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Afghanistan is the landmass of snow-capped mountains, vast scorching deserts, fierce torrents, indolent Karez, lush green valleys and barren plains. Forming a part of the Central Asia, this variegated landlocked country is a quagmire of uncertainties. Its historical facts are based on presumptions and statistical data are calculated by assumptions.

The appellation of Afghanistan was first mentioned for the Kingdom of undefined boundaries by Muzaffar Khan Rukn-ud-Daula, Sadozai Governor of Multan, in the text of the distance chart, prepared in compliance with the directive from Sardar Aslam Khan Wakil-ud-Daula, for the young and ambitious King Zaman Shah Durrani (1793-1800).
 Ahmad Shah Abdali (1747-73), founder of the Durrani dynasty, had selected the appellation at the behest of his contemporary Saint Mian Umar of Chamkanni, Peshawar.
 It was, however, not applied officially. The historians, chroniclers and writers mentioned regional names and cajoled the ruler by addressing him as Padshah-e-Haft Kishwar (the King of Seven Countries) During the reign of Zaman Shah, the Kingdom was simply called Daulat-e-Afaghena or Afghan-ha (the Afghans’ State).
 In the international context, Afghanistan was first recorded in the Peshawar Treaty of 1809 between Shah Shuja and the British Envoy to “The Kingdom of Caubul” – Monstuart Elphinstone. That treaty was basically aimed at precluding the planned advance of French Emperor Napoleon on India with the assistance of the Qajaria Government of Persian.

The appellation of Afghanistan did not mature until the closing decade of the 19th century following half a century chaotic era of anarchy when the country was ripped by power struggles between the unbridled aspirants of Sadozai and Barakzai clans with overlapping interests of the two approaching Big Powers – the Tsarist Russia and the British India – and the dramatic rise and fall of the Sikhs in the Punjab. The people were then concerned more with their lives and properties rather than their political identification.

The present Afghanistan is, in fact, the baby of the Gandamak Treaty of 26 May 1879
 forced by General Chamberlane and Louis Cavagnari upon Amir Yaqub Khan who had been incapacitated by long imprisonment. During the next decade, the two big powers, restrained by circumstances, agreed to draw the boundary lines around the country held directly by Amir Abdul Rahman, defined in that Treaty. The Anglo-Russian Boundary Commission laid the first boundary pillar on the bank of Hari Rud, one and a half mile North of Zulfikar, on 12 November 1885.
 In 1895, the two rival big powers resolved to avert the mounting threat of direct confrontation and consequently added Wakhan corridor to Afghanistan. Eventually, Afghanistan was declared a buffer state between the Tsarist Russia and the British India. 

Tracing back the mythological background of the history of the Central Asia with recorded evidence, this area has been fairly described as the melting pot of civilizations. Crisscrossed by rich caravans and glorious victors, the area got different names in different times from different peoples. Since this paper covers the present Afghanistan, only those appellations have been chosen, which have some bearing on this land.

The Aryans trekked down from Aryavijo or Aryavartha (Transoxianna) between 5,000 and 2,000 BC via Sogd (Bokhara) to Bakhdi (Balkh) and via Merv along the Hari Rud to Paropamisus (Central Afghanistan). They brought the name of Aryavijo to this area. 
 The Zoroastrian Canonical Scripture Avesta carried the appellation of Aryana around the sixth century BC. 
 The etymologists suggest that the words Hari (river) and Heart (town) were derived from Arya. The conservative secular intellectuals of Afghanistan were amused to revive the Aryan names such as Aryana Hotel, Aryana Airlines, and Yama Hotel etc. The Achaeminian (550-330 BC) renamed Aryana as Bakhtar
 (the ‘East’-ern Province) and called the area between Hindukush and Indus River as Gandhara.
 The Greek (327-305 BC) Hellenised Bakhtar as Bacteria
 and mentioned Paktika for Gandhara.

Paktika is probably the Hellenised form of Pukhtunkhwa, as in many Western languages the sound of ‘kh’ is pronounced as ‘k’. The Persianised bureaucrats of Afghanistan liked to revive the word Bakhtar as Bakhtar News Agency, Bakhtar Airlines etc., whereas Gandhara caught the attention of Pukhtuns of Pakistan. The nationalist elements, however, put more stress on revival of Pukhtunkhwa.

In those days, the central parts were known as Ghore, which has been linked with the influx of Bani Israel from Babylonia due to ruthless annihilation of Jews by Nebuchadnezar (500 BC).

Penetration of the Arab Muslims in Sistan started with the advance of al-Rabi son of Ziyad (31 H = 651 AD), which culminated in bringing up the Saffarid dynasty (861-900 AD). That development changed the whole edifice. By that time, Muslims had conquered most of the Central Asia, as far as Khwarezim and Samarkand. They called Bakhtar as Khorasan (the land of rising sun)
 and divided the area into four units, viz. Nishapur, Merv, Herat and Balkh. Sistan, Ghore, Zabul and Kabul were known as Sijistan, Ghorjistan, Zabulistan and Kabulistan respectively. Khorasan created and proliferated fairy tales and folklore. The name of Khorasan was much popularised among the religious minded people.

The area called Gandhara or Paktika was extensively mentioned by native Pushto poets of the 16th century as Pukhtunkhwa.
 However, the first available reference is made to an ode to Shahab-ud-Din Ghori, attributed to one Khkarandoye. It was written in the last quarter of the 12th century when the Ghori advanced on India, saying:

Pukhtunkhwa Khkulee Zalmee Che Zghlee Hind Ta,

No A’ghlie Peghle Kande Atanoona.

(When the handsome youths of Pukhtunkhwa make a dash to India,

The splendid maidens go on dancing.}

In the 13th century when the Mongols were on the rampage on the earth, Hotak Ghaljay of Sur Hills said,

Ghakhtalo Nang Krhaee Da Mo War Day,

Mughal Raghelay Par Talwar Day,

Par Pukhtunkhwa Kshe Ye Natar Day.

Bravo! Stand for your honour; It’s the time,

The Mughal has attacked,

They are on the rampage in Pukhtunkhwa.

Ma’zullah Khan Momand of Kotla Mohsin Khan, Peshawar, a renowned poet of the 16th century eulogised Rahman Baba as the best of all the poets of Pukhtunkhwa.

Da Tamame Pukhtunkhwa La Shaeranoo,

Ma’zullah! Abdul Rahman Day Muntakhib.

Of all the poets of Pukhtunkhwa,

Ma’zullah! Abdul Rahman is the best choice.

Ahmad shah Abdali, the Monarch-Poet of the 18th century, referred to his dominion as:

Da Delhi Takht Herauma Che Rayad Shee,

Da Khpale Pukhtunkhwa Da Ghro Saroona.

I forget the throne of Delhi, when I recall,

The mountain-peaks of my beautiful Pukhtunkhwa.

H.W. Bellew has noted: “This Pactiya of Herodotus was a country bordering on the Indus, and the most eastern province of those into which the empire of Darius Hystaspes was divided. It contained four contiguous nations, who placed under the command of s single Satrap or Governor, and is corresponded in extent nearly exactly with the modern Pukhtunkhwa, or “Pukhtun-quarter”. This term Pukhtunkhwa is a purely home word, and seldom heard from the mouth of a stranger.”

This purely home world of Pukhtunkhwa was given the name of Afghanistan – a compound noun of two Persian worlds, which mean “The Afghans-land”, by the Persianised Kings of the Durrani Dynasty.

The statistics of Afghanistan, its population and ethnic proportions are based on estimates, which mystify the whole geo-socio-political background of the country. The more cautious figures of the length and breadth of the country have been given by the area Study of the American University. It shows the area of the country c. 260,000 square miles.
  The northern boundary with the Central Asian States stretches as long as 1,050 miles. In the east the jetting corridor of Wakhan shaping a stretched tortoise neck borders the Peoples Republic of China as long as 50 miles. On the south and east east, the 1,125 miles long uneven boundary line separates it from Pakistan. In the west runs its 510-mile long boundary with Iran. Estimates of its population range between 12 million
 and twenty three million and four hundred thousands.
 The Population Headliners estimated the total population at 16.6 million, which included 2.5 million nomads.

Forty six percent of the sedentary population is under the age of 15. The ratio of adult male and female is balanced. About 80 percent of the population is rural and semi-nomadic and only about 20 percent are landlords, about 65 percent are petty landowners, and the rest 30 percent are landless farmers. This agrarian rural group of the natives forms the socio-economic order of the country, which is fundamentally feudal and tribal.

The population is heterogeneous. The major group is formed by Pukhtuns (also called Pushtuns) who are known as the Pathans to the Indians and the Afghans to the Persians. The Western orientalists prefer to take the latter two appellations due to their difficulty with the pronunciation of the sound of ‘kh.’ The scholars are divided into two groups to make indecisive efforts to prove originality of the appellations of Pukhtuns and Afghans. Since the Persianised Abdalis liked to adopt the appellation of Afghans and the country was named Afghanistan, the term has been loosely applied to all the citizens of the State. The Pukhtuns in Pakistan were mentioned Afghans in the official papers for granted. However the colloquial term on either side of the Durand line is the Pukhtun.

The social and political evolution is very slow and is, sometime, even retarded by the conservative feudal and tribal forces.

The Pukhtuns “inhabit an area of more then 100,000 sq. miles, which is bisected by the Afghan-Pakistani border. “There are certainly almost twice as many Pathans as Kurds, which makes them the largest living society in the world. “The guiding force for its twelve million members is Pukhtunwali, the way of the Pathans.
  They speak Pushto, which is the largest of East Aryan languages.

According to 1981 Census of Pakistan, the total population of the North West Frontier Province was 10,885,000 and of the Federally Administered Tribal Area (FATA) 2,175,000.
 The total population, which comes to 13,060,000, has a sizeable number of non-Pukhtuns belonging to other ethnic groups. In Afghanistan, the proportionate population is about 60 percent by which their number can be estimated at ten millions – almost equal to their kinsmen in Pakistan.

Muiz-ud-Din, known in the history of India as Shahab-ud-Din Ghori and Mohammad Ghori, established the Muslim power in India when he defeated Chauhan Raja, Prithvi Raj on the field of Narain close to Karnal in 1191. His Indian campaigns started in 1178 AD. During this period, Mohammad Ghori resettled some Afghan families on the right bank of the Indus River;
 probably to raise the frontline force for his planned expeditions to India. This farsighted strategy built up strong and formidable defence line of the land inhabited by the Afghans. Since the establishment of the Afghan Kingdom at home in 1747, the northern parts inhabited by non-Pukhtuns continued to remain the concern of the rulers. Amir Abdul Rahman (1880-1901) mobilised the Pukhtuns by persuasion, offers of land and privileges, as well as by force, and resettled some of them in those parts. The first settler was a Hotak Ghilzai from Kalat Ghilzai who settled at Heart in the area vacated by Jamshidi in May 1886, followed by twelve thousand families.
 The amid adopted that policy to serve four purposes:

(a) Extermination of dissidents from their tribal bases,

(b) To balance the demography of the non-Pukhtun area, which were in constant turmoil,

(c) To build up a line of defence against the Russian intrusions,

(d) Reclamation of barren land in order to stabilise national economy and provide adequate means of livelihood to the people who were, somehow, known as plunderers.

The Pukhtuns colonised the areas in the north-east, particularly those where the Amir feared hostility. The local Mirs despised that policy and tried to harass the settlers, particularly during the Bolshevik emergence in the Central Asia, which precipitated influx of refugees and escalation of freedom struggles. The policy of Abdul Rahman, however, continued. The last large-scale migration of Safi tribe was forced in 1949-50 after suppression of their revolts in 1947-49.

The next majority of about 30 percent is formed by Tajiks of Turco-Persian stock with Arabic incision. They speak Dari. They are laborious people and have more aptitude for skills, arts, farming and business. Hazara, its branch Jamshidi, Uzbek, Turkmen, Aimaq and Qirghiz are Mongoloid. Hazara, Jamshidi and Aimaq speak Dari. Uzbek have developed their own language of Uzbeki whereas Turkmen and Qirghiz speak Turkic dialects. Qizilbash are Persian speakers. Baloch, Brohi and Nooristani have their own languages.

The micro-community of Qizilbash, about twenty thousand in number, has been playing important role in the politics of Afghanistan. Their main body lives in Kabul and the rest in Ghazni and Kandahar and other towns. They are Persian by origin. Under a royal decree, the Persian army of the Saffavid dynasty wore red turban. They were called Qizilbash – Turkic words for the redhead.
 Nadir Shah Afshar had a contingent of twelve thousand Qizilbash. On his way back to Persia from India, he left three hundred of them in Kabul to escort the treasury of plunders. After his assassination, when Ahmad Khan Abdali seized the treasury, he took them in his service. Their kinsmen from Tibriz, Meshed, Kirman and Shiraz later joined them.
 The Syeds are a religious group claiming to be descendants of Hazrat Ali, the fourth Caliph. These families are integrated in the mainstream of the local culture but hold up their religious posture and, thus, enjoy reverence from the indigenous people. Economically, they depend on the local community but due to religious status and comparatively high rate of literacy they wield dominance in the political life. About twenty thousand Hindus and ten thousand Sikhs
 of Indian origin profess their respective religious and form the nucleus of the country’s business. They live in Kabul and other towns and take active part in the Afghan-Indian trade, running fifty trading firms in the country. Mirchand Varma, a well-known businessman and an Indian by nationality, was the chairman of the Afghan Chamber of Commerce, which acted as an intermediary between private entrepreneurs, and the State, including the foreign trade. 
 There were a few thousand Mosvis who migrated to Israel during 1960s and 70s.

About ninety percent of the population adhered to the Suni Hanafite faith and the rest were Shia who belonged to Jamshidi, Qizilbash and partially to Hazara groups.
 Although the government boasted of 30 percent literacy,
 it was not more than five percent.
 In this ratio, the non-Pukhtuns got the lion share, which enabled them to grip the bureaucracy and master the political life of the country.

In spite of the fact that the Pukhtuns were more then twice of the population of all other ethnic groups together, the State language was Persian, which was later named Dari. The Achaeminian dynasty (550-330 BC) had adopted Pehlvi, ancient Persian.
 It was replaced time and again by other languages. Finally Hussain Baiqara (1469-1506) introduced it officially in his court at Herat.
 Since then, it held up its dominance in the urbanised society, which normally produced intellectuals and fed bureaucracy. The Abdalis, who lived in the proximity of Persians, virtually ruled the area part of which is now called Afghanistan from 1747 to 1978. They were so Persianised that they could not adopt their own language in the court until 1936 when Pushto was declared on the two State languages, the second being Dari. The government servants were bound by a royal decree to learn Pushto.

Since the first contact of Muslims and Hindus at Herat in 648 AD, the latter receded step by step until they lost Kabul in 664. In the 10th century Subaktagin captured Ghazni and expanded his power to the western bank of river Indus in 986.
 The natives, then proselytised to Islam, have since been adhering to this faith. While a common Hillman used to go with lashkars for plunders and rewards, which were, for most of the time, the main sources of livelihood, the scholars and saints travelled for study and preaching and it was this class of Afghans which projected Islam effectively into India where the caste-system and sub-humane traditions had driven majority of Hindus to abominable abasement. Khwaja Moin-ud-Din Chishti was one of those pioneers. He travelled to India on the advice of Mohammad Ghori and did concrete spadework for establishment of an Islamic government there.

At home, the people were, however, taken to superstitions and ignorance by internal brawl and the land turned into an arena for the ambitious pretenders and unbridled freebooters. The religion was confined to the four walls of the mosque and the Mullah was concerned more with rituality and delivering Khutba in the name of the ruling King.

Local and inter-tribal affairs were invariably settled under Pukhtunwali, which was seldom sanctified by the parasite priesthood. In face of external threat, Islam is, however, the binding factor to guide the people for defence. “Reference to the ‘nation’ is very recent phenomenon where the State is perceived as exterior to society and where allegiance belongs to the local community. Islam remains the sole point of reference for all Afghans.”

Economy of the land began to ebb with opening of sea-lanes by the end of the 15th century when east and west were linked by water. Importance of the silk route was depreciated and the commercial crossroad was destroyed. The people who derived all requirements of their life and luxuries from caravans were deprived of gold and glamour, and the land plunged into the abyss of despair. They were isolated from the developing world, which had entered the industrial race, and were, thus, afflicted by ignorance of scientific achievements. They could not conceive call of the time. The people who gave little attention to exploitation of natural resources were dragged to violence by bare requirements of life, which gave them nothing but poverty and backwardness.
 Even in the 20th century, which had given the man perception of star war, economy of Afghanistan was still based on three Ls – Labour, Land and Livestock. “With an estimated GNP per capita of about a hundred US dollars, Afghanistan belongs to the poorest nations in the world.”

The social life of these poor and ignorant people is guided by three Ms: Malik, Mullah and Money. The Malik is the chief of a village or a small group of people living in the same area. He is the spokesman of his people and important link between the government and the people. He is the man to handle all internal as well as external affairs of his people. He is the custodian of Pukhtunwali. His status does not require academic or religious qualifications, but wealth, arms and demagoguery but dint of which he should please the government officials and exercise control over his people. The Mullah who performs rituals must be liberate if not educated. He is usually selected and assigned by the Malik to keep the mosque and tend to ritualism. The community pays him in kind, and seldom in cash. Although he is a parasite economically, yet he enjoys a good deal of reverence and respect from the people due to his literacy and wisdom, and particularly for religious exercises. He is the only man who addresses the people frequently without any interruption at the mosque and at funerals. Virtually he can influence the people to sway anyway. He is the real sphygmologist of the society. Nevertheless, with all his qualities, the Mullah lacks social status and is restrained to cooperate with the Malik and oppose modern education, which, as he thinks, leads the man astray. The very hard labour for survival makes ritualism more attractive particularly for those who are bodily weak, disabled or mentally lethargic. However, a man who considers himself a Pukhtun would not like to become a Mullah and loose his social status as a member of the Pukhtun society. The third factory is the money, which is gaining more and more importance due to poverty, increasing demands of the life, and more so due to materialistic approach to social and political problems.

These are the roots of many evils, which have infested the society at the bottom and retard its evolution. At a level where the religion is preserved by Maulvis (religious scholars) and the society is led by Khans and Sardars, the two forces are separated and their interests clash which can be welded by an Amir or King of exceptional qualities.

This heterogeneous society, cultural hotchpotch, and uneven topography of Afghanistan have been giving a treacherous smile to the Afghanlogists who find scores of patriotic heroes in the turbulent history and galaxies of scholars on the hazy firmament of Afghanistan.
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