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Ladakh Union Territory Front: Old Wine, New Bottle? 
This paper is divided into three parts. In the first, I shall examine how 
the demands for Union Territory status in Ladakh have changed over 
time to encompass a larger vote bank. The Ladakh Union Territory 
Front (LUTF) cuts across party lines and ostensibly represents a 
consensus among both the Muslim and the Buddhist communities: this 
is a dramatic shift from the position where Union Territory status was 
essentially a Buddhist demand spearheaded by the Ladakh Buddhist 
Association (LBA). Also, it ushers a new political era within Ladakh, 
perhaps an era of maturity where negotiations on possible alternative 
forms of governance are being discussed. However, Muslim support 
clearly is not entirely unconditional: they have been assured 
representation in local bodies.1  

Political maturity is also manifest through the experience of the 
Ladakhi population with governance through the Ladakh Autonomous 
Hill Development Council (LAHDC) that has served to enhance their 
confidence and brought them closer to the seat of power. Ladakhis’ 
demand for a larger share in the political cake is legitimate: they want 
greater access to resources to which they have a natural right. They 
also want greater responsibility and autonomy in decision-making and 
policy formulation.2 

 
1 Interview with Md Shafi Lassu, President AML, Leh. 
2 It is worth noting that equality with Kashmiris has been an important issue for many 
Ladakhis. Hence their demands for greater political autonomy and participation also 
include an attempt to enhance the status of their leaders. Thus, after prolonged debate, 
the members of the Hill Council were accorded the status of Ministers of State and the 
Chairman of the Hill Council deemed a full member of Cabinet. Needless to add, 
these are attempts at confidence-building among a population that aspires to be treated 
on equal terms with people across the country. 
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At the level of party politics, the formation of the LUTF is significant: 
previously the people of Ladakh aligned themselves to regional and 
national parties not for ideological reasons, but merely to use their 
position within the party to voice public opinion. With the formation 
of the LUTF,3 there is now some semblance of consensus among the 
people on their common concerns. Also, there is sufficient faith 
among the people that they can float their own independent 
organisation that does not have any links with political parties. Here, 
they are abandoning the cultural platform and opting for the 
developmental (and thus the secular) one.  

It is worth examining how far the demand for Union Territory 
status is based on the need to assert Ladakhi cultural identity in a state 
where Kashmiri demands apparently are prioritised, and how far it 
reflects a protest against Ladakh’s neglect in the state’s development 
planning. Upon examination, it becomes apparent that the two factors 
reinforce one another. Ladakhis would argue that economic develop-
ment has been delayed simply because of their cultural differences 
with the people in the Kashmir Valley. This difference is equated with 
religion (central Ladakh being predominantly Buddhist, as opposed to 
Kashmir which is Sunni Muslim). Indeed, LBA propaganda material 
cites discrepancies in three areas: in recruitment for government jobs 
(where statistics reportedly suggest that Muslims have been preferred 
over Buddhists); in the allocation of funds for development projects 
(especially developing the power sector and effective utilisation of 
natural resources); and in the extent to which Ladakhi culture and 
language is encouraged within the state.  

Another issue that merits discussion is how far the LUTF is 
merely a front formed for electoral purposes, or whether it represents a 
sustained movement for local autonomy. The call for autonomy was 
spearheaded by the LBA and members of the Hill Council, but the fact 
that they solicited support from the Muslim minority suggests that the 
Union Territory movement has transcended the religious identity issue 

 
3 Here, a similarity can be drawn with popular movements for freedom and identity 
recognition where a common platform/ umbrella is required so as to create a greater 
impact on the affairs of the state. 
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to a large degree. Recognition of minorities as a legitimate voice is an 
indicator of a vibrant and secular democratic polity.  

The role of minorities: secularism in Ladakh  
The position of the Muslim community vis-à-vis the LUTF is clearly 
restricted to support for the consensus candidate for the J&K 
Assembly elections. However, Muslim leaders have held that there is 
no unanimity among the Muslims on the Union Territory issue. 
Rather, there are questions as to the details in terms of governance and 
some doubts as to its practicability in the face of its open rejection by 
the ruling BJP-led coalition at the Centre and the present State 
Government. They seek to address the issue ‘in the traditions of 
democracy, with consultation, discussion and debate amongst all 
Ladakhis in Leh and Kargil both during and after the elections. In 
their view, the transparency, sincerity and logic of this debate will 
determine whether or not Ladakh will realise Union Territory status.  

Perhaps this argument reflects the fear among the Muslim 
community that their needs might not be catered to in a predominantly 
Buddhist Ladakh. They identify their source of strength in numbers, 
not by achievement and merit, as for instance with the minority Parsi 
community in India. Unity among the Kargil and Leh populations on 
the United Territory issue would result in equal distribution of 
Buddhists and Muslims, altering their status as minorities to that of 
equality. However, the role of minorities in generating a secular 
climate in the region cannot be undermined. 

The presence of minorities is but one of the factors encouraging 
the growth and development of a secular polity. Secularism in any 
society is contingent upon three factors: political personalities (often 
even religious leaders who choose to take all communities into 
consideration), international neighbours,4 and the presence of 

 
4 India’s neighbours in the subcontinent each have a preferred state religion: Pakistan 
and Bangladesh are Islamic Republics, Nepal is Hindu, Bhutan, Sri Lanka and 
Myanmar favour Buddhism; India stands apart as the largest secular democracy. DE 
Smith (in Bhargava (ed.)1998) elaborates the importance of India’s relations with her 
neighbours thus: Indo-Pakistan relations have a bearing on the secular state in two 
ways, both negative and positive. Tensions between the two countries may 
unfortunately produce increased difficulties for Indian Muslims. But there is another 
aspect of the situation that impresses itself on thinking people in India. India cannot 
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minorities. Some would argue that inherent elements of secularism 
within the dominant religious community also serve to reinforce the 
secular credentials of the state, but this argument is problematic.5  

Of the three factors, the presence of secular leadership and the 
impact of neighbours are temporary since leadership can alter and the 
character of neighbouring states also can change. However, minorities 
serve to form permanent checks in ensuring the secular fabric of 
society.6 In fact, the presence of a sizeable Muslim population in India 
has served to dilute the politics of the country. Minority communities 
often become the conscience keepers of the nation. In this case, the 
fact that Muslims have been included in the call for UT status proves 
the LUTF’s commitment to the ideal of secularism. This move reflects 
the democratic character of the country that encourages members of a 
society to peacefully coexist and express their opinion.  

 
become a Hindu state, either constitutionally or in practice, without implicitly 
justifying. While Pakistan has never accepted India’s claim that it is a secular state, 
the adoption of Hinduism as state religion would confirm the Pakistani interpretation 
of the recent history of the subcontinent.  
5 Madan, Nandy and to some extent Smith elaborate the element of religious tolerance 
in Hinduism as being one of the factors influencing the secular character of the state. 
Smith also points out that India’s historical association with different faiths has also 
contributed to her secular character. 
6 Smith asserts the role of religious minorities as catalytic agents in the process of 
separating the respective jurisdictions of the state and religion. Psychologically, the 
Indian Muslim community has had to make many adjustments in the decades since 
Partition. Despite the traditional theological conception of an Islamic state, Indian 
Muslims have quickly realised that their future welfare depends squarely on the 
secularism of the state. Likewise, Christians are small but important minorities 
everywhere in South Asia. Christian minorities can potentially play an especially 
significant role for two reasons: first, as a result of greater familiarity with Western 
thought on the problems of church and state, Christians may well have a better grasp 
of the meaning of secularism in state and politics than their Hindu, Buddhist or 
Muslim neighbours. Secondly, the Asian Christian churches are in general sufficiently 
well organised and skilled in communication techniques to make their influence felt. 
The great handicap under which the Christian communities labour is their former 
identification—in the minds of many—with Western colonial rule.  
 However, as much as minorities can serve to enhance the secular character of a 
state, their presence can also serve to undermine the same especially when the access 
of a given minority community to resources far exceeds their numbers. To qualify the 
importance of minorities as permanent factors reinforcing secularism, one must add 
that the state must necessarily espouse democratic traditions.  
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Secularism has been defined in terms of the distance of the state from 
religion. The state can adopt a state religion that it chooses to profess 
and propagate, and often this is the religion of the majority of citizens. 
Alternatively, the state can choose to stand apart from religion or it 
can negotiate differences between one or more religions. In the last 
sense, the state can perform a proactive role as an agency of social 
reform (as when the Indian state abolished untouchability and opened 
temples to all castes).  

In Ladakh, religion can be seen to encompass the private and 
public domains. It is in such a situation that the role and presence of 
minorities becomes important. Ladakh has boasted of a history of 
communal harmony.7 However, in the recent past there have been 
skirmishes between members of the Buddhist and the Muslim 
communities over issues of conversion. In fact, a common fear voiced 
by LBA pamphlets in the early 1990s was the “rapid Islamisation of 
Ladakh”. The language used in these pamphlets is rather radical, For 
example, one cites William Moorcroft’s observation in 1821 that 
“Mohammadenism is advancing and there is every reason to suppose 
that before long Ladakh would be entirely Islamised”, and observes 
that from five families the Argons, the descendents of Kashmiri 
Muslims had multiplied to more than 300 families. The pamphlet goes 
on to argue that reconversion to Buddhism is difficult but that the 
whole state machinery had allegedly been deployed to reconvert a 
Muslim to his original faith.  

Clearly most of the rhetoric in these pamphlets emerges from 
ignorance: an estimate of five families multiplying to 300 is a product 
of population growth over several centuries and not a recent 
phenomenon. Surely, the Buddhist population in Ladakh has 
registered a similar growth! The frustration expressed about the Argon 
 
7 Abdul Ghani Sheikh, Nawang Tsering Shakspo and others have written about the 
practise of mixed religious households on Kuksho village where it was common for 
Buddhists to have Muslim relatives (and indeed mixed names) and festivals of both 
communities were enjoyed by all (in many cases even with the consumption of 
alcohol which is forbidden for Muslims). However, with time, exposure to the outside 
world and indeed with political interference, communal harmony became a thing of 
the past and Buddhist and Muslim households were segregated and religious purity 
emphasised. See Abdul Ghani Sheikh’s article on Kuksho in this volume. 
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community again is in context with their alleged association with the 
Kashmiri government. Since the formation of the LUTF, such 
propaganda has in recent times considerably toned down.  

Threats to Secularism  
However, the current truce between the two communities should not 
be taken for granted. There exist threats to secularism in the region 
that are both external and internal.  

Internally, debunking the developmental issue and 
concentrating on the cultural distinctiveness of the region would result 
in defeating the real purpose of the movement: to ensure equitable 
distribution of wealth and human development.  

However, the external threat is more serious. Emphasis on 
‘Muslim arrogance’ and biases by the state government (thereby 
projecting the community as the ‘other’) will only make the 
movement susceptible to hijacking by extremist forces and destroy its 
credibility as a people’s movement. Another instance of an external 
threat is the practise of Sindhu Darshan that has been regularised by 
the state government (with support from the LAHDC) on the plea that 
it would extend the tourist season in Ladakh by a whole month 
(thereby bringing in income to the people) and also encourage 
domestic visitors to the region (particularly people displaced by 
partition who can worship the Indus before it enters Pakistan). It does 
not need to be emphasised that the practise has no bearing on the 
cultural distinctiveness of Ladakh, and that it originated in an attempt 
by the then Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) national government to 
contain ‘Kashmiri nationalism’ on the one hand and include 
Buddhism in the overall umbrella of Hindu culture.  

Whether Ladakhi society can rise above these artificially 
created political cleavages remains to be seen. A combination of 
external and internal threats to secularism can be seen in the 
frustration of Ladakhi youth who have education but continue to 
remain unemployed. The BJP has successfully exploited their 
insecurity vis-à-vis the Muslim community to establish itself as a 
political forum within Ladakhi society. Muslims within Ladakh are 
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projected as the ‘other’ and the Buddhist character of the region is 
continuously emphasised.8 

Of foremost importance is the creation of a vision of possible 
forms of governance if Union Territory status is granted. Given the 
unique geographical and socio-economic conditions of the region, 
Ladakh can set an example of democratic governance in the country. 
In the view of Abdul Ghani Sheikh, the problem lies not with the 
people of Ladakh: instead it is one of governance. Although people do 
not express dissatisfaction with the functioning of the Hill Council, 
they feel that the LAHDC is handicapped since it is chiefly dependent 
on the State Government (change has been ushered in recently). The 
issue before the people of Ladakh is therefore to weed out corruption, 
ensure effective participation and governance and to press for greater 
autonomy. These issues are truly secular and cannot be addressed in 
religio-cultural rhetoric.  

Secularism: The way out 
The popularity and success of social and political movements depends 
upon their ability to appeal to the masses and the involvement of the 
grassroots. What become quite evident over the past year (2002-2003) 
is that the LUTF was floated primarily to provide a voice for the 
people of Leh in the State Assembly. The Front received support from 
the Muslim community, but they were not directly involved. However, 
since the interests of the minorities within Leh were taken into 
consideration, the movement has made a crucial transition from being 
primarily a front for cultural autonomy. It is thus essential to see that 
the secular character of the movement is maintained. The minority 
communities should be assured of their security (of identity, religious 
practice and so on) so that their support is sustained. The secular goal 
can ensure that the movement remains a popular one rather than one 
that is abandoned by sections and fractured in form and content.  

Secularism should be espoused for two reasons: because it is 
ethical and because it is necessary for a good life (that includes 

 
8 Interestingly, political leaders in Kashmir also constantly stress the distinctiveness of 
the region on the basis of religion: ‘If Lord Buddha is alive today, he is alive in 
Ladakh’ said the Chief Minister Mufti Mohammad Syed in a public meeting.  
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political and economic aspects). Bhargava (1998) offers arguments for 
the separation of religion from the state: 

Religious and political institutions must be separated from one another because 
both are very powerful institutions that command people’s unqualified 
allegiance. Both have the potential to undermine our capacity to think for 
ourselves. If the two are identical or strongly overlap, then the resulting 
intermix is likely to thwart autonomy more than when they are separate. From 
the point of view of equality, the argument for the separation of religion from 
politics runs thus: no persons by virtue of being a member of one institution 
should be guaranteed membership in another. Separation is required in order to 
ensure a subtle and complex egalitarian system. Third, democracy requires that 
there be no concentration of power in any one institution or in any one group. If 
people with authority in religious affairs begin to exercise power in political 
matters then this inevitably undermines democratic values. Separation is 
required to curb religious and political absolutism. Finally, the argument for a 
fully transparent life holds that it is worthwhile to lead a life free of all illusions. 
Religion is a storehouse of superstition and falsehood. A life free of illusion is 
then a life without religion. If this is generally true, then it must be true of our 
political life. Instrumental rationality requires that we use the best means to 
achieve the professed objective. The coercive nature of the state also renders it 
utterly dysfunctional in religious contexts. Therefore, to pin any hopes on it is 
irrational. On this view, religion is a matter of deep conviction. Matters that lie 
at this level of depth cannot be answered by force. Religious disputes cannot be 
settled and religious beliefs cannot be transformed by coercive methods. It is 
irrational therefore to mix religion with politics because the very point of 
religion is lost with their intermingling. Religion must be separated from 
politics because of the inherent deficiencies of religion and the coercive 
character of the state. 

Finally, it becomes essential to address a crucial point regarding the 
LUTF as representing a united movement for political autonomy 
within the state of Jammu and Kashmir. How secular and therefore 
how popular is the movement? To determine whether a movement is 
secular is contingent upon the presence and involvement of (a) the 
minority community, and (b) the ordinary people in remote villages of 
the region. So far condition (a) has somewhat been fulfilled (reluctant-
ly as some might argue). That the common man is quite unclear about 
what Union Territory status entails is evident. An interesting develop-
ment on the issue of the demand for Union Territory status is the 
recent acceptance of the Hill Council formula by Kargil. This could 
well be an indication that the call for autonomy has permeated even to 
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areas that have a Muslim majority. Even though political analysts 
might argue that the Buddhist minority in Kargil9 are dissatisfied with 
the manner in which representation to the council was manipulated, 
the acceptance by itself is a significant political development.  

It is essential to make two final points: a Union Territory is 
feasible only when the movement becomes popular (and thus takes all 
people along with it). It has been historically proven that only popular 
movements succeed (movements without popular support have been 
known to succeed only through the use of force). The second point has 
not been made in the paper: even though the region is culturally 
distinct, it does have a history of dependence on Kashmir (teachers in 
primary schools for instance, are Kashmiri since few Ladakhis have 
the requisite degree to qualify for the job). Any debate on the 
feasibility of a Union Territory should take into consideration issues 
of ‘state patronage’ and the need to develop human resources before it 
becomes truly popular. 
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