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COTTON III. IN AFGHANISTAN

COTTON
iii. In Afghanistan

Two Iranian words, pakta (< Tajik) and pomba (Pers. panba < Pahl. pambag),
are currently used in Afghanistan to designate raw cotton. Most people use
them fairly indiscriminately, but specialists tend to confine the former to
unginned, or seed, cotton and the latter to ginned, or fiber, cotton (Pashto
maluj/c).

History. Archeological and literary evidence suggests that the cradle of cotton
cultivation was situated on the Indian subcontinent, possibly in the Indus val-
ley, where it had been known since Harappan times (3rd millennium b.c.e.;
Allchin, p. 325). From there it spread both westward and eastward along paths
and according to rhythms that have not clearly been ascertained. What does
seem clear, however, is that the diffusion of this once perennial tropical plant
into Inner Asia, with its cold winters, could have taken place only after the
development from the original stock of an annual variety that grows in the
summer, a stage that undoubtedly antedated Islam and may have first
occurred in the Sinkiang (Xin-jiang) oases (Watson, pp. 34ff.). The introduction
of cotton cultivation into the territory of present-day Afghanistan must have
been part of this process, though the date remains unknown. The sources
provide only the information that by the end of the 10th century cotton
clothing was manufactured at and exported from Bost, Herat, and Kabul,
where the famous sabaniyat and Sarabiyat stuffs were produced (Hodud al-
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‘dlam, tr. Minorsky, pp. 110,104; Ta‘alebi, p. 135; Edrisi, II, pp. 8, 68; Ebn
Hawqal, p. 450). Important cotton cultivation must therefore have taken place
in the vicinity of these centers.

During many centuries Afghan sources were silent on the subject of cotton
manufacture, but from the early 19th century it is clear that Afghanistan was
no longer exporting cotton clothing. A lively, though purely domestic cotton-
weaving industry had indeed survived; moreover, small quantities of raw
cotton were occasionally exported to India (Leech, p. 94) and Bukhara
(Gritskevich, p. 148, where it is related that cholera was introduced into
Bukhara in August 1829 by a cotton caravan from Afghanistan). Nevertheless,
all the evidence suggests that cultivation of cotton was of only minor
importance and occurred mainly in eastern Afghanistan (Nangrahar and the
lower Kohdaman; Griffiths, p. 984; Lord, p. 528). The picture is quite different
today, owing to several stages of expansion in cotton production, first in
northern and then in southern Afghanistan.

An initial change occurred in the last decades of the 19th century, when the
growing demand of the Russian cotton industry provided a strong impetus for
cultivation of cotton in the lowland oases of Central Asia, including those of
northern Afghanistan. As early as 1303/1886 cotton was reported to have
become a staple crop on the Afghan bank of the Amu Darya above Kamiab,
with local production being sent to the Russian agency at Kerki (Peacocke, p.
334). Exports of raw cotton from Afghanistan to Russia boomed from a mere 5
tons recorded in 1890 to 880 tons in 1901 and to 2,858 tons in 1911, reaching a
peak of 4,539 tons in 1915 (Babkhodzhayev, p. 33; Gurevich 1959, p. 135; cf.
Hamilton, p. 529, for cotton exports from Afghanistan to Russia through
Persian Khorasan). The trend undoubtedly reflected a sharp rise in acreage
devoted to cotton in northern Afghanistan, mainly around Herat and Mazar-e
Sarif (Kovalev, p. 199).

The trend was highly precarious, however: During the civil war that followed
the Bolshevik Revolution the Russian market collapsed (280 tons imported
from Afghanistan in 1302 §./1923), and no alternative outlet, internal or
external, was available. Around Herat cotton was then replaced by opium
poppies (Markowski, pp. 98-99). Production survived better around Mazar-e
Sarif, which was clearly the major region of cotton cultivation in Afghanistan
in the late 1920s. In 1309 S$./1930, however, an invasion of locusts destroyed
most of the crop (Pomba, p. 5).
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A more decisive step for the future of cotton cultivation in Afghanistan was the
formation, in 1314 $./1935, of Serkat-e ettehadiya-ye welayat-e Semall (Joint-
stock company of the Northern Province), with an initial capital of 49,686,058
afghanis (ca. $4,975,000). Under the able leadership of ‘Abd-al-‘Aziz “London1”
(1900-40), a prominent Kabul businessman, this private company initiated in
Afghanistan a regional planning policy based on combined agricultural and
industrial development (Dupree, 1966, pp. 3ff.; idem, 1973, pp. 471ff.). The
general aim was promotion of cotton cultivation in northern Afghanistan in
order to increase export earnings, on one hand, and to lessen dependence on
imports by establishment of a textile industry, on the other. The area selected
was Qatagan, where the state was in the process of reclaiming, by means of
corvée labor, thousands of hectares of former swampy and malarial lands
around Baglan and Qonduz, which it was selling at a very low price (2-9
afghanis per jartbh). The company bought large tracts of such reclaimed lands
and settled on them tenants of various origins, who were required to devote
one-sixth (one-tenth after 1327 S./1948) of their cultivated land to cotton. The
company, moreover, embarked on a program of substituting long-fiber
American Upland cotton (Gossypium hirsutum) for the local short-fiber
varieties (Gossypium herbaceum), for example, goza-ye qoqandt (lit. “Qogand1
[< Qogand] cotton pod”), kokalla (< Turk. kok green, + Pers. kalla cotton pod =
green-pod cotton), and styah ceget (< Turk. cigit, cotton seed = black-seed
cotton; Doerfer, III, p. 88; Pomba, p. 4). Short-staple cotton was becoming less
and less desirable on the world market. Actually, American varieties had been
introduced into Russian Transoxania in 1869 and thence to the Afghan side of
the Oxus in the 1890s, but their share in Afghan production had not exceeded
an optimistic estimate of 20 percent in the late 1920s. The company
endeavored to purchase local cotton seeds and to supply free some 2,500 tons
of selected imported seeds during 1315-16 $./1936-37 (Pomba, p. 7). Having
thus secured a supply of good-quality cotton, it established a network of
collecting stations equipped with cotton gins and presses imported from the
U.S.S.R. (and later Great Britain). The seeds were further processed into cook-
ing oil, margarine, and laundry and toilet soap at a central factory established
at Qonduz (Ginnever). The fibers were sold on the foreign market (U.S.S.R,,
Germany) but also in the domestic market, which was booming after the
completion of two cotton mills at Jabal al-Seraj (1316 $./1937) and Pol-e Komrl
(1321 $./1942; see below). Thanks to private initiative, cotton soon became the
“white gold” of Qatagan and a major item in Afghan foreign trade (14.3
percent of export receipts in 1328 S./1939-40, compared to 0.9 percent in 1325
S./1936-37).
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Several other trading companies established during the mid-1930s officially
undertook to follow a similar policy in other suitable areas of Afghanistan
(Hasan Khan, pp. 33ff.). Steps were even taken toward construction of a
ginning factory in Qandahar (“Ta’sis”), but it never materialized, and no
significant progress in cotton cultivation actually occurred outside Qatagan.
The share of that province in national production thus soared from a mere 10
percent in 1314 $./1935 to as high as 70 percent in 1317 $./1938 and 90 percent
or more in the 1940s (only crude estimates, as statistical material from those
early years is often contradictory). Serkat-e ettehadiya-ye Semali finally
obtained a monopoly of trade in raw cotton and became known as Serkat-e
pomba (Cotton company).

Following this early boom in cotton cultivation in Qatagan, an almost
continuous series of production figures is available from a variety of sources
(Figure 10). It shows, on one hand, an overall trend sharply upward until the
mid-1970s and, on the other, a high degree of variability in output from one
year to the next. The apparent increase in production from 3,500 tons in 1314
S./1935 and 26,700 tons in 1319 $./1940 to 160,000 tons in 1354 S./1975, the
maximum so far (0.46 percent of the world output in that year), reflects a
methodological bias, however. Statistics are actually available only for seed
cotton sold to commercial ginning companies. But some was also delivered to
village artisans or kept for home consumption or for seed. In Qatagan the
share of the latter fell from at least 30 percent of total production in the early
1950s (Michel, p. 112) to about 10 percent in the early 1970s (Central Statistics
Office, p. 63). Cotton thus became more and more a cash crop. The increase in
measured production to a certain extent reflected this trend, as well as
increases in acreages and yields.

Acreages increased from an estimated 37,000 ha in 1335 $./1956 (1 percent of
cultivated land in Afghanistan) to more than 100,000 ha in the mid-1970s, with
a maximum of 128,000 ha in 1355-56 $./1976-77 (3.2 percent of the total
cultivated area). In the same period yields increased from 6-8 to 12-14 quintals
per hectare, the maximum recorded being 15.4 q/ha in 1348 $./1969.
Progressive cotton growers produced more than 30 g/ha in Qatagan (Etienne,
p- 120) and in Helmand province.

In contrast to the conditions prevailing in the 1930s, these new developments
were achieved not through private initiative but entirely through strong
government commitment. Since the adoption of economic planning in 1335
§./1956 cotton has consistently received a top priority in national development
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policy. The state first took over all affairs related to cotton through partial
nationalization of the highly profitable Serkat-e pomba, the capital for which it
raised to 200 million afghanis, with 51 percent state equity, in 1333 $./1954
(Amin, 1360 S$./1981, p. 188). The company was later fully nationalized,
following the republican coup of 1352 S$./1973. In the meantime, in 1340
S./1961, it had been renamed Spinzar (Pashto: white gold), a name that it has
retained (Sadid, p. 17). The state authorities then adopted a mixed policy of
coercion (forced cultivation) and persuasion (agricultural extension programs,
price supports), in order to reach their production goals. They were sometimes
more successful than expected (the authors of the fourth Five-Year Plan
anticipated only 83,000 ha under cultivation in 1355 $./1976; Ministry of
planning, 1973, p. 315). New areas were opened to large-scale cotton
cultivation. In the central Helmand valley of southern Afghanistan, for
example, cotton was tested for the first time in 1334 $./1955 and introduced in
the Samalan project area in 1336 $./1957, in Darwé3an in 1337 $./1958, and in
Marja in 1338 $./1959. By the mid-1970s it had become the second major crop
after wheat and the main cash crop in the whole of Helmand province; an
estimated 64 percent of all landowners were then reported to be cultivating
some cotton, with an average return of 15,000 afghanis a year, that is, 60
percent of all cash sales and 19 percent of their gross revenues (U.S. AID, 1978,
pp- 58ff., 110; Table 20).

Although they are not as well documented, similar trends occurred in the
central Harirud valley around Herat and in the lower Balkab oasis west of
Mazar-e Sarif, notably around Sortepa (Figure 11). As a consequence, in 1354
$./1975 Qatagan was still the leading producing area, but its share in national
output had declined markedly since the 1940s (Table 21).

As far as yields are concerned, the Ministry of agriculture committed itself to
selecting new high-yield varieties to replace those that had been imported
from the U.S.S.R. in the 1930s; the latter had rapidly become mixed with local
varieties and had degenerated (Idemitsu, p. 3). The final choice was several
varieties of Acala (recently Acala 1517-75), which have been widely distributed
all over the country, except in Badgis and Herat provinces, where the early-
maturing but short-staple Russian 108 F (a hybrid of the American Cook
variety) has been retained (see summary in Munro, p. 9). Selected seeds are
now available from the state-owned Afghan seed company, which in 1364
S./1985 and 1365 S./1986 delivered 6,883 tons and 5,901 tons respectively from
its two propagation farms in Marja (Helmand) and Larkabi (Baglan). Growing
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local varieties has been officially forbidden in all four of the major
commercial cotton-growing regions, and they now survive only in marginal
areas. Nevertheless, defective distribution and maintenance of the improved
varieties, as well as poor cultivation methods (for example, scattering, rather
than hand-planting rows along ridges, and inadequate weeding and fertil-
izing), have prevented this otherwise successful selection policy from having
its full impact. Average yields have consequently remained lower than
expected (17.9 g/ha were anticipated for 1355 $./1976: Ministry of planning,
1973, p. 315).

The momentum was to be maintained under the first Seven-Year Development
Plan (1335-61 S./1976-83), according to which an area of 188,000 ha under
cotton cultivation, with an average yield of 18.5 q/ha in 1361 $./1982, was
anticipated (Ministry of planning, 1976, I, p. 82). The overall goal of a total
annual output of 350,000 tons of raw cotton was later downgraded, however,
to a more realistic target of 215,000-230,000 tons for 1362 S./1983 (Basic
Directives, p. 12). The revolution of 1357 $./1978 and the subsequent civil war
prevented fulfillment of these optimistic projections.

Insofar as the state was responsible for most of the progress of the 1960s and
1970s, it is not surprising that the collapse of state authority and loss of control
over several major producing areas in the 1980s resulted in a sharp decline in
cotton cultivation and production (Figure 10). In 1365 $./1986 cotton acreages
were cut back to only about half their prewar levels (69,300 ha, or 1.8 percent
of the total land under cultivation, according to official records), and since
1360 S./1981 successive Afghan Statistical Yearbooks have regularly contained
reports of yields below 9 q/ha, as low as 6.1 q/ha in 1362 $./1983, a figure
unprecedented since 1335 $./1956. The decline has been especially serious
around Herat and in Qatagan; the latter now contributes only 30 percent of
national production, a trend that has allowed Helmand province to emerge as
the main cotton-producing area in the country (Table 22).

Such a crisis in cotton production is not at all unprecedented in Afghanistan,
except in its unusual duration. It merely underscores one consistent and
fundamental feature of the Afghan cotton economy: extreme irregularity in
output (Figure 10). The factors contributing to this situation are partly
ecological and partly political.

Ecology. In Afghanistan cotton is primarily an irrigated summer crop. In
contrast to the situation in Persia, dry-farmed cotton is a marginal crop in
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Afghanistan, limited to certain low mountain slopes in the northern part of the
country. Where water is available the plant requires a minimum temperature
of 14° C during at least 180 successive days in order to grow and ripen
successfully (Balland, pp. 37ff., 44n.). In the broadest terms this requirement is
satisfied in all areas low enough so that the mean temperature of the coldest
month each year is not below 0° C (Figure 11). Cotton is thus excluded from
most intramontane valleys, including the Kabul basin (Table 23), but not from
the lower Kohestan valley north of Kabul, where cotton cultivation was once
widespread (Lord, 1838, p. 528; Vavilov and Bukinich, p. 390; Bell, p. 273).

Cotton is usually sown in April and May and harvested between October and
December, with the result that double cropping is normally not possible on
cotton fields. Only in southern Afghanistan is the growing season long enough
to allow cotton to be planted immediately after the winter wheat harvest; even
there, however, double-cropped cotton is often damaged by early frosts in
November, and the yield is less than that of single-cropped cotton (6.4 g/ha,
compared to 10.6 g/ ha in 1354 $./1975; U.S. AID, 1976, pp. 39ff.; idem, 1978, p.
97).

The only current method of harvesting is hand picking, which is very labor
intensive (115 person-days per ha; Central Statistics Office, p. 84). Most of the
work is done by women and children, but additional labor is frequently
required, especially in Qatagan, where seasonal migrations of pickers from the
Hindu Kush have taken place since the beginning of the cotton boom
(Grotzbach, 1972a, p. 121). In the mid-1970s the wage for picking cotton in
northern Qatagan was either 8 afghanis for 1 ser (7 kg; an individual can
usually pick 3-4 sér a day) or one-sixteenth of the cotton picked (Barfield, p.
84). After picking, the cotton fields are opened to flocks. As pasturage is scarce
at this season, the sheep greedily consume the dried leaves. Their dejecta are
often the only fertilizer the field receives. Cotton stalks and roots are carefully
collected, as they provide much-needed heating fuel.

The water supply is the main ecological constraint on cotton cultivation and
also the most subject to annual variability. Unusual floods may temporarily
destroy irrigation facilities, as in northern Qatagan in 1345 $./1966 (Balland, p.
47), but, above all, severe droughts may cause crop failures, as in 1325-26
$./1946-47 (Kamal, p. 92) and 1349-50 $./1970-71 (Figure 10).

Price policy. Price policy has been another key factor responsible for
fluctuations in cotton output over the last decades. Cotton growers are
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required to sell their raw cotton to ginning companies at a price that is fixed
each year by the government in accordance with macroeconomic
considerations that have not always been consistent with the official emphasis
on cotton production (Balland, pp. 60ff.). As cotton is produced in competition
with other crops, production has been regularly depressed when the prices of
those other crops, particularly wheat, have increased more rapidly. The price
ratio between cotton and wheat is thus a basic determinant of recorded cotton
output. The higher the ratio for cotton, the greater the production; a 20 percent
increase in cotton prices in 1353 S./ 1974 had an immediate impact on the level
of production (Figure 10). Conversely, when the ratio is low, below 1:5,
farmers are unwilling to grow cotton or grow only enough to meet their cash
requirements; in 1346 $./1967, for example, 1 ha of cotton provided a net
return of 440 afghanis and 1 ha of wheat between 1,136 and 4,726 afghanis,
depending on agricultural practices (Central Statistics Office, pp. 65-66, 71-72).
In order to deal with this situation, it has been customary for the state to issue
regulations forcing peasants to plant cotton on a fixed minimum share of their
land: In the early 1960s that minimum was 25 percent in Qatagan, except in
the area of Baglan, where a similar system of compulsory cultivation was
already in effect for sugar beets; 15 percent in the Helmand valley, except at
Nad-e ‘Al1 (Stevens and Tarzi, pp. 9, 19); and one-twelfth in central Bactria,
around Mazar-e Sarif. A minimum yield of between 7 and 18 q/ha, depending
on soil fertility, was further required, and any shortfall was subject to a
financial penalty at the rate of 2 afghanis per lacking sér. None of these
regulations has ever been fully enforced, however, and they have generally
been relaxed as soon as the price ratio with wheat has improved.
Nevertheless, they have aroused deep-rooted distrust of state intervention. It
has also been suggested that an unfavorable price ratio increases unofficial
sales of cotton to the small domestic hand gins at the village level (for a
description, see Vavilov and Bukinich, p. 392); actual price-induced declines in
production may thus have been smaller than is shown in official statistics
(Grotzbach, 1972, p. 385).

The most recent increases in raw-cotton prices occurred in 1359 $./1980 (20
percent), 1362 $./1983 (60 percent), and 1367 $./1988 (100 percent). As they
nevertheless proved insufficient to restore cotton cultivation to its previous
level, the Afghan authorities have lately introduced new incentives, for
example, distribution of primary goods (sugar, edible oil, soap, etc.) at
subsidized prices to all cotton growers and delivery of a ton of fertilizer for
each ton of cotton produced (Pelan-e enkesaf, p. 25). On the other hand, it has
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been reported that several guerrilla commanders were ordering farmers to
grow wheat instead of cotton. Cotton cultivation thus became one of the stakes
in the struggle for power in Afghanistan, underscoring the prime importance
of the crop for the national economy, both as a source of industrial activity
and as a major item in foreign trade. Any decrease in output actually weakens
the state by lessening its revenues.

Uses of cotton. Cotton has become the basis for a variety of manufactures that
together constitute the most important single branch of the small Afghan
industrial sector. In 1357 $./1978-79 45.8 percent of national industrial
manpower was employed in cotton-related industries, which generated 41.6
percent of the gross national industrial income and paid 53.9 percent of all
industrial wages. Industrial diversification, combined with recent declines in
output of raw cotton, have, however, resulted in a relative decline of this
branch over the past two decades (Table 24). The Afghan cotton industries may
be conveniently divided into two main groups, totally distinct both geographi-
cally and financially: ginning and seed-processing industries, on one hand,
and textile industries, on the other.

The ginning (hallaji) and seed-processing industries expanded steadily until
the late 1970s, in order to handle the increasing output of raw cotton. The
GereSk ginnery (Helmand province) was the last factory opened (November
1978), as the planned Bala Morgab ginnery in Badgis was never built. All
factories in this group belong to one of four state-controlled regional compa-
nies, each enjoying a monopsony position in one major cotton-growing area of
the country, where it operates a chain of integrated plants: ginneries, oil-
crushing mills, oil refineries, and soap factories (Figure 11). In contrast to the
recently equipped Herat and Helmand regions, where such industrial facilities
are concentrated in only one or two localities, in the older cotton-growing
areas of northern Afghanistan there are rather extensive networks of small
industrial centers, each concentrated on a different stage in the processing of
raw cotton. It must be noted, however, that for central Bactria around Mazar-e
Sarif the best available information is from the early 1970s, a period during
which four private ginning companies were in fierce competition in the area,
which resulted in overequipment; as those firms were merged in a single state
company in 1353 $./1974 several industrial units have been closed down, but
no clear picture of the present situation is available (Nathan, p. 3.104).

All these factories are in operation only a few months of the year, during and
after the harvest, and their installed capacity is far higher than their actual
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output (12,905 tons of edible oil in 1356 $./1977-98). The largest operator is the
Spinzar company (seven ginneries; four oil mills, including that in Qonduz, the
largest in the country; and one oil refinery and soap factory, also in Qonduz,
all equipped or re-equipped with modern English machinery in 1350 S./1971).
Production reached 6,803 tons of edible oil in 1356 $./1977-78, only one-eighth
of installed capacity (53,000 tons), and 415 tons of soap in 1352 S./1973-74. The
Mazar-e Sarif oil mill, opened in January 1962 and newly rebuilt in June 1982,
produced 2,820 tons in 1356 S./1977-78. The La3kargah oil mill, which has
functioned since 1346 S./1967, produced 2,800 tons in 1356 S./1977-78, whereas
the Herat oil mill, opened in 1348 $./1969, produced only 482 tons (Amin, 1360
S./1981, pp. 208ft.).

Cottonseed hulls (postak; 3,800 tons produced in 1356 $./1977-78) and pressed
cotton seed (konjara; 6,000 tons) are by-products of the ginning and oil-
refining processes and are traditionally used to feed cattle (Aitchison, p. 92).
Local owners of flocks now appreciate them so much that cotton companies
sell them at a very low price. In Qatagan they are used to feed castrated sheep
fattened in stalls during the winter and as emergency fodder during
snowstorms, when they are trucked or transported on camelback to the
pasturing ewe flocks. This practice has become common only since the 1970s,
when an increase in sheep prices rendered it very profitable. It suggests a
growing economic integration between market-oriented pastoralists and
cotton industrialists (Barfield, pp. 84-85, 128-29, 141ff.). Postak is also used as
cheap heating fuel.

Whereas the ginning and seed-processing factories are located close to cotton-
growing areas, the industrial spinning and weaving of cotton are carried out
near the main centers of consumption. Cotton-textile manufacture, the most
important manufacturing industry in Afghanistan, is dominated by five state-
operated factories; see Table 25 for their situation in 1355-56 S./1976-77. Owing
to the cotton boom of the mid-1970s, two other cotton mills were under con-
struction at that date, in Herat and Qandahar respectively; they have since
gone into production. The planned construction of two additional mills at
Carikar and Talagan was postponed. Moreover, since 1357 $./1978 production
in all existing factories has suffered dramatically from the lack of spare parts
for machinery and shortages of raw materials, electric power, and labor (for
growing employment of women, see Table 24). At the Balk cotton mill, for
example, no more than 551 workers were employed in late 1361 S./early 1983
and at the Bagrami mill only 1,770 in 1367 $./1988, in both instances about half

10
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the prewar levels of employment. Having reached a peak of 76.8 million m in
1356 $./1977-78, the production of cotton cloth had consequently declined to
43.3 million m two years later and to only 23 million m in 1361 $./1982-83,
representing a setback to levels reached more than twenty years earlier. The
industry is, however, reported to have recovered to some degree since then;
58.1 million m were produced in 1365 S./1986-87 (Figure 12), and there was a
plan to upgrade the Bagrami mill with Soviet machinery by 1370 $./1991.

The three oldest, as well as the two largest, cotton mills in Afghanistan belong
to the Afghan textile company (Da Afgan nasaji Serkat), which produces about
55-60 percent of all national output of cotton fabrics and, in the 1970s,
maintained sales agencies all over the country, at least one in each province.
The company was founded in 1312 $./1933 by Bank-e melli as a joint-stock
company (Serkat-e sahami) with a capital of 51 million afghanis. The state later
took control. In 1366 S./1987 the reported capital of the company amounted to
1,427.5 million afghanis, 74.9 percent of which belonged to various state
organizations (more than 50 percent to the national bank), 6.8 percent to
private companies, and 18.3 percent to 4,097 private shareholders, who
individually owned shares worth from 200 to 10 million afghanis (“Afghan
Textile,” p. 11). Since 1357 $./1978 the company has rehabilitated the
previously obsolete Godargah cotton mill, on the outskirts of southern Kabul
(Table 25).

The development of a national textile industry has resulted in a decline in
traditional cotton-weaving handicrafts (for a regional example, see Grotzbach
1972a, p. 249). The latter are, however, far from negligible: In a survey
conducted in 1353 S$./1974-75 in eleven provinces, including all the major
cotton-growing provinces and the most heavily populated ones, more than
5,000 workshops producing hand-woven cotton material were enumerated,
with a total employment of more than 10,000 weavers (Table 26). Unlike carpet
weaving, cotton weaving is an overwhelmingly male activity (83 percent of the
workers are men), and the proportion is higher in southern than in northern
Afghanistan. Cotton weaving is now largely market oriented, and a significant
part of it is actually in the hands of urban-based traders who operate small
workshops or supply home weavers with all necessary materials and pay for
their work (Jebens, pp. 276-77, 292-93; for short descriptions of domestic looms
in use in various regions of Afghanistan, see Centlivres, p. 119; Dupaigne, p.
55). Karbas (plain cotton cloth < Skt. karpasa- “cotton”) is the standard
product, still woven by hand in many marginal cotton-growing areas where no

11
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industrial ginnery is available (e.g., in Nangrahar) or where low yield and poor
quality of the cotton crop render transportation to the nearest ginning factory
uneconomical (e.g., Herat, Turkestan; Jebens, p. 117). A few decades ago the
main market for karbas was reported to be Jabal al-Seraj, but the finest karbas
was said to be woven in Gorian, west of Herat (Hasan Khan, p. 28). Two other
products are more concentrated geographically: alaca, a polychrome-striped
cotton cloth woven in northern Afghanistan and used for making capans (long-
sleeved robes, the main market for which is Mazar-e Sarif), and satranji, a flat-
woven cotton carpet of simple design, very similar to the Indian dhurrie. The
main center of satranji weaving is Estalef, a large Tajik village north of Kabul
that supplied all Afghan bazars in the 1970s. Satranjis are also woven in all the
major prisons of the country (Parsons, p, 116), though such workshops seem
not to have been included in the 1353 $./1974 survey.

A special type of migratory cotton weaving has also developed in some remote
valleys of the Hindu Kush in response to overpopulation (Grétzbach, 1972a, p.
124). More common all over the country is the mobile cotton carder (nadddaf),
whose function is periodically to fluff up the cotton stuffing of quilts,
mattresses, and cushions (tosak), standard furnishings in every Afghan home
(Wright, 1982).

The decline in cotton handweaving began well before a national textile
industry was established, in the early 19th century, when imported cotton
cloth became increasingly available. At that time Afghanistan was the arena
for fierce competition among several foreign producers. From the Punjab
came the cheapest chintz (see Agjt), from Russia the costliest but most durable
cotton cloth, and from England the cloth most highly prized “for its external
beauty and inimitable dazzling pattern” (Furdoonjee, p. 152). The marketers of
these various types of cloth drove the Persian gadak out of the Afghan market,
where it was not mentioned after the second decade of the 19th century
(Elphinstone, p. 295). In the course of time Anglo-Indian cotton cloth gradually
displaced the Russian product. In the late 1830s the four main bazars of
Qatagan (Qonduz, Kolm, Talaqan, and Hazrat-e Emam Saheb) were reported to
import annually four times more cotton goods from India or England than
from Russia (Lord, 1839, p. 127), and the imbalance was much higher still in
southern Afghanistan (Furdoonjee, p. 152). In 1302/1884-85 most of the
clothing worn in Herat was made from English fabric, with only two cheap
and coarse kinds of cotton cloth being imported from Russia (Takki Khan, p. 5).

Table 27 and Figure 12 show how such imports of cotton cloth have steadily
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declined during the second half of the 20th century, following the
development of a national textile industry. According to official statistics, and
disregarding the unrecorded cloth imports smuggled into Afghanistan by
caravans crossing the Pakistani border, they fill less than 10 percent of the
national demand for cotton cloth and account for less than 1 percent of the
total value of Afghan imports, compared to 41 percent in 1320 $./1951-52
(Humlum, p. 354). In contrast to the situation prevailing during the 19th
century, the U.S.S.R. was the single largest supplier, followed by Pakistan,
India, and Japan respectively, though the market for Indian and Japanese cloth
collapsed after 1357 $./1978 (Table 28). The imported cloth, for example, ¢it
and sam (calico), is on the whole of better quality and more attractive design
than the cloth woven in Afghanistan. It is accordingly more expensive and sold
mainly to the urban upper classes. The market is in the hands of the bazzaz, a
merchant who specializes in imported cloth, as distinct from the more
common karbas forus, who sells only locally made cloth (see, e.g., Charpentier,
pp- 150-51).

Many bazzazes are Sikhs or Hindus whose ancestors came to Afghanistan
from Sind or the Punjab generations ago and who are now Afghan citizens
(Wiebe, pp. 75-76).

For decades the value of imports of cotton cloth has remained well below that
of exports of ginned cotton. The level of exports obviously fluctuates with the
size of the crop. The general trend in volume was thus upward until the late
1970s, followed by a downward trend, but the decline in the relative share of
ginned cotton in total Afghan exports shows a remarkably stable trend (Table
27). A maximum was reached in 1356 S./1977-78, when 34,159 tons were
exported, representing 16.9 percent of total exports for that year. The
minimum was established in 1361 S./1982-83, when 6,088 tons were exported,
1.3 percent of total exports. The main importers of Afghan cotton were
European socialist countries (Czechoslovakia and, more recently, Bulgaria)
and the former U.S.S.R., which, except in a few years, has been the single
largest external outlet for Afghan cotton in the 20th century (Table 29). Before
1359 S./1980 West Germany and Great Britain also imported significant
quantities of Afghan cotton, though rather irregularly. No locally woven cotton
cloth is exported from Afghanistan.
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Table 19. Average Annual Persian Production, Area, and Exports of Cotton,
1267-1365 S./1888-1986

Figure 10. Cotton Production in Afghanistan, 1314-62 S./1935-83. Sources:
Production for 1314-17 $./1935-38, 1319-29 $./1940-50 Amin, 1352 S./1974, pp.
129 -30; for 1318 S./1939 “Pisraftha,” p. 617; for 1330-32 S./1951-53 Food and
Agricultural Organization, pp. 376, 688 (for 1333-40 S./1954-61 the F.A.O.
produced somewhat inflated figures, which have not been relied on here); for
1333-39 $./1954-60 Wright, p. 1; for 1340-44 $./1961-65 Allanson, p- A.5.1; for
1345-56 $./1966- 77 Central Statistics Office, pp. 38-41; for 1357-62 S./1978-83
Afghan Statistical Yearbooks. Cotton: wheat price ratio (calculated from
second-grade cotton prices) for 1339-44 $./1960-65 Landrivon; for 1345-56
$./1966-77 C.S.0., pp. 60-62.

Figure 11. Map of Cotton Production and Processing Areas in Afghanistan.
Table 20. Progress of Cotton Production in Helmand Province
Table 21. Cotton Output by Region, 1354 S./1975

Table 22. Cotton Output by Region and Province from 1354 $./1975 to 1365
$./1986

Table 23. Number of Successive Days with Mean Temperature 14° C or above,
1353-62 S./1974-83

Figure 12. The Evolution of Production and Importation of Cotton Cloth in
Afghanistan, 1330-61 S./1951-83.

Table 24. Employment in the Afghan Cotton-Processing Industries
Table 25. The Cotton-Textile Industry in Afghanistan

Table 26. Cotton-Weaving Handicraft in Some Afghan Provinces, 1353
S./1974-75

Table 27. The Place of Cotton in Afghan Foreign Trade
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Table 28. Afghan Imports of Cotton Cloth by Country of Origin (in percentages
of import value)

Table 29. Afghan Exports of Ginned Cotton by Country of Destination (in
percentages of export value)
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