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ABSTRACT:  

According to folk etymology, the name "Kashmir" means "desiccated land" (from the Sanskrit: ka = water and shimīra = desiccate).  In the Rajatarangini, a history 

of Kashmir written by Kalhana in the mid-12th century, it is stated that the valley of Kashmir was formerly a lake. [3] According to Hindu mythology, the lake was 

drained by the great rishi or sage, Kashyapa, son of Marichi, son of Brahma, by cutting the gap in the hills at Baramulla (Varaha-mula). When Kashmir had been 

drained, Kashyapa asked Brahmins to settle there. This is still the local tradition, and in the existing physical condition of the country, we may see some ground for 

the story which has taken this form.[3] The name of Kashyapa is by history and tradition connected with the draining of the lake, and the chief town or collection 

of dwellings in the valley was called Kashyapapura,which has been identified with Kaspapyros of Hecataeus (apud StephanusofByzantium) and Kaspatyros of 

Herodotus  Kashmir is also believed to be the country meant by Ptolemy's Kaspeiria.[5] Cashmere is an archaic spelling of Kashmir, and in some countries it is still 

spelled this way. The early medieval period, in spite of being a part of the historiography for quite some time now, still continues to be a matter of debate and 

discussion among the scholars in the circles of history. The need has arisendue the fact that the study of history of regions has gained momentum and this usually 

leads to applying of the existing nomenclature of ancient, medieval and modern when studying regional histories without giving much thought to the peculiarities 

of a particular region. The same lacuna is observed in the history of Kashmir valley. While a lot of works are particularly attributed to its early medieval period, the 

nature of those works is often boxed on the lines of a nationalist approach which makes political history the centre of study without considering the actual reasons 

that led to the development of political structures. Various material factors must be at play and they must have affected the power dynamics of the region. The paper 

therefore, focuses on trying to understand the early medieval polity of Kashmir beyond the juxtaposition of a centralized or a decentralized polity by focusing on 

its regional specificities and how they influenced the distribution of power. 
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INTRODUCTION:  

The history of Kashmir is intertwined with the history of the broader Indian subcontinent and the surrounding regions, comprising the areas of Central 

Asia, South Asia and East Asia. Historically, Kashmir referred to the Kashmir Valley.[1] Today, it denotes a larger area that includes the Indian-

administered union territories of Jammu and Kashmir (which consists of Jammu and the Kashmir Valley) and Ladakh, the Pakistan-administered 

territories of Azad Kashmir and Gilgit-Baltistan, and the Chinese-administered regions of Aksai Chin and the Trans-Karakoram Tract. In the first half of 

the 1st millennium, the Kashmir region became an important centre of Hinduism and later—under the Mauryas and Kushanas—of Buddhism. Later in 

the ninth century, during the rule of the Karkota Dynasty, a native tradition of Shaivism arose. It flourished in the seven centuries of Hindu rule, continuing 

under the Utpala and the Lohara dynasties, ending in mid-14th century. Islamization in Kashmir began during the 13th century, accelerated under Muslim 

rule during the 14th and 15th centuries, and led to the eventual decline of the Kashmir Shaivism in Kashmir. In 1339, Shah Mir became the first Muslim 

ruler of Kashmir, inaugurating the Shah Mir dynasty. For the next five centuries, Muslim monarchs ruled Kashmir, including the Mughal Empire, who 

ruled from 1586 until 1751, and the Afghan Durrani Empire, which ruled from 1747 until 1819. That year, the Sikhs, under Ranjit Singh, annexed 

Kashmir. In 1846, after the Sikh defeat in the First Anglo-Sikh War, the Treaty of Lahore was signed and upon the purchase of the region from 

the British under the Treaty of Amritsar, the Raja of Jammu, Gulab Singh, became the new ruler of Kashmir. The rule of his descendants, under the 

paramountcy (or tutelage) of the British Crown, lasted until 1947, when the former princely state became a disputed territory, now administered by three 

countries: India, Pakistan, and the People's Republic of China. 

The valley of Kashmir has always been an area of interest and curiosity among the scholars all across the globe, the interest peeking more so in the recent 

times due to the political upheaval that has been going on for quite some time. The beauty of the valley, its strategic location and its historical development 

were the reasons that attracted the scholars to invest their writings on it. In addition, a romanticism has always been associated with the valley and its 

scenery, leading to writers and poets churning out larger than life commentaries on the environs and picturesque beauty of Kashmir and many a times 

hardly going beyond it. This entire spirit of inquisitiveness only increased when Bernier referred to the valley as the “Heaven of Indies” and from then 

on, various European travellers took it upon themselves to uncover this hidden treasure. Another aspect that one needs to understand with the context of 

valley is that this place lies in the lap of Himalayas and this factor played a huge role with respect to its association with the Indian subcontinent, China 

and Central Asia in the early and early medieval times. The fact that Kashmir attracted attention during the British period and subsequent writings were 
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produced on it, in no ways means that Kashmir herself lacked an idea of history and writings in general. Rather, Kashmir was probably the only region 

in the Sub-continent that possessed a written record of her history in the form of Rajatarangini of Kalhana.So much importance has been held by this 

single text that it surprised even the European scholars that a text so readily was available that confirmed to their notion of what a historical text should 

be like. Not only Rajatarangini but various other source materials either in the form of poetry or prose shed ample light on past of the valley and help 

scholars who are working on reconstructing its history, Kshemendra’s works being one of them. Keeping all these aspects in mind, it becomes important 

that one tries to construct and understand how the valley must have been like in the early medieval times and how that period has been perceived by the 

scholars. 

AN IDEA OF EARLY MEDIEVAL KASHMIR:  

During the reign of Muslim kings in Kashmir, three supplements to Rajatarangini were written by Jonaraja (1411–1463 CE), Srivara, and Prajyabhatta 

and Suka, which end with Akbar's conquest of Kashmir in 1586 CE.The text was translated into Persian by Muslim scholars such as Nizam 

Uddin, Farishta, and Abul Fazl. Baharistan-i-Shahi and Haidar Mailk's Tarikh-i-Kashmir (completed in 1621 CE) are the most important texts on the 

history of Kashmir during the Sultanate period. Both the texts were written in Persian and used Rajatarangini and Persian histories as their sources. 

Early Medieval is one term which has now found its ground in the annals of history and more and more work is being produced on this area of transition 

from ancient to medieval but that does not always mean that regional writers have always confirmed to this notion. In fact, this term which has now been 

a part of Indian Historiography for quite some time has still not found a very strong foothold among the scholars who are dealing with regional history 

of Kashmir and somehow are still stuck with the conventional nomenclatures of either ancient, medieval and modern or Hindu, Muslim and British period. 

Rather, one would feel that the process of historical change in Kashmir has not been seriously understood by the scholars. Undoubtedly, theses and 

occasional papers have been produced and are still being produced but on a whole, the idea that there was an early medieval Kashmir is lost in the 

background of a much-celebrated centralized polity. There is no denying the fact that the period from 7th to 12thcenturies, which is often fitted into the 

ambit of early medieval history, has ample source material for a scholar with respect to Kashmir but all the celebrated works of this region have somehow 

been stuck with the conventional lines. To have an idea as to how one needs to deal with an early medieval Kashmir, it is important to understand what 

this period stands for. A basic understanding would mean that with a certain amount of continuity, this period embodies a series of change and a transition 

into the medieval period. This would also mean that the Indian society was not a stagnant one and thus challenge the very Colonial perception of a 

changeless India. Here, one also needs to understand that whatever changes were happening should not be seen in a European light, meaning that since 

these changes were Indian so they should be understood in an Indian context. Similarly, this applies to any particular region under study. Since every 

region has its peculiarities, it should not be studied in a pan Indian context. Yes, the basic meaning of the phrase early medieval does remain the same 

but the historical development and the subsequent changes of every region vary and hence, should be studied individually. 

Coming down to Kashmir, the trajectory of its early medieval period as mentioned above does show variations with respect to the early medieval India. 

The debate of an early medieval India often finds itself embroidered with the idea of a “Feudal India”, whether it happened or not or was India as feudal 

as it is often understood to be is a matter of agreement and disagreement but Kashmir on the other hand, shows distinctive and individualistic features of 

its own in the form of a centralized polity and a very strong one at that was functioning in Kashmir in the early medieval period. So now the question 

arises that if the early medieval period is a series of changes in which the centralized polity of India (the strong centralization seen in north India) shifts 

towards a decentralized structure, emergence of landed intermediaries and a feeling of surrender to the lord, then how does one say that there existed in 

the early medieval period in Kashmir? The answer to this lies in the simple understanding that even if there was a centralized polity functioning in the 

valley, the material aspect was still at play. Meaning that a centralized political structure was not just about a political administration and polity, there 

must have been various factors that would have led to the emergence of this political structure and these factors were not only centred around polity and 

power, rather, socio-economic activities must have induced these political changes. If one has to sum up in simpler terms, one needs to go beyond the 

traditional centralized and decentralized polity and understand the growth of various institutions from the point of view of regional specificities. 

However, when we studies the polity of Kashmir, there is an absence of references regarding the regional specificities in the works of writers and the 

material is often times boxed into the category of a national model of writing, often times even a colonial model, fitting dynastic rule at the centre and 

playing around its elements. Here, the study of emergence of political structures is hardly played with. It seems that Rajatarangini of Kalhana is seen only 

through a peeping hole of dynastic history and a picture created with strong king at the centre and people under him, without an understanding of the role 

played by the intermediaries if there were any. But, the same Rajatarangini mentions about the land grants and somehow, still those are not sufficient to 

conclude that Kashmir experienced an early medieval period dominated by landed barons because that seems truly out of question.Because in case of 

Kashmir, the idea of an Agraharais not plain simple and there have been instances when the granted land has been taken back by the king, highlighting 

the strong hold of the monarchy in contrast of what was happenng in Indian Subcontinent. While idea of land grants put together with the emergence of 

a “feudal India” became the mainstay of early medieval debate in the historical circles, such theme is seen pretty much absent in case of Kashmir. 

Although, D.D.Kosambi has very clearly pointed out that their existed a feudalism in Kashmir, again that does not in any way means that general structure 

of a feudal setup can be applied here in the valley. But, this also enforces the fact that change was happening in the valley and whatever maybe the cause 

of change, it did affect the political developments. 
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FEATURES OF EARLY MEDIEVAL KASHMIR:  

Further information: Mauryan Empire, Kushan Empire, Huna people, Buddhism in Kashmir, Karkota Empire, and Rajatarangini This general view of 

the unexcavated Buddhist stupa near Baramulla, with two figures standing on the summit, and another at the base with measuring scales, was taken by 

John Burke in 1868. The stupa, which was later excavated, dates to 500 CE. Earliest Neolithic sites in the flood plains of Kashmir valley are dated to c. 

3000 BCE. Most important of these sites are the settlements at Burzahom, which had two Neolithic and one Megalithic phases. First phase (c. 2920 BCE) 

at Burzahom is marked by mud plastered pit dwellings, coarse pottery and stone tools. In the second phase, which lasted till c. 1700 BCE, houses were 

constructed on ground level and the dead were buried, sometimes with domesticated and wild animals. Hunting and fishing were the primary modes 

of subsistence though evidence of cultivation of wheat, barley, and lentils has also been found in both the phases. In the megalithic phase, massive circles 

were constructed and grey or black burnish replaced coarse red ware in pottery. During the later Vedic period, as kingdoms of the Vedic tribes expanded, 

the Uttara–Kurus settled in Kashmir. 

The political history of early medieval Kashmir is kind of an escape for the lovers of a strong centralized administration, a king at the helm of the 

functioning of a monarchical state. This was not the case in north India and often historians point out the lack of a unified central authority. Seeing that a 

strong monarchy operated in Kashmir provides relief to various scholars so much so that the writings on the valley hardly go beyond its strong political 

setup. Whatever, regional works have been produced, they boost of rise and growth of dynastic rule and even at times glorifying monarchs such as 

Lalitaditiya for their tremendous expansionist policies and very rightly so. But, the idea of a strong political setup, judicial system, governance, etc. was 

not the only aspect of the early medieval Kashmir polity. The idea that trade and commerce, in spite of its difficult terrain, was very much a part of the 

history of valley needs to be paid way more focus onbecause the items of trade were strongly deciding the lifestyle of the people of the region. The 

constant trade of salt and saffron was a distinctive feature of the valley and also shunned the usually accepted fact that valley was aloof and inaccessible. 

It might have been inaccessible in the ancient times, obviously owing to its geographical conditions and Kalhana does point this out when he goes on to 

say that valley could not be destroyed by the enemy but the situation seems to be different during the early medieval period. Therefore, while constructing 

the political setup, one needs to pay full attention to what were the material conditions exactly as they were providing a base for any kind of political 

structure. For example, the import of goods like salt, metals, led to the concentration of wealth in the hands of a few, who started to acquire surplus by 

these trading activities and started to maintain arms as well, turning to the Damaras. So, this aspect of the early medieval Kashmir cannot be ignored. 

Often times, writers and scholars have just mentioned altercations among the ruling class and the Damaras without getting into the details of this class 

actually became powerful. One needs to understand that just like the landed intermediaries of India, this class was of land barons in Kashmir who played 

a very strong role in the power structure of the valley. 

Furthermore, the idea of the Agrahara land given to the Brahmans here in the valley did not only havea theological aspect, rather it seems to a power 

dynamic between the king and the Damaras, for certain instances show that king at times of a conflict with the Damara would confiscate the land which 

was donated to maintain thecost of his forces. Thus, highlighting that the grants given in Kashmir had a different connotation as compared to the ones 

bestowed in other parts of the Indian Subcontinent. Another important factor that needs to be understood while studying the early medieval polity is the 

importance of irrigation. Kashmir is a land governed to a great extent by water bodies, its very origin being associated with a lake. So, the water did play 

a strong role in the trade and navigation of goods was more or less controlled by the royal authority and ample examples of kings and their ministers 

building embankments and protecting the water channel are available. This again is a peculiar feature of Kashmir polity governed obviously by its 

geography. 

CONCLUSIONS:  

While reading history, one cannot only be interested in political history or social or economic history because leaving one of these or studying one of 

these in isolation would mean that a considerable chunk of our past would remain hidden in the shadows. What really is important is to understand that 

history is an interplay of all these aspects and interestingly the early medieval period provides an opportunity to experiment with these. Also, reading just 

political history would mean that we are reading power relation without any understanding of the greater forces which are at play, like the material and 

social changes. Therefore, while uncovering the early medieval polity of the Kashmir, one needs to not delimit to just polity. D.D. Kosambi in this regard 

has provided a base when he discusses “Origins of Feudalism in Kashmir”, but again can we really box the early medieval period into just feudalism 

based on the issuance of just some land grants and trading activities? Because, as mentioned above, the nature of land grants in Kashmir was different. 

Also, this paves way for more and more understanding of the regional specificities and understanding early medieval period by placing it in a regional 

context. However, when looks at the works on polity of the valley, they are mostly on the lines of a nationalist structure and provide a lacuna towards the 

understanding of the power dynamic in the region. The idea of a monarchical state, dominated by a worthy king functioning in a centralized administration 

is the more dominant theme. It is more of a hangover of the nationalist historiography. Although in recent times, scholars have naturally drifted towards 

early medieval period and are trying to understand the peculiarities of the region, yet the interdependence of socio-economic and political factor is often 

sidelined. With the coming of the Muslim rule, the Jagirsbecame common but how far this was the continuation of the feudal model needs to be analysed 

and what exactly was the condition of land in the valley need to be addressed much more. Also, Kashmir was and continues to be the most fascinating 

aspect of research and the idea that this land possessed a rich history and has shown a cultural growth over centuries needs to paid more attention to rather 

than just categorizing it as a disturbed region. 
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