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Abstract 
Violence and conflict have a profound effect on all aspects of life. The two-decade-long armed conflict has a 
severe effect on the political, economic and social sectors of Kashmir. The implications have been found in 
micro as well as at macro level. With increasing conflicts world over, civilian populations particularly women, 
children and elderly are increasingly exposed to numerous problems. The conflict situation has left behind a 
legacy of destruction. It has adversely affected the entire social fabric of Kashmir. In a state of fear and 
uncertainty, all the basic segments of society have got disrupted. Various studies confirm that situation has 
not only deteriorated the social setup but upset the economic foundation of a society as well. It is in this 
context a serious academic input finds a very essential ground for proposing some inputs as far as the social 
work practice is concerned and the requirements of the affected population. The conventional modules of 
social work education do not seem to be functional in the conflict zones. New conflict specific modules need 
to be evolved in social work education. Such modules should invariably cover crisis intervention strategies, 
peace and conflict resolution theories, skills labs of working in war zones. The curriculum in social work 
education requires to be restructured in the light of the new challenges faced by the social workers in the 
conflict zones. 
The present paper will discuss the arenas of violence and conflict in Kashmir and the learnings for social work 
education thereof.  
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Introduction 
Conflict is an inevitable phenomenon and has various causes and consequences. It is a long-
lasting aspect of human behaviour and social relationships. Conflicts have a past (which may 
cast an impact on the parties), a present context and presumably a future of some sort 
(Bercovitch & Regan, 1999). It is a predictable part of human life because it is related to the 
situation of scarce resources, the division of functions, power relations and role 
differentiation. With changing times, there has been a very sharp shift from the traditional and 
conventional notion of conflict which explained conflict as a military warfare between Nation 
states to defend their territorial integrity and independence to the new wars’ on interstate 
conflicts where state is only one among many other players in a conflict that includes groups, 
ethnically mobilized armies and mercenaries (Behera, 2006). When conflict becomes violent 
and includes weapons of destruction, the term used is armed conflict. Armed conflict is 
defined as when actual and perceived incompatibilities result in destructive violence (Coser, 
1956). The data set of conflicts compiled by Uppsala Conflict Data Program and International 
Peace Research Institute, Oslo defines armed conflict as a ‘a contested incompatibility that 
concerns government and/or territory where the use of armed force between two parties, of 
which at least one is the government of a state, [and] results in….. deaths’ (Strand et al., 
2004). 
 
Genesis of Kashmir conflict 
Before commenting upon the arenas of violence and conflict, it will be fair to understand the 
genesis of the conflict itself. Today we come across a number of conflicts across the globe. All 
these conflicts are of varying nature. Kashmir has remained a major centre of learning for 
centuries together. It is privileged to have recorded details of its past events in the right 
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historical traditions. Its history has rightly been described as more charming than its landscape. 
Kalhana’s earlier chronicle Rajataragini starts from ancient times and covers the period up to 
1006 A.D. Thereafter a host of historians both Kashmiris as well as westerners have recorded a 
detailed account of the affairs of the State from time to time. It is however an admitted fact 
that Kashmiris have most of the times been ruled by the outsiders. They have been under a 
perpetual subjugation of Mughals, Afghans, Sikhs and Dogras. The state of Jammu and 
Kashmir was founded by Maharaja Gulab Singh in 1846 as a result of the Treaty of Amritsar 
between him and the British Government of India. The crown bargained this infamous treaty 
for an amount of Rs. 75 lacs (Bose, 1997). As a result of this infamous deal the dogras enjoyed 
the rule of the state from 1846-1947. The Dogra rule is considered as the gloomiest period in 
the history of J&K. The freedom struggle was launched by the people of Kashmir in 1931 under 
the leadership of Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah. On July 13, 1931 the people of Kashmir raised 
their voices against the Dogra oppression. On the same day the Dogra forces opened fire upon 
a large gathering of people killing 22 Kashmiris. The Maharaja declared emergency and threw 
Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah into prison for several weeks. This first abortive attempt, 
however, was highly significant. It was for the first time in the centuries that the Kashmiri 
people responded to the leadership of one who sought to throw off the old yolk of oppression 
(Korbel, 1966). 
In August 1947, the British Government transferred power to the two dominions of India and 
Pakistan. On the eve of partition many developments took place in Kashmir. During this time 
there was tribal invasion on Kashmir followed by Indo-Pak conflict (Bamzai, 1994). Unable to 
prevent the raiders from committing large-scale killings, loot and arson, the Maharaja 
requested the Government of India on October 26, 1947 that the State of Jammu and Kashmir 
be allowed to accede to India (Kotru, 2010). Sheikh Abdullah along with Meherchand Mahajan 
urged Nehru to accept their offer of sending troops to rescue Kashmir (Abdullah, 1986). The 
Instrument of Accession was accepted the next day by the Governor General of India, Lord 
Mountbatten. Consequently, the airborne Indian troops landed in Kashmir on October 27, 1947. 
In return Indian Government promised to support the Maharaja with military aid and offered 
him the opportunity to hold a referendum in near future. Referendum in its true sense was 
never held. Of course the military presence by the present estimates has touched over 7 lac 
troops. Maharaja Hari Singh, who was holding out for independence acceded to India on the 
condition that the state retains autonomy in all matters except defence, currency and foreign 
affairs. The two countries fought again and in 1948 India brought this issue to the Security 
Council under article 35 of UN Charter. A number of resolutions were passed by the UN 
Security Council between 1948 and 1965. However, the World body failed to find an amicable 
solution of Kashmir problem. Till 1953 Indian State gave certain rights to the people in the form 
of autonomy. Article 370 extended various constitutional guarantees to the people of the 
state. But soon all this was history as Indian State abrogated this autonomy and also Article 
370 was heavily amended. There was general resentment amongst Kashmiri masses against 
these undesired measures. The Indo-Pak wars of 1965 and 1971 could not yield any results other 
than the sufferings (Suri & Chandaran, 2008). The direct negotiations from time to time 
between the two countries have also failed in solving the dispute.  
Most of the scholars of the subcontinent are of the view that the Indian leadership has failed 
to demonstrate a matured statesmanship in handling the Kashmir issue. The governments 
installed from time to time in the state have just looted the state exchequer beyond any 
measure. Hefty allocations made by the government of India for the welfare of the people 
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were misappropriated by the local authorities. All along there has been rampant corruption 
through every grade of officialdom. As a result of these developments the infrastructure at the 
grassroots today looks in a shambles. Had the investments been utilised with transparency the 
position would have been altogether different. Such an approach would have contributed 
towards a sustained development and addressed the problems of unemployment. As regards 
the political aspirations of the people skies would not fall on earth if the constitutional 
guarantees made earlier are extended to the state in letter and spirit. Social workers while 
during their field visits have experienced that people are concerned about unemployment and 
eradication of corruption. They aspire to see a perceptible change at the grassroots with 
regard to the development of infrastructure. But unfortunately, Indian state has made ad-hoc 
measures from time to time and never formulated a comprehensive policy on Kashmir. 
Elections conducted were perceived by the people of the state as stage-managed. All this 
development together with the snatching of earlier constitutional guarantees resulted in the 
alienation of the people from the mainstream and eventually it was manifest in the explosive 
situation which took place in 1989. The situation deteriorated and in late 1989 a full-scale 
insurgency broke out (Bowers, 2004). It was the real beginning of the insurgency. In the year 
1989, the insurgents were successful in imposing a bandh throughout the Kashmir valley on 
the India’s republic day (The Hindustan Times, 1989). Kashmiri youth took up arms against the 
government. In January 1990 hundreds of unarmed demonstrators were shot dead in Srinagar 
by the Indian forces. The situation went out of control. People of the valley were seen enmass 
in the streets chanting slogans of freedom. The state apparatus virtually collapsed. Soon it was 
followed by crackdowns, inappropriate arrests, interrogation of civilians and into a spiral of 
violence. Counterinsurgency laws such as Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA), Jammu 
and Kashmir Disturbed Areas Act, Public Safety Act and Prevention of Terrorism ordinance 
were enacted. These acts gave security forces unlimited powers and they carried out large 
number of custodial killings, torture, enforced disappearances and arbitrary detentions. This 
increased graph of fatalities and mortalities. Soon there was mass migration of Kashmiri 
Pandits from valley to Jammu, Delhi and other parts of the country. The economy of Kashmir 
received a terrible set back.  
 
Arenas of violence and conflict 
Violence and conflict has adversely affected the entire social fabric of Kashmir. In a state of 
fear and uncertainty all the basic segments of society have got disrupted. The winds of 
mistrust /suspiciousness, disintegration of social participation, loss of sense of belonging, 
insecurity of youth in terms of life and career and above all the corruption have rendered the 
whole society in miseries the one way or the other. Restrained social interaction has disturbed 
the social ties in the society. All these social problems have pushed the society to social 
tensions. The violence and conflict has resulted in recurring loss of life. The casualties include 
the innocent natives, insurgents as well as security personnel. Dabla (2010) in his work A 
Sociological Study of Widows and Orphans in Kashmir projects the estimated number of 
deaths in different groups to the extent of 70,000. The number of insurgents and civilians 
killed has been shown of the order of 54,000 in the above estimate. This vital loss has been the 
main fall- out of the conflict and violence. As a result of this grave tragedy people in general 
are in a state of trauma. Kashmiris as a race are peace-loving people. The impact of death in 
and around their households has restrained their communication. They appear to have turned 
introverts and are not open in sharing their experiences with the outsiders. They are suffering 
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fear psychosis and do not repose trust in others (social workers) even if they are their well-
wishers. In most of the cases the bread earners of the concerned families have been killed and 
the families are left without any livelihood. The ex- gratia payments made by the state 
government in such cases take a long procedural time to settle. The acute economic 
deprivation subjects such families particularly women and children to different vulnerabilities. 
The conflict situation in the state has adversely affected the society at a large scale. And the 
fallout can be seen by the presence of a large number of widows and orphans, human rights 
violations, mental health disorders, forced migration, crime and drug addiction etc. 
 
Widows and Orphans  
The society is witnessing a new group of Widows and Orphans. With increasing intensity in the 
conflict their number has increased fast and their presence is felt seriously by the people of 
Kashmir. The women and children have emerged as a significant group numerically because of 
the direct affect of armed conflict. In actuality it means that every death in the conflict 
situation makes addition of 3-4 members to this newly created ‘suffering group’ (Dabla, 2010). 
Most of the widows and orphans live a miserable life. They are subjected to extreme poverty, 
exploitation, harassment, discrimination and so on. In a number of cases the women have even 
been denied inheritance rights. Amongst the widows, there has emerged a category of women 
called “half-widows”. The men folk in their cases have been the victims of enforced 
disappearance. The women as such are not the widows but their plight is probably worse than 
that of women whose husbands are no more. Unlike widows, they cannot claim even the 
meagre compensation given by the state government, neither do they know, how long they 
have to wait before they get the religious sanction to marry again. Thousands of such women 
in Kashmir are going through an identity crisis. They don’t know whether they are married or 
widows. They wait for the authorities concerned to declare their status i.e. whether their 
husbands are dead or missing. Majority of these women wait for their husbands to come back 
as they have no choice but those who dare to think about remarriage are left to face the 
society. They hear taunts from their own families. These women don’t suffer only because of 
their identity crises but additional challenge is that the whole responsibility of the children falls 
upon their tender shoulders, so they end up doing unworthy jobs. Their legal position is yet to 
be decided by the clergy or the law. Different religious and academic scholars have conflicting 
opinion on the subject. The children as orphans are the worst sufferers. They have stopped 
going to the schools after the death or disappearance of their fathers. As a result of this 
problem rate of dropouts in the schools has increased. In this situation these children have 
become the victims of child labour. Of recent Nika (2010) in his book, “Child Labour in Jammu 
and Kashmir” has projected a figure of 2.40 lakh child labourers in the state. They are highly 
exploited and harassed at their workplaces. Lack of proper authority and, socialization has 
created some degree of deviance and delinquency among some orphans. 
 
Human Rights violation  
Human Rights violation is the most prominent fallout of the conflict and violence in the state. 
The draconian laws such as Armed Forces (Jammu and Kashmir) Special Powers Act (AFSPA) 
and the Jammu and Kashmir Disturbed Areas Act have given unlimited powers and immunity 
to the armed forces. Under the guise of these powers, there have been numerous cases of 
custodial deaths, enforced disappearances, unlawful detention, torture, rape, and molestation. 
Mass graves have been discovered in some areas of the valley, which establishes the gross 
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violation of human rights by the counterinsurgency forces. In several cases, gruesome 
violations of human rights have even been committed by the insurgents as well. 
 
Mental Health Disorders 
The darkest fall out of the conflict and violence has been the incidence of Mental Health 
Disorders. The loss of life, poverty, fear, isolation, and absence of community environment has 
created a range of psychological and behavioral problems including depression, anxiety, 
suicidal behavior, drug abuse and other post-traumatic stress disorders (PTSD) amongst the 
people of the valley. Mental health problems have been found to be more pronounced in 
women and children. From mere 1700 patients in 1989 who visited the valley’s only psychiatric 
hospital at Kathi Darwaza, the number is likely to cross one lac mark by the end of current year. 
Bomb attacks and shootouts have affected the daily lives of ordinary Kashmiris. The human 
rights abuses in the form of daily frisking, arrests, extra-judicial killings, house to house 
searches, abductions and torture have severely impacted the mental health of the common 
people. The risk of getting caught in the crossfire is a constant hangover with the common 
people. These factors together with a bleak future perspective put a heavy strain on the 
natural coping mechanisms of the people in Kashmir. The psychological problems have also 
given rise to the general health problems like diabetes, cardiac problems, and hypertension. 
According to Medicins Sans Frontiers (2006), Representative Paul Van Haperen-there is barely 
a family that has not been affected. There has been a tenfold rise in the past decade in the 
number of cases of trauma. There is a sharp rise in the Suicide cases. Due to constant fear of 
death, war fatigue and loneliness even the security personnel in some rare cases have been 
found to be committing suicides. 
 
Forced Migration 
Forced Migration has been the most sorrowful implication of conflict and violence. It debased 
the very basis of composite culture in the valley. In other words, it snatched the pluralistic 
character of the population. Kashmiri Pandits were the worst sufferers on account of forced 
migration. They left in panic and hurry and could not take with them most of their belongings. 
These belongings in their houses were later on looted by the hoodlums and the security forces. 
A large number of their houses were occupied by the security forces, militants, and some local 
people. Later on, a significant number of these migrant pandit houses were burnt by the 
militants as well as by the security forces. The impact of migration on migrants has been 
pathetic in terms of their worst living conditions especially of those who still live in the camps. 
In the beginning, about 140000 Kashmiri Pandits left the valley for refugee camps outside 
Jammu. The vast majority were housed in squalid tents in over 50 camps on the outskirts of 
both Jammu and Delhi. A number of Kashmiri Pandits were killed during the early month of the 
insurgency. 
 
Crime and Drug Addiction 
Apart from the arenas of conflict and violence recorded above, some negative tendencies also 
started surfacing on the social scene. These problems had not hitherto been noticed in the 
Kashmiri society. The youth of the region were now found to have taken to drugs. Fear of 
death and unemployment are the main factors for the emergence of this tendency in the 
society. In the peace-loving society, the graph of crime has started increasing. Kashmir now 
experiences heinous crimes daily and has emerged as one of the major spots of crime. Timber 
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smuggling is on the rise and forest wealth is looted beyond any measure. Incidents of 
counterfeit currency and hawala transactions have also been noticed in the society. It has 
resulted in an uneven distribution of wealth and some vested interests have become 
millionaires overnight. Social anarchy is prevailing in all the spheres of life. Institutions have 
crumbled down. Rule of law is found missing. Judiciary has gone into hiding. The Failed state is 
compounding these problems. The conflict situation has left behind a track of destruction, 
danger, and depression. In fact, the magnitude of loss and suffering defies description in cold 
statistics; it is simply astronomical (Hassan, 2012). 
 
Learnings for social work education 
Social Work as a profession has an old history of working with people in difficult 
circumstances. According to Ioakimidis (2015), the origins of social work should be traced in 
the context of the rising socio-political tensions and conflicts which defined most of the 
nineteenth century. The profession has an ethical mandate to be responsive to the societal 
issues and challenges which not only includes the developmental issues but the armed conflict 
also. The role of social work in the armed conflict was made a topic of a few publications (Cox 
& Pawar, 2006; Lorentz, 1993). Commentators explain that social workers are among the key 
allied professionals providing care in the aftermath of disasters (Dominelli, 2007). Social 
workers in the NGOs are trying to make possible interventions and suggesting required 
linkages to the victims. In Kashmir, for example, social workers play an active role in 
humanitarian aid, disaster relief activities and case management which involve assisting victims 
of violence in tracing their near ones, help them in legal aid, provide psychosocial counselling 
to affected families. The social workers perform these tasks even though they are also a part 
of the same community and have the same risk and hazards as that of the civilians. Thus, these 
social workers find themselves in what has been termed a “shared traumatic reality” with their 
clients (Nuttman-Shwartz & Dekel, 2009). Social Workers in this situation report greater work-
related stress, emotional pressure, and conflict between work and professional roles (Nadan & 
Ben-Ari, 2014). The helping process under these conditions is complex, often infused with 
subjectivity, confusion, and conflict, all of which undermine the ability of social workers to 
render effective services, especially when decisions are laden with ethical and moral 
overtones. During times of acute crisis, social workers are duty-bound to follow explicit 
protocols, which are designed to aid relief efforts and minimize response-team confusion over 
potentially questionable situations (Drory, Posen, Vilner, & Ginzburg, 1998; Israel Defence 
Force, 1988; Siegel-Itzkovich, 1996). Confusion is heightened when workers are confronted 
with the need to choose between two actions, both of which are morally correct and ethically 
grounded. It is an uphill task for a social worker. It is not like counselling an individual or a 
family.  
Here I would like to narrate an episode which I did encounter in a remote hamlet of north 
Kashmir. A woman lay prostrate on smouldering debris of her house. I intended to console her. 
The moment I touched her shoulder, she pounced upon me like an injured tigress shouting, 
“What is now there new that you are going to tell me. For the sake of God leave me alone. They 
have killed my son and have ruthlessly beaten up my husband. See my house is ruined. Don’t tell 
me tales. Who are you? I don’t know you”. Soon a boy of the locality joined her. He said to me, 
“You please leave this place. We don’t trust you anymore. Stop your friendly visits. Can’t you 
people allow us to live in peace? We are living a miserable life. We have no electricity. See the 
condition of our roads. We cannot attend our farms and collect fodder and firewood from our 
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forests. Boys in our village are unemployed. They have no work to do. Strange! One is killing us 
and the other is counselling. It is conflicting. The brutal forces will not even spare you. Better you 
leave”. The woman continued wailing and beating her chest. At this point of time a short 
excerpt from the work of the Creative Writing Working Party (2006) at Portsmouth struck my 
mind. 

See us as people not just as a Case 
Others are just as important 

Come, learn what we have to say 
I am the expert on my case 

Authority and Power should come from us 
Listen! 

A couple of days back in the mid of night some insurgents had sneaked into the house of the 
woman and ambushed a convoy passing that way. In the exchange of heavy fire, the 
household had caught fire. The wailing woman had lost her son in the incident. It was an 
uncomfortable situation for me. I was virtually driven to the wall and failed to understand my 
role in such a situation. This is what is mostly happening in the conflict-ridden zones. In this 
case, I did not find myself adequately empowered in performing my role as a social worker. 
Here a social worker is faced with the problems of a population as a whole. The Custodial 
deaths, enforced disappearance, fake encounters, torture, rapes, and molestation is mostly a 
state-sponsored phenomenon. A social worker in the given circumstances appears to be 
having a limited mandate. The victims do not find any effective scope in social work 
intervention. During the field work and block placements, social work students encounter 
problems in dealing with the crisis created by an armed conflict situation. Of note is that, given 
their relative inexperience and vulnerability, social work students may experience significantly 
higher levels of anxiety and exhaustion than professionals (Nadan & Ben-Ari, 2014). The social 
work education curriculum has not given attention to the conflict-related issues and is hardly 
been taught in the coursework. The same approach is followed in fieldwork settings and few 
attempts are made to expose students to the conflict settings. 
The ground situation suggests a shift from a conservative to radical social work. It warrants 
some corrective measures in the social legislation. A social worker may have to participate with 
the masses for withdrawal of the stringent laws such as Armed Forces (Jammu and Kashmir) 
Special Powers Act (AFSPA) and Jammu and Kashmir Disturbed Areas Act. Is a social worker 
sufficiently empowered to perform a participatory role along with the victims in such a 
situation where the violence is state sponsored? In the case of political conflicts, a social 
worker is compelled by the circumstances to look beyond its preoccupation with casework and 
it’s overemphasis on pathological and Clinical orientations to the detriment of Structural and 
Political Implications. The social workers collectively and individually cannot properly perform 
their roles in case they just happen to be passive and uncritical recipients of state policy. 
Rather, social workers require entering the field in all of its varied locations as knowing actors, 
well aware of what is occurring and why. The social work profession shall have to come out of 
its confined limits and exercise the degree of autonomy and discretion afforded to other 
professions. Social workers are increasingly marginalized from the policy-making process, and 
as a consequence, are even less able to influence the conditions of their practice. The 
conventional modules of social work education do not seem to be functional in the conflict 
zones. New conflict specific modules need to be evolved in social work education. Such 
modules should invariably cover crisis intervention strategies, peace and conflict resolution 



Arenas of Violence and Conflict in Kashmir Manzoor 

 

 
Kashmir Journal of Social Sciences  27 

theories, skills labs working in war zones. An immediate need is to question and critically 
examine the existing theories and models which are blindly replicated from other countries 
without testing their relevance in a particular situation. 
 The curriculum in social work education requires being restructured in the light of the new 
challenges faced by the social workers in the conflict zones. It will greatly improve the 
expertise of a social worker. Some of the learnings for social work education in the arenas of 
violence and conflict are given hereunder:  

 In a conflict-ridden society, a social worker is expected to know the genesis of the 
problem. He must be knowing the history of the region and understand what do people 
actually aspire for. In a way, a social worker is to be given some political space so that 
he/she is able to participate meaningfully in this particular type of workplace. 

 The social workers should have the power to advocate enactment of new legislations 
wherever necessary. The professionals need to work with the affected population by 
advocating for their rights and through policy actions. 

 The students and scholars need to be educated that there is no prescribed way of social 
work practice. The social work academicians and field professionals need to come out of 
the hibernation and work on new methods, practices, principles, models, skills that are 
suitable to local regional issues specific to a place. This new set of models and practices 
can contribute effectively towards the resolution of the problems arising in a conflict 
zone. 

 Exchange programs of the social workers between the conflict zones should be initiated 
so that the experiences are shared for meeting new challenges in this direction.  

 The social work education curriculum needs to be revisited for accommodating the new 
issues faced by the social workers in conflict zones. 

  The social workers should be fully conversant with international human rights laws and 
conventions.  

 Documentation of facts needs to be done so as to assess the magnitude of the problems 
that people in conflict zones suffer. 

 
Conclusion 
Violence and Conflict has a profound effect on all aspects of life. It creates an imbalance in the 
equilibrium of a system which upsets its foundation. Due to this disequilibrium, the normal 
functioning of a system gets disturbed which creates many economic, social and psychological 
problems. The two-decade-long Armed Conflict created a severe effect on the political, 
economic and social sectors of Kashmir. The implications have been found in micro as well as 
at macro level. The problems like social disruption, loss of life, Human Rights violations etc has 
brought catastrophe to Kashmiri society. Social workers are among the key allied professionals 
who can provide care in its aftermath. In order to make them more relevant in conflict zones, 
the conventional modules of social work education need to be revisited. There is a need for 
new conflict specific modules in social work education. The social work profession shall have 
to come out of its confined limits and exercise the degree of autonomy and discretion 
afforded to other professions. The curriculum in social work education requires being 
restructured in the light of the new challenges faced by the social workers in the conflict 
zones.  
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