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Introduction
The classical study of Kinship and Family, based on Fieldwork in the Utrassu and Umanagri villages 

in Kashmir between January 1957 to January 1958, by T. N. Madan (Madan, 2002, firstly published in 
1965) is considered an essential study for many reasons. Madan demonstrated that the study of one’s own 
people from a methodological perspective was possible, especially when social anthropologists would be 
concerned with the study of communities and people other than one’s own.Madan conducted his study 
during the famous 1950s when studying the village was thought essential to study the people’s social 
life in India. The other essential publications on village studies, Indian Village by S.C. Dube (1955), 
Indian Villages by M. N. Srinivas (1955), and Village India by Mckim Marriot (1955) also happened 
during the same time when Madan carried out his work in Kashmir.  Even though the village studies 

Understanding Displacement and Migration from Violence 
affected Villages in Jammu and Kashmir:  Anthropological 
Insights

The classical village studies in India have focused on ideas of caste, kinship, village as a social 
reality, with an emphasis on the sociological conditions of life, specifically the socio-cultural and 
economic aspects of a rural society. The sociological condition of people living in rural areas which 
have witnessed sustained periods of violence in settings like Jammu and Kashmir, Naxal affected 
parts of India, and the insurgency affected North-East has not been explored fully and calls for 
attention of scholars. This paper discusses the experiences of people with an emphasis on displacement 
from such rural areas- where protracted violence and conflict define everyday life. Some of 
the questions that need to be addressed include: How can we understand the social life of rural 
inhabitants whose physical and social setting is profoundly affected by the violence? What about the 
impacts of displacement, dislocation, exodus from one’s native areas affected by violence and conflict 
within or outside? What about the narratives of resilience, of coping, living together, holding each 
other’s hand, and of facing the violence collectively in a rural setting? These are pertinent questions 
in contemporary times when many rural areas are affected by violence and conflict. There is a need 
to re-examine the rural areas through a social anthropological lens to understand the disturbed 
social milieu. The questions this research poses are: do we need to alter the homeostatic model of 
Indian villages? Do we need a new search for the perspectives that will help us understand this social 
aspect of everyday rural life? The understanding of the village has to include the accounts of villages 
affected by violence and conflict and look beyond the perspectives and approaches of understanding 
caste and kinship. Drawing mainly from the first author’s notes of fieldwork conducted during 
2001-2003 in few villages of the then State of Jammu and Kashmir, an attempt is made here in this 
paper to map the changes in both the physical landscape and social life of the village due to ‘living 
under threat’, migration and displacement of its inhabitants triggered by violence.
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tradition continued in India and many publications added to our understanding of the various facets of 
village life, there is hardly any sociological work on the impact of violence on village life in Jammu and 
Kashmir. The changing socio-cultural and sociological aspects of social life in rural Jammu and Kashmir 
remain less documented. Many parts of rural India have been suffering due to the spread of violence and 
conflicts related to insurgency, social unrest and militancy. How is the social life of rural affected by the 
spurt of violence? How is the violence impacting the social structure, the demographic profile and the 
social relationships in the rural areas? There is hardly any sociological account of such living conditions 
of people in the rural parts of India. 

In this background, without going into the detailed analysis of the causes of violence, the aim of 
this paper is to discuss how both the physical and social settings of the village life in parts of Jammu 
and Kashmir were affected by violence and also changed due to the migration of inhabitants of the 
villages. The then state of Jammu and Kashmir 1 which was divided into the union territories of Ladakh 
and Jammu and Kashmir on 5 August 2019 touches the borders of Pakistan, China, Afghanistan, and 
Tibet. Due to its strategic location on the old Central Asian trade route, Jammu and Kashmir has been 
the halting place of the people travelling for trade between India and Central Asia (Bamzai, 1962). 
Since medieval times, the Mughals, the Afghans, the Sikhs, and myriad other rulers have invaded and 
subjugated it. The Jammu and Kashmir truly is the multi-cultural, multi-lingual, multi-ethnic, and 
multi-religious region having come into existence in unique circumstances. 

As violence erupted in the Kashmir Valley in 1989 due to armed struggle, it spread in the countryside 
and the politically marginal areas in the Kashmir division turned into a battleground. The then state of 
Jammu and Kashmir suffered loss of life and property due to the armed struggle and collateral damage 
due to the rise in insurgency-related violence. The villages located in the upper reaches and mostly 
inaccessible areas in the Jammu division too were affected by the armed struggle. The sociological 
condition of life in villages located close to the Line of actual control and the International border 
stretching from Ladakh to Kashmir and Jammu division has been hugely impacted by the ceasefire 
violations, unprovoked shelling, and firing.  Indeed, the daily life is defined by constant fear of losing 
one’s life and the loss of limbs due to firing from across the border or accidentally stepping over land 
mines within own areas. Dixit and Yasir (2015) discuss the impacts of this situation of conflict and its 
ramification on the lives of civilians in areas like Balakot, Sabjiyan, Mandi, Bhimber Gali, and Krishna 
Ghati in the Poonch district and Akhnoor, Suchetgarh, R.S. Pura and Arnia in Jammu District along 
LOC and Samba and Kathua along International Border in the state of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K). The 
physical, economic, and psychosocial impacts of high militarization of the region, escalating hostility 
and the aggressive stance of India and Pakistan towards each other result in misery and suffering for the 
border residents. Hussain  and Manchanda (2013) have also touched upon the impact of militarization 
on the social lives of people in border areas, especially Rajouri and Poonch, based on their field visits to 
these areas. However, we do not have detailed anthropological analysis on the aspect of internal conflict 
distress induced migration and resultant changes in social and physical landscape settings of the rural 
and town areas especially, from the Indian context.  

The history of violence in Jammu and Kashmir is not unkown. Various rulers and foreign invading 
forces fought over this piece of land resulting in waves of migration internally and outside the state 
in the past as well. The migration of people internally from rural to urban areas during the peak of 
violence and militancy related incidents provides an interesting analysis for the following reasons. Many 
accounts shared with the first author by the participants during the research brought to fore that during 

1	  The union government of India revoked the constitutional provision granting special status to the state of 
Jammu and Kashmir and bifurcated the state into Union territories of Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh to be centrally 
administered on 5 August 2019 and it was by majority vote approved by the Parliament of India on 6 August 2019. 
This first draft of the paper was written much before the bifurcation of the state and hence the data used and discussed 
in this paper was drawn from the state of Jammu and Kashmir which presently exists as two UTs.
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the times of war between India and Pakistan in the past as well, the local inhabitants would flee from 
the roadside areas and municipal areas, villages to upper reaches and inaccessible areas in the interiors to 
escape the wrath of the invading forces or the fighting armies. Second, given the geographical diversity 
of the districts like  Rajouri and few  other districts, many inhabitants of this district, including nomads 
belonging to Gujjar and Bakkarwal tribes and members of other communities seasonally migrate to 
upper reaches during the summer season when the temperatures rise in the plains. These seasonal 
migrants are also the ones who usually have herds of sheep, goats and flocks of Buffalo to feed. The upper 
reaches provide them with the combination of better  grazing pastures and cool temperature which 
helps  survive in the summer heat. To take care of the health and educational needs of these seasonal 
migrants, the Government of J&K has made arrangements of migrant schools and health facilities. This 
seasonal migration usually takes place from Rajouri, Reasi, Jammu, Kathua Udhampur, Poonch to the 
upper reaches in Kashmir valley and Kargil Drass region. The extent of annual seasonal migration of the 
nomads alone in the district of Rajouri can be gauged from the fact that the district administration of 
Rajouri makes an arrangement of 25 schools with an average  enrolment of 801 students and 45 teachers 
.for running of such schools at the respective temporary abodes of this migrant population is a common 
phenomena (Greater Kashmir, 15 April 2018).  

There are narratives and facts about the migration of minority communities due to violence from 
villages and towns to the winter capital of the state (i.e. Jammu), and outside state in other parts of 
India, Madan calls this as ‘mass exodus of Kashmir Pandits’ (2008: IX). Ankur Datta (2016) describes 
the impact of migration on the lives of Kashmiri Pandits, especially, how pundits negotiate with the 
feeling of loss of home and the everyday experience of migration. The circumstances which compelled 
the religious minority community members abandon their homes and live life away from their native 
homes were very disturbing. They were mostly forced  by the circumstances to migrate to small towns 
or the winter capital of the state i.e. Jammu city.  Precisely, the spate of violence greatly affected the 
Kashmir valley and some areas in the Jammu division. There are stories of collateral damage, violations 
of human rights, the suffering of men, women and children cutting across communities. The exodus of 
people from rural areas to municipal and town areas during the wave of violence was attributed to the 
perceived sense of security provided by the municipal and town areas. 

Research studies need to dwell on some of the following questions: 
•	 Was the migration a result of the constant fear of their younger generation falling into the hands 

of militants or the fear of themselves getting killed by the militants or becoming the victims of 
collateral damage? 

•	 Was the migration due to the aspiration to make bright careers for their younger generation by giving 
them the best of uninterrupted schooling, or was it the allure of the signs of modernity or development? 

This article is based on fieldwork conducted by the first author as part of doctoral research in 
few violence affected villages in the Jammu division 2001-2003 and some accounts of the field work 
experiences have been published earlier (Mir and Joshi 2012). The objective here is to analyze the exodus 
of people triggered by violence from villages to urban areas and its impact on rural’s physical landscape 
and social life.

The Rural Profile of  J&K 
As per the census of India (2011), there are as many as 597,608 inhabited villages in India. 82, 151 

villages have a population of less than 200. However, nearly half of the rural population in India resides 
in 115,080 villages with a population of more than 2000 but less than 10,000.  In the case of the then 
state of J&K before August 5, 2019, the total number of villages is   6,768 with Srinagar district with 
the least number i.e. 16 and the Jammu the Highest i.e. 897 number of villages as per the census 2011. 
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Reflection of  Violence in Daily Life
As Schroder and Shmedit (2001) point out, the conflicts are mediated by society’s cultural perception 

that defines specific situations and gives means and meanings to the perpetuation of violence/violent 
acts. Whether the violence in Jammu and Kashmir can be attributed to the unfulfilled aspiration of 
those wanting to merge the state with Pakistan or those who want to secure independent nationhood 
for Jammu and Kashmir or otherwise. Broadly, it is upto analysts to debate and contest the genesis 
of violence in Jammu and Kashmir and trace its origins to either the pre-partition or post-partition 
era. However, one cannot deny that the bloodshed in the state due to armed struggle and the counter-
response of the state armed forces has resulted in loss of life, damage to the property and brought untold 
misery, trauma, loss, and unending suffering to the people of Jammu and Kashmir. One of the fallouts 
of this wave of violence has been the exodus of people from the villages and cities to areas perceived to 
be relatively peaceful and secure within the state or outside the state. There is not much work on the 
living conditions and the social impacts of such an exodus on the people forced to shift their residence 
temporarily or permanently in and around urban/town areas.

What does this mean to those who have been facing outburst of violence, to the adults and the 
children who have grown in this culture of trauma.Are people not exhausted with this culture of guns 
and violence leading to trauma? These are some of  questions that do not have simple answers in this 
conflict-ridden state. However, when one looks at the strategies used by the people in their everyday 
life to cope with such an unpredictable, uncertain atmosphere of violence, one gets some impressions 
of the ways through which the local inhabitants have tried to survive this onslaught of violence. The 
inhabitants, especially those of rural areas, have been forced to live in conditions made hostile due to the 
spate of violence. Such prevailing hostile circumstances and conditions on the ground then left them 
with very little space to negotiate their safe and secure living as civilians.

 At the individual level, coping for the local inhabitants would mean not being forced to leave their 
abode, not being made to suffer humiliation, atrocities, loss of life, and property. Coping and living 
through this violence is not just a struggle for inhabitants in rural areas; it is equally a concern for those 
living in urban/ town areas. It is not that this militancy-related violence is limited to any specific  part 
only. The uncertainty of any untoward event happening anywhere, be it a crowded city, village, or bus 
stand, besides usually the army installations and militant hideouts remains alive everywhere. One of 
the ways the inhabitants in rural areas responded to this state of uncertainty and violence was to send 
their college-going and school-going children away from them, especially to urban areas. Consequently, 
the circumstance of forced sending away children put an additional burden on the families and also 
emotionally did not help either the parents or the children. As per the interviews of the adolescents and 
parents, it came to the fore that parents, as well as the children, felt restless and concerned continuously 
about the welfare and safety as the possibility of militants movements in rural areas would increase the 
chances of encounters, identification parades and search operations being carried out. Such activities 
would increase the stress levels as this would inevitably mean humiliation, torture, and risk of losing life 
and getting arrested or labeled as the sympathizers of militants or the informer to security agencies. This 
was a common practice in the rural areas. 

Community Level Coping of  Violence in Rural Areas
The description given here is based on the fieldwork carried out primarily in the rural districts 

during the peak of militancy. The infiltration of militants from across the border and the pursuit of 
militants by the security forces would often lead to violent confrontations. It is not only the collateral 
damage that the local inhabitants had to suffer but the constant fear of suffering physical losses and 
living insecure life on a daily basis. These rural villages in the remotely located hilly areas would be 
used as the safe shelters by the militants by forcing their entry into villagers’ homes, mostly at night 
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under the cover of darkness. The villagers would have no choice other than to provide food and shelter 
to these militants and live under the constant fear of becoming victims of collateral damage. As the 
night patrolling by security forces would intensify during those days following any information through 
human intelligence about the movement of militants in these areas. The hot pursuit of militants by the 
security forces often led to the exchange of firing. The local inhabitants would have to also face the anger 
of security forces on them for providing shelter to the militants. Such incidents had become routinized 
during those times and the villagers constantly struggled to live peacefully. Under those circumstances 
of fear and threat to life, the inhabitants in these remote and sparsely inhabited rural areas, especially, 
where the houses were distantly located from each other, would assemble at common places (either 
common places of worship or at the house of one of the villager) at a common relative’s or village heads 
house in which bigger accommodation was available to provide night shelter to all. This assembly of 
villagers at a commonplace during night hours would be considered a safe and secure space and the only 
option to minimize the chances of facing the atrocities of armed militants or the anger of security forces. 
During the daytime, each family would carry out the routine work. The coming together of four to five 
families at one place and spending night hours together had become common phenomena in remote 
villages. It proved to be an effective way of escape from any physical damage to the life or property 
during those days characterized by militancy related violence. In addition, the social support due to 
staying together at night would provide the village inhabitants a chance to unwind and feel less fearful. 
Mostly the raids, killings, torture, abductions, etc., would be carried out under the cover of darkness. 
In such circumstances, this collective coming together provided a strong shield / protective cover to 
the village inhabitants. The collective social sharing of grief and suffering, a mode of help available to 
individuals to overcome fear and extreme stress was a common practice. 

In one area of the fieldwork, there was a famous Sufi saint’s shrine. The Sufi Saint has followers across 
religious communities’ both within and outside the state. It is known that   residents of its adjoining hilly 
areas within around two kilometers radius would come and assemble at this shrine and spend their night 
hours there with the belief of protection by the blessings of this Sufi saint. Usually, the devotees visit this 
shrine in large numbers on Thursday, Friday, and Sunday to pay respect and seek the blessings of the Sufi 
saint. The devotees are offered free food at shrine of the Sufi saint.   However, these village inhabitants from 
the nearby areas would cook and have their meals at their homes and visit the shrine for only night stay. 
The research participants narrated that the consequences of living in a conflict zone ruptured the sense 
of privacy and disturbed the performance of routinized activities in their homes. The inhabitants had to 
struggle to cope with these threatening and fearful circumstances on daily basis and look for a semblance 
of peace to secure their lives. The participants also narrated how this constantly fearful situation affected 
the schooling and studies of their children. It caused immense worry in the minds of the parents. Thus, 
in addition to the personal safety issues, securing their children’s future demanded coping strategies other 
than spending night hours collectively at common shared places. As the local inhabitants did not see an 
immediate relief  to the movement/activities of militants and subsequently to their  constant search  by 
the security forces, the alternate resort adopted was migration to cities/ town areas by either buying land 
plots collectively or individually. This shift from remote rural regions abruptly picked up the pace. It 
resulted in the coming up of crowded residential hamlets in the periphery of the urban areas, sort of ghetto 
colonies. Similarly, the members of minority community, too from villages and mainly peripheral town 
areas, moved to minority-dominated regions within or outside the state. This mass exodus changed the 
character of the social and geographical landscape of the areas affected by violence. 

Migration from the village and Municipal areas to Towns and District 
headquarter
Migration of a significant proportion of families across religious affiliations took place from the villages 

in upper reaches and municipal areas to the district headquarter and town areas. At the same time, in 
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villages, families shifted from off-road areas to roadside areas, and construction on agricultural land close 
to roadside areas also happened rampantly during militancy. The reason for this shift to roadside areas 
was the less likelihood of militants seeking shelter in such homes where the easy roadside accessibility 
would mean swift security forces’ search and cordon actions.  Interestingly, the elderly participants of 
the survey narrated that in  the past wars between India and Pakistan, the roadside inhabitants would 
flee from the roadside dwellings to places far away from the road till the wars would stop. However, due 
to the infiltration and presence of armed militants in the village areas, many families shifted to roadside 
areas and towns. This roadside and town migration happened for the only reason that living closer to 
the reach of local and district administration authorities would ensure safety and fewer atrocities. This 
migration primarily due to threat to peace and safety eventually disturbed the community life in villages 
and habitation patterns. It also forced inhabitants to leave their safe abodes, farming fields, animal 
husbandry, and other means of living behind. Many such people were forced to choose alternate modes 
of subsistence in the crowded towns and the district headquarters. This distress migration led to the 
village ghettos with inhabitants settling at the periphery of the town/ municipal limits or encroaching 
upon the flood plains s or other fragments of state land. It stretched municipal town limits and gave 
rise to new colonies of village migrants, especially at the district headquarter. The militancy-related 
violence triggered this migration during the mid-nineties (i.e., the 1990s). Consequently, it changed the 
demographic profile of towns within a span of a few years. 

Conclusion
Physical dislocation of local inhabitants as a result of sustained topography of violence results not 

only in territorial migration but has long standing socio-cultural consequence as well. The collective 
coping techniques, outlined by the pattern of migration induced by violence can thereby be understood 
as the final emergence of collective living, social cohesiveness, extreme efforts at solidarity and collective 
behaviour of will to protect one another at the face of adversity.
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Tables
Table 1 District-wise list of census villages in Jammu & Kashmir, India as per census 2011 ( downloaded from <http://vlist.in/
state/01.html on 01-04-2018> at 12:40 pm)

S No District Total Villages S No District Total Villages

1 Anantnag 373 12 Kupwara 372

2 Badgam 489 13 Leh(Ladakh) 115

3 Bandipore 125 14 Pulwama 334

4 Baramula 532 15 Poonch 181

5 Doda 408 16 Rajouri 389

6 Ganderbal 118 17 Ramban 132

7 Jammu 897 18 Reasi 260

8 Kargil 128 19 Samba 382

9 Kathua 528 20 Shopian 230

10 Kishtwar 158 21 Srinagar 16

11 Kulgam 239 22 Udhampur 362

http://vlist.in/state/01.html%20on%2001-04-2018
http://vlist.in/state/01.html%20on%2001-04-2018
http://vlist.in/district/014.html
http://vlist.in/district/001.html
http://vlist.in/district/002.html
http://vlist.in/district/003.html
http://vlist.in/district/009.html
http://vlist.in/district/012.html
http://vlist.in/district/008.html
http://vlist.in/district/005.html
http://vlist.in/district/016.html
http://vlist.in/district/006.html
http://vlist.in/district/011.html
http://vlist.in/district/017.html
http://vlist.in/district/021.html
http://vlist.in/district/020.html
http://vlist.in/district/004.html
http://vlist.in/district/022.html
http://vlist.in/district/007.html
http://vlist.in/district/013.html
http://vlist.in/district/018.html
http://vlist.in/district/010.html
http://vlist.in/district/015.html
http://vlist.in/district/019.html
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