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Abstract

This article analyses the governance of the religious practices of a minority community
within a secular postcolonial state amidst enduring conflict and institutionalized
securitization, specifically examining Kashmiri Shia communities since 1979. It goes
beyond interpretations rooted in sectarian bias or ‘divide and rule’ strategies. It
presents the idea of conditional tolerance, highlighting that religious freedom was
implemented as a revocable and contingent practice instead of being regarded as a
stable constitutional right. Based on qualitative interviews with Kashmiri Shia
religious leaders, civil society actors, policymakers, and diplomats, as well as
parliamentary debates, legal frameworks, and human rights reports, the article
delineates three phases of governance: administrative accommodation in the 1980s;
differentiated containment during the insurgency post-1989; and the post-2019
normalization of securitized regulation. During these phases, Shia religious practices
were not officially banned, but they were selectively allowed, limited to certain areas
and symbolically depoliticised through normal administrative and security measures.
By putting these domestic practices in a regional context, the article shows how
Pakistan’s general talk of Muslim solidarity and Iran’s strategic pragmatism toward
India made it less likely for outsiders to keep an eye on sect-specific religious
restrictions in Kashmir. This, in turn, gave the state more room to govern itself. The
study challenges binary models of repression versus accommodation by focusing on
everyday administrative practices instead of exceptional legal measures. It shows how
tolerance can be a regulatory technique built into normal governance. The article
contributes to the discourse on postcolonial governance, securitization, and the
interplay between religion and the state by illustrating how religious freedom in
conflict-affected societies persists not as an inherent right but as a conditional outcome
that is continually negotiated within the framework of security governance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In regions affected by conflict and governed by extensive security regimes, a persistent challenge arises
how can a state that asserts secular legitimacy balance extraordinary control with the governance of
religious minorities. This tension is especially strong in Jammu and Kashmir, where there has been a
long history of militarization, disputed sovereignty, and a state of exception? (Snedden, 2013, pp. 240—
243. Duschinski, Bhan, and Robinson, 2023, p. 333) study of Shia politics in Kashmir shows how
international factors change how religious minorities are governed within the country. Their findings
demonstrate that the internationalisation of the conflict have fundamentally transformed the internal
administrative structure, creating an environment in which religious groups operate amid a web of
conflicting regulations. The focus on the strategic considerations of regional actors is particularly
pertinent when examining the concept of conditional tolerance. The selective solidarity of Pakistan by
engaging in generalized Muslim solidarity but avoiding mention of sectarian religious persecution and
the consistent prioritization by Iran of bilateral strategic considerations over transnational Shia solidarity
has led to a diplomatically quiet external environment. This accommodating regional environment, as
the authors show, has enabled the securitization of Shia religious practices within India to establish itself
with little external pressure, turning a rare act of tolerance into a regular administrative practice.

While extensive scholarship has examined Kashmir through the lenses of nationalism, insurgency,
and Indo-Pakistani rivalry, comparatively less attention has been paid to the everyday administrative
governance of religious minorities within this securitized environment. Existing analyses often treat
Kashmir’s Muslim population as internally homogeneous, implicitly equating political mobilization with
Sunni-majority activism and militancy. Navnita Chadha Behera critiques this homogenization, arguing
that Kashmir’s complex social fabric, including its sectarian diversity, has been obscured by the
dominance of territorial and security-focused scholarship (Bahera, 2006, pp. 151-162, 174-179). Thus,
the experiences of the important but relatively small Kashmiri Shia population have been left analytically
to the margins. When Kashmiri Shias do come into focus, they tend to be discussed as either the
recipients of the state’s benevolent protection or as tools of a supposed “divide and rule” policy designed
to fracture Muslim political solidarity. Yet this discourse ignores the far more mundane, bureaucratic
processes by which religion is regulated amid a sustained security regime. It argues that the Indian state’s
governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life after 1979 cannot be sufficiently explained by either sectarian
preference or a divide-and-rule strategy, as neither provides adequate explanatory power for the Indian
state’s policies towards the Shias in Kashmir following the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Rather, this study
introduces the notion of conditional tolerance in order to explain how religious liberty is managed as a
conditional right, granted and revoked on the basis of security considerations. Under this system, Shia
ritual observances ranging from major public demonstrations to small-scale rituals have been facilitated
or repressed depending on their political risks, spatial prominence, and symbolic significance. The
research is motivated by the following three main research questions:

1. What has been the process of state governance by the Indian state of Kashmiri Shia
religiosity since 1979 up to 2019, and what are the forces behind the change from
governance as administration to governance through securitization?

2. How has Pakistan’s diplomacy managed the relationship between rhetoric and substance
and how was its approach reflected in India’s domestic space for governance?

3. How has the Indian state managed to handle the transnational and symbolic influence of
Iran in Kashmir without jeopardizing their diplomatic ties with Tehran?

This analysis ultimately repositions religious freedom as a contingent achievement rather than a
guaranteed constitutional right in Kashmir.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW/THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

To fully comprehend the governance of religion within conflict regions, it is important to transcend the
dichotomous categorization of repression and accommodation. This literature review examines three
primary theoretical frameworks that inform our study: securitization theory, state of exception, and
critical secularism. It then highlights the shared limitations of these frameworks in comprehending the
regulation of religion.

2.1 SECUTERIZATION AND THE GOVERNANCE OF RELIGION

Securitization theory as posited by Buzan,Waver & de Wilde (1998, pp.17-24), is one of the key theories
that serves as the basis of framing ordinary problems as life-and-death concerns in order to enable going
beyond normal political governance. The earlier version of securitization theory as postulated by Weaver
(1995) focused on speech act, where uttering “security” makes a problem an emergency (Waver, 1995,
pp. 54-57). This dynamic, as illustrated by the case of Kashmir, introduces elements of security into the
management of social affairs in the region. Williams (2003, pp. 524—528) further elaboration on the
subject can be achieved by focusing on the role of images and other symbolic representations in
enhancing the securitization process. As such, security logics are not restricted to linguistic practices
alone. This theory outlines why large religious gatherings can be viewed as threats, yet it offers little
guidance on how to handle them without imposing a complete ban. This study addresses this gap
analysing securitization not through outright bans but through permission management.

2.2 THE NORMALISED SATE OF EXCEPTION

According to Huysmans (2006, pp. 24—29), “the politics of insecurity relies on the routinization of fear,
which turns exceptional actions into standard administrative procedures”. Expanding on this, the
research of Agamben (2005, pp. 3-4, 14-18) on the state of exception provides additional insight into
this process. He argues that temporary measures, framed as exceptions, can be assimilated into the legal
order over time, in such a way as to render all norms relative and suspendable. But this bleak view of a
permanent state of exception neglects governance models that deal with exceptions through conditional
permissions, rather than suspension. While Giorgio Agamben’s framework is indispensable for
understanding how exceptional powers become normalized, it ultimately conceptualizes governance in
terms of the suspension or erosion of legal protections. The notion of conditional tolerance proposed in
this article moves the analytical focus from suspension to regulation. Instead of making religious practice
legally absent or reduced to “bare life,” the state in Kashmir sustains religious visibility but subjects it
to ongoing administrative filtering through permissions, spatial restrictions, and symbolic controls. In
this sense, regulatory tolerance reflects a particular mode of governance which does not fully withdraw
or fully guarantee rights but makes rights dependent on compliance with securitized expectations. This
enables us to investigate how governance functions not only through exclusion, as in Agamben’s schema,
but through calibrated inclusion, where permission itself becomes the key instrument of control. To
further this discussion, Agamben (1998, pp. 71-75,83—86) introduces the notion of ‘bare life’ as life
exposed to sovereign power without any legal protections. This idea illustrates how populations come
under sovereign authority without legal protections. The above framework illustrates the ways in which
the Kashmiri Shia community exists in a terrain where religious practice is allowed but always threatened
with the possibility of state discretion.
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2.2.1 Governmentality and the Administrative Governance of Religion

Michel Foucault’s concept of governmentality provides an additional framework for understanding how
modern states regulate religious populations through routine administrative mechanisms rather than
relying solely on direct coercion. Foucault (2007, pp. 87—114) conceptualizes governmentality as a mode
of governance through which populations are managed by foucal teans of surveillance, bureaucratic
regulation, security rationalities, and administrative control. Within this framework, power operates not
merely through overt repression but through the everyday management of social conduct.

This perspective is particularly useful in understanding the governance of religious practices in
Kashmir. The regulation of Muharram processions, restrictions on public gatherings, selective
permissions, security advisories, and spatial controls reflect forms of administrative governance that
seek to manage religious visibility without necessarily imposing permanent prohibition. Rather than
completely suppressing religious expression, the state frequently permits such practices within carefully
monitored political and security boundaries.

The concept of contingent accommodation emerges within this broader governmental framework.
Unlike frameworks that focus exclusively on repression or legal suspension, governmentality helps
explain how accommodation itself may function as a mechanism of regulation. Religious freedoms
therefore remain contingent upon compliance with state-defined security expectations and
administrative procedures. Conditional tolerance consequently reflects a simultaneous process of
accommodation and regulation through which minority religious practices remain visible yet
continuously monitored.

In Kashmir, this dynamic is best exemplified by the fact that religious freedom is neither abolished
nor suspended but forever hanging between executive actions and police advisory. Earlier research on
Kashmir has identified tendencies of militarization and legal exception (Rai, 2004, pp 17-20), although
not as often the ways through which such an exceptional logic has been embedded into the administration
of particular minority religions throughout decades.

2.3 Critical Secularism and Principled Distance

Rajeev Bhargava'’s (2010, pp. 63—80) idea of “principled distance” is the normative framework for this
governance. It is a type of critical secularism in which the state can get involved in religious matters to
protect public order, equality, and social harmony. Bhargava (2007, pp. 20—-53) subsequently refined this
framework, arguing that principled distance must be distinguished from absolute separation, as it permits
contextual interventions while maintaining the state’s equidistance from all religions. This distinction is
crucial for understanding how India's security interventions in Shia religious life are framed as ‘public
order’ measures rather than sectarian bias.

In a securitized environment like Kashmir, the principle of “public order” expands elastically to
encompass a wide range of security imperatives. The state thus justifies its regulatory interventions not
as theological judgments, but as neutral administrative necessities. Asad (2003, pp. 181-187, 205-210)
contests this notion of neutrality, positing that secularism is not merely the absence of religion but a
historically contingent construct that reconfigures and regulates religious practices to align with
contemporary state frameworks.

Within this framework, the administrative control of Shia rituals is not to be seen as a departure from
secularism, but as an example of its regulatory tendency in practice. This framework elucidates the
legitimization of interventions in Shia religious life within India’s secular context; however, it
inadequately addresses the strategic, conditional, and geopolitically influenced characteristics of these
interventions concerning a particular minority. Zaylor (2007, pp. 423—430, 552—548) locates these
dilemmas within the overarching context of secular modernity, wherein religious expression is allowed
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yet must adhere to the ‘immanent frame’ of rationalized, bureaucratic governance.

Partha Chatterjee (1997, pp. 12—18, 35—42) similarly argues that secularism in postcolonial societies
often masks majoritarian political interests beneath the language of constitutional neutrality. In his
critique, postcolonial secular governance does not operate through complete state neutrality but through
selective management of religious communities according to political and administrative considerations.
This perspective is particularly relevant in the Kashmiri context, where state interventions in Shia
religious life are frequently framed as neutral “public order” measures despite operating within broader
security-oriented political calculations.

However, the concept of securitized accommodation developed in this study departs from Chatterjee’s
normative understanding of pluralistic coexistence. Unlike Chatterjee’s conception of tolerance
grounded in equal respect for religious diversity, conditional tolerance refers to a provisional and
security-dependent accommodation of minority religious practices. In this framework, religious
freedoms are not fully guaranteed rights but remain contingent upon shifting political, administrative,
and security considerations.

2.4 Synthesizing the Gap: Toward Conditional Tolerance

These three theoretical frameworks are essential; however, a substantial deficiency persists in elucidating
the empirical realities of Kashmiri Shia religious life. Current scholarship frequently employs binary
frameworks, portraying minorities as either repressed or co-opted favourites, which inadequately reflect
the complex, contingent, and bureaucratic realities present (Rai, 2004; Nasr, 2006). The experience of
Kashmiri Shia has been characterized by the absence of formal prohibitions or protections for religious
practice as inviolable rights. This paper integrates these theoretical perspectives to construct the concept
of conditional tolerance. Analytically, negotiated religious freedom differs from existing theoretical
frameworks in several important respects. First, unlike classical secularism, regulatory tolerance does
not imply state neutrality or equal treatment of all religious communities. Instead, it refers to selective
accommodation shaped by political calculations, security concerns, and administrative discretion.
Religious freedoms therefore remain contingent rather than universally protected.

Second, conditional tolerance differs from Agamben’s (2005) notion of the “state of exception.”
While Agamben focuses primarily on the suspension of legal protections through extraordinary
sovereign power, the Kashmiri context frequently demonstrates governance through ordinary
administrative mechanisms such as permissions, surveillance, spatial restrictions, and bureaucratic
regulation. Religious practices are not entirely suspended but remain continuously managed through
routine governmental controls.

Third, although it partially overlaps with securitization theory (Buzan et al., 1998; Waver, 1995), it
remains conceptually distinct from it. Securitization theory primarily explains how political actors
transform social issues into matters of existential threat. Contingent accommodation, however, explains
how states selectively accommodate minority religious practices within broader security-oriented
governance structures. The focus therefore shifts from prohibition alone to the regulation of permitted
religious visibility. The concept consequently captures a mode of governance situated between secular
neutrality and overt repression. Rather than fully guaranteeing or entirely abolishing religious freedoms,
the state manages religious expression through calibrated inclusion, administrative filtering, and
security-oriented accommodation. This shifts the study of governance away from moments of rupture
toward the everyday management of minority religious life.

The idea of conditional tolerance shows that religious freedom in Kashmir is not an inalienable
constitutional right, but a conditional administrative practice that is shaped by security concerns. It is a
system that is kept going by securitization logics (Buzan et al., 1998),functioning through the normalized
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mechanisms of exception (Agamben, 2005), and validated by the broad interpretation of secular public
order (Bhargava, 2010). This concept of securitized accommodation closely aligns with Talal Asad’s
(2003) critique of secularism as a regulatory framework. 4sad (2003, pp. 181-187, 205—210) contends
that secular legal systems don’t merely separate religion from the state; they also actively reshape and
control religious life to align with contemporary governance structures. In his analysis, the state’s
acceptance of minority practices is never unconditional; it relies on subtle mechanisms that determine
which forms of religious expression are considered acceptable. This structural parallel enhances our
understanding of conditional tolerance in Kashmir: The Indian state does not prohibit Shia rituals
outright but manages them through administrative approvals, spatial restrictions, and symbolic
depoliticization. Modood (2019, pp. 89-97,102,108) builds on this by looking at how multicultural
governance in postcolonial settings creates different types of citizenship. In this context, minority
religious groups continually navigate their place within society; this ongoing negotiation shapes specific
types of religious identity that align with contemporary state authority. In Kashmir, this dynamic plays
out through expectations that Shia religious expression stays depoliticized, spatially contained, and
symbolically limited. This form of governance influences both public practice and communal self-
understanding over time.

This formulation also reflects broader patterns of postcolonial governance in which minority religious
communities are incorporated into the state through regulated accommodation rather than absolute
inclusion or exclusion. In Kashmir, the governance of Shia religious practices demonstrates how
administrative permissions, spatial restrictions, and security monitoring collectively shape the
boundaries of acceptable religious expression. Conditional tolerance therefore provides a framework for
understanding how states manage religious diversity not only through coercion or legal prohibition, but
through the continuous regulation of visibility, mobility, and symbolic expression. Theoretical clarity on
the notion of conditional tolerance is, in other words, improved when it is anchored in these different
views of state regulation of minority religious practices through everyday administrative governance.
This occurs through every day, low-visibility administrative methods instead of just through direct force
or legal mandates. Jakobsen and Pellegrini (2008, pp.12—18, 23—28) make a similar point, saying that
secular governance shapes specific religious identities, impacting both public practice and communal
self-awareness. This framework helps explain how Kashmiri Shia communities internalize the
expectations of securitized governance.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative research design to explore how Kashmiri Shia religious practices have been
managed during long periods of conflict and security measures. Qualitative methods are especially good
at capturing processes that are influenced by history, administration, and politics. The aim is to trace how
state practices, legal rules, and security ideas have changed over time and how Kashmiri Shia
communities have experienced and addressed these changes.

This research selected participants directly involved in religious governance, security policy, and
diplomacy through purposive sampling. Basically, we focused on depth and relevance, not just numbers,
so we could gain deeper insights from people across different levels of governance. The sample in this
research included a diverse group: six former diplomats from India and Pakistan, five Indian policy and
security officials, eight Kashmiri Shia religious leaders and civil society actors, and five academic
specialists in South Asian politics, religion, and security. We also employed snowball sampling to reach
participants who were otherwise difficult to access. While leadership perspectives appeared in higher
numbers, we mitigated potential bias by triangulating findings with documentary sources and human
rights reports.

The sampling strategy intentionally limits itself by not including direct interviews with everyday
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Kashmiri Shia community members who are neither religious leaders nor civil society representatives.
Our research questions center on the logic, mechanisms, and elite perceptions of state governance
specifically how security officials, diplomats, religious leaders, and civil society actors comprehend and
navigate conditional tolerance. As a result, our sample emphasizes institutional and leadership
viewpoints. However, we recognize that our claims regarding the lived experiences of negotiated
religious freedom among ordinary practitioners lack direct support from our interview data. When we
address community experiences, we rely on interviews with religious leaders (who express collective
concerns) or documentary sources such as human rights reports and independent journalism. Future
research should focus on amplifying the voices of ordinary community members through ethnographic
or survey methods.

The information for this project was mainly gathered from interviews that took place between 2019
and 2023. These interviews were done in English as well as in Urdu and Kashmiri. We had translators
to help us get everything right and make sure we understood the politics and culture of the people we
were talking to. Follow-up questions were asked when needed to make expressions and cultural
references were represented correctly. Interviews with policy and security officials showed how religious
practices were evaluated and managed within security systems. Interviews, with Shia leaders and civil
society actors provided insights into evolving negotiation strategies. Academic interviews put the
findings into a picture discussing securitization, secularism and governance

We used a structured codebook guided by our theoretical framework to reach thematic saturation. The
codebook consisted of nine main themes: 1) conditional tolerance, ii) securitisation logic, iii)
administrative discretion, iv) spatial containment, v) symbolic depoliticization, vi) permission regimes,
vii) external diplomatic silence (Pakistan), viii) external strategic pragmatism (Iran) and ix) internalised
compliance. After each interview, the transcript was coded independently by two researchers with any
new sub-themes or significant differences identified. Saturation was reached when three consecutive
interviews did not generate any new codes or meaningful variations in existing codes. This threshold
was passed at interview 21. We did three more interviews (22, 23, 24) to check for stability; no new
themes emerged. We therefore suggest that data saturation was reached after 24 interviews for the core
analytical categories pertaining to our research questions.

Even though most of the interviews were held in English, to enable sensitive experiences to be
narrated in their preferred languages Urdu and Kashmiri interviews were held. Both translation and back-
translation processes were conducted using recognized procedures to minimize information distortion
When it comes to certain political or cultural aspects, opportunities to restate and provide further
elaboration to their statements were given to the interviewees

Research in conflict-affected environments requires heightened ethical sensitivity. Informed consent
was obtained from all participants, and anonymity was ensured by omitting identifying details.
Interviews were conducted with attention to participants emotional well-being, particularly when
discussing experiences of repression, surveillance, or detention. No personal data were retained beyond
transcripts.

Researching Kashmir from outside the region requires a heightened awareness of our Positionality
and the potential for interpretive bias. We recognize that our external perspective affected our access, as
security and policy officials may be more inclined to interact with researchers seen as separate from
immediate conflict dynamics. To reduce interpretive bias, we participated in ongoing peer debriefing
sessions with scholars who specialize in South Asian politics, religion, and security. Additionally, we
sought and integrated analyses from regional think tanks and experts who critically examine the
geopolitical aspects central to our argument, such as the IRAM Center’s (2018) analysis of Iran’s
Kashmir policy and geopolitical insights. This ongoing scholarly dialogue anchored our interpretations
within a wider field of expert discourse, challenging our assumptions and enhancing our analysis.
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A key aspect of the methodological rigor was systematic triangulation. Interview data were
consistently cross-verified with various documentary sources to create a well-rounded, multi-faceted
account. For example, official narratives that highlighted public order management such as those found
in parliamentary debates (Government of India, 1983) or reports on the conditional allowance of
processions (Associated Press, 2023; The Indian Express, 2023) were contrasted with community
experiences of restrictions and negotiations captured in human rights reports (Amnesty International,
2022; Human Rights Watch, 1999) and independent journalism (The Wire, 2022). This divergence was
viewed not as a contradiction to be resolved but rather as analytically significant data highlighting the
gap between constitutional promises and securitized practices. Peer-reviewed research on Shia political
discourse in Kashmir and scholarly analyses of the intersection of religion and politics in the region
offered the historical and conceptual framework needed to understand these disparities.

This research is based on retrospective accounts for Phases I (1979 —1989) and II (1989 —2008), with
interviews conducted between 2019 and 2023. We identify three methodological risks. First is memory
distortion: participants may struggle to accurately recall events from 30 to 40 years ago. Second is
reinterpretation: later political changes especially the constitutional restructuring in 2019 might
unconsciously influence how participants view earlier periods. Third is the issue of missing actors: many
key decision-makers and community members from the 1980s and 1990s have passed away or are
unavailable, which means our sample disproportionately represents survivors and those still active today.
To address these risks, we cross-referenced retrospective interview data with three types of contemporary
sources: (1) parliamentary debates and government records from the 1980s_ (Government of India, 1983):
(i1) human rights reports published during or immediately after each phase (Human Rights Watch, 1999);
and (ii1) scholarly accounts written at the time (Puri, 1993; Rai, 2004). When there were discrepancies
between retrospective accounts and documentary evidence, we prioritized documentary sources for
factual claims. We view interview narratives about Phases I and II not as definitive historical records but
rather as reflections of current community memory and elite framing, which are essential for
understanding how conditional tolerance is remembered and justified.

4, RESEARCH RESULTS: THREE PHASES OF CONDITIONAL TOLERANCE: STATE GOVERNANCE
OF KASHMIRI SHIAS SINCE 1979
4.1 PHASE |I: Administrative Accommodation and Symbolic Distance (1979-1989)
Table 1 provides an overview of the three analytically distinct phases of state governance identified in
the qualitative analysis, emphasizing changes in governing logic, administrative intervention, and the
status of public religious practice.

Table 1: Phases of State Governance of Kashmiri Shia Religious Life

. Domi . .
Time ominant Mode of State Status of Religious
Phase . Governance . .
Period . Intervention Practices
Logic
Public rituals
Phase I Bureaucratic Routine permissions, permitted, religious
Administrative | 1979- 1989 | public order logistical coordination, practices visible but
Accommodation management symbolic restraint administratively
managed
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Large public

Phase II: Securitization Executive discretion, processions

Differentiated 1989-2008 | and preventive spatial restriction, restricted, localized

Containment governance heightened surveillance rituals selectively
allowed

Phase H.I: Institutionalized | Standardized permissions, Rehglous. freedom

Normalized . formally intact but

o Post- 2019 | security procedural control,
Securitized . e fragmented and
. governance symbolic depoliticization :
Regulation contingent

The decade after the Iranian Revolution of 1979 marked a unique and formative period in the
governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life, defined by administrative accommodation and a conscious
symbolic distance. While the revolution brought forth a powerful transnational Shia political discourse
and reignited global discussions about religious authority and political Islam, Indian state authorities
initially did not view Kashmiri Shia religious practices as an immediate or existential security threat.
Instead, during this time, religious expression was mainly managed through standard bureaucratic
processes related to public order, municipal regulations, and district administration, rather than through
the exceptional security measures that would later come to dominate governance in the region.

In the 1980s, public processions for Muharram and Ashura were a prominent and institutionally
acknowledged aspect of religious life in Kashmir, especially in Srinagar and areas with a Shia majority.
During this period, state intervention focused primarily on logistical aspects rather than imposing
restrictions, concentrating on crowd management, route planning, and timing adjustments. Fuller and
Bénéi (2001, pp. 152—158, 162—166) suggest that the bureaucratic regulation of religious activities
mirrors a wider trend where the Indian state manages social life through routine administration,
incorporating security concerns into daily practices instead of relying on exceptional measures.
Permissions for these processions typically went through established administrative processes,
showcasing an approach rooted in bureaucratic oversight rather than pre-emptive suspicion or
heightened security measures. This style of governance indicates that, at that time, public religious events
were not viewed as politically sensitive situations warranting extraordinary surveillance or preventive
limitations.

However, this accommodation should not be seen as an unconditional acknowledgment of religious
freedom as an absolute constitutional right. Instead, it represented a practical evaluation that Shia
religious expression, in the absence of widespread insurgency or large-scale political mobilization, posed
minimal risk to public order and state authority. Religious practices were tolerated not due to a lack of
state intervention but because they were viewed as administratively manageable and politically subdued.

This distinction holds analytical importance, as it shows that tolerance at this stage was already
ingrained in discretionary state power rather than grounded in rights-based entitlement. At the same time,
Indian policymakers practiced careful symbolic restraint concerning the developing transnational Shia
political ideas. While keeping diplomatic ties with Iran, the Indian state intentionally refrained from
endorsing or promoting revolutionary symbolism in Kashmir. This approach was designed to prevent
local religious practices from turning into channels for transnational political identity or ideological
mobilization associated with Tehran (Nasr, 2006, pp. 102—-105).

Kashmiri Shia religious education, ritual commemorations, and clerical networks were allowed to
operate, but without any official acknowledgment of their potential political significance in the post-
revolutionary Shia landscape. This led to a governance strategy that permitted religious life to persist
while subtly insulating it from current geopolitical issues. This approach combined domestic
accommodation and symbolic restraint internationally. It later evolved into what this article refers to as
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conditional tolerance. While religious practices were not securitized in the strict sense defined by Buzan
et al. (1998, pp. 17-18), they were still integrated within a governance framework where permissibility
depended on political stability and symbolic restraint. Public rituals were accepted as long as they
remained predictable, geographically limited, and free from overt political expression. In this way,
tolerance during this time was more provisional than principled.

This phase should not be idealized as one marked by untroubled pluralism or harmless state
neutrality. As Rai (2004, pp. 286—289) illustrates, religious practices in Kashmir have historically been
under administrative control and executive discretion, rendering them structurally susceptible to
restrictions during times of political turmoil. Phase I should not be seen as an outlier in the context of
securitized governance, as it marks a time when religious tolerance was accepted in mainstream
governance. However, this acceptance relied significantly on the lack of rebellion and large-scale
movements. The fragility of this arrangement became clear toward the end of the decade. As political
unrest intensified and armed insurgency began to emerge in 1989, the assumptions that had supported
administrative accommodation quickly eroded. Puri (1993, pp. 34, 37, 81) notes how the decline of
political trust and failures in electoral processes fostered conditions where public gatherings, including
religious processions, turned into potential sites for mobilization and consequently targets of state
suspicion. Public spaces, collective gatherings, and symbolic expressions increasingly began to be
viewed through a security lens. Religious activities, once overseen through routine bureaucratic
oversight, were re-envisioned as potential sites of political mobilization, setting the stage for a significant
shift towards securitized regulation (Chowdhary, 2016, pp. 9-10, 18—19, 147-148). Phase I, therefore,
provides an analytical baseline from which the transformation of religious governance in the ensuing
decades can be clearly observed. As this phase ended over 30 years before our interviews, our account
relies on retrospective memories and current documentary sources (Rai, 2004; Puri, 1993). We
acknowledge the potential for memory distortion and the lack of certain historical figures.

4.2 PHASE Il: Differentiated Containment and Securitized Regulation (1989-2008)

The armed insurgency that erupted in Jammu and Kashmir in 1989 brought a significant change to the
governance of religious life throughout the region. Public spaces, collective gatherings, and symbolic
expressions were no longer seen merely as routine administrative tasks; instead, they were reframed
through the lens of counterinsurgency and preventive security. This change did not isolate Kashmiri
Shias as a unique ideological or sectarian threat but rather integrated Shia religious practices into a
broader securitized framework that governed Kashmiri society at large. For instance, the suspension of
the usual Ashura march in Srinagar along its central lanes in 1990 is an important turning point when
the nature of religious processions underwent a major change, being seen as security threats rather than
regular processions. It was implemented each year and formed a critical precedent for future policies.

However, the effects of this shift were inconsistent, leading to a pattern of differentiated containment
where certain religious practices were selectively allowed while others faced systematic restrictions. One
of the most notable outcomes of this shift was the suspension of large public Ashura processions in
Srinagar following the rise of insurgency. Officially justified on the basis of public order and civilian
safety, these restrictions mirrored a security logic that linked large, mobile, and symbolically rich
gatherings with potential political mobilization and disorder (Rai, 2004, pp. 286—289). Processions that
moved through central urban areas—especially those with historical significance and mass
participation—were now viewed as inherently dangerous, irrespective of their religious purpose.
Research by Jones (2012, 184-92, 208-215) shows that Shia ritual practices in South Asia have
historically served as platforms for communal identity formation and state negotiation, with public
processions acting as moments when communities assert their visibility while remaining subject to
administrative control.
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In contrast, smaller rituals held within mosque compounds, Imambargahaz (sacred places for
mourning Imam Hussain a.s), or Shia-majority neighbourhoods were still allowed, though under
increased scrutiny and administrative control. During this period, religious freedom was not fully
abolished but rather fragmented divided into what was permissible and impermissible based on location,
scale, and symbolic significance. This pattern clearly illustrates the operational logic of contingent
accommodation. Instead of enforcing formal legal prohibitions, the state managed religious expression
through the discretionary powers of district administrations and security agencies. The mechanisms by
which this governance approach functioned are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2: Mechanism of Conditional Tolerance in the Governance of Religious Practice

Governz!nce Admmls.tratlve Security Rationale | Effect on Religious Life
Mechanism Expression
Permission Annual or event-based | Risk assessment of | Religious practice becomes
Regimes approvals gathering contingent and revocable
Spatial Restricted Procession Control of visibility | Public rituals become
Containment routes and locations and mobility localized and fragmented
Symbolic Monitoring slogans, E;?;?é:;on of Depoliticization of religious
Regulation iconography, narratives mobilization expression
. Police Presence, Anticipatory risk Internalization of
Surveillance . . o : .
intelligence monitoring | control compliance by communities
Informal Verbal advisories and Flexibility in Religious freedom governed
Negotiation discretionary decisions | enforcement through uncertainty

Permissions for public rituals are no longer routine; they have become contingent, temporary, and
subject to annual review. Decisions are often relayed through informal channels, security advisories, or
last-minute administrative orders, creating an atmosphere of uncertainty where religious practice relies
on negotiation rather than entitlement. For Kashmiri Shia communities, this means that religious life
increasingly takes place in a setting defined by anticipation, adjustment, and compliance instead of
rights-based expectations.

The surveillance aspect of managed religious visibility noted in Table 2 aligns with broader trends in
security governance observed in conflict zones by international human rights monitors. The International
Commission of Jurists (2021) highlighted how preventive security measures in Kashmir have fostered
an environment where community leaders internalize surveillance norms, moderating their religious
expressions to avoid drawing security scrutiny. This “anticipatory compliance,” as one religious leader
put it, represents a unique form of governance that relies on self-regulation rather than direct coercion—
yet it imposes equally significant constraints on religious freedom.

Interviews with Kashmiri Shia religious leaders and civil society members reveal that this governance
regime was perceived not as outright oppression, but rather as a gradual and widespread transformation
of religious life. A senior cleric in Srinagar, who was active throughout the 1990s, described that time as
one of ritual survival through adjustment, stating: We were never told that religion was banned. Instead,
we were informed this route is not permitted, this timing is risky, this gathering is too large. Over time,
you learn what is acceptable and what could lead to trouble (Shia religious leader, personal
communication, 2021). Given that this memory pertains to events from nearly 40 years ago, we
compared it with current administrative records and academic sources (Puri, 1993; Rai, 2004), which
generally affirm the trend of administrative accommodation while highlighting that permissions were
never granted without conditions. Another community organizer pointed out that adaptation became a
practical strategy rather than a voluntary decision: The message wasn’t aggressive, but it was clear.
Religion is allowed only when it doesn’t appear political. So, we eliminated anything that could be
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misconstrued (Shia civil society actor, personal communication, 2020).

These narratives highlight how securitized governance functions through the internalization of
administrative expectations. Compliance was not enforced merely by coercion but rather through the
gradual normalization of security standards as the implicit framework of public religious expression.
Over time, communities adapted by altering ritual routes, minimizing visibility, recalibrating symbols,
and steering clear of any expressions that might be seen as political dissent. This process closely aligns
with Agamben’s assertion that exceptional measures, once routine, transform everyday governance
instead of entirely suspending it (Agamben, 2005, pp. 14-18). The state of exception did not appear as
a sudden break from normalcy; rather, it became ingrained in ordinary administrative practices.

This regime of differentiated containment was significantly supported by a permissive external
environment. Throughout this period, Pakistan’s diplomatic efforts focused on promoting general
Muslim solidarity and highlighting human rights violations, while steering clear of prolonged
discussions on sect-specific religious restrictions in Kashmir (Rai, 2004, pp. 301-304; Snedden, 2013,
pp. 212-216). By presenting Kashmir mainly as a territorial and humanitarian matter, Pakistan’s official
narrative effectively overlooked the unique governance issues faced by religious minorities like
Kashmiri Shias. Meanwhile, Iran categorized the concerns of Kashmiri Shias within a wider strategy of
regional pragmatism, placing stable relations with India above transnational sectarian support (Nasr,
2006, pp. 138-141). The lack of focused international scrutiny diminished external pressures on India’s
internal security practices, allowing contingent religious practice to become a stable regulatory approach.

Analysing this, Phase II signifies the solidification of regulatory tolerance as a governing strategy.
While religious freedom continued to exist, it was only viable when it was made administratively clear,
spatially restricted, and politically neutral. Instead of outright suppressing Shia religious practices, the
state transformed them into negotiated activities within a persistent security framework. This did not
lead to the disappearance of religious expression; rather, it resulted in a reconfiguration. Public displays
of faith persisted but in more limited, localized, and depoliticized forms, while more overt and mobile
expressions were systematically restricted.

By the late 2000s, the principles of differentiated containment had become ingrained in everyday
governance. What began as a response to insurgency increasingly evolved into administrative regulation
that influenced the regulation of religious practices even during relatively calm periods. The routine
nature of and negotiated compliance made securitized regulation seem neither exceptional nor
temporary. Rather, it came to be perceived as the standard condition under which public religious life
was conducted. This normalization established the institutional and normative foundation for the post-
2019 phase, where securitized governance would be further accepted and reframed as an administrative
procedure rather than emergency control.

Phase II thus represents a pivotal moment in the development of state governance over Kashmiri Shia
religious life. It illustrates how conditional tolerance shifted from an implicit administrative stance to an
explicit and enduring mode of regulation (Tribune, 2024). In a context of prolonged conflict, religious
freedom was neither fully abolished nor adequately protected; instead, it became a negotiated practice
continuously shaped by security assessments and bureaucratic discretion. This change would profoundly
influence the lived experiences of Kashmiri Shias for decades and remains crucial for understanding
contemporary governance of religion in the region.

4.3 PHASE IlI: Normalization of Securitized Governance after 2019

The constitutional reconfiguration of Jammu and Kashmir in August 2019 did not signify a break in the
governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life, but rather an intensification and formalization of an already
established logic of securitized regulation. By this time, the management of public religious practices
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had long stopped being seen as an extraordinary response to a crisis. Instead, it had become normalized,
woven into routine administrative procedures and justified through the concepts of preventive
governance, public order, and institutional responsibility. Therefore, the period after 2019 represents the
evolution of securitized accommodation into a stable regulatory regime rather than the advent of a
fundamentally new approach. On case of such continuity can be witnessed in the re-introduction of
Muharram procession in Srinagar in 2023. The authorities justified this event through their official
administrative logic rather than the return of rights of the people. Licenses were issued with conditions
to highlight that the right to religion still depended on security measures.

Following the events of 2019, restrictions on public gatherings, such as Ashura processions, were
justified by a mix of security evaluations and administrative needs. These actions were framed not as
extraordinary measures but as routine procedures aimed at maintaining stability during a time of
constitutional transition. Human rights organizations report that permissions for religious gatherings
have become increasingly contingent on detailed conditions related to route selection, timing, crowd
size, and forms of symbolic expression (Amnesty International, 2022, pp. 4, 23). What sets this phase
apart is not merely the presence of restrictions, but the systematic way in which these restrictions were
enforced and rationalized. The discourse of emergencies has shifted to a discourse of management.

Interviews with administrative and security officials shed light on how this normalization was
perceived within the state system. A retired district administrator noted, “There is no question of banning
religion. The real issue is assessment. Each year the question remains the same “what the security
environment is?” Permissions are granted based on that, not on entitlement” (Former Indian civil
administrator, personal communication, 2022). In a similar vein, a former security official characterized
the restrictions as procedural rather than political: “These are preventive decisions. They have now
become part of how governance operates. They are no longer seen as exceptional” (Former Indian
security official, personal communication, 2021).

Such testimonies demonstrate how the logic of the state of exception, initially linked to crisis and
insurgency, has been integrated into the everyday practices of administration. This aligns closely with
Agamben’s observation that exceptional power is most effective when it ceases to seem exceptional.
(Agamben, 2005, pp. 3—4, 14-18). Similarly, Humphrey (2013, pp. 252-258) illustrates how legal and
administrative practices in conflict areas create ‘zones of indistinction” where rights are suspended
through bureaucratic normalization rather than explicit orders. This understanding directly parallels the
administrative governance of Shia religious practices noted during this period.

For Kashmiri Shia communities, this period marks the complete institutionalization of conditional
tolerance. While religious freedom continued to be recognized in formal terms, its actual practice became
increasingly fragmented, localized, and dependent on administrative approval. Community leaders
described a landscape where negotiation, anticipation, and self-regulation were vital for maintaining
public religious life. As one senior Shia leader remarked: “We adhere closely to the permissions. Routes,
timing, numbers-everything must align with what the administration expects. Even a minor change can
result in the procession being disallowed.” (Kashmiri Shia religious leader, Personal Interview, 2021).
This experience illustrates that regulated tolerance functions not just through formal policy but also
through the socialization of communities within a security-oriented framework of religious practice.

During this period, public rituals became more depoliticized due to administrative measures.
Expressions that were seen as carrying contemporary political significance were often discouraged or
banned, while ritual forms centered on mourning, tradition, and historical memory were more readily
accepted. This led to a restriction in the range of acceptable public religious expressions. Although
religious life did not vanish, it became increasingly regulated—focused on predictability, managing
visibility, and exercising symbolic restraint. As noted by Rai (2004, pp. 301-304) this form of governance
not only alters the public performance of religion but also influences community expectations regarding
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which forms of expression are permissible under a securitized regime.

Regional diplomatic dynamics further strengthened this governance framework. Pakistan’s approach
to Kashmir after 2019 continued to depend on broad themes of Muslim solidarity and human rights
advocacy, while steering clear of sustained focus on sect-specific religious restrictions. Similarly, Iran
adopted a strategically pragmatic stance, prioritizing its bilateral relations with India rather than
explicitly advocating for the religious freedoms of Kashmiri Shia (Menon, 2021, pp. 255-259; Nasr,
2006, pp. 171-176). This strategic compartmentalization diminished international scrutiny of India’s
internal governance, allowing the normalization of securitized regulation to progress with minimal
external constraints.

Phase III analytically illustrates how conditional tolerance evolved from a temporary administrative
strategy into a lasting mode of governance. Religious practices were neither outright banned nor
explicitly protected as rights; rather, they were consistently managed through permissions, surveillance,
and negotiated compliance. Public religious life persisted but only as long as it adhered to the demands
of security, administrative discretion, and political calm.

The post-2019 phase thus reinforces the patterns established over the last three decades, showcasing
how extended securitization alters the very meaning of religious freedom. In a context of normalized
security governance, religious freedom no longer serves as a stable constitutional guarantee; instead, it
becomes a variable result of administrative assessment. Here, conditional tolerance is not an exception
to secular governance but rather one of its persistent forms in areas affected by conflict. Therefore, Phase
IIT completes the analytical trajectory of this article, demonstrating how the management of Kashmiri
Shia religious life has transitioned from accommodation to containment and ultimately to routine
regulation; while continually maintaining the rhetoric of tolerance.

5. PAKISTAN, RHETORICAL SOLIDARITY AND STRATEGIC COMPARTMENTALIZATION

Pakistan has consistently established itself as a global advocate for Kashmiri Muslims, highlighting
common religious identity and humanitarian issues in diplomatic discussions, parliamentary debates,
and international forums. Official remarks, especially at the United Nations and during bilateral talks,
have underscored human rights abuses, political marginalization, and the denial of self-determination in
Kashmir (Rai, 2004, pp. 301-304; Snedden, 2013, pp. 212-216).This advocacy has intentionally
remained broad, portraying the population of Kashmir as a single Muslim entity while overlooking the
diverse experiences of religious minorities in the region. Consequently, the unique governance of
Kashmiri Shia religious life including limitations on public rituals like Ashura processions has seldom
been addressed in Pakistan’s ongoing diplomatic discussions. To illustrate how domestic security
measures and regional diplomatic stances intersected to influence the governance of Kashmiri Shia
religious practices, Table 3 outlines the main actors and their indirect regulatory impacts.

Table 3: Domestic and Regional factors shaping the Governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life

Dominant . .
Level Actor . . Effect on Religious Governance
orientation
. Indian state Security-first Expansion of administrative
Domestic e . . . .
institutions governance discretion over religious practice
. . Generalised Muslim | Absence of sustained sect-specific
Regional Pakistan L
solidarity advocacy
. . Compartmentalization of
i I s
Regional ran Strategic pragmatism Kashmiri Shia concerns
. H ight .. . Limited i t ti
International | o0 TSNS Periodic scrutiny i e.d tmpact on routine
organizations administrative practices
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This selective framing illustrates a wider strategy of rhetorical unity combined with strategic
compartmentalization. By emphasizing a collective Muslim identity, Pakistan sustains a clear and
impactful diplomatic narrative while sidestepping the political and strategic costs linked to advocating
for specific sects. As Nasr (2006, 168-170) notes, Pakistan’s involvement in transnational Islamic issues
has historically been driven more by geopolitical considerations and its rivalry with India than by
sectarian ties. Highlighting Shia-specific concerns in Kashmir could complicate Pakistan’s domestic
sectarian situation and may risk undermining its international stance. Rieck (2015, pp. 145-158, 256—
267, 278-283) provides detailed insights into the internal sectarian dynamics of Pakistan, illustrating
how Shia communities there have faced state surveillance and selective support, making advocacy for
Kashmiri Shias a politically sensitive issue. As a result, Pakistan’s official stance has prioritised unity
over distinction, viewing the internal religious diversity in Kashmir as politically less significant than
the territorial conflict itself.

Interviews with former Pakistani diplomats support this interpretation. Participants consistently
highlighted that the Kashmir policy was primarily influenced by strategic factorssuch as territorial
claims, international legal frameworks, and bilateral diplomacyrather than by a close examination of
religious governance in practice. Restrictions on Shia religious processions, monitoring of rituals, or
administrative limitations were generally regarded as domestic issues that would not affect Pakistan’s
negotiating power or its position on the international stage. In this way, silence was not an accident but
a deliberate decision, indicating a careful prioritization of diplomatic consistency over detailed advocacy.

Strategic compartmentalization illustrates what Jabeen (2020, pp. 88—91) describes as the
“sovereignty-first” paradigm in Pakistan’s Kashmir policy, where the territorial dispute continually
overshadows concerns regarding internal differentiated governance. Hussain (2020, pp. 287—295, 301—
306) places this paradigm within a broader framework of international relations theory, showing how
state-centric approaches to Kashmir have consistently marginalized the experiences of religious
minorities in favour of territorial claims.

By viewing Kashmir solely through the perspective of self-determination in opposition to Indian
control, Pakistan’s diplomatic narrative effectively overlooks the region’s internal religious diversity,
portraying Kashmiri Muslims as a homogenous political entity. Siddiga (2017, pp. 142—145) similarly
contends that Pakistan’s approach to Kashmir has been influenced by military and strategic institutions
that favour state-centered narratives over the diverse social realities of Kashmiri communities. This
analytical silence, rather than being neutral, actively supports a regime of conditional tolerance by
excluding sect-specific religious governance from international diplomatic examination.

From the viewpoint of controlled accommodation, Pakistan’s rhetorical strategy has significant
indirect implications. By choosing not to engage with sect-specific forms of religious regulation,
Pakistan fosters an international environment that allows India’s distinct approach to governing
Kashmiri religious life to escape substantial external scrutiny. The lack of ongoing international focus
on Shia-specific restrictions enables India’s securitized management of religious practices to continue
without major diplomatic repercussions. As noted by Rai (2004, pp. 301-304), the internationalization
of the Kashmir issue has consistently favoured discussions around sovereignty and militarization over
the daily governance of religious and social matters.

These dynamic highlights a key analytical point of the article: understanding the governance of
Kashmiri Shia religious life cannot rely solely on domestic policy analysis. It is also influenced by
regional actors whose strategic silence broadens the state’s internal governance framework. While
Pakistan’s emphasis on generalized Muslim solidarity proves politically effective on the global stage, it
inadvertently strengthens a governance structure where religious freedom 1is conditioned and
administratively regulated. Bureaucratized tolerance thus arises not only as a result of Indian security
policy but also as a product reinforced by regional geopolitical considerations that emphasize unity,
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restraint, and strategic ambiguity over specific religious advocacy.

6. INDIA-IRAN DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS AND KASHMIRI SHIA RELIGIOUS GOVERNANCE

The governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life cannot be fully grasped without considering the wider
strategic context of India—Iran relations since the late twentieth century. After the Iranian Revolution in
1979, New Delhi’s relationship with Tehran was influenced not by ideological ties but by a pragmatic
approach that emphasized regional stability, energy security, and limiting Pakistani influence. Louér
(2020, pp. 67-75, 84-89) contends that transnational Shiism functions through networks of clerical
authority and institutional support that states aim to control or restrict based on their strategic objectives.
This perspective clarifies why India kept a close watch on Shia transnational ties without outright
banning them during this time. In this context, Kashmir appeared as a diplomatically delicate matter—
recognized symbolically yet shielded from direct interference in bilateral relations (Nasr, 2006, pp. 158—
176; Menon, 2021, pp. 255-259).

Indian policymakers have historically paid close attention to the potential connections between
transnational Shia networks and local political issues in Kashmir. They monitored religious education in
Iran, clerical exchanges, and the distribution of Shia religious literature as possible means through which
global Shia political symbols could take on local significance. Instead of resorting to direct legal bans
or public confrontations, the Indian state addressed these concerns through administrative and security
measures aimed at regulating visibility and expression. Restrictions on slogans, careful oversight of
Ashura processions, and the management of public ritual routes served as preventive steps designed to
keep religious practices separate from contemporary geopolitical symbolism (Nasr, 2006, pp. 171-176,

213-218).

This approach illustrates a broader trend of strategic restraint from both parties. Iran, despite its
symbolic ties to global Shia politics, has consistently refrained from portraying Kashmiri Shias as
beneficiaries of transnational religious support. As Nasr (2006, pp. 138-141) points out, Iranian foreign
policy is driven more by pragmatic evaluations of regional power dynamics than by ideological export.
While Kashmir is rhetorically recognized as a place of Muslim suffering, it has never been allowed to
interfere with Iran’s strategic relationship with India. This restraint is also evident in the ongoing India—
Iran collaboration on energy and regional connectivity, which has continued even during times of
increased international focus on Kashmir (Menon, 2021, pp. 270-273).

This strategic restraint aligns with Iran’s broader stance on religious minorities outside its borders.
Fuchs (2019, pp. 92-105, 110-116) explores how Shiism serves as both a transnational identity and a
series of national projects, with countries like Iran and Pakistan selectively using sectarian solidarity
based on geopolitical considerations. In the context of Kashmir, this indicates that while Shia identity is
recognized symbolically, it is seldom transformed into ongoing diplomatic efforts. As Juneau (2015,
pp. 112, 116) demonstrates in his thorough examination of Iranian foreign policy decision-making,
Tehran consistently prioritizes pragmatic national interests over ideological and sectarian unity,
especially in its relations with major Asian powers.

The Kashmir issue illustrates this trend: despite occasional rhetorical acknowledgments of Muslim
suffering, Iran has never allowed Shia religious advocacy to interfere with the considerable strategic and
economic advantages of maintaining stable relations with India. Hunter's (2010, pp. 190, 224, 240)
analysis of Iran’s foreign policy further supports the idea that sectarian identity is just one factor among
many in Tehran’s diplomatic decisions, rarely influencing policy outcomes when weighed against
strategic priorities.

Interviews with regional experts reinforce this perspective. Analysts have consistently observed that
while Kashmir holds symbolic significance in Iranian political discourse, it does not represent a primary
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strategic concern. Support for Kashmiri Shias is carefully controlled to avoid provoking New Delhi or
jeopardizing bilateral cooperation. This strategic distinction fosters a diplomatic environment where
sect-specific religious governance in Kashmir faces little external pressure. As a result, India has
considerable latitude in regulating Shia religious practices without the fear of long-term diplomatic
consequences. The period following 2019 further highlights this continuity. Even as India altered Jammu
and Kashmir’s constitutional status, Iran’s public responses remained cautious and general, focusing on
concerns for Muslim communities without addressing the specific governance of Shia religious life
(Menon, 2021, pp. 255—-259). Domestically, this diplomatic restraint resulted in continuity rather than
change. Ashura processions and other public rituals were allowed only when they received
administrative approval and were symbolically depoliticized, reinforcing the logic of conditional
tolerance already embedded within Indian governance.

The India—Iran relationship serves as an analytical case study of how geopolitical pragmatism helps
stabilize contingent tolerance within a domestic governance framework. Iran’s strategic restraint,
alongside Pakistan’s broad discourse on Muslim solidarity, fosters an international atmosphere where
varied religious governance occurs with little external oversight. Kashmiri Shias are not viewed as
proxies for Iranian influence or as recipients of outside protection. Rather, their religious practices are
managed through permissions, monitoring, and negotiated compliance, illustrating the blend of domestic
security measures and limited international interaction. This situation supports a key argument of the
article: that exceptional accommodation relies not only on domestic security practices but is also
facilitated by regional geopolitical arrangements that favour strategic stability over sect-specific
advocacy. In Kashmir, the relationship between India and Iran demonstrates how the
compartmentalization of foreign policy can indirectly influence the everyday governance of religious
minorities, turning religious freedom into a contingent practice shaped by administrative oversight
amidst ongoing securitizations.

7. DISCUSSION

This study aims to explain how a secular postcolonial state manages the religious life of a minority
community during prolonged conflict without resorting to outright prohibition or formal suspension of
rights. The findings reveal that since 1979, Kashmiri Shia religious life has been controlled not by direct
repression but through what this article terms regulatory tolerance a governance approach in which
religious freedom is selectively allowed, spatially confined, and continually renegotiated within a
securitized administrative framework. This interpretation complicates the prevailing binaries in literature
that categorize state-religion relations in Kashmir mainly as either accommodation or coercion.

Existing research on Kashmir has predominantly focused on the militarization of governance and the
decline of civil liberties following the start of insurgency in 1989(Rai, 2004, pp. 6-8). While these studies
accurately depict the growth of security institutions, they often regard religious governance as a
secondary issue. The current findings build upon this literature by illustrating that Religion is regulated
almost exclusively through ordinary administrative processes, not extraordinary ones. Unlike narratives
that suggest minority religious practices are either protected or suppressed, the case of Kashmiri Shia
reveals a more nuanced pattern where tolerance serves as a regulatory tool integrated into everyday
governance.

The phased analysis enhances this argument even more. In the eighties, the Shia religious
organizations in Kashmir enjoyed considerable operational autonomy and flexibility within
administration. This was mainly because of the accommodating nature of the broader regime under
which India functioned in this period where there was an absence of the state intervening in religious
matters - which others define as accommodation of a pluralist nature. (Mitra, 1989, pp. 147-152; Singh
2004, pp. 205-210, 214-218). The eruption of armed insurgency in Kashmir has brought about important
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changes in everyday life, with public and cultural expression, including religious practices, coming under
much tighter state surveillance and control. During this time there was not only increased militarization
but also governance strategies that were increasingly based on regional and sectarian differences, as
Resisting Occupation in Kashmir shows (Duschinski et al., 2018, pp. 6, 11-12, 269). These distinctions
seem to have been more than a sign of favouritism; they were a mechanism to deal with different
communities in a conflict situation. In this light, the differentiation of Shia communities can be seen as
part of a wider effort to route religious life into forms that were more administratively legible and easier
to regulate from a security perspective. The period after 2019 signifies a stronger establishment of
conditional tolerance, characterized by the normalization of security-oriented regulations set against the
backdrop of legal integration and development. This phase corresponds with broader discussions on
postcolonial governance, highlighting how extraordinary security measures are increasingly
incorporated into regular administrative practices (Agamben, 2005, pp. 2, 6, 22-23).

Instead of suspending religious freedom, the state redefined its acceptable forms, effectively turning
tolerance into a revocable privilege. This raises questions about liberal beliefs that constitutional
secularism inherently ensures stable religious rights, especially in areas affected by conflict. The
international and regional aspects discussed earlier provide additional context for these domestic
practices. Pakistan’s focus on broad Muslim unity, along with its limited attention to sect-specific
religious issues, and Iran’s strategic caution in its relationship with India have contributed to an
international atmosphere where the governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life remains diplomatically
marginalized. This observation aligns with existing research on strategic silences in international
advocacy (Snedden, 2013). while also extending it by showing how the absence of sustained external
scrutiny can indirectly expand the regulatory capacity of the state at the domestic level.

From a methodological perspective, the reliability of these findings is enhanced through triangulation
involving interviews, documentary sources, and legal materials. The consistency of narratives from
religious leaders, civil society actors, and policy documents indicates that contingent accommodation is
not merely an isolated or individual experience but rather a systematic mode of governance. However,
the study does have limitations. It mainly highlights the perspectives of institutions and elites.
Importantly, our interview sample lacks ordinary members of the Kashmiri Shia community who are
neither religious leaders nor civil society representatives. As a result, the daily, unmediated experiences
of conditional tolerance how regular individuals manage permissions, surveillance, and self-regulation
in their everyday lives are not directly represented. When we discuss community experiences, they are
viewed through the lens of leadership opinions or documentary records. This poses a notable limitation,
and our assertions about ‘experience’ should be interpreted as being shaped by institutional influences.
Furthermore, although the qualitative design allows for in-depth exploration and contextual sensitivity,
it does not facilitate broad generalizations across all religious minorities or conflict situations.

Despite these limitations, the study adds to larger discussions on securitization, secularism, and
religion-state relations by illustrating how tolerance can function as a mechanism of control. Instead of
categorizing religious freedom in Kashmir as either non-existent or fully intact, the findings highlight
its conditional and negotiated nature. Mamdani's (2004, pp.15—16) distinction between ‘good Muslims’
and ‘bad Muslims’ in the context of securitized governance offers a valuable perspective: minority
religious communities must consistently prove their ‘good’ (depoliticized, compliant) credentials to
access rights that should theoretically be guaranteed. In Kashmir, Shia religious life continues as long as
it upholds this ‘good minority’ identity spatially confined, symbolically limited, and administratively
compliant. This viewpoint encourages a re-evaluation of how minority religious life is managed in
postcolonial conflict zones, where security needs and constitutional ideals coexist in fragile and unstable
arrangements.

8. CONCLUSION AND SYNTHESIS
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This article explored the governance of Kashmiri Shia religious life since 1979 to understand how a
secular postcolonial state navigates minority religious practices amid prolonged conflict and
securitization. Instead of approaching religious regulation in terms of repression or accommodation, the
study proposed the concept of securitized accommodation to demonstrate a more nuanced and
empirically grounded understanding of governance. Over three historical phases, the analysis revealed
that Kashmiri Shia religious practices were neither outright banned nor fully protected. Instead, they
were regulated through changing combinations of administrative permissions, spatial controls, and
security oversight. In this context, tolerance did not serve as a stable constitutional assurance but as a
contingent and revocable arrangement influenced by security priorities, bureaucratic procedures, and
political considerations. This finding helps clarify how visible forms of religious freedom can exist while
still being structurally restricted.

By placing domestic governance practices within a larger regional and international framework, the
article also demonstrated how external diplomatic factors indirectly influenced the state’s regulatory
environment. The lack of sustained international scrutiny regarding sect-specific religious governance,
coupled with strategic silence from regional actors, facilitated the normalization of conditional tolerance
as an everyday governing practice. This shows how crucial it is to think about the relationship between
international relations and internal ways of regulating religion, even if external interference seems
minimal. The research offers three broader contributions. First, it deepens the conversations around
secularism and securitization by showing that tolerance can serve as a form of governance rather than
merely a normative ideal. Second, it adds depth to the examination of religion-state relations in conflict
areas by focusing on everyday administrative practices instead of just extraordinary legal measures.
Third, it provides a conceptual framework that could be applied comparably to other minority religious
communities living under prolonged security regimes.

Further research could enhance this framework by integrating ethnographic insights into daily
religious practices or by carrying out comparative studies among various geographical regions and
religious minority groups. Future investigations should concentrate specifically on ordinary members of
the Shia community, rather than just leaders or officials, to better understand how negotiated tolerance
is experienced, negotiated, and challenged in everyday religious life. Such initiatives would provide
deeper insights into the dynamics of conditional tolerance across different political and institutional
settings. Ultimately, the case of Kashmiri Shia underscores the necessity of moving past simplistic views
of religious freedom and recognizing the intricate, negotiated, and often delicate circumstances
governing minority religious existence in conflict-affected societies.
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