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Introduction

Gilgit-Baltistan in Pakistan occupied Jammu Kashmir (PoJK) has 
been in tumult; the frozen heights of the Karakorams has become an 
arena for violent clashes.  The region was annexed by Pakistan during 
the tumultuous era of 1947-48, when the erstwhile princely state of 
Jammu and Kashmir acceded to India.  This strategically located, 
resource-rich region is amongst the most impoverished regions in 
entire South Asia.  The people of the region have, by and large, been 
deprived of any say in their governance.  The unique culture and 
distinctive languages of the region has been under continuous threat 
from the rising influx of outsiders, facilitated in many cases with the 
connivance of Pakistani authorities. Constitutionally, an Indian 
territory, the region has become an arena for frequent protests by the 
impoverished population, which have occasionally turned violent.  
As most of the inhabitants of the region adhere to the Shiite school of 
thoughts, this discontent has acquired a distinctive sectarian 
undertone, as rest of Pakistan is Sunni-majority.  Despite comprising 
over eighty per cent of the area of former princely state under 
Pakistani occupation, there has been a general ignorance about the 
region in the world at large, and India in particular. 

In recent past, reports of large scale Chinese presence, including 
members of the Peoples Liberation Army (PLA), in this strategically 
significant region have raised some concerns in the West, as well as in 
India.  However, by and large, it has not attracted the requisite interest 
of the Indian policy makers, academic scholars, media or the general 
public in India.  In the Indian academic circles adequate research has 
not been done on the developments in the region since 1947.  Indian 
media also covers the region quite rarely and as such events in this 
part have largely remained shrouded in mystery.   In the last decade 
there has been considerable disenchantment in the region against 
Pakistan as the region, by and large, remained unrepresented and the 
people in the region were denied of their political rights.  Of late the 
Pakistani government has taken some steps to grant the region 
modicum of participative democracy.  Despite these attempts by 
Islamabad to assuage decades old grievances of the population, the 
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alienation in Gilgit-Baltistan has been increasing as their primary 
concerns have not yet been addressed. As a result, the symbols of 
Pakistani state in the region, including security forces have been 
regularly targeted.

The region was annexed by Pakistan during the tumultuous era of 
1947-48, when the then princely state of Jammu and Kashmir 
acceded to India.  It came under Pakistani control, when the British 
Commander of Gilgit Scouts, Major Brown declared accession to 
Pakistan on November 4, 1947.  The region was named 'The 
Northern Areas of Pakistan' and placed under the direct control of 
Islamabad, separate from the Pakistan-Administered 'Azad 
(Independent) Kashmir'.  Unlike Pakistan's four provinces, the 
region has no political representation in the parliament or the federal 
cabinet and no status under Pakistan's constitution.  Till the recent 
cosmetic exercise implemented by the People's Party Pakistan (PPP) 
government, the region was directly administered by Islamabad 
through a non-elected Federal Minister for Northern Areas. This is 
quite different from the other parts of PoK called 'Azad Kashmir' 
which has always had a modicum of self-governance.  The people of 
the region also do not have any redressal available to them under the 
Pakistani legal system. 

Since 1948, there has been continuous jostling over the ownership of 
this strategically significant region amongst various ethnic and 
sectarian groups that are indigenous to the region, as well as those that 
have been brought in by various Pakistani regimes from outside.  In 
the recent past there has been a serious sectarian divide and there have 
been numerous reports of mass persecution of people following 
different strands of Shiaism.  In 2004-05, the schools in the region 
remained close for almost a year as different sects could not agree on 
the contents of the text books. There have been numerous acts of 
violence where people have invariably targeted the police personnel 
and government officials.  These are nothing but manifestation of 
people's increasing alienation with the government.  There have been 
statements by the members of Gilgit Baltistan United Movement, 
where they have not only accused Indian government of not doing 

4



enough for them but have also demanded reservation in Indian 
educational institutions for the residents of Gilgit and Baltistan.  
These statements not only show the level of the alienation of the 
people of this region with Pakistan, but also their expectations from 
India.  Even in the aftermath of the earthquake in October 2005, when 
in the face of a severe natural calamity, there was a surge of Pakistani 
nationalism and the entire Pakistani nation had supposedly come 
together to face the natural disaster, there were riots in Gilgit-
Baltistan and curfew had to be imposed in most towns of the region.

This paper attempts to bridge the knowledge gap that exists on this 
region.  It examines the historical linkages of the region with rest of 
Jammu and Kashmir and India, analyses the events of 1947-48 that 
led to the annexation of this strategic region by Pakistan, studies the 
developments in the region since its occupation by Pakistan, looks at 
the causes of alienation of the region's population, what are the 
external interests in this region and evaluates its geopolitical 
implications for the entire region, including India and Pakistan.  The 
developments in the region have been studied in the historical 
context.  Also, the recent acts of violence, factors precipitating 
violence and implications for India have been analysed. 

Historical Background

Historically Gilgit-Baltistan evolved as two separate political entities 
namely Dardistan or Gilgit and Baltistan.  Though there were times 
when they were part of the same political entity.  The two political 
entities were eventually united during the Sikh rule and remained so 
during the subsequent Dogra rule. 

Gilgit - The Early History

Gilgit, also known as Dardistan is the land of the Dards or Dardic 
speaking people, who belong to the Indo-Aryan family of languages.  
On account of its strategic position this region has always been 
coveted by different kingdoms on its borders.  The early history of 
Dards has remained disguised. They are known to have had some 
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association with the prehistoric social groups of Shin and Yashkun.  
Their appearance in history has been linked to the movements and 
migration of the Achamenians, Scythians, Kushanas, Sassanians and 
Huns.  The region was part of the Mauryan Empire with Ashoka's 
fourteen rock edicts still surviving along the Karakoram Highway. 
The early Buddhist records clearly indicate that the entire Kashmir 
valley and Gilgit-Baltistan were  parts of the wider dominions of the 
great Kushan Empire.  This has been further substantiated by various 
coins and copper pieces of Kanishka and Huvishka that have been 
found extensively at various sites in Kashmir.   Subsequently, in the 
early sixth century the Huns conquered the region. In 530 AD 
Kashmir became part of the empire of Ujjain in Central India but 
when Ujjain's power declined Kashmir gained independence.  
During the subsequent period, when a number of Hindu kings ruled 
Kashmir, almost all the present day parts of the State of Jammu and 
Kashmir were under the same rule. Under Lalitaditya, (724 - 761 AD) 
and the Karkota kings who followed him, Gilgit-Baltistan along with 
all the other regions of the Jammu and Kashmir State as it existed 
under the Dogra empire were integral parts of the Kashmir empire.  
Not only that, Lalitaditya's empire extended all the way down to 
South India thereby establishing Kashmir's close historical ties with 
the rest of India.  However, as in other parts of India, whenever the 
central leadership in Kashmir was weak, the peripheral regions 
attained independence.

Thereafter, even during the Muslim period, close relations were 
maintained by the rulers in Kashmir valley with Dardistan, Baltistan, 
Ladakh and Jammu and all other peripheral regions of the state.  In 
fact Rinchin, (1320 -1323 AD) the first Muslim king of Kashmir, was 
a prince of Ladakh.  Sultan Shihab-ud-din, who is said to be the 
'Lalitaditya of medieval Kashmir,' not only ruled over entire present 
day Jammu and Kashmir but also extended his empire all the way to 
the banks of Sutlej.  Throughout the period of the Delhi Sultanate 
there was constant interaction amongst the people of various parts of 
Kashmir.  In fact, the interaction of Kashmir with Dardistan, 
Baltistan, Ladakh and Jammu continued unabated during this period 
and the rulers of the last major independent Muslim dynasty that 
ruled Kashmir – The Chak dynasty - had in fact migrated from Gilgit.  
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Baltistan

Baltistan, the land of Balti people, was well known as Tibet-i-Khurd 
or “Little Tibet” in the medieval literature.  The early history of 
Baltistan began with the spread of Buddhism under the Kushanas.  

th
The region was part of Lalitaditya's empire in the 8  Century AD and 
had close interactions with Gilgit and Kashmir.  A large number of 
immigrants from Kashmir and other areas migrated to Baltistan and 

theven ruled the state. In the beginning of the 13  century, an 
adventurer, Ibrahim Shah founded the Makpon dynasty in Baltistan. 
Some historians consider Ibrahim a Kashmiri, while others trace his 
origins to Egypt.  Ibrahim married a local princess and laid the 

thfoundation of a new dynasty. Around the 15  century, when Skardu 
was ruled by Makpon Bokha, a Muslim missionary Mir Shamsuddin 
Iraqi is believed to have reached Baltistan to spread Islam.  Other 
historians believe that Mohammed Nur Bakhsh, the founder of the 
Nurbakhshi order (Molai Sect) came to Baltistan to spread Islam in 
1488 A.D.

The Balti State fought a number of wars with its 
thneighbouring states.  Towards the end of the 15  

century the boundary between Baltistan and 
Ladakh was fixed by Ali Sher Khan who was then 
the ruler of the Balti State.  Ali Sher Khan later 
extended his rule up to Dardistan by defeating the 
kings of Gilgit and Chitral.  His successors 
however, fought amongst themselves and with the 

other neighbouring states until the Balti State fell under the 
suzerainty of Mughal Empire.

Mughal Rule

With the ascension of Mughals, Kashmir came under the Mughal 
Rule. On 28 Jun 1586, Mughal Emperor Akbar dispatched an army, 
which conquered Kashmir in July 1589.  He built the famous Mughal 
Road and visited Kashmir thrice during his reign.  Akbar also 
captured parts of Baltistan and Ladakh and as a marriage of alliance, a 
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princess of Baltistan was married to Prince Salim, son of Emperor 
Akbar. Around 1600 AD, Mughal armies attacked Ali Sher Khan the 
crown prince of Baltistan, who fled to the high mountains without a 
fight.   In 1634, Emperor Shahjahan captured Ladakh, Baltistan and 
Kishtawar and made them a part of the Kashmir province.  

After the death of Ali Sher Khan, the king of Skardu, Adam Khan his 
eldest son, sought Mughal help against his brother Abdal Khan to 
ascend the throne.  After seizing the throne as a vassal of the Mughal 
Emperor, Adam Khan initially resided at the Mughal court in Delhi 
and subsequently in Kashmir.  A viceroy appointed by him governed 
Baltistan on his behalf. After his death his son-in-law and viceroy, 
Murad Khan was declared the ruler by Shahjahan.  The Mughal rule 
continued till 1753, after which Afghan rule took over.  During this 
period, all parts of the State of Jammu and Kashmir barring Gilgit and 
surrounding areas were under Mughal suzerainty and even small 
kingdoms of Dardistan around Gilgit had continuous interaction with 
the rulers of Baltistan and Kashmir.  Murad Khan, ruler of Skardu and 
a vassal of the Mughal emperor, married his daughter to the son of 
Raja of Gilgit and captured Gilgit after his son in law was murdered.  
He subsequently appointed a viceroy to rule Gilgit on his behalf.  

Mughal emperors visited Kashmir on a number of occasions and built 
many monuments.  As Delhi remained the final seat of power, this 
period saw further increase in the interaction between various parts of 
the State of Jammu and Kashmir and the rest of India.  Close political, 
cultural, social and economic links were established between 
Baltistan, Kashmir and other parts of India.  This era saw Baltistan 
acquire lot of influence from other parts of India.  A large number of 
artisans from various parts of India were brought in and settled in 
Skardu by Shah Murad.  These included cobblers, jewellers, masons 
and stone-cutters, who introduced the use of marble in the region.  

With the weakening of Mughal Empire, Kashmir came to be ruled by 
Afghan kings for around six decades.  As Mughal rule disappeared 
from Kashmir valley, the rulers in Baltistan attempted to break free of 
the Kashmiri domination.  This resulted in an attack on Skardu by 
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Haji Karim, the Afghan governor of Kashmir.  His General, Murtaza 
Khan defeated the ruler of Skardu in 1779 and re-established 
Kashmir's control over Baltistan.  Afghan rule over Kashmir was 
extremely oppressive and with the rise of Sikh power in Punjab, 
people of Kashmir led by Birbal Dhar requested Maharaja Ranjit 
Singh to invade Kashmir and even offered to pay the expenses for the 
invasion.  Maharaja Ranjit Singh, himself led a force of 30,000 troops 
and captured Kashmir Valley on 15 June 1819.  

Consequently, the control over Kashmir passed from Afghans to 
Sikhs.  During Afghan rule, the central authority over the peripheral 
regions of the state had eroded and thus the Sikh rule was initially 
confined to Srinagar and the surrounding Kashmir Valley, whereas 
the Jammu region was given to his Dogra minister, Raja Gulab Singh, 
as a jagir by Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1820.  Subsequently, the Raja 
of Skardu was subjugated and forced to pay homage to Maharaja 
Ranjit Singh.  His governor at Srinagar, Sher Singh also controlled 
Kohistan and Astor in Dardistan, where there was a vast mine of gem 
stones.  After consolidating his position in the Jammu region, Gulab 
Singh captured Ladakh in 1836, with Ranjit Singh's permission.  By 
this time palace intrigues in Baltistan forced Muhammad Shah, one 
of the claimants of throne to seek help from Maharaja Ranjit Singh, 
who in turn directed him to Gulab Singh at Jammu.  Gulab Singh sent 
him to his General Zorawar Singh, who was on his way to Ladakh.  
After capturing Ladakh, Zorawar Singh captured Baltistan in 1840 
and appointed Muhammad Shah as the ruler of Baltistan (as a vassal 
of Gulab Singh).  Meanwhile, Gilgit and surrounding areas of 
Dardistan were captured by Col Nathe Shah in 1842, Commander of 
Sheikh Ghulam Mohi-ud-din, Maharaja Ranjit Singh's governor of 
Kashmir.

Raja Ali Sher Khan, the ruler of Kharmang, a tiny principality in 
Baltistan, in his autobiography has clearly articulated his assistance 
to General Zorawar Singh in his campaign against Skardu, his 
assistance to Col Nathe Shah in his campaign against various rulers in 
Gilgit and eventually his assistance to Maharaja Gulab Singh in his 
final offensive to capture Srinagar from Sheikh Imamuddin, the 
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Governor appointed by Lahore. These associations clearly indicate 
that there were close linkages between Jammu, Baltistan, Gilgit and 
Kashmir, in that period.

Consolidation under Dogra Rule 

After the defeat of the Sikh Army at Subraon on 10 February 1846, 
the Treaty of Lahore was signed on March 9, 1846. This treaty forced 
the Sikhs to cede to the British all territories between the Beas and the 
Sutlej and to pay Rs one crore as war indemnity.  Lal Singh, the then 
Prime Minister of the Sikhs, offered all hill territories of the kingdom 
including Jammu and Kashmir in lieu of the indemnity.  British then 
offered to make Gulab Singh the Dogra ruler of Jammu, the 
independent ruler of entire Jammu and Kashmir provided he paid the 
indemnity amount.  The amount was reduced to Rs 75 lakh as the 
British decided to keep the territory between the Ravi and the Beas 
which included Kangra.  Accordingly the Treaty of Amritsar was 
signed, which formalized the creation of a new state of Jammu and 
Kashmir.  The British Government having “transferred and made 
over for ever in independent possession” to “Raja Mian Gulab Singh 
and heirs male of his body, the territory” which included Kashmir and 
Jammu.  This treaty made Gulab Singh the absolute ruler of Kashmir; 
he was named the “Maharaja of Kashmir” in the process became a 
full-fledged sovereign of the regions of Jammu, Kashmir and 
Ladakh, as well as Gilgit, Chilas and Baltistan, the region, which till 
recently was called 'Northern Areas' of Pakistan.

Eventhough the British had accepted Gulab Singh's undisputed 
control over Kashmir, the developments in Central Asia and other 
parts of India compelled the British  to interfere in the region.  After 
the 1857 Mutiny, British contemplated military occupation of 
Kashmir, but by 1860s, alarmed by the growing Russian presence in 
Central Asia, they cajoled the Maharaja to bring Chitral and Yasin 
under his control to prevent Russian influence.  The Gilgit Agency 
was established in 1877 with Major John Biddulph as the first 
political agent.  However, the agent was withdrawn in 1881 but was 
reappointed in 1889 in view of the growing Afghan influence in 
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