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NEHRU AND THE KASHMIR QUANDARY
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A measured handshake: Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru with Kashmir’s Maharaja Hari
Singh in Srinagar in May 1948.   | Photo Credit: HINDU PHOTO ARCHIVE

Union Home Minister Amit Shah earlier this month held India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal
Nehru, responsible for the country being deprived of one-third of Kashmir. Except for
those who deify Nehru, most others readily agree to the obvious fact that Nehru was not
infallible. However, it is ironical Mr. Shah and his party, the Bharatiya Janata Party, focus on an
area of Nehru’s alleged culpability — his handling of the Kashmir question — on which the latter
perhaps deserves their indulgences and empathy.

What must one, then, think of when one thinks of Kashmir? Is it a stolen land? Or a symptom of
Hindu-Muslim rivalry? Or a case of cross-border terrorism? Or perhaps a battleground for two
nuclear rivals?

Kashmir is all these and much more. However, there are some aspects to the muddle that have
been ignored for far too long.

First, given Nehru’s well-known secular credentials, we tend to treat him as less of a Hindu, if
not looking at him as an outright anti-Hindu. In reality, on Kashmir, he acted not only as a Hindu
determined to protect his co-religionists, but as a Kashmiri Pandit.

Mirwaiz defends Nehru’s Kashmir policy

In 1947, the immediacy of the crisis in Kashmir — the procrastination of Maharaja Hari Singh to
join either India or Pakistan and Pakistan’s invasion of the state — dictated that Nehru and the
Government of India do everything to prevent the impending genocide of the Hindus in Jammu
and Kashmir.

Wouldn’t a secular Nehru have also acted in a similar way? Indeed. But a secular Nehru would
have liberated the rest of Kashmir, including Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK), as well.
Because India could either claim the whole of Jammu and Kashmir or nothing. Ignore, for the
time being, the purported reluctance of Indian Army to proceed further due to the operational
constraints that forced Nehru to agree to a ceasefire.

Further, if one were to examine Nehru’s actions in solely communal terms, one wouldn’t be able
to visualise a better strategy for the Hindus in the State than the one he chose. It must surely
have crossed Nehru’s mind that if he liberated PoK, it would create a situation where Hindus in
Jammu and Kashmir were further relegated to a minority.

Here, it is not difficult to count the benefits of Nehru’s calibrated inaction. A unified Jammu and
Kashmir would have meant that even a brilliant gerrymandering of political topography would not
have helped the Kashmiri Hindus. Hence, the BJP’s criticism of Nehru’s actions comes across
as ironical.

Prior to 1947, Jammu and Kashmir and Hyderabad State were mirror images of each other: an
autocratic ruler from a minority community having put a heavy yoke on the majority population.
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We are far too willing to accept the gory details of Hyderabad Nizam’s misrule but squeamish in
shedding a similar light on Kashmir. This has distorted our understanding of the Kashmir
problem in two ways.

One, the current angst among the Kashmiri Muslims is explained away as the people’s anti-India
sentiments or the machinations of Pakistan. There is truth in both explanations. But they also
mislead us into believing that the Kashmir problem started after 1947. The fact is that the cross-
border terrorism started much before the Partition of the subcontinent when Muslims in British
India used to slip into the princely State of Jammu and Kashmir in solidarity with fellow Muslims,
who were getting a raw deal from their ruler. Had we been cognisant of this fact, we would have
focussed more on good governance and ensuring basic liberties to the people in Kashmir.

Two, after its accession into India, Jammu and Kashmir was pushed into adopting democracy
whereas it never had the institutions, the cultural temperament and the robust civil society so
essential for democracy to take roots and flourish. Recall how Hyderabad State (now
Telangana) suffered for decades from left-wing extremism which was a counter to its feudal set-
up.

Leaving aside a few honourable exceptions like the princely States of Travancore, Baroda and
Kolhapur, most areas under native rule prior to Independence proved to be fallow for
democracy, whereas British India enjoyed a whiff of rules-based governance.

Understanding the parallels between Hyderabad and Kashmir would give us a whole new way of
dealing with the root cause of the problem, rather than just its symptoms. The Maharaja’s delay
in choosing between India and Pakistan prompted Pakistan to resort to military intervention.
That its troops were dressed up in mufti should not distract us from that fact.

After accepting the Maharaja’s instrument of accession, Nehru’s main task was to secure the
safety of Hindus, especially in the Valley. Having accomplished his goal, he had to end the war
at a time and place of his choosing. How else could he have achieved it without going to the
United Nations?

He was right in his likely assessment that Hindus wouldn’t be safe in Pakistan and Muslims
would be better off in India. His assessment was proved right during his time. But the fire-fighting
nature of Nehru’s actions in 1947-48 should have been additionally followed up with measures
of restoration and rehabilitation, keeping Kashmir’s history and culture in context.

 

Nehru and India had three policy options at their disposal during the initial years of the problem.
They were: a) Use the window of opportunity to relocate Hindus away from the Valley; that
would have avoided communal strife though democracy would have taken more time to fructify;
b) Usher in secular and liberal democracy which would take care of the interests of everyone; or
c) Put in place an autocratic system that would be managed from New Delhi.

The first option (evacuation) was never attempted as the government thought it was not
necessary and the Centre was supposed to be following the second option (democracy) but de
facto ended up following the third one (direct rule).

Unfortunately, for Nehru, taking possession of Jammu and Kashmir — minus the ‘one-third’ —
was an end in itself but not the beginning of a long process of integration. Further, he had too
much confidence in the superiority of India’s liberal polity, which he believed Kashmiris would
happily embrace. He also had too much faith in the sense of justice and equanimity of his
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successors. His faith proved to have been misplaced.

D. Shyam Babu is Senior Fellow, Centre for Policy Research. Views are personal
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The Trump administration’s successive punitive actions against Iran can only be interpreted as a
desire for direct conflict
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