Indian Journal of Social Research Vol. 60 (1) (Jan. - Feb., 2019) (35-47)

Academi d Law Serial ISSN : 0019-5626
cademic and Law Serials CISSN : 24543624
SENSE OF IDENTITY AND COMMUNITY: A CASE
STUDY OF KASHMIRI DIASPORA ABROAD

Zahid Hussain

Department of Political Science
Jamia Millia Islamia
New Delhi - 110 025

“Each of us seeks to know our personal identity and where and how we fit into
the scheme of things so that we can make sense of our lives and plan for the
future...”

[Zarina Patel, a young Kenyan (‘“Who Am 1?, Daily Nation, Nairobi,
March 28, 2000)]

Abstract

Identity and community are an indispensable part of the social existence. There
is nothing like an atomized individual with no social moorings. Wittingly or
unwittingly, individuals identify themselves with a larger social whole called
community. There are several bases of similarity on which they identify
themselves like language, culture, and most importantly the awareness of these
similarities. This self-identity gives rise to a feeling of community and rootedness
and is transferred from one generation to another through socialisation. This
paper argues that when an individual or a group of individuals migrate from their
region to another, the identity is not lost inevitably, but the sense of identity and
community prevails, and is consciously kept intact to remain socially anchored
with their parent community. The feeling of oneness with their own community
is necessary to insure their social and psychological stability. This paper makes
a case study of Kashmiri diaspora world-over to bring home the conclusion that
ethnic identities of an individual are rigidified in the seftings that are different
from the community that one belongs to. Community feeling and identity are the
traits that don’t dissolve in a culturally and socially different setting.
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Introduction

dentity and Community are, sociologically speaking, immensely
important social facts. People seldom live in isolation and some
sort of bond becomes necessary to continue life. Thus, diverse social
relationships emerge out of the interactions between and among
people. As Charles Taylor argues, there is nothing like an ‘atomic’
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individual (Taylor 1985a), or what Sandel calls an ‘unencumbered
self’ (Sandel 1982), complete in and of itself. People enter into social
relationships and tend to identify themselves with a larger social whole
called community. MacIntyre also bases his arguments in the premise
that self is socially constituted (MacIntyre 1981). There are several bases
of similarity on which individuals identify themselves like shared
language, shared culture, shared history and most importantly the
awareness of these similarities. This self-identity gives rise to a feeling
of community and rootedness and is transferred from one generation
to another through socialisation.

In this paper we address the issue of the construction of identity around
community and the awareness and assertion of it in the individuals
who migrate from their own community to the ‘other’. We argue that
when an individual or a group of individuals migrate from their region
to another, the identity is not lost or diluted inevitably, but the sense
of identity and community prevails, and is consciously kept intact to
remain socially anchored with their parent community. The feeling of
oneness with their own community is necessary to insure their social
and psychological stability. We make a study of the Kashmiri diaspora
world over to test a hypothesis that there is not only an increase in the
sense of solidarity and community among the Kashmiri diaspora but
also that solidarity is largely driven along ideological lines defined by
the ongoing political conflict within Kashmir. Thus, we argue in this
paper that the sense of community and identity among the Kashmiri
diaspora is marked by the polarisation coequal with the polarisation
within Kashmir.

The paper being qualitative in nature uses the case study method. We
make a case study of the Kashmiri diaspora to evaluate and explain the
working of the concepts of the identity and community. The qualitative
data that forms part of the study is gathered mainly from secondary
sources, and occasionally from the primary ones. We concede this as
the main weakness of the paper. We will begin by briefly stating the
structure of the paper. The paper begins with an exposition of the
concepts of identity and community and places them in the broad
theoretical framework of communitarian thought. The main scholarly
literature on the subject is evaluated in this section, and our own views
expressly put forward. The idea of exploring the scholarly literature
is not to seek answers, but, as Yin says, ‘to develop sharper and more
insightful questions about the topic.” (Yin 2003). The next section
evaluates the working of the concepts of identity and community in
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relation to the concept of diaspora. The concept as well as phenomenon
of diaspora is dealt with in this section. In the next section, we evaluate
and explain the patterns of the construction of identity among the
Kashmiri diaspora. We will try to explain the diverse patterns of identity
and sense of community among them, as well as the ideological polarity
among them. The influence of the ongoing conflict on the diaspora of
Kashmir will also be evaluated and analysed.

Identity and Community

In social philosophy, there has been a rigorous debate on the concepts
of identity and community. Much focus has been on the writers like
Charles Taylor, Michael Sandel and Alasdair McIntyre — belonging
to Communitarian school of thought, although none of them calls
them as such, and some even have expressly repudiated this labelling
(MacIntyre 1995, 35). These writers reject the portrayal of individual
and society in the traditional liberal thought. The traditional liberals
present individual as an independent agent and with an identity that is
“prior to its social relations and social roles; and society is conceived as
a mere aggregate of such individuals, each endowed with individual
rights and pursuing its own conception of the good.” (Sayers 1999,
147). These writers, on the contrasting note, highlight the social nature
of an individual. They argue that everything, from human to moral
characteristics, is socially constructed.

Maclntyre begins with the premise that there is nothing like a self-
tulfilling individual, and that the “self” is socially constituted. He argues
that “‘goods and with them the only grounds for the authority of laws
and virtues, can only be discovered by entering into those relationships
which constitute communities whose central bond is a shared vision
and understanding of goods.” (Maclntyre 1981, 258).However, he
argues that these values have been lost in the modern world, where the
individual has become “isolated’, “abandoned’ and ‘condemned’.

Taylor agrees with MacIntyre that the values of community and identity
have been lost in the modern world but argues that MacIntyre fails to
take into account ‘the degree to which the free individual with his own
goals and aspirations... is himself only possible within a certain kind of
civilization; that it took a long development of certain institutions and
practices... to produce the modern individual.” (Taylor 1985b, 309). In
his other work, Taylor traces the making of the modern identity. In
contrast to MacIntyre, who treats the coming of modernity as a loss,
Taylor maintains that modern self takes on new roles, identities and
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encumbrances and develops new and relatively autonomous identities.
(Taylor 1989, 25-35).

In and of itself, the arguments might seem to be out of place with the
current study, but there is an inherent link. The relationship between
the traditional and the modern is the case in point. The people who
migrate from the relatively traditional settings to the modern ones find
themselves face to face with the predicament of the sudden break with
the tradition and find themselves in a dilemma of the definition of their
identity. Extending the arguments of MacIntyre and Taylor, we can
argue that there is a loss of identity as well as the making of the new
identities at play at the same time. But we can also argue that, while
at the abstract level it may be convenient to conceive of tradition and
modernity in terms of a loop, it certainly is not the case in the diaspora;
tradition and modernity are at play at the one and the same time.

Strikingly similar to Taylor, Walzer makes a point that liberal and
modern society is not fragmented as suggested by Maclntyre, rather
the understandings, commitments and values that we have in common
have went out of sight. He argues, ‘"The deep structure even of liberal
society is communitarian... We are in fact persons and... bound
together. The liberal ideology of separation cannot take personhood
and bondedness away from us. What it does is take away the sense
of personhood and bondedness.” (Walzer 1990, 6-23) The arguments
of Walzer are in sync with what Taylor argues — that self is socially
constituted and the modern world is seldom fragmentary.

We accept the notion of Taylor and Walzer with a caveat that the
‘self’ is seldom a static category and is characterised by dynamism
and flux. Thus, to condemn individuals to any one identity is naive.
People migrating from traditional to modern societies experience this
dynamism and flux more than anyone else. The contradiction in the life
of the diaspora are solved by wilful acceptance as well as rejection of
both identities — traditional as well as modern. This aspect is dealt with
in detail in the section that follows.

Identity and Diaspora

As is customary, we shall begin with the exposition of the definitions
of the concepts. The term ‘diaspora’ has an ancient lineage, the term
is rooted in the Greek language — Speiro meaning ‘to sow’, and Dia
meaning ‘over’. The word stood in ancient Greece for migration and
colonisation. The term is also based on the translation of the Hebrew
word ‘Galut’ which referred to the setting up of ‘colonies of Jews outside
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Palestine after the Babylonian exile and has assumed a more general
connotation of people settled away from their ancestral homelands.’
(Shuval 2003)The term, however, is not so old in social sciences; it
was not used in the discipline until the 1980s. This was because, as
Shuval highlights, the immigrants before 1960s were supposed to shed
their ethnic identities and assimilate in the culture and identity of the
host state. After the 1970s, the assimilation theories began to wean in
influence, and thus the concept of diaspora began to gain popularity.
It was now used to denote all those groups of people who migrated to
other regions and maintained their ethnic identities. (Bruneau 1995).

The theorisation of the concept of diaspora began with the work of
Armstrong who discussed the two typologies of diasporas — the
proletarian and the mobilized diaspora. (Armstrong 1976). Sheffer
helped recover the term from its perceived Jewish baggage arguing
that it would be a remiss if the term is reserved for describing the
Jewish migrants only. (Sheffer 1986). In Sheffer’s view, as explicated by
Antebi-Yemini and Berthomiere, three criteria should be employed to
define diasporas:

1. ‘the maintenance and the development of a own collective identity
in the “diasporised people;

2. the existence of an internal organisation distinct from those existing
in the country of origin or in the host country;

3. Significative contacts with the Homeland: real contacts (i.e. Travel
remittances) or symbolic contacts as in the sentence: “the next year
at Jerusalem” at the end of the prayer for Pessah (Easter).” (Anteby-
Yemini and Berthomiere 2005).

Safran defines diasporas as ‘the expatriate minority communities’
(Safran 1991):

1. ‘that are dispersed from a original “center” to at least two
“peripheral” places;

2. that maintain a “memory,” vision or myth about their original
homeland;

3. that “believe they are not — and perhaps cannot be — fully accepted
by their host country;”

4. that see the ancestral home as a place of eventual return when the
time is right;
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5. that are committed to the maintenance or restoration of this
homeland, and;

6. of which the group’s consciousness and solidarity are “importantly
defined” by thiscontinuing relationships with the homeland.’
(Anteby-Yemini and Berthomiere 2005).

Many other typologies exist that describe the term diaspora according
their different criteria. For example, based upon their cohesion and
dynamism, Alain Medam categorised diaspora into two categories —
‘crystallised diaspora’ and ‘fluid diaspora’” (Berthomiere 2005). Michael
Bruneau categorises diaspora on the basis of organisation (Bruneau
1995). It’s clear thus that there is a lot of mist surrounding the concept
of diaspora and a lot of disagreement among scholars as to who
constitute diaspora.

However, for the purposes of current study we shall follow the
definition given by Safran (1991). The reasons for doing so are that for
any study on the diasporas, the category of identity has to be taken
into consideration. Defining diasporas as a mere territorial group or
a migratory lot makes the concept meaningless and confuses it with
the concept and phenomenon of refugees. Safran treats diaspora in
a holistic way so as to include groups that maintain their identities
outside of their own cultural group.

Now we shall turn our attention towards the concept of identity and
how it works in relation to the diaspora. Identity as a concept has been
a subject of debate among scholars and differing connotations have
emerged. Identity in a broad sense however denotes the characteristics,
attributes, and social relations that define who one is. Identities may be
focussed, as Oyserman argues, ‘on the past — what used to be true of
one, the present — what is true of one now, or the future — the person
one expects or wishes to become, or the person one fears one may
become.” (Oyserman, Elmore and Smith 2012, 69). One derives meaning
from one’s identity; it is a way one sees and experiences oneself in a
society. It becomes what has been called as a self-concept — people derive
understandings about oneself and about others using the lens of one’s
identity. Thus, it becomes singularly one of the most important facets
of human life.

Identities are seldom static and are constantly in flux. The dynamism
is at the root of the identity formation. But it is important to note
that identities, though malleable, are not susceptible to swift and
instantaneous changes — the change occurs at a rather slow pace with
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change in circumstances and contexts. Again, identities are not derived
from one social source. They may be derived from a variety of sources.
For example, identities can take different forms — one may have
religious identity, or collective identity, or social identity, or personal
identity and so on. (Oyserman, Elmore and Smith 2012, 73-74). But
usually the identities are not derived from a singular source. They are
an ensemble of many things; one may rightly call them ‘identities’ in
a plural form. Kashmiri identity as also the identity of the Kashmiri
diaspora is also not derived from a single source but comes from varied
social, political and religious sources. This has been elaborately dealt in
the section that follows.

Kashmiri Diaspora and their Identity

The study of the social identity and the sense of community of the
Kashmiri diaspora is an immensely challenging task because of the
fact that it’s no monolith. Kashmiri diaspora is spatially scattered as
well as ideologically diverse. Besides no full-fledged scholarly work
exists to capture this dimension of Kashmir. Only scattered references
to the concept and phenomenon of Kashmiri diaspora could be found
in some works dealing with the Kashmir Conflict. Thus, we can see
scholarly focus on the role of Kashmiri diaspora in the field of conflict
or conflict resolution. Their identity and the sense of community per
se has scarcely invited scholarly attention. Much of the literature has
focussed on the international relations, and as Nasreen Ali argues,
‘there has been much less work done on the relationship between the
articulation of a distinct Kashmiri identity and the existence of a large
diasporic population.” (Ali 2002). Hangloo also writes that Kashmiri
diaspora is an immensely ‘complex human phenomenon’; and their
involvement is ‘not as much in economic, charitable, or social work
sectors of the region of their origin as in the areas of conflict or political
life.” (Hangloo 2012). Much of the literature on Kashmiri diaspora
therefore treats them as a category in the political conflict.

Any genuine study of the Kashmiri diaspora has to understand that
Kashmiri diaspora is not a singular phenomenon. Kashmiri diaspora
is as diverse as Kashmir itself is. There is a lot of ideological as well as
political diversity among the Kashmiri diaspora with a certain impact
to bear upon their social identities. It wouldn’t be out of place if we
make an argument that the social identities of the Kashmiri diaspora are
influenced, or one may say directed, by their political and ideological
leanings. Therefore, the conflict that goes on in the state of Jammu and
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Kashmir has a lot of bearing upon the people of Jammu and Kashmir
living outside.

On the social scale, the Kashmiris (as they are generically called) are
divided into those from Kashmir valley and those from Azad Kashmir.
Theformer are yet again divided into the Muslims of Kashmir Valley
and the Pandits (Kashmiri Hindus). And the later are divided into
those from Mirpur, and those from other regions like Gilgit-Baltistan,
Kotli, Bhimber etc. Interestingly, there is much in common between the
Kashmiri Muslims and Pandits than between Kashmiri Muslims and
Mirpuri Kashmiris. Kashmiri Muslims view Mirpuris disdainfully and
call them “nouveaux Kashmiris” — Mirpuris called themselves Pakistanis
prior to 1990s (Evans 2005). Language is an important source of social
bond between the Kashmiris — Muslims and Pandits. Mirpuris speak
Paharilanguage while as the Kashmiris from the valley speak Kashmiri
language. Numerically speaking, Kashmiris from the valley form
the minority within the Kashmiri diaspora. For example, in Britain,
nearly 70 per cent of the Kashmiri diaspora are from Azad Kashmir
(Lewis 1994). The statement of numbers is mainly because of the fact
that the diaspora from Mirpur are predominantly Muslim which has
an important impact upon the identity formation among the diasporic
population of Kashmir.

As argued in the preceding sections, number of factors have their
bearing upon the formation of identity. The formation as well as
consciousness of the Kashmiri identity has several factors associated
with it. The main factors along which the identity formation takes place
in Kashmir is the system of ‘biraderi’ (brotherhood), language, and sense
of being a Kashmiri. Importantly, the ongoing political conflict and the
status of the state of Jammu and Kashmir has a lot of impact upon
the identity formation within the boundaries of Kashmir as well as on
the Kashmiris living outside. As Mucha argues, the identities ‘can (and
at least partly often are) constructed by social actors. Social relations
are very often extremely complex and groups that dominate in one
dimension can have a minority status in an other.” (Mucha 1999, 14).
This explains as to why the diaspora communities, who are in majority
in parent state but now in minority, try to maintain strong cultural and
social relationship with their own community as well as maintaining
their identity. Kashmiri diasporic communities, therefore, can be said
to be in quest of such a social and cultural cohesion. Ellis and Khan
in their study on the Kashmiris in Britain find out that ‘the biraderi
networks have the effect of clustering Azad Kashmiris” and that ‘new
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migrants were often sponsored by a member of the biraderi to move
to Britain [and] this means [that] the already settled migrant would
then provide board and lodging, initial financial support, advice and
help in obtaining employment. In turn the new migrant when settled
would help another member of the biraderi from Azad Kashmir.” (Ellis
and Khan 1999, 124). Therefore, the internal social dynamics of Azad
Kashmir are seen to be at work in the diasporic communities of Azad
Kashmir as well.

Besides biraderi, religion also plays a role in the construction and
articulation of identity in the Kashmiri diasporic communities. Majority
of the Kashmiri diaspora worldwide profess Islam. However, it would
be wrong to suggest that this dimension of the Kashmiri identity
tits in with the larger and much wider concept of Ummah (universal
Islamic nation). This dimension of identity is based on the localized
understanding of Islam at work in the parent nation Kashmir. There
is also a discernible population of Panditdiaspora world over. Their
identity seems to flow from the shared cultures and history, but lately
has also come from their collective history of exodus from Kashmir in
the 1990s. The patterns of identity have seen a general shift from the
1990s in Kashmiri diaspora. Now the markers of identity are defined
much by the understandings of the political conflict rather than their
social belongingness. This is the dimension that we shall now turn our
focus to.

The conflict of Kashmir didn’t start in the 1990s. It started with the
partition of the Indian subcontinent into two nation-states India and
Pakistan in 1947. The concomitant struggle for the possession of the
state of Jammu and Kashmir led to the internationalization of the
dispute and well over three major and numerous minor wars between
the two states. The 1990s just saw Kashmiris rise up in arms against the
injustices met to them by the Indian state. The rallying point around
which the tehreek(movement) revolved was the one of the important
marker of identity — religion. The Muslim identity was used as a battle
cry by the leaders of the movement, which consequently saw the
exodus of Pandits from the valley. How far the Muslims leaders of the
movement, and how much of the state complicity were responsible for
this exodus is beyond the remit of this study. Needless to state that
the exodus led to the serious privations being suffered by the Pandit
communities living in the relief camps in the other parts of the state as
well as outside the state. These memories of these privations had an
important impact upon the identity formation of the Pandit diaspora.
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The collective history and memories of the exodus and projections of
the narratives of Muslim responsibility for this, skewed their identities
away from that of a Kashmiri and more towards the assimilation in
the larger Indian identity. At some points, they have also voiced their
wishes of being granted a separate homeland ‘in the north east of the
Jhelum river in the Valley with Union Territory status.” Jha 2011). Thus,
the political conflict certainly has had a bearing on the identity of the
Pandits. Kashmiri Muslim diaspora have no less been influenced by the
workings of the political conflict in the valley.

As already discussed in the previous paragraphs, Kashmiri Muslims
have formed their identities around the shared culture, religion,
language etc. But their identities have been polarised in the years
following the rise of violence in the valley in the 1990s. This territorial
dimension of the Kashmiri identity has led to a sharp rise in the concern
among the Kashmiri Muslim diaspora with the happenings within the
valley of Kashmir. For example, Zafar Khan writing in the context of
British Kashmris, states that in the local government elections of May
2000, ‘five candidates from the Justice for Kashmir (JFK) group were
elected to serve on the Birmingham City Council. The JFK mobilised
electoral support by highlighting issues that had more to do with the
Government'’s policy on Kashmir than Birmingham’s local problems.
Although this appears to be a new phenomenon in ethnic political
activism, it represents a continuity of the Kashmiri diaspora’s interest
in the events in these regions.” (Khan n.d.).

Based upon the understanding evolved in the previous paragraphs, we
can state that the sense of identity and community within the Kashmiri
diaspora has followed a pattern of evolution based on the domestic
political as well as social dynamics. Kashmiri Muslims from the valley
have followed the customs, culture, and their religion to stay anchored
in their parent community. Likewise, the Muslims from Azad Kashmir
have followed the system of biraderi as it occurs domestically in Azad
Kashmir. Kashmiri Pandits have also followed the customs and mores
of their parent community and have lately absorbed the identity
defined by the parameters of the domestic political conflict. With this
we have vindicated the initial hypothesis set out in the beginning that
the identities don’t get watered down with the migration of people
from their parent community to other community. The complimentary
hypothesis that the identity of Kashmiri diaspora is largely driven
along ideological lines defined by the ongoing political conflict within
Kashmir has also been substantiated. With this we move to briefly
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provide the broad conclusions and the findings of this paper in the
section that follows.

Conclusion

The initial exposition of the works of Taylor (1985), Sandel (1982),
and Maclntyre (1981) in this study have found a clear expression in
the discussion and analysis of the sense of identity and community in
the Kashmiri diaspora. The communitarian conviction that the ‘self’
is socially constructed and that the liberal isolation of individual
from the social context is misplaced has also been established in this
study using the Kashmiri diaspora as a case study. Kashmiri diaspora,
although not a monolith, and ideologically diverse, is anchored with
the communities that form Kashmir.

Kashmiri diaspora can be said to be a Kashmir in microcosm — as
divided, diverse and plural as the parent state. Each community
follow the customs and mores that are domestically followed. Muslims
from valley follow their own customs, speak Kashmiri, and have a
consciousness of being a Kashmiri. They are repulsive of the use of
Kashmiri by the Kashmiris from the Azad Kashmir since they don’t
speak Kashmiri. Pandits from the valley have followed the culture of
Kashmir and speak Kashmiri. But consequent upon the exodus of the
Pandits from the valley, their identity has begun to revolve more around
their religion and less around the culture that they have in common
with the Kashmiri Muslims.

Safran’s conviction that the communities in order to be included in the
fold of diaspora must be dispersed to at least two peripheral places,
maintain a memory of their homeland, have the consciousness of not
being part of the host nation, etc have all been permanent features
of the Kashmiri diasporic community. Therefore, as Clifford says,
‘diaspora is a signifier, not simply of transnationality and movement,
but of political struggles to define the local, as distinctive community,
in historical contexts of displacement.” (Clifford 2010, 325). The sense
of identity and community in the Kashmiri diaspora has been strong
since the beginning and has seen a sharp rise along political lines from
the 1990s. Therefore, we can draw a broad conclusion that the identities
of the ethnic groups tend to be localized in their parent as well as when
they are outside. The sense of belongingness to their own cultures
and the affinities towards their ethnic mores also tend to be higher
among the diasporic communities. As we have seen, the identity of
the Kashmiri diasporic communities has also been localized. Their
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politics is also determined by the ethnic affiliations. On the basis of this
understanding, we can be prescient in arguing that as long as Kashmir
remains in conflict, the mobilisation of diasporic communities will also
remain along the same lines.
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