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Pakistan-occupied Kashmir : Ascendancein National Consciousness 

Priyanka Singh 

 Pakistan-occupied Kashmir (PoK) refers to parts of the erstwhile princely 

state of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) which have been under Pakistan’s control 

since 1947. It comprises the so-called ‘Azad’ Jammu and Kashmir (‘AJK’) and 

GilgitBaltistan, which until 2009 was referred to as the Northern Areas by the 

government of Pakistan. India has a legal claim on these territories by virtue of 

the Instrument of Accession which was signed in India’s favour by the ruler of 

Kashmir, Maharaja Hari Singh, on 26 October1947. 

 India has had a consistently firm position on PoK in the years since 

independence. The pursuant war on Kashmir between the divided dominions—

India and Pakistan—led to the deceitful annexation of several parts of the 

former princely state by Pakistan. While the so-called ‘AJK’ was usurped after 

a tribal raid orchestrated by the Pakistani army, Gilgit Baltistan (the major 

territorial chunk that makes up approximately 85 percent ofPoK) was forced to 

accede after a local rebellion was staged. This treacherous revolt in Gilgit 

Baltistan was actively abettedby members of the residual British forces in 

connivance with the Pakistani state. Even the tribal invasion in parts of J&K is 

believed to have been a direct assault by the Pakistan army, given the scale of 

its involvement in the operations.1 

What ComprisesPoK?  

 Both parts of PoK (the so-called ‘AJK’ and Gilgit Baltistan) are 

strategically located territories situated in the heart of Asia. Gilgit Baltistan’s 

strategic quotient is much higher given that the region sits at the confluence of 

continents and is snuggled between the Himalayas, the Karakoram Range, the 

Hindu Kush and the Pamir ranges. Gilgit Baltistan straddles the strategic 

Wakhan Corridor of Afghanistan, the rest of J&K and Ladakh Union territories, 

China's western periphery consisting of the Xinjiang region, and Pakistan's 
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Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Although landlocked, its key geographical location 

makes the PoK regionas a whole a gateway to important countries in the region. 

About 13,297 sq.km in size, the so-called ‘AJK’ is currently ruled under an 

Interim Constitution that was promulgated in 1974. Currently, there are three 

administrative divisions in the region—Muzaffarabad, Mirpur and Poonch 

consisting of 10 districts in total. Muzaffarabad is the capital, and other 

important towns and cities within the so-called ‘AJK’ are Neelum, Hattian, 

Bhimber, Kotli, Rawalkote/Poonch, Bagh, Haveli and Sudhanati/Pallandri.  

Gilgit Baltistan, on the other hand, consists of a mammoth 72,496 sq.km, and is 

ruled under the Empowerment and Self-governance package that was 

introduced in 2009 to abate rising political turmoil. The region is divided into 

three divisions—Gilgit, Diamer and Baltistan and a total of 10 districts—Gilgit, 

Hunza, Nagar, Ghizer, Diamer, Astore, Skardu, Ghanche, Shigar and 

Kharmang. 

 In 2018, Islamabad introduced reforms in both parts of PoK to address 

the long-standing political apathy and unrest resulting from decades of 

subjugation. However, these reforms were far from effective in assuaging 

simmering unrest, and were largely considered an eyewash exercise. 

Significantly, both parts of PoK are constitutionally neither a part of Pakistan 

nor are they independent. PoK is not mentioned in Article 1 of the Constitution 

of Pakistan that defines its territorial limits.2 They have been ruled as colonies, 

directly under the clutches of Islamabad through whimsically chosen 

representatives under the watch of the all-powerful Pakistan army.  

India’s Control Over J&K and Claim on PoK: Inextricably Linked  

 India’s position on PoK is premised on the Instrument of Accession 

signed by the Maharaja of Kashmir in India’s favour, in 1947. According to the 

accession rules, all those areas that constituted the princely state in entirety, in 

1947, were to come under India’s control. Irrespective of the deceit and 

territorial aggression pursued by Pakistan against the princely state out of greed, 
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the fact remains that the region that Pakistan seized and continues to control 

should have lawfully been under India’s jurisdiction. And, it is this fact that is 

the pillar of India’s claim on PoK. India’s policy approach has remained 

consistent and categorical in this regard. Further, India’s physical control over 

the remaining princely state and its extant claim on areas deceitfully annexed by 

Pakistan (part of which Pakistan also conferred to China’s control), are 

intermeshed issues and cannot be separated. Thus, India has no option but to 

merge PoK into its broader Kashmir strategy and adhere to proactively pursuing 

its objectives about reclaiming PoK.  

On the Periphery Despite Political Unison 

 Akin to the broader issue of Kashmir, the PoK issue commands 

unanimity and consonance across the political spectrum in India. From parties 

considered to the right to those that are felt to be on the left of the political aisle, 

there is unison as far as India’s position and policy on PoK is concerned. Given 

the scale and nature of concurrence on the issue, it is baffling to see why the 

issue of PoK has not received optimal recognition either in terms of political 

capital or of strategic import, as it ought to have. The choice to overlook the 

PoK issue and its continued policy neglect has relegated the matter of India’s 

extant claim on the territory. The alleged policy inertia on PoK has spanned 

several decades.  

 Due to feebleness in the approach on PoK, those sections within India 

that advocated a sturdier approach towards PoK were branded as right-leaning 

conservative groups. It is true that the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) 

and its affiliates have raised the issue of recovering PoK over the years. One of 

its affiliates, the Kendra Karryakari Mandal, referred to the building of the 

Mangla Dam in the so-called ‘AJK’ in 1960 criticizing India’s tacit approval. 

The Mandal alleged that the government of India “by giving its silent consent to 

the construction of Mangala Dam in Pak-occupied Kashmir, shown its mental 

preparedness to give up its claim over that strategic area”.3 
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Indeed in the policy void that existed, the issue failed to make much headway in 

popular discourse. This was despite the fact that the claim on PoK lingered on 

as a critical issue of paramount strategic import. Gross neglect in drawing 

attention to PoK at the international level has had its counter effects on India’s 

diplomatic positioning and bearing on the Kashmir issue.  

Policy Assertions on PoK 

 India’s earliest assertions on PoK go back to late 1940s when Prime 

Minister Nehru decided to present the issue of Pakistani aggression on the state 

at the United Nations. India urged the world body to intervene. However, the 

bloc politics, great power rivalries and India’s preference for charting an 

autonomous, bipartisan and non-aligned path ensured that India’s concerns on 

Kashmir were disregarded. Pakistan’s naked territorial aggression and 

occupation of PoK was eclipsed by divisions and alliances that ruled the 

proceedings at the UN. Pakistan flagrantly refused to implement United Nations 

Security Council resolutions that asked it to immediately vacate parts of PoK it 

illegitimately held.  

 Defence Minister, V. K.Krishna Menon’s historical articulation of India’s 

concerns over Kashmir referred to PoK and its forceful annexation by Pakistan 

in some detail. On23 January 1957, speaking at the UN, Menon observed that 

Northern Areas comprising Chitral, Gilgit and Baltistan had been “annexed” 

and “incorporated” by Pakistan.4 Menon further argued that the Gilgit Baltistan 

region was “strategically very important to India for its defence” and “that there 

is no question of it not being part of Kashmir”.5 Menon informed the forum that 

the annexation of Gilgit Baltistan was discreet and Pakistan deliberately kept 

the UN in dark. On the eve of the British withdrawal, the region that was 

otherwise leased out to the British by the Maharaja for 60 years, was handed 

back to the ruler of Kashmir.  

 While generations in India have grown up with an etched-out image of 

PoK being cartographically a part of India, a less publicised approach has also 
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seeped in a sense of inherent complacency on whether India would ever make a 

serious bid to recover PoK. Despite the omnipresent complacence, India’s 

policy inertia on PoK has been subjected to criticism as being “progressive 

neglect” of the issue.6 It is not entirely incorrect to say that India has been 

reticent about policy pronouncements on PoK for a large part of its post-

independence history. This is mainly due to two reasons: First, India’s approach 

on PoK took shape during a phase when the world was deeply divided through 

adherence to particular ideologies. India’s concerns on PoK were overshadowed 

by constant and frantic defence of its position and control over the major part of 

J&K territory. Secondly, the leadership in India may have been of the view that 

raising a claim on PoK, might unnecessarily end up further internationalising 

the Kashmir issue.  

 Notwithstanding this, in the wake of Pakistan-supported secessionist 

violence in J&K in the early 1990s, a Parliamentary Resolution in February 

1994 amongst other things, made significant remarks on PoK. In a unanimously 

adopted resolution, the House expressed “regret and concern at the pitiable 

conditions and violations of human rights and denial of democratic freedoms of 

the people in those areas of the Indian State of Jammu and Kashmir, which are 

under the illegal occupation of Pakistan”.7The resolution further reinforced 

India’s claim on PoK urging: “Pakistanmust vacate the areas of the Indian State 

of Jammu and Kashmir, which they have occupied through aggression”.8 

A renewed fresh focus on India’s claim to PoK, today, is probably an 

acceptance of it being a quintessential plank in India’s broader Kashmir 

Strategy. The Non Alignment 2.0 document published in 2012 cogently argued 

India’s strategic options on PoK highlighting the necessity to stimulate its claim 

stance on the region—mainly to deflate wishful projections that surmise a 

Kashmir resolution premised on a “LoC plus solution”, pursuant to negotiations 

governed by LoC as the “starting point”.9 Similarly, a report prepared by the 

Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses(now the Manohar Parrikar IDSA) 
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published in May 2011 deliberated on how to incorporate PoK and alter the 

biased one-sided discourse on Kashmir that has been circulating since 1947. 

The report titled “Pakistan occupied Kashmir: Changing the Discourse” argued, 

amongst other things, that India must “openly claim its rightful position on PoK 

in international fora and denounce Pakistan's illegal occupation of the territory 

by aggression in 1947”.10 The report recommended that India must urge the 

world to notice the “gross human rights violations in PoK” and highlight the 

democratic deficit and unconstitutional status of both the entities within PoK. 

Juxtaposing it to the then raging debate in J&K on autonomy and self-rule, 

another significant remark carried in the report was regarding the fancifulness 

of the term 'Azadi',contending it was a delusionary tool to deceive the world and 

in PoK it means nothing beyond the name of the so-called ‘AJK’.11 

Claim on PoK: Mainstay of India’s Resistance to CPEC Construction 

 Unveiled in April 2015, the China–Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC),a 

milestone in the decades-old Sino-Pakistan axis, presented a huge strategic 

challenge for India. Given that China–Pakistan partnership was conceived out 

of shared adversarial ties with India, the CPEC with a mammoth budget of US$ 

60 billion and the parent strategy of Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was seen as 

a harbinger of connectivity boom across the globe. The scale of the imminent 

challenge has probably been instrumental in prodding India to shed its past 

inhibitions and hesitations on unabashedly announcing its territorial claim on 

PoK.  

 With the announcement of the CPEC in April 2015, the contest between 

India on one side, and China and Pakistan on the other, further intensified. The 

CPEC was to cut across Gilgit Baltistan, part of PoK before spreading out in 

parts of Pakistan and later culminating in the restive Balochistan province at 

Gwadar. Gilgit Baltistan, claimed by India, is the only land link between China 

and Pakistan. It was based on the sovereign claim on PoK that India was able to 

put together a stern principled opposition to the corridor being built through an 
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area that India claimed as its own. Since then, India’s position on the CPEC is 

woven around this territorial claim and its related sovereignty issue. 

 In 2017, at the Raisina Dialogue, Prime Minister Narendra Modi stated 

that “only by respecting the sovereignty of countries involved, can regional 

connectivity corridors fulfil their promise and avoid differences and discord”.12 

The Prime Minister’s statement on the significance and sanctity of sovereignty 

was a proclamation of India’s reservations by the highest echelons of 

government. Then Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar, at the same august forum, 

asserted how sovereignty was pivotal in a nation’s construct; reminding China 

to be as sensitive to other countries sovereignty concerns as it is for issues that 

concern China’s own sovereignty. Dr Jaishankar’s emphatic exposition noted: 

“China is a country which is very sensitive on matters concerning its 

sovereignty. So we would expect that they would have some understanding of 

other people’s sensitivity about their sovereignty.”13 

 In a world scene deeply polarised along the China helmed BRI , with 

CPEC as the flagship project, India was able to get by with its stiff reservations 

on the corridor mostly because it was tied to its territorial sovereignty. Every 

nation state in the world is sensitive about sovereignty and emotionally relates 

to it. India’s position on CPEC and its logically structured stance against 

China’s mounting ambitions did find requisite resonance as other nations, too, 

have suffered China’s reckless overreach and indifference to other nations’ 

genuine concerns.  

 India’s stance on the CPEC gave its PoK policy the desired traction at the 

international front. At the same time, India’s oft-stated objections on CPEC also 

stirred consciousness at the domestic level. It is not overestimation to state that 

had it not been for the claim over PoK, India would not have much option but to 

sit and impatiently watch the proliferating geo-strategic nexus on the northern 

periphery between its two arch rivals-China and Pakistan. 
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Pinned on the Dispensation’s Agenda 

 While talking at the Heritage Foundation in Washington D.C. in October 

2019, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar made some very forceful remarks 

on India’s extant claim on PoK observing: “My sovereignty and my jurisdiction 

is laid out by my maps. My maps have been there for over 70 years. Now, that’s 

my claim. And naturally if I have a claim, as you would have a claim, as 

anybody would have a claim, you would hope one day that if there are 

territories in your claim over which you don’t have physical jurisdiction, one 

day you will. It’s as simple as that.”14 Jaishankar’s observations marked a 

significant break from the past where India for decades has, believingly, 

remained reticent about talking straightforwardly on the issue of PoK at an 

international platform.  

 India’s policy pronouncements on PoK under Prime Minister Modi have 

gained significant traction. The same has been an evolving process. Mention of 

parts of PoK by Prime Minister Narendra Modi in his Independence Day speech 

in 2016 was a turning point hinting at a new paradigm and a renewed exposition 

of a forward policy push on PoK. Furthermore, frequent enunciations by senior 

ministers in the government on the issue of PoK have added momentum and 

fresh energy to the broader discourse.  In the wake of abrogation of Article 370 

from the then state of Jammu and Kashmir, Home Minister Amit Shah stirred 

up geopolitical underpinnings vis-à-vis China by asserting that when he talks of 

J&K, PoK and Aksai Chin are automatically entailed in it. 

 In the past, there have been instances of the Indian government taking a 

firm stance and attaching stringent conditions to talks with Pakistan. Assertions 

to interpolate the issue of PoK in talks with Pakistan were made during Atal 

Bihari Vajpayee’s tenure as leader of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-led 

coalition government at the Centre. As prime Minister, Vajpayee categorically 

asserted that dialogue with Pakistan must be “confined to only the one-third 

portion of Kashmir which is under Pakistan's (illegal) occupation”.15  Later in 
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2003, Prime Minister Vajpayee put forth a similar line of argument noting: 

“One-third of Kashmir is under Pakistani occupation. Whenever there are talks 

on Kashmir we will talk about the part of Kashmir under their occupation. We 

will not let go of our territory.”16 

 Jan Sangh, the predecessor of the BJP, had a steadfast position on India’s 

territorial claim over PoK. Precisely for this, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, then leader 

of the Jan Sangh staunchly opposed the Simla Pact abhorring what he 

considered a “black agreement” as a “sellout”.17 The Simla Agreement was 

framed along lines to formalise the ceasefire line as the Line of Control and 

convert Kashmir into a bilateral issue with Pakistan. The Jan Sangh staged 

protests upon the return of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and members of the 

political outfit reportedly clashed with the Congress workers.18 

Elevation in National Consciousness 

 In the present context, the issue of PoK is perceptibly generating a fair 

level of awareness in public discourse. For years, PoK remained a perennial 

depiction in all Survey of India maps albeit blemished by dismally poorpublic 

consciousness. Rigour in approaching the issue of territorial claim was rather 

indistinct, if not absent. In this regard, the redrawing of India’s political maps 

post bifurcation of the former J&K state into two union territories has served to 

refresh the cartographic assertion India has maintained on PoK so far.  

 The annulment of Article 370 that bestowed the former princely state of 

J&K a special status was a watershed in the history of India’s Kashmir 

approach. India’s consistent stance on the territory had been that the entire 

swathe of what constituted the former princely state on the eve of British 

withdrawal from the subcontinent is an integral part of India. Therefore, the 

revocation of Article 370 removed the constitutional incongruity enshrined in 

the special status for the former state. Even so, this was done after more than 70 

years of the origin of Kashmir problem. Augmented references to India’s extant 

claim on PoK in conjunction with annulment of the special status seem to be 
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heading towards ending such pending discrepancies as far as India’s Kashmir 

posturing is concerned.  

 Besides, the September 2016 surgical strikes on militant training camps 

in PoK served to highlight the gravity of the region’s fate as an epicentre of 

terrorism. India’s strikes against several terrorist bases and launch-pads in PoK, 

especially in the so-called ‘AJK’, in the wake of attack on an Indian army base 

at Uri brought to the fore Pakistan’s apathetic approach towards the region and 

turning it into a terrorist sanctuary. PoK since its usurpation has remained under 

the tight leash of the Pakistani army and security agencies. Almost all terrorist 

outfits that have targeted India’s security interests over the decades have their 

foothold in the PoK—Jaish-e-Mohammed and Hizbul Mujahideen are groups 

which frequently congregate in various parts of PoK and take out public rallies 

in full public glare. Names of several other dreaded terrorist groups like the 

Lashkar-e-Toiba have been linked with PoK especially after the revelations in 

the investigations of the grisly 26/11 Mumbai attacks. In Gilgit Baltistan in 

particular, there is a significant growth in the number of terrorist activities over 

the last few years. Of late, even foreign tourists have been subjected to violence 

and terrorism in the Gilgit Baltistan region.  

 While PoK was known to be a hub for Pakistan’s terror stratagem against 

India, the surgical strikes and the profusion of news flashes in the aftermath 

naming specific terror spots in the region effectively familiarised the broader 

public opinion with the bizarre existing ground realities.  

Blueprinting a Future Strategy 

 A tangible fillip in India’s approach towards PoK is a welcome 

development. Years of policy inertia despite a steadfast unaltered position on 

PoK had bred complacency, not only domestically, but also in the wider global 

community about one of India’s most significant territorial claims. The turn 

towards pro-activism on PoK must aim to stop (or at least lessen) positional 

anomalies that inhibit public perception, especially within India. The multitude 
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of geopolitical challenges that India faces (and is likely to face in future as well) 

from China and Pakistan, particularly the CPEC, requires a toughening of 

stance on PoK. A myriad of long-term measures are needed to ensure that this 

renewed push on PoK stays the course. There are geopolitical compulsions 

attached and India must honour the strategic needs of the hour by endeavouring 

to resurrect its approach towards PoK.  

Produce a White Paper 

 It is quintessential that the positive turn in India’s policy posturing is 

supplemented by a government paper—a policy document that categorically 

framesthe options on the horizon.  India’s broader approach towards its claim is 

now more pronounced and emphatic. However, what still clouds the emerging 

discourse concerning PoK is the perennial question—so what, and what next? A 

White Paper may generate or fuel a fresh debate. This is also necessary to create 

and sustain interest about PoK on the international arenas. Otherwise, India’s 

pro-activism may face rejection at some point as being nothing but a paper tiger 

strategy. 

Addressing Constitutional Incongruities 

 The Government of India must contemplate on the issue of 

allocating/reserving seats for representatives from PoK in the Parliament. This 

could go a long way in addressing what some would refer to as a constitutional 

incongruity. Previously, thenow operationally defunct Constitution of J&K 

contained a provision of 24 seats for the representatives of PoK. The Gazette 

of India after the bifurcation of J&K into two union territories notes 

categorically: “twenty four seats in the Legislative Assembly of Union 

territory of Jammu and Kashmir shall remain vacant and shall not be taken 

into account for reckoning the total membership of the Assembly until the 

area of the Union territory of Jammu and Kashmir under the occupation of 

Pakistan ceases to be so occupied and the people residing in that area elect 

their representatives.”19 The delimitation process has upheld the quota of 
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reserved seats for PoK as well.20 Therefore, there is a need to consider the 

viability of introducing a complementing quota for members from PoK in 

India’s Parliament even though the seats may remain vacant for the time 

being. The government may consider introducing a proposal for discussions in 

this regard.  The conceptual idea concerning PoK seats in Parliament is not 

totally out-of-the-box. There were reports that government of India might in fact 

introduce a legislation to this effect although it was denied later. Some private 

members’ bill shave come up on the issue only to face rejection on the floor.21 

Exploring Options on Productive Interface with Populace of PoK 

 The existence of political unrest in both parts of PoK has been reported 

for several years. The sense of alienation due to political and economic 

subjugation of the population of PoK is an issue that has steeply worsened due 

to growing Chinese presence in the region. It is therefore, essential that there is 

effort to constructively engage with the people and representatives of PoK at 

opportune forums—not only with the disgruntled lot but also with those who do 

not have a categorical anti-Pakistan perspective per se—just to understand their 

perceptions and prevalent attitudes. Academic interactions must be promoted 

especially within the Think Tank community. An effective way to engage 

constructively would be to host people from the region for conferences 

including those that belong to the PoK diaspora.  

Sustained Media Attention Instead of Mere Splashes 

 It is a relief to see that there is some coverage of issues pertaining to PoK 

in the national media, both in print and electronic modes. However, the media 

coverage on PoK still lacks depth of understanding especially in a 24/7 format 

that functions under extreme pressures of TRPs. The TV discussions concerning 

PoK are generally loaded with rhetoric and shallow machismo. Some reports 

carried by the Indian media on PoK have been alleged to be lacking in veracity 

as well. Public deliberations on the region are high on impulse and may grab 

instant attention but fail to leave a lasting impact as far as restructuring of 
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perceptions on PoK is concerned. There has been sporadic coverage of human 

rights abuses in PoK on Indian news channels and some of them have been 

debated animatedly. However, most of the coverage soon loses steam, side-

lining the broader issue of PoK into oblivion. The government needs to 

incentivise news channels to allocate some prime time to a variety of issues 

concerning PoK.  

PoK: An Effective Leg in India’s Strategic Reservoir 

 Its extant claim on PoK is strategic ammunition which India must 

preserve to counter foreseeable geopolitical challenges in future. A forceful, 

persuasive approach towards PoK will buttress India’s negotiating potential and 

reinforce its commitment not to cede an inch of territory it holds. India’s vocal 

resistance to CPEC entwined with its claim on PoK is evidence that India will 

not shy away from taking up the issue upfront and bilaterally with China and 

Pakistan. PoK can serve to effectively counter balance the propaganda and 

falsehoods that have been planted and perpetrated with regard to India’s stance 

on the Kashmir issue. The sprawling network of terror outfits in PoK and the 

political apathy against the local population must be highlighted at opportune 

forums to make the international community more conversant with gross 

perpetual neglect in both parts of PoK—the so-called ‘AJK’ and Gilgit 

Baltistan. Emma Nicholson’s report to the European Parliament titled: “Report 

on Kashmir: Present Situation and Future Prospects”22 and the Human Rights 

Watch documentation ““With Friends Like These…”: Human Rights Violations 

in Azad Kashmir” unravelling the democratic deficit in the so-called ‘AJK’have 

remained critical authentic documents showcasing the plethora of tribulations 

besetting the region. It is high time the fundamental findings of such revealing 

reports on PoK, and many more that have come up subsequently, are 

disseminated further in order to develop wider acquaintance with the dismal 

state of affairs in the PoK region.23 
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 Domestically, the dissonance on PoKmainly emanating from a sense of 

complacency or a false claim of magnanimity, leads to misplaced perceptions 

on India forsaking its claim. This mind-set must be consciously corrected. To 

the contrary, efforts must be undertakento generate adequate public awareness 

to engendereasonable seriousness, unanimity, support and respect for the matter.  

Besides, India should continue to rake up several auxiliary issues pertaining to 

PoK. Important amongst them would be to persuade Pakistan to open up the 

Kargil–Skardu route. By doing so, India would be voicing the opinion and 

wishes of the people on ground. Expression of solidarity by simple gestures 

such as this will stimulate some amount of goodwill across both sides of the 

Line of Control, particularly Gilgit Baltistan, which for the large part of post-

1947 history has remained an inaccessible region.  India must re-establish and 

maintain contacts with the several nationalist groups in PoK who have long-

standing grudges against the atrocities of the Pakistani state and its security 

agencies.  

The author is Associate Fellow at Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence 

Studies and Analyses (MP-IDSA), New Delhi. 
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