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With the peace process 
increasingly getting scuttled, 
what with India and the two main 
political parties opposing the 
Maoist agenda of civilian 
supremacy and implementation of 
the Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement of 2006, the chances 
of non-violent, progressive 
transformation of the Nepali state 
and society seem increasingly dim 
in the near future. The Maoists 
have now gone back to the  
people to launch a mass protest 
movement. As the contradictions 
intensify, will there be a takeover 
of power by the president with 
the backing of the army, akin to a 
Bangladeshi-type coup? Will 
there be an Indonesia-like 
massacre of the Maoists, as  
some fear? Or, will a national 
government led by  
Maoists materialise?  

The emergence of the Communist 
Party of Nepal (Maoist) (CPN(M)) – 
now, the Unified CPN(M) (UCPN (M)) 

– as the single largest party in the Constit-
uent Assembly (CA) elections in April 2008 
held out the promise of a democratic clo-
sure of the civil war. The issue of democra-
cy is central to modern political theory and 
the viewpoint of Nepal’s Maoists offered 
much scope for revitalising the debate from 
the radical left perspective. But three years 
down the line, their experience of being 
part of a coalition government and then 
leading one shows that this novel experi-
ment is in danger of withering away. 

The fault did not reside in their wanting 
to radically transform Nepal and to begin 
the process by writing a new constitution 
with their goals in the forefront. Having 
leveraged their successes in the people’s 
war to emerge as the leading political 
force, they opted to bring about social 
transformation through open politics. 
This was perfectly legitimate. Indeed, 
inter national (including Indian) and 
N epalese interlocutors had argued this 
line and urged them to give “peaceful 
transformation” a chance. The People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) was treated at par 
with the Royal Nepal Army (now the 
N epal Army – NA) and this was legitimised 
through the 12-point agreement of 2005 
with the seven parties, the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (CPA) of 2006, as well as 
the interim constitution. Thus, influenc-
ing the new makeover of the NA and/or 
establishing the hegemony of the idea of a 
new democratic order too was hardly a 
hidden agenda. The problem was the sub-
versive game plan launched by the Indian 
establishment to retain the NA as a “pro-
fessional army”, when even the political 
parties had accepted the Maoist argument 
for its democratisation. Besides, the Mao-
ists represent the Nepali people more than 
any other political party in Nepal. The 

I ndian establishment cannot claim that it 
represents the interests of the Nepalese 
people. Thus, the problem was not in the 
Maoi sts’ strategic goals; it lay elsewhere.

Problems of coalition

The very formation of a Maoist-led gov-
ernment came after a series of moves to 
keep them isolated, the first time, in April 
2006, and then, after the CA elections. By 
the time there was agreement that they 
should lead the government, the messy 
contention for portfolios got underway. 
This was resolved, but it became abun-
dantly clear that while the rhetoric may 
have changed, the intrinsic character of 
the political parties remained the same. 
On several critical issues, moreover, agree-
ment/understanding had been worked 
out between the Maoists and other parties 
prior to the elections, but along with the 
assurances given during the formation of 
the government, these were not kept. 

One such deal was an understanding 
reached with the CPN (Unified Marxist-
Leninist-UML) and Nepali Congress (NC) 
to constitute local government commit-
tees in accordance with the proportion of 
votes cast for the parties in the CA. But this 
became defunct once the election results 
came out, because after their CA poll re-
verses, neither NC nor UML were willing to 
stick to the understanding. Thus, the 
 finance ministry’s attempts to disburse 
one-third of the budget to local govern-
ment could not materialise. This also im-
peded the provision of immediate relief for 
the people. Furthermore, when agreement 
was reached in the cabinet on key matters, 
such as to replace the army chief, it soon 
became apparent that the coalition part-
ners would not stick to the decision since it 
was opposed by the Indian embassy. Thus 
when the president went against his cere-
monial role and reinstated the army chief, 
the Maoists found themselves isolated. All 
the parties succumbed before the “persua-
sive” skills of the Indian embassy. 

The extent of control exercised by the 
Indian establishment over Nepal is truly 
staggering. One minister said that the civil 
aviation ministry came to know about the 
landing and take-off an Indian plane, 
s uspected to belong to India’s external 
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i ntelligence agency, the Research and 
Analysis Wing (RAW), after the plane left 
Kathmandu. Another said that within 15 
minutes of his signing a file which sacked 
a middle ranking bureaucrat, the Indian 
embassy called him to inquire why he had 
taken such a step. The home ministry 
l iaised with the Indian embassy so closely 
that it was difficult to know who was call-
ing the shots. The hype about Nepal being 
a conduit for Pakistan’s Inter-Services 
I ntelligence activities directed against 
I ndia-led Nepal’s home ministry to rou-
tinely issue orders to ensure the arrests of 
suspects and their deportation to India. 
(I   am personally aware of this, having 
been involved in trying to find out about 
the case of four Kashmiris, including two 
brothers, who were picked up in 2000, 
post IC 814 hijacking, and then deported 
to India after which they disappeared.) 

Finally, when Prime Minister Pra chanda 
took the decision to sack the army chief, 
pressure mounted on him from the Indian 
embassy and warnings came in thick and 
fast. These accounts of Indian interference 
are anecdotal. But not many appear sur-
prised by this. 

Although the role of the coalition part-
ners, whose regressive politics, scramble 
for power, ego clashes and self -gratification 
cannot be underestimated, it was not as 
though the Maoist leadership was una-
ware of this when they agreed to form the 
government with them. After all, they 
have been trenchant critics of these par-
ties since 1990. Nor could the Maoists have 
been oblivious of the control and influence 
exercised by India over Nepal’s polity and 
economy, but the extent of monitoring of 
most departments and ministers may have 
come as a surprise. Therefore, they ought 
to have been prepared to negotiate their 
way through this maze. Also they should 
have taken some steps to obviate the prob-
lems by initiating some measures at the 
very outset, but they failed to do so. As a 
result, within a few months of forming the 
government, disillusionment was writ 
large among the party rank and file as 
well as among their supporters. 

the Problem Within

The Maoists repeatedly refer to the fact 
that the path of revolution in Nepal is go-
ing to be complex. They also mention that 

the situation is changing fast. Is it possible 
then that they made wrong calculations? 
It does seem possible. The Maoists were 
not sure whether elections to the CA would 
be held if the prospects of their victory 
a ppeared bright. On the other hand, in 
the diplomatic community (principally 
I ndian) and non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) and international NGOs, the 
assessment was that the Maoists would 
trail behind UML and NC in the polls. Both 
assessments proved to be wrong. Having 
emerged as the largest party, could there 
have been overconfidence when the party 
moved to lead a coalition government? 
Did the Maoists underestimate the capa-
city of their coalition partners and inter-
national power centres to thwart their 
effo rts to consolidate their power? While 
going ahead to form the government, one 
other problem the party did not anticipate 
was how the very survival of the govern-
ment would preoccupy it. For a party 
which prided itself in its analysis of the 
rise and fall of revolutionary movements 
and emphasising the centrality of demo-
cracy in 21st century revolutions, it was 
strange to see them not knowing how to 
handle the various challenges thrown up. 

One of the biggest problems was the 
concentration of power and lack of collec-
tive leadership. What may have been nece-
ssary during the civil war, and even hid-
den by the exigencies of war, came to sur-
face now in this new phase of open poli-
tics. As a result when Pushpa Kumar Dahal 
became the prime minister he was simul-
taneously the head of the government, 
chairman of his party and supreme com-
mander of the PLA. Instead of a division of 
responsibility among leaders and cadres, 
as well as between party and government, 
which the party espoused in its 2003 ple-
num, this made the government all impor-
tant and mass mobilisation merely an 
a ppendage for perpetuation of the coali-
tion government the party was leading. 
Rhetoric could not hide that party’s role 
vis-a-vis the government; sadly, reaching 
out to the people became secondary. 
Cracks appeared between the party and 
the government as the latter became em-
broiled in the day to day problems of the 
departments and in coalition politics, with 
little time to spare for collective reflection 
on critical issues. 

For instance, appointment of Nepal’s 
much-respected economist/regional plan-
ner Pitambar Sharma, as Vice-Chairman 
of the Planning Commission was much ac-
claimed. But he resigned within three 
months since there were no clear guide-
lines even within the government. He ac-
cepted the offer expecting that there was 
clarity of thinking in the party about re-
structuring and reorienting the Planning 
Commission to make it effective in a fede-
ral set-up, to create a new delivery mecha-
nism, to undertake studies and introduce 
much needed reforms in data collection 
and analysis…to encourage research 
which would bring out the extent of 
depen dence on traders of Indian origin, 
sources of foreign capital which dominate 
Nepal… in short to lay the foundation for 
planned development in the new circum-
stances on a somewhat scientific basis. 
This was not to be. Perhaps his expecta-
tions were unrealistic given the volatile 
nature of Nepali politics. But that could 
not account for his inability to get a team 
of experts he had been promised and 
which got mired in coalition trade-offs 
and partisan recommendations. Thus was 
lost an opportunity to attract intellectuals 
who were socially committed to contrib-
ute in the making of a new society. 

Another problem was that the party 
went in to form the government with an 
erroneous understanding of changes 
brought about in Nepal, little realising that 
the NA, the bureaucracy, and the judiciary 
still r emained the same as during the King’s 
rule. The attempt to characterise this 
phase, when monarchy was ended, as nei-
ther 1990 type of democracy nor some-
thing new, but a transitional stage with 
features of both, so to say, neither fish nor 
fowl but a cross between the two, caused 
much confusion. This characterisation was 
used to push the party to accept the inevi-
tability of compromises with some of the 
worst elements in Nepal’s political life, and 
for diluting its key demands. The Maoists 
compounded the problem by neither sack-
ing the army chief nor the chief secretary 
when they formed the government and 
when opposition to their move would have 
been least. Instead they retained them in 
order to send a message to the Indian 
 establishment and Kathmandu’s vacillating 
middle class that the M aoists could be 
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trusted for not rocking the boat. This was 
perceived as a mark of weakness. 

Another issue was that whereas the 
Maoists agreed to return properties seized 
and land distributed, this compromise was 
resisted by the party rank and file as well 
as the beneficiaries of the land distribu-
tion, which created fissures inside the 
party. Another act of appeasement which 
rebounded on them was when they agreed 
to resurrect the defeated UML leader Mad-
hav Kumar Nepal, who lost both the seats 
he contested, but was made the president 
of the CA. Little did they realise that in-
stead of helping to win some support from 
one faction of the UML, he switched sides 
and struck an alliance within his party 
with K P Oli, whose anti-Maoist creden-
tials are impeccable. 

But a bigger problem faced the party 
b ecause people expected much from them. 
Meetings with critics as well as members 
of the party brought to the surface the fact 
that there was no clarity as to how far they 
should go and to what extent they should 
rollback all they had gained. With “every-
thing else being the same”, there was not 
much they could have achieved in a short 

period. They failed in the implementation 
of policies, leading one time ardent sup-
porters of the party to openly question 
them. A senior leader and member of the 
cabinet said that when he went to a base 
area people bluntly said “you have become 
a minister because of the revolution, but 
when is the revolution going to yield con-
crete benefits for us?” Another said that he 
began to have doubts about the efficacy of 
forming the government when he knew it 
could achieve so little. Complaints that the 
people and the party rank and file were be-
ing taken for granted began to rise. 

Gradually, discontent was coming to 
the fore. With this began one of the most 
interesting churning processes. While a 
plenum of more than 1,200 delegates in 
August 2007 witnessed the party leader-
ship coming under criticism, it was the 
November 2008 Kharipati Central Com-
mittee meeting where it became clear 
that party leaders stood vertically divi-
ded. This was followed by the plenum 
with nearly 1,300 delegates in which sen-
ior leaders were criticised in ways they 
had never imagined. Then came an 
u nprecedented three-month long meeting 

of the party’s 139-member central com-
mittee in which every issue was discussed 
threadbare and senior leaders were forced 
to admit their mistakes, their miscalcula-
tions, and for going overboard in trying to 
save the government through unnecessary 
compromises. The exaggerated notions of 
what could be achieved through compro-
mises, manoeuvring, etc, were candidly 
admitted as wrong. This admission is 
something quite remarkable. 

The debate this time was around politi-
cal approaches and mistakes rather than 
factions with their loyalties to individual 
leaders, which augurs well for the party. 
An executive committee has been set up to 
avoid the possibility of arbitrary decisions. 
For instance, it has been decided that the 
party chief will not head the national gov-
ernment, in case it is formed, which will 
ensure that the party does not become an 
appendage of the government. But the is-
sue of democracy within the party and of 
collective leadership will not get resolved 
with this separation alone. How far reach-
ing is the commitment to new thinking 
within the party? Also having emerged as 
the largest political party in CA, the 
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 Maoists cannot flinch from pitching for a 
national government. And yet, they can-
not commit the same mistakes. But will 
they get another chance? The only change 
noticeable is that there is even less illusion 
about the Indian establishment, thanks to 
its over-bearing role, especially in oppos-
ing the sacking of Nepal’s army chief. 

Indian establishment in action

India’s dominance over Nepal is rooted in 
the 1950 treaty, especially the letters ex-
changed between India and Nepal whereby 
the latter became a strategic backyard for 
the former. This was augmented by contin-
ued recruitment of Gorkhas into the Indian 
army, foreign trade primarily routed 
through India, etc. Lest we forget, India 
brought Nepal to halt in 1985 when the 
then king Birendra decided to purchase 
weapons from China against Indian w ishes. 
Since then, Nepal’s dependence has grown 
with Nepal Petroleum Corporation entirely 
dependent on Indian Oil’s Barauni refinery 
for refining crude oil on its behalf. Nepal’s 
domestic trade is also controlled by 100 or 
so traders of Indian origin. The main source 
of capital too is Indian. Indian dominance 
over Nepal was amply demonstrated in 
1985 when it imposed an economic embar-
go, which is an act of war under interna-
tional law, against Nepal for daring to pur-
chase weapons from China. India now calls 
the shots on a variety of issues. And many 
wryly say that New Delhi’s domination of 
Kathmandu is worse than New Delhi lord-
ing it over an Indian state! 

Be that as it may, the CPA, signed on 21 
November 2006 by the eight parties com-
mitted them, through clause 4.7, to “de-
mocratisation” of the NA and, via clause 
4.4, to “integrate” the PLA soldiers into the 
NA. However, the Maoists were thwarted 
from exercising control over the military. 
Nepal’s Maoist defence minister was 
barred from entering the army barracks. 
Army officers refused to obey the elected 
civilian government to halt recruitment, 
which violated clause 5.12 of CPA; the army 
chief defiantly gave an extension to eight 
brigadiers who had reached superannua-
tion. Army generals also made a written 
submission to the CA demanding revoca-
tion of  “democratisation” of the NA as well 
as discarding commitment to “federalism” 
and “secularism”. 

Army officers, traditionally drawn from 
the feudal aristocracy over 240 years, car-
ried on with their anti-Maoist propaganda 
in their briefings of foreign diplomats. 
 Anyone of these defiant acts is sufficient 
ground for dismissing the army chief. Any 
self-respecting democrat would consider 
such an army to be anathema. But even 
when there was agreement in the cabinet 
to sack the defiant army chief, it could not 
be carried out. Why? This is because the 
Indian establishment saw the NA as their 
main bastion of support in safeguarding/
promoting their strategic interests, and as 
the only force which could be an effective 
tool to thwart the Maoists from consoli-
dating their position. They encouraged 
the NA to emerge as an autonomous force, 
along the lines of the military in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh, and prevailed on the po-
litical parties to go against the Maoists. 
The immediate trigger was the fact that 
the Indian establishment read the prime 
minister’s impending visit to China, before 
one to India, as a threat to undermine 
I ndia’s pre-eminent role in Nepal. Nepal’s 
political parties also supported the NA in 
the standoff with Maoists, expressing their 
readiness to replace dependence on the 
palace with one on the NA. 

The Indian establishment’s propensity 
to try to micro-manage things is also evi-
dent in its foray into temple politics. In es-
sence, the issue is whether a people have 
the right to change a tradition, just as they 
recently broke a 240-year-old tradition by 
ending the monarchy. When voices began 
to be raised last year that the  300-year-
old practice of appointing temple priests 
from India to this temple should be done 
away with, and the Maoist-led govern-
ment took this step, the judiciary stepped 
in and stayed it. But this did not stop pop-
ular sentiments from persisting with the 
demand. India jumped into the fray as the 
defender of tradition in a misguided belief 
that N epal has not only to be tied strategi-
cally (through the army) but even cultur-
ally (via shared ties to the Hindu religion). 
When the priests were attacked, fingers 
were pointed at the Maoists although the 
Pujari Nijukta Birodhi Sangharsh Samiti, 
which spearheaded the campaign, com-
prises members from the UCPN(M), the 
UML and the NC, among others. India’s 
Ministry of External Affairs perceived this 

as age old tradition and custom little real-
ising that this 300-year-old tradition had 
replaced an earlier tradition which pre-
ceded it, since the temple is said to be from 
the 5th century. Moreover, the demand is 
at least 16 years old and was raised by 
N epal Sanyasi Samaj. So one is witness to 
the sorry spectacle of secular India’s en-
voy, accompanied by Nepal’s culture min-
ister, visiting the temple on 5 September to 
supervise the restoration of the “tradition”. 

a messy Situation

Now the new coalition government has 
managed to anoint the daughter of  
G P Koirala as deputy PM but discontent 
within NC on this move carries on. UML’s 
f actionalism and umbilical ties with NGOs 
robs them of credibility outside the 
charmed circle of donor agencies and 
 Kathmandu’s middle class. Since Nepal 
depends for 53% of its revenue and capital 
requirements on donor agencies, this gives 
NGOs and INGOs an exaggerated reach, 
and enables many to read in the patron-
client relationship of the NGO world, pop-
ular support for “autonomous” politics. 
The Nepali people’s deep urge to rid them-
selves of the obtrusive control exercised 
by India and their real life experience of 
being at the receiving end of India n high 
handedness, nevertheless, is a subject 
matter of many a private conversation. 
Thus, the triumphant note struck by the 
current PM for getting Rs 2,000 crore from 
India raised questions among many who 
wondered about what was the “quo” to the 
“quid” in the quid pro quo to get this bail-
out. The fact that this question was posed 
to me shows that many are troubled by it. 

Meanwhile, the work of the CA has been 
stalled. Contrary to claims that the Mao-
ists were obstructing it, the real reason is 
the reluctance of the coalition government 
to debate and vote on the president’s un-
constitutional role of countermanding a 
decision of an elected government, meant 
to ensure civilian control over the mili-
tary. Most parties, especially the UML, 
know that many of their own members 
will vote with the Maoists on this issue. 
Now the coalition government has decid-
ed to renew recruitment into the NA and 
has indicated that it wants to revise the 
CPA, which forbids the NA as well as the PLA 
from recruitment. The UN monitoring team 
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has protested this, warning that it would 
bury the peace process. As for the Maoists, 
they are clear that this would amount to 
overturning the very process which held 
out promise for a peaceful transition.

Whither nepal?

So where is Nepal headed now? Some be-
lieve that the Indian embassy and RAW 
(this is openly talked about) consider this 
period as ushering in some kind of a 
“course correction”, which is a euphemism 
for letting the Maoists stew in their own 
juice for a while, waiting for them to real-
ise that without Indian backing they will 
get nowhere. Others argue that the delib-
erate provocation mounted by the coalition 
government, which has openly declared its 
non-commitment to the CPA, is meant to 
precipitate a crisis to create the ground for 
a military crackdown. If this is true, it is a 
dangerous game. The Maoists may have 
gone into the peace process and made 
grievous mistakes, but they are clearly not 
a party which can be brought to its knees. 
In a way, the Indian establishment is too 
arrogant for its own good; having seen 

 almost everyone fall in line, it is therefore 
waiting for the Maoists to do the same. 

Maoists are confident that if the mem-
bers in the CA are allowed to debate and 
vote freely they will win support cutting 
across party lines on many critical issues, 
such as in any debate on censuring the 
president over the issue of reinstatement of 
the army chief. They have proposed a na-
tional government led by them because 
they claim that they alone can ensure civi-
lian control over the NA, integration of the 
PLA into armed forces, as well as clear the 
way for the constitution to be drafted. But 
the way Nepal’s politics is headed, what 
chances are there for this happening be-
cause those who fear transformation and 
apprehend loss of their entrenched interest 
will prefer not to allow Maoists any oppor-
tunity to return to the driver’s seat. On the 
other hand, what other choices are there? 
In any case, Nepal does not have too long a 
time. The task of constitution-writing must 
be completed by May 2010, give or take 
few months. Meanwhile, the Maoists are 
preparing for their first ever party congress 
in 18 years. Keen as they are to write a 

 constitution, it is not in their hands. While 
the Maoists cannot escape their share of 
blame, the manipulations of the Indian es-
tablishment in the internal affairs of Nepal 
and the regressive behaviour of Nepal’s 
 political parties are truly a curse. 

So what happens now? With integration 
of the PLA into the NA mired in intense con-
troversy and prevarication over the rehabili-
tation of PLA, as also the renewed efforts to 
begin fresh recruitment to the NA, frustra-
tion has mounted among the Maoi sts. Mem-
bers feel that their party conceded far too 
much to garner support, which never did 
materialise. They have gone back to the peo-
ple but questions remain about the future, 
for which there are few answers. The entire 
peace process appe ars, to many, to have 
been a way of preventing transformation. 
So what interim arrangement is being envis-
aged by Nepal’s political actors and interna-
tional players? Can there be a takeover of 
power by the president with the backing of 
the army akin to a Bangladeshi-type coup? 
Will there be an Indonesia-like massacre of 
the Maoists, as some fear? Or will a national 
government led by Maoists materialise? 
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Amidst utter confusion, the interim consti-
tution and the CPA appear to be headed 
south. There is increasing pressure from 
the rank and file on the Maoist leadership 
to prepare for the worst even as they hope 
for the best. What does that mean? Maoist 
leaders lament that the risk they took and 
the hope they generated among many that 
there could be a democratic closure and 
peaceful transformation, now appear 
 misplaced. They recall that so long as they 

remained strong, with their own force  
and their areas of influence, they could 
not be marginalised. 

Nevertheless, if the peace process gets 
scuttled, then all those who waxed elo-
quent about non-violent transformation 
will have to re-think how, with big brother 
India dictating terms, a discredited lot of 
politicians and parties pursuing a path of 
confrontation can take the country for-
ward? Its failure in Nepal would leave even 

less hope for the same process  gaining 
credibility in India. After all, the real lesson 
being driven across is that those who want 
to qualitatively transform the state and so-
ciety along the socialist path must be pre-
pared to negotiate their way forward from 
a position of strength or not at all. In the 
meantime, as frustration mounts, a friend 
recalled what Marx had once said about 
social change: “peaceful if possible, violent 
if necessary”. So what would it be?

Seema Kazi (seemakazi1@gmail.com) is 
visiting fellow at the Centre for the Study of 
Law and Governance, Jawaharlal Nehru 
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Shopian: War, Gender and 
Democracy in Kashmir

Seema Kazi

The rape and murder of two 
women in Shopian earlier this 
year highlight how the state’s 
attempt to secure Kashmir’s 
territory often leads to bodily 
insecurity for Kashmiri women 
and men. While elections have 
been held in a fair manner, 
democratic rights are still 
unavailable to the citizens in 
Kashmir and the extraordinary 
violence of state institutions 
weighs heavily on the daily life of 
people. Does the union 
government have the courage to 
acknowledge its cumulative 
mistakes and make amends?

The rape and murder of two women 
in Shopian in May this year is a 
continuation of a two-decade-old 

legacy of sexual violence against Kashmiri 
Muslim women by those legally and mor-
ally bound to protect civilians. Shopian 
adds to allegations of rape in the Valley in-
cluding, among others, Chhanpora and 
Pazipora (1990), Kunan Poshpora (1991), 
Chak Saidpora (1992), Haran (1992), The-
no Budapathary Kangan (1994), Wavoosa 
(1997), Bihota (2001) and Handwara 
(2004). It also highlights the irony and en-
during contradiction between the state’s 
attempt to “secure” Kashmir’s territory 
that has become synonymous with bodily 
insecurity for Kashmiri women – a contra-
diction that undermines democracy, insti-
tutional integrity and state legitimacy 
each day, every year.

competing, converging 
Patriarchies

The disingenuous attempt by the state 
a dministration led by the Chief Minister 
Omar Abdullah to subvert an impartial in-
quiry into the alleged rape and murder of 
Neelofar and Asiya and the subsequent 
 destruction of vital evidence by state a utho-
rities reflects a deep and disturbing lack of 
public accountability in Kashmir. If the 
 extraordinary delay in filing a first i nfor-
mation report (FIR) reveals how the insti-
tution of the police – meant to enforce the 
rule of law – actually ends up subverting 

the  latter, Abdullah’s statement reflects an 
unbecoming eagerness on the part of the 
highest executive authority in the state to 
paper over a grisly crime. Even as he pat-
ronisingly claimed Asiya and Neelofar as 
“sisters”, the fact remains that both  women 
were, essentially, citizens, whose alleged 
rape and murder demand an impartial 
probe by the state. 

Shopian is a terrifying testament to the 
gendered contours of a war that is neither 
an all-male arena, nor restricted to spaces 
of combat between the military, enemy sol-
diers and/or alleged militants. It is a darker 
war characterised by the physical targeting 
of civilians and, more specifi cally, the sexu-
al targeting of women by uniformed guard-
ians of the state. For exactly this reason, 
Shopian and all other incidents of sexual 
violence preceding it, cannot be subsumed 
under the rubric of “violence against wom-
en”; nor must they be trivialised and depo-
liticised as “private”/non-political, “side-
effects” of the crisis in Kashmir. The sexual 
targeting of women by state forces is a po-
litical act which should be subject to public 
scrutiny and accountability. As Asia Watch 
and H uman Rights Watch note in their re-
port on Kashmir, “Rape by state forces is 
not a privately- motivated form of …abuse 
…but an abuse of power that implicates 
public responsibility”.1 

Official silence and/or denial may shield 
state authorities from public accountabi lity 
for sexual violence in the Valley. It cannot, 
however, uphold state integrity, nor mask 
the paradox between state claims to “na-
tional security”, in Kashmir and the strug-
gle for bodily and sexual integrity which 
has become a daily challenge.2 A Central 
Bureau of Investigation team, which 
 exhumed the bodies declared that “a vital 
organ” of Neelofar was “missing” and that 


