
Hoping Against Hope.
My father said to me one night �Memory is politics in Kashmir, where erasure (of records, of lives, of histories) and impunity (moral, legal and sexual) are matters of fact and weapons of war. I know this system, which claims to be the campaigner of democracy, is a hoax”
 March 8 is celebrated as International Women’s day. This day serves as a day to recognize and appreciate the sacrifice women make, and also a day to  celebrate the accomplishments and contributions that women around the world make to their societies. However, it is also a day to reflect on the challenges that women continue to confront.  Perhaps nowhere are these challenges more prominent than in conflict zones, where Violence has served as a tool to affirm power and women have increasingly become a medium through which the armed forces assert their authority and inflict human rights abuses. women are faced with having to protect themselves and their families as they strive for peace in their communities. In all types of conflict women have been exploited physically and in Kashmir they have met the same fate. Many actors have been involved in sexual and physical exploitation of women. Kashmir conflict has wreaked havoc with all people of the valley and women folk have suffered the most. Women, in Kashmir, have been the worst hit due to conflict. The dimensions of the conflict have been many and it has been difficult, to get the exact ideas about the problems and sufferings faced by the women. As the conflict raged on for more than twenty years, it has left them physically, socially, psychologically and economically distressed. They are the worst sufferers of the conflict and thus are the real victims. A study done by �Doctors without Borders� reveals that Kashmiri women are among the worst sufferers of sexual violence in the world. It further mentions that since the beginning of the armed struggle in Kashmir in 1989, sexual violence has been routinely perpetrated on Kashmiri women, with 11.6 per cent of respondents saying they were victims of sexual abuse. Interestingly, the figure is much higher than that of Sierra Leone , Sri Lanka and Chechnya.  It is not that Kashmiri women have not come forward to make themselves visible in the society. They have achieved much success. Our chief minister is not the only one.
 Jammu and Kashmir, once only known for its picturesque beauty, continues to have a mention in the Guinness Book of  World Records as most  militarized zone and the longest pending dispute on the planet earth with more not less than  700,00 state forces, i.e. 1 solider for every 15 civilian, or an estimate of approximately one male combatant (as in all armed conflicts, combatants are overwhelmingly men), for every 8 women and girls (assuming the sex ratio to be roughly equal). The book says that occupied Kashmir has made its place in the facts book for four reasons and all the reasons are linked to the pending dispute.The political stalemate of india and Pakistan has led to the abuse and sufferings of women in this particular area.This political stalematopic is important because of the grave situation it has put Kashmir in, it remains integral issue to one of the most global crises of our time. It is imperative that women are equipped with the tools necessary to help and empower themselves. Kashmir is just one of the many in the multitude of regions suffering from the abuse of human rights. The  last twenty seven years of active resistance by the population of Kashmir has resulted in death, torture, enforced disappearances and other forms of oppression. With the heavy militarization, women have been targets and survivors of systemic violence. Despite all political and social odds, the women of Kashmir exercise their agency as active participants in documenting, reporting and protesting the abuses committed against them as mothers of children of war, as half-widows and the daughters of the land. Women have been at the receiving end of this occupation as direct and indirect victims of violence by the State. Violence has served as a tool to affirm power and increasingly, women have become a medium through which the armed forces assert their authority and inflict human rights abuses. Women have lost their loved ones; husbands, brothers and sons, some of whom were killed and some never returned. In conflict areas such as Kashmir, the Indian armed forces have used severe forms of intimidation�torture, extrajudicial killings, disappearances, kidnapping and rape�to curb resistance. Of all the tactics in their arsenal, army personnel  have often turned to rape and sexual violence as the most convenient form of retribution for rebellion.
Rape, as with all terror- warfare, is not exclusively an attack on the body - it is an attack on the �body politic�. Its goal is not to maim or kill one person but to control an entire socio-political process by crippling it. Rape has been used as a weapon of war and retaliation by Indian security forces; comprising the Indian Army, Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) and Border Security personnel, against Kashmiri civilians. In fact, rape is neither incidental nor private. It routinely serves a strategic function in war and acts as an integral tool for achieving particular military objective. Rape is often used in ethnic conflicts as a way for attackers to perpetuate their social control and redraw ethnic boundaries. More specifically [a] violent invasion into the interior of one's body representing the most severe attack imaginable upon the intimate self and the dignity of a human being: by any measure it is a mark of severe torture.  Rape has been used historically as a form of genocide, as the...destruction of a race...It  produces a sense of inadequacy on the part of the collective heart of the race, a sense of helplessness, a sense of worthlessness. It is an attempt to completely remove the cultural ties and closeness felt in a particular community. Rape of a women in a particular society undermines the cohesion and fabric of that society. Rape offers a mechanism by which perpetrators can slowly sever the ties a victim has with her community�oftentimes the victim is shunned and pushed out of her community, leaving her isolated, vulnerable, and alone. Violence against women is a tragic theme that touches every conflict. For centuries, this type of violence against women was seen as an unfortunate side effect, or even a spoil of war. However, today mass rape is increasingly recognized as a strategic tactic and weapon of war and the orchestrators of these atrocities can now face charges of crimes against humanity but unfortunately the case has not been so. Everyday women�s rights and human rights advocates � both those affected by conflict and elsewhere around the world � work tirelessly to keep these issues on the global agenda, so that future generations will never know these atrocities. 
As we celebrate International Women�s Day, it�s important to remember the mothers, sisters and daughters living in areas of conflict and to ensure that their voices are not silenced. In jammu and Kashmir, rape is practiced as part of a systematic attempt to humiliate and intimidate the local population rather a potent weapon used to discourage resistance and humiliate the population. Rape in Kashmir is not the result of few indiscplined soldiers, but rather an active stategy of Indian forces to humiliate, intimidate and demoralize the Kashmiri people.  As an institution, the army has done little to correct the injustice perpetrated by its soldiers. Not a single member of the Indian army has ever been prosecuted for any human rights violations. Even court-martials are more disciplinary than punitive. When confronted with evidence of rape by government troops in Kashmir, Indian authorities try to impugn the integrity of witnesses, discredit the testimony of physicians, or just flatly deny the charge. The failure to punish rapists appears to be as consistent and widespread as rape itself. These facts lead to a complete lack of faith in the Indian institutions, and a collective memory of injustice and betrayal among the people of Kashmir. Sexual violence conducted by the Indian forces has long been a mainstay tactic. It has now been established that violence against Kashmiri women, especially rape, has been used by Indian security forces as a weapon to impose collective punishment. The rape incidents like the one in Handwara, Kupwara, Trehgam and at other places in the valley are not the first of their kind. Another highly visible episode of sexual violence occurred in 1991 in North kashmir’s  Kunan Poshpora village, when dozens of women were raped barbarically. The gruesome rape and subsequent murder in my very hometown (Shopian) of two women, Asiya and Neelofer, represent the climax in this wave of violence against women. This serves as a telling comment on the plight of women and on the indifferent attitude of the state towards addressing the issue. Victims of rape and sexual violence suffer from extreme psychological consequences. Victims often develop a fear of intimacy, are likely to engage in self-mutilation and injury, suffer from flashbacks, sleep disorders, shame, depression and anxiety, have recurring nightmares of their rapes and experience post-traumatic stress disorder and psychosomatic disorder. Cases of rape and molestation abound in Kashmir and many go unreported because of the fear of social stigma, and of reprisal by state agencies. It has become such a way of life in conflict zones like Kashmir that many victims are simply too afraid to report it and you can understand that, And even in those cases, where the victims manage to transcend these fears and report the matter to police, they achieve little or no justice. Today, too many women are still being targeted by government forces and who knows that attacking them will help break down the societies they are trying desperately to control. For 28 years, Jammu and Kashmir has remained a �Disturbed Area� where the army and the paramilitary forces have escaped accountability for the crimes they have perpetrated. Indian state has always sided with the perpetrators and not the rape victims and Indian society is generally not disturbed by rapes in Kashmir due to Kashmiri Muslims being considered the 'other�. That 28 years later this still continues is a sad commentary on the lack of political imagination of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government.
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Holding faded photographs and wiping away tears with their scarves, these women have doggedly protested for their missing relatives to be restored to them, but with no luck. That is, with no luck yet.
 �Half-widows� is a term that came up sometime during the two-and-a-half decades of conflict in Kashmir when men disappeared, mostly in the custody of security forces. These women are called "half-widows" because they have no idea whether their husbands are dead or alive. This loss of their men means losing their main bread winner, leading a life with an uncertain future, and raising the household in the atmosphere of fear and social ostracism. Conflict involving arms is a ubiquitous phenomenon. Since the dawn of 21st century armed conflicts have become more internal, long-drawn, and complex, with civilians increasingly becoming the targets. The Association of Parents of Disappeared Persons estimates that 8,000-10,000 men have disappeared since 1989, leading to an estimated 1,500 'half-widows' in [India-administered] Kashmir. However, the Indian government doesn�t recognize the phenomenon of enforced disappearances in Kashmir and asserts that the �missing� count is not more than 4,000. This leaves the 'half-widows' in a state of permanent limbo as they suffer the consequences of an �ambiguous loss�: a situation of loss without closure or clarity. This unresolved grief results in post traumatic stress disorder and major depressive disorder. According to a recent survey by Action Aid, 14 per cent of the 4,000 Kashmiri men and women studied were found to have severe mental health illnesses, the most common of which is depression. With the state not acknowledging their disappearance, these women don�t figure anywhere in the Jammu and Kashmir government�s compensation scheme for people killed in the two-decade-long conflict. The Association of Parents of Disappeared Persons (APDP), founded in 1994 by women's rights advocate  Parveena Ahangar, is supported by lawyers and human rights activists in Kashmir. In 1991, Parveena's son, Javaid  Ahangar, was abducted by Indian security forces and never heard of again. The APDP, which deals with more than 300 families, supports campaigns to find out the truth about missing relatives. APDP also works for an end to the practice of enforced or involuntary disappearance, which is an international crime. The membership is spread all over Kashmir and is open to all the relatives of the victims of enforced disappearances.
 During the years of conflict in Kashmir, it's not only the half-widows who have suffered. The half-orphans have also suffered heavily under the weight of lives with little opportunity. As a child's self-esteem is wrapped in the identity of a missing father, a generation of children are now living through the confusion of broken dreams.This is the plight of countless women who have faced the casualties of Indo-Pakistani conflict on the border and violence inside Kashmir with the �enforced disappearances� of their husbands, fathers, brothers and children during an ongoing twenty years of conflict in the Himalayan valley. Trapped between years of territorial war between India and Pakistan, the women and girls of Kashmir have grown up knowing too much, too fast about conflict, trauma, bombs and violence. In the reach for equality many women and girls are left behind without a voice. There are scores of hapless women caught in restrictions between Kashmir's laws and society. The legal system and society confines half-widows and their children between the boundaries of the past and the present, where they hope against hope. Kashmiri half widows can easily be viewed as an example of bravery, attempting to hope against hope and despite severe economic hardship continue looking for their loved ones. According to a detailed 2007 report by the award winning Kashmir based journalist Haroon Marani 'the primary concern of families is to find their missing person. They move from one police station to another, from one army camp to another and so on. It takes months and years.'
Enforced disappearance is only one in the long list of human rights abuses that the Indian state and military establishment in Kashmir stand accused of. However, there has never been any attempt to allow the law to take its course and conduct independent inquiries into these cases. Enforced disappearance in Kashmir works on two levels: not only do they silence opponents and critics of India's policies in Kashmir but also create uncertainty and fear in the wider community, silencing others who would oppose and criticis. In not a single case of rights violation from custodial torture to murder, disappearances, rape has the accused been tried by the civil courts. In the most high profile case of recent times, the armed forces tribunal suspended life sentence of five personnel from the Rajputana Rifles regiment of the Indian Army for luring Kashmiri villagers with the promise of jobs and killing them, staging it to appear as a foiled infiltration bid by militants. Despite the judiciary's failure to successfully address any of the wrongs committed in name of combating terrorism, Parveena Ahanger has persevered, traveling from Kashmir to Delhi and Geneva to appeal before international rights bodies.

The lives of widows and 'half-widows' highlight a lopsided legal system, government neglect, a cruel culture of ostracisation and widespread mental trauma. The Jammu Kashmir Coalition of Civil Society recommends that a holistic rights-based approach addressing the 'half-widow' situation be taken up by the government as a priority by first acknowledging the enforced disappearances. The government must also help civil society assist half widows to document the disappearances. Half widows must also be provide assistance for legal representation, creation of income generation and psychological care. It is also fundamentally important that the state government should take steps to establish the rule of law by punishing the perpetrators of enforced disappearance so that such future crimes can be deterred. Without a doubt the enforced disappearances in Kashmir have created an aura of fear that weakens the families of the missing with invasive collateral damage. The common opinion of many families is that they have been deprived of all rights and means of protection. Relatives of the missing are often left in a gruelling state of uncertainty where they can neither mourn nor live with happiness. In such condition it is very important that the disappearance cases must be resolved by the state and half widows and relatives must be told about the whereabouts of their loved ones whether dead or alive. Half widows are a stark, pernicious and unidentified face of the insecurity in Kashmir.

                                                    India�s war on Kashmir is not only a military war, but also one of narratives and words: a war waged to control desires and choices. Living here doesn�t only mean being prepared for disappearances, rapes, torture, massacres, funerals and mourning; it also means living the wounds of various predicaments that the all-permeating occupation entails. One of these quandaries is the question of justice under Indian rule. Justice has not been delivered to anyone in Kashmir. The government delays these cases so that people get tired and stop fighting for the justice. They talk about peace and I feel peace cannot come to Kashmir till there is justice. Peace will come when you give justice to people who have lost their sons, bothers, fathers and husbands. If the international community remains a mute spectator to the war crimes in Kashmir, the people will lose trust in international law because of the strong developing perception that it applies only to the poor and weak and not to the strong and powerful? If you want global security, there are a lot of things to do, but the first thing is to have values or standards that are equal and fair. I am tired of being a witnessof violent crimes against kashmiri people. There is absolutely nothing that can justify massacres, enforced disaapearances atrocities and barbarism carried out by Indian security force. There is absolutely nothing that can justify our ignorance and ignorance of state government and/or governments around the world. The killers and those who played an active part in these disappearances must also be brought to justice. Also instead of mere talking of repealing of AFSPA and making this mere election rhetoric , something fruitful needs to be done on the ground with this law which is the major impediment in the road to justice and to avoid other mother lose their sons to this brutal conflict. Justice has to be served to these mothers, which can give them some relief. And it will also bring some discipline and accountability in security forces and will set a good precedent for future. Truth must prevail. But there is least possibility of justice now as the killers are getting awarded and poor Kashmiris taken as �mistaken identity� and killed and all we can do is hope against hope.
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