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ABSTRACT

Survival in conflict zones is often marked by constant exposure to violence and profound isolation. When
individuals are stripped of the safety and support typically provided by their communities, feelings of
solitariness and vulnerability intensify significantly, weakening resilience and the will to endure. While most
people relocated to safer areas, others remain either by choice or due to constraints such as poverty, lack of
resources, or a reluctance to abandon their homes. Much of the focus in conflict studies tends to be on
displaced populations, while those who remain in conflict zones (non-displaced populations) often receive
little attention. One such group is the non-displaced Kashmiri Pandits in Kashmir, India. Despite their
continued presence in a region marked by protracted violence, their experiences remain underexplored.
Moreover, gender remains underrepresented in academic literature and within the limited studies on non-
displaced minority populations in conflict zones. We used a qualitative ethnographic design, utilizing semi-
structured interviews with a sample of 20 non-displaced Kashmiri Pandit women aged 20 to 70. The findings
of this study conclude that non-displaced Kashmiri Pandits have endured sustained violence and
psychological trauma, leading to a slow but persistent form of displacement.
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The heightened vulnerability of women and children in conflict-induced displacement is widely acknowledged.
Indeed, it is a well-established fact that women and children constitute the most vulnerable population within this
context (Carroll et al., 2022). In conflict zones, while the general populace encounters manifold difficulties, women
experience challenges distinct from those faced by men, bearing additional burdens due to their societal position
and gender (Mazurana & Carlson, 2006; McKay, 1998). This disparity aligns with the understanding of conflict as
a “gendered activity,” entailing differential experiences and varying access to resources and decision-making
capacities for men and women (Manchanda 2005, p. 3). Although displacement and violence inflict trauma across
the entire gender spectrum, women frequently encounter deeply-rooted patriarchal structures of authority (Jacoby,
2005). Furthermore, violent conflict often leads to the disintegration of women’s individuality and identity, as they
are perceived as victims and rendered unable to exercise self-representation (Manchanda, 2001). Existing scholatly
investigations in contexts with conflict-affected regions demonstrate that despite the high intensity of violence,
some people remain in conflict zones regardless of the grave threat to their lives and exposure to violence on an
everyday basis (Koul & Deshpande, 2025; Melander & Oberg, 2006; Moore & Shellman, 2004). Among these non-
displaced or “internally struck” are often the most vulnerable- women and children - those who can't relocate to a
safe destination, often due to lack of resources or viable alternatives (Manchanda, 2005, p. 2). While the attention
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of safety and care programs tends to focus on the displaced population, research indicates that non-displaced
individuals in conflict zones experience higher rates of psychological problems as compared to the displaced
population (Bendavid et al., 2021). Yet, the challenges experienced by non-displaced women, especially those from
minority communities, remain largely overlooked in academic and policy discourse.

The primary objective of this study is to address this gap by examining the challenges and struggles of non-
displaced Kashmiri Pandit women in Kashmir, India. The research was conducted in Kashmir, a conflict-ridden
region left over from the sectarian conflict of the 1989-1990s, which led to the mass displacement of the Kashmiri
Pandit (KP) community, leaving a minority non-displaced KP population in Kashmir. While the displacement of
Kashmiri Pandits (KPs) from Kashmir occurred more than three decades prior, the present study represents the
tirst investigation into the challenges confronting non-displaced KP women who continue to reside in Kashmir,
India. Furthermore, little research is available on non-displaced women in conflict zones, particularly those
belonging to minority communities. Despite this fact, research on non-displaced women in conflict zones has been
overlooked; the current study aims to fill this gap by providing valuable insights within the broader discourse on
gender and conflict.

UNDERSTANDING VIOLENT CONFLICT AND NON-DISPLACED POPULATION: A
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Contflict-induced displacement has a devastating impact on people as they flee violence, killing, and economic
devastation (Collier, 2003; Hess, 2003; Imai & Weinstein, 2000). The displaced people encounter various social
and psychological problems, and in some situations, remain in protracted displacement for the rest of their lives
(Brunn & Gilbreath, 2015). Violent conflict is a reason for the displacement of millions of people from their
homes. According to data from the Internally Displaced Monitoring Centre (IDMC), 83.4 million individuals are
living as internally displaced people (IDPs) (Internal displacement monitoring centre, 2025). Developing countries
in the global south, particularly those in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, have evolved into breeding grounds (Fukuda-
Parr et al., 2008) for IDPs. These regions are plagued with poverty, inequality, and political instability, which
increase the risk of conflict. Moreover, conflict poses a threat to civilian populations, and it is appalling to note
that the victims of violence are increasingly civilians rather than combatants (Meddings, 2001; Thompson, 2000).

The word “conflict” refers to a broad category, and within this category are many different kinds of conflicts
that result in population displacement, for instance, civil war, a genocidal government, or a terror group that creates
fear and mayhem in society to show control and dominance (Lischer, 2007). Myron Weiner was one of the earliest
to conduct studies on conflict, elaborating four categories of conflict: displacement due to authoritarian and
revolutionary regimes, ethnic strife, non-ethnic conflict, and interstate wars (including anti-colonial wars) (Weiner,
1996). Conlflict is not merely related to armed battles between two groups, revolts, and wars; it is also about
tensions, contests, competition, and disputes (Dahrendorf, 2019). It is a struggle between individuals or collectives
over values or claims to status, power, and scarce resources in which conflicting parties claim ownership of these
resources over others. Further, violent conflict is exceedingly variegated, changing forms, involving various kinds
of actors, and engaging with different social actors (Goodhand, 1999).

The term 'violence' is frequently used by scholars as a synonym for conflict. However, it lacks conceptual clarity
and is understudied. According to Brubaker and Laitin, “Violence is not a degree of conflict but a form of conflict,
or a form of social and political action in its own right.” (Brubaker & Laitin, 1998, p.425). Violence can be
understood, therefore, not as similar to conflict but as a form of conflict often used to inflict fear among the
population (Figure 1).

Figure 1
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Displacement is an outcome of the sustained conflict and is a reaction to violent attacks and not a voluntary
decision; families leave their native place to save their lives and protect their movable assets (Sirkeci and Cohen,
2016). The displacement of population is sometimes a war strategy and aims to hinder collective action, destroy
social networks, and create fear among civilians (Ibanez & Velez, 2008). However, despite the violent conflict,
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some people remain in the conflict zone, constituting the non-displaced population and raising significant
questions that need to be investigated (Adhikari, 2013). One such example of a non-displaced population is KP
women living in Kashmir, who are affiliated with the Hindu minority group in Kashmir despite the coerced
displacement experienced by the majority of the community members.

It is evident that violent conflict leads to the displacement of the population; however, those people who remain
during the initial spell of shock are less likely to leave (Melander & Oberg, 2006), even when there is a grave threat
to their lives. When people are frequently exposed to violence, people still make choices under highly dangerous
situations to stay in their native homes, mostly due to economic reasons (Davenport et al., 2003; Melander &
Oberg, 2006; Moore & Shellman, 2004). The non-displaced population in the conflict zone is often poor and
vulnerable groups that encounter a high risk of mortality from direct violence (Bendavid et al., 2021). Furthermore,
women represent the most vulnerable population and encounter various atrocities such as rape, abduction, forced
pregnancy, and sexual violence, which inflict severe physical and emotional trauma (Watts & Zimmerman, 2002).

The feminist approach highlights the nature of gender dynamics in a conflict zone, focusing on the lived
experience of women who are often overlooked (Rigual et al., 2022). This perspective helps in understanding
challenges and critical roles women encounter in the conflict zone, illuminating the intricate interrelations among
gender, religious beliefs, and cultural practices. Such intricacies are observed in the experiences of girl soldiers and
female suicide bombers in Sierra Leone (Alexander & Hawkesworth, 2008). (Enloe, 2004) argues that adopting a
feminist lens is crucial to comprehending the conflict dynamics, because it reveals how gender-neutral political
processes are deeply gendered in their causes, conduct, and consequences. Furthermore, Feminist analysis and
research on the lived experience of women emphasize that temporal or spatial boundaries do not limit conflict;
however, it is a man-made phenomenon, supported by the agents who shape the social fabric of reality (Cohn,
2013). Moreover, the feminist lens exposes how religious enmity and ideological differences masked by the
patriarchal and misogynistic gender relation are the main reasons for the war, encouraging societies to engage in
violent acts (Cockburn, 2013).

A study conducted by (Manchanda 2001) emphasizes that Kashmiri women have suffered the most during the
prolonged conflict, enduring significant physical and psychological trauma. Following the mass exodus of KPs
from Kashmir, non-displaced KP women were exposed to violence and targeted killings, including incidents of
sexual violence by terrorists because of their religious affiliation (Manchanda, 1999a). Such violence against women
serves as a tool to eliminate safe spaces and for ethnic cleansing (Wilbers, 1994). It is deliberately perpetrated on
the women population that intends to destroy the culture of a community. Therefore, women are the tactical
targets of special significance because of their cardinal roles within the family structure (Seifert, 1993).

Another study conducted by (Igbal, 2021), points out that the greatest insecurity faced by non-displaced KP
women is the loss of kinship support, which adversely affects their emotional and social well-being.
Correspondingly, Bhat and Bashir (2023) observes that non-displaced KP women perceive their cultural identity
as on the verge of extinction due to a rapidly shrinking population. The targeted killings of non-displaced KPs
further triggered widespread fear and insecurity within the community (Pandit, 2022), prompting another wave of
displacement (India, 2022). The continued killings of non-displaced KPs, combined with the targeted killing of a
female Hindu educator, resulted in the forced displacement of the last surviving non-displaced KP woman from
Chaudharygund village, Shopian district, a long-term resident of Kashmir through its most difficult years (Masoodi,
2022). Previous research on the impact of armed conflict on women in Kashmir (Gul, 2015; Jan et al., 2016;
Qayoom, 2014; Qutab, 2012) has largely concentrated on the experiences of Kashmiri Muslim women. In contrast,
the present study addresses a critical gap in the literature by focusing on non-displaced KP women. It examines
the challenges faced by this minority group despite the displacement and violence perpetrated on their community.

VIOLENT CONFLICT AND DISPLACEMENT OF KASHMIR PANDITS IN 1989-2022

KPs are Hindu natives of the Kashmir Valley in the northern part of India. In the early 1990s, selective violence
perpetrated by terror groups resulted in the displacement of KPs from Kashmir. As a result, the majority of the
KPs have been living in protracted displacement over the past three decades in different states of India. According
to the official government record on the relief and rehabilitation website, there are 39,868 registered Hindu families
displaced due to conflict from Kashmir as of March 2022 (Government of Jammu & Kashmir). Numerous factors
played a key role in the displacement of the KPs from Kashmir. Initially, the institutionalisation of land reforms
by the state government, in which the lands of KPs were given to Kashmiri Muslims (KMs) without any
compensation, was followed by a delimitation commission that isolated KPs politically (Bhati, 2005). However,
these measures were not meant to target KPs in particular; nevertheless, contributed to the alienation of the KP
community in Kashmir. In addition, political instability and rigging of the state assembly election in 1987 in
Kashmir alienated KMs from the electoral process, which later led to calls from terror groups like the Jammu and
Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) for secession from the Indian State (Ganguly, 1996). In addition, the
commencement of open conflict in 1988 between the government of India and the Jammu Kashmir Liberation
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Front (JKLF) secking the secession of Kashmir from India (Santhanam, 2003), compounded by systematic
violence such as threats, rape, and the selective killing of KPs, precipitated the expulsion of approximately 62,851
KP families by July 1990 (Kumar, 1996). The vast majority of the displaced people belonged to religious minority
communities like KPs and Sikhs, due to the violence perpetrated by the various terror groups. Despite the ongoing
violence from terror groups, some KPs chose not to migrate and continue to live in their homes in Kashmir, India.
According to Sanjay Tickoo of Kashmiri Pandit Sangarsh Samiti (KPSS), an organisation advocating for the rights
of non-displaced KPs, a limited KP presence persisted in the Valley even after the mass displacement of the early
1990s, with nearly 5,000 KP families remaining. However, this number declined sharply following the 1998
Wadhama massacre, in which terrorists killed 23 non-displaced KPs, including children (Sanjay Tickoo, interview,
2021)

During the prolonged conflict, approximately 1,300 KP families continued to reside in Kashmir due to financial
limitations, emotional attachment to their homeland, and the belief that the violence would eventually subside
(Trisal, 2007). Those numbers have significantly dropped to 808 families as of 2021 (Sanjay Tickoo, interview,
2021). More recently, targeted killings of non-displaced KPs in Kashmir by terrorists led to the displacement of
additional 10 families from Shopian village of Kashmir, reducing the number of non-displaced KP families in
Kashmir to a mere 798 as of 2023 (Press Trust of India. 2022).

METHODOLOGY

The study was conducted in the Pulwama district of Kashmir, India, and the qualitative data were gathered
from 20 non-displaced KP women. The research participants resided in different villages within the Pulwama
district, primarily from the rural areas of Kashmir, India. Five villages were selected for the study: Noopora,
Tumlehal, Murran, Sirnoo, and Pampore. Among the 20 female participants, ten identified as homemakers (Table
1). Five were employed as schoolteachers, three were retired government employees, and two were working in the
state Tax Department. We sought to gain critical and reliable insights into the lived expetiences of non-displaced
KP women and chose a qualitative methodology that necessitates a research design involving sustained personal
interaction with participants (David & Sutton, 2011). Additionally, qualitative research design is relevant in the
context of the present study, because the objective of the study is exploratory and aims to seek a preliminary
understanding of the phenomenon being investigated (Creswell, 1998) and offers “rich and deep data” allowing us
to get quality information from the participants (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., 2014, p.323).

Table 1
Summary table of participant demographic of non-displaced Kashmiri Pandit women (IN=20)

Demographic Variable Category Number of Participants Percentage (%0)
Age 25-35 5 25
36-45 6 30
46-60 9 45
Occupation Homemaker 10 50
School Teacher 5 25
Retired Govt. Employee 3 15
Tax Department Staff 2 10
Marital Status Married 14 70
Unmarried 3 15
Widowed 3 15

To further guide the research process, a qualitative case study method was adopted. Case studies are considered
appropriate and have the optimal potential for theory building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). This method is
administered when a researcher examines a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context (Yin, 1981), as was
the case in the present study. In the current study, the case study method will facilitate an understanding of the
challenges encountered by non-displaced KP women through the participants' experiential lens, providing a
ground-up perspective. It enables an understanding of the circumstances and the causes that have encouraged non-
displaced KP women to remain in the conflict zone, as well as their viewpoint on life as a minority community in
the region from a gendered perspective. While majority of the KPs resides in the Srinagar district of Kashmir, it
is pertinent to mention that they are not the original inhabitants of Srinagar district. KPs primarily reside in rented
accommodations in Srinagar due to professional considerations. In contrast, the KP population in Pulwama district
maintains permanent homes, having remained in the region throughout the period of mass exodus. According to
the 2011 census, Pulwama district comprises 327 villages and a total population of 560,440 (Pulwama District,
2025). The demographic composition of Pulwama district is characterized by a Muslim majority, alongside roughly
50 non-displaced KP families, constituting a small yet resilient non-displaced population.
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Additionally, snowball sampling method was employed to find research participants for data collection. It is a
type of purposeful non-probability sampling strategy that, while not ensuring total representation, is effective when
the population is far and difficult to reach, as is the case in the current study (Valdez, 1998). The majority of the
KP population has been forcibly displaced, leading to a less geographically concentrated population of non-
displaced KPs, which has contributed to the neglect of this minority group. Further, there is a strong sense of
distrust and scepticism among the non-displaced KP population for outsiders. However, since the interviewer
belonged to the non-displaced KP community, this was mitigated. Conducting research with a micro-minority
community demands a sense of trust in the researcher for access to personal information that includes their
experiences, which may be politically and culturally sensitive. A snowball sampling strategy served as an ice breaker
that lessened the likelihood of mistrust, as the interviewer is connected to participants in the study through known
and recognized references (Cohen & Arieli, 2011). Semi-structured interviews constituted the primary data
collection method, while field notes and participant observation served as supplementary tools. This approach,
utilizing semi-structured interviews with predetermined broad questions and open-ended inquities, allowed for
flexibility in the interaction between interviewer and participant, fostering a conversation focused on capturing the
lived experiences of the study participants (Creswell 1998; Merriam 1998). In essence, semi-structured interviews
provided an opportunity to ask additional questions that add depth to the interview and help record quality data
from the respondents.

Furthermore, since the interviews were conducted by a male researcher, “researcher sensitivity” towards female
interviewees was taken into account. This sensitivity enables interviewers to employ "strategies and tactics of
interaction, largely rooted in fostering friendly rapport to enhance cooperative disclosure and facilitate a productive
search for mutual understanding (Douglas, 1985, p.25). The interviewet’s sensitivity is a methodological approach
that assists male interviewers in acknowledging the unique dynamics present during their interviews with women
(Trevino, 1992). This sensitivity requires the interviewer to comprehend his interviewees in relation to himself,
fostering an awareness of the social distance between himself and his female interviewees. In the current study, we
employed some methodological initiatives that helped us to reduce the social distance from female interviewees.
We attempted this in two ways: (a) by accompanying the female respondents previously interviewed to new
potential female participants (b) by sharing our personal information and stating that the interviewer is part of the
same community.

To establish the credibility and validity of the data, a triangulation method was used. Triangulation occurs when
multiple sources of information confirm the consistent presence of certain patterns and themes. This confirmation
serves as evidence that the process of data collection and the data are efficacious and dependable, offering
credibility to the research (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). In addition to the standard research design parameters, we
recognized the highly sensitive context of the study, conducted within a community affected by displacement,
violence, and targeted killings. Considering that non-displaced KP families continue to live in the conflict zone,
interviews were conducted with utmost prudence and ethical rigor. As a member of the non-displaced KP
community, the interviewer was well known to the members of his village, and for the participants from other
villages, meeting the interviewer for the first time, efforts were made to build and establish a rapport. The
interviewer's initial visits were not meant to collect data, but to establish a friendly relationship and gain trust with
the participants, which is essential for a qualitative study. Following the ethical code (Kelman, 1972), the
interviewer introduced himself and the research being undertaken before seeking consent from participants.

In essence, the researcher, being an insider of the community, was conscious of the potential for bias which
could influence interviews, methods, analysis of the data collected from the respondents, and interpretation of
findings (Kacen & Chaitin, 2006). Reflexivity was adopted as a strategic tool to navigate these tensions between
the researcher’s engagement and the detachment from the research participants as means to enhance ethical and
methodological rigor (Bradbury-Jones, 2007; Gemignani, 2011). This process is viewed as ongoing internal
discourse and critical self-assessment of the researcher’s positionality along with the recognition, this position
perhaps will influence both the research process and findings (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Pillow, 2003; Stronach
et al., 2007). There were certain techniques in which reflexivity was maintained in the study. The researcher
answered all the questions that were intended for the respondents, so his preconceived notions regarding his own
personal experience should not impede the research process. Also, since the researcher belonged to the same
community, he refrained from sharing his own experiences with the participants so that his experiences wouldn’t
influence the research process. Further, the researcher followed a prepared list of questions, which he asked himself
to remove any potential bias as is suggested by Soedirgo and Glas (2020) for reflexivity, for instance, what factors
are likely to influence our interactions before we meet? How will I know if my assumptions played out in practice?
These approaches helped to remove the insider bias in the study and created awareness not only regarding the
positionality of the researcher but also in interrogating the pre-conceived notion we make of those effects, and to
do so continually throughout the research process. Recorded Informed consent was obtained from all participants
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included in this study. Ethical approval was obtained from the Symbiosis International University's Independent
Ethics Committee, with approval number STU/TEC/905.

VIOLENCE AS ATOOL OF DISPLACEMENT: FEAR AND INSECURITY FOR NON-DISPLACED
KASHMIRI PANDIT WOMEN

The non-displaced population in conflict zones is vulnerable and encounters a high risk of mortality due to the
widespread violence (Heudtlass et al., 2016; Ribeirinha et al., 2024). The women affected by armed conflict
experience anxiety, insecurity, and detrimental health effects (Bendavid et al., 2021; Giles & Hyndman, 2004). In a
conflict-ridden region, widespread brutalities are committed against the women population to create fear and
displacement, as women are the “purveyors of group identity” (Manchanda, 2004, p.3). In particular, Sexual
violence against women is employed as a war tactic and deliberately perpetrated to displace the targeted population
(Seifert, 1993; Deiri & Burkhard, 2025). In case of KPs, the terror groups have used violence on KP women,
viewing them as symbolic representations of KP identity. KP women have been used as scapegoats to displace the
KP community from Kashmir (Sawhney & Mechrotra, 2017). The KP women encountered incidents of sexual
violence perpetrated by terrorists and were labelled as Mukhbirs (informers) for the Indian army, particularly due
to their religious affiliation (Manchanda, 1999). This deliberate targeting was not solely intended to instill fear in
the KP population, but also to undermine their cultural fabric, by attacking women who are often seen as
custodians of tradition. Violence was used against non-displaced KP women to destabilize and undermine the
social fabric of the community, making them a focal point of terror tactics. The selective targeting of the women
population is manifested by opposing ethnic, religious, or political groups, mirroring the fault lines of the broader
conflict or crisis (Bigio & Vogelstein, 2017).

A non-displaced KP woman reflects on that chaotic era, emphasizing the extensive atmosphere of fear and
insecurity that plagued the region. She recounts that terror groups freely roamed the streets, specifically targeting
KPs, narrated:

“It was not a safe environment for KP community, 1 stayed inside my house for six months. 1 remember telling my husband that

we should shift to government quarters in Srinagar as it was considered secure. Everyday there was news of KPs being abducted or

killed. My relatives quietly left the area without even telling us. Imagine the kind of fear we lived under”.

According to Liddell et al., separation from family can have a lasting impact on an individual's psychological
well-being, resulting in feelings of constant fear, insecurity and disruption of social ties (Liddell et al., 2022). The
non-displaced KP women were subjected to violence and target killing, which created fear and psychosis, restricting
them from leaving the safety of their homes and preventing them from communicating with relatives and
community members. Consequently, few families relocated their female members to stay with displaced KPs
outside of Kashmir, retaining solely the male members in their place of origin. Such efforts were undertaken to
ensure the safety of their female members and shield them from associated risks. The non-displaced KP women
endure profound traumatic experiences, violence, and significant personal losses. These conditions result in an
increased prevalence of psychological disorders leading to anxiety and depression, particularly in women and ethnic
minority groups (Amsalem et al., 2025; Akter & Hossain, 2020).

Violence against KPs was not confined to the early 1990s; rather, there were multiple massacres which were
perpetrated on non-displaced KPs, for example the Sangrampora massacte in 1997, Wandhama massacre in 1998
and the Nadimarg massacre in 2003 (Koul & Deshpande, 2025). Research participants shared that target killings
are persistent on KP community in Kashmir and such violence continues even today. Recent incidents of violence
included the assassination of a KP female schoolteacher, thereby exacerbating feelings of fear and insecurity (Times
of India, 2022). The non-displaced KP women from Pulwama region shared that, there are days when they are
informed by the police that there might be an attack on their families, advising them to remain vigilant. During
such warnings by police, family members often remain confined to their homes, curtail movements, and avoid
public exposure. These attacks highlight that violence is used as a tool to displace KP population and even those
KPs who stayed back despite the adverse conditions were subsequently subjected to attacks. One of the women
participants expressed that she believed both the safety of her family and her personal well-being were at risk when
KPs were killed.

“We are given security when the targeted killings of KPs started in Kashmir. Police also installed CCTV cameras on onr main

door. My husband was also asked to install an app on his mobile phone and if there is an emergency to report it immediately. 1

el fearful when mry husband comes late from office and if my son is outside, I tell him to come home before sunset”.

In a conflict zone women are prone to stress due to the fear of loosing their immediate family or relatives to
violence, resulting in a profound sense of loss and isolation (Amsalem et al., 2025). In context of non-displaced
KPs, women still live under fear that they might be attacked. This fear is perpetuated by the increased incidence
of targeted killings of non-displaced KPs by terror groups. These attacks by terror groups are strategic attempts to
terrorize the non-displaced KP community, compelling the last few hundred families to consider displacement as
a means of survival. The narration shared by research participants made it clear that while staying behind in the
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conflict zone, the non-displaced KP women encountered isolation, insecurity, fear, and violence, unlike the
displaced population, which faces different sets of challenges like housing, healthcare, schooling, and food
shortages (Jacobsen, 2002).

LOSS OF COMMUNITY SUPPORT

The significance of community support is evident even in societies plagued by violent conflict; community
responses play a cardinal role in reducing the displacement of the affected population due to the collective decision-
making process (Krakowski, 2017). Moreover, coordination between community members enables a holistic civil
resistance that halts displacement (Kaplan, 2013). For example, community responses develop a safety net for
members, such as creating and developing neighbourhood watch schemes, and self-defence groups are well-
documented in civil wars in Liberia and Afghanistan (Sawyer, 2005). Furthermore, In the event of an external
shock, such as displacement and natural disasters, individuals frequently seek assistance and support from their
tellow community members (Koul & Deshpande, 2025; Lal.one, 2012; Norris et al., 2008).

The community ties offer social support that goes beyond reciprocity, providing access to substantial resources
that help with daily life opportunities and reduce uncertainties (Kadushin, 2004; Kurniasih & Anjani, 2025), for
example, social supportt, including information support (e.g., advice), instrumental support (e.g., problem-solving
assistance), and emotional support (e.g., reassurance). In context of non-displaced KP women, losing kinship
support and the displacement of community members were the biggest insecurities (Igbal, 2021). Strong kinship
support provides emotional, social, and economic assistance, protecting against external challenges and offering
essential support for women, especially during crises (Malia, 2006). This support system was eroded among the
non-displaced KP women due to the displacement of their community members, disrupting social relationships,
which undermined their sense of belonging and is essential for surviving in a society (Tavara & Cueto, 2015; Walsh,
2007). The absence of social support has been recognized as a major predictor of anxiety and post-traumatic
stress, underscoring the importance of strong community support systems (Calhoun et al., 2022). Consequently,
studies show that social isolation can heighten feelings of loneliness, that are particularly harmful to psychological
well-being, especially for women (Rohde et al., 2016). The displacement of the KP community has plagued the
social networks of the non-displaced KPs that traditionally gave access to emotional, instrumental, and practical
support. The non-displaced KP women experience a situation where typical support sources, such as extended
family networks and community organizations, are either reduced or absent. One of the respondents who works
as a schoolteacher shared her experience.

“We don’t have onr community members around us. If anyone is sick in my family, I can’t call my relatives, neighbours, or my

siblings for belp becanse they are displaced from Kashmir. When I have a problems, I am on my own; there is no support.

When a substantial number of KPs gradually displaced from Kashmir, the non-displaced KP women faced a
lack of community support, resulting in social isolation (Qi & Terry, 2025). Additionally, the target killing of KPs
in Kashmir has restricted the mobility of the non-displaced KPs, leading to diminished social relationships within
the community (Koul & Deshpande, 2025). While mobility is a fundamental human right linked to social freedom
(Roos, 2017), targeted killings have confined non-displaced KP women in rural Kashmir to their homes. This
environment of fear and insecurity has led to a significant reduction in their social interactions and community
participation, which has exacerbated their sense of vulnerability and insecurity. Additionally, non-displaced KPs
are a minuscule minority in Kashmir, scattered across various regions, which further leads to a lack of community
cohesion. This geographical dispersion makes it difficult for community members to maintain regular contact,
hindering the establishment of a strong, unified community network and leaving women isolated. As a result, the
ability to organize collective activities and share resources is significantly diminished among the non-displaced KP
women. One of the respondents shares how the geographical distance has led to the deterioration of the
community ties of non-displaced KP women. She says.

“Our community members live far from us. ... Before migration, we had KPs as neighbours, but now there are very few who live

here in Kashmir”. Another respondent who described how the lack of community cobesion due to geographical distance is impacting

their relationships within the community, “we are not well connected amymore. .. the KPs in Kashmir do not visit each other
frequently, perhaps twice a year or when there is a funeral to attend or celebration in the family”.

The women respondents emphasised that the geographical distance between non-displaced KPs has become
an obstacle to meeting regularly and arranging frequent gatherings with their relatives and friends.

Distance and restricted mobility, particularly for women, have led to isolation among dispersed members, who
struggle to stay connected. Currently, 798 non-displaced KP households reside in Kashmir, spread across 20
districts in both rural and urban areas. This physical and social separation not only hinders mutual support but also
undermines cultural practices and traditions that reinforce community identity.
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IDENTITY AND SECURITY

Violent conflict often leads to the reinforcement of identity markers (Chandra, 2013; Kalyvas, 2008; Nair &
Sambanis, 2019). In a conflict zone, categorizing the population is crucial, as it is used to identify sides and
distinguish between allies and enemies. Labels based on religion, ethnicity, nationality, and belief system are
invoked to categorise the “we” and “they” of the battle line (Anderson & Wallace, 2012). Furthermore, propaganda
takes on various forms, reinforcing these labels by assigning the weight of goodness to the “we” and “they,” with
that of badness to the opposing sides.

Exposure to armed conflicts is correlated with a higher incidence of anxiety disorders and post-traumatic stress
disorder among children and women (Lim et al,, 2022). In addition, Women from minority communities are
particularly vulnerable and may face persecution based on their gender and religious beliefs (Pérez-Madrid, 2024).
Similarly, minority ethnic groups are known to face higher risks for adverse mental health outcomes after exposure
to major traumatic events (Mayer et al., 2024). In Kashmir, women are restricted by cultural norms and conflict
dynamics that exacerbate their vulnerability, limiting mobility and access to resources (Sarvesh, 2024). These
challenges are exacerbated for women belonging to minority communities that have experienced persecution and
sustained violence. According to the research participants, KPs were displaced from Kashmir due to their religious
affiliation. Since KPs were affiliated with the Hindu community, acts of violence were strategically perpetrated
against the women of the community, which was intended to accelerate the displacement of the community. It is
widely acknowledged that women are perceived as the custodians of group identity; if their security is
compromised, the dislocation of the community will ensue expeditiously. Furthermore, the non-displaced KP
women narrated that they felt singled out from the predominant Muslim population, as the terror groups issued
threats specifically to the KP population to leave Kashmir, manifesting the “Othering” of the KP community.
Since KPs were targeted based on their religious affiliation, the non-displaced KP women in Kashmir concealed
their identity, living in continual fear of being attacked by terror groups.

The identity of Kashmiri Pandit women encompasses various elements, such as wearing a visible 'tyok' (a red
dot on the forehead), 'Nirivan' (a red cotton thread on the right hand), and 'dejhur' (long golden ear-pendants)
(Madan, 1981). While certain aspects of their identity may not be immediately apparent to others, distinct markers
like the 'tyok' and 'dejhur' are prominently visible. Due to continuous attacks by terror groups on the KP
community in Kashmir, displaying these visible markers becomes a source of anxiety, particularly for KP women
in rural areas. The constant fear of being attacked for their identity forced many non-displaced KP women to alter
their appearance or hide their religious symbols to protect themselves. A non-displaced KP female respondent
shared how her identity has become a source of fear in Kashmir:

“1 fear showing my identity in Kashmir. When I am in my neighbonrhood, I wear tyok and dejhor because people in onr area know

that I belong to the KP community, but if I go further away from my locality, I don’t wear them as they clearly show my identity”.

Another non-displaced KP woman respondent, who works at a public school and was recently transferred from
Pulwama to Srinagar district due to the targeted killing of KPs in Kashmir, shared her experience.

It was very frustrating and fearful for me to live in such an environment, especially when I was taking public transport to my school,

which was far from my home. 1 knew that I was putting myself at risk of getting killed. After the recent targeted attacks on Hindus

in Kashmir began, 1 stopped applying tyok.

Visible minorities are particularly vulnerable to mental health issues, largely due to the stress associated with
their visibility in society (Jasperse et al., 2012). This visibility often subjects them to discrimination, stereotyping,
and social exclusion, which can lead to chronic stress and mental health issues. Minority ethnic groups are known
to face higher risks for adverse mental health outcomes after exposure to major traumatic events. For instance,
non-displaced KP women frequently experience fear and insecurity stemming from targeted killing, compelling
them to conceal their identity to avoid potential harm. In addition, visible signifiers such as Tyok and dejhor are
essential representations of KP women's identity; however, due to targeted killings, non-displaced KP women
desist from wearing their traditional ornaments, particularly in the rural regions of Kashmir. This pressure on the
non-displaced KP women to hide their identity not only undermines their sense of self-worth but also exacerbates
feelings of isolation. Even after the three decades of exile of the KP community from Kashmir, the non-displaced
KP women are still living in an environment of insecurity and fear due to their identity. The fear and insecurity
experienced by KP women are not without justification, Intelligence alerts confirmed credible threats from terror
groups targeting Kashmiri Pandits (India, 2022). The findings of this research gain further salience when
considered in light of the recent terror attack in Pahalgam, Kashmir, India, wherein 25 Hindu tourists were killed
(Vijaita Singh, 2025). This tragic event underscores the ongoing vulnerability of individuals identifying as Hindu in
the region and highlights the particularly precarious circumstances of non-displaced KPs and other cultural
minority groups residing in Kashmir, India.
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CONCLUSION

This study provides the first scholarly attempt to document the lived experiences of non-displaced KP women
after the mass displacement of their community members in the early 1990s. Conducted 35 years after the initial
displacement, this research aims to record the challenges faced by minority KP women, who have endured targeted
violence, social isolation, discrimination, identity suppression and various forms of conflict-related trauma within
the region. The results show that violence was used strategically to target KP women to expedite the community's
displacement, and KP women face an ongoing psychological burden of being both visible minorities and gendered
targets in a hostile environment. With a large KP population displaced from Kashmir, non-displaced KP women
were left without community support and experienced isolation. The gradual displacement of KPs obstructed
access to even basic emotional support, further isolating non-displaced KP women. Moreover, the inter-
community relationships of non-displaced KP women have deteriorated due to physical distance and
underpopulation, culminating in a lack of community cohesion and the disintegration of social networks.

The findings of this study highlight that non-displaced KP women face a range of threats that severely affect
their security, freedom, and identity. These include discrimination based on their ethno-religious identity and
sporadic incidents of violence, often perpetrated by terror groups, which serve as a constant reminder of their
vulnerability in the region. These vulnerabilities have created fear among the KP women, compelling them to
refrain from expressing their traditional identity to avoid being targeted, further eroding their cultural expression
and reinforcing their marginalization. This study also underscores the sociopolitical invisibility of non-displaced
KP women that have largely remained excluded from academic discourse and any state and/or central policy
framework. The absence of data and scholarly attention also emphasise the marginalization and lack of recognition
of the challenges faced by this specific group within the larger context of the Kashmir conflict. The study calls for
urgent scholarly and policy intervention both at the state and central levels of the Indian government to
acknowledge and address the realities of this micro-minority group.
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