict studies 
experts, such studies are often used by policymakers 
to label “non-state violence” as “dangerous and 
immoral”, while implicitly investing state violence 
with sanctity. 
 As the political scientist Sanjib Baruah 
acknowledges, this may in part be ascribed to the 
fact that the discipline of political science has until 
recently been quite state-centered. Baruah admits 
that nation building, which he terms as a key word 
in the vocabulary of those studying politics in the 
developing countries, does certainly reflect this bias 
(Baruah 1999: 1). The bias is particularly manifest 
in the use of categories like insurgency, crisis, violent 
separatism or jihad to define the politics of conflict 
in Kashmir. These categories not only come across as 
reductive but also leave little scope for understanding 
Kashmir through other perspectives.

1. Criteria and Sources for Evaluating 
the Problem

The writings and approaches discussed above 
often ignore the agency people possess as historical 
subjects. In other words, a people are also anchored 
in the past in terms of their past experiences, their 
historical memory and their perception of themselves 
as a historical community. Collectively these various 
modes of life shape a people’s imagination of their 
future, as well as their present disposition and 
outlook. 

 Policy makers have tended to disregard this 
consciousness and instead have engaged Kashmir 
through a particular trope and particular signifiers, 
while attempting to apply quick fixes to the problem. 
They have neglected the connected histories of 
Kashmir which, as emphasised above, may have a 
bearing on the political imaginary of the Kashmiri 
people and thus need to be given their due value. 
Yet even when such accounts have been written 
(Levi 2015; Fewkes 2009), the Kashmir part of the 
“connected history” has been invisibilized or has 
not yet been brought into proper focus, ignoring its 
implications for the Kashmiri political present. 
 There are many reasons why such histories 
continue to be forsaken or are less written about. 
Part of it could be ascribed to the fact that the 
contemporary political situation in Kashmir and 
what it entails has taken precedence over something 
that is more historical. A vast amount of literature 
and writings produced on Kashmir, focused on the 
current political scenario in the region, are a testimony 
to this fact. Also, in such situations as reflected in 
the Kashmir region, the past is often a terrain of 
contestation, a terrain where polemic often gains 
ground over professional scholarship that is expected 
to be more rigorous in method and approach. One 
rarely encounters writings on Kashmir that are less 
motivated by political affiliations and more by the 
desire to know and appreciate the place and its people 
along with its attendant complexities. 
 Apart from these problems, any sources for 
writing more rigorous and academic accounts and 
histories of Kashmir are not easily available. Access 
to papers in government archives is quite limited, 
making it difficult to conduct research on Kashmir. 
The situation is further complicated by the fact 
that there are barely any catalogues or any trained 
staff available to make sense of the vast amount 
of material lying in the dilapidated Srinagar State 
Archives building and other such places where 
records are supposedly preserved. In general, 
the tradition of record keeping especially in the 
institutional sense of it is not very strong in Kashmir. 
In fact the government has made no efforts to 
preserve existing records and data. The 2014 floods 
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in Kashmir have made matters even worse. Official 
departments and various agencies and libraries 
claim that a vast corpus of more recent data and 
other pertinent records have been completely lost to 
the floods (Jaleel 2014; Shah 2014; Akhzer2015). 
While oral histories may have provided a useful way 
forward, such practices, unlike in places like South 
Africa, have not been institutionalised either and 
serve at best to write popular histories of Kashmir 
(for example, Muhammad 2012). All of this has 
further hampered any scope for producing useful 
scholarship on Kashmir. 

III Findings
My research on Kashmir, on the other hand, focuses 
on connected histories. I use the term “connected 
histories” to emphasise circulations, exchanges 
and interactions that linked Kashmir with other 
geographies and regions through the movement 
of both the tangible and the intangible — people, 
goods, technologies, institutions and beliefs. Such 
an approach would possibly explain some of the 
discrepancies that become evident regarding the 
political imagination in twentieth century Kashmir. 
 From my fieldwork experience in Kashmir 
and from the vantage point of a Kashmiri researcher 
based locally, I can recognise some of the apparent 
discrepancies that inform the “political” in Kashmir. 
A “political” that seems to unite around an anti-
India sentiment is otherwise rather fragmented and 
fractured and, therefore, unable to easily conceive the 
contours of a future Kashmir state, despite a visibly 
strong aazadi sentiment prevalent in the region. 
It appears that the sentiment has not been able to 
concretise itself enough even at the ideational level 
as a blueprint. While “external factors” may have 
debilitated such prospects, the imagination of a 
future state representing the political sentiments of 
Kashmiris should have been rather easily conceived. 
Kashmir, in that sense, appears to offer a case of 
what may be described as “insufficient nationalist 
imagination”.
 To provide a perspective: scholars sometimes 
remark that “Pakistan’s post-colonial instability 

is grounded in the ‘insufficiency’ of its nationalist 
imagination” (Jalal 2015; see also, Dhulipala 
2011). In Kashmir, the “insufficiency” appears in 
terms of imagining the “nation form” as a political 
arrangement. However, such an assertion may seem 
inconsistent with certain aspects of Kashmir’s history, 
as it is reductively understood and written about. 
The usual “fact” around Kashmir’s history, narrated 
by various scholars and popular writers (see, Akbar 
1991; Khan 1983; Zutshi 2004) and borrowed 
by policymakers, is of a durable regional identity 
grounded in secular traditions of many centuries 
that has prevailed over the religious consciousness of 
its various communities. Even a seasoned historian 
like Chitralekha Zutshi claims that the Kashmiri 
community has, since the eighteenth century, 
displayed a well-developed regional identity or 
regional patriotism, a deep sense of belonging to 
the homeland of Kashmir, even while remaining 
faithful to their religious identities. And not only 
have these identities not been in conflict, but the 
religious identity has often remained subservient to 
the regional (Zutshi 2004: 250, 324).
 Nevertheless, and to put the argument in 
perspective, it is rather intriguing that a people who 
otherwise display a noticeable anti-India sentiment 
and claim to have a strong sense of regional identity, 
have not been able to adequately mobilise these 
resources in the latter half of the twentieth century 
to visualise an “independent” Kashmiri political 
community whose contours are well-defined. 
 In my estimation, some of this discrepancy 
could be explained through taking recourse to the 
idea of connected histories. Such histories may offer 
us a better understanding of Kashmir’s contemporary 
history and political scenario. Based on my archival 
and fieldwork I am inclined to think that “Kashmiris” 
in the 1940s and later could not easily imagine an 
independent Kashmir state with clearly defined 
territorial boundaries.
 To briefly outline my “research in progress”, 
“land” as a cultural and emotive category (unlike 
as a material category) did not figure sufficiently in 
the collective imagination of Kashmiri Muslims (for 
the particular period that I am looking at, c. 1500 
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onwards) and may not have provided a basis of 
belonging until recently.5 On the other hand, Kashmiri 
Muslims appear to have had a more developed sense 
of routes (than of roots), networks and genealogies 
and their sense of belonging was more tied to sacred 
objects, relics and charismatic individuals who made 
their way into Kashmir to propagate Islam. In turn 
this ought to make us attentive to the question of 
mobility (both physical and symbolic) as a factor in 
providing us useful clues towards making sense of the 
Kashmiri present especially by way of sensibilities that 
“mobility” can impart to a people’s social, political 
and geographical imagination.6

 To provide a little clue, even the folk histories 
of Kashmiris are embedded in, and invariably refer 
to, narratives of migration and movement. In the 
context of Kashmir, it appears that the binaries of 
local/indigenous and the outsider/foreigner have been 
only recently emphasised, or at least these categories, 
historically speaking, were mutating (Sivasundaram 
2013)7 not only in definitional terms but also in 
significational terms. In other words, the meaning and 
significance of certain familiar terms and categories 
that we invoke to make sense of the past may be 
shifting and therefore need to be historicized. Or 
further, certain modern categories and conceptions 
may not have enough purchase to inform us about an 
earlier period in history. 
 To add to this, many Kashmiri Muslim families, 
particularly the so-called caste elites, who have also 
been well-versed in literary practice, have retained, 
and indeed continue to retain, a strong awareness 
of their connection and supposed familial roots to 
places like Bukhara, Andrab, Kashan, Hamadan, 
etc., in the Central Islamic lands, and ultimately to 
the house of the Prophet, illustrated through their 
practice of making genealogies: shajrenasb, and thus 
cannot be easily subsumed into any uncomplicated 

understanding of regional patriotism or regional 
identity. The shajrenasb represents a story of travel and 
mobility. 
 In general, writings on Kashmir’s past often rely 
on modern notions of what is native, what is foreign 
and what “naturally” constitutes difference (Kia 
2020: 9), and therefore, remain inattentive to the 
complexities that have shaped the region’s history and 
culture in the present. Such conceptual framings and 
articulations defined by a geographical essentialism 
produce a linear and standardized narrative of the 
place discounting, in the process, other ways of 
understanding Kashmir’s history that continue to 
remain foreclosed. A more useful approach may 
involve situating Kashmir’s pre-1947 history within 
a wider network of interaction and exchange and as 
part of a broader connected history that factors in 
“mobility” to make sense of this complex history. 

IV Recommendations
In terms of recommendations, I would particularly 
like to draw the attention of concerned authorities 
towards the issue of archives and record keeping 
practices in Kashmir. The archival repositories 
in Kashmir, especially those maintained by the 
government, lack both material infrastructure and 
trained human resources. The records housed in 
these repositories are not only invaluable as sources 
for constructing Kashmir’s past history, but they also 
represent a crucial aspect of Kashmiri heritage. A 
digitisation process was initiated in 2014, but was not 
professionally undertaken, with the result the records 
may well be lost if not preserved henceforth. The state 
should not only ensure that the material is preserved 
and provide requisite training to the available staff 
but also facilitate access to these records. At the same 
time, specialist archivists should be recruited to help 

 5 For more on land, space, place and territory and their significance and relationship to each other, see Kia (2020: 5-8). For 
example, “When space gained meaning so as to register at all, it became a place” (p. 29).
 6 For a sample of these histories of mobility and their remnants around Kashmir see, Akasoy, Burnett and Yoeli-Tlalim 
(2011) and Jest (1995).
 7 Writing in the context of Sri Lanka’s colonial history, Sivasundaram says: “At the heart of this book is the idea that the 
indigenous is a mutating concept that is used for political purchase on all sides” (p. 327).
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catalogue these volumes of records properly and 
professionally (Kanth 2013).
 Kashmir is also in need of a good research centre 
that focuses on the region’s historical relationship 
with the trans-Himalayan region and beyond: the 
connected histories that I talk of above. Research along 
these lines will open Kashmir history in significant 
ways providing perspectives that have hitherto been 
ignored or have remained un-noticed. Presently no 
such centre exists in Kashmir other than the Centre 
of Central Asian Studies (CCAS) based at Kashmir 
University, Srinagar. However, CCAS does not appear 
to facilitate any research around these connected 
histories but offers discrete and contemporary studies 
of various republics and states that make up the 
Central Asian region, employing a conventional area 
studies approach. The Rinchan Shah Centre for West 
Himalayan Studies based at the Islamic University of 
Science and Technology in South Kashmir, is almost 
defunct. 
 Connected histories of Kashmir would also 
mean initiating connections and plugging into 
international research networks on Inner/Central 
Asia. While various institutes and organisations exist 
across Central Asia and in the West, such initiatives 
will only follow once the research centre is set up. 
In short, the research centres should be the initial 
priority. However, to facilitate any such centre and 
the associated aspects connected with it would 
require capital resources being made available. And 
in turn it raises the practical problems of accessing 
any such resources. Given the political conundrum 
that defines Kashmir now, such resources would not 
be easily forthcoming. Nevertheless, to begin with, 
an internal collaboration among local universities, 
including those in Kashmir and the rest of North 
India, with a Himalayan Studies or Central Asia 
focus, might be envisaged. The collaboration may 
involve joint conferences and workshops, besides 
offering student exchange facilities, especially at the 
research level. 
 All these processes may allow for a research 
eco-system to emerge in Kashmir. Presently, the 
quality of research produced in institutions like 
Kashmir University is rather poor. It is not that 

the local students in Kashmir are not hardworking 
and bright but there is not adequate funding for 
programmes that would facilitate research in the 
social sciences at large. In short, lack of exposure 
and resources is what accounts for some of these 
apparent inadequacies. To conclude, some of these 
recommendations do not present a tall order and 
can be put in place in the expectation that they will 
not only facilitate research on Himalayan studies 
in general, but also enhance the scope of Kashmir’s 
connected histories, in particular. 
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