
 

 

The Other Side of Terrestrial Paradise: 
Kashmir and its Shawl Industry (c. 1420-1846) 

         Shiraz Ahmad Dar                        
shirazahmadd@gmail.com 

Abstract: From early times, the valley of Kashmir was 
noted for its handicrafts and the chief centre of Kashmiri 
industries was the city of Srinagar. Other localities were 
also famous for their special manufactures. From 
prehistoric times, agriculture was the major source of 
income to the state, and majority of the population of 
Kashmir lived on it, but at the same time, there were 
other non-agricultural pursuits adopted by a sizeable 
section of the population which was another source of 
income to the society and the state. The most significant 
non-agricultural pursuit adopted by the people of 
Kashmir was dast-kari (handicrafts), like the 
manufacture of the shawl, silks, carpets, and other 
woollen goods. However, Kashmiri shawls, without 
which no fashionable lady in Great Britain and the 
continent of Europe in the nineteenth century deemed 
her wardrobe complete, achieved a worldwide name and 
fame for delicate and elegant from quite early times. 
Despite this, the workers remained in a wretched 
condition. The merchants, on whom the artisans 
depended, exploited them mercilessly. Also, the state 
from time to time adopted a regressive taxation policy 
and thus made the life of the artesian community 
unbearable. The present paper examines the rise, growth 
and the downfall of the shawl industry in Kashmir from 
c. 1420-1846. Moreover, the paper also deals with the 
significance of this industry as a revenue generating 
agency of the state and highlights the condition of the 
shawl weavers. 

 
Rich web of woven dreams! A Kashmir shawl, 
Its warp and woof of silky, pliant hair 
From choice pashmina goats, beyond the wall 
Of far Himalaya brought, with toil and care, 
Then dyed in all the subtlest hues which art 
For eastern looms could cunningly devise, 
And spun in threads so fine, the great world's mart 
Of patient skill can show no fairer prize. 
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The pattern forms methinks a mystic shape 
In Jhelum’s windings, or in ‘tree of life’: 
Such blended colours artists' palettes ape 
Closer than weaver's shuttle plying strife.  

This art is lost! The spirit of this age 
In love’s laborious crafts will not engage.1 

    Very little definite information is available about the ancient 
shawl history in the Kashmir Valley. There are several 
references in Hindu scriptures that point to the Kashmiri 
shawl's great antiquity. Madhusudan Ganju in his well-
acknowledged work Textile Industries in Kashmir refers that 
during the Epic Age, the shawl industry is said to have been 
firmly established in the Valley.2 It is manifested from the 
ancient Hindu scriptures that its manufacture in Kashmir 
dates from the remotest period. In Vyasa’s Mahabharata, one 
of the two major Sanskrit epics of ancient India, the other 
being the Valmiki’s Ramayana, it is stated that when 
Krishana went to the Court of Kurus as a delegate from the 
Pandavas, the present of Dhritrashtra to him included, 
among other things, eighteen thousand avikam (shawls) of 
Kashmir.3 It is also said that the fine and soft woollen 
garments given in dowry by Janaka to his daughter Sita were 
nothing but Kashmiri shawls.4 Ramayana also mentions 
shawls (rankoo) with which Rawana had decorated his 
rooms. In Ashoka’s time (an Indian emperor of the Maurya 
Dynasty who ruled almost the whole of the Indian 
subcontinent from circa 269 BCE to 232 BCE), we find the 
shawl mentioned in Buddhistic works as the Kashmiri 

                                                 
1
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Publishing & Co., 1945, p. 34. 
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shawl.5 Speaking about the origin of the shawl industry, 
Wakefield strongly claimed Kashmir as “the country of their 
birth”6 and D. R. Gadgil also remarks that the “industry was 
originally confined to Kashmir”.7 The Shawl manufacturing 
industry has already become an intrinsic part of Kashmir’s 
history of art and crafts, and the process of shawl weaving 
underwent a metamorphosis through various stages. Thus, 
the Kashmir Valley has been famous in Hindu times for its 
arts and crafts but they had greatly suffered in the chaos 
which lasted for over two hundred years preceding the 
establishment of the Sultanate.8 Thus, in the course of time, 
the shawl industry had its death. 

The close of the 14th century, however, saw the revival of 
the shawl industry after it had reached the verge of extinction 
during the later Hindu period. Though, shawls were also 
manufactured in other parts of the world but they could not 
compete with a Kashmiri shawl either in fineness or in 
designs; its needlework was popular throughout the world. 
The valley of Kashmir may undoubtedly claim as that of being 
the country where the shawl industry was “first carefully 
fostered and encouraged, and whence it spread over the 
greater part of India, and to other more remote parts of the 
civilized world”.9 Kashmiri local tradition connects the early 
history of the shawl with the two most revered figures of 
Medieval Kashmir, Mir Sayid Ali Hamdani and Zain-ul-
Abidin.  It is believed that the saint and missionary Mir 
Sayyid Ali Shah of Hamadan in Persia, known in India as 
Shah-i-Hamadan, visited Kashmir for the second time in 1378 
and stayed for over two years, revived the art after it had died 

                                                 
5
   Pandit Anand Koul Bamzai, ‘The Kashmiri Shawl Trade’, East and 

West, Srinagar, Vol. XIV, January 1915, No. 159, p. 30.  
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out.10 Sultan Qutub-ud-din, who ruled over Kashmir from 
1373-89 A.D., patronized, nourished, and stimulated the 
production of shawl after the interest shown by the saint 
Shah Hamdan towards the craft. And it is also often been 
asserted that the most famous Muslim ruler, Sultan Zain-ul-
Abidin, commonly known as Bud Shah (the Great King) laid 
the foundation of the Shawl industry.   

Sultan Zain-ul-Abidin, whom historians have called the 
forerunner Akbar, in recognition of his enlightened rule and 
promotion of the arts and crafts, ruled for a long period of 
fifty years (1420-1470).11 His reign is remembered as the most 
prosperous period for the people of the Kashmir Valley.12 
During his reign, Kashmiri shawls began to be exported to 
India, first as presents and subsequently as an article of a 
profitable trade, and thus, the shawl industry became the 
source of livelihood for the weavers of the Kashmir Valley. 
Thus, not only the old arts and crafts of Kashmir were revived 
and improved upon, but a number of new crafts like the 
carpet industry and paper industry were introduced and 
cultivated under the nourishing care of the Sultan. He invited 
the artisans from different parts of the world, especially from 
Andijan, Kirman, Khorasan, and parts of Turkey to improve 
the skill-base of his kingdom’s now-famous craftsmen and 
offered generous patronage to them.13 They were given 
incentives in the form of land grants and cash stipends. As a 
result, a number of master artisans were attracted to Kashmir 
from different greatest and famous centers of arts and crafts. 
Shrivara, a Kashmiri Brahman and a reputed Sanskrit Scholar 
of the fifteenth century, was appointed as a courtier by Zain-
ul-Abidin. He also talks of the king’s interests in the arts, and 
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the way in which he encouraged them by inviting artisans 
from other countries, especially from Central Asia.14  

Bud Shah also sent some trainees, on state expenses to 
different countries renowned for arts and crafts, to learn the 
arts which did not exist in the Kashmir Valley. The Sultan not 
only bore the individual expenses of these trainees but also 
those of their families.15 Moreover, whosoever used to come 
to Kashmir was inquired if he knew any art. If he happened to 
know any, one or two wise countrymen were sent to him for 
learning that art.16 According to Shrivara, pashmina quality 
wool was made available to the shawl weavers by the Sultan.17 
Moreover, the comb-like brush, which was also introduced in 
Kashmir during the reign of Zain-ul-Abidin after being 
brought from Central Asia, was used by weavers for cleaning 
off the fluff from the threads of the loom.18 Reviewing the 
artistic achievements of those times, Turki adventurer Mirza 
Haider Dughlat, first cousin and contemporary of the 
emperor Babur (the first of India’s Great Mughal), who was 
appointed as the Governor of Kashmir (1540-51), by Humayun 
wrote: “In Kashmir, one meets with all those arts and crafts 
which are in most cities uncommon. In the whole of Mavara-
u-Nahr except Samarkand and Bokhara, these are nowhere to 
be met with while in Kashmir they are abundant. This is all 
due to Sultan Zain-ul-Abidin”.19 Mirza Haider Dughlat who 
was well acquainted with Central Asian and Indian conditions 
was puzzled to see the technological achievements of 
Kashmir.20  

                                                 
14

   Shrivara, Zaina Rajatarangini, translated by J.C. Dutt, Delhi, 1986, p. 
151. 

15
   Baharistani-i-Shahi, Anonymous, Completed in 1614-15, Research and 

Publication Department Library, Srinagar, ff. 22b-23a; Haider Malik, 
Tarikh-i-Malik, completed in 1620-21, Research, and Publication 
Department Library, Srinagar, f. 47.  

16
   Ibid.  

17
   Shrivara, Zaina Rajatarangini, translated by J.C. Dutt, Vol. II, p. 237.  

18
  Ibid., p. 151. 

19
  Mirza Haider, Tarikh-i-Rashidi, Eng. trans. by E. Denison Ross and N. 

Elias, A History of the Mughals of Central Asia, London, Sampson Low, 
Marston and Company, 1895, p. 434. 

20
   Ibid.  
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In the early phase of the industry, shawls of pashmina in 
natural colours would be made, but soon it gave way to 
shawls made from dyed and beautiful designed pashminas, 
with different hues and shades. Credit for investing the plain 
shawl with beautiful colours goes to Naghz Beg, the cook of 
Mirza Haider Dughlat who came from Khuqand, the capital 
of Farghana (Central Asia), Babur's homeland, which was also 
famous for textiles. This intelligent man witnessed drops of 
blood falling on a pashmina piece from the bleeding nose of 
the weaver, who had been slapped, and this inspired him with 
the idea of colouring plain pashminas which were successful.21 
Subsequently, the craftsmen of Kashmir introduced a large 
number of patterns and beautiful designs resulting in the 
prosperous and variegated texture of shawls, and the industry 
hereafter got a new life. 

In 1585, the Mughal Emperor Akbar, grandson of Babur, 
the founder of the Mughal dynasty, annexed Kashmir and 
gave the history of Kashmir a new direction. Kashmir 
remained the ‘private garden of Akbar’ which he visited three 
times, taking a personal interest in its overall development, 
especially in the shawl industry. Emperor Akbar, who paid his 
first visit to Srinagar in 1589, laid out the Imperial Route via 
Gujrat, Bhimbar, and Shuppayan and thus, regularized 
communications and brought Kashmir in contact with the 
main centres of the rest of the empire.  He gave patronage to 
the shawls and made the shawl a status and a fashion symbol 
throughout the empire, particularly on the occasion of 
imperial festivals.22 He also set up the rules governing their 
production patterns and the organizational framework of the 
workshops, which manufactured the shawls. The quality and 
fitness improved to such an extent that when these shawls 
were pressed, it could pass through a finger-ring.23 Such 
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23

   Niccolao Manucci, Storia Do Mogor or Mughal India (1653-1708), 
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150 | The Other Side of Terrestrial Paradise 

                                                  

shawls were called as “Ring Shawls”.24 Emperor Akbar named 
the fine quality of shawl ‘param narm’ which means a feather 
touch.25 Similarly, Jahangir, Shah Jahan, and Aurangzeb not 
only patronized but also subsidized the shawl-weaving 
industry in Kashmir. When the Mughal emperor, Muhammad 
Shah (1720-1742), was presented with a shawl of a fascinating 
flora design, he ordered that forty thousand rupees worth of 
them be supplied to him annually. The design is still named 
after him— Muhammad Shahi Buta.26 About this largest 
employment generating sector of the Valley during the 
seventeenth century, French Traveller Francois Bernier, the 
celebrated doctor, philosopher, and traveller who spent 
twelve years in India as physician to Aurangzeb and who 
visited Kashmir in the company of Emperor in 1665 A.D., 
writes: “What may be considered peculiar to Kashmir, and 
the stable commodity which particularly promotes the trade 
of the country and fills it with wealth, is the prodigious 
quality of shawls which they manufacture and which gives 
occupation even to little children”.27   

After the downfall of the Mughal Empire in India, Kashmir 
came under the rule of the Afghans. During their 67 years, 
which lasted from 1752-1819, the shawl industry received a 
great stimulus as they widened the scope of its foreign trade 
by making the presents of the shawls to the foreign countries, 
which in turn broadened the scope of their international 
market. Under Pathans, Kashmiri shawls were in great 
demand in Iran, Afghanistan, Turkistan, and Russia.28 Even 
Nadir Shah’s ambassador in Constantinople in 1739, took 
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along with the fifteen elephant loads of presents, a number of 
Kashmiri shawls which the Sultan gifted to the wives of 
ambassadors of his court.29 However, the most important 
notable development of this period was that French traders 
began to appear in Kashmir and exported shawls of various 
designs to France.30 Later on, during the Governorship of 
Abdullah Khan in 1796, a blind man Sayyid Yahaya came to 
Kashmir from Baghdad. When he left Valley, the Governor 
gave him an orange-colored shawl as a parting gift.31 The 
Sayyid presented the shawl to the Khedive in Egypt, who in 
return presented it to Napoleon Bonaparte. Napoleon, who at 
that time was engaged in the Egyptian campaign (1798), gave 
it to the future Empress Josephine.32 The Empress alone is 
said to have possessed about 200 Kashmiri shawls.33 From 
that time Kashmiri Shawl, became a fashionable piece of the 
dress first in France and then all over Europe. To quote an 
adventurous Englishman, George Forester who visited 
Kashmir in 1783 A.D., “In Kashmir are seen merchants and 
commercial agents of most of the principal cities of Northern 
India, also of Tartary, Persia, and Turkey who, at the same 
time, advance their fortunes, and enjoy the pleasure of a fine 
climate and country over which are profusely spread the 
various beauties of nature”.34 However, he recorded only 
16,000 shawl looms as against 40,000 under Mughals.35 The 
figure, however, again mounted to 24,000 in 1813 A.D. during 
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the governorship of Muhammad Azim Khan (1813-19 A.D.) 
because of the tremendous boost of shawl trade with 
Europe.36  

Under the Afghans, the shawl industry of Kashmir 
progressed and became a profitable source of income to the 
state. Despite the incredible boost of the shawl industry, the 
condition of the shawl weavers was still miserable and 
contemptible. They fleeced the weavers through the 
institution of Dagh-shawl. The Afghan administration 
commenced to put its stamp on the shawls and one rupee per 
stamp was charged as tax.37 This led to the foundation of the 
Dagh-shawl department. The main function of this 
department was to collect the taxes, imposed on shawl 
manufacturers and their employees. The sale of the shawl was 
not allowed until it would bear the stamp of this 
department.38 The Dagh-shawl was placed in charge of a 
person called Darogha. The said department also introduced 
the most disreputable practice of selling grain, which the 
government obtained as part of state share, on higher than 
market prices to the city population especially shawl weavers. 
This practice called niliv or tarah. It had broken the back of 
the poor shawl weavers of Srinagar who were then 12,000 in 
number.39 According to Pandit Anand Koul, one of first 
Kashmiri to learn English at an English medium missionary 
school opened by Rev. Doxey in 1881, “The shawl produced on 
the loom was taken by the state and the price of shali, 
together with the amount of duty leviable on the shawl, was 
recovered from the price of the shawl”.40 This practice was 
abolished during the time of Haji Karim Dad Khan (1776-83) 
who introduced Qasur-i-Shali (rice tax) and abolished the 
earlier practice. However, Haji Karim, at the suggestion of his 
wazir, Dila Ram Quli, further abolished the Qasur-i-Shali and 
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a new tax of 1.5 pies per rupee ad valorem on every shawl 
manufactured was imposed. It was again raised to 3 pies per 
rupee under the governorship of Atta Mohammad Khan.41 

 Haji Karim, whose regime is considered as the darkest 
period in the history of Kashmir, raised thirteen lac rupees 
entirely from the shawl industry as annual income.42 Thus, 
the poor shawl-weaver was squeezed to debt and consistently 
he had to borrow against future shawl sales in order to 
purchase his grain. Mir Izzatullah who visited Kashmir in 
1812-13 found: “The shawl weavers are in a most poverty-
stricken condition, and receive only two to four pice [paisa] 
daily as wages; their employers on the other hand, who find 
them in wool and silk, paying their daily wages, are very 
wealthy”.43 The main reason behind this was that the Afghan 
governors imposed a heavy taxation on the shawl-weaving 
trade, and introduced the system of Dagh-shawl or excise-tax 
on shawls which later became such a burden for the poor 
shawl weavers of Kashmir that they even preferred death to 
the weaver’s profession. 

When Sikhs (who were originally a religious sect founded 
by Guru Nanak in the late sixteenth century) assumed the 
power in 1819 and later planted the Sikh flag on the topmost 
point of Hari Parbat fort in Srinagar, the condition of the 
shawl industry improved once again as the shawl industry 
enjoyed uninterrupted state patronage. Owing to such 
patronage, the Kashmiri shawls became part of fashionable 
wear throughout Punjab especially among the dancing girls of 
Lahore. Moorcroft, who visited Kashmir Valley in 1822, 
described the shawl industry to be in a flourishing state and 
estimated the value of shawl goods manufactured in Kashmir 
at thirty-five lakh rupees per annum.44 The industry during 
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the first quarter of the 19th century provided employment to 
one hundred and twenty thousand persons.45 The factory 
owners who assumed massive fortunes turned so ostentatious 
and luxurious that “they poured milk instead of water in their 
Hubble bubbles”.46  

Birbal Kachru, who was himself the head of Dhagh-Shawl 
Department for some time during the Sikh rule in Kashmir, 
states that “two thousand shops of shawl-bafs were at work in 
Kashmir (during the early phase of Sikh rule) and the 
government realized every year thirteen lakh from this 
source”.47 But later on due to the famines and earthquakes, 
this industry suffered a setback and there was a considerable 
decrease in the income of this source and the people became 
destitute.48 With the coming of Col. Main Singh as the 
Governor of Kashmir (1834-41), this industry again showed 
signs of improvement due to his efforts. As a result, in the 
year 1838 more than 4200 shops were at work in the Valley.49  

During the Sikh period, workers in the shawl industry 
were taxed at every stage, which made remuneration for work 
done or share of profit for the weaver not more than a 
pittance. They were forced to live below the poverty line. 
Many taxes were imposed on shawl weavers50 and for this 
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50
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purpose, they reorganised a fully-fledged department of 
Dagh-shawl which aimed primarily at ensuring that the 
industry continued to contribute largely to their overall 
economy.51 The shawl-bafs (shawl-weavers) were under the 
complete control of the said department.52 The department 
affixed the price of a shawl and realized a certain percentage 
as state tax.53 About the functioning of the Dagh-shawl 
department, G. T. Vigne, who visited Kashmir in the autumn 
of 1835, says: ‘As soon a the shawl is made, notice is given to 
the inspector, and none can be cut from the loom but in his 
presence. It is then taken to the custom-house and stamped, 
a price is put upon it by the proper officer, and 25 percent on 
the price is demanded’.54 In 1823, the state tax was twenty-six 
percent of the gross income.55  In 1832, it was reduced to 25 
percent.56 However, in 1838, it was enhanced to forty percent 
and it remained unaltered till the downfall of the Sikh rule in 
Kashmir.57   

Kashmir was frequently hit by natural calamities such as 
epidemics, earthquakes, and famines that gave such a terrible 
setback to this industry that its revival was thought to be very 
difficult under Sikhs. In 1827, a stern earthquake caused a 
heavy loss of life and property. Just five years later, in 1831 
during the governorship of Sher Singh, a terrible snowstorm 
ruined the rice crops just before harvest, resulting in severe 
famine. The famine had a devastating effect as it reduced the 
population of the valley from eight to two lakhs.58 Another 
famine devastated the region in 1838. Most of the craftsmen 
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including shawl weavers migrated from Kashmir to different 
parts of India due to the acute scarcity of food grains through 
by-ways as they could not leave the Valley without 
permission (rahdari).59 Moreover, Shai-Sunni disturbances 
were also responsible for the decadence of this industry as 
most of the shawl weavers were Shais who in order to get rid 
of these sectarian disputes left the Valley.60  

To conclude, the condition of the shawl weavers was very 
bad at the time when Raja Gulab Singh of Jammu became 
ruler of the Kashmir Valley after the Treaty of Amritsar in 
1846. Whether a weaver, worked or not, now he had to pay 
the shawl tax to the Government which proved to be ruinous 
to the trade.61 The result was that some poor master shawl 
weavers chopped off their figures in order to escape from 
bonded labour and thus, saved themselves from the tyrannies 
of the karkhandars.62 Baron Schonberg, who visited the Valley 
in the early forties of the nineteenth century, presumably 
after the Ranjit Singh’s death, remarked that the daily wages 
of each weaver were four annas (16 annas to the rupee), of 
which he paid two annas to the Sikh Governors of Kashmir.63 
The administration remained extremely feudal and the 
punishments severe. The shawl weaver was not in a position 
to support his family without the supplementary earnings of 
his wife and children. That is why the children of the weaver 
were sent to work almost as soon as they able to do so.64   
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