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Introduction

Pakistan, officially the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, stands as one of the world’s most
fascinating and complex nations: a tapestry woven with threads of ancient
civilizations, rich cultures, tumultuous politics, and remarkable resilience. Nestled at
the meeting point of South Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East, Pakistan occupies a
unique and strategic position on the world map. Home to more than 241 million people
as of 2023, it is not only the fifth-most populous country but also a vibrant nexus of
languages, traditions, and histories that shape its collective identity.

The story of Pakistan spans millennia. From prehistoric settlements like Mehrgarh to
the remarkable urban centers of the Indus Valley Civilization, the land has been a
cradle of culture and innovation. Over time, it has hosted empires, welcomed diverse
peoples, and witnessed the profound shifts brought by Islam and later, the passage
from colonial oppression to the independent state established in 1947. The nation’s
history is one of perseverance—through partition’s wrenching upheavals, political
instability, wars, and the challenges of modern state-building.

Today, Pakistan is characterized by contrasts: majestic natural landscapes that range
from the peaks of the Karakoram to the deserts of Sindh; bustling metropolises like
Karachi and Lahore that coexist with remote, tradition-bound villages; and a society
striving to balance deep-rooted customs with contemporary aspirations. Its
demographic dynamism—anchored by a predominantly young population—presents
both significant potential and considerable challenges in fields such as education,
employment, and healthcare.

Pakistan’s situation on the world stage is equally complex. Flanked by powerful
neighbors and shaped by the legacies of colonialism and Cold War geopolitics, its
foreign relations oscillate between strategic alliances and enduring rivalries.
Domestically, issues such as governance, resource management, environmental
sustainability, and social justice continually shape the national debate. The resilience
and creativity of its people, however, have fostered the emergence of unique art
forms, vibrant literature, and memorable cuisine, which continue to inspire not only
Pakistanis but admirers across the globe.

In the following chapters, this book aims to present a detailed and balanced portrait of
Pakistan: its history, geography, peoples, culture, politics, and future outlook. Whether
you are a student, traveler, policy observer, or simply curious about this pivotal
country, “Pakistan: Portrait of a Country” seeks to offer a comprehensive introduction
to a land whose story remains as compelling as it is unfinished.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Civilizations: Mehrgarh and the
Indus Valley

Long before the modern state of Pakistan emerged, the land it now encompasses was
a vibrant cradle of ancient civilizations, whose ingenuity and societal structures laid
foundational stones for millennia to come. This journey into the distant past begins not
with grand empires, but with humble yet groundbreaking settlements that
revolutionized human existence: Mehrgarh, a site that tells the tale of early farming,
and the sophisticated urban marvels of the Indus Valley Civilization.

The earliest traces of human activity in what is now Pakistan stretch back an
astonishing 2.2 million years, with stone tools found along the Soan River near
Islamabad providing a glimpse into the Lower Paleolithic period. However, it is the
Neolithic site of Mehrgarh, located on the Kacchi Plain in Balochistan, that truly opens
the chapter on settled life and agriculture in South Asia. Discovered in 1974 by French
archaeologists Jean-Francois Jarrige and Catherine Jarrige, Mehrgarh offers compelling
evidence of farming and herding as far back as 7000 BCE. This makes it one of the
earliest known Neolithic sites in the entire Indian subcontinent, a millennium before
Mesopotamia saw similar agricultural advancements.

Life at Mehrgarh was a testament to early human innovation. The inhabitants
constructed houses from mud bricks, some even adorned with painted external walls.
These homes were typically rectangular, grouped together, and shared walls,
suggesting a communal living arrangement. Intriguingly, there's no sign of ground-
level doorways, leading archaeologists to believe that entry and exit might have been
through rooftops, a design choice seen in other ancient Neolithic sites. The early
villagers cultivated domesticated wheat and barley, while also gathering wild Indian
jujube and date palms. Their diet was supplemented by the herding of cattle, sheep,
and goats, marking a significant shift from a purely hunter-gatherer existence.

Beyond subsistence, Mehrgarh also provides fascinating insights into early
craftsmanship and societal practices. Early residents utilized local copper ore, created
bitumen-lined basket containers, and fashioned a variety of bone tools. Evidence
suggests early irrigation techniques were in use, and pottery evolved from simple
handmade designs to more sophisticated wheel-made and painted pieces over time.
Perhaps most surprisingly, archaeological finds at Mehrgarh include evidence of early
dentistry, with flint drills used on human molars dating back 7,500 to 9,000 years ago.
The site also yields what might be the earliest known use of cotton in the Old World,
pushing back the timeline for this crucial textile by over a millennium.
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Mehrgarh's significance extends beyond its individual innovations. It served as a vital
trade link, connecting the Near East with the Indian subcontinent, as evidenced by the
discovery of seashells, lapis lazuli, and turquoise in burials—materials that would have
been transported over long distances. The site was continuously occupied for
approximately 5,000 years, until around 2600-2000 BCE, when its inhabitants likely
began to migrate eastward towards the fertile plains of the Indus River, perhaps
joining the burgeoning settlements that would soon form the grand Indus Valley
Civilization. This migration marked a crucial transition, as Balochistan, where
Mehrgarh is located, became increasingly arid.

The stage was now set for the emergence of one of the world's three great early
civilizations, alongside ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia: the Indus Valley Civilization
(IVC). Flourishing primarily between 2500 BCE and 1900 BCE, this Bronze Age
civilization was remarkably widespread, spanning an area of 1.25 million square
kilometers across much of modern-day Pakistan, northwestern India, and northeastern
Afghanistan. Its heartland lay in the basins of the Indus River and a system of
monsoon-fed rivers, notably the Ghaggar-Hakra.

The discovery of the Indus Valley Civilization was a monumental moment in
archaeology. The ruins remained largely undocumented for nearly 3,700 years until
R.D. Baneriji, an officer of the Archaeological Survey of India, visited Mohenjo-daro in
1919-1920. His initial identification of a Buddhist stupa and the discovery of a flint
scraper hinted at the site's ancient origins. This led to large-scale excavations by K.N.
Dikshit and John Marshall in the 1920s and 1930s. In 1921, Harappa, located in Punjab,
was the first site to be formally unearthed, giving the civilization its alternative name,
the Harappan Civilization. Sir John Marshall, then Director-General of the
Archaeological Survey of India, publicly announced the discovery of this forgotten
civilization to the world in September 1924. The true antiquity of these discoveries,
which pushed back the understanding of South Asian history by 2,000 years, was
confirmed shortly after.

The Indus Valley Civilization is renowned for its sophisticated urban planning, a
testament to a highly organized society. Cities like Mohenjo-daro and Harappa, both
located in modern-day Pakistan, exemplify this mastery. These cities featured a grid-
pattern layout, standardized brick constructions, and remarkably advanced drainage
systems that surpassed those found in contemporary urban sites in the Middle East
and even, in some cases, modern systems in Pakistan and India. Individual homes had
access to wells, and wastewater was efficiently channeled into covered drains along
the main streets.

Mohenjo-daro, meaning "Mound of the Dead," stands as the epitome of an Indus city,

having been the subject of the most extensive investigations. It had no series of city
walls in the conventional sense but was fortified with guard towers and defensive
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structures, suggesting an administrative center. The sheer number of wells in Mohenjo-
daro is astounding, with over 700 discovered, translating to roughly one well for every
three houses - a quantity unheard of in other contemporary civilizations like Egypt or
Mesopotamia.

Harappa, located in Pakistan's Punjab province, shares a similar architectural layout
with Mohenjo-daro. Both cities, along with other significant sites like Ganeriwala in the
Cholistan Desert, Dholavira, and Rakhigarhi, formed the major urban centers of this
sprawling civilization. The consistent urban planning across these distant sites strongly
suggests a degree of political or administrative centralization, though the exact nature
of this authority remains somewhat mysterious.

The material culture of the Indus Valley Civilization offers intriguing glimpses into their
daily lives and beliefs. Artifacts such as copper and stone tools, carved seals, balance
scales and weights, gold and jasper jewelry, and children's toys have been unearthed.
The discovery of intricate bronze and copper pieces indicates a mastery of
metalworking, including the lost wax technique. The people of the IVC were primarily
agriculturalists, cultivating wheat, barley, rice, and cotton, and raising cattle, buffalo,
sheep, goats, and chickens. Camels, elephants, horses, and asses were utilized for
transport.

Perhaps the most enigmatic aspect of the Indus Valley Civilization is its undeciphered
writing system, found on numerous seals. These seals, often decorated with animal
figures like elephants, tigers, and water buffalo, are a common find at IVC sites and
are believed to have been used for trade. While the script remains a mystery, images
on some seals, depicting bulls, horned headdresses, and figures in yoga-like postures,
hint at potential connections to later cultural and religious developments in South
Asia. The social structure, though not entirely clear, shows indications of a complex
organization without significant visible social stratification in archaeological findings.

The Indus Valley Civilization, after flourishing for centuries, began its decline around
1900 BCE. The reasons for this decline are still debated among scholars, with theories
ranging from environmental factors such as flooding, climatic changes leading to
desertification, and tectonic activity, to a decline in trade with Western societies.
Despite its eventual demise, the legacy of the Indus Valley Civilization is profound,
leaving a lasting imprint on the cultures and societies that followed in the Indian
subcontinent. Its advanced urban planning, intricate drainage systems, and unique
artistic expressions continue to fascinate and inform our understanding of early
human civilization in this remarkable region.
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