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By Z G Muhammad

A Srinagar-based freelance journalist talks to APHC chief Mirwaiz Umar Farooq at his highly fortified Nageen residence on the outskirts of Srinagar. This interview was taken very recently and following are some excerpts: 



Q. You have been insisting that militant activities should be stopped. Why did you want to change the course of struggle for right to self-determination when history says that many armed struggles like Vietnam, Cuban and Algerian reached to the logical conclusion? What basically prompted you? 

A. We thought that let the armed struggle be there but let us start struggle on political and diplomatic front and Hurriyat Conference, the Kashmir American Council, the World Freedom Movement and Kashmiri Diaspora started thinking how we can project the struggle. We were prompted to start political and diplomatic struggle because we believed that we have a strong case and India was on a very weak wicket. We also wanted to tell the world that from 1947-1990 there was peaceful resistance movement in Kashmir but India failed to address the peoples concerns. We wanted to tell the world that militancy was not the end option but if India was ready we could deal with the problem politically rather than militarily. And now the stage has been reached when we thought of giving more emphasis on the political struggle rather than to militant struggle as at the end of day issues are resolved on the negotiating table.

When you talk of militancy in other parts of the world -- Kashmir militancy was not that massive and organised as it was in places like Algeria and Vietnam. It was not what could be called as a people's resistance movement as it has been in other parts of the world; it was more or less guerrilla warfare. There was no roadmap for it. And more when India's backlash came with massive troops deployment and there are at present four hundred thousand Indian troops deployed in Kashmir, the match was uneven, few thousand armed men against the world's second largest country.

Q. People joined this movement en masse and raised the slogan of 'azadi' -- do you think the slogan azadi for them meant total independence?

A. To be honest enough, I have always believed it was more a reaction, a statement which has to be read more with reference to what India was doing in Kashmir, they were rejecting everything that was Indian and wanted to break away from that system. The 'azadi' slogan was raised more in a psychological sense rather than in the literal sense. It was targeted at changing of the system as obtained in the state.

Q. People before 1990 demanded plebiscite and right to self-determination, did you not realise that raising slogans for independence suggested drift in their outlook or as you say that it was reaction to what India was doing. Do you think that in case India creates an atmosphere that makes people think that they are no more under oppression, people may opt for India?

A. I will not be saying that the slogan was very strong. If you ask people even toady majority will opt for total independence but azadi was a slogan of resistance than what azadi in literary terms means total independence. No body at that time went into details. I would say it was a failure of the leadership, when the movement started in 1989, there was an element of Pakistan in it but it was not in a position to define the movement.

Q. Do you think starting an armed struggle and raising slogans for azadi pushed people into a blind alley?

A. It was not well thought out. The establishment in Pakistan became nervous and it introduced a pro-Pakistan element. But the movement itself was not thought through and there seemed some confusion as to its goal.

Q. But after becoming chairman of the APHC instead of demanding the right to self-determination as mandated through various UN resolutions you added to the confusion by talking of a negotiated settlement. What do you have to say regarding this?

A. In 1993 the lines had already been drawn as compared to 1990, when the JKLF had appeared on the scene and have widespread support. Then after eight months, in 1993, the Hizbul Mujahideen arrived and this caused a chasm between pro-independence and pro-Pakistan elements. At that time, Hurriyat had very few options. We tried to bring all parties and groups under one umbrella. To cater to all ideologies we made it clear that the right to self-determination meant total independence. We also said that another solution could be a negotiated settlement between India, Pakistan and people of Kashmir.

Q. Did you fix a minimum threshold at that time?

A. If you look at the Hurriyat constitution, it is explicitly mentioned that no solution within Indian constitution would be acceptable. The bottom line is that there can be no bilateral agreement between New Delhi and Srinagar. The agreement has to be between Islamabad, New Delhi, Srinagar and Muzaffarabad. 

Q. The late Eqbal Ahmed once wrote that from 1990-1993 international opinion was in favour of Pakistan rather Kashmir but some elements in Pakistan subverted the Kashmir movement by introducing other factors who in your opinion were those elements?

A. Pakistan unfortunately at that time was not clear where the movement would lead. Initially when they supported the movement they did not foresee it getting such massive public support. Some people in Pakistan got worried that the nationalist sentiment introduced by the JKLF may overshadow the pro-Pakistan sentiment in Kashmir. They should not have done that because even if Kashmir became independent it would have a very natural relationship with Pakistan. Of course, Hamid Gul was heading the ISI at that time but this decision was not taken by the ISI on its own.

Q. What do you have to say about Pakistan's Kashmir policy now?

A. Pakistan today is playing an intelligent game. It is no more talking in terms of a merger of Kashmir with Pakistan and now says that the people of Jammu and Kashmir decide their own future. When I met Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf for the first time in 2000 he acknowledged that Pakistan had made mistakes in the past. He said he was concerned about Kashmir and what the people of Kashmir wanted. He also said that Pakistan would accept whatever was acceptable to the people of Kashmir. I think this shows Pakistan's flexibility.

Q. Don't you think that this flexibility is a sign of weakness?

A. No, this is not indicative of Pakistan's weakness. I do not think Pakistan is weak. Both India and Pakistan are nuclear powers and once you are nuclear powers size does not matter. Pakistan's flexibility on Kashmir should be taken as reflective of its sincerity towards the Kashmir cause, not as a sign of weakness. India in fact wants Pakistan to take a hard-line on Kashmir because that allows it (India) to tell its people and the international community that Pakistan wants to take away Kashmir. I think Pervez Musharraf has pursued the right policy and one that is ultimately going to benefit Pakistan.

Q. Do you think that this flexibility may have something to do with the event of 9/11?

A. I think 9/11 did influence Pakistan's thinking. It is true that Pakistan was under tremendous pressure from America on Kashmir and India was able to successfully convince the world that Pakistan was a hub of terrorism and extremism. You cannot deny that there were definitely elements in Pakistan, vis-a-vis the sectarian parties and those who fought the jihad in Afghanistan who were there. Pakistan very rightly segregated Kashmir from these elements and showed its readiness to resolve the Kashmir conflict through dialogue. Yes, this flexibility was born more out of strategy. You should know that militancy did serve a purpose initially by bringing Kashmir into international focus -- but now it was time to introduce a political process.

Q. The situation may change tomorrow -- for example, what if the pressure on Pakistan eases. What happens then?

A. (Laughs) You have to see things from a Kashmir perspective. Militancy will not survive without the support of the people. What we Kashmiris have to figure out is whether Kashmir is inching forward through the policies Pakistan is pursuing. We also need to see whether India is able to project the Kashmir problem as a handiwork of Pakistan. The fact is that Pakistan's present policy on Kashmir is helping us and I think India also realises to some extent that if it takes the Pakistani element out of the picture then the movement will still be there, since the people back it, and these people do not wish to remain within India. They want to see the Indian army leave. They want to see end of human rights violations, custodial killings, forced disappearances and so on. I believe the biggest CBM is demilitarisation.

Q. How do you look at Pervez Musharraf's four-point formula?

A. We do not look at the four-point formula as a final solution but as a first step towards making India respond. What is the biggest CBM that Kashmiris want at present? They want the Indian army to leave. Now when violence has dropped in Kashmir, India will have to respond to Pakistan's proposals on Kashmir and start demilitarisation -- which may happen in a phased manner. The first step could be that the Indian army moves to the garrisons, then moves to the international border and finally leaves Kashmir. The Indian army will have to end its operations and the militants will have to announce a ceasefire -- which too may have a timeframe. 

As for self-rule, let me explain that this is not autonomy. This is not any concession that India would give to the people of Jammu and Kashmir. Self-rule is the authority for self-governance that India and Pakistan will have to give to five regions of the state: Jammu, Kashmir, Ladakh, Azad Kashmir and the Northern Areas with one or two things like defence and foreign affairs remaining with New Delhi and Islamabad as the case may be.

Then we can also talk of joint management. This could be an interim arrangement for a limited period, say five or ten years, and then it could be reviewed to see whether it works well or not.

Q. Even if we take General Pervez Musharraf's formula as pragmatic and practical, so far the other side has not responded. When you said recently in public that India had agreed to the idea of demilitarisation, the Indian government, in fact the prime minister himself, immediately contradicted it and said that there was no such decision. And when they discuss demilitarisation with Mufti Muhammad Sayeed (the current chief minister of Indian administered Jammu and Kashmir), they talk of the 1990 position as in the troops will remain in the barracks.

A. I believe that India is under international pressure. You get the feeling, for the first time I may add, that the domestic and international media and the establishment in India are all saying that it is time for it to respond. If India does not respond, the peace process will be over. Pakistan has shown magnanimity and flexibility, the Kashmir leadership has shown flexibility and now India is feeling the heat. I think the next six to eight months are going to be crucial -- let us wait and see. If we see this process is not working out, we will pull out and ask Pakistan to pull out. I want the mujahideen to put pressure on India by calling a unilateral ceasefire so that India has no excuse to backtrack. Let us put the ball in India's court.

Q. What will happen to General Musharraf's four-point formula if he is not around? What will your movement do then?

A. I do not think that the four-point formula will disappear if Musharraf is no longer in power. I have travelled to various parts of Pakistan and found a lot of attachment with Kashmir. I talked to ordinary people and leaders of the political opposition. The latter told me privately that this was the right time to do something on Kashmir. The opposition in Pakistan may not be in agreement with Pervez Musharraf on many issues but on Kashmir they are on board with him. I have also talked to Benazir Bhutto who supports the four-point formula of General Pervez Musharraf.




