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Abstract
The centrality and ubiquitousness of visual culture in contemporary society signifies the potential it has not only in 

transferring information about every day issues to the masses, but affecting the way people understand and respond to 
these issues. Working with the premise that visual culture, specifically cinema, draws on wider hegemonic discourses 
circulating within the public space to construct its own narrative of spaces, places and people it represents, this article 
aims to present a symptomatic reading of three Hindi films of the 1960s about Kashmir: Junglee (1961), Kashmir Ki Kali 
(1964), and Jab Jab Phool Khile (1965). It will contrast these with post-1989 films such as Roja (1992), Mission Kashmir 
(2000), and Lamhaa (2010) to examine how Bollywood has participated in the historical construction of the Valley of 
Kashmir while decisively intervening in that history by producing two polarized images of both Kashmir and Kashmiris. By 
closely analyzing the visual, narrative, cinematic and affective aspects of this development and contextualizing it against 
the local politics of Islam, the article aims to contribute to a better understanding of how Bollywood has used religious 
markers decisively at a certain historical juncture so as to open up new possibilities for the ideological assimilation of 
the long standing Kashmir conflict. 
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I. Introduction

In November, 2008, Bunty Walia, 
the producer of the much hyped 
Hindi movie, Lamhaa-The Untold Story 
of Kashmir (Dholakia, Lamhaa: The 
Untold Story of Kashmir, 2010) was fi-
nally convinced that shooting the en-
tire film in the paradisiacal valley of 
Kashmir was neither possible nor vi-
able in the situation in which Jammu 
and Kashmir was gripped during 
that time following the state govern-
ment’s decision to transfer some forest 
land to Shri Amarnathji Shrine Board
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(SASB)1. Neither tea diplomacy with the All-Party Hurriyat Conference (APHC) lead-
er Mirwaiz Omar Farooq nor negotiations with locals could help the Bombay fi lm unit 
stay in Kashmir to complete the shooting as scheduled2. During the eventful shooting 
of this movie, the crew faced many unsett ling experiences: the lead actress Bipasha 
Basu got the scare of her life when a mob of angry Kashmiris stopped her from shoot-
ing in Srinagar; the crew was not allowed to shoot in the South Kashmir district of 
Anantnag as an angry mob started pelting stones and forced them to leave; students 
of a state government run degree college in the same district took exception to some 
of the portions being shot inside the campus premises, which forced the principal of 
the college to ask the fi lm crew to withdraw (Jha, 2008). Even Kashmiri fruit trad-
ers pitched in to stop the shooting of the fi lm at the fruit market in Srinagar as they 
feared the fi lm might portray them in a bad light (fi nally, ‘Lamha’ unit hounded out 
of Valley, 2011).This hostility of Kashmiri people against Bombay cinema, apparent-
ly unconnected to the political situation in Kashmir was uncalled for particularly in 
view of the warmth and hospitality extended by Kashmiris to Hindi fi lm stars such as 
Shammi Kapoor who had such a fan base in Kashmir that they would travel large dis-
tances to have a glimpse of him during his shooting in Kashmir in the 1960s (Shammi 
Kapoor). The same holds true for other fi lm stars of the 1960s and the 1970s. How and 
why has the att itude of the Kashmiris changed drastically towards Hindi fi lm stars and 
by metonymic extension towards Hindi cinema in general? An analysis of this change 
requires a thorough historicization of the scholarship on Hindi cinema’s “imagined 
communities” and its relationship with both the valley of Kashmir and its inhabitants. 
It might not be enough to observe, as some critics do, that “Kashmir as the place for 
honeymooners and lovers, arising no doubt from its scenic beauty, has been translated 
by the Bombay fi lm into a symbol of purity and unspoiled nature and as visual thera-
py for audiences coping with life in overcrowded cities and towns” (Chakravarty S.S., 

1 In May 2008, the government of India and state government of Jammu and Kashmir reached 
an agreement to transfer 99 acres (0.40 km2) of forest land to the Shri Amarnathji Shrine 
Board (SASB) in the main Kashmir valley to set up temporary shelters and facilities for Hindu 
pilgrims. This caused a controversy, with demonstrations from the Kashmir valley against 
the land transfer and protests from the Jammu region supporting it. The largest demonstra-
tion saw more than 500,000 protesters at a single rally, among the largest in Kashmir’s histo-
ry. The violence that erupted gripped the Valley for about two months; six people were killed 
and hundreds injured. As the Kashmiri protests grew wider and more violent, the People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP) said that it would withdraw support to the Indian National Congress 
(INC) -led state government if it did not revoke the land transfer agreement. Though the land 
transfer was revoked (after the PDP withdrew its support), the crisis deepened further when 
the PDP didn’t lend support to the state government even after the revocation that forced 
the Gulam Nabi Azad’s minority government to step-down on July 7, 2008. For details read, 
Amarnath land transfer controversy.

2  For a detailed study, read Jha, 2008.
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1998), or to claim that the later depictions “indicating to the middle class tourists from 
other parts of India that they can no longer visit Kashmir, a place of ravishing natu-
ral beauty – as the camera insistently points out – that should be rightfully ‘ours’ but 
has now been made inaccessible by the activity of anti-nationals” (Niranjana, 1994).

Working with the premise that visual culture, specifi cally cinema, draws on wider 
hegemonic discourses circulating in the public space to construct its own narrative of 
spaces, places and people it represents, this essay aims to present a symptomatic and 
discursive reading of three Hindi fi lms of the 1960s about Kashmir: Junglee (Mukherjee, 
1961), Kashmir Ki Kali (Samanta, 1964) and Jab Jab Phool Khile (Prakash, 1965). It will con-
trast these with post-1989 fi lms such as Roja (Ratnam, 1992), Mission Kashmir (Chopra, 
2000), and Lamhaa (Dholakia, Lamhaa: The Untold Story of Kashmir, 2010) to exam-
ine how Hindi cinema has been complicit in the discursive production of the Valley of 
Kashmir through its polarized images of both Kashmir and Kashmiris. By closely an-
alyzing the visual, narrative, cinematic and aff ective aspects of this development and 
contextualizing it against the local politics of Islam, the article aims to contribute to a 
bett er understanding of how Hindi cinema has used religious markers decisively at 
critical historical junctures so as to open up new possibilities for the ideological assim-
ilation of the long standing Kashmir confl ict.

Following Stuart Hall, the essay argues that popular cinema draws its “topics, treat-
ments, agendas, events, personnel, images of the audience, [and] ‘defi nition of the sit-
uation’ from... wider socio-cultural and political structures of which they are a diff er-
entiated part” (Hall, Encoding/decoding, 1980). As such, popular cinema traces what 
Hall (1986) has called “the mental frameworks- the languages, the concepts, categories, 
imagery of thought, and the systems of representation- which diff erent classes and so-
cial groups deploy in order to make sense of, defi ne, fi gure out and render intelligible 
the way society works”. In other words, popular cinema as discourse is implicated in 
the construction of common sense. Michel Foucault’s (1972) theorization of the concept 
of discourse provides another level with which to discuss popular cinema. He argues 
that while discourses are indeed composed of signs, “what they do is more than use 
these signs to designate things”, thus it is not enough to treat “discourses as groups of 
signs but as practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (1972). 
Discussing Foucault’s conceptions regarding power and knowledge, Stuart Hall (1997) 
thus notes that for Foucault:

Discourse is about the production of knowledge through language … [I]t constructs 
the topic … [I]t governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and rea-
soned about. It also infl uences how ideas are put into practice and used to regulate the 
conduct of others. Just as a discourse “rules in” certain ways of talking about a topic … 
so also, by defi nition, it “rules out” … other ways of talking about it.

Using the Foucauldian notion of discourse, Stuart Hall re-articulates representation 
as a practice that does not simply reflect an event but rather is a process through 
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which the event is constituted as such (1997). It is therefore important to examine 
popular cultural representations such as film when analyzing political events and 
historical conjunctures because it is significantly through such representations that 
political discourse is constituted. Nicholas Garnham similarly has argued that the 
relationship between media and politics should begin from the “position that the 
institutions and processes of public communication are themselves a central and 
integral part of the political structure and process” (1992). Thus, rather than assume 
that mass media, particularly entertainment media, to be separate from and a reflection 
of the political and the ideological, we begin with the assumption that categories 
such as the nation and the public, as well as subjectivities, are negotiated through 
mediated forms of communication such as the entertainment media. Employing this 
conceptual framework, and drawing on Louis Althusser and Etienne Balibar`s idea 
of symptomatic reading (1968), the essay argues that in representing Kashmir and 
Kashmiris, Hindi Cinema has foregrounded its “imagined communities” at the cost of 
the lived experience of concrete communities. A symptomatic reading in the analysis 
of movies is helpful in the sense that it does not regard meaning as self-evident, 
natural, or restricted to the text`s intention but is concerned with understanding how 
a text comes to mean what it does as opposed to simply describing what it means 
(Althusser & Balibar, 1968). Symptomatic reading regards meaning as cultural rather 
than natural and is interested in explaining how culture shapes and determines a 
reader’s reading of the text. The object of a symptomatic reading is to attempt to use 
the text in order to say something about the discourses which constitute the text and 
the location of those discourses within larger social and cultural arrangements and 
hierarchies. This works well with our recourse to the Foucaultian model of discourse 
discussed above.

II. The Making of Paradise/ Transformative use of Valley
Although Barsaat (Kapoor, 1948), which featured Nimmi frolicking in the mead-

ows of Gulmarg to the melody of “Hawa mein udtajaye, mora lal dupatt a malmal-
ka”, was the fi rst movie that inaugurated Hindi cinema’s long aff air with Kashmir val-
ley, it was the 1960s movies that are memorable for fi rmly sealing the bond between 
Hindi cinema and the Valley of Kashmir by eff ectively deploying the Kashmir Valley 
to forge a national audience (Kabir A.J., 2009). It is worthwhile then to begin with an 
interpretation of the 1960s Kashmir fi lms as the fi rst phase in a longer, unfolding pro-
cess, through a political, discursive and symptomatic reading. 

The cinematic performance of the Valley, and its relationship with the rest of India, 
cannot be disarticulated from questions of power, representation and cultural belong-
ing, and from the political changes, between 1960 and 1965, of the former princely state 
of Jammu and Kashmir into one of federal India’s essential units3. As expressions of 

3 See Lamb, Incomplete Partition, 1997.
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neo-normative images of nationhood, the 1960s Kashmir fi lms constitute a decisive 
moment in the evolution of India’s federal structure into a psycho-political framework 
for national contestations over power and representation (Kabir A.J., 2009). Their dis-
arming innocence, especially beguiling when compared to recent, overtly nationalist 
Kashmir fi lms such as Roja, Mission Kashmir and Lamhaa exemplify Bollywood’s forging 
of the imagined national community at the cost of diverse, real communities. Although 
new concatenations of “pleasure and the nation” (Dwyer & Pinney, 2000) were enacted 
in Junglee and its successors, a price was paid for the production of the modern Indian 
self that was individuated thereby.

Analyzing Shammi Kapoor’s 1964 hit fi lm, Kashmir Ki Kali as “a narrative chestnut”, 
Philip Lutgendorf comments:

Rich urban boy goes to the countryside (often the Himalayas) and falls in love with 
poor local girl who embodies the simplicity and sensuality of ‘‘nature’’, as well as the 
coded ethnicity of the peripheral and minority-dominated provinces. 

Lutgendorf appropriately locates the Kashmir films within an inclusive cinematic 
tradition of charting romance plot impediments on the fault-lines, long established 
through geography, economics and ethno-linguistic difference, between the Himalayas 
and the Indo-Gangetic plains. Junglee marks a breaking point within this tradition of 
deploying the mountains in a particular play of the self and the other in which the 
camera has helped to consolidate the plains’ perspective as the normative gaze and the 
mountains as its rightful object. Lutgendorf’s “narrative chestnut” is well worked out 
in Junglee: rich, plains-dwelling boy, Shekhar (Shammi Kapoor), falls in love with poor, 
hill-dwelling girl, Rajkumari (Saira Bano). The mythological power of transformation 
underlines this blatant re-articulation of pleasure as performative leisure (Kabir A.J., 
2009). Shekhar begins as a fairly rigid upper-lip, England-returned businessman, whose 
neurotic self-discipline merges well with a family taboo on laughter and love. Halfway 
through the narrative of the film, he sheds his tweed breeches and neckties for a quiff 
and drainpipe trousers. Shekhar’s makeover into a rock-and-rolling, twisting-and-
shouting Young Man generates further changes when he returns to Bombay: a more 
benevolent boss, who challenges to disregard his domineering mother’s obsession with 
family traditions, and stands up for Rajkumari and for his sister’s relationship with 
another social-nobody. Closure cannot outplay this new triumphalism of Self over 
Family. This is visibly apparent in the end of the film where camera returns not to the 
Family but to Shekhar and Rajkumari in Kashmir, singing the famous tune “Yahoo! 
Chahe koi mujhe junglee kahe”.

The concluding reappearance of this song suggests its centrality to Shekhar’s mul-
tiple transformations. Forced by a snowstorm to camp with Rajkumari in a cott age in 
Gulmarg, Shekhar opens the window next morning to a blanket of snow. Catalysed 
into unleashing the memorable “yahoo”, he throws himself down the snow, followed 
by Rajkumari pronouncing, “Let them call me a savage if they so wish … we’re fl ail-
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ing in the storms of love, we’re helpless”, as they gambol; “I’m no stone, I’m only hu-
man!” In this new awakening to sensation, snow plays an all-important role. The re-
peated close-ups of their faces against the snow, Rajkumari’s bombarding Shekhar 
with snowballs, and the horizontal alignment of their bodies with the snow, recog-
nize the lett ing go of the disciplined self with the haptic experience of the Valley, of 
which snow is the visible metonym. As the movements of the camera together with 
the sound-eff ects dissolve boundaries between subject and object, a new, celebratory, 
pleasurable modernity surfaces, linking together snow, Shammi Kapoor’ exhibition-
ism, Saira Banu’s coyness, and the audience.

The “star text” thus (Mishra, Jeff ery, & Shoesmith, 1989) inaugurated by “Yahoo!” 
not only indicates a transformative moment for Shekhar but for Hindi cinema and 
Indian youth culture alike. The 1950s fi lm had responded to a post-Independence 
“national longing for form” (Marks, 2000) through melodrama and social realism. By 
the 1960s, Indian movies demanded new modes of self-expression, which Junglee ful-
fi lled by turning to the new youth cultures of the post-war West. The fi lm brought to 
“postcolonial India an extended experience of global 1960s pop in all its crazy, heady, 
dimensions consumption, rebellion, celebration and excess” (Kabir A.J., 2009). This 
spectacular birth of the new Indian youth, absorbed in leisure, pleasure, and conspic-
uous consumption, is distinctly linked to Eastmancolor and to the Kashmir Valley. 
Visually, the starkest diff erence between Junglee and its predecessors4 was the use of 
colour throughout the fi lm (Rajadhyaksha & Willemen, 1994). From its very inception, 
the new machinery of cinematic consumption was intimately bound up with the rela-
tionship between the sensory pleasure of colour and the natural beauty of the Kashmir 
Valley. Colour obviously emphasized the Valley’s beauty and the central pair’s activi-
ties and accoutrements: rock-and-roll, water sports, Shammi’s Teddy-Boy clothes and 
Elvis hair, Saira’s panda eyes and skin-tight sleeveless kurtas.

What is signifi cant in this imbrication between colour and the Kashmir Valley is its 
foregrounding the mountain landscape as the prime force moving the plot forward. 
Rajkumari’s being Kashmiri appears as the mere excuse to highlight the Valley’s role as 
multiply transformative space. Her signature song, “Kashmir ki Kali hoon main”, endors-
es this power of the Valley through multiple costume changes, from ethnic Kashmiri 
dress to shorts and halter-top, waterskiing in a motorboat manned by Shekhar. This 
representation of the Valley is itself a transformation of a long-standing reading, par-
ticularly noticeable around and after Independence, of its topography as representing 
“an inviolate sanctuary of Indian culture” (Panikkar, 1957). For Nehru, the fi rst prime 
minister of the free India, the Valley was the repository of spirituality that the teleolo-
gy of progress demanded disengaging from India in general (Nehru, 1961). 

4 Madhumati, dir. Bimal Roy, 1958 would be a good example of Hindi Cinema`s knowing turn 
to mountains.
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Junglee repackages and sells this inherited understanding of the Kashmir Valley into 
a playground for a new generation of postcolonial urban Indian youth. Subsequent 
Kashmir fi lms increasingly emphasise three related dimensions of this national play-
ground: its spatial and geographic disjunction from the rest of India; its ability to 
emancipate young people from family responsibilities and obligations; and its po-
tential to induce a sense of falling-in-love. These are cemented by the song sequenc-
es following the protagonist’s movement from the plains to the Valley. Therefore, in 
Kashmir Ki Kali, we see a rich industrialist Rajiv (Shammi Kapoor) escaping the clutches 
of an over-authoritarian mother via a Kashmir holiday. Rajiv motors along the moun-
tain roads, splashes himself at a mountain stream, holds his face up to the mountain 
breezes. As in Junglee, haptic involvement with nature inclines the plains-dweller to-
wards a desire for romance. The same sequence recurs in the fi lms like Jaanwar (Soni, 
1965), Arzoo (Sagar, 1965), Phir Wohi Dil Laya Hoon (Prakash, 1965), and Jab Jab Phool 
Khile. In the fi rst phase, an entire cast of non-Kashmiri characters is transported to the 
Valley through a range of group activities that are suggestive of leisure, pleasure, and 
youth: college excursions, tennis and golf tournaments, horse-riding, skiing compe-
titions, recuperation from hectic urban lives. The second phase of subject formation, 
falling-in-love, is fi rmly linked to the visual iconography of the Valley as a stunning 
backdrop for the declaration of love. The new subject-position and sensibility that fall-
ing-in-love articulates for Bollywood’s urban audiences thus fi nds its spatial correla-
tive in the Kashmir Valley.

This blending together of modern love and the valley of Kashmir unforgett ably il-
luminates the song “Yeh sama” in Jab Jab Phool Khile. This fi lm narrates the romance of 
Rita (Nanda), a sophisticated, sullen Bombayite who arrives in Kashmir, and Raja, a 
Kashmiri houseboat owner (Shashi Kapoor). Rita’s explicit independence, conveyed to 
the audience through her rejection of her parents’ approved suitor is linked to her mo-
dernity through her clothes that are always “western wear”. These semiotics of dress 
underwrite the sleeveless evening dress, bouff ant hair and Twiggy eyes – Rita’s accou-
trements as she sings the famous, “yeh sama/sama hai yeh pyarka/kisi ke intezar ka/
dil na chura le mera/mausam bahar ka”. Her extraordinary solo walks on the house-
boat deck, open arms repeatedly thrust outward and returning to caress her own body, 
highlights the absolute space off ered by the Valley and the subject’s instinctive incli-
nation to romance within this space.

If entering the Valley initiates a sequence of comic encounters fi guring att raction, 
feigned repulsion, class distinctions, and song-and-dance sequences enacting the new 
modernity, leaving it increasingly returns the narrative to metropolitan life, and to-
wards reintegration and closure (Kabir A.J., 2009). The problems of narrative logic thus 
predicated are clearly demonstrated in Jab Jab Phool Khile. The mutually apparent dif-
ference between Raja and Rita progressively destabilizes the narrative impediment of 
the movie: Raja’s simplicity, fetishized as purity, must remain unspoiled even as Rita 
inducts him into the manners of urban etiquett e much needed for a big city girl. Unable 
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to accept Rita’s drinking and dancing at a lavish Bombay party, Raja boards a train 
to Kashmir; repentant Rita rushes after him, clinging on to the moving train. In what 
turns out to be the fi nal shot, he scoops her up into it: an improbably swift end that 
highlights those very confl icts it tries to resolve. The modern Indian subject constructs 
and reaffi  rms its modernity through a Valley which itself must remain non-modern. 
The divergence between Kashmir and the rest of India must be emphasised and con-
tained within nationalist discourses of Indianness. While the nation experiments with 
modernity, the Kashmir Valley, and by extension, the Kashmiri must of necessity re-
main not only the defense against this modernity, but, in fact, characteristically Indian. 
“Don’t forget that I am an Indian”, says Raja to Rita before leaving her iniquitous par-
ty, both anticipating the “good Kashmiris” in fi lms such as Mission Kashmir and Roja 
(Rai A., 2003), and recalling Nehru’s picture of the Kashmir Valley as the last reposi-
tory of a once-omnipresent Indian spirituality (1961). This way the Valley’s all-encom-
passing mountains come to embody the limits of both estrangement and familiarity.

III. Religion and ethnicity

Jab Jab Phool Khile also discloses the interplay of ethnicity, gender and erotic pow-
er-relations through which the 1960s Kashmir fi lms promote the Valley’s transfor-
mative capacities. This, the only Kashmir fi lm that presents before us an “authentic” 
Kashmiri hero, off ers him as a concoction of north Indian male. He is an uneducat-
ed, uncultured country bumpkin and a simpleton as Rita has unmistakably the upper 
hand throughout. On the contrary, Shammi Kapoor’s hyper-masculine, aggressively 
confi dent star persona is emphatically not Kashmiri, but Bollywood’s self-fashioned 
standard of presenting the North Indian, urban, upper- caste, male. In order to com-
plement his performative masculinity, his Kashmiri lady loves are feminized to child-
ish immaturity: Rajkumari, the so-called “Kashmir Ki Kali” in Junglee is but an overtly 
simpering signifi er for the Valley. As suggested by the fi lm-title’s intertextuality with 
Junglee, these possibilities are further established in Kashmir Ki Kali, Shammi Kapoor’s 
second Kashmir fi lm that presents Sharmila Tagore as a fl ower-seller dressed through-
out the fi lm in clothes those are concoctions of the North Indian wear.

Nevertheless, Kashmir Ki Kali undermines the heroine’s Kashmiriness; if that is rep-
resented by dress alone, only to expose it as inauthentic. As the fi nal revelations unfold, 
Rajiv turns out as indigenous Kashmiri, the son of Champa’s father, and Champa turns 
out to be the daughter of Rajiv’s supposed father. Arriving at the last enough minute to 
prevent ethical or political refl ections, this sleight of hand, none the less problematizes 
what it means to be “essentially” Kashmiri. This changeling theme involving mistak-
en identities and misplaced people recurs in subsequent fi lms, implanted in ever more 
intricately complex narrative manoeuvres. While trying to reconcile tradition and mo-
dernity these narratives symptomatically emerge as grappling with anxieties that ob-
scure the meta-narrative of transformation. Their increasing fascination with displaced 
and misplaced Kashmiris echoes the controversies surrounding Jammu and Kashmir’s 
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special status, enshrined in Article 370 of the Indian Constitution (Bose, 2003), particu-
larly the bar on land purchase in Jammu and Kashmir on those born outside its bound-
aries and the identity and status of non-Kashmiris within these boundaries.

Junglee’s articulation of a new modern Indian subjectivity through the Valley is a 
cinematic detour of, as well as insistence on, a seeming political status quo in Jammu 
and Kashmir. By 1961, Jammu and Kashmir had apparently ridden the storm of acces-
sion to the Indian Union. Following the fi rst Indo-Pakistan war over Kashmir in 1947, 
the Cease fi re Line – the predecessor of the Line of Control (LOC) – had evolved, with 
Azad Kashmir and the Northern Territories on its Pakistani side, and the Kashmir 
Valley, Ladakh and Jammu on the Indian side (Akbar, 2000). The unpredictable, char-
ismatic prime minister of Jammu and Kashmir, Sheikh Abdullah had been in Indian 
prisons since August 9, 1953 when he was dismissed from power and arrested at 
Gulmarg by the Indian authorities. Large scale demonstrations against this arrest re-
sulted in killing of hundreds of people by the security forces. After his release, Sheikh 
Abdullah openly admitt ed that “accession to India” was his mistake and asked the his-
torians that they should refer to him as a person who committ ed this mistake. (Refer 
to (Kumar, 2009)). His replacement as the Prime Minister of Jammu and Kashmir was 
far more conducive to New Delhi’s perspective: “Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed, in sea-
son and out of season declared that Kashmir had fi nally and irrevocably decided to 
remain within India; the only problem facing the State was, in his opinion, to liber-
ate that part of the country which was in the occupation of Pakistan” (Bazaz, Kashmir 
in Crucible, 1967).The politics of Indian Kashmir during 1954–64 “do not… as Indian 
apologists argue, show within the state an increasing enchantment with the prospect of 
Union with India” (Lamb, 1997), but rather, reveal “a deceptive calm” (Hewitt , 1995). 
In 1962, P.N. Bazaz advised Nehru that, while “there is litt le doubt that Kashmir has, 
economically speaking, made an advance since 1947, the people are unhappy and rest-
less” (1967). In December 1963, a hair of the Prophet Muhammad, held in Srinagar’s 
Hazratbal Mosque, suddenly disappeared. Before it equally mysteriously reappeared 
in January, Srinagar saw massive popular demonstrations, seemingly out of all pro-
portion to the event (Bose, 2003). This unprecedented demonstration is remembered 
even today by Syeed Ali Shah Geelani, the APHC Chairmanas a chance missed for at-
taining the freedom of Kashmir. Given that the Hazratbal mosque is a deeply symbol-
ic space for the construction of a Kashmiri identity around both religious and politi-
cal poles (Khan M.I., 1989), these agitations around the disappearance of Hazratbal’s 
long-cherished relic, a moment within its accruing mythology, off ers a window into 
the psychology of Kashmirisin the early 1960s.

The uncertainties of a de facto international border together with an unfulfi lled 
plebiscite boded an unhealthy collective psyche (Bazaz, 1995). However, there were 
other, worsening issues: crucial symbolic changes emanating from Delhi aimed at the 
eventual erosion of Article 370 (Bose, 2003), and leading to Kashmiri disillusionment 
with India (Abdullah, 1965). From October 1963 onwards, in conformity with other 
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Indian states, Jammu and Kashmir was headed by a governor and chief minister, rath-
er than Head of State and Prime Minister. Nehru’s death in May 1964 foreclosed fur-
ther parleying with Sheikh Abdullah; sensing these confusions, Pakistan stepped up 
its claims on the region, while Indian att itudes predictably hardened (Lamb, 1997). 
In 1965, India and Pakistan fought their second war over Kashmir, consolidating the 
Cease fi re Line. As India and Pakistan went to war, Sheikh Abdullah passionately 
pointed out that “the uncertainty to which [Kashmiris] have been subjected has eat-
en into their very vitals, and until it is removed no progress in any sphere – admin-
istrative, political or otherwise – can be achieved” (1965). After the war, the polit-
ical integration of Jammu and Kashmir into the Indian Union became imperative 
for Indian national interest. However, its “emotional integration” (Bazaz, Kashmir 
in Crucible, 1967) remained largely ignored. This emotional letdown must color any 
reading of the Valley’s cinematic performance during a vulnerable pause following 
post- Independence excitement. While these fi lms of the early 1960s used the Valley 
as a space where the individuated, modern, Indian subject emerged while grappling 
with the ideological demands of the nation state, this was the very moment that Jammu 
and Kashmir was undergoing a most traumatic encounter with those same demands 
which these movies ignored with complete impunity.

While these 1960s fi lms fetishize harmless aspects of Kashmiri identity, such as eth-
nic dress, they erase the more signifi cant counterparts, such as language and religion – 
or acknowledge them only within the disempowering frame of parody. The only male 
Kashmiri promoted to a status above that of servant or sycophant – in Jab Jab Phool Khile 
– is airbrushed of all traces of Muslim identity through a non-religious name (Raja) 
and “neutral” Kashmiri ethnic markers (clothing); similar cautionary measures neu-
tralize Kashmiri heroines such as Champa in Kashmir Ki Kali. During moments of high 
romance, such as the protagonists’ recitation of Urdu poetry in a shikara rowed by a 
Kashmiri, Muslim high culture foregrounds, by association, the Muslim heritage of 
Kashmir, but simultaneously recedes, with it, into an appropriate frame for the hero 
and heroine’s love interest.

IV. Love in Kashmir-II

In 1994, a new Kashmir fi lm for changed times appeared: Roja, directed by Tamil 
fi lmmaker Mani Ratnam, which inaugurated the second phase of Bollywood`s Kashmir 
movies as post 1989 armed struggle had made the valley inaccessible to fi lm shoot-
ing. Roja was arguably the most controversial fi lm to come out of the decade of the 
1990s in India5; it mobilized a nation coming to terms with a growing Hindu nation-
alist movement. It was awarded the President’s National Integration Award in 1993, 
the highest award by the Indian government to fi lms every year. This honor helped 

5  The fi lm, originally made in Tamil language, was released in 1992 in southern India. The 
dubbed Hindi version was released in October 1993, reaching out to the national audience.
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in gett ing the entertainment tax waived on the fi lm levied by the government. Its high 
production value, coupled with a popular soundtrack made this fi lm a huge success6. 
Consequently, the fi lm also generated a considerable debate among public intellectuals 
because of the “complex confi guration” the fi lm tries to negotiate (Niranjana, 1994).The 
fi lm depicts the struggle of Roja after her innocent world is shatt ered when her hus-
band, Rishi, a cryptographer with the Indian army, is abducted and held for ransom 
by a group of jihadist militants who want an independent Kashmir and the release of 
a terrorist, Waseem Khan held by the Indian military forces. The fi lm`s portrayal of a 
South Indian middle-class couple caught in Kashmiri separatism off ered “a double al-
lusion- allusion to loss, evoking previous Hindi fi lms set in Kashmir (the industry now 
being deprived of a locale that could be used in any fi lm to create instant magic); and 
indicating to the middle-class tourists from other parts of India that they can no lon-
ger visit Kashmir, a place of ravishing natural beauty-as the camera insistently points 
out- that should be rightfully “ours” but has now been made inaccessible by the activ-
ity of anti-nationals”. (Niranjana, 1994). If the fi lm depicts Roja’s triumph over bureau-
cracy and militancy in her eventual rescue of Rishi, underlying this feel-good narrative 
is a strong loyalty to the dominant values of 1990s India: a resurgent Hindu national-
ism and a glitz y, post-liberalization consumerism. fi tt ingly, its catchy soundtrack cir-
culated through the new private television channels, brought the fi lm nationwide at-
tention. This unexpected, pan-Indian success laid bare the collusion between “the se-
cret politics of our desires” and Roja’s fl amboyant connection of Hindutva-style pub-
lic culture to an inherited imagining of Kashmir (Nandy, 2002).

From a narratological point of view, the function of the Valley remains the same, a 
space for romance and for the celebration of the heterosexual couple and the family. 
Romance implodes into the Valley, with the tensions moving the narrative forward 
being generated by competing world-views of individual Kashmiris who are emo-
tionally entangled with each other as well as with non-Kashmiri characters who trav-
el to the Valley.

But importantly, the Valley and its inhabitants continue to off er the substance for the 
romance plot, and the diff erence between Kashmiri and non-Kashmiri still instigates 
the vibrant energies that have to be resolved in course of the narrative. Nevertheless, 
there is a shift of foregrounding religion as the marker of that diff erence. Around this 
shift, furthermore, accrue further associative and aff ective signifi cances in the form of 
crucial changes in narrative rationale. These changes correspond to changing nation-
al preoccupations: if, in the 1960s, these pivoted on the axis of tradition versus moder-
nity by the 1990s they had moved to national and global identity politics, the aggres-
sion of Hindutva, and Kashmiri demands for aazadi (freedom). This re/emergence of 
the Kashmir/i in popular cinema must be read against the aggregate of these changes.

6 The popular taste in India depends heavily on the spectatorial pleasures of cinematography 
and catchy songs and dances.
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Through Roja and the intellectual debate it provoked in the columns of Economic and 
Political Weekly (EPW), violence and geopolitics fi nally intervened within Kashmir’s 
cinematic performance. But critics and apologists alike failed to note the fi lm’s mel-
ancholic undercurrent. As violence had made fi lming in the Valley impossible, Mani 
Ratnam replicated the idyllic backdrop by turning to the adjoining Himalayan foot 
hills. While the snow-capped mountains and pine trees were convincing enough, the 
absence of the Signature-Lake and shikara exposes a central lack that defaces the entire 
narrative. Roja and Rishi convert their arranged marriage into modern love while he is 
posted to Kashmir immediately after their wedding, but it is Kashmir, too, that inter-
rupts their newfound marital bliss. The cryptographer’s project can double as a honey-
moon destination only by dint of a cinematic memory of Love in Kashmir; but the real-
ity of 1990s Kashmir insists on an altered narrative of danger and desire. It is at Roja`s 
repeated insistence that a new Kashmiri character also appears: the terrorist. When 
Rishi arrives in Kashmir, “terrorists” are shown following him everywhere and click-
ing pictures of him. This new character is so presented that its ability to solicit from 
an audience an ambivalent fascination is dissipated by splitt ing him into “good” and 
“bad” versions. Thus, the terrorist Liaqat Khan is redeemed as he lets Rishi go, but his 
compatriot Wasim Khan remains a threat to the nation and the narrative. Like Liaqat 
Khan`s dumb-mute sisters’ silence, and his fi nal cry, “We shall have our aazadi”, re-
leases an excess that escapes closure. Rendered, however, subservient to the need for 
Rishi’s and Roja’s happy ending, the fi lm’s terrorists nevertheless signify that some-
thing has changed forever in the Indian imagination of Kashmir.

Roja’s return to a stereotyped imagining of Kashmir is thus a masked recognition 
of the impossibility of return. A concurrent response to the violence in Jammu and 
Kashmir, it also marks Hindi cinema’s att empt to reclaim what was in the process of 
being lost to the national imaginary through Kashmiri rejection of the nation. The fi lm 
recreates the cinematic legacy of a pastoral Kashmir that perpetuates the Indian mod-
ern; Kashmir enables the maturation both of provincial girl into modern Indian wom-
an, and of marital desire. The fi lm’s strong investment in the metonymy of couple and 
nation is founded on its struggle to oppose Kashmiri anger and exonerate State bru-
tality. However, read against the grain, Roja’s affi  rmative politics reveal cinema`s in-
ability to tear itself away from the impact of aazadi, made even more potent through 
its pairing with another lethal word, jihad. As fi lms after Roja confi rm, the Kashmiri 
who wants aazadi in the name of jihad is packaged as the Kashmiri whose otherness 
has transformed into a dangerous Muslim alterity. This fi gure becomes a focus of de-
sire cached from the ravaged landscape, but only in narrative modes where closure 
and gender politics can rehabilitate him within the nation’s meta-narrative, and evac-
uate him from the nation’s imagination.

This visuality of the Kashmiri as other ensues new signifi ers even as new reasons 
emerge for the narrative movement of non-Kashmiris to Kashmir. Now, what Srinivas 
(1994) calls “the law and order state” is why people travel to the Valley: as cryptog-
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raphers (Roja), police offi  cers (Mission Kashmir) or offi  cers on secret mission (Lamhaa).
What is signifi cant now is the role of Islam within the encounter between Kashmiri 
and non-Kashmiri that these fi lms stage. The political unrest in Kashmir is shown as 
being motivated by an ideology grounded fi rmly in a militant Islam. In other words, 
the law and order state swings into action because Islam has catalyzed aberrant be-
havior in Kashmiris. “Jihad” (Devji, 2006), a word that resonates across all the new 
fi lms, is shown as the motivation for Kashmiri rejection of the nation-state and its ma-
chinery, which the protagonists of course represent and uphold. In Roja, for instance, 
as the couple arrives to Kashmir for their nationalist mission, there is a brief montage 
of shots presented as a “quote” (Bharucha, 1994). The sequence starts with a medi-
um shot of an army drill, accompanied by army-band music that enhances the feeling 
of patriotism among the audience.It is cut by a wide shot of a group of Muslim “ter-
rorists” praying in an open fi eld in their traditional att ire with guns kept prominent-
ly next to them. The association is immediate; it is the gun that is being worshipped. 
Islam is equated with violence and Muslims as a community that revels in it. The con-
nections become even more ominous when the next shot shows the army drill dis-
rupted by a bomb blast. The faith of “terrorists” makes no distinction between an act 
of prayer and a planned bomb att ack; both are complimentary. Presented in the form 
of a tableau, this brief quote aims to represent Kashmir to Kumar and Roja, and by ex-
tension to the viewers. Such scenes occur in all three fi lms as framing devices for the 
narrative proper, which off er powerful tools for this linking of a violent and militant 
Islam to the Kashmir confl ict, and urge us to read the romance between protagonists 
in terms of that linkage. Adherence to Islam is shown thereby to be fraught with dan-
ger and excess, and is frequently contrasted with a charmingly spontaneous Hinduism, 
practiced, for instance, by Roja (Niranjana, 1994), and by Neelima in Mission Kashmir. 

Hindi cinema’s presentation of Pakistan, Islam and Kashmir in a vile nexus of an-
ti-Indian conspirators flatt ens out a multiply charged batt le over Kashmiri identity in 
Kashmir itself, co-opting it instead to serve Indian anxieties about Islam and Pakistan. 
Mission Kashmir’s opening scene depicts a shadowy deal being consolidated between 
Hilal Kohistani, an Afghan Jihadi as mercenary and thinly disguised Pakistani bureau-
crats. Kohistani promises to furnish for the cause of anti-Indian Jihad the Kashmiri 
youth, Altaaf (HrithikRoshan), whom the audience soon see physically crossing the 
mountainous border region of the Line of Control, entering Hindustan as an infec-
tion in the body politic, as discussed by Rai (2003). Hovering in the foreground of the 
entire scene is the silhouett ed fi gure of a turbaned, bearded man, a visual allusion 
to Osama Bin Laden. While the escalating rhetoric around Bin Laden at the time of 
Mission Kashmir’s release makes this allusion reasonable, if not excusable, what are we 
to make of the language of Jihad inserted into the mouths of the Kashmiri “terrorists” 
as early as Roja? It is true that, as the 1990s unfolded, pan-Islamic groups operating 
within Kashmir increasingly gained visibility and power (Bose, 2003). Yet within the 
cinematic representations of the Kashmir movement for aazadi, it has always already 
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been about Jihad. The inability to let go of Jihad is apparent even in Lamhaa which aims, 
through gritt ier and more realist cinematography, at a more nuanced presentation of 
the situation in Kashmir. The director’s interest in nuance is evident in the rather dif-
ferent kind of prologue that frames the narrative proper. Neither a chase through for-
ests nor a secret deal between enemies of Hindustan, but an arrival of a Messiah like 
offi  cer Vikram (Sanjay Dutt ) who announces Kashmir as the most militarized and most 
dangerous place in the world infected with selfi sh, anti-Indian Jihadis, corrupt politi-
cians, unethical bureaucrats who use this paradise as a company (“Kashmir is a com-
pany” is used frequently in the movie) for gett ing personal gains. However innocent 
the claims of Lamhaa`s director might have been that it would be a pro-Kashmiri mov-
ie- ironically signaling that the preceding movies have been anti-Kashmiri- it does not 
exclude the Muslim otherness that the other movies hinge upon.

V. Of Good and Bad Muslims

The division of Muslim identity into “good” and “bad” versions presupposes all 
these post 1989 Kashmir movies. Let us fi rst examine how the spectrum of Muslimness 
operates in Mission Kashmir. I.G. Khan’s origin is hinted at as Lucknowi, but far more 
central to the fi lm is his Muslimness, evident in his name, which is selectively but cau-
tiously emphasized according to the needs of the cinematic moment. On the one hand, 
he reads the namaaz; on the other, he ventriloquizes soothing statements about the loy-
alty of Muslims to the nation, particularly those in government service. He is, in short, 
a model police offi  cer and a model Indian Muslim, right down to his unconverted 
Hindu wife Neelima. Sufi , Altaaf’s childhood sweetheart, is a female (and Kashmiri) 
counterpart of I.G. Khan: she pleads humanism, works for Doordarshan’s Srinagar of-
fi ce, foils Kohistani’s plans, and brings Altaaf back to goodness. Both Khan and Sufi  
present comforting, reassuring examples of Muslims, motivated not by Jihad but by the 
memory (if not practice) of South Asian Sufi sm – a reminder constantly given to us by 
the homology of Sufi ’s name itself. Thus, the oedipal clash enacted in Mission Kashmir 
is not merely one where the family is a trope for the nation, where “through the pro-
cess of isolating and eliminating the terrorist monster from the national imaginary, the 
normalized Muslim citizen performs her identity-in-diff erence as her duty to the na-
tional family” (Rai A., 2003); rather, this batt le itself becomes a trope for the struggle 
between competing versions of Islam.

Through this struggle, moreover, Kashmir’s concerns are eff ectively subsumed 
within India’s. The cinematic batt le acted between Sufi -based understandings of Islam 
and Arabic-style refashioning of Muslim identity superfi cially mimics local contesta-
tions over the meaning and praxis of Islam not merely in Kashmir but all over South 
Asia; but the resemblance is, at best, inadequately presented, at worst, inadvertent. The 
fi lm is devoid of any reference to the dynamics of class and history that determine and 
complicate those Kashmiri contestations (Rai M., 2004). Secondly, it dances complete-
ly to the tune of a benevolent Indian discourse of “good Islam”, which retreats to a fe-
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tishized alternative pantheon of syncretic, Sufi  saints and preachers (Alam, 2001) as 
an ostrich would to sand; this strategy is their way of countering the perceived evolu-
tion of Kashmir from “soft Sufi sm to radical Islam” (Khazanchi, 1998). Thus I.G. Khan, 
Sufi , and all others who invest in the Indian nation are “good Muslims”.

This strategy reappears in Lamhaa in a more vibrant spectrum: Haji (AnupamKher) 
is a political counterpart of Khohistani who believes Jihad and bullets as the only way 
forward in Kashmir, lures people in the name of Islam and Jihad, disrupts the peace of 
the valley for personal reasons or reasons instigated by yet another international weird 
fi gure of invisible Osama; Aziza (Bipasha Basu), like her father-like fi gure Haji begins 
in the same vein of what is termed as “bad Muslim” but is transformed and accom-
modated into the geo-body of the nation when she learns the truth behind the mask of 
Haji with the help of Vikram (Sunjay Dutt ), an offi  cer on special duty to foil the secret 
project of the terrorists to disrupt the electoral process in the valley. 

In all three fi lms, thus, the baseline remains the “unity and integrity of India”, a con-
tention that fi nds an echo in the maxim for India’s stance on Kashmir that “it is an in-
tegral part of India”. But this echo itself mimics the way public discourse in India has 
tended to suck all issues into the vortex of Hindu–Muslim tension. As with the strug-
gle over opposing versions of Islam, the Kashmir Pandit exodus must be viewed as a 
product of class antagonisms with a pre-1947 history (Sender, 1988) that overlaps with, 
but is not reducible to, the history of communal tension in the rest of India. From Roja, 
when the Kashmiri as Muslim is the ultimate outsider, to Mission Kashmir, where the 
Kashmiri as Muslim must be re-assimilated into the Indian fold, and to Lamhaa where 
the good Kashmiri Muslim girl lures of romance with Indian intelligence offi  cer of hith-
erto unspecifi ed religion: clearly, underlying these divergent narratives is the same de-
sire for a congruence of the relationship between Hindus and Muslims in Kashmir and 
that between Hindus and Muslims in India.

Within these competing narratives of Islam, Muslims, Jihad and the separatist mo-
ment of Kashmir what, if any, then, remains the specifi c role of Valley of Kashmir in 
these fi lms? Here, we return to the conventional role of the Valley as the space for ro-
mance and for the construction of a modern subjectivity through romance. Embedding 
in a time of overt violence the Valley as the nation’s eroticized space provides the in-
terlocking of aff ect between Hindus and Muslims in these fi lms with added meta-cine-
matic signifi cance. Critiques of recent Kashmir fi lms have tended to take as the starting 
point of analysis this cinematic function of the Valley, rather than subject it to analysis, 
but how might we move forward from simplistically mourning the erosion of this space 
of paradisiacal fantasy (Niranjana, 1994; Chakravarty S.S., 1998)? Perhaps we need to 
mobilize critical, historicist scrutiny without dismissing what Ranjana Khanna (2003) 
calls the critical potential of melancholia, and that, as Kabir has argued, is inherent in 
our continued immersion – as readers, viewers and scholars – in the history of cinemat-
ic aff ect that devolves around Kashmir (2009). We certainly must review the aff ective 
statements made when Mission Kashmir opens with a scene of a shikara blowing up on 
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the calm surface of the Dal Lake, or when Lamhaa despite its visual focus on downtown 
and main markets of Srinagar, chooses to shift to the Lake for staging the evolving ro-
mance between Aziza and Vikram, or when Mani Ratnam reconstructs Kashmir, totally 
unavailable for fi lming in the turbulent early 1990s, in Dalhousie. Such visual att empts 
to cling on to an older imagining of the Valley must be interrogated while focusing on 
the new cinematic emergence of the new Kashmiri identity, but without dismissing the 
reparative possibilities (Rosello, 2010) inherent in aff ective engagement.
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