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Introduction to Pakistan: Historical Background and 

Ancient Civilisations 
 

Pakistan’s Geographical and Historical Setting 

Pakistan occupies a strategically connected position at the meeting point of South Asia, Central Asia, the Middle 

East and the Arabian Sea. Its borders with India, Afghanistan, Iran and China place the country within a wider 

regional system through which people, goods, ideas and political influences have moved for centuries. The Indus 

basin forms the principal historical settlement zone, while routes through the Khyber and Bolan corridors have 

provided important channels of movement between adjoining regions. 

The physical setting is diverse. The country includes high mountain systems, fertile river plains, deserts and 

coastal environments. The Indus and its tributaries provide water and fertile alluvial soils that have supported 

agriculture and settlement. Mountain corridors connect the region with Central Asia, while the Arabian Sea 

provides access to maritime networks. These geographical features have influenced patterns of agriculture, 

urbanisation, trade, migration, cultural exchange and strategic competition. 

Pakistan as a Modern State and an Older Historical Space 

Pakistan became an independent state in 1947, but the territory contains archaeological evidence of human 

settlement extending back thousands of years. This distinction is important for historical study: the heritage of a 

territory can be traced across many periods, whereas the political history of the modern state begins with 

independence. The 2023 census recorded a population of 241,499,431 and a land area of 796,096 square 

kilometres, with a coastline extending for 1,046 kilometres (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2023). 

Mehrgarh and the Indus Valley Civilisation 

The archaeological record of the region shows a long transition from early settled communities to complex urban 

societies. Mehrgarh, located in the Kachi Plain of Balochistan near the Bolan Pass, provides important evidence 

of early farming, settlement and craft production. Its archaeological sequence includes Neolithic and later 

phases, demonstrating a prolonged process of social and economic development before mature urbanism 

emerged.  

Mehrgarh is significant because it places Balochistan within the wider history of early settled life in the Indus 

cultural region. Farming, permanent or semi-permanent settlement and craft activities created conditions for 

later developments in technology, exchange and social organisation. Rather than representing an isolated 
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beginning, Mehrgarh forms part of a longer developmental sequence that helps explain the emergence of more 

complex communities. 

The geographical position of Pakistan has influenced its history in several important ways. The Indus River 

system made farming and permanent settlement possible, while mountain routes connected the region with 

Central Asia and neighbouring areas. The Arabian Sea also provided access to maritime trade. Because of these 

connections, the region became a place where people, goods, ideas and political influences could meet and move 

across different areas. 

It is important to distinguish between the history of the land and the history of the modern state. Pakistan was 

created as an independent state in 1947, but people had lived, farmed, traded and built settlements in this territory 

for thousands of years. Studying this longer history helps explain why the region contains such a wide variety 

of archaeological and cultural heritage. 

Mehrgarh is important because it shows an early stage in the development of settled communities. Farming and 

permanent or semi-permanent settlement allowed people to produce food in a more stable way. Craft production 

also developed, showing increasing skills and specialisation. These changes helped create the conditions for 

more complex communities in the wider Indus region. 

The Mature Indus Urban Tradition 

During the third millennium BCE, urban settlements associated with the Indus Valley civilisation developed 

sophisticated forms of civic organisation. Mohenjo-daro is one of the best-known urban sites. Its planned streets, 

baked-brick construction, wells, drainage and sanitation systems, raised and lower urban areas, and public 

architecture indicate coordinated urban life. The evidence demonstrates considerable technical and 

organisational capability, although archaeological remains do not provide a complete picture of the political 

institutions through which these cities were governed. 

Harappa, located in present-day Sahiwal District in Punjab, is another major Indus urban site. Its position near 

the Ravi placed it within a productive agricultural landscape. Archaeological evidence from Harappa and other 

sites also indicates contact with regions to the west through the movement of crafts, materials and seals. These 

connections show that Indus communities participated in wider economic and cultural systems rather than 

developing in complete isolation. 

Mohenjo-daro provides clear evidence of organised urban life. Its streets, baked-brick buildings, wells and 

drainage arrangements suggest that the city required planning and cooperation. Harappa provides another 

important example of an Indus urban centre. Its location near the Ravi connected it with a productive agricultural 

environment and with wider networks of exchange. 
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Explaining Change in the Indus Urban Tradition 

The transformation of Indus settlements should be understood as a long regional process rather than as the result 

of one simple cause. Climate variability, changes in river courses and water availability, ecological pressures, 

settlement reorganisation, shifts in trade networks and changes in social organisation have all been considered 

relevant to understanding the transformation. The available evidence does not justify reducing this complex 

historical process to a single explanation. 

Gandhara, Taxila and the Cultural Crossroads 

Gandhara was a historical cultural region centred broadly on parts of present-day Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and 

adjacent areas. Its location between South Asia, Central Asia and the Iranian world encouraged sustained 

interaction. Different political powers influenced the region at different times, producing a layered cultural 

history shaped by contact, adaptation and local practice. The region therefore provides a strong example of how 

geography can encourage cultural exchange without producing a single uniform tradition. 

The decline or transformation of urban life in the Indus region should not be explained by one cause alone. 

Changes in climate, rivers, water supplies, ecology, settlement patterns and trade may have affected communities 

at different times. The evidence supports a complex explanation in which environmental and human factors 

interacted. 

Gandhara is a useful example of cultural interaction. Its location allowed contact among South Asian, Central 

Asian, Iranian and Hellenistic cultural worlds. Outside influences did not simply replace local traditions. Instead, 

communities adapted ideas and practices, producing a layered cultural history. 

Taxila: Urban Development, Trade and Learning 

Taxila developed through successive settlements, including Saraikala, Bhir, Sirkap and Sirsukh. Its location on 

a branch of the Silk Roads connecting China with the West made it an important centre of interaction. UNESCO 

records influences from Persian, Greek and Central Asian traditions and identifies Taxila as an important 

Buddhist centre of learning from the fifth century BCE to the second century CE  

Taxila illustrates the close relationship among urban development, commerce, learning and cultural exchange. 

Trade routes did more than move commodities: they also provided channels through which artistic forms, 

technologies, beliefs and intellectual traditions could circulate. Successive settlements at Taxila show how local 

communities interacted with external influences while adapting those influences to changing regional 

circumstances. 

Taxila demonstrates how trade routes could support both economic and intellectual activity. People travelling 

through the region carried goods as well as ideas, religious traditions, artistic styles and technologies. The 
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successive settlements at Taxila therefore show how a city could change as different groups interacted with one 

another. 

Shahbazgarhi: Writing, Authority and Routes 

Shahbazgarhi contains fourteen rock edicts associated with Mauryan emperor Ashoka and dating to the third 

century BCE. They are written in Kharosthi script from right to left. UNESCO describes these inscriptions as 

the earliest irrefutable evidence of writing in South Asia. The site’s location beside an ancient route through the 

Peshawar Valley further demonstrates the relationship among political authority, literacy, religion and 

movement. 

The Shahbazgarhi inscriptions are important because they provide evidence of written communication in the 

ancient region. Their location beside an ancient route also shows that political messages, religious ideas and 

movement were connected. The use of Kharosthi demonstrates the importance of local writing traditions in 

communicating information. 

Gandharan Cultural Interaction 

Gandharan culture developed through sustained interaction among South Asian, Iranian, Central Asian and 

Hellenistic worlds. Cultural synthesis in this setting resulted from contact and adaptation rather than from the 

replacement of one tradition by another. Gandhara, Taxila and Shahbazgarhi together demonstrate that the 

territory of present-day Pakistan has repeatedly functioned as a bridge among different cultural zones. 

The history of Gandhara shows that cultural exchange is usually a process of interaction and adaptation. South 

Asian, Iranian, Central Asian and Hellenistic influences met in the region, while local communities developed 

their own responses to these influences. This makes Gandhara important for understanding the cultural diversity 

of the area. 

Islam, Muslim Political Traditions and the Mughal Period 

Muslim political and cultural influence developed in the region through several historical stages. Muhammad 

bin Qasim’s campaign in Sindh is conventionally dated to 711 CE. The Delhi Sultanate emerged in the early 

thirteenth century, while Babur established Mughal rule after the First Battle of Panipat in 1526. The death of 

Aurangzeb in 1707 marked a major transition in Mughal history. 

Muslim political history in the region developed over a long period rather than through one event. Early Muslim 

rule in Sindh was followed by the growth of the Delhi Sultanate and later the Mughal Empire. Alongside political 

authority, Islamic traditions spread through scholars, Sufi networks, mosques, shrines and literary activity. These 

institutions helped shape social and cultural life. 
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Political Influence and Regional Variation 

Muslim political influence was not uniform across all territories. Sindh experienced early Muslim political rule, 

while the Delhi Sultanate connected large parts of northern South Asia. Mughal institutions later expanded across 

much of the region. The territories that now form Pakistan followed different political trajectories, so their 

histories cannot be reduced to a single pattern of political control. 

Muslim influence also developed through social and cultural institutions. Sufi networks, mosques and shrines, 

scholarship and learning, Persianate court culture, literature and local languages contributed to the changing 

cultural landscape. These developments demonstrate that Islamic history in the region involved political 

authority as well as social interaction, learning and cultural production. 

Different areas experienced Muslim political influence in different ways. Sindh had an early experience of 

Muslim rule, while northern areas became closely connected with the Delhi Sultanate and later Mughal 

administration. This regional variation is important because it prevents us from treating the entire territory as if 

it had followed one identical historical path. 

Mughal Institutions and Cultural Legacies 

Mughal rule left important institutional and cultural legacies. Administrative and revenue institutions shaped 

agrarian governance, while Persianate court culture influenced administration, literature and elite life. Lahore 

became an important imperial city, and Mughal architecture, gardens and urban development remain prominent 

elements of Pakistan’s historical heritage. Lahore Fort represents imperial architecture, the Shalimar Gardens 

illustrate garden and hydraulic design, and Multan remains strongly associated with shrine and Sufi traditions. 

The Mughal period left important administrative and cultural influences. Revenue and administrative practices 

affected agrarian governance, while Persianate culture influenced official work, literature and elite life. Lahore 

became an important imperial centre. The Lahore Fort and Shalimar Gardens remain examples of the 

architectural and urban heritage associated with this period, while Multan is strongly connected with Sufi and 

shrine traditions. 

Colonial Rule, Muslim Political Mobilisation and 1947 

British power expanded across the subcontinent during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Sindh was 

annexed in 1843 and Punjab in 1849. The uprising of 1857 was followed by the transfer of authority from the 

East India Company to the British Crown. Colonial rule introduced new administrative, military, economic and 

constitutional structures, changing the political environment in which Muslim political demands developed. 

British colonial rule changed the political and administrative environment of the subcontinent. New systems of 

government, military organisation, economic management and constitutional arrangements affected political 
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life. These changes created a setting in which questions of political representation and the constitutional position 

of different communities became increasingly important. 

From Political Representation to Muslim Mobilisation 

The All-India Muslim League was founded at Dhaka in 1906. Muslim political demands developed around 

representation, constitutional reform and provincial autonomy. Muhammad Ali Jinnah became the central 

political leader of the Muslim League, while political debate increasingly focused on the future constitutional 

position of Muslims in a united India. The movement developed gradually through changing demands, 

negotiations and political developments rather than appearing suddenly at one moment. 

1. 1906 — Foundation of the All-India Muslim League at Dhaka. 

2. 1930 — Allama Iqbal’s Allahabad Address became an important point in the development of Muslim 

political thought. 

3. 1937 — Provincial politics and the experience of elected governments intensified constitutional and political 

debate. 

4. 1940 — The Lahore Resolution became a major turning point in Muslim political mobilisation. 

The Muslim political movement developed gradually. The foundation of the All-India Muslim League in 1906 

provided an organised political platform. Over the following decades, Muslim leaders debated representation, 

constitutional reform and provincial autonomy. Muhammad Ali Jinnah became the central leader of the Muslim 

League as these debates developed. 

The Lahore Resolution, 23 March 1940 

The Lahore Resolution was an important stage in Muslim political mobilisation. It referred to Muslim-majority 

areas in the north-western and eastern zones and called for them to be grouped into independent political units, 

while also stressing the autonomy and sovereignty of constituent units. It included safeguards for minority rights. 

Its exact constitutional meaning continued to develop through later political negotiations. 

The Lahore Resolution called for Muslim-majority areas in the north-western and eastern zones to be grouped 

into “Independent States” and described the constituent units as autonomous and sovereign. It also demanded 

safeguards for the religious, cultural, economic and political rights of minorities. The wording did not specify 

the exact constitutional form of the state that emerged in 1947; its political meaning developed further during 

the subsequent negotiations and events leading to partition. 
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1947: Independence and State Formation 

The transition to independence involved several closely connected institutional steps. The first session of the 

Constituent Assembly was held on 10 August, Muhammad Ali Jinnah was elected its President on 11 August, 

the transfer of power took place on 14 August, and Jinnah was sworn in as Governor-General on 15 August. The 

new state inherited serious humanitarian, economic and institutional difficulties following partition.  

Independence was both the achievement of a political objective and the beginning of a major institution-building 

process. Pakistan had to establish government departments, administrative structures and diplomatic 

representation while dealing with the effects of partition. The new state therefore began its existence with major 

responsibilities as well as serious challenges. 

The First Challenge: Building a Functioning State 

Pakistan faced large-scale refugee movements, administrative shortages, economic disruption, boundary 

disputes and the Kashmir conflict. At the same time, state institutions had to be established and organised. The 

Constituent Assembly, government departments and diplomatic representation required rapid development, 

while constitution-making and the integration of diverse territories became important tasks of the new state. 

Independence therefore marked the beginning of an intensive period of institution-building as well as the end of 

colonial rule. 

The early years involved large refugee movements, economic disruption, administrative shortages, boundary 

disputes and the Kashmir conflict. At the same time, Pakistan needed to organise its government and begin 

constitution-making. These circumstances meant that state formation required rapid decisions and the 

development of functioning institutions. 

Historical Continuity and the Formation of Pakistan 

The historical development of the territory of present-day Pakistan can be understood through five 

interconnected layers. Geography shaped patterns of settlement, movement and exchange. Ancient communities 

developed agriculture, crafts and urban institutions. Gandhara and Taxila demonstrate the importance of cultural 

crossroads and long-distance interaction. Muslim political and cultural experiences developed over centuries 

through political rule, Sufism, scholarship and Mughal institutions. Finally, colonial rule created a new 

constitutional and political environment in which Muslim mobilisation contributed to the creation of Pakistan in 

1947. 

1. Geography — The Indus basin, mountains, passes and Arabian Sea provided the physical framework for 

settlement and interaction. 



 

COMSATS University Islamabad, Virtual Campus 

HUM117 Pakistan Studies 

Lecture 3 Handout  

 

 

Page 8 of 8 

2. Ancient settlement — Mehrgarh, Harappa and Mohenjo-daro provide evidence of early settlement, 

agriculture and urban civilisation. 

3. Cultural crossroads — Gandhara, Taxila and related sites demonstrate long-distance exchange and cultural 

adaptation. 

4. Muslim historical experience — Political rule, Sufi networks, scholarship and Mughal institutions shaped 

social and cultural history. 

5. Modern state formation — Colonial rule, Muslim political mobilisation, constitutional disputes and 

decolonisation culminated in independence in 1947. 

The history of Pakistan can therefore be studied as a connected sequence. Geography provided the setting for 

settlement and exchange. Ancient communities developed agriculture, crafts and cities. Gandhara and Taxila 

show the importance of cultural interaction. Muslim political and social traditions developed over centuries, 

followed by colonial political changes and Muslim mobilisation. These developments formed the historical 

background to the creation of Pakistan in 1947. 
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