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MORALITY AND MARTYRDOM:
DAMS, DHARMA, AND THE CULTURAL POLITICS

OF WORK IN INDIAN-OCCUPIED KASHMIR

MONA BHAN

In this essay, I draw on ethnographic research to analyze specifi c iterations of 
corporate morality and personhood in Gurez, a border district in the Indian-
controlled state of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K), where the National Hydroelec-
tric Power Corporation (NHPC) and the Hindustan Construction Company 
(HCC) are building a 330 megawatt (MW) dam on the disputed waters of the 
Kishanganga River. By 2016, the dam will displace 362 families and consume 
a total of 535 acres of land, in addition to uprooting a large number of people 
from their ancestral villages.1 Celebrated by many state and corporate offi cials 
as yet another “temple of resurgent India,” poised to take the nation a step clos-
er to securing its vast energy requirements (Faridi), the dam is presented as an 
inevitable and necessary cost for fueling India’s growing economy.

The Indian state’s obsessive construction of dams in the Himalayas can-
not, however, be attributed solely to a “techno-economic” need or to the un-
fulfi lled demands of a growing population with limited access to electricity 
(D’Souza 113; Nuwer). Especially in Kashmir, whose rivers were partitioned 
in 1947 and have since remained a major source of contention between India 
and Pakistan, dams are key “strategic” investments to maintain India’s na-
tional and energy security and retain critical control over disputed waters of 
the Indus River basin (see Dar, “A River”). 

The desire to control Kashmir’s critical water resources, I argue, must 
also be situated within the context of India’s ongoing counterinsurgency war 
against Kashmiris who have been fi ghting an armed struggle for freedom 
[aazadi ] from the Indian state since 1989. To quell the popular resistance 
movement, the Indian military, deployed in massive numbers, has unleashed 
a reign of terror on civilian populations, resorting to mass killings, detentions, 
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torture, rapes, and disappearances.2 For many Kashmiris, the construction of 
at least twelve dams in the J&K state to harness its water resources is as indu-
bitable an expression of India’s illegitimate rule in the region as its extensive 
military hold over Kashmir.3 With roughly 131, 840 acres of land in J&K 
under the Indian military, and thousands of acres under the control of the 
National Hydropower Corporation—India’s premier agency for hydropower 
development—Kashmiris view the NHPC as the corporate arm of India’s oc-
cupation (Chatterji et. al. 34).4

In a place where its predominant image is that of “encroacher,” the NHPC, 
along with its subcontractor, the Hindustan Construction Company, employ 
what I see as an emerging humanitarian discourse to secure their image as 
“good corporate citizen[s]” (“NHPC Citizen’s Charter”). The NHPC and 
the HCC both frame themselves as “architects” of a “novel regime” in which 
care, compassion, and responsibility, rather than merely an obsessive drive 
for profi t or control, motivate corporate action (Rajak 1). Elsewhere in India, 
corporate humanitarianism is rooted in the discourses of what Mick Blow-
fi eld refers to as “international development and the related goals of poverty 
alleviation and sustainability” that are now a staple in corporate India’s biz-
speak (qtd. in DeChaine 76). In Kashmir, however, “humanitarian” concerns 
of the NHPC and the HCC (much like the rest of India Inc.5) are shaped by 
their purported commitments to “heal mental and psychological wounds” 
from over two decades of confl ict,6 a task they hope to accomplish by im-
proving the morale of Kashmir’s “alienated” populations by providing them 
jobs and employment in India’s fl ourishing economy. While state violence 
has not receded, discourses of humanitarianism have become an important 
strategy of governance in Kashmir through multiple state, military, and civil 
society initiatives that promise to “connect” Kashmir’s “aspiring youths with 
the national mainstream” (“Modi”). The Indian military too is increasingly 
invested in “humanitarian” or “goodwill” initiatives to downplay its draconi-
an image in a bid to win over “seditious” Kashmiri hearts and minds (Bhan). 
Indeed, both military and corporate humanitarianism are key elements of In-
dia’s “population centric” counterinsurgency war in Kashmir.7

It is within this politically fraught context that corporations view build-
ing dams as moral and humanitarian work that promises to bring Kashmiris, 
especially Gurezis, into the fold of capitalist modernity while assimilating 
them into India’s productive work culture. The discursive construction of 
Kashmiris as lazy and indolent, but also as subversive and dangerous, is foun-
dational to such claims. “Tropes of laziness and indolence,” as E.T. Yeh ar-
gues for Tibet, function less as “cultural idioms” and more as political 
 labels to legitimize the state’s iron control over a region where demands for 
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independence or territorial sovereignty are rampant (597). In Kashmir, hege-
monic tropes about people’s indolence sanction corporate control over preex-
isting defi nitions of time, labor, productivity, and corporeality at a moment 
of grave political uncertainty. In the NHPC’s and HCC’s self-representation, 
then, we can see several versions of corporate virtue and personhood: corpora-
tions are moral actors while workers are immoral “insurgents” with no regard 
for law, national interest, or corporate discipline; corporations are productive 
institutions in a land of greed and indolence; and most crucially, corporations 
have the moral burden of “mainstreaming” Kashmiri youth so they, too, can 
become keen and willing participants in India’s fl ourishing economy.

How do we then attend to the ways in which notions of corporate virtue, 
personhood, and morality exceed their legalistic vocabulary to saturate the ev-
eryday interactions between workers and corporations? What might such af-
fective allusions to corporate morality and humanitarianism illuminate about 
the workings of capital, especially in confl ict zones where the thin veneer of 
state and corporate morality is fragile and deeply suspect? And more impor-
tantly, to what extent might corporate moral narratives not simply “perform 
the numbing work of the opiate” but allow meaningful and transformative, 
albeit politically-charged, interactions between labor, capital, and state power 
in Kashmir (Muehleback, Moral 9)?

In this article, I study the quotidian texture of people’s lives in relation 
to discourses of corporate social responsibility (CSR) by turning to ethnogra-
phy as a form of life writing. I rely on multiple forms of life writing based on 
my sustained engagement with representatives of the NHPC and the HCC 
as well as villagers in Gurez, who since the construction of the dam began in 
2010 are increasingly being inducted into new forms of wage and corporate 
labor. To demonstrate the affective interplay between “morality and mar-
kets,” I analyze corporate life writing narratives through which corporations 
represent themselves as moral or ethical actors in a land incapacitated by years 
of “insurgency” and the absence of an effective work culture.8 In such narra-
tives, Kashmiri political aspirations for freedom are reinterpreted as a moral 
crisis, and capitalist moralities of hard work and productivity touted as man-
tras to bring about peace, prosperity, discipline, and the cessation of violence 
in the state (“Udaan”).

I also focus on the life writing of managers who act as “human stand-
ins” for their respective institutions, implementing corporate decisions that 
profoundly shape everyday village life, from the river ecology to people’s so-
cial and collective attitudes regarding work, labor, and employment. Cor-
porate executives use their personal stories of struggle and upward mobility 
to portray themselves as hard-working, enterprising individuals, and more 
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importantly, to reinterpret their “cold” or “calculated” actions as humane 
and benevolent, even humanitarian. In villagewide protests and worker-man-
agement meetings, mid-tier managers invoke the language of competitive-
ness and effi ciency to emphasize their role as “guardians” of a social order in 
which ethics of hard work, human will, and entrepreneurship are valorized as 
foundational attributes of good citizenship (Rajak 1). Such enduring stories 
of corporate morality are the focus of this essay. At stake is the production 
of what Ilana Feldman calls “reiterative authority” (14): relations of rule that 
are produced through stories that corporations and managers repeatedly tell 
about themselves to justify specifi c formations of labor, nation, and capital 
(see Bose and Lyons, “Introduction” 3). It is in the telling and retelling of 
such corporate stories that the morality of new labor relations is consistently 
elucidated and restored. Even when deeply contested by local populations, 
such stories form the core of corporate practice, and must be viewed as cul-
tural productions meant to legitimize new labor and corporate subjectivities 
that are being forged at the intersections of humanitarian praxis, repressive 
state powers, and the itinerant fl ows of global capital.

Finally, I analyze the banal ways in which corporate claims to morality 
are not just ideological but profoundly shape everyday corporate practices 
and labor resistance, as well as people’s reluctant compliance with corporal 
discipline. Moral discourses related to work and employment enforce confor-
mity by shifting cultural perceptions and valuations of worth and effi ciency. 
And yet, there are moments of disruption and dialogue between workers and 
management that demonstrate how meanings of corporate magnanimity are 
vigorously debated and challenged. Ethnography, as a genre of life writing, 
illuminates the various ways workers express their resistant subjectivities, re-
lying on discourses of disenfranchisement, suffering, death, and martyrdom 
to challenge stories of corporate benevolence. As I show in this essay, claims 
of corporate virtuosity as well as workers’ resistance narratives are profoundly 
shaped by disparate religious idioms: while Indian corporations invoke Hindu 
concepts of dharma and karma to justify capitalism’s “humanitarian” mission 
to “heal wounds,” local villagers mobilize Islamic tropes of zakat and martyr-
dom to contest the incessant exploitation of their bodies and resources.

MARKETS AND MORALITY: DHARMA, KARMA, AND CSR

Anthropology has long been invested in analyzing globalization as a set of 
 everyday practices that enable corporate productivity in a transnational econo-
my committed to free-market principles of competition, profi teering, and ac-
cumulation (Rudnyckyj 132). It is the standardization of these practices across 
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time and space (and their malleability) that creates the possibility of main-
taining the effi ciency of neoliberal capital (Rudnyckyj 5). But we must also 
pay closer attention to the ways in which corporate executives deploy a range 
of moral narratives to legitimize their onerous demands on workers’ time and 
labor. Unlike earlier theorizations in which market economies were seen as 
resistant or even immune to the moral imperatives of selfl essness or social 
and collective responsibility, recent debates acknowledge the ways in which 
corporations increasingly use discourses of morality to augment their public 
image and minimize their obsessive focus on profi t maximization, self-inter-
est, or rationality. And yet, rather than suggest a weakening of the market, 
the reliance on moral corporate narratives produces what Andrea Muehle-
bach describes as the “intensifi cation of marketization” under neoliberalism 
(Moral 9). Her focus on the “moral neoliberal” foregrounds how seemingly 
oppositional ideologies of welfare and morality co-exist with the brute forces 
of capitalist discipline, creating new spheres of power in which capital extends 
itself into an emotional register through discourses of care, compassion, com-
munity, and generosity. 

The repeated invocation of the “moral,” for instance, is best exempli-
fi ed through the discourse of CSR, a fi xture in American legal and political 
thought since the 1930s (see Wells 78). Formalized through legal statutes as 
well as through management manuals and journals, corporate memoirs, and 
international seminars and conventions, CSR, Dinah Rajak rightly claims, 
has become the “new orthodoxy” (7) in neoliberal thought, guiding corpo-
rate largesse while ensuring that practices of corporate humanitarianism re-
main “good for business” (“Benefi ts”). In India’s recently liberalized econ-
omy, which is “functionally capitalist [although] the constitution remains 
[somewhat] socialist” (Van Zile 284), most corporate laws are “legal trans-
plants” from the US and the UK (286). Though India sees itself poised to 
become the world’s third largest economy by 2030, there remains a greater 
impetus to claim a “venerable indigenous tradition of positive business en-
gagement with the community,” built on the foundations of merchant char-
ity from the 19th century and the “golden period of Indian corporate citizen-
ship” and philanthropy in the twentieth century (Sundar 10).9

Since India’s liberalization in the 1990’s, however, corporate citizenship 
has moved beyond the narrow confi nes of charity or philanthropy to encom-
pass a broader rethinking of business and market ethics (Sundar 21). The dis-
cursive shift from corporate “charity to responsibility”—or even human-
itarianism—is the outcome of massive environmental disasters and the rise 
in civic activism within India around questions of social justice and inequal  ity 
(Kumar).10 While CSR activities cannot be divorced from the “global 
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 economy of giving,” in India the shift is as much juridical (Bornstein 12). 
Recently,  the Indian parliament passed new statutes such as the Companies 
Bill mandating big corporations to spend 2 percent of their profi ts for social 
welfare programs, considered by many to be a new legal precedent in global 
business. Yet the question “what do corporations owe to society?” continues 
to exceed its legalistic formulations as Indian management experts and gurus 
harken back to the twin Hindu concepts of dharma (duty or righteous-
ness) and karma (morally charged action) to reclaim what they perceive to be 
the spiritual roots of corporate citizenship (Wells 77).11 For them, while the 
dharma of “businesses [is to] grow and expand,” its fundamental duty is to 
“pay back society” (Suresh and Janaki 85).12 The time, they argue, is ripe for 
“Indian ethos and spirituality to [sashay] down [global] corporate corridors” 
(Singh). What is remarkable here is the repackaging of Indian spirituality to 
reinvigorate India’s neoliberal project and establish Hindu ideals of dharma 
and karma as global registers of ethical business. From the sheer attention 
 devoted to the relationship between Indian spiritual traditions and modern 
corporate ethics in business journals and newsletters, dharmic traditions of 
“duty,” “law,” righteousness, and “ethics” have found their secular expression 
in the dictum of Corporate Social Responsibility (Dixon).13 In large part, the 
spiritual tenet of dharma is garnering a noticeable share of global attention 
because of well-placed Hindu consultants and management gurus invested in 
using Vedic scriptures to create a new global template for “ethical” business. 
For instance, in a Financial Times opinion piece, investment manager David 
Gait attributed the fi nancial crisis of 2008 to the fact that the global fi nancial 
industry was “sorely lacking in Dharma” (see also Ramasubramanian). His 
advice to global investors: “get Dharmic,” and learn from key Indian compa-
nies who have managed to transcend “capitalist myopia” and its abiding com-
mitment to quick and heartless profi teering (Loki).

THE HYBRIDIZATION OF CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

While it is mostly companies like Tata Consultancy Services, IBM, Infosys, 
and Wipro that receive global applause for their “ethical business practices,” 
the NHPC and the HCC also proffer a vision of “corporate ethics and stew-
ardship” through the oft repeated corporate commandment: “with leadership, 
comes responsibility” (“Corporate Stewardship”). Indeed, in 2012, the state-
owned NHPC was even conferred with the corporate governance award for 
its CSR initiatives, though critics have repeatedly called it the “most ruthless 
corporation” (Schücking). Regardless of whether or not the NHPC and the 
HCC use CSR as a smokescreen to conduct business-as-usual, a question 
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to which I will return later, it is imperative to lay out the similarities and 
differences between the two corporate entities, mostly because their diver-
gent structures and mandates shape the ways in which the employees of the 
NHPC and the HCC handle Gurezi demands for jobs, compensation, and 
rehabilitation. 

The NHPC is a Government-of-India enterprise founded in 1975 with 
an “authorized capital of Rs. 2000 million (a fi gure that is now Rs 1,50,000 
million)” to centralize the generation of hydropower in India (NHPC, Ltd.). 
Although a state-owned corporation, the NHPC hires Indian and foreign 
corporations, such as the Hindustan Construction Company, Jaiprakash 
Narayan Associates (JP), Larson & Tuobro, and Samsung C&T, which com-
pete in a global marketplace to secure contracts with the NHPC, a phenome-
non that became even more pronounced after India’s economic liberalization 
in the 1990s. Indeed, in a recent move, the NHPC rallied for the “Navratna 
status” to seek more autonomy from the government to “enter joint ventures, 
form alliances and fl oat subsidiaries abroad,” a shift meant to boost its profi le 
as a “global corporation.”14

The HCC, which successfully bagged the Kishanganga contract from the 
NHPC, self-identifi es as a “world class engineering and construction service” 
that is “driven” by its deep commitment to “the local community and soci-
ety at large” (“About HCC”). On the surface, there are no noticeable differ-
ences between the NHPC and the HCC CSR mandates, although as the case 
of Gurez demonstrates, the infl ated rhetoric of socially responsible behav-
ior does not correspond with everyday practice, mostly because Gurezis fi nd 
navigating the offi cial—and purposefully complicated—division of labor be-
tween the NHPC and the HCC to be diffi cult. The HCC does not hold itself 
responsible for providing jobs and rehabilitation to Gurezis, since issues re-
lated to land acquisition and compensation are considered to be the mandate 
of public-enterprises such as the NHPC. The NHPC, in turn, relies on the 
district government to avoid the thick bureaucracy that surrounds land acqui-
sition in Gurez. The presence of the two corporate entities and several district 
administrators has done little to open multiple channels of redress for Gur-
ezis, who feel utterly humiliated as they are shunted back and forth between 
state and corporate offi ces for basic compensation and rehabilitation rights. A 
clear outcome of private-public partnerships has been to render the corporate 
form “omnipotent” even in non-urban settings such as Gurez, while making 
corporations even more “impervious to regulation” or accountability (Bose 
and Lyons, “Introduction” 15).

Predictably, CSR emerges as a corporate ruse to hide the machinations 
of capital and to render novel formations of corporate paternalism invisible, 
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resulting in new strategies to police and discipline workers.15 Employees of the 
NHPC and the HCC frame Gurezis as less human, almost infantile beings 
who can be transformed into better humans only through corporate interven-
tions and ethics of hard work, productivity, competitiveness, and effi ciency. 
In the sections below, I focus on three distinct but closely related narratives 
that allow the HCC and the NHPC to reframe their damaging interventions 
as integral aspects of their moral corporate personhood. The fi rst narrative, 
which is quite pervasive across India, portrays Kashmir as a “begging bowl,” 
a rhetorical move that justifi es its continued dependency on state and cor-
porate largesse while obscuring the NHPC’s exploitative control of a critical 
river system; indeed, given India’s historic characterization of dams as “dhar-
mic or religious projects,” the NHPC’s investments assume a sacred character 
(Morrison). The second narrative relies on the NHPC’s vision of social and 
collective improvement that serves as the moral justifi cation for people’s mass 
displacements from Gurez; while the third narrative recasts corporate opera-
tions in Gurez as “fair” and “humanitarian” despite villagers’ persistent greed 
for money, land, and entitlements. Ironically, the moral force behind these 
narratives allows the NHPC and the HCC to distance themselves from pre-
cisely those values that are considered foundational to corporate and market 
rationalities. Together the three narratives repackage generosity and compas-
sion as corporate virtues, or key aspects of corporate personhood, while values 
of “greed,” “opportunism,” or “profi t maximization” are no longer consid-
ered fundamental attributes of corporate praxis or ideology.

“BEGGING BOWL” AND THE NHPC’S DHARMIC PROJECT

Despite popular images that represent Kashmir as “paradise on earth” or extol 
its unparalleled beauty, segments of the Indian population, mostly critics of 
aazadi, see Kashmir as a “resource poor” region, unable to support itself politi-
cally or economically. Many other critics who view Kashmir’s freedom strug-
gle as an “insurgency” blame it on the “appeasement policies” of the central 
government, a stance that mocks the Indian’s government’s effeminacy and its 
inability to adopt harsh and punitive measures to silence Kashmiri dissent. To 
these critics, it is morally repulsive that the central government “doles out huge 
bounties to keep Kashmiris in good humor” instead of stomping out the insur-
gency “with a rough hand” (“Kashmir”). In other words, in the mainstream 
Indian view, government “benevolence” is seen to reward a population that is 
deemed unproductive, parasitic, and even dangerous. 

Such ideological assertions do little to erase the brutal history of Kashmir’s  
military occupation or silence the wails of women whose sons, husbands, or 



Bhan, Morality and Martyrdom    199

kin have either been killed through routine custodial deaths or have “dis ap -
peared” in dreaded Indian prisons that operate as part of the military’s coun-
terinsurgency war in the region. The assertions do, however, frame Kashmiris 
as passive and undeserving recipients of Indian largesse. Indeed, Kashmir’s 
economic reliance on India, which many rightfully assert was “manufactured” 
by the Indian state to undermine Kashmiri sovereignty, has earned it the title 
of a “begging bowl”—an undignifi ed label that not only chastises Kashmir’s 
“culture of dependency” but obscures India’s reliance on the region’s rich and 
abundant water resources to fuel its growing economy (Talib). In particular, 
Kashmir’s image as a begging bowl defl ects attention from the NHPC’s iron 
control over Kashmir’s water resources, allowing the corporation to portray 
its personhood in the form of a “moral” actor toiling hard to develop and har-
ness the region’s meager resources. 

Kashmiris forthrightly reject characterizations of their state as “resource 
poor,” a label they attribute as much to the NHPC’s exploitation of their wa-
ter resources as to India and Pakistan’s prolonged dispute over Kashmir’s stra-
tegic rivers. The Indus Water Treaty, which many analysts claim has worked 
“reasonably well” in the context of “fractious” inter-state relations, has done 
little to minimize the many instances of allegations and counter-allegations 
from Pakistanis who view Indian dams as “weapons” or “water bombs” that 
will divert massive portions of water from their rivers and lead to unprece-
dented famines or droughts in their country, and from Indians who dismiss 
such allegations as baseless and paranoid musings of a weak neighbor (Iyer). 
It is hardly surprising that many political pundits consider water to be the 
primary reason why India and Pakistan might go to war in the near future. 
In the meantime, Kashmiri claims to their water resources, both in India 
and Pakistan, are completely ignored, subsumed by wider national interests 
deemed both strategic and technological. 

Apart from their strategic value, dams are an “emotive” issue in India 
and Pakistan (“Emotive”). As Daniel Haines contends, in Pakistan’s “fi rst 
years of independence, the Imperial discourse of progress associated with bar-
rages was [quickly] transformed into a nationalist discourse about ‘building 
the nation’” (152).16 In India, dams were even more imbricated in forging, 
in Partha Chatterjee’s terms, the “Indian modern” (qtd. in Roy 157). Jawa-
harlal Nehru, India’s fi rst prime minister, declared dams, as the most visible 
projects of post-independence nation building, to be the “new temples of 
modern India.” No wonder then, as Srirupa Roy compellingly argues, secular 
and scientifi c projects such as big dams hardly “effaced religion” from India’s 
public sphere. Instead, they played a critical part in constituting [Hinduism] 
as a “primary determinant” of Indian identity, an association that dates back 



200     Biography 37.1 (Winter 2014)

to as early as the sixteenth century, when dams resembled “formal temple 
 architecture” and were often considered important sites of Hindu worship 
(Roy 161; Morrison; Patel). The religiosity of Indian dams is specifi cally il-
lustrated in Gurez, where the river most locals know as Sin was renamed 
 Kishanganga—a Sanskrit name derived from Hindu scriptures—after the 
NHPC conducted its preliminary survey for the dam in the 1970s.17 If dams 
are the temples of modern (and ancient) India, then the NHPC is the “archi-
tect” of India’s sacred infrastructure, guiding the nation towards the promise 
of development and a future of energy self-suffi ciency. The NHPC’s moral 
vision to harness Kashmir’s water resources is thus deeply motivated by a sa-
cred duty to build a nation by taming Kashmir’s recalcitrant rivers.

Clearly then, science, religion, and the unshakable faith in the power of 
technology have played a key part in solidifying dams as critical symbols of 
nationhood, and more recently, as indispensable structures for bolstering na-
tional and state security, both in India and Pakistan. Amidst the deafening 
rhetoric of an impending water war, or the explicit weaponization of dams, 
however, Kashmiris have had minimal access to their water resources to ful-
fi ll critical domestic and industrial requirements. In an egregious blow to the 
image of NHPC’s corporate virtuosity—cultivated, as I have argued, through 
its obsessive investments in “India’s modern temples” as well as through ap-
peals to dharmic visions of social and moral improvement—the NHPC often 
resorts to violence to quell and even kill Kashmiri dissenters. Kashmir’s im-
age as India’s “begging bowl” must therefore be situated within the incessant 
exploitation of Kashmir’s rivers through bilateral treaties and water-sharing 
agreements as well as the corporate maneuvers by the NHPC that have fos-
tered Kashmir’s chronic dependence on India. 

If the Hindu ideals of dharma and karma purportedly guide corporate 
India’s vision of care, compassion, and generosity, Kashmiris use the Islamic 
virtue of zakat (charity) to reclaim their place as India’s benefactors. For in-
stance, Mr. Zargar, a prominent local activist, notes that

it is not that Himalayas or its resources belong only to Kashmiris. But according to 
the Holy Quran, we can only give zakat if our basic needs at home are fulfi lled. If 
we exert control over our water resources, we can sell it to India and Pakistan and 
put an end to our economic reliance on India. We want to be sellers not beggars.  

Mr. Zargar expresses a pervasive local sentiment in Kashmir: the desire to re-
establish Kashmiri control over local resources without precluding the option 
of maintaining trade links with India and Pakistan (and other countries) as 
long as these relations are built on Kashmir’s recognition as a sovereign nation. 
Indeed, many Kashmiris, including Mr. Zargar, consider it their obligation as 
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Muslims to offer their resources to less endowed areas in India and elsewhere 
through zakat—a “compulsory transfer” of money or resources from  wealthier 
individuals to the poor and the marginal (Hassan 265). For Mr. Zargar, 
such acts of religious charity are foundational to the defi nition of a good Mus-
lim, and a prerequisite for building a socially just and responsible society in 
Kashmir, post azaadi. In an interesting reversal of roles, the invocation of 
 zakat by Mr. Zargar establishes India, not Kashmir, as resource-poor region, 
while the NHPC is singlehandedly blamed for stripping Kashmir of its valu-
able water resources and worsening its “power crisis” (Chaudry). The NHPC’s 
vast and profi table empire is also attributed primarily to its appropriation of 
Kashmir’s water resources. Even though “only four out of fi fteen” NHPC 
power stations are located in Kashmir,” their net capacity equals nearly half of 
the corporation’s total capacity to generate electricity (Dar, “Power” 20). It is 
within this context that Kashmiris reject their characterization as a “begging 
bowl,” and view mega-dams as symbols of India’s hydraulic colonialism and a 
brutal assault on their resource sovereignty.

THE MORALITY OF DISPLACEMENTS AND THE IMMORALITY OF GREED

Kashmir’s depiction as a “begging bowl” is even more problematic within 
the context of massive dislocations and displacements caused by India’s hy-
drological projects in the state. In Gurez, the 330 MW Kishanganga dam 
will completely submerge the villages of Khopri and Badwan by 2016, a loss 
that most villagers describe as “colossal.” The dam will also “snatch away the 
last refuge of the Dard-Shin tribal people,” who are believed to be Kashmir’s 
original inhabitants, with a remarkably distinct culture, language, and heri-
tage (Hussain).

Gurezis often expressed their impending loss in a deeply affective register 
in which government compensations were deemed inadequate, even use-
less, to “save an ancient culture” or replace the aabo-hawa (air, water, and 
 climate) of their ancestral homeland. Indeed, many Gurezis expressed their 
rootedness to their land, either through allusions to their buried ancestors 
or through the unique diversity of fruit and vegetables, and lamented being 
stripped of their land and air, herbs and forests, rivers and glaciers, for which 
no government could provide adequate replacement or compensation. Their 
deeply felt sentiment that “if you change our birthplace, you change our 
identity” failed to stir NHPC or state offi cials, who viewed displacements as 
part of a moral mission that would benefi t Gurezies in the long run by ex-
posing them to the promise of modernity. This dogmatic belief in the pur-
suit of progress and economic development was what ultimately guided the 
NHPC’s vision of corporate social responsibility in Gurez.
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Furthermore, many offi cials from the HCC and the NHPC, especially 
those who belonged to the plains of India, saw Gurez as a “wild,” “unpredict-
able,” and “treacherous” landscape, or deemed its people’s farming practices 
to be “too primitive,” characteristics that offi cials repeatedly invoked to draw 
attention to the generosity of their compensation schemes. Many offi cials 
viewed the mass displacement of people from their homes and hearths as a 
diffi cult yet important step toward relocating them to cities where they could 
learn the urban rhythms of time, work, and labor rather than remain shackled 
to their unpredictable and treacherous surroundings.

Many of the NHPC and HCC offi cials I interviewed found it awkward 
to respond to the question of people’s displacements. No offi cial called these 
displacements “forced,” since villagers had legally acquiesced to the terms of 
the contract, even though most remained unaware of its precise details. In-
stead of responding to specifi c queries about people’s ongoing struggles, the 
responsibility for which was quickly apportioned to the district administra-
tion, the offi cials invariably resorted to specifi c events from their personal 
lives to justify the morality of mass displacements. As ultimate “signifi ers of 
entrepreneurial individualism,” a number of them traced their own diffi cult 
yet rewarding journey towards progress and upward mobility by recounting 
their stories of voluntary migrations from villages to cities—their success sto-
ries providing a compelling rationale for pushing Gurezis off their land and 
resources (Bose 34). 

Mr. Mayank, a senior HR offi cial with the HCC, for instance, spoke at 
length about the ways in which the displacement of villagers was an opportu-
nity for them to “socialize with folks in the city.” Hailing from a small town 
in a North Indian state, Mr. Mayank used his life experiences to justify why 
moving into “cities” was critical for people’s long-term social and economic 
development. 

I used to go to a kaccha (mud house) school in my village, called madrasas. The fa-
cilities were minimal and there was hardly any emphasis on learning English. But I 
decided to move to a bigger city so my children could get the best education. Now 
my son is studying in the US.

Mr. Mayank’s life story casts displacement as a teleological narrative of prog-
ress that enables villagers’ social mobility: mud schools morph into opportu-
nities for foreign education. Another HCC employee, Mr. Chauhan, who for 
many Gurezis was the face of the corporation, since he lived in the HCC’s 
plush bungalow in the village, likewise referenced mud structures as icons 
of the premodern in his explanation of how massive displacements from his 
village in Uttarakhand in Northern India had transformed people’s lives 
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for the better. Never revealing whether his family was “forced” to leave, he 
claimed that:

people’s standards improved dramatically after their migration to the town in   
Dehradun. The government provided concrete housing in addition to schools and 
hospitals, provisions that were hardly accessible to the 200 villages prior to their 
displacement by the Tehri dam.

Choosing to ignore the very different circumstances under which Gurezis 
were compelled to leave their villages, Mr. Mayank and Mr. Chauhan ar-
ticulated a long-standing social evolutionary narrative that represents cities 
as hubs of progress while framing villages as impediments to modernity and 
civilization. That the villagers’ resettlement in the city was “ultimately for 
their own good” and would provide younger Gurezis “better educational and 
health facilities” as well as opportunities to interact with the “civilized” folks 
in the city were rhetorical justifi cations to avoid conversations about the im-
pending precarity of people’s lives. 

For Gurezis, however, the stale air of cities and their polluted roads and 
neighborhoods fi lled them with fear and trepidation for their future. Unlike 
corporate narratives that framed people’s resettlements into cities as indubi-
table markers of progress and improvement, most Gurezis disputed such tri-
umphalist assertions by expressing uncertainty and angst. They also viewed 
with deep skepticism the meager compensations the NHPC had promised in 
exchange for acquiring their land and property. Notably, the corporation did 
not directly track land compensations, relying instead on the expertise of the 
Sub District Magistrate (SDM), an important offi cial of the district admin-
istration who was stationed in Gurez. Hardly any offi cial records existed to 
legitimize Gurezi ownership over what was categorized by the SDM’s offi ce 
as “state-owned” land. Until the arrival of the NHPC, villagers had relied on 
a customary system in which user rights were privileged over land owner-
ship. The construction of the dam destroyed the prevalent system, as mon-
etary compensations and rehabilitation were now integrally tied to possessing 
legally viable ownership documents. Every morning men and women from 
Badwan and Khopri would walk miles to wait outside the SDM’s offi ce to 
resolve land-related matters, most of them losing days of labor. Everyday so-
cial life was saturated with extreme uncertainty, and people claimed that the 
government, in connivance with the NHPC, was deliberately “stealing” their 
ancestral lands. I was invariably asked to track offi cial land settlement records 
from the 1800s, most of which were housed in the land records offi ce in Sri-
nagar. Frequently, families fought among themselves; brothers turned against 
brothers, while sisters, forced by their husbands and in-laws, demanded their 
rights to portions of land even if they had renounced them earlier. 



Bhan, Morality and Martyrdom    205

To add to the existing discord in the village, Gurezis, as I argued earlier, 
were often unsure of the complex division of “social responsibility” between 
the HCC and the NHPC. Despite being responsible for issues related to 
R&R (rehabilitation and resettlements), the NHPC had a minimal presence 
in Gurez, with only one offi cial residing in a small bungalow at the far end 
of the village of Badwan.18 In contrast, HCC offi cials either visited the dam 
site often or resided permanently in the village. Since NHPC offi cials were 
much harder to access, Gurezis frequently thronged outside the residence of 
HCC offi cials to demand employment rights and to seek compensation for 
their land and resources. Mr. Chauhan, a ubiquitous name in the village—
both feared and hated—was an HCC engineer by profession, with very little 
experience dealing with the social aspects of mass displacements. In the ab-
sence of a credible NHPC offi cer in the village, it fell on him to “deal with 
village matters,” a job he found “extremely burdensome” even as it made him 
an all-powerful fi gure with access to an entourage of personal staff. With his 
extensive experience dealing only with the “technicalities” of the dam, Mr. 
Chauhan, like many of his colleagues, was neither interested in nor sympa-
thetic to people’s stories of displacements or their everyday struggles to re-
ceive adequate compensation from the NHPC. Lacking credible expertise to 
deal with what were categorized as “social issues,” and given NHPC’s deliber-
ate attempts to stay away from the village, Mr. Chauhan resorted to “moral-
istic” tropes of greed and “avarice” to undermine villagers’ rightful claims to 
government compensations.

Management routinely described villagers’ legitimate demands as “un-
founded,” or in many instances, as motivated by their “habit” of receiving 
“free” entitlements or “dole-outs” from the government. A smug NHPC of-
fi cer who was soon to retire matter-of-factly dismissed my queries about com-
pensations: “dam construction ends but issues regarding land compensation 
never do. In Gurez, the issue is even more complicated because as border resi-
dents, people are used to receiving free ration and other subsidies from the gov-
ernment.” The problem, according to the offi cer, was insatiable greed and the 
sudden infl ux of large sums of money into an underdeveloped area: “When the 
project came, people got really greedy. They started constructing new houses 
and property so they could qualify for government remunerations. Often, they 
dismantled their houses to build new ones for more money.”

Frequent invocations of people’s greed allowed the NHPC and the HCC 
offi cials to represent themselves as humane actors who strived hard to provide 
“fair” compensation to Gurezis despite their persistent demands for addi-
tional money and corporate benefi ts. Indeed, corporate offi cials believed that 
their compensation package was generous, given that Gurez was Kashmir’s 
cold and remote periphery. Rather than confronting critical questions about 
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the equity and fairness of government compensation or the brutal logic of 
forced displacements, villagers’ anxious responses to their loss were reduced 
to simplistic tropes of greed, avarice, and cunning. The NHPC’s and HCC’s 
claims rested crucially on contrasting their own moral version of corporate 
personhood with those of castigated Gurezis, who were framed as “less than 
human” so even their rightful entitlements could be packaged as corporate 
charity or largesse. Although deeply contested by the locals, corporate nar-
ratives were not entirely discredited; indeed, as the next few sections dem-
onstrate, for Gurezis, they became formative of new subjectivities that were 
constituted through moral tropes of productivity, effi ciency, entrepreneur-
ship, and hard work.

THE LAZY NATIVE, THE IDLE WORKER, AND THE MORALITY

OF “NORMALIZATION”

The tenacious desire of Gurezis for money and entitlements was not the only 
context in which moralistic tropes of greed and cunning were deployed to 
chastise the villagers and undermine their sovereign rights over their resourc-
es. Tropes that invoked the ethical nature of corporations while strongly de-
nouncing local depravity were most explicitly visible in the context of social 
and political hierarchies between villagers and management that were emerg-
ing around new categories of work and employment. An important and pop-
ular narrative of this kind, strongly echoed by the offi cials of the NHPC and 
the HCC, framed Kashmiris as lazy and indolent, interested only in “govern-
ment jobs” that “carry prestige, easy acceptance in the marriage market and 
[the luxuries of a] lazy life” (Naqvi). Such a reading of Kashmiri subjectivi-
ties was foundational to justifying corporate humanitarianism as moral work 
in which Indian corporations could join hands with the J&K government to 
build what Manmohan Singh, India’s prime minister, purposefully calls the 
“new (naya) Kashmir” (“Udaan”). Many Kashmiris themselves bemoaned 
the absence of a “healthy work culture” in the state, having internalized he-
gemonic narratives about their idleness and indolence. From online blogs to 
social media sites they debated what was problematically perceived to be a 
“behavioral pattern wherein [Kashmiris worked] only when compelled” to 
do so (Ashraf ). That Kashmiris preferred “only to philosophise, relax, and 
 remain inactive” was also used to explain the infl ux of migrant labor from 
the plains of India (Ashraf). 

Narratives like these were far from innocuous and performed critical po-
litical work in Kashmir: they helped erase the brutal history of coercive la-
bor (begar) in the state, an institution prevalent until the 1940s under which 
Hindu Dogra rulers forcibly deployed people to do hard and menial jobs.19 
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More importantly, however, caricatures of Kashmiri “laziness” masked wid-
er national anxieties regarding Kashmiri non-alignment with India’s political 
and economic culture. The moral, humanitarian work of corporations like the 
NHPC and the HCC thus consisted in disciplining or “normalizing” restive 
Kashmiri youth through the rigors of work, production, and effi ciency. For 
instance, offi cials and managers of the HCC and the NHPC spoke at length 
about the “diffi culty” of working in an area where rhythms of labor were re-
markably different from, and even at odds with, the corporate management 
of time and productivity. Here, I offer some of the ways discourses of laziness 
and indolence became integrated into everyday characterizations about Gur-
ezis and their “reluctance” to adapt to new and exacting temporalities of labor 
at the dam site. More importantly, I offer insights into the specifi c ways dis-
courses of corporate humanitarianism hinged on transforming idle Kashmiri 
workers into ideal Indian citizens. 

On a warm sunny afternoon in Bandipora, I made my way into the HCC 
complex—a vast compound housing concrete buildings with distinctive blue 
asbestos roofs and razor-edged concertina wire lining the entrance. After 
about fi fteen minutes, I was escorted to the offi ce of Mr. Mayank, a senior 
HCC offi cer in charge of employee issues in Bandipora and Gurez. I knew 
from my preliminary research that the HCC had recently hired security per-
sonnel from outside the state to beat villagers in Bandipora for protesting a 
Company policy that discouraged “local” recruitment for the project. The 
HCC’s policy, I was told, was to avoid hiring “locals” because they demanded 
more bonuses, and especially better safety and compensation in case of death 
or injury at the dam site.

Mr. Mayank seemed perturbed by people’s “persistent demands” in Ban-
dipora, which, he claimed, was a trait peculiar to this region. However, a gov-
ernment employee sitting in the room interjected, stating that people had a 
precedent to demand additional compensation since government employees, 
including offi cials from the NHPC, received special entitlements for working 
in remote border locations like Gurez. Visibly agitated by the fl urry of inter-
jections, Mr. Mayank responded:

See, there are two processes in place for any project of this scale: there is the formal 
law and then, there is a settlement, the latter being an informal negotiation between 
the workers and the management with the aim to keep the workers calm; for in-
stance, 10% more or part of their salary can be called border allowance if we decide 
to name it such. Or, I can increase their bonus if the company is making substantial 
profi t. Once these settlements are reached, they too become a binding. They are not 
laws, however, that can be universally applied. And, the fact of the matter is, that in 
Gurez and Bandipora we have arrived at no much settlement other than something 
called a regular attendance bonus to motivate people to show up for work. 
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Mr. Mayank’s account was at odds with what I had heard in Gurez from em-
ployees of the HCC and the NHPC. HCC offi cials frequently complained 
about a special provision for Gurezis who were allegedly paid their “basic 
salaries without ever showing up for work.” Indeed, the HCC had created 
the category of an “idle worker” on its payroll so people would be less in-
clined to disrupt the critical work of the company through frequent protests 
or shutdowns. It was better for them to “pay the workers off” so they could 
be silenced. 

Mr. Mayank refuted such statements, claiming that the “company knew 
how to make people work” and there was no way he would tolerate a policy 
of “no show.” He did, however, echo widespread stereotypes about people’s 
extreme indolence and their “inbuilt” reluctance towards work–––traits 
he, too, labeled as peculiarly Kashmiri. Gurezis were considered even “lazier” 
and “less inclined to work” because of their limited activities during the 
harsh winter months. In his view, villagers’ forced displacements from Gurez 
would compel them to “work consistently, throughout the year.” Indeed, 
many in the HCC and the NHPC believed that people resisted their dis-
placement from Gurez only because they could sit idle for six months in the 
winter, when everything came to a standstill and villagers survived on food 
and fuel wood collected over the summer months. “The only two jobs are 
that of eating and heating,” said the smug offi cer, who seemed visibly per-
turbed by people’s “unwillingness to work.” Without any regard for the hard 
work involved in surviving extreme weather conditions, Mr. Mayank contin-
ued to refl ect on his deep commitment to the ethic of hard work, tracking it 
back to his intensive training in the Indian Air Force. 

I was taught loyalty, discipline, and the tireless ability to get work done. If the work 
stops, it is HCC’s loss and nobody else’s. The NHPC is responsible for paying for 
disrupted work only in the context of wars or natural calamities. The logic is that 
other than wars and natural disasters everything else can be controlled. 

While Mr. Mayank opined that his work ethic had ensured HCC’s contin-
ued profi tability, he was mindful of the NHPC’s strategies to write strict 
 contracts that had little to no room for negotiations. The HCC, he claimed, 
was forced to accept unfavorable terms in the contract to win out over other 
domestic and international competitors. It was a matter of pride for him to 
save HCC’s time, money, and reputation by making sure that the villagers 
were not wasting the company’s resources. 

Although Mr. Mayank prided himself for “getting the work done,” sev-
eral junior HCC employees in Gurez complained incessantly about the “im-
possibility of making the villagers work.” Mr. Singh, an HCC manager sta-
tioned at the crushing plant in Gurez, spoke bitterly about the “inability” 
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and reluctance of locals to work at the dam site. Like Mr. Mayank, he relied 
on his prior experiences to refl ect on what he considered a peculiar situation 
––– one where locals “refused to work” but remained on the company’s pay-
roll as “idles.” A “nuisance” at best, the “idles could arbitrarily decide to shut 
down work.” And because “they were in a majority,” Mr. Singh was “scared” 
to take action against them.  

It was not clear to me until much later in the interview that Mr. Singh’s 
fears about being in a minority were based on his identity as Hindu and Indi-
an, unlike Gurezis who were predominantly Muslim and therefore, according 
to him, “hardly Indian.” He claimed that it was unfortunate that the com-
pany was wasting 12 to 13 lakh Indian rupees every month on people, “90% 
of whom had strong sentiments for Pakistan.” He believed that the absence of 
Kashmiri Muslim loyalty for India, coupled with their unwillingness to work, 
was part of people’s “fundamental nature” in J&K. Echoing dominant stereo-
types, he considered Kashmiris and Gurezis to be “anti-national,” although at 
the same time chronically habituated to “government dole-outs.”

Such perceptions were common among employees of the HCC and the 
NHPC, although Gurezis, unlike their counterparts in Kashmir, had not ac-
tively participated in the Kashmiri freedom struggle, mostly because of their 
precarious location on the India-Pakistan border. In addition to massive mili-
tary fortifi cations that dominate the landscape in Gurez, the Indian military 
has planted landmines in people’s backyards. The LoC (line of control), made 
of razor-sharp concertina wire, runs through people’s agricultural and grazing 
land, splitting it arbitrarily between India and Pakistan. Reports of local “cattle 
infi ltrating into Pakistani territory,” or grazing cattle getting mangled by the 
concertina wire, populate the news often–––a poignant reminder of the mul-
tiple threats to Gurezi land, life, and livelihood (Parvaiz, “Kashmir Fence”). 
And yet, Gurez is widely perceived as a “hotbed of active militancy,” where 
the Indian armed forces allegedly foil “infi ltrations” from Pakistan every year. 

Mr. Singh’s concern about the “lack of a viable work culture” in Gurez 
must therefore be read within the context of an emerging counterinsurgency 
rhetoric in which “fully employed young men” or effi cient workers are con-
sidered “less likely to [rebel against the state] or to participate in insurgent 
violence” (“Insurgency”). Providing employment opportunities and instilling 
an effective work culture are increasingly seen as indispensable strategies to 
“reduce the risk of politically motivated violence” in Kashmir, and as noted 
in a 2008 US Army Field Manual, found frequently as well in the context of 
US counterinsurgency efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan (qtd. in Gregg 20). A 
new discourse around people’s laziness is therefore fast emerging in Kashmir’s 
public and political spheres that problematically links “insurgency” with “un-
employment” while attributing people’s anti-India sentiments to the “lack of 
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a rigorous work culture” in the state. In such framings of Kashmiri “insur-
gency,” the lazy or indolent worker becomes emblematic of moral depravity 
and the lack of political loyalty to India. 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that a long-term rhetoric of the state 
and the central governments, which has gained even more traction in recent 
years, is to make Kashmiri youth “employable” in the private sector so they 
might be less inclined to take up arms or resort to violent protest against the 
Indian state.20 To realize the dream of “normalization,” the central and state 
governments have collaborated with India’s private sector, corporate fi rms, 
and NGOs to ensure that the moralistic task of transforming subversive pop-
ulations into pliant citizens is duly accomplished. The Oil and Natural Gas 
Corporation (ONGC) of India, for instance, started a program to “enhance 
employability and job opportunities [for] Kashmiri youth,” claiming that al-
though Kashmiris were “second to none in their capabilities” they needed 
 rigorous “training to become industry-ready” (“Need”). Likewise, plans are 
underway to open an Information Technology (IT) park to make youth IT 
ready so they can compete at “national and international” levels. In Gurez, 
the Kishanganga dam is promoted by the state and the NHPC as an impor-
tant investment in making at least portions of the Kashmiri population “less 
restive” and more “industry ready” and “employable.” The scenario is simi-
lar to post-apartheid South Africa where, as Dinah Rajak claims, CSR’s logic 
of “empowerment” is increasingly packaged as a “spiritual” (183) and a “pa-
triotic duty” (94) for businesses that voluntarily assume the responsibility of 
creating good citizens by exposing them to the virtues of hard work and en-
trepreneurship. 

In Kashmir, much like in other politically volatile contexts, the mandate 
of corporations extends beyond their conventional focus on Corporate Social 
Responsibility, with its emphasis on environmental sustainability, education, 
peripheral development, and health care. Instead, charged with the moraliz-
ing mission of “mainstreaming” Kashmiri youth through the lure of jobs and 
employment, corporations like the NHPC proffer a vision of “patriotic capi-
talism” in order to strengthen India’s affective hold over Kashmir’s alienated 
populations (Rajak 94). Corporate patriotism aims to establish Kashmir’s 
image as an investment destination, attempting to build an effective work 
culture so Kashmiris, like their counterparts in India, can align themselves 
with the rationalities of the Indian market and the political ideologies of the 
nation state.21 In Kashmir, capitalist dharma is not limited to producing bet-
ter workers; instead, its ultimate purpose is to transform subversive Kashmiri 
youth into ideal Indian citizens (Rajak 94). 

Notwithstanding NHPC’s claims to provide dignifi ed labor to the lo-
cals and harness Kashmir’s vast yet untapped “human capital,” most Gurezis 
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were hired to labor inside a thirteen-mile long tunnel that was meant to divert 
the waters of the Kishanganga to Bandipora. The cutting edge technology 
of a tunnel-boring machine (TBM), which was exclusively designed to tame 
the “folded and tortured geology” of the Himalayas, did little to lessen the 
fears of villagers, who considered the work inside the tunnel to be unfamiliar 
and terribly dangerous.22 Compared to the Indian engineers, whose relation-
ship with the river and the local surroundings was superfi cial, long-standing 
Gurezi connections with their land, forests, and waterscapes were intimate 
–––born out of fear and reverence for a natural world that was nurturing and 
benevolent but also potentially deadly.23 The tunnel’s primary purpose was 
to tame nature’s fi ckleness and unpredictability by defying Gurez’s seasonal 
rhythms and ensuring that the harsh winters in Gurez posed no hurdle to the 
pace and timing of work required to build the dam.

In the winter months, most work took place inside the tunnel, as the 
workers labored intensely inside the belly of the mountain, where it was damp 
and noisy. Meant as much to ensure year-long profi tability as to prolong the 
working day, the tunnel allowed the HCC to extract long hours of surplus la-
bor by mandating a twenty-four hour work schedule that relied on a very par-
ticular interpretation of the “relay system,” one in which work never stopped 
and a different set of villagers labored inside the tunnel during the company’s 
day and night shifts (Marx 370).24 The effects of production were not limited 
to the workers. Young students were distracted from their studies because of 
“unbearable and unstoppable noises” from the crushing plant, while older vil-
lagers suffered from anxiety and sleeplessness. Yet the HCC interpreted the 
villagers’ grievances as a pretext to escape “diffi cult” work. According to Mr. 
Chauhan: “We have employed 200 people here, most of who want to work as 
watchmen, chowkidars, or as safety helpers. These are jobs where people can 
roam around all day with hands in their pockets.” Turning towards the head-
man of the village, he asked searchingly, although without the slightest trace 
of enthusiasm: Right, Surpunch jee, am I right about your boys not wanting 
to take on any responsibilities?” Without waiting for his response, he contin-
ued: “The problem is that these boys do not want to be trained for jobs even 
though we have immense technical expertise in the company. Here, Chauhan 
draws attention to the opportunities that the HCC claims to provide young 
Gurezi men by training them for technical jobs that require skill and expertise, 
training they would purportedly need for “adjusting to their new lives in the 
city.” Informed by the ideology of socially responsible capitalism, the offi cials 
repeatedly claimed to be “going out of their way” to ascertain that young men 
in the village were trained. Yet, despite their “good intentions,” the youth, ac-
cording to Chauhan, refused to acquiesce to the rigorous demands of hard la-
bor that was required at the dam site. 
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Such stories, however, were not the only ones I heard. The lives of the 
villagers/workers were far more complex, and their counter-narratives pro-
foundly challenged the dharma or ethics of corporate praxis in Gurez. Yet, 
corporate defi nitions of “good and hard work” were to an extent internalized 
by young village men who did not entirely resist the corporatization of their 
bodies or their labor. As my interviews with young men demonstrate, the 
morality of “work” and the immorality of “idleness” were potent tropes for 
reconstituting workers’ and villagers’ subjectivities. Young Gurezi men relied 
on notions of dangerous and masculine work to redefi ne notions of person-
hood that were quickly becoming part of people’s moral consciousness, a 
topic I consider in the next section. 

CONTESTING CORPORATE STORIES: SHAHEEDS (MARTYRS)
FOR THE COMPANY

I sat in the living room of Rafi q’s house waiting for him to return from the 
SDM’s offi ce. I had seen Rafi q many times before in the SDM’s offi ce, trying 
to negotiate a fair compensation for his older son, Zaheer, who had died in a 
snow avalanche while working for the HCC. I was nervous talking to the be-
reaved parents, who were still mourning the tragic loss of their son only eight 
months earlier. Fondly remembered as a vibrant and daring young man who 
never shirked his duties for the HCC even in formidable weather, Zaheer’s 
death was a collective loss for a village where ties of kinship and community 
were still strong.  

As I waited, feeling burdened by the weight of the diffi cult conversation 
that lay ahead, Zaheer’s sister, Haseena, brought me tea and a handful of her 
deceased brother’s pictures. Near tears, she spoke about the diffi culty of his 
death for a close-knit family who relied overwhelmingly on his youth and 
 enterprise. Shortly thereafter, Zaheer’s mother entered the room—seemingly 
composed although on the verge of breaking down. “It was God’s will 
that Zaheer  had died at an early age,” she stated in a subdued voice. After a 
brief and thoughtful pause, she corrected herself, “this is how we console our-
selves. . . . otherwise, we could have held people at the HCC accountable for 
opening the road in mid-January, an unpardonable act that killed our son.” 
Lamenting further, she said in a resigned yet angry tone: hamara jigar jalta hai 
(Our hearts are on fi re). We are not happy with the Company. We could have 
sucked their blood.” Notwithstanding her initial attempts to console herself, 
either by attributing Zaheer’s death to God’s will or to the demonic forces of 
nature, her sudden burst of anger for a company that had devoured her son 
was hard to miss. That “their hearts were on fi re,” or that the villagers could 
transform into blood sucking vampires, indicated that losing Zaheer to the 
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avalanche was hardly considered an accident. Instead, villagers saw Zaheer’s 
death as the tragic outcome of HCC’s unconscionable act to enslave nature.  

To continue their work uninterrupted, the HCC had decided to open 
the road for traffi c in mid-January, during the peak of winter when the road 
was buried under heavy snowfall. They had summoned Zaheer to repair the 
dozer. Without care for the dangers that lay ahead, Zaheer left the house af-
ter an early lunch and never returned. It took the villagers seven days to fi nd 
his dead body. 

Villagers call him a “shaheed,” a martyr who had died for the HCC—an 
iconic symbol of the relentless sacrifi ces made by local men for a company 
that treated them with such contempt. According to Shahnawaz, a spirited 
young man who was also Zaheer’s cousin, it was heartbreaking that the HCC 
viewed them as lazy and incapable when the entire company relied on the la-
bor of able-bodied men from the village. Refl ecting on his bond with Zaheer, 
Shahnawaz continued: “I was so close to him, I had a room that was reserved 
only for the two of us.” Cracking a smile, he said, “I had posted a note on the 
front of the door that said, no one allowed, only Zaheer allowed. Only three 
days before he died, we were in Ismarg. He was such a generous man.” Shah-
nawaz looked at me with sad eyes and said in a thoughtful tone: 

Honestly, I think the work of the Company was already killing him from within. 
He had two or three basic tools to fi x company cars and he did such a great job. He 
had grown weak, I could tell. He gave up his life and no one in the Company ever 
acknowledges his sacrifi ce. 

Shortly afterwards, Shahnawaz recounted his own experience working inside 
the tunnel for long periods of time, an experience that made him “lonely and 
listless.” “You know, I used to come home, silent and depressed, not wanting 
to talk to anyone. When I worked night shifts in the tunnel, I felt like a dead 
man.” That Zaheer’s “work was killing him from within,” or that prolonged 
night shifts inside the tunnel depressed and silenced Shahnawaz, demon-
strates the monstrous nature of exploitative labor relations that Marx so bril-
liantly captured in the phrase “vampire capitalism.” Both the transformation 
of Shahnawaz into the living dead and Zaheer’s actual death in an avalanche 
aptly illustrate capitalism relentlessly feeding on the lives and spirit of labor. 
And yet, the motif of shaheed or martyr that the villagers used to describe Za-
heer’s death also indexed new subjectivities of resistance by conferring a quasi-
insurgent meaning upon these deaths. 

The motif of a shaheed has been used in Kashmir since 1931, when twenty-
one Kashmiri Muslims died fi ghting the oppressive Dogra Hindu rulers, 
an event that many argue “inaugurated” the freedom struggle of Kashmiris 
against external rule (Rai). Since then, the term is routinely deployed for 
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the countless deaths caused by police or military encounters or for Kash-
miris who willingly sacrifi ced their lives to free their nation while bearing 
witness to the state’s oppressive apparatus. The resignifi cation of Zaheer’s 
death as martyrdom rendered his loss meaningful, and more importantly, 
marked his death, according to Islamic law, as a “collective experience of 
suffering”—a sentiment captured most poignantly by the phrase “our hearts 
are on fi re” that Zaheer’s mother used so compellingly to mourn her son’s 
loss (Khan 386).

At the same time, however, the trope of martyrdom, even though it ex-
pressed people’s collective loss and suffering, ultimately served the banal log-
ics of capitalism. The motif of the martyr stood witness to the oppression of 
capitalism as much as it used the ideal of sacrifi ce to valorize deaths caused 
by corporate greed and negligence. Zaheer’s martyrdom dignifi ed his death 
while unwittingly aligning Gurezis with exacting regimes of work and labor 
at the dam site. 

Despite their scathing critique of corporate labor, young men continued 
their pursuit for “better” and “permanent” jobs with the HCC and the NHPC 
instead of overtly resisting their operations. Work, it was clear, had become 
“the central locus of psychic and emotional investment, even as the new li-
bidinal economy induce[d] widespread panic, depression, [and the specter of 
death] among the youth in the village” (Smith 12). “We are putting our lives 
on hold when we go inside, knowing that a loose rubble of stones and rocks 
might injure or even kill us any moment, ” said Shahnawaz to me in an un-
guarded moment as he stared at the long, dark tunnel in front of him. Such 
widespread anxieties, however, did little to discourage young men from seek-
ing employment opportunities with the HCC, mostly because work at the 
dam site was tied to new conceptions of manhood and masculinity and young 
men prided themselves, even though reluctantly, for being capable of doing 
the diffi cult work. Even Shahnawaz, who seemed alienated by his work, fore-
grounded the machismo of working inside the dangerous tunnel:

Chauhan or the villagers don’t know the dangers of working inside that long dark 
tunnel. It is easy for them to say that we wander aimlessly in the village. But, I 
know how I survived my time inside the tunnel. I put my music on so I could 
drown out the unpleasant roar of the machines and the deafening sound of break-
ing rocks. 

Refuting corporate perceptions that villagers were scared of big, heavy ma-
chines such as the TBM, Shahnawaz said proudly: “We are not scared. We 
have seen India’s Bofors guns. We have experienced 80 kg shells dropped on 
us by Pakistan when border tensions were high. A TBM won’t scare us.” For 
Shahnawaz, the outright denial of fear or the thrill of bravely confronting 
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dangerous situations on the border was an assertion of a newly cultivated 
masculinity, one that extolled wartime bravado and extended it to his diffi -
cult and tedious work inside the tunnel. Dismissing his sister’s interjections 
about “suffering several sleepless nights because of his dangerous night shifts,” 
Shahnawaz continued, emphasizing once again how his critical interventions 
had successfully mobilized an entire village to “forcibly demand” work from 
the HCC: 

I was the fi rst one to take initiative in this matter. I saw a bunch of young men as-
semble at the mosque and complain about not getting work with the HCC. I in-
tervened and suggested that we needed to act. I suggested that we protest on the 
road and burn some tires, a strategy that drew immediate attention. We were able 
to stop HCC vehicles. Soon, several senior police offi cials arrived at the scene and 
complained about the smoke bothering them. I was aghast and terribly angry. I 
asked him if he had thought of people who were soon going to be submerged un-
der water. What is going to happen to them? Young men and women came out in 
droves to protest. Fearing that something untoward might happen, our Member of 
Legislative Assembly (MLA) suggested that we leave the scene at once and that he 
would negotiate on our behalf. We resisted, persuading him that because he was 
our representative, we needed to stand with him while he spoke with the HCC of-
fi cials. Finally, after some quick deliberations that took less than an hour, the HCC 
agreed to appoint us. 

Shahnawaz’s sense of triumph was short lived, as the villagers soon realized 
that they could obtain jobs only through local contractors who were hired by 
the HCC to make local recruitment easy and less burdensome. Working for 
the contractor would not guarantee them access to compensation in case of 
death or injury. So, they protested again:

The second time around, there was complete hartal (strike) from Bandipora to 
Gurez to demand jobs directly from the HCC. I happened to be one of the two 
graduates from the village employed by the HCC. But they gave me the job of a 
helper even when I performed the job of an engineer or a geologist.

Shahnawaz prided himself on being one of the two college-educated employ-
ees while acknowledging that the company’s presence was disrupting a deeply 
entrenched culture of education that had produced noted poets, scholars, and 
visionaries from his village. Since the beginning of the “project,” many young 
boys had given up schooling to work for the HCC; the village was no longer 
deemed conducive for education given the dramatic uncertainties of the fu-
ture and the shrinking job prospects in the government. Villagers recognized 
that as a state-owned enterprise the NHPC offered better job prospects and 
security than the HCC, a private company that hired mostly on a contrac-
tual basis in order to cut costs and ensure the mobility of labor. Securing a 
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permanent job with the NHPC instead of temporary or contractual employ-
ment with the HCC was therefore the primary goal of local protests and 
 shutdowns, even as villagers resented the NHPC’s rigid control over their 
land and resources. 

CORPORATE HUMANITARIANISM AND RESISTANT SUBJECTIVITIES 

Corporate claims to morality in Kashmir were not only forged through rou-
tine CSR discourses of environmental stewardship, education, and health 
care, or through a refashioning of corporate subjectivities alone. Instead, 
the NHPC and HCC articulated corporate morality through their asser-
tions that they were molding Kashmiri subjectivities to align with emerging 
values of corporate productivity and competitiveness, celebrated by many 
in India as the prized outcome of economic liberalization. As my interviews 
with corporate managers and state offi cials in the region evidence, many in 
the Indian state and corporate sector considered the creation of new iden-
tities around work and employment in Kashmir an integral step towards 
building a naya (new) Kashmir, where political resistance could be routed 
out by socializing Kashmiris to the rhythms of global capital and the exact-
ing demands of labor productivity. 

The “humanitarian” zeal behind such efforts—the dharma of CSR in 
Kashmir—complemented India’s other military and non-military pursuits to 
secure its hold over Kashmir’s “subversive” populations and its claims over 
local land and water resources. The crux of an emerging humanitarian praxis 
in Kashmir rested on the “morality” of transforming “indolent” and “lazy” 
workers into pliant and productive citizens even as the lives of young work-
ers were rendered acutely precarious. To cultivate their virtuous, humanitar-
ian image in the midst of Kashmir’s deep political turmoil, the NHPC and 
the HCC used rhetorical tales of “corporate goodness” and “social responsi-
bility” that included an emphasis on “mainstreaming” Kashmiri youth and 
instilling in them “a productive work culture” better aligned with India’s 
economic and political order. Moral corporate discourses of unproductivity, 
greed, and indolence were even more pronounced for populations in Gurez, 
Kashmir’s “remote” and “dangerous” periphery.

As I have demonstrated, ethnography provides a particularly important 
form of life writing for critical corporate studies. Interviews with mid-level 
managers make visible the ways discourses of hard work, entrepreneurship, 
and morality animate multiple iterations of corporate personhood in the con-
text of an ongoing counter-insurgency. Ethnography also exposes the various 
ways in which workers resisted or subscribed to new categories of wage labor; 
their “life narratives” reveal the complex and contested interactions between 
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workers and management and the ongoing social and cultural reevaluations 
of work, labor, and masculinities. An attention to everyday forms of resis-
tance additionally shows how Gurezis mobilized counter-narratives of martyr-
dom, hydraulic colonialism, and vampire capitalism that had devoured young 
minds, as well as their spirits, souls, and bodies to challenge the moral precepts 
on which the NHPC and the HCC had built their affective foundations. And, 
yet, by desiring “better” work, young men acquiesced to new demands and 
temporalities of corporate labor. Ultimately, corporate moral narratives pro-
duced new avenues for rearticulating emergent relations between workers and 
corporations in Kashmir, relations that sought to align Kashmiris with the ra-
tionalities of the market and the logics of the nation-state.

NOTES

AUTHOR’S NOTE: I would like to thank Purnima Bose and Laura E. Lyons for their keen 
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drafts of this paper. I would also like to thank Lynn Mie Itagaki, John McGlothin, 
Cheryl Naruse, and Margrit Talpalaru for being part of the “writing group,” and to all 
the other participants in the seminar who forced me to think harder. Special thanks to 
Craig Howes, Cindy Franklin, John David Zuern, and Stan Schab for organizing the 
brilliant seminar on corporate biography and life writing at the University of Hawai‘i, 
Mänoa. To protect the identity of my informants, I use pseudonyms for all personal 
names that appear in the text.

1. Conceived by India in June 1994, the Kishanganga dam would be the fi rst to create an 
inter-tributary diversion of water, reducing by 27 percent the river’s natural fl ow into 
Pakistan (Dar, “Power” 16). Strongly resisted by Pakistan through legal battles that 
were not merely bilateral but involved the Hague’s Permanent Council of Arbitration, 
India fi nally agreed to reduce the height of the dam to 37 meters, with important con-
sequences for village communities in Gurez. While the 73-meter high dam would have 
displaced populations from twenty-fi ve different villages, the shorter dam will by 2016 
submerge the two villages of Badwan and Khopri,  in addition to causing irreversible 
damage to the local climate and ecology.

2. For details, see Duschinski and Mathur.
3. For more on the logic and modality of Indian occupation in Kashmir, see Junaid.
4. Baba Umar notes that the state has no records for at least 624.24 acres of land currently 

under NHPC’s occupation. Only 12 percent of the electricity generated by the NHPC 
and its contracted private corporations is guaranteed to the state of J&K, while the rest 
is distributed through the national grid to key cities across India. Under the Build-Op-
erate-Transfer (BOT) scheme of the NHPC, the J&K state is the ultimate owner of the 
projects, although there are ongoing legal and public disagreements around the delayed 
transfer of multiple projects to the state government. In a recent move, even the J&K 
government, echoing popular sentiment, blamed the central government for preventing 
Kashmiris from harnessing their water resources and using them to develop local agricul-
ture and industry (see Parvaiz, “Pay”). The NHPC’s occupation of Kashmiri land and 
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resources is even more problematic within the context of Article 370, a constitutional 
provision that prevents outside agencies or non state-subjects from buying or acquiring 
land or property in Jammu and Kashmir (for details see “India’s NHPC”).

5. India Inc., a term that has caught on with the media, refers to the corporate sector of the 
nation (see “Packages”).

6. Narendra Modi, Chief Minister of Gujarat and Bharatiya Janata Party candidate for 
Prime Minister, talks of healing wounds in Kashmir (see “Modi”).

7. As opposed to “enemy-centric” counterinsurgency war, which is focused on “captur-
ing and killing the enemy” (Springer 2011). For the use of humanitarian discourses in 
medicine and psychiatry in Kashmir, see Varma. 

8. For a detailed discussion of the interface between morality and markets, see Browne; for 
CSR in particular ethnographic contexts, see Dolan and Welker.

9. In the period after independence, dynastic businesses in India were deeply infl uenced 
by Mahatma Gandhi’s concept of “trusteeship of wealth,” which was a blend of Indian 
religious philosophies and a Western emphasis on Christian humanitarianism (Sundar 
41, 118). According to Shankar Gopalakrishnan, the two “reactionary projects of Hin-
dutva and neoliberalism” emerged “simultaneously” in India in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Despite some ideological differences (mostly around the idea of freedom), Hindutva-
like neoliberalism “reduces social developments to questions of individual choice” while 
social problems are attributed to “individuals’ demoniac ways.” Hindutva is therefore 
based as much on the “totalizing notion of the state/community” as it is invested in the 
“production of an essentialized individuality” based on the virtues of a “good Hindu.” 
In India, the “tactical alliance” between the two was most explicitly witnessed dur-
ing the BJP’s India Shining campaign, as well as during the 1992 Babri demolition 
campaign, when right-wing political parties used neoliberal strategies of “branding,” 
“consumer citizenship,” and commodifi cation to mobilize widespread support for their 
regressive religious project. Likewise, Indian corporate businesses draw from Hindu 
 tenets of dharma to validate their corporate enterprise.

10. Kurian John Melamparambil, Chairman of Melam, a leading food export company, 
characterizes CSR as “humanitarianism, not charity” (“Chairman’s Message”). Erica 
Bornstein argues that charity or philanthropy is now tethered to Hindu notions of 
dan—“disinterested gift giving”—even in non-corporate sectors across India, as many 
NGOs and Aid organizations routinely contribute towards “human” causes.

11.  See Doniger for a detailed explanation of karma.
12. For additional details on CSR in India, see Muniapan and Satpathy.
13. It is not only the Hindu principles of dharma and karma, however, that are being rein-

vented to stem the excesses of capitalism or ensure that spiritual values become integral 
to capitalist praxis (see Rudnyckyj); in Italy, we see an iteration of “Catholicized neo-
liberalism” that stresses “redistribution” over “accumulation” as a way to suture market 
rationality with a newfound moral economy (Muehlebach, “Catholicization”). Like-
wise, many Islamic scholars offer the divine revelations of the Quran and the Sunnah—
considered to be more “enduring, eternal, and absolute”—as an antidote to Western 
secular models of CSR that fail because of their purported reliance on human reason-
ing, which is contingent and “transitional” (Dusuki 12, 13).
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14. Conferred by the government of India since 1997, navratna is a status assigned to Pub-
lic Sector Enterprises selected to be turned into “global giants” by granting them more 
autonomy in their investment decisions (see “Turning” and “Maharatna”).  

15. Anthropologists rightly argue that it is not suffi cient to analyze CSR or emerging mar-
ket moralities as a “smokescreen” or “palliative” that obscures or masks the exploitative 
characteristics of corporations. It is also critical to pay attention to how new moral econ-
omies based on the ethics of social responsibility and humanitarianism might engender 
new worker subjectivities that are more in line with the demands of corporate labor. 
In Italy, for instance, Muehlebach notes that the “intensifi cation of marketization” is 
deeply linked to a wider shift in ethical values associated not only with corporations but 
also with how good citizenship is perceived and practiced (Moral  9). Likewise, Rajak un-
derlines the need to focus on what CSR does for corporations and the social and political 
order as opposed to viewing it only as a routine strategy to enhance profi ts.

16. Indeed, as is clear from the many pronouncements of national leaders, the burden of 
“constructing the new nation” fell squarely on the “shoulders” of “Pakistani engineers” 
(qtd. in Haines 161).

17. Most Gurezis I spoke with mentioned “Sin” as the local name for the river, and held the 
NHPC responsible for changing its name to Kishanganga. I was unable to corroborate 
this information from other sources.

18. The NHPC formulated its own Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy in accordance 
with the Government of India’s 2007 National Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy. 
Under its new policy, the NHPC claims to put aside “0.75 percent of the hard cost of a 
project for Community and Social Development Plan” (“NHPC Director Report”). 

19. Despite British measures to either reduce its severity or abolish it completely, begar 
continued in Kashmir until 1947 (Rashid 84). Indeed, the Indian military still relies on 
begar or khral for manpower during wars and other emergency missions, especially in 
Kashmir’s border regions. The villagers are now paid for rendering their services, but the 
obligatory aspects of military labor persist (Bhan).

20. Politicians, bureaucrats, and even spiritual leaders tirelessly lament the misfortune of 
educated Kashmiri youth who are “unemployed and wander from pillar to post in search 
of jobs” (see “India Pakistan”). Many even attribute the restiveness of Kashmiri youth 
to the dearth of jobs in the region. With roughly 600,000 unemployed youth, J&K is 
considered to have the “highest unemployment rate in Northern India,” a fact attributed 
to years of violent confl ict but also to the absence of a culture of “hard work and entre-
preneurship ” in the state (see Wani).

21. Globally, too, “promoting stability in their areas of operation” is increasingly seen as an 
important step towards transforming profi t-oriented corporations into “public minded” 
businesses, especially in confl ict zones where values of “good corporate governance, eco-
nomic inclusiveness, and community goodwill” are considered fundamental for ensur-
ing global security and stability (Bennett 393, 394; also see “India Inc.”). 

22. The TBM was built by SELI, an Italian company celebrated for “its continuing reach 
into India.” It was exclusively designed to counter the “poor and variable rock condi-
tions and zones of squeezing ground” in the Himalayas through its “very high cutter-
head torque and thrust and its capacity to overcut” (see “Special”). The TBM was used 
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to drill the tunnel from Bandipora, the site of the power plant. Although the traditional 
drilling and blasting method was used to build the other end of the tunnel in Gurez, 
many Gurezis were hired to work inside the tunnel in Bandipora.

23. Villagers often spoke about the severity of winters in Gurez and the threat of fl oods and 
avalanches that overwhelmingly determined their agricultural and habitation patterns. 
But they also spoke about the ways they relied on their forests and glaciers for food, 
herbs, medicines, and fuel. 

24. Marx describes the relay system in “Day and Night Work: The Relay System,” section 
4 of chapter 10 of the fi rst volume of Capital; see also Walsh and Zacharias-Walsh.
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