Perceiving Kashmir’s Resilience

Kashmir is one of the world's most militarised and contested regions, with one soldier for every 30 residents (Thomas, 2021), and is extensively occupied by the Indian army as well as several militias and terror groups (Vox, 2019). Despite all of this conflict, the people of Kashmir continue to push on and survive, thus in this exhibit, I will be exhibiting multimedia that express the people of Kashmir's resilience. I'll be looking at a variety of artists, such as Dar Yasin, Juliette Roberts and Avani Rai as well as other articles and mediums, to discuss the people's overall ability to not give up.
The entire scenario in Kashmir is summed up in this conversation from a 2014 rendition of Shakespeare's Hamlet: "When two elephants break out in a brawl, only the grass beneath their feet gets trampled." (HAIDER, 2014) The nuclear armies are referred to as elephants, whereas the people of Kashmir are referred to as grass being trampled. In this essay, I will briefly discuss  a few of the  atrocities perpetrated against the people of Kashmir, as well as how they simply resist, refusing to let it bring down their spirits.


The people of Kashmir have spent generations battling the occupation, the region has been a mess of human rights violations for a while now, Children are denied education because schools are only open four months of the year, youth are losing hope because their friends are blinded by pellets during protests, farmers are grieving the loss of livelihoods because trade channels are routinely limited. Mothers in continual grief for their lost and murdered sons, (Rai and Dutta, 2019) traumatised half-widows, women who have no idea where their partners are, some of whose husbands have vanished years ago, without a trace, imprisoned by the Indian army without any proof. There is practically never any information regarding where they would be. (Robert, 2017)

On August 5, 2019, India's right-wing government, led by Narendra Modi, revoked article 370, which provided the state of Jammu and Kashmir semi-autonomy under a UN resolution from 1948. This political action was dubbed "full integration" of Jammu and Kashmir into the Indian union by India, who reasoned that it would put an end to a three-decade-long violent separatist movement and restore peace to the region. For Kashmiris, though, this represented a danger to the state's ethnic identities and a step closer to Modi's vision of a largely Hindu nation. (Pundir, 2020)



Tensions began to increase after Article 370, which had protected Kashmir for seventy years, was repealed. Over 4000 individuals were arrested by the Indian army, including over 100 children, some as young as nine years old. India also placed a military lockdown, there was also mass communication blackouts.The arrested were held under the Public Safety Act, which authorises the state government to hold persons without accusation or trial for up to two years. When further demonstrations broke out, police used tear gas and pellets to disperse at least 10,000 people, as well as detaining them. The Indian police have also been accused of employing pellet guns, opening fire on protestors, abusing and torturing locals, extrajudicial executions, and disappearances, to name a few human rights violations.(Saraiya and Khan, 2020)

Avani Rai is a Mumbai-based photographer and filmmaker who has been capturing life in Kashmir since 2015. Her work "concerns the long-drawn pain and suffering of a people whose voice has been silenced, stuck between Borders and unclear destinies," she says. She photographed the turmoil in 2016 after a terrorist group commander was killed. According to sources, the disturbance that followed his death was tremendous, with more than 96 deaths and many rallies involving over 15000 civilians and 4000 security officers injured.  "We need to learn from history, and we aren't doing that," she adds, "and people need to know what we've gone through," and her work truly tugs at one's heartstrings. (World, 2019)


Dar Yasin is an Associated Press photographer who received the Pulitzer Prize in 2020 for photographs taken during a mass communication blackout in Kashmir following the repeal of Article 370, documenting life in the occupied area as India lost its semiautonomy. When Dar Yasin won the Pulitzer, some BJP officials slammed the prize, claiming that the images were anti-India. (Pundir, 2020)

[image: ]Dar says “I was in sixth grade when a young boy in a neighbourhood was killed in a police firing since then I’ve seen thousands get killed it’s a routine normalised In our lives”, and regarding his work,“that covering conflict in my homeland hasn’t been easy but it hasn’t necessarily changed me it has left a mark, it has made me rage and it has left me in despair.” The photograph of mourners carrying the body of a man killed when he was run over by a paramilitary armoured vehicle(Taylor, 2020)  is one that strikes me speechless, there are so many emotions and faces present, ones eyes dart across the funeral procession, from the women to the men, the varied facial expressions all display resilience.
[image: ] Juliette Roberts is the final photographer whose work I will show; she is a freelance photographer who documented the struggles of a few half-widows in Kashmir in September 2015. Among her photographs, one stood out to me simply because of the emotion it was able to convey without giving too much away I will be using this image in my exhibit. the portrait of a 50-year-old lady named Khadijah (Robert, 2017) Her spouse, Sheikh Muhammad Mir, vanished in 1998 and she hasn't heard from him since. I believe this photograph captures the pain that we see among the people of Kashmir, as well as their capacity to remember, as she lost him 17 years ago and is now reliving her tale. Many documentaries and news reports include people narrating their tales, and it appears to have become a pattern in their life for them to relive their stories and pains in the hopes of raising awareness. (Akhter, 2012)
This shot has a special place in my heart since I can't imagine the anguish of losing a loved one so unexpectedly and without warning. They're known as half widows because they don't know if their husbands are alive or dead. They're forced to roam in this limbo, where many grow sad and pushed out of society, where many in-laws refuse to help them, and where many suffer from serious mental health problems.

Along with Juliette Roberts image, for this exhibition, I'll also be using two images by Avani Rai, one of which Is a portrait of a past victim of the “non-lethal” pellet guns that security forces have been using to quell protests in Kashmir since 2010, and who joins in another protest despite being paralysed and in a wheelchair. 
[image: ]This image is a documentary shot and it’s a pair of photos side-by-side, one is a portrait of his disfigured head and one is him on a wheelchair surrounded by other protest goers.The expression on his face stores so many emotions, it is stony and cold, yet brave at the same time this photograph screams resistance and once again Demonstrates the ability to not back down.

[image: ]The second set of photographs that were also captured by Rai are  two women with their hands up in prayer as they weep to their God, on the evening of Modi’s speech, revoking article 370. in these image you can see the disbelief and the “dear God please don’t let this be” despite knowing that they are so little in the face of guns and tanks they can’t really do much, it shows resilience the facial expressions and body language and the monochromatic colours really tie together the world may not be listening to them but their god is.

I would like to display these images in central mosque in Birmingham, as that area has a lot of Indo-Pak community, the mosque has two sections, for women and men, so it would need to be displayed twice, I would like to display them in the main halls around the prayer hall, so they are viewable through out the main areas. I would like to have the works across from each other, so either way you turn you can view the images, I would like to display these images on a Friday after the midday prayers as that is the time you have the most flow through the mosque.
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