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Abstract

This research addresses gender-focused international aid in Afghanistan in the
aftermath of conflict, focusing on the period of the Bonn Agreement (December 2001
— September 2005). The investigation begins with a contextualized understanding of
women in Afghanistan to better understand their role in social transformations
throughout history. This history is in some measure incompatible with the discourse on
Afghan women that was created by aid institutions to justify aid interventions. Such a
discourse denied Afghan women's agency, abstracting them from their historical and
social contexts. In so doing, space was created for the proposed intervention using a
discourse of transformation. This discourse sought to ‘empower’ and ‘liberate’ Afghan
women, yet implementation of interventions did not reflect such goals, nor the reality of
the Gozargah (transition, juncture). This research illuminates the discourses animating
gender-focused international aid in the aftermath of conflict in Afghanistan and the

effects of these discourses on the gender order.

This political and institutional ethnography was conducted first through an examination
of policy texts and media discourses, then through an investigation of program
practice through the perspectives of policy-makers and policy implementers. The
findings were then weighed against the perspectives and experiences of women and
men in Afghanistan. This research employs a gender analysis to illustrate the story of an
aid intervention, starting with how it was represented at the highest levels to how it was
understood at the lowest levels. This story reveals that first, Afghan women have been
neither ‘empowered’ nor ‘liberated’ because the discourse on Afghan women was
not historically and socially contextualized. This is further compounded by aid
interventions that addressed political — and highly politicized — gender concerns with
technical aid responses. The result is that promises of strategic transformations fell short
of their goal, resulting in unintended effects in the form of continued insecurities for

Afghan women.
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CHAPTER I: Framing and Contextualizing the Research

From the dry and objective tone of official UN reports to the anger of journalists and
feminists shouting '‘gender apartheid’, one thing is clear: the world failed Afghan
women for six solid years, and this neglect has direct outcomes... Exireme caution
should be taken not to make the same mistake twice.

(Nassery 2004: 5)

This research addresses gender-focused international aid! in Afghanisfan in the aftermath of
conflict, beginning in late 20012. This is the story of an aid intervention — how it is represented
at the highest levels to how it is understood at the lowest levels. This aid intervention is one
historical moment in an ongoing institutional process. This story reveals that such interventions

are political processes — with political outcomes.

To illustrate this, the investigation begins with a contextualized understanding of women in
Afghanistan to better understand their role in social transformations historically. The first
argument advanced is that this history is in some measure incompatible with the discourse3
on Afghan women that was created by aid institutions4 to justify aid interventionss. It is
argued that this latter discourse has denied Afghan women's agency, abstracting them from
their historical and social contexts. Aid sought to 'empower’ and 'liberate’ Afghan women,
yet implementation of interventions did not reflect such goails. lluminating the discourses that
animated gender-focused international aid in the aftermath of conflict in Afghanistan might
present one way to understand what effects these discourses might have had on the gender

order. This is the primary argument of this research.

'} have elected to employ the term 'aid’ to encompass both relief and development work as the lines between
them are often indistinct in the context of conflict and the aftermath. | have employed the term 'development’ to a
lesser extent as | believe, in line with Ferguson, that the concept (in quotations) is one that needs to be
problematized in and of itself and is subject to varying definitions. Both aid and development as concepts are
employed as interpretive grids through which we come to understand the contexts of poverty. | do not assume that
there are uniform interpretations of this grid - or of its varying outcomes. Ferguson, J. (1994). The Anti-Politics
Machine: "Development”, Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho. Minneapolis, University of Minnesota
Press.

2 The period of conflict in Afghanistan began with Soviet occupation in 1979, ending with the fall of the Taliban in
late 2001. in using this periodization | am aware that beyond the end of formal warfare, conflict persists.

3| define discourse as “a system of language which draws on a particular terminology and encodes specific forms
of knowledge" Tonkiss, F. (1988). Analysing Discourse. Researching Society and Culture. C. Seale. California, Sage.

4 For these purposes, aid institutions include international relief and development organizations (such as those of UN
agencies and international NGOs). The term does not include local Afghan organizations unless specified.

5 For these purposes, aid interventions refer to the policies and programs of aid institutions.



There is also a more tentative secondary argument, namely that these said aid interventions
have actually made life more difficult for women, and that such difficulties might have been
avoided if a more nuanced and sensitive approach had been taken. However, this
constitutes a sub-argument because a causal relationship between aid interventions and
the hardship experienced by women is very difficult to establish. Nevertheless, there are
elements of my analysis that potentially support what is commonly known as the ‘backlash’
phenomenon, highlighted in the literature on other conflict aftermaths, which points to the
difficulties faced by women in such circumstancess. Similar experiences are demonstrated in
the thesis through the voices of Afghans - particularly Afghan men - throughout giving
credence to the approach, although a direct causal relationship is in no way ciaimed for the

present research.

It is through these Afghan voices that this thesis makes its main contribution. This research also
adds to the gender policy discourse, particularly through discussions with Afghan men on
gender issues, social change, and aid effectiveness. In addition, this research tests Western?
development constructs in an Afghan setting. Gender analysis is only one part of the story.
This research is about aid policy — about what is said as much as what is not said. This
discussion of the effects of aid could present lessons for policy and programming. Finally, it
reveals that Ferguson's theory of anti-politics can be viewed through a gender lens — and is

therefore applicable to Afghanistan.

This study is conducted first through an examination of policy texts and media discourses,
then through an investigation of program practice, drawing on the perspectives of policy-
makers and policy implementers8. The findings are then weighed against perspectives and
experiences of women and men in Afghanistan. 2007 - five years into the reconstruction of

Afghanistan - is an opportune time to begin a discussion of the effects of gender-focused

6 Donna Pankhurst speaks well to this. See Pankhurst, D. (2007). Gender Issues in Post-War Contexts: A Review of
Analysis and Experience, and Implications for Policies. Peace Studies Papers. Bradford, UNRISD and University of
Bradford.

7 Similar to Kensinger, | use the terms West and Western to loosely define the European and American hegemonic
constructions of culture, ideas, and politics. This should not be taken as an assumption that the 'Western'
perspective is a uniform one, rather that it is perceived as uniform from the perspective of Afghans. Kensinger, L.
(2003). "Plugged in Praxis: Critical Reflections on U.S. Feminism, Internet Activism, and Solidarity with Women in
Afghanistan.” Journal of International Women's Studies 5(1). Building on this, | employ Robinson's use of the terms not
intending to make broad geographic divisions but because there is a lack of other terms that could reframe the
discussion to challenge power imbalances. Robinson, J. (2002). Intfroduction. Development and Displacement. J.
Robinson. Oxford, Oxford UP.

8 Gender policy-makers and policy implementers are Afghan and non-Afghan women and men who are heads of
aid institutions, gender/women focal points, gender/women program implementers, heads of Afghan women's
NGOs, and others.




aid for both women and men in the country and to examine the implementation of policies
in light of the promised transformation of the gender order. Indeed, Afghanistan is facing a
unique set of development challenges: poverty, insecurity, underdevelopment, limited
human capital, a state lacking capacity and legitimacy, and an opium economy (Byrd

2007). It is in this context that the following discussion takes place.

Research Questions and Framework

My research is driven by the premise that gender-focused international aid depoliticized a
highly political discussion in Afghanistan — and brought political effects in doing so. The
process of depoliticization began with a discourse on Afghan women serving to justify a
particular kind of aid intervention?. This discourse created images of Afghan women that did
not fully match or represent their social, economic, and political realities. Interventions for
Afghan women were designed based on this discourse — a one-dimensional depiction of a
chaddari-clad’® figure in need of assistance - with transformation of the gender order as the
anficipated outcome. As one result of this depoliticization process, gender-focused
international aid in the aftermath of conflict in Afghanistan has had unintended and

unexpected effects.

To test this premise, my research is guided by the following presuppositions: (1) Policy
formulation reflected a discourse on women that was not socially and historically
contextualized (2) Policy intent was to transform women's position, yet policy interpretation
resulted in a discourse on transformation that denied women’s agency (3) Policy
implementation reflected an emphasis on meeting political concerns with technical
interventions and therefore did not manifest the goal of transformation (4) Depoliticizing

gender-focused aid interventions can produce significant unintended political effects.

? | make the stylistic choice to refer to myself in the first person for methodological reasons. | am aware of the
influence on the research of my own presence, enquiry and interpretation as a researcher and therefore do not
want to obscure my presence and involvement through depersonalized language. David Mosse speaks well to the
dynamic of social researcher as participant insider, engaging in both “social investigation and lived experience”.
Mosse, D. {2005). Cuttivating Development: An Ethnography of Aid Policy and Practice. London, Pluto Press.

10 The chaddari is a full-body form of covering traditionally worn by Pashtun women in Afghanistan to mark the
symbolic segregation between men's and women's spheres. Amongst non-Afghans, it is more commonly known as
bourka. However, bourka is the Arabic/Urdu term, while Afghans use the Dari/Persian term chaddari. See Barakat, S.
(2004). Setting the Scene for Afghanistan's Reconstruction: The Chalienges and Critical Dilemmas. Reconstructing
War-Torn Societies: Afghanistan. S. Barakat. Hampshire, Palgrave Macmillan. | use the term bourka when it has been
used by respondents, but prefer the term that is more common to Afghans.




Such understandings are more complex in theory and practice than these presuppositions
may suggest. | recognize that attempts to problematize the workings of the aid apparatus!?
in Afghanistan through this research will likely fall short of the complexities of this historical
moment. However, this work aims to shed light on causes and effects with the knowledge

that the lines between the two are often indistinct.

A study of an aid intervention as a political process entails engaging with James Ferguson's
work on ‘anti-politics’ from his study of development policies in practice in Lesotho (1994).
Ferguson examined the aid apparatus as a social institution2 in its own right, with a view to
deconstructing development discourse to understand its effects. In this vein, | extend the
concept of anti-politics by examining it through a gender lens in Afghanistan. This case study
exploring gender-focused international aid is not simply a critique but rather an effort to
understand what this particular approach to aid meant to those who were implicated in its

social reality.

1. Introduction to the Afghan Context

Why Afghanistan?

History demonstrates the ebbs and flows of Afghan women’s issues and fortunes. The
women's movement in Afghanistan marks time, and tells the story of social change in a
context where evolutionary change is repeatedly abandoned for revolutionary change
(Dupree 1985: 14}. Afghan women have received inconsistent signals from above during the
course of history: at one time enforced modemizations and at another a reversion to
traditionalism — with little time to negotiate these opposing changes. Today, they have lost
the clarity that comes with traditional roles, yet they lack the resources to seize so-called
modern opportunities (Dupree 2004:; 327). Reforms repeatedly flood Afghanistan faster than
the country can absorb them, should it choose to do so. Lacking local foundations and
popular demand, present-day reforms can only be imposed as they have been throughout
Afghan history, from the top down {Centlivres-Demont 1994: 339).

1 For these purposes, the aid apparatus refers to aid institutions, aid interventions, and the discourses surrounding
them.

12 | define institutions as the rules that govern behavior in economic, social, and political systems and organizations
at the local, national, and international levels. Crisis States Programme (2001). Crisis States Programme Concepts
and Research Agenda. London, London School of Economics Development Research Center.



At the level of rhetoric, Afghanistan can be viewed as one of the largest gender-focused aid
interventions. It has been argued that the aid apparatus has been repeatedly employed
throughout Afghan history to showcase the couniry as a success for aid institutions (UNDP
and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 208). At the level of action, however, such
opportunism has done little for Afghans. Despite the rhetoric, it has been argued repeatedly
that “the international community, led by the United States, has consistently failed to provide
the economic, political, and military support necessary for security the most basic rights of
the Afghan people” (Human Rights Watch 2006: 3). Many Afghan women argue that their
cause has been manipulated for political reasons, they lack genuine and sustained support,
and external pressures to fast-track gender equality would foment a backlash (Sultan 2005:
26).

The UNDP 2004 Afghanistan Human Development Report states unequivocally that the
engagement of the aid apparatus in Afghanistan did not begin based on an analysis of real
needs or a carefully planned process. *On the contrary,” the report states, “it was initiated
by external actors as part of a rushed reaction to the sequence of events that followed
September 11th, 2001" (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 211). The aid
apparatus successfully marketed its interests and priorities in the Afghan project “with little
reference to evidence”" (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 211). As a result,
priorities that were determined were actually supply-driven based on aid biases, thereby
perpetuating "the perception that aid is to sustain the presence of a large international

community” (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 214).

Aid interventions added their gender-focused messages to the series of political and social
experiments in Afghanistan granting women rights from above and then subsequently
stripping them away. And yet, some women have gained strength through these vacillating

initiatives, others as a result of economic necessity. Most Afghan women, however, cannot

2 N T O i O [ S U U

At the level of rhetoric, Afghanistan can be viewed as one of the largest gender-focused aid
interventions. It has been argued that the aid apparatus has been repeatedly employed
throughout Afghan history to showcase the country as a success for aid institutions (UNDP
and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 208). At the level of action, however, such
opportunism has done little for Afghans. Despite the rhetoric, it has been argued repeatedly
that “the international community, led by the United States, has consistently failed to provide
the economic, political, and military support necessary for security the most basic rights of
the Afghan people” (Human Rights Watch 2006: 3). Many Afghan women argue that their
cause has been manipulated for political reasons, they lack genuine and sustained support,
and external pressures to fast-tfrack gender equality would foment a backlash (Sultan 2005:
26).



assume this traditionally-male role. In studies of the Afghan family, Nancy Hatch Dupree!3
was among the earliest to ask: "Do men feel emasculated because women are more self-
sufficiente Much emphasis has been placed on the rights of women. It is time to pay

attention to what is happening to the dignity of men” {2004: 328).

This research therefore seeks to understand what the changes in Afghanistan’s aftermath
have meant to Afghans in terms of their own sense of identity and their relationships. It also
aims to illuminate their perceptions and experiences in engaging with the aid apparatus. This
work hopes to present a counter to the abounding preference for simplistic impressions of
Afghans. Exposing the context’'s complexities makes it harder for the aid apparatus to sell

their particular political project.

Afghan Women and Men Today

In late 2001, Afghan women's human rights and wellbeing were at the top of the aid
apparatus agenda. Despite good intentions and strong words, in 2004 these issues were an
afterthought (Human Rights Watch 2004: 4). Expectations — overly high at the outset — have
not been met. Progress has been slow, and, according to a 2007 World Bank report, “in some
areas important progress during the first two-three years was followed by slowdown, drift, or
backsliding — adversely affecting future prospects” (Byrd 2007). Women have suffered
disproportionately from these adverse effects. Afghan women continue to be among the
worst off in the world in virtually all aspects of life - health, education, poverty, literacy, civil

and political rights, protection against violence, and public participation.

The Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission {AIHRC) report lists obstacles that
women are facing in present-day Afghanistan: tradition, lack of available services,
economic constraints, inability to take initiative and manage their own affairs, family

obstacles, domestic violence, patriarchy, and illiteracy (AIHRC 2007).

In the health sector, Afghan women have a life expectancy that is at least 20 years shorter

than most other women in the world. Afghanistan’s Maternal Mortality Ratio, estimated at

13 Nancy Hatch Dupree is one of the foremost authorities on Afghanistan. She has directed the ACBAR (Agency
Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief) Resource and Information Centre in Peshawar since 1989. She is the author of
six guidebooks on Afghanistan and has published over 150 articles on Afghanistan. Her husband, the late Louis
Dupree, was a prominent anthropologist and Afghanistan specialist. No research on Afghanistan is complete
without referencing the Duprees’ work.



1,600 to 1,900 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births, is one of the highest in the world
(UNFPA 2005). Each Afghan woman will have approximately 6.6 children during her
childbearing years. This is nearly one third higher than even the least developed countries’
average of 5.02 children per woman (United Nations 2005). One miillion new Afghans are
added to the population every year — onto an increasingly-weakening economic and social

infrastructure.

Afghanistan ranks far below its neighbors with respect to literacy, especially for adult
females. AIHRC elaborates that female education is impeded by a lack of available schools,
security concerns, poverty, and “widespread gender discrimination in society's customary
practices” (AIHRC 2007)14.

Despite recent progress in women's political parficipation, women are still a minority in public
life and are often marginalized in policy-making and decision-making. There is a general lack
of awareness of women's rights and certain vestiges of inequality remain in some laws of the
country!s. A mini case study on advancing the ‘gender agenda’ through parliamentary

elections can be found in the appendices.

Afghanistan and Afghan women fall at the bottom of global poverty indices - with a Human
Development Index value of 0.346 and a Gender Development index value of 0.300, ranking
Afghanistan as fifth and third lowest in standard of living and gender disparity in standard of
living, respectively, in the world (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004). The
average per capita income is less than $200, and only 13.5% of families have access to a

sustainable source of income (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and UNDP 2005; AIHRC 2006}.

Livelihoods are deteriorating. A context of prolonged war, continued conflict, and periodic
drought has increased poverty and vulnerability, particularly in urban areas. Poverty has
brought increased corruption, posing yet another risk to an already precarious and steadily
deteriorating security situation. Displacement and urbanization have brought a transition
from a largely agricultural economy to one where livelihoods are precarious and daily
survival is tantamount. As a result, women continue to enter a variety of fields in order to

support their families, the most dangerous of which is opium production (Rostami-Povey

14 Chapter IX provides further information on constraints to female education.
15 This section was adapted from the first draft of the National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan (NAPWA)
of which | was the primary author. Subsequent drafts and the final product were authored by UNIFEM.



2007: 58). Women are engaged in livestock and agricultural work and micro-enterprises, yet

they lack access to capital, information, technology and markets.

In urban areas, Afghans have very little access to basic services and social infrastructure. A
report from the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) attributes this to limited
resources and authorities’ unwillingness and lack of capacity to meet people’s needs (Beall
and Schutte 2006: 1). As a result, most of Afghanistan’s urban population has no choice but
to enter into informal employment. Increased vulnerabilities due to irregular incomes forces
women to supplement the income — at times through exploitative and hazardous work (Beall
and Schutte 2006: 2).

The increased poverty has forced more women into sex work (Rostami-Povey 2007: 1). The
number of widows and female-headed households continues to increase. Their situation is
far more serious because households with male labor are still better off than those without
(Beall and Schutte 2006: 2).

Afghan women continue to experience violence and threats of vioclence at home and in
public spaces. Domestic violence and self-immolation are also increasing, although
emerging statistics remain unreliable. Both women and men expected more from the
reconstruction process, and yet by 2007, hopes of peace, security, and development have
been thwarted (Rostami-Povey 2007: 41).

With the US-led invasion came poverty, rural-to-urban migration, uprooting, crime,
drug addiction, unemployment, alien culture: all these factors are leading to the

breakdown of [Afghan] social relations as their basic safety net.

(Rostami-Povey 2007: 75)

Evidence from Afghanistan’s Human Development Report 2004 shows that social indicators

for women in Afghanistan are among the worst in the world.



Social Indicators 16

Population

Total population: 29.93 million
Urban: 28.8% (Kabul population 2002: 1.7 million, 2003: 3 million) Rural: 71.2%
Population growth:  4.8%/year

Health and Mortality

Life expectancy: 44.5 years Healthy life expectancy: 33.4 years
Child mortality (under 5): 260 out of 1000 (1 out of 5 children dies before the age of 5)
Infant mortality: 165 out of 1000

Maternal mortality: 1600 out of 100,000 (1 woman dies every 30 minutes from
pregnancy-related causes, highest maternal mortality in the
world)

Population without access to health services: 81%

150-300 landmine injuries/deaths per month (10 million landmines in Afghanistan)

Education

Primary education: 36% Girls: 21% Boys: 51%
Adult literacy: 28.7% Women: 12.7%

Poverty and Refugees

Level of poverty: 53% Level of hunger: 48%

Population without access to safe drinking water: 87%
50,000 widows in Kabul
Refugees returned since 2002: 2.5 million Refugees remaining outside: 3.4 million

Human Development Index

Measures average achievements: life expectancy, education, standard of living (GDP)
Afghanistan’s rank: 173 out of 178

Gender Development Index

Measures gender discrepancy between men and women for HDI indicators: life expectancy,
education, standard of living (GDP)

Afghanistan’s rank: 3.00 (3r¢ lowest rank, slightly above Niger and Burkina Faso, significantly
lower than neighboring countries)

2. Operationalizing Key Concepts

Aid in the Aftermath

16 Adapted from (2004). Afghanistan National Human Development Report 2004. U. N. D. Programme. Kabul, United
Nations Development Programme Afghanistan, Islkamic Republic of Afghanistan. Also see
www.oecd.org/dev/institutions/GIDdatabase and www.unfpa.org/swp/2005/pdf/en swp05.pdf



http://www.oecd.ora/dev/institutions/GIDdotobose
http://www.unfDO.oro/swD/2005/Ddf/en

For the purposes of this study, | have elected to use the term aftermath'? to define the
period following a conflict. The more familiar term 'post-conflict’ connotes an end to
violence and a linear progression toward peace. In fact, post-conflict situations are
circuitous and often entail a relapse into violence. For countries that have undergone long
periods of warfare, the boundaries between conflict and so-called post-conflict situations
are sometimes indistinct. Afghan history demonstrates that relapses into conflict are not
unusual. Indeed, Deniz Kandiyoti confirms that Afghanistan's transition from war to peace is
still incomplete (2005: 15). This is further reinforced by researcher and lecturer Elaheh Rostami-
Povey who states that the term ‘post-conflict’ is not applicable to Afghanistan (2007:50). This
research will argue that present increases of violence in Afghanistan are a manifestation of

this dynamic.

Conflict can be defined as a complex socio-political struggle over processes of
transformation. And therefore, the policies that guide interventions in conflict contexts are
also political processes. Joanna Macrae of the Overseas Development Institute states that
“"humanitarian aid is now the primary form of political engagement” (2002). Attempts at
denying the political nature of such aid only strips interventions of their political reality —
making their application a mere technical exercise that has little relevance to local realities.

Such was the case in Afghanistan.

In conflict contexts such as Afghanistan, meeting practical needs becomes a particular
imperative as aid interventions focus on immediate humanitarian concerns. Research on aid
interventions in emergency contexts reveals that interventions can often inadvertently
increase the vulnerabilities of the communities they aim to serve through misguided policies
that neglect to take longer-term strategic interests into account (Anderson and Woodrow
1998). Mark Duffield notes that strategic actors can facilitate violence by failing to recognize
the political nature of so-called ‘political emergencies’ (2001). Humanitarian assistance thus
increasingly becomes both a political process and colored by political considerations
(Duffield 2005: 15).

It is assumed, in the so-called ‘relief to development continuum''® that conflict — similar to

development — is a linear process. The progression toward peace is long-term, multi-

17 The term aftermath is based on Meintjes, S., A. Pillay, et al., Eds. (2001). The Aftermath: Women in Post-conflict
Transformation. London, Zed Books.

18 For further information on this concept, see Ross, J., S. Maxwell, et al. {1994). Linking Relief and Development.
Brighton, Institute of Development Studies.
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dimensional, dynamic, and unique o each context (Lederach 1997). In Afghanistan’s
aftermath, programs transitioned from immediate relief to longer-term development
interventions, yet political implications were further denied. The aid apparatus viewed the
rising levels of violence, instability, and inequality in Afghanistan as part of the standard
‘post-conflict package'. As one result, aid became conflated with security, and aid-as-
security became the primary means of international assistance'?. None-the-less, the track
record of aid in reducing social risks and promoting stability remains unproven (Duffield
2002). Afghanistan represents a case in point. There remained an imbalance between short-
term, visible interventions and long-term strategic interventions that change the ways power

relationships are expressed as part of a process of transition20,

Few aid institutions existed in Afghanistan prior to 20022!. This was due in large part to the
difficulties of operating during the Taliban period and previous regimes. In the post-Taliban
period, women's agency and empowerment were accorded significant attention in plans
for the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Aid instifutions poured into Afghanistan with women's
issues at the top of their agendas. Improving women's position and addressing structural
issues appeared to be the order of the day. As one result, programs failed to integrate a

contextudlized understanding of Afghan women in their plans.

The aid process in Afghanistan is said to have been "prescriptive and supply-driven, rather
than indigenous and responding to Afghan needs” (Oxfam 2008: 2). Aid institutions in Kabul
employed ‘conflict experts’ whose experience did not coalesce with Afghan realities?2. This
contributed to a failure to incorporate a contextualized analysis in interventions. International
staff generally knew very little about Afghanistan when they arrived, and by the time they
achieved a modicum of understanding, they were already in Irag (Johnson and Leslie 2004:
207). Indeed, in conflict and the aftermath, the same people are rotated and the same

partnerships are formed in a pattern of free-floating expertise that lacks context {Ferguson

¥ Mark Duffield speaks further to this in his article: Duffield, M. {2001). "Governing the Borderlands: Decoding the
Power of Aid." Disasters 25(4): 308-320.

2 For further information, see Pugh, M. (1998). Post-Conflict Rehabilitation: The Humanitarian Dimension. Networking
the Security Community in the Information Age. Zurich, Swiss Interdepartmental Coordination Committee for
Partnership for Peace. Pugh uses the concept of transition not as a movement from relief to development, but to
ilustrate the change from overt war o (perhaps temporary) non-belligerence. Such a transition does not assume a
particular end. Instead, it reflects a process.

21 There was also very little scholarship on Afghanistan during the Taliban period (1996-2001)}. During this time,
material was obtained from refugee camps or using secondary sources. Kandiyoti, D. (2003). Integrating Gender
Analysis into Socio-Economic Needs Assessment in Afghanistan. Kabul, United Nations Development Fund for
women.

22 Personal observation, 2002-2004. This is also reinforced by my own experience. | received no training on
Afghanistan before being deployed to the country.




1994: 259). As a result existing disparities between local and international perspectives in
Afghanistan were exacerbated by differing priorities regarding women's issues.
The Gender Order

This study uses the term gender order to represent the way in which society is organized
around women's and men's roles, needs, and interests in various contexts. The gender order
is a political process that changes and evolves — although it might appear resistant to
change. The gender order is historically constructed and influenced by other identity
markers. The term stems from Cynthia Cockburn's definition23, meaning “power relations in
any given society that establish a basic sexual division of labour, an initial social
differentiation by gender that permeates and underpins all other distinctions” (2004 :33). | use
the term gender order because it reintroduces the underlying power and politics that

animates gender.

An examination of the gender order in the aftermath of conflict is particularly relevant as
Afghan society is undergoing a process of transformation, one result of which is the
fluctuation of gender identities. There is a burgeoning literature on women'’s roles in conflict
and the aftermath, affirming that *'peace’ involves a reworking of power relations, not just
between nations or parts of nations but between men and women” (Kelly 2000: 62)2¢. No
consensus exists on whether these new roles are, firstly, advantageous to women and,
further, sustainable in the long term. Conflict can stimulate a shift in gender roles while
simultaneously provoking a retreat to conservative notions of masculinity and femininity
(Meintjes, Pillay et al. 2001: 152). While these changes in gender identities are largely
indigenous, they can be supported or hindered by external influence, in this case aid

interventions. Afghanistan presents an interesting case study in this regard.

The gender order merits deconstruction in Afghanistan because conventional gender
divisions are not sufficient explanation for the fluidity of Afghan identities (Rostami-Povey
2007: 3). The use of the gender order as a category of analysis shifts focus away from women
to examine the interconnectivity of relationships and entails a recognition that gender is only

one aspect of social relations and is not the only source of inequality in women’s and men's

23 Cynthia Cockburn originally credits Jill Julius Matthews for this definition. For more information, see Cockburn, C.
(2004). The Line: Women, Partition and the Gender Order in Cyprus. London, Zed Books.

24 For examples, see Sweetman, C., F. Gell, et al. (2001). Editorial. Gender, Development, and Humanitarian Work. C.
Sweetman. Oxford, Oxfam GB. Sharoni, S. (2001). Rethinking Women's Struggles in Israel-Palestine and in the North of
Ireland. Victims, Perpetrators or Actors? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Viclence. C. O. N. Moser and F. C.
Clark. London, Zed Books.




lives (Kabeer 1994: 65). Gender should be viewed as a process that continues to evolve in
the context of Afghan social struggles throughout history.

3. Historical Overview of Women in Afghanistan

Much of Afghan history has emphasized geo-politics rather than gender politics (Moghadam
1999: 175), and yet the question of women's role in Afghanistan has been an on-going part
of political discourse, linked to modernity and progress on the one hand and preservation of
tradition on the other. Indeed, "Afghanistan may be the only country in the world where
during the last century kings and politicians have been made and undone by struggles
relating to women’s status” (Ahmed-Ghosh 2003: 1). Afghan women'’s history is much more
complex than existing formulations of pre- and post-Taliban. In fact, state-building,
revolutionary change, and women'’s rights have always been intimately connected — with

women's rights as the most politicized of the trinity (Moghadam 1994: 97).

In 1985, Nancy Hatch Dupree wrote: "*for nearly a century there had been much talk - and
some significant action — regarding the enhancement of women's role in society” (1985: 14).
An understanding of Afghan women's history therefore could begin in the 1880s, when
Afghan rulers of the period launched one of the earliest attempts at emancipation and
social reform in the Muslim world. However, these rulers also proclaimed men as the
guardians of women, marking the beginning of a non-linear pattern of social change.
Amidst various confradictory laws concerning women, the ‘protection of women' was
employed as a cdadll for Afghans to expel the British: "Should these foreigners overrun the
country, the men of Afghanistan would lose hold over their wives, for, according to [British]
laws women enjoy liberty and under them no husband has any control over his wife" (Rahimi
1977: 36).

Modernization and Modernity

During the 1920s, women's emancipation began to play a prominent role in the nationalist
ideology of modernization {Hans 2004). Popular perceptions of King Amanullah’s immorality
and excessive Western influence fueled a strong resistance, and religious conservatives and
the rural population met his attempts at reform with violent opposition2s. This is significant in

that the rural population has historically presented the greatest challenge to social reforms.

25 For further information, see Emadi, H. (2002). Repression, Resistance, and Women in Afghanistan. Westport,
Praeger.




This dynamic plays out again in present day Afghanistan and is increasingly magnified by the

rural population that is now displaced in Kabul city.

At this time, violence against women increased, perpetuated by those who considered
women's families shamed by calls to abandon veiling and adopt Western attire. It is
estimated that 400 women were murdered during this period as a result (McAliister 1991; Ellis
2000). Mullahs?é circulated a rumor that unveiled women's children would be stolen by the
Communists and made into soap. Mullahs, feeling threatened at the challenge to their
religious authority, further instiled fear by claiming that natural disasters would befall
Afghanistan because of the women's sins. When, in 1927, an earthquake did occur, it was
blamed on women who had shamed their families and communities by removing their
chaddaris. Women eventually succumbed to pressure and those who had removed their
chaddaris donned them once again to appease religious authorities and regain their

respect in the communities (McAllister 1991).

Emancipation continued to be enforced and subsequently challenged. Despite incremental
changes, responses to women's rights vacillated between enforced modernity and
conservative backlash?7. And yet, attempts at modernity throughout history have always
been imposed from above — with little impact on the lives of the majority. Such modernity
has also been selective: so-called modern contributions such as technology and advanced
weapons are accepted, while movements towards women's public participation in Afghan

society are not28.

Afghan women were officially enfranchised in the 1964 Constitution and later were given
equal rights in the 1977 Constitution (Dupree 1996). The Saur (April) Revolution of 1978
infroduced an aggressive program for social change, enforcing such modernizations as
women's right to work, serve in the army, and choose their spouse. Mandatory literacy
programs for women and the abolition of bride price were viewed as direct attacks on
Afghan culture and honor, instigating yet another wave of violence (Skaine 2002: 17).

Afghans felt a total disdain for their values, so much so that an Afghan woman said that the

26 Mullahs are religious leaders in Islam.

2 For a thorough review of the fluctuations of women’s human rights during various periods, see Niland, N. (2004).
Justice Postponed: The Marginalization of Human Rights in Afghanistan. Nation-Building Unraveled? Aid, Peace and
Justice in Afghanistan. A. Donini, N. Niland and K. Wermester. Bloomfield, Kumarian.

28 Narayan also speaks to this phenomenon. See Narayan, U. {1997). Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions, and
Third World Feminism. New York, Routledge.
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Russians deliberately "came [to Afghanistan] to play with the dignity of women” (Skaine
2002: 18-19).

Thus, Afghan women once again found themselves at the center of a conflict between
Western concepts of modernization and Afghan codes of culture (Hans 2004: 235). To most
Afghans at that time, the government was perceived to be interfering with Islamic values
and disregarding social traditions. It was further encouraging women to engage in public
activities which were deemed "unladylike, ...undignified and detrimental to family honour”
(Dupree 2004: 317). The Soviet invasion prompted contradictory changes in lives of Afghan
women - emancipation and greater opportunities for some (a minority, largely urban), and
death and destruction for others. The Leftist group in power during Soviet occupation
promised full equality for women but did not deliver on it. Women might have been more
visible in Kabul during that time, but they had no real decision-making or power-sharing roles
(Skaine 2002: 17). In writing of the impact of the various Soviet decrees on Afghan society,

researchers Weiner and Banuazizi describe it this way:

The alien ideological rhetoric with which these programs were imbued, the haste with
which they were formulated, and the zealofry with which the local officials
attempted to implement them led to a massive resistance among large segments of
Afghan society.

(1994: 25)

They could also have been talking about present-day Afghanistan, and perhaps the many
other periods in Afghan history where social change has been imported and imposed
through foreign intervention. Thus efforts to emancipate women are not new - and have

never been well received.

Women's Honor

Women's honor is the cornerstone on which the politics of women's rights rests. Social
change and attempts to improve women's status have repeatedly brought strong resistance
because of affronts to honor. These fluctuations in women's rights — enforced by the state’s
attempt to exercise centralized control - have actuadlly led to violent, fundamentalist
backiashes (Ahmed-Ghosh 2003). As one example, opposition to Soviet reforms for women —

and concern for the symbolic value of women's honor - fueled the fundamentalist



movement that took hold in refugee camps. This in turn served as the grounds for the
Mujaheddin opposition to expel the Soviets and regain confrol both of women and
Afghanistan??. After the Soviet pull-out, however, “security for women became nonexistent,
as their homes were invaded and their bodies were used as rewards for victorious soldiers”
(Skaine 2002: 40).

In the 1920s, Afghanistan was a secular country working to extend women's rights, yet by the
1990s the country was a captlive of religious fanaticism, tribal patriarchy, and
underdevelopment (Moghadam 1999). Kandiyoti explains that Muslim fundamentalism
grows in contexts of rapid social change, particularly as a response to colonialism and
economic dependency®. This phenomenon combines with the international pressure that is
exerted at the intersection of Islam, the state, and gender politics. As a result, the ‘place’ of
women becomes "one of the few areas of relative autonomy left to societies whose ties of
political and economic dependence severely restrict their choices in every other sphere”
{Kandiyoti 1991: 8). Afghanistan repeatedly demonstrates the strong and yet volatile link

between women's honor and external interventions.

Enter International Community3!

Why has the status of women become a central issue in the west's perception of
Afghanistan? ...Western public opinion — or af least the media (a valid distinction} -
was hardly interested in Afghan women before 1996.

{Dorronsoro 2005: 291)

The so-called ‘international community’ and the Western media hardly took notice of the
situation of women in Afghanistan unfil the fall of Kabul on 27 September 1996. It was the
Taliban who, ironically, drew world attention to the situation of Afghanistan and Afghan
women, During the Taliban period, Afghan women were portrayed as victims of violence

and oppression by the international media. Yet the situation of women in Afghanistan is not

2 The Mujaheddin (literalty holy warrior) - US-sponsored freedom fighters - fought to expel the Soviets from
Afghanistan. This period is known for its violence towards women in the form of rapes, abductions, and restrictions on
mobility,

30 Kandiyoti cites Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi as the inspiration behind these ideas. As one example of her
work, see Mernissi, F. (1975). Beyond the Veil; Male-Female Dynamics in g Modern Mustim Society. New York, John
Wiley & Sons.

3! For these purposes, the "international community” refers to the aid apparatus. | limit use of the term in that it
appears to be a misnomer, assuming uniformity of opinion and behavior, in the way one might imagine of a
‘community’. Regarding Afghanistan’s official entry into the international community, the country gained
membership to the United Nations on 19 November 1946.
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simply a product of Taliban policies32. The international shock at the Taliban’s treatment of
women took place in a historical vacuum, with little attention paid to pre-Taliban abuses
(Benjamin 2000). Their belated ‘discovery’ of the discrimination of Afghan women
(discrimination that passed largely without comment during previous regimes) is a reflection
both of the political agenda and of wider ignorance of the realities of Afghan society
(Barakat and Wardell 2001).

Much has been written on women’'s abuses during this period. For these purposes, it is
sufficient to say that women suffered under many regimes in Afghanistan, but women's
sphere of influence under the Taliban was virtually annihilated (Giles and Hyndman 2004).
The Taliban were able to manipulate the deeply embedded system linking women to honor,
issuing policies that “wrapped enfrenched customary practices and patriarchal attitudes in
the mantle of Islam” (Dupree 2004: 323-4). It is worthwhile to note that men also suffered
under the Taliban, although this was hardly noted by the media33. Since the capture of
Kabul by the Taliban, women in Afghanistan found themselves on the top of aid and media
agendas (Dupree 1998). Underlying the logic of ousting the Taliban in order to ‘liberate’
women was the notion that, once the Taliban were gone, their stringent restrictions would be
gone as well (Johnson and Leslie 2004: 82). Such facile understandings reveal the scant
attention paid to abuses of women’s human rights by previous regimes, and the absence of

an understanding of Afghan women's history.

Violations of Afghan women's rights began to take on an increasingly prominent role in the
justification of the US bombing campaign in Afghanistan (Charlesworth and Chinkin 2002:
602; Clark 2004; Rawi 2004). The Bush Administration's vociferous concern for Afghan
women's rights as justification for military intervention was undercut by their support to the
lawless factions that have repeatedly inflicted violence against women (Niland 2004: 79). As
such, the military campaign was launched with little regard for longer-term social
consequences. Alison Jaggar is one of many who believe that, following the overthrow of
the Taliban, the US installed a weak government in Afghanistan under which women'’s lives

remained precarious (2004: 13).

32 Contrary to popular understanding, it is important to note that the chaddari was not invented by the Taliban.
Traditionally, the chaddari was worn by elite women in order to gid their mobility while retaining their modesty and
respectability. Abu-Lughod, L. {2002). "Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on
Cultural Relativism and Its Others.” American Anthropologist 104(3): 783-790.

33 Examples include regulations on length of men's beards and wearing Afghan-style clothing. The Taliban’s
domination over women was also domination over non-Talib men. The massacre of Hazara men in Bamiyan is a
case in point.
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The concept of rights - and the subsequent rights discourse - first became a part of the aid
apparatus in Afghanistan with the release of the Strategic Framework for Afghanistan (SFA)
in 1998. “Rights became the lens through which assistance was viewed, whether it was the
question of humanitarian space (the right to assistance) or discrimination against women”
(Johnson and Leslie 2004: 69). Afghanistan viewed the concept of rights as something to be
handied within the community and social environment, not by individuals. Afghan identities
are grounded in communal structures and continuously redefined by economic, social, and
political currents. However, the SFA presented — and therefore negotiated - rights in a largely
Western (read: individual) framework. It was thus perceived by Afghans as a language used
by the aid apparatus “to define their own agenda in other people's countries” (Johnson and
Leslie 2004: 76).

The rhetoric during this period was in terms of liberating, or saving, Afghan women (Abu-
Lughod 2002). This high profile came with controversy — and without context. Afghanistan
specialist Jeanne Bryer writes that veterans of other crises34, inspired by the ‘liberation’

agenda, flooded Afghanistan in the early days of the intervention:

Many however, possessed liftle knowledge of the country, its culture or means of
properly planning or implementing their ‘projects’. Although the majority of the
Afghan people appeared glad, initially, to be rid of their oppressors and had high
expectations of improvements from the huge donations promised, it was not long
before disillusionment set in.

(Bryer 2006: n.p.)

This politicized aid history has left the country a graveyard for failed fast-paced efforts by
outsiders (Smillie and Minear 2004: 102). Afghan women engaged in aid activities were not
comfortable with the high international visibility and felt that they were not consulted on
campaigns on their behalf (Benjamin 2000). Many Afghan women are still struggling to find

the space within which they can rectify this image.

3 These aid individuals, along with war reporters, were often referred to as “emergency junkies” based on their
careers built on moving from one emergency context to another. Many of these saw Afghanistan as an extension of
their previous country assignments and were therefore able 1o revive previous professional relationships and
programs with litfle regard for whether they were valid in the new context.
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4. A Series of ‘Events’

The Bonn Process

Afghan disillusionment grew in the progression of a number of ‘events’ offered to publicly
reaffirm the aid apparatus’ commitment to Afghanistan. The process of reconstruction was
guided by the Bonn Agreement, a political timetable determined by international donors in
Bonn, Germany in December 2001 to set in train a three-stage journey towards democracy:
electing a transitional authority; adopting a new constitution; and electing a representative
government3s, The Bonn Agreement dlso established the Ministry of Women's Affairs (MoWA)
- the weakest link in Afghanistan’s national machinery - much touted but marginalized and

under-funded.

The Constitution - adopted in January 2004 by the Afghan Constitutional Loya Jirga, or
Grand Assembly - secured women's rights and ensured equality before the law, yet human
rights and women's rights organizations have begun to identify fissures in the document
where women's rights may vanish (Abirafeh 2004). Women comprised 20 percent of the
delegates to the Constitutional Loya Jirga. These women secured the passing of several
articles encouraging equality. Article 7 requires Afghanistan to observe the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and all covenants to which Afghanistan is a party. This includes
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)]),
which Afghanistan signed in March 2003 - without reservation. Despite ratification, the
Afghan Government has yet to submit its first annual report, which was due in March of 2004.
Article 22 of the Constitution guarantees the legal equality of men and women. While it
might be touted that women were present and active in the Loya Jirga, this should not
overshadow the fact that these women expressed concern for their safety on the streets and
at home in addition to the harassment they experienced at the event itself (Abirafeh 2004).
As Kandiyoti articulated: “The scene seems to be set for the development of tensions
between the "rights on paper” spelt out in the new Constitution and women’s actual

opportunities to avail themselves of these rights” {2005: 22).

In line with the Bonn Process, Hamid Karzai was elected President in October 2004. The final

step in this process was the parliamentary election of September 2005. A discussion of the

35 www.ofghangovernment.com/AfghanAgreementBonn.htm
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gendered implications of this event can be found in Appendix 2. The Bonn Agreement can
be regarded as the "first official position of the international community’s good intentions
towards developing gender equadlity. In reality... the good intentions [have] not been
matched by adequate achievements” (UN Inter-Agency Network on Women and Gender
Equality, OECD/DAC Network on Gender Equality et al. 2003: 7).

Post-Bonn Processes

Following Bonn, donors met in Tokyo in 2002, in Berlin in 2004, and in London in 2006. In Tokyo
in early 2002, conference participants renewed their commitment to the Bonn Process.

According to the Co-chairs' Summary of Conclusions:

The Conference emphasized the centrality of restoring the rights and addressing the
needs of women, who have been the prime victims of conflict and oppression.
Women's rights and gender issues should be fully reflected in the reconstruction
process.

(2002)

The National Development Framework (NDF), emerging from the Tokyo Conference,
claimed that gender was to be a cross-cutting theme. In the paragraph to which gender
was relegated, the report states that it does not want “*gender equdlity to be treated as a
ghetto”, elaborating that programs must pay special attention to women and men, not
merely including women as an afterthought (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2002: 13). The
report further states that “"because our women are often invisible that does not mean they
are always excluded” {(Iskamic Republic of Afghanistan 2002: 13). Finally, the NDF advocates
a “societal dialogue to enhance the opportunities of women and improve cooperation
between men and women on the basis of our culture, the experience of other Islkamic
countries, and the global norms of human rights” (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2002: 13).
This particular line is problematic because of its assumption of a uniform culture. Further, the
experiences of Islamic countries are diverse and open to vast and contradictory
interpretations regarding women's rights. Finally, potential for disagreement exists in the

concept of global norms of human rights (Kandiyoti 2005: 20).
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The following conference, in Berlin in March 2004, produced yet another tome. Securing
Afghanistan’s Future (SAF) renewed its commitment to gender issues, and strengthened the

discourse to include more aggressive — and elusive - language:

The gender element is critical, given we are moving from gender apartheid to
gender integration, addressing the capabilities of women in the culturally
appropriate way requires special attention. However, as shown by the Loya Jirgag,
when women take on these roles they are accepted3, the key is not to discuss the
role of women in Afghanistan, but to create facts on the ground regarding
integration and women'’s roles.

(Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 14)

In January of 2006, 60 donors met in London to renew their commitment to Afghanistan and
determine the next course of action. These donors committed military and reconstruction
support for the country over the next five years. At the time of writing, of the $10.5 billion
(over five years) that was pledged in London, it is not clear how much has actually reached
Afghanistan. It is not surprising, therefore, that Afghans remain skeptical. Given their history of
abandonment following the expulsion of the Soviets in 1989, Afghans are once again fearful

that they will not benefit from sustained international attention in the long-term.

The Afghanistan Compact — the document emerging from the London Conference - is the
successor to the Bonn Agreement, providing the framework for the aid apparatus to
continue its assistance to Afghanistan., It is believed to be the last chance the aid apparatus
might have to create sustainable structures. This window continues to narrow as donor
fatigue, new emergencies, and low momentum set in. In terms of what has been done, the
aid apparatus has fallen short as many have argued that reconstruction in Afghanistan was
attempted “on the cheap” (Robichaud 2006: 17). Indeed, gender interventions present an
ideal example of support ‘on the cheap’, where funding received was in no measure

compatible with the level of rhetoric.

36 This statement is problematic as women were in fact harassed at the Loya Jirga.
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The Aid Apparatus in Perspective

A good start to an examination of such support ‘on the cheap' is to tfrace funds allocated to
the country?”. From 2001 until 2003, Afghanistan received a total of US$4,262.3 million, of
which 72.2% was channeled through the aid apparatus. Of this 72.2%: UN agencies
swdallowed 45.9% (US$1,957.2 million); local and international NGOs 9.7% (US$413.1 million);
and private companies (largely American i.e. Louis Berger, Bearing Point, etc.) received
16.5% (US$705.1 million). The remainder - 27.8% (US$1,186.9 million) - of the total was
channeled through the Afghan government (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
2004: 214). This was particularly problematic because the government felt undermined in its
reconstruction and development efforts, therefore failing to achieve broad credibility in the
eyes of the Afghan people38. Further, it is the responsibility of the state to safeguard rights —
including women's rights — but its capacity to do so was debilitated by limited funding.

In the Tokyo and Berlin meetings, donors pledged® a combined $13.4 bilion toward
Afghanistan’'s estimated reconstruction needs of $27.5 billion over seven years (Robichaud
2006). However, by February 2005, donors had implemented only $3.3 bilion in
reconstruction projects40. More tfroublesome, however, is that experience in Afghanistan has
revealed that the amount pledged is far greater than what is actually delivered (Roashan
2006).

Finding accuracy in figures proved to be an even greater challenge when attempting to
extract what was actually spent on women and gender efforts. Significant funding had been
committed, but there were no listings of what was actually disbursed. The US states that $72.5

million of US appropriations to the country over the last three years was earmarked to assist

37 It proved 1o be extremely challenging to find figures, and much less to find consistency in those figures. It was also
difficult to access figures that demonstrated whether money was spent on actual projects or on overhead costs.

38 For more information, see Ashraf Ghani articles and UNDP (2005). Human Development Report 2005: International
cooperation at a crossroads: Aid, frade and security in an unequal world. New York, UNDP.

¥ Pledges are defined as statements made by government ministers or officials stating a serious intention to supply
funding. Commitments refer to funds that have been committed (usually imrevocably) to a specific organization or
sector. Disbursements are funds that have either been transferred from the original donor to the recipient
organization or where funds are available to be drawn down by the organization. For more information, see
Development Initiatives (2003). Afghanistan: How Pledges Are Being Turned Into Spending. Afghanistan Update.
Somerset, Development Initiatives.

40 [t is important to note that these figures are not consistent across documents and sources. For example, another
source lists Tokyo pledges as $4.8 billion, of which 72% was disbursed. See Ibid. | have elected to use Rubin's figures
as he is an authority on Afghanistan, having worked closely with the Afghan Government. Therefore he has access
to more accurate figures. Searches through the Afghanistan Donor Assistance Database resulted in no clarification
as nearly all of the links to funding sources and lists of pledges were broken or unavailable. See

www.af/dad/index.htm.
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Afghan women (Sultan 2005: ix). ActionAid has slightly less optimistic figures, referring to
USAID funds in particular. They state that 5% (or $3.8 million) of the nearly $75 million given in
grants to Afghan civil society groups between 2002 and 2004 was devoted to women's civil
society groups (2005: 2). If commitment to the Ministry of Women's Affairs compared to other
ministries is any indicator, the situation is bleak. Of 41 national machineries, that of women
ranked 32nd in terms of expenditures in 2002 and 35 in 200341,

Aid to Afghan women perhaps has been meager because the bulk of funding has been
swallowed for the War on Terror. Since late 2001, the aid apparatus has operated with a
narrow definition of security, meaning the dominance of armed forces. As a result,
interventions to win “hearts and minds" actually sought to placate a potentially hostile
population and not as a precondition for the realization of peace and human rights (Human
Rights Watch 2006: 9-10). Further, when addressing insecurity is defined as a purely military
matter, instead of adopting a broader view of security to encompass human security,
women's concerns are relegated to ‘softer issues’. This unfortunate omission was ailso
brought to light in the recent Global Peace Index that failed to rank the most prevalent form

of violence - violence against women - as an obstacle to peace42.

Afghan ‘hearts and minds' were certainly not swayed by the paltry aid they received
compared to other conflicts. Significant amounts of aid in the first years of post-conflict
interventions have brought relative success in other countries. Immediately following their
respective conflicts, Bosnia received $679 per capita, followed by Kosovo at $526 and East
Timor at $233. According to studies, Afghanistan received a meager $57 per capita in 2006
(Jones 2006). Other studies say that Afghans have received an even more dismal $42 per
capita since 2002 (CARE International 2003). Regardiess of the discrepancy in per capita
figures, Afghanistan’s lack of resources has resulted in a sacrifice of long-term priorities to
achieve short-term gains. “This malnourishment at the formative stage has left Afghanistan
today as a shell of a state facing daunting development challenges and an accelerating
insurgency” (Robichaud 2006).

41 This information was relayed to me by officials at the Ministry of Women's Affairs.
42 For more information see hitp://www.rhrealitycheck.org/blog/2007/07/30/violence-against-women-nof-included-
in-peace-index
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Further studies suggest that Afghanistan was short-changed in its allocation of security

forces®. According to CARE's policy brief on peacekeeping commitments in internal

conflicts since 1993, Afghanistan ranks lowest in terms of peacekeeper support per capita.

The table below presents these figures in perspective:

Peacekeeper Support per Capita

Conflict Peacekeepers (Pk) Square kms. Per Pk | Population per Pk
Kosovo 48,159 0.2 48

Bosnia 62,000 0.9 58

East Timor 9.327 1.9 86

Somalia 28,000 11.4 212

Cambodia 15,991 11.3 727

Rwanda 2434 10.8 3.350
Afghanistan 4,800 134.9 5,380

(2003: 4)

To further illustrate the above point, a 2005 security study asked Americans to rank the
importance of 30 international concerns: Afghanistan ranked last (Security and Peace
Initiative 2005). The situation was aptly brought to light in a personal communication from an

Afghanistan specialist on the condition of the country in 2006:

It is not good - | guess | expected that. Then, too, | checked out the Millennium
Development Goals stats - updated in June this year - a very quick analysis of these
reveals some terrible results. What are we all doing with this money and effort¢ So
much goodwill, so many words but we seem singularly incapable of actually putting
ideas and words into practice. We have lost the plot - we observe, commentate,
wax lyrical, recommend then - whate2 Check again, write another report, tie
ourselves in to bureaucratic knots to make people accountable but sometimes this
results in a kind of paralysis. We can't move forward without a radical rethink - or
rather redo. ...As | am writing to you | am feeling so strongly about our failures. | of
course include myself in this - but recognition is necessary before you can tackle

anything.

43 For more information see Jones, S. G. (2006). "Averting Failure in Afghanistan.” Survival 48 (Spring 2006): 111-128.
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5. Methodology and Structure

This study was conducted through an academic lens, building on four years of experience as
an international aid worker in Afghanistan. My interest in Afghanistan began in 1997 through
my work on Afghan women's human rights in Washington, DC. | moved to Afghanistan in
2002 to establish the Afghanistan office of an international non-governmental organization
(NGO) - Women for Women International44. In 2003, | joined the London School of
Economics as a PhD candidate in order to refine my thoughts, hone my analysis, and delve
more deeply into my observations. | continued to work in Afghanistan in various capacities.

My professional engagement with the country ended in September 2006.

Data collection consisted of textual analyses followed by interviews, questionnaires, and
focus group discussions in Kabul with gender policy-makers, practitioners, and participants4s.
The study focuses on the period of the Bonn Process, December 2001 - September 2005, and
builds on observation of and engagement with Afghan women's issues from 1997 to 2007.

Additional information on the methodology is available in the appendices.

Structure of the Thesis

Chapter Il will discuss four phases of aid in Afghanistan’s aftermath: {1) Formulation, (2)
Interpretation, (3) Implementation, {4) Unintended Effects. Formulation (1) begins with the
concept of the gender order and discourses on women. It begins by deconstructing the
gender order in the Afghan context socially and historically. It presents an understanding of
how gender-focused aid might be formulated. The following section addresses interpretation
(2) of aid, which was crafted with the intent to transform the gender order in Afghanistan. It
seeks to understand what ‘transformation’ entails in practice. It is based on the view that aid
interventions cannot transform, per se, but can support or hinder women's potential in
achieving transformation through policies and programs. Implementation (3) raises the
possibility that aid was implemented in a way that presents a disconnect between policy

and practice. It examines the difference between technical and political interventions.

44 Women for Women International is an international NGO supporting women in conflict and post-conflict countries
providing women survivors of war and violence with the tools and resources needed to move out of crisis and
poverty into stability and self-sufficiency through a holistic approach of three programs - sponsorship, training in skills
and rights awareness, and income-generating opportunities. For more information see www.womenforwomen.org
45 For this study, | use the term 'participants' to represent those who might be more commonly known as
‘beneficiaries’ of aid interventions. The designation ‘beneficiary' is passive and falls short as it does not fully convey
the depth and complexity of the relationship between actors.
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Finally, the section on unintended effects (4) proposes that certain effects have emerged as
a result of the disconnects above. The theoretical framework builds on the work of James
Ferguson, informed by Deniz Kandiyoti and Elaheh Rostami-Povey, placing their theories in
the context of Afghanistan’s aftermath with a view to examining the discourses surrounding

gender-focused international aid.

Chapter lll begins with the textual analysis of five aid institutions of high profile in order to
examine their aid and gender policy papers in light of the above framework. These five
institutions — UNAMA, USAID, UNDP, UNIFEM, and the World Bank — were selected because of
their prominent role as aid institutions as well as their membership on the Ministry of Women’s
Affairs Advisory Group on Gender — the key players on all things '‘gender’ in Afghanistan.
Afghan government policy papers are also analyzed as a comparison. A discussion of
institutional support in the aftermath through the formulation of policy contributes to a better
understanding of what was committed in terms of gender-focused aid and serves as a
starting point to examine gender rhetoric. An analysis and ranking of these documents

concludes the chapter.

Chapter IV addresses the specific discourses and discussions on women in Afghanistan that
were employed during the period of study and that served to animate the aid apparatus.
The chapter begins with a discussion of international perceptions through media and
popular literature, tested against the perceptions of a focus group. This is weighed against
Afghan perspectives on the images that likely led to the formation of aid interventions. The
analysis of media messages and public perceptions underlies the rest of the research and

leads to a discussion on policy formulation.

Chapter V illuminates the journey from policy formulation to interpretation to implementation
through the voices of 45 policy-makers, policy implementers, NGO leaders, and Afghanistan
specidlists. Their experiences and perceptions are organized around emergent themes that
are then checked against those of Afghan women and men. This chapter also brings to light
the media messages that were discussed in Chapter IV and places them in the context of

policy interpretation and implementation.
Chapter Vi presents data collected from interviews with 71 Afghan women and 50 Afghan

men on identity markers, definitions of gender roles and relations, and evolution of gender

roles in different periods throughout Afghan history. It begins with an understanding of how
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Afghans define and negotiate their various identities and what this means for the

formulation, interpretation and implementation of aid interventions.

The next chapter presents an in-depth discussion of the major themes from interviews with
Afghan women and men. These perspectives and experiences are then compared with
focus group discussions. Chapter VIl concludes with comparisons and implications at the
family and community levels using women'’s life histories and profiles of couples. This chapter
concludes by raising the possibility that violence against women could be an unintended

effect.

Chapter VIl focuses on violence as an unintended effect. This in-depth view starts with a
discussion of violence in conflict and the aftermath and presents a comparison with other
countries and cases. The chapter continues with a discussion of perceptions of violence and

concludes with a brief overview of documented cases.

The final chapter resumes the discussion from Chapter | on gender roles in the aftermath of
conflict and what implications this might have for aid interventions. This chapter concludes
with the voices of Afghan women and men and their views of what the future holds,

followed by avenues for possible future research.

Appendices include a detailed research methodology (in Appendix 1) as well as a list of
acronyms and abbreviations and Dari ferminology. In addition, Appendix 2 provides a mini
case study to illustrate an example of gender policy in practice — the advancing of the
‘gender agenda’ through Afghanistan’s 2005 pariamentary elections. Additional
appendices provide illustrations of women'’s life stories as well as profiles of couples and

feedback from specialists when verifying findings.
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CHAPTER II: Theories of Transformation and the Gender Order

This research is grounded in development studies in that it seeks to argue in favor of social
change and policy interventions. This research employs both an academic and a
‘development’ discourse on Afghanistan as parts of the story. The latter discourse retains its
independent validity because it deliberately sets out to create space for its own
‘development’ intervention. In short, it justifies its own existence. The ‘development’
discourse is fueled by rhetoric which is revealed though its own texts and brought to fruition
through its own interventions. This, in turn, is illuminated through the (perhaps contradicting)
social realities that emerge and sometimes by academic analyses of the ‘development’

process such as this research.

This research employs gender analysis4¢ in order to include an understanding of the roles and
needs of both women and men in Afghanistan's conflict aftermath to understand what
changes in the aftermath have meant to Afghans. Gender-relations frameworks help to
establish an inductive analysis, grounded in a contextualized understanding of the gender
order in Afghanistan. Such analyses might in fact reveal that boxes sexes are excluded in

their own ways+7.

Above all, this is a study of an aid intervention. In this vein, this research seeks to examine
some of the practical implications of theory to better understand what effects aid policies
have in practice. Alberto Acre recognizes the "need for a sociology of development and a
politics of social change that address the language cartography of intervention policies and
their outcomes" (2000: 50). The term ‘development’ can be employed in diverse ways for
strategic purposes#. Ferguson recognizes a distinction between development contributing
to a modern society and development contributing to a better qudlity of life. Because these
two are often conflated in aid interventions, it becomes possible to offer a technical
response contributing to a modern society as an answer to improved qudlity of life. In so
doing, a project for rubble removal becomes a part of an aid institution’s contribution to

women4?, Kabeer explains it this way:

46 For a thorough explanation of a gender analysis, particularly in conflict contexts, see Mertus, J. {2000). War's
Offensive on Women: The Humanitarian Challenge in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. West Hartford, Kumarian.

47 For additional information, see Afshar, H. and D. Eade, Eds. (2004). Development, Women and War: Feminist
Perspectives. Development in Practice. Oxford, Oxfam.

4 To this end, | have opted to use ‘aid’ instead of ‘development’ as it avoids potential pitfalls in definitions and -
perhaps ideally - carries less baggage in its application.

49 Chapter V provides further details of this particular project as well as other ‘technical’ interventions.
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Development planning is not simply a technocratic response to neutrally determined
imperatives; it is also a process of struggle over concepts, meanings, and priorities
and practices which themselves arise out of competing world-views about the final
goals of development.

(1994: 289)

It is useful to trace Afghanistan's path alongside Sylvia Walby's approaches to pQIi’ricol
sociology as an initial understanding of the progressions of ‘gender’ and how they influence
aid interventions (1988). She sees four phases of engagement with women and gender
issues. The first phase entails the near-total neglect of gender, or the mention of women as
an aside or footnote. This is followed by a second phase that exposes the flaws and fallacies
from the previous neglect. The third phase adds women as a special case to compensate
for previous neglect. Afghanistan sits here in its approach. Walby elaborates that this
approach presents women's activity as exceptional and restricts gender analysis to women
only (1988: 217). This third phase is limited in its view of women's activity as a deviation from
the norm. In Afghanistan, this can be represented by the media’s obsession with the few
‘gender heroines’ as an antidote to the downtrodden chaddari-clad woman30. Furthermore,
this approach omits men as actors in gender politics “as if the existing studies take men as
gender neutral and only women as gendered subjects” (Walby 1988: 223). Walby places her
emphasis on patriarchal practices, but the contributions of male advocates and supporters -
not just opponents - are crucial to advancing gender politics. Finally, the fourth phase
represents the full theoretical integration of a gender analysis. This cannot occur until there is
a body of empirical work that relates to both sexes. To this end, this research examines the
gender order based on the perceptions of both men and women as key players, with a view

to pushing analyses of Afghanistan into the fourth phase.
1. Formulation: Theories of the Gender Order and Discourses on Women

As a socially and historically embedded institution, the gender order must first be
deconstructed and subsequently contextualized in Afghanistan to enable a better
understanding of the operations of gender. In so doing, it will become apparent whether

gender is indeed a relevant category in the Afghan context. Rostami-Povey argues critically

50 Examples of these women include Masuda Jalal, Sima Samar, Malalai Joya and others who are popular with the
media — whether they adequately represent Afghan women or not.
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for a consideration of gender, agency, and identity — and how these discourses intersect
with the discourses of class, culture, religion, and ethnicity (2007). It is these multiple identities
— and the way they intersect — that was neglected in gender interventions in Afghanistan.

Instead, a solitarist approach to identity was takens!.

In aid parlance, the term gender is used to demonstrate commitment to women's
empowerment and equality. However, static and technical understandings of the term strip
gender of its political implications, resulting in isolationist and reductionist interpretations. In
other words, gender becomes a politically neutralized euphemism for women. When gender
is conflated with women, the language of aid becomes centered around women's
objectives. While '‘gender’ is a podlitical term, ‘women’ lends itself more readily to technical
solutions. Projects that ‘add women’ often fail to understand underlying power relations and
dynamics of social change (Afshar 2004: 1}. Haleh Afshar argues for a nuanced
understanding of gender, power, and politics in Islkamic contexts. Fatima Mernissi has long
challenged assumptions of women's inferiority in the Muslim world. Both Mernissi and Afshar
are relevant in this discussion because they emphasize women's agency and indigenous
feminisms in discussions of gender. lt is in this vein that this understanding of the gender order

takes place.

An analysis of the gender order in Afghanistan's aftermath can illuminate the ways men and
women translate "broader processes of change into concrete gains and losses for different
groups of women and men" (Kabeer 1994: 301). Such an approach contributes to an
understanding of the gender order by serving as a reminder that the concept is dynamic
and varied not only between men and women, but between different types of women.
There is therefore a need to deconstruct the different understandings of the gender order
animating the aid apparatus and how these understandings have contributed to the

formulation of aid interventions around particular women's needs.

An understanding of the Afghan historical trajectory — particularly regarding gender politics —
could illuminate patterns and problems that might pose obstacles in present attempts to
restructure the gender order. Further, Kandiyoti advises that “there is no short-cut fo a
historically and sociologically informed andlysis of the socio-economic transformations and

institutional context of Afghan society as a backdrop for gender analysis” (2003: 4-5). More

5! Chapter VI elaborates on the discussion of identities.
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profound analyses of and engagement with Afghan society could prevent women from
being addressed in a social vacuum, allowing space for the creation of programs that

complement women's redlifies.

Patriarchy and the Gender Order

The term gender order does not reflect a particular gender hierarchy, yet the reality in most
countries is one of patriarchy52. Afghanistan qualifies as a part of what Deniz Kandiyoti might
refer to as the system of classic patriarchy (1988). But Kandiyoti will also argue that it is
insufficient to conclude that the gender order in Afghanistan is based simply on a Muslim
model of patriarchy. An understanding of patriarchy is important, but other factors (such as
class, ethnicity, and age group) may play a significant role in contextualizing the gender
order in Afghanistan. Patriarchy alone is an insufficient argument and could serve to
obfuscate the agency of both women and men. An understanding of gender inequalities in
their cultural, political, and social contexts is therefore essential. These contexts are not
uniform or static, but an understanding of these elements reveals one part of the picture that

was overlooked in analyses of gender interventions in Afghanistan.

Walby also argues for an analysis of gender equality rooted in an understanding of
patriarchy in context (1990). The concept is not historically static, but changes over time and
has a relationship with other systems of oppression. However, Walby's analysis of patriarchy
might fall short in the Afghan context as it does not fully engage with the differences in social
positions of women in different cultural contexts (Moghadam 1992). Contrary to common
understandings of patriarchy in Muslim contexts, patriarchy in Afghanistan is more tribal than
Islamic. Tribal practices often overshadow Islam — particularly its more enlightened messages
on gender issues (Kamali 2003). Therefore there is a need for a nuanced understanding of
power and patriarchy that shows their interconnections (Abu-Lughod 1989). Abu-Lughod
argues in favor of understanding women’s and men'’s lived experiences of patriarchy — and
how these change based on current political projects. Thus patriarchy - like the gender

order - is a political process but also influenced by political processes.

52 Sylvia Walby defines patriarchy as a “system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress
and exploit women”. Walby, S. (1990). Theorizing Patriarchy. Oxford, Blackwell. | agree with Walby in that it is
important to note that all men are not dominant, just as all women are not subordinate.
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The gender order opens up the opportunity to understand if the institution of patriarchy is
valid in Afghanistan and how it manifests itself in a cultural and temporal context. For the
purposes of this study, | aim to illuminate the dynamics of patriarchy in the Afghan context,

while recognizing that more broadly there are many patriarchies.

Kandiyoti, Jaggar, and Walby speak to the same concerns as those of Maxine Molyneux in
their examinations of social change in patriarchal societies, where patriarchal controls are
being eroded by socio-economic transformation, creating what Kandiyoti calls a “favorable
climate for the emergence of a conservative backlash against the emancipation of

women” (1991: 14}. She puts this in context:

In Afghanistan, where there is a strong norm of male responsibility for the protection
of women in the domestic domain, these dislocations may be experienced not
merely as economic disasters and humanitarian tragedies but as normative and
moral crises that demand regulation, sometimes through violent and ideological
means. The contradictory effects of war and displacement on age and gender
hierarchies in households and communities both unsettling and reinforcing aspects of
patriarchal control, have yet to be investigated.

(2005: 7)

As Kandiyoti has articulated, Afghanistan is similar to other patriarchal societies in that its
gender order is shaped by socio-cultural factorss3 largely based on women's role as keepers
of the family honors4. Attempts to separate women from family and community are met with
strong resistance. It is neither possible nor appropriate to refer only to ‘Afghan women' since
their plight is usually inextricably linked with that of their families (Barakat and Wardell 2001).
Aid for Afghan women is perceived in the context of interrelationships {Ahmed-Ghosh 2003),
however many aid programs in Afghanistan have focused on women by excluding men,

thereby perpetuating an environment that has little basis in Afghan society.

An examination of the gender order also places men as a subject of analysis as they too

have a role to play in gender order transformation. Indeed, Kabeer explains that while “the

53 In this case, socio-cultural factors refer fo mobility and ability to work and earn income, amongst others. These
factors depend on age, ethnicity, economic status, etc.

54 For more information, see Centlivres-Demont, M. (1994). Afghan Women in Peace, War, and Exile. The Politics of
Social Transformation in Afghanistan, iran, and Pakistan. M. Weiner and A. Banuazizi. Syracuse, Syracuse University
Press. Dupree, N. H. (1998). Afghan Women Under the Taliban. Fundgmentalism Reborn? Afghanistan and the
TIaliban. W. Maley. London, Hurst and Co. This is further elaborated in Chapter VII.
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terminology of gender, gender roles and gender relations has been widely adopted, its
implications have not always been fully worked through. For some, it remains just another

"

word for ‘women'” (1994: xii). Similarly, in Afghanistan, gender has been conflated with
women, and the language of aid programming has been oriented around women's
objectives, without a broader definition of gender. This is not unusual in the coniext of
conflict and the aftermath, where, “conceptually, there is still a great deal of confusion and
debate about what this really means, and what are the real political and programming
implications of a gender focus" (Jones 2004: 213)%5. Political implications of a gender order
and gender politics means that we must examine power among women and men - not just

between them.

Walby recognizes men’'s agency in gender politics in that men can advocate women'’s
struggles or present opposition to women articulating and acting on their interests (1997: 18).
Jaggar would argue that women's experiences differ from men’s interpretations and
therefore that they could provide clues as to how reality might be interpreted from the
standpoint of women. It is of value to examine the role of men, particularly in traditionally
patriarchal societies such as Afghanistan, to better understand women's agency in its social
context®. Rostami-Povey argues for a need to recognize the challenges that men face —
and men's need to search for new identities and redefine masculinities (2007). Building on
these arguments, understanding men's perceptions provides insights to their own
interpretations of reality and to their perceptions of how social change is received - or

resisted. This is at the crux of a feminist perspective on gender.

2. Interpretation: Transformation of the Gender Order

Aid is often conflated with radical social change (Hilhorst 2003). For aid agencies, their
proclaimed target for women in Afghanistan was indeed such change. Rhetoric of women's
‘liberation’, *empowerment’, and other terms were used frequently to justify intervention — an
intervention that was fueled by the propagated discourse on Afghan women. This is further

magnified in contexts of conflict and the aftermath where gender identities are in flux,

55 Jones elaborates on the progression of gender and conflict, explaining that gender as a concept made progress
in 1999 in changes such as the UN decision to incorporate gender advisors in peace-keeping missions and to
‘'mainstream’ gender programming. This was followed in 2000 by the Windhoek Declaration and later United Nations
Security Council Resolution 1325. For more information, see Jones, B. D. (2004). Aid, Peace, and lJustice in a
Reordered World. Nation-Building Unraveled? Aid, Peace and Justice in Afghanistan. A. Donini, N. Niland and K.
Wermester. Bloomfield, Kumarian.

56 For a discussion of these ideas in an Afghan context, see Azarbaijani-Moghaddam, §. Ibid.Afghan Women on the
Margins of the Twenty-first Century.
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offering space for women to access new resources and claim new roles. As Afghanistan
moves beyond an immediate post-war situation, aid interventions become increasingly
conflictual and contested processes, as people negotiate priorities and resource distribution
in an effort to secure their livelihoods (Beall and Esser 2005). In the aftermath, gender-
focused international aid can play a role in helping women achieve greater security. | do
not doubt the sincerity in seeking to provide for women's security - political, economic, and
social — but interventions were hampered by inadequate understandings of the intersection

of poverty, gender, power, and security¥.

To this end, one intention of intervention in Afghanistan for women was to transform the
gender order. In theory, transformation is achieved by a strategic impact on the gender
order, a fundamental structural change in gender relations that brings women closer to
equitable relationships with men38. Social change and transformation move women from an
oppressive present to a liberated future (Jaggar 1988). Transformation is a long-term process,
working at a deep structural level to address gender inequadilities. Transformation is also more
than an outcome; it is a non-linear process to be put in place entailing consciousness-raising
and women's agency. Indeed, the most important transformations are not simply infroduced
by aid interventions but are being negotiated through a complex process that involves all
those with something at stake {(Ferguson 1994: 281). In theory, transformation is not a difficult
concept to grasp. Implementing programs that raise the probability of transformation,
however, is not as apparent. Aid interventions themselves do not transform, per se, but they
support or hinder women's potential in achieving transformation through their policies and
programs. For the purposes of this research, | do not seek to measure transformation or to
judge its success. Transformation in this case is relevant in that it was used as a discourse that

was not matched in practice??.

Discourses are sites where meaning is constructed and contested, and power relations are
defined (Tonkiss 1988; Karam 2000). Artificially imposed discourses are not likely to reflect
local redlities. Such discourses guide interventions, or at least illuminate their intentions. Yet

discourses do not operate outside of people’'s agency. People can negotiate and reshape

57 This builds on Deborah Eade’s argument in her discussion of Rwanda. Eade, D. (2004). Introduction: Peace and
Reconstruction: Agency and Agencies. Development, Women and War; Feminist Perspectives. H. Afshar and D.
Eade. Oxford, Oxfam.

%8 | use the term transformation also to represent the array of aid agency terms that have come to have similar
meanings. Empowerment is one such term. | do not intent to imply that the two are synonymous, but they are used
in similar ways in development rhetoric.

% For these purposes, transformation in practice will be measured by political and technical interventions.
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discourses, although they may be forceful elements in creating people's realities (Hilhorst
2003: 77). Discourses encompass multiple forms of social practice that incorporate concrete
forms of knowledge, and thereby have real effects and consequences when employed (de
Vries 1992: 84). A discourse on transformation can produce certain ideas — whether applied
or not — that generate their own effects. An analysis of intervention should therefore include
an examination of battles over the interpretation of images and meanings that take place

at the interface between ‘outsiders' (aid institutions) and local groups (Villarreal 1992; 264).

In the case of women in Afghanistan, language was used as a political practice to present a
specific picture and to achieve particular ends. There is little existing scholarship on Afghan
women's agency at the interface between aid interventions and women’s needs and
interests. An examination of ‘'transformation’ in practice should therefore begin with an
examination of aid institution’s statements of intent in order to explore their performative

effects and semantic qualities (2005: 2).

The ‘Empowerment’ Act

The Afghan Women Empowerment Act of 2006¢° presents a good starting point for a
discussion of discourses animating gender interventions in Afghanistan. This act provides
evidence of the above discussion, namely that certain terms can carry a moral imperative
to act and an assumption that the action must come from the top, in this case the US

Government.

The Empowerment Act began in January 2004 as the Afghan Women Security and Freedom
Act championed by US Senator Barbara Boxer. This Act authorized $300 million per year
through 2007 and earmarked funds for the Ministry of Women's Affairs, the Afghanistan
Independent Human Rights Commission, and Afghan women's NGOs. Two years later,
Barbara Boxer attempted to revive the dormant act. She argued that President Karzai
himself “admitted that we are falling short on the issue of Afghan women”. She continued:
"As we work to foster democracy in Afghanistan, we must be vigilant in ensuring that women

take their rightful place in Afghan society” ¢1. This bill never became law.

80 For more information, see:

2Ffem|n|sfmo|omy%2Fcomgolgn |sg‘7 3Fcampaign KEY%3D4334Z,261293DfemglateQ dwt

81 For more information, see www.boxer.senate.gov.

35


http://www.oneworld.net/external/?url=httD%3A%2F%2Fwww.democracvinactlon.ora%2Fdia%2ForoanizationsORG%25
http://www.boxer.senate.aov

The Act is problematic because it begins with a denial of Afghan women's agency and
assumes a moral imperative to act. It further insists that funding shall focused on the
adherence "to international standards for women's right and human rights” and includes a
commitment "to disseminate information throughout Afghanistan on the rights of women
and on international standards for human rights”. Senator Boxer's message was sent to me
through a small distribution list with the following preface from an Afghan woman leader: "I
hope on the Afghan side this humanitarian money is spent wisely and efficiently in the right

spots for the right reason”.

It is not unusual for empowerment discourses — not unlike the act - to reveal an assumption
that empowerment is a top-down effort (Parpart 2002: 50). This approach, combined with
contradictions in the discourse, could inevitably lead to difficulties in implementation.
Indeed, implementing empowerment is often less clear, despite its triumph at the level of
discourse$2. Kabeer explains that there is no agreement on the meaning of the term. Despite
its centrality to the concept of power, the term is frequently used in a way that strips it of
political meaning (Kabeer 1994: 224). Indeed, empowerment has achieved buzzword status,
making it increasingly more slippery to put into practice. David Mosse elaborates that such
strategically or politically useful ideas often lack conceptual clarity and are challenging to
put into practice (2005: 15-16). And yet, such buzzwords frame solutions, giving aid policies a
sense of purpose and suggesting a world that can be neatly repaired through technical
solutions (Cornwall and Brock 2005: iii). In Afghanistan, technical interventions were applied
to address political and structural issues, further masking social problems. Technical
interventions allow little room for Afghan feminists advocating for structural change in their

own contexts.

The discourse of technical interventions - and the buzzwords that animate them — are not
neutral. These buzzwords assume meaning as they are employed in policies which then
influence how the aid apparatus understands what it is doing — and why it has a moral
imperative to do it. The agenda for transformation brings such a responsibility, and provides
the legitimacy that the apparatus needs in order to intervene. The empowerment discourse

mysteriously becomes stripped of politics and power — its core values — and assumes a

62 Much has been written on discourses of development. For example, see Gasper, D. and R. Apthorpe (1996).
Discourse Analysis and Policy Discourse. Arguing Development Policy: Frames and Discourses. D. Gasper and R.
Apthorpe. London, Frank Cass. Grillo, R. and R. Stirrat {1997). Discourses of Development: Anthropological
Perspectives. Oxford, Berg. Gardner, K. and D. Lewis (2000}. "Dominant Paradigms Overturned or 'Business as Usual'2
Development Discourse and the White Paper on International Development.” Critique of Anthropology 20(1): 15-29.
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depoliticized aid identity that no one can disagree withé3, The term is then negotiated and
operationalized in different ways in different settings. In so doing, it is further stripped of any

understanding of, or engagement with, the local contexts in which it is applied.

The empowerment discourse can be seen as emanating from the ‘rights-based
development’ agendast where empowerment is defined as an awareness that one is a
subject of rights with a capacity to act on the world and change it to benefit individuals,
collectives, and society (Molyneux and Lazar 2003: 9). However, elements of this discourse
are contested on the grounds that they are seen as a Western imposition and an act of
moral imperialism, further representing an individudlistic worldview that counters the
collective identities of patriarchal societies (Molyneux and Lazar 2003: 2). | agree with
Molyneux that the language of rights is not created or owned by the ‘West’ (2007). However,
this perception holds much weight in Afghanistan, based largely on the means by which the
‘rights’ message has been delivered. Many theorists have argued this point, particularly in
the Afghan context with the link between 'liberation’ of women and the War on Terror. Vron
Ware aptly states that “the notion that women's rights could be delivered by stealth
bombers along with the funding of high profile initiatives requires extra careful scrutiny”
(2006).

It can be argued that Orientalismss is at play when the West views the Eastern woman,
building on the view that this discourse denies the agency of the ‘Third World woman'’
{(Mohanty 2003; Whitlock 2005). Chandra Mohanty further calls for an examination of the
political implications of Western strategies and principles though the eyes of Third World
women (2003: 21). The rights agenda is not easily put into practice, and runs the risk of failure
when franslated into action if it is not contextualized. The rights discourse needs to undergo
adaptation and translation in context as a first step to ensuring that local priorities are
represented. This does not comprise its underlying principle of equality. On the contrary, it

offers a more solid foundation for indigenous movements.

63 Cornwall and Brock also argue, in the vein of Foucault, that the word ‘discourse’ itself has achieved buzzword
status. For more information, see various works by Foucault and Cornwall, A. and K. Brock (2005). Beyond Buzzwords:
"Poverty Reduction”, "Participation” and "Empowerment” in Development Policy. Qverarching Concerns Programme
Paper Number 10. Geneva, United Nations Research Institute for Social Development.

é Molyneux and Lazar present a thorough evolution of the ‘rights-based’ discourse, explaining its origins in the 1990s
as an effort to repoliticize the rights discourse for women, representing the difference between prociaiming rights
and actually exercising them. For more information, see Molyneux, M. and S. Lazar (2003). Doing the Rights Thing:
Rights-based Development and Latin American NGOs. London, ITDG Publishing.

65 This term was first coined by Edward Said. Said, E. W. (1979). Orientalism. New York, Vintage.
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In Afghanistan, there is no hegemonic aid discoursess, per se, but some perspectives have
become more powerful than others, leaving little room for alternative (perhaps indigenous)
discourses on women. The discourse on women in Afghanistan suggested that aid
interventions would transform Afghan women from their position of subjugation to
‘empowerment’ and ‘liberation’. Implicit in this message is the idea that women are
‘prevented’ from achieving aid because of socio-cultural constraints, as if it were simply @
matter of changing atfitudes and values (Ferguson 1994: 58). Such a perspective denies
indigenous forms of agency, leaving women no role in their own ‘empowerment'. It is
problematic to assume that Afghan women need to be liberated, developed, and
empowered. Images of Afghan women as victims serve a strategic purpose for various
actors but tell little about women's redilities, serving only to dislocate them as historical and
political actorss?. Further, in Islamic contexts, international pressure exerts influence On
gender priorities and policies (Kandiyoti 1991), making it difficult for women to demonstrate
agency in a context of pre-determined international opinion about the status of women in
Islam.

An Afghan Feminism

Global feminisms are not alien importations but are responsive to issues women face within
their own contexts, evolving when there is recognition of circumstances, norms, institutions
and traditions that are detrimental to women's lives — and a desire to create altematives
(Narayan 1997: 12-3). Afghan women have struggled and negotiated the various
fluctuations in their social status throughout history, using long-established mechanisms to
achieve gains on their own terms. Feminism did not need to be imported: it has along history
in Afghanistan (Rawi 2004). Afghan feminism seeks firstly to distance itself from a Western
feminist model. Although the underlying principles are the same, a link to Western feminism
could appear to be a cooptation by the aid-occupation, thereby undermining Afghan
women's long struggle. Furthermore, Afghan feminists view their battie as being against male

domination as well as imperial domination (Rostami-Povey 2007).

¢ | borrow this term from Hilhorst, D. (2003). The Real World of NGOs: Discourses, Diversity and Development. London,
Zed Books.

47 The hegemonic geopolitical discourse on Afghanistan has been primarily American. It can be argued 1h.ol imoggs
of Afghan women as victims serve various political projects such as the American offensive against the Taliban, an
the aid apparatus’ quest for funding — and legitimacy.
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Most Afghan women have never been militant activists but their appearance of public
passivity often masks a private persuasiveness (Dupree 1990: 129). Interviews conducted with
Afghan women activists for the book Women of the Afghan War include several comments
that represent the views of many. Fatana asserts: “We need support from... organizations...
But nobody can use us. We are very strong women. We are not stupid” (Ellis 2000: 193). Her
views are not unique. In my experience, Afghan women - even those who were in the most
dire of circumstances — had similar things to say. | also heard Sajida’s sentiments repeated on
numerous occasions: “People write about Afghan women being oppressed but because
you are here you can see that Afghan women dlso fight back” (Ellis 2000: 217). Other
literature also points to the strength of Afghan women, for example Chekeba: “With a veil on
her head, no Afghan woman has ever stopped herself from letting her voice be heard, and

frequently is it she who has the last word” (Delloye 2003: 158).

Afghan feminism — perhaps not labeled as such - is indeed responding to the conditions of
Afghan womensé8. Narayan speaks to the idea of 'Third World' feminism as something
indigenous to those countries (1997). Jaggar elaborates: “Whether or not they call
themselves feminist, innumerable groups outside the West are currently working to promote
what Molyneux calls women's '‘gender interests’” (1998: 18). In so doing, Afghan women are

exercising agency - despite the aid apparatus’ inability to recognize it as such.

3. Implementation: Technical or Political Interventions

The phrase ‘gender and development’ (GAD) evolved from a focus on its acronym
predecessor, WID (‘women in development'}é?. The focus on WID can be credited to its
founding mother, Esther Boserup, in her 1970 work that brings women into economic
development (1970). Gains have been made in the early days of the WID discourse,

however, since its onset the discourse has also:

... continued to create a colonized poor and marginalized woman who needed to
be managed and educated; whose capacity for work and local decision making

needed building; and who needed to be controlled reproductively and sexually

68 RAWA, the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan, is an oft-cited example of an Afghan feminist
movement (www.rawa.org) although there are many others.

¢ | have elected to avoid use of the WID/GAD collection of acronyms, opting instead for less loaded terminology.
However, they deserve a brief explanation here as they present relevant background to the evolution of the
discourse.
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through a series of development interventions designed for ‘women'’s
empowerment’.
{Harcourt 2005: 43)

For these purposes, however, the WID/GAD distinction presents an interesting point of entry
into the discussion on technical and political interventions. In a criticism of WID, Kabeer
argues that "WID advocacy was grounded in a theory of ‘irrational’ prejudice and sex-role
stereotypes when what was needed was a theory of male power and conflicting gender
interests” (1994: 37-8). | will argue that aid interventions for women in Afghanistan have
progressed much along the same lines as the evolution of WID and GAD - only backwards.
Afghanistan began with a GAD-centered discourse, but resulted in WID-style
implementation. A WID-style implementation is more conducive to technical solutions and a

standardized aid package - the ideal scenario for an aid intervention.

Molyneux's work on strategic and practical gender interests?? offered an initial framework to
examine implementation of gender policies in light of intent. Practical interests address
conditions of daily life (1985), while strategic interests are those aiming to "transform social
relations in order to enhance women's position and to secure a more lasting repositioning of
women within the gender order and within society at large” (1998: 75). Strategic and
practical interests are not in opposition to each other. Indeed, Molyneux articulates that
practical interests can be the basis for political transformation (1998: 78). Kate Young refers
to this as transformatory potential {1993)7'. However, this is difficult to measure as it requires
women themselves to transform practical interventions into strategic gains. Practical interests
rest on the assumption that there is compliance with the existing gender order, while

strategic interests explicitly question that order (Molyneux 1998: 78).

While Molyneux's framework has value, it has been criticized. Beneria argues that the
distinction sidelines women'’s diverse survival strategies, labeling them as un-feminist because
they do not directly address feminist concerns (2003). Rostami-Povey advocates for a
nuanced understanding of the strategic and practical distinction, demonstrating through

her research on women in Iran that access to resources can indirectly bring women closer to

70 1t is essential to make the distinction between gender interests and women's interests. Women's interests do not
necessarily reflect gender issues, while gender interests are those arising from the social relations and positioning of
the sexes, therefore pertaining to both men and women. Molyneux, M. (1998}. Analysing Women's Movements.
Feminist Visions of Development: Gender Anglysis and Policy. C. Jackson and R. Pearson. London, Routledge.

71 For more information on the practical needs approach to transformation, see Alvarez, S. E. (1990). Engendering
Democracy in Brozil : Women's Movements in Politics. Princeton, Princeton UP.
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gender equadlity. Iranian women found empowerment through their varied survival strategies
(Rostami-Povey 2005).

Molyneux's framework might be too rigid for Afghanistan because it might obfuscate such
forms of empowerment. Equating strategic gender interests with transformation may work in
theory, but such formulations will have their limits when applied to the Afghan context. In
Afghanistan and other aftermath contexts, aid interventions focused initially on practical
needs. The discrepancy in Afghanistan is between the rhetoric (strategic) and the
implementation (practical). There has therefore been a gap between observed needs and
planned responses (Stockton 2004) for women. Although interventions rarely challenge
existing patterns of power (Mosse 2005: 19), implementation should at least attempt to
reflect the intent — transformation of the gender order. This measure may not be applicable
to Afghan realities in its current form, however it presented a useful starting point for analysis
and an opportunity to engage with a concept that originates from a Western ‘gender and

development’ agenda and to test its relevance in another context.

I subsequently elected to make a distinction between political and technical interventions.
Political issues can include women's strategic interests, addressing structural issues and
transforming the gender order to bring it closer to equality. As Ferguson explains, politics is
about the distribution of power — resources and influence - and understanding who gets
what, when, and how (1994). Technical interventions, on the other hand, are apolitical. They
dangerously ignore the political nature of gender issues and shy away from confronting
imbalances of power. The aid apparatus is equipped to provide technical solutions,
although such inputs are less likely to achieve transformation. Whether the intent is technical
or political, aid interventions are always received as a political tool - with a political

message.

In Afghanistan, political and technical gender interventions need to work in tandem in order
to instigate longer-term strategic change in gender relations. Jo Beall's analysis of Colombia

and South Africa reinforces this, demonstrating that

Advancing gender equality demands striking a balance between the essentially
political project of ensuring women's social and economic participation and political
representation, and the more technical project of institutionalizihg or mainstreaming

a gender perspective in policy and practice.
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(1998: 530)

As this research seeks to demonstrate, there are possible consequences in prioritizing one
over the other. An understanding of the distinction between technical and political
interventions helps to unpack the tension between policies which seek to distribute resources
in ways that preserve and reinforce inequalities and those seeking to challenge inequadilities
(Kabeer 1994: 91). This distinction is more apparent in theory than in practice, yet it serves as
a starting point to measure actual implementation in light of intent?2. This research is in line
with Mosse’s argument that aid interventions are not necessarily driven by policy intent. In
fact, interventions might very well be conceadled by policy, leaving actors to maintain
“coherent representations regardless of events” (Mosse 2005: 2). Therefore, the identification
and implementation of interests is highly political and should be seen within a larger context
of social change, one in which aid agencies are both products of, and actors in, particular

political processes. Rostami-Povey explains it well:

Women's rights issues have become depoliticized and have been hijacked... In this
contfext, everybody and everything responsible for gender equality in Afghanistan
equates to nobody and nothing being responsible for putting women's interests and
experiences of injustice on the political agenda.

(2007: 138)

The gendered effects of aid policy and practice cannot be divorced from the operations of
aid institutions. There is an increased risk that aid interventions will have unanticipated effects
when policy rhetoric does not match actual implementation. Gender-focused aid policy in
Afghanistan employed a discourse of transformation, using terminology associated with
political and structural issues with the goal of encouraging social change and redressing
gender inequdilities. However, implementation of those policies focused on meeting
practical needs through technical interventions, such as initiatives to rectify gender

imbalances in education and employment.

2 Molyneux's framework has been operationalized by Caroline Moser, who incorporated practical and strategic
needs into gender program planning. For present purposes and following Kate Young (1993}, | will refer to strategic
interests and practical needs. For more information on the concept of needs and interests, see Jonasdottir, A. G.
(1988}. On the Concept of Interest, Women's Interests, and the Limitations of Interest Theory. The Political Interests of
Gender: Developing Theory and Research with a Feminist Face. K. B. Jones and A. G. Jonasdottir. London, Sage.

42



There is no agreed-upon measure of transformation or progress for women in Afghanistan.
From the perspective of the international media, the chaddari has often taken on a symbolic
role as the barometer of social change. Yet the chaddari, or any act of veiling, must not be
confused with, or made to stand for, lack of women's agency (Abu-Lughod 2002: 786). In
current discussions on Afghanistan, generalizations on the 'situation of women' often refer
unconstructively to visible transformations - prevalence of veil or chaddari, or meetings of
men and women - over institutional changes such as laws and improvement in status
(Centlivres-Demont 1994). Preliminary conversations with Afghan women73 suggest that
gender inequalities have not been rectified by engagement in aid activities as they had
expected, based on aid rhetoric. The promise of transformation, as it were, did not
materialize as women had anticipated. In fact, these women were quite vocal about what
they saw as a deteriorating situation regarding gender equality. They expressed concern
about the high-profile focus from aid agencies and the media, and felt that facile analyses
regarding the chaddari and their low social status were misguided and did not reflect

Afghan redilities.

The framework of political and technical interventions is applicable to Afghanistan in that it
allows space for strategic examination of existing aid interventions with regard to the goal of
addressing social and gender inequalities (Wieringa 1994; Rowlands 1998). This framework
helps to reveal the ways in which women's interests and needs were formulated and
subsequently implemented by aid institutions with a view to what they say and measuring it
against what they do. Further, this is Ferguson's dichotomy that is also recognizable from
gender literature as explored by Moser, Molyneux, and others74. This research does not
intend to be wedded to this theoretical construct. It is therefore more important to
understand how Afghan women - and different groups of Afghan women - define

transformation and what it is they hope to see transformed.

4. Unintended Effects

Similar to any aid activities, gender interventions may produce significant unintended

consequences for women and for the gender order. Kandiyoti reinforces this point,

73 Within the NGO | worked with, many discussions were held regarding Afghan women's perceptions of their lives
after conflict and their participation in development activities. The program supported over 3000 women during its
first year of operation (2002-2003).

74 As one example, see Moser, C. O. N. and F. C. Clark, Eds. (2001). Victims, Perpetrators or Actors2 Gender, Armed
Conlflict and Political Violence. London, Zed Books.
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articulating that socioeconomic transformation and state policy aggravates and reproduces
gender inequadlities (1991). Kabeer calls development a “purposeful project” that entails
"unacknowledged assumptions and unanticipated outcomes” (1994: 69). Intervention is a
non-linear, socially constructed and negotiated process with unintended consequences,
including the responses of those who "may struggle to define and defend their own social
spaces, cultural boundaries and positions within the wider power field” (Long and Long 1992:
37). As Ferguson's case study demonstrates, these “side effects” of aid endeavors, emerging
regardless of the aims and strategies of aid institutions, may be significant enough to
overwhelm the intended effects of the intervention (1994). An examination of aid
interventions could reveal an attempt at social transformation, carrying both negative and
positive connotations (Kabeer 1994: 70). It is therefore important to study aid interventions in
practice ethnographically using both the analysis of everyday practices and discursive

constructions (Gupta 1995).

Anthropologist Norman Long distinguishes between two types of approach used in aid
interventions to initiate social change: the improvement approach and the transformation
approach. The ftransformation approach attempts to establish new forms of social
organization, making a radical break with existing systems (1977). He explains the disconnect

between policy and its effects this way:

There is no one-fo-one relationship between policy commitment and the actual
consequences of policy. This is most strikingly the case with the aftempts at
implementing a transformation approach, which generally spawns a large number of
apparently unintended consequences.

(1977: 183-4)

Long also presents a useful tool for a sociological analysis of structural change, based on
“focusing upon the critical points of intersection between different levels of social order
where conflicts of value and social interest are most likely to occur” (1984: 177). These
junctures, labeled ‘interfaces’ by Long, are found where "outside agencies intervene in
order to implement a particular development policy or programme” (1984: 177). There are
several interfaces at play in Afghanistan. In turn, these interfaces can yield unanticipated
effects. One such unanticipated effect can emerge from gender-focused interventions
when they fail to address gender issues, focusing only on women. The neglect of men in aid

programming is an area of concern as transforming the gender order entails a focus on both
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women and men. Local gender ideologies are already on unstable ground in the aftermath
of conflict — gender interventions notwithstanding. Gender interventions could further
exacerbate this instability, presenting a challenge to Afghan forms of patriarchy. it is in this

vein that | argue for a re-animation of gender in the Afghan context.

Gender interventions create and work with particular discourses, as has been previously
ifustrated. Studying gender and aid discourses in practice can help to explain how these
discourses operate in everyday situations and how they order social relationships in local
communities — intentionally or not (Hilhorst 2003: 80). The difference between an aid
discourse and an academic discourse, according to Ferguson, is that the academic
discourse is historically contextualized (1994). Therefore, an exploration of the effects of
discourses should contextualize the social experiences of Afghan women and men. This is a
particular challenge in Afghanistan, where rhetoric has taken precedence over meaningful
interventions (Niland 2004), particularly for women (Clark 2004). Further, the supply-driven,
technical nature of projects have focused on outputs over impact (Leader and Atmar 2004).

Such formulations have varied effects on the gender order.

Interventions deny Afghan women's agency by promoting the discourse of externally-driven
fransformation. The assumption is that Afghan women are unable to act on their own behalf.
Facile analyses of women as “vulnerable individuals living in a vacuum may eventually
isolate rather than reintegrate women” (Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004: 103). Despite the

discourse, this research seeks to reveal the manifestations of Afghan women's agency.

Creating an artificial divide between technical and political interventions could result in
unexpected social outcomes. It is difficult o isolate factors and determine which aspect of
implementation produced particular effects. The separation of aid intervention into
implementation and effects is an oversimpilification of a highly complex set of processes that
can only be understood in context. It is possible only to illuminate the different paths that
may have led to certain effects. Aid policy-makers and policy implementers therefore have
a key role to play, not only in how they interpret women's needs and interests, but also in the

ways in which they choose to bring these needs and interests to fruition through programs.
In the few existing analyses, there is little consensus on the effects of gender-focused aid on

transformation of the gender order in Afghanistan. Rostami-Povey notes the consciousness-

raising that took place during the Afghan conflict, with women organizing around gender-
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related survival strategies and, in the process, becoming aware of more gender-specific
concerns (2004: 172). According to Rostami-Povey, aid in Afghanistan for women has moved
from a focus on practical needs to strategic interests through challenging patriarchal gender
relations {2004). However, journalist and researcher Victoria Brittain asserts that adding
women to processes to compensate for previous neglect does little to address structural
issues. She cites Afghanistan as a case in point, explaining that results for women have been
"very meager” (2002: 8). In fact, "a deconstructive move which is intended to be enabling
and radical at the theoretical level may turn out to be not only debilitating but also
patronizing and dismissive of local understandings when it is enacted in a development
context” (Kandiyoti 1998: 146).

According fo a report on increasing women's participation, power dynamics in Afghanistan
are negatively affected when aid is not distributed according to socially defined boundaries
{(Wakefield and Bauer 2005: 2). The report further cautions a recognition of the unintended
negative effects of gender programs (2005: 7). This is particularly relevant in Afghanistan,
where gender is a highly charged and politicized project. Definitions and perspectives
reflect a particular political power, revealing a lack of consensus about the primary goal at
the strategic level. At the aid level, the apparatus has defined Afghanistan’s ‘problems’ in
depoliticized terms (Leader and Atmar 2004: 175). And yet, as Afghan history demonstrates,
gender issues (and their affiliated interventions) continue to be a highly charged sphere of
Afghan life. As a result, aid institutions are political actors "whose actions have political

impacts whether they like it or not” (Leader and Atmar 2004: 181}.

Unexpected effects have emerged from gender interventions because the creation of a
particular discourse encouraged the formulation of a particular type of policy that was then
not implemented in practice. There are therefore several probable paths — or a combination
of all - that have led to these unanticipated outcomes. It is important to recognize that
these are only partial effects; it is not possible to determine all factors that contribute to a
certain outcome. Research can reveal select factors that may play a significant role in
altering the gender order. Gender-focused international aid can possibly have positive
effects on the gender order. This could be achieved in recognizihg women's agency in a
gender analysis that is historically and socially embedded. Ideally, this entails a focus on both
strategic interests and practical needs in gender planning. Effects may be neutral if

interventions maintain the status quo and do not disrupt the gender order. Negative effects
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are likely when interventions extract women from their historical and political realities and

undermine women’s agency.

Thus at one end of the spectrum, interventions can offer the possibility for more public roles
for women in the aftermath, including leadership positions in organizations and government,
at the other end, violence against women is a possible negative effect which prevents
women from accessing opportunities presented by their engagement in aid activities. In
analyses of the effects of aid interventions, the positive effects — more public in nature — tend
to obfuscate potential negative effects, and are often used as measures of social change’s.
The combination of positive and negative effects could therefore hinder transformation for

women.

Research on women in other contexts reveals that violence against women can increase in
the aftermath’é. | recognize the difficulties in demonstrating that increased violence against
women may have been a possible negative effect, however it is possible that aid
interventions created an enabling environment for such effects. Chapter VI elaborates on
violence in the aftermath and the challenges in obtaining accurate information. However,
based on data in the chapters that follow, Afghan perceptions reveal that aid interventions
may have played a role in producing these effects. Gender rhetoric coupled with the high-
profile focus on women could be a key element in fomenting a backlash. Kandiyoti notes
that gender-transformatory initiatives bring significant political risks, including a "hardening of
attitudes” (2005 p.19). Such negative changes can be understood within a context of
patriarchal social structures (Walby 1990)77. Walby demonstrated that in industridlized,
capitalist countries there is a shift from private to public patriarchy in that women are no
longer restricted to domestic life but are now exploited in public structures such as the state
and employment (1990). In Afghanistan, women face the obstacles of both public and
private patriarchy, yet there has been significant decrease in public patriarchy since the

ousting of the Taliban. An increase in violence against women (specifically in the form of

75 For example, in Afghanistan, women represented one-third of the delegates in the Loya Jirga, or Grand Assembly,
yet these women expressed concern for their safety on the streets and at home.

76 Much of the evidence to support this emerges from the Bosnia example. There is extensive scholarship on this
issue.

77 However, men are not immune from these social changes. The interview with General Nazari in Appendix 5
illustrates that men are also experiencing increases in violence. In addition, violence against women by other
women is also an unacknowledged concern. Such violence is not simply about men as perpetrators and women as
victims.
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domestic violence and self-immolation) could connote a shift from public to private

patriarchy in Afghanistan’s,

8 As one example to demonstrate the increase in violence, see RAWA at www.rawa.org
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Conclusions

While understandings of patriarchy and the notions of a possible backlash present a
common argument, Afghanistan is unique in that new forms of vioclence might be created.
These arguments might tell one part of the story, however they remain insufficient. Donna
Pankhurst speaks well to this, and emphasizes the importance of nuanced understandings
that present a counter to simplistic assumptions (2007). A nuanced understanding would
reveal that in many Muslim societies, "women become the marker of political goals and
cultural identity... when power is contested” [Moghadam 1999: 174). Afghan history
demonstrates that such politicizations of the gender order are not uncommon. However,
there is a need to expose the possibility of an aid-driven restructuring of the gender order —

and its effects on women in Afghanistan.

Theoretically, this research builds on the work of Ferguson, informed by Kandiyoti, Walby,
Jaggar, Molyneux, and Rostami-Povey, placing their theories in the context of Afghanistan’s
aftermath with a view to examining the discourses surrounding gender-focused international
aid. Using a historically and culturally informed analysis, | aspire not to develop
generdlizations but to contextualize diversity {(de Vries 1992: 66). This study aims not only to
problematize the way women's interests were formulated by the aid apparatus but also to

understand the effects of such formulations on women and men in Afghanistan.

This research is also in line with the key themes ouilined in the recently-released book
Feminisms in Development. The authors see several emerging themes that can be aligned
with my presuppositions as stated in Chapter 1. Firstly, the authors see a battle over
interpretation, namely a struggle for interpretive power as a core element of the feminist
engagement with the aid apparatus. This fits with my discussion of interpretation rooted in
matters of agency. Secondly, the authors address how feminist intent is undermined by the
functioning of the aid apparatus. This raises the issue of agency to address the discourse of
tfransformation and the distinction between strategic interests and practical needs. Their third
theme advocates a feminist engagement with aid as a political project. Indeed, this is the
underlying theme of this research: an attempt to depoliticize gender-focused aid will have

unintended effects (Cornwall, Harrison et al. 2007: 2).

Chapter Il begins with an understanding of the frends, themes, and similarities that

characterize aid and gender documents of international and national institutions. To this
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end, the point of departure for an examination of discourses of transformation and gender in
Afghanistan is through policy texts. This is checked against the perspectives of the policy-
makers and policy implementers charged with bringing those texts to fruition in order to
understand the political subtexts that underpin articulations of needs and interests. Kabeer
writes that “for a social-relations framework to be useful, it is important that the institutional
analysis of gender relations is linked to the design and evaluation of policy and planning”
(1994: 285). This analysis is followed by the experiences and perceptions of Afghan women
and men. It is through these perceptions that the entire aid intervention in Afghanistan is
imagined. The effects of gender programs are a mechanism through which Afghanistan's
intervention is discursively constituted. Therefore, this story prioritizes Afghan women and
men's experiences and interpretations of their own redlities in the context of the aid

apparatus in Afghanistan's aftermath.
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CHAPTER lll: Gender Policy on Paper: Transformation in Texts

1. Trends and Themes

In line with Molyneux's work, it is essential to question how far national and international
instruments have taken account of women's needs and interests — and to assess the extent
to which strategic interests have become "entombed within official doctrine” (1985: 250). In
this vein, an investigation into policy formulation begins here with a textual analysis of aid
and gender policy papers of the large aid institutions operating in Afghanistan. Molyneux
expressed particular interest in the priorities allocated to the goal of women’s emancipation
alongside other goals, such as economic development. She does not question the link
between the two as they actually coexist, but instead problematizes the nature of the link by
asking if women's emancipation is merely a means to achieving economic development, or
if it exists as a goal in and of itself (1985: 250-1). Mosse also advocates an examination of
texts as narratives defining problems and interpreting events (2005: 8). He argues for texis to
be read backwards, within their own contexts, to better understand the sociology of the
document (2005: 15). To this end, an examination of aid and gender policy texts is relevant

to this discussion.

The following analysis begins with five aid institutions — UNAMA, USAID, UNIFEM, UNDP, and
the World Bank — and an introduction to their roles in Afghanistan. These organizations were
selected based on their roles as core members of the Advisory Group on Gender (AGG), the
high-level body charged with supporting the Ministry of Women's Affairs and providing

strategic direction on all things gender in Afghanistan.

The AGG, the GAG, and the GSG

The AGG works to ensure that gender is mainstreamed across the various thematic areas of
focus as outlined in Afghanistan’s aid interventions??. This is guided by an "understanding of
the different situations, needs and power relations between men and women, and the
different impacts of policy and financial decisions on men and women" as critical for
achieving national development goals (Ministry of Women's Affairs). The AGG further

recognizes that gender comprises what is referred to as a cross-cutting concern and, to that

79 For more information, see http://www.af/ag/gender/index.asp
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end, interventions in all sectors must be based on “systematic gender analyses and
consideration of the implications of policies, programmes and budgets on women's and
men's well-being” [emphasis added] (Ministry of Women's Affairs). In 2002, the Minister of

Women's Affairs appointed UNIFEM, UNDP, and USAID as core members of the group.

But the AGG is not new. Dupree writes about the composition of the group in 1996:

UNDP set up an advisory group on gender. It consisted of between ten and fifteen
women, half of them foreigners, half Afghans. The foreigners did all the talking. Only
when you asked one of the Afghan women a direct question would she come forth
with her observations. This is symptomatic of the leadership problem:s.

(1996: 15)

Today, the AGG still consists of between ten and fifteen women. However, thirteen or
fourteen of them are non-Afghan, and only one or two are Afghans, depending on the
day?®0. It is worth noting, that there is no male member of the Advisory Group on Gender
[emphasis mine]. During 2002-2003, this group was referred to as the Gender Advisory Group
(GAG) but was changed to Advisory Group on Gender (AGG) because of the former’s
unfavorable acronym. The AGG was also referred to as the "Gender Nazis” by many in

Afghanistan's international aid apparatus.

In my capacity as the head of an international NGO, | had a very difficult time gaining
access to this impenetrable group. When | was finally granted membership, | understood
that other NGOs — both local and international — would not be able to access this group. As
a resull, 1 used the leverage | had to set up a parallel structure called the Gender Sector
Group (GSG) in early 2003 to share discussions and events in the AGG meeting and play an
intermediary role. The GSG met through the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief
(ACBAR) and gathered approximately 60 local and international NGOs working on women
and gender in Afghanistan. Since my departure from the aid apparatus in Afghanistan, the
GSG has lost its link to the AGG and the fwo groups no longer speak to each other.

80 This is based on personal observations and my participation in the AGG, 2002-2005.
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Themes for Analysis

Analyses of at least two of the operating documents are presented for each institution: the
core aid policy paper at the onset of the study period, and a follow up document to
examine evolution of the discourse. An analysis of the gender policy documents then follows.
An exception to the time frame is made for the Afghan government documents. The most
recent qaid and gender papers have been used as they represent an amalgam of previous
documents produced during Afghanistan's aftermath. They are also the most thorough and
detailed documents available, and therefore they comprise the only exception to the

requirement that papers fit within the study period.

For aid and gender documents, | examined the level of substantial reporting on women and
gender. | assessed the documents with a view to the presence of gender issues — and the
qudlity of that presence. My approach was informed by a number of studies where aid
policy documents have been analyzed for their gender content or to discern their approach
to women and gender. Beall articulates that “experience has shown that when gender
issues are not flagged, they are subsequently missed” (1998: 238). | am further concerned
with the extent to which gender has been ‘mainstreamed’ in the document. Despite
rhetoric, very often gender is not a cross-cutting issue but has in fact been isolated in the
document. It merits questioning when a claim to mainstream gender issues is substantiated

by anisolated paragraph on gender.

Beall explains that the gender and poverty nexus forms the core of Moser’s “anti-poverty”
approach® and a part of the liberal WID discourse. This focus shifts attention from
transformation and women'’s strategic gender interests (1998: 239). Such an approach could
also result in an emphasis on women-as-victims as opposed to a focus on women's agency.
Further, this approach facilitates the creation of technical solutions to a political problem,
clearly designating space for the aid intervention as the only alternative for women. "All too
often policy statements from international agencies are written as if the agency itself is
engaging from a neutral position” (Beadll 1998}. Given these conditions, it becomes difficult
for the aid intervention to assess progress made for women. This is usually done in terms of
quantity — money spent, women trained, and so on - in lieu of actual improvements made in

women's lives.

8! For more information, see Moser, C. O. N. (1993). Gender Planning and Development: Theory, Practice and
Irqining. London, Routledge.
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A further contradiction entails the mention of men in so-called gender documents. In these
cases, men are included in the document only as obstacles to women's development, or
when making negative comparisons to women (Cleaver 2002). This is problematic as it
negates men’s roles in women's development — and negates the importance of their own
development. As a result, interventions assume that gender relations and power are a zero-
sum game, and that interventions for women should offer no alternatives for men (Cleaver
2002: 1). Further, Mohanty argues that binary divisions between men and women are
reinforced through facile analyses of man-as-exploiter and woman-as-exploited. These

simplistic formulations are historically reductive and programmatically ineffectual (2003: 31).

Molyneux advocates a review of policy documents to confirm the shift that she has noted in
definitions of intervention priorities. She writes of a "move away from an identification of their
work as needs-based and service-driven to a more sirategic [emphasis original] approach,
in which rights issues were increasingly incorporated into their work and were given special
relevance in work that targeted poverty” (Molyneux and Lazar 2003: 6). However, despite
lofty claims to instigate social change, there were few practical applications for this shift. To
this end, she advocates a textual analysis that includes an understanding of the presence of
terms like empowerment and gender in order to illuminate the extent of this intervention

priority shift on paper. This is the approach adopted here.

Guiding questions for the textual analysis of general aid documents include:
e Is there a discussion of gender and/or women? In what context(s)2
e What definition of gender is employed in the document?2
¢ Is gender mainstreamed in the document or found only in isolated section(s)2
e Are women being used instrumentally in the document?2 Is there an emphasis on
women's needs and interests — or is women's presence only to ensure effective

development outcomes (Beall 1998: 239)¢

The review of additional aid documents will examine for noticeable changes to the themes.
The textual analysis of gender-specific documents was guided by the following:
e What definition of gender is in operation? Is there explicit mention of men? If so, is it

only in the context of men as obstacles to women’s development?
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e What language accompanies use of gender and/or women (i.e. empowerment,
rights, etc.)2 Is empowerment language employed as a way to escape the anti-
poverty approach (Beall 1998)2

e Is there an assumption that ‘women’s problems' can be solved with technical

solutions through aid interventions?

2. Policy Formulation: International Textual Analysis

UNAMA

Established in March 2002 through United Nations Security Council Resolution 1401, UNAMA's
original mandate was to support the Bonn processs2, Since the conclusion of the process,
UNAMA has moved on to provide political and strategic advice for the peace process;
provide good offices; assist Afghanistan's government towards implementation of the
Afghanistan Compact; promote human rights; provide technical assistance; and manage all
UN humanitarian relief, recovery, reconstruction and development activities in coordination
with the government. UNAMA has two main piliars - development and politics — within which
issues of human rights, rule of law, police, military, gender, drugs, and legal issues are
addressed. The UNAMA website states that:

The programme of work is determined by Afghan needs and priorifies; the Mission
aims at having as many nationals as possible in posts that traditionally have been
occupied by expatriates; capacity-building is a cardinal principle and UNAMA works
towards the establishment of strong and sustainable Afghan institutions - in that

context its ultimate goal is to work itself out of a job.

UNAMA'’s main operating documents stem from the reports to the Secretary General on the
situation in Afghanistang3. These are issued three to five times per year and comprise the
latest information on Afghanistan. The Situation in Afghanistan and its Implications for
International Peace and Security: March 2002 is UNAMA's first document of this nature
{2002). The report makes 12 references to women, seven of which refer to “women and men

of Afghanistan” or make negative comparisons of women's suffering as compared to men.

82 For more information, see http://www.unama-afg.or

83 The full title of these reports is: Secretary-General Report to the UN Security Council on the Situation in Afghanistan
and its Implications for International Peace and Security. These reports can be found at: http://www.unama-
afg.org/docs/UN-Docs.htm
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The use of the term gives little indication of women's agency and in fact places an emphasis
on women's poor condition. No mention is made, however, of solutions to address this
condition. Seven references are made to gender. While none of these are in an incorrect
context, the report refers vaguely and unconstructively to “gender issues” and a “gender-
sensitive approach”, while failing to define what the term might mean in Afghanistan.
Therefore, while ‘gender issues’ are present, they appear to lack a robust definition. Further,
use of the term is concentrated in the paragraph on *human rights and gender issues” and

not throughout the document.

The Situation in Afghanistan and its Implications for International Peace and Security:
Emergency International Assistance for Peace, Normalcy and Reconstruction of War-stricken
Afghanistan: March 2006 (United Nations 2006) is used as a comparison with its predecessor,
to examine possible changes and evolution of gender rhetoric. This 2006 report makes
special mention of women throughout, particularly in reference to their participation in
politics and the 2005 parliamentary elections. Many references to women also form part of
discussions on increased violence against women and the creation of women's shelters and
safe houses. It is worthwhile noting that this report has 18 references to women, only three of
which refer to “women and men" in general terms. In terms of gender, the trend is reversed.
There are three references to the term gender, two in discussions of various UNAMA units of
operation {the UNAMA Gender Unit}, and one making reference to “human rights and
gender issues” as areas where the Afghan National Police need tfraining. In summary, while
the dialogue on women has matured in the four years between these reports, the use of the
term gender has in fact diminished. And still, no definition or operational guidelines are

provided on how to bring the various “gender issues” to fruition.

The Report of the Secretary General on the Situation of Women and Girls in Afghanistan
(United Nations 2003), written in January 2003 and presented to the Commission on the
Status of Women during their 47t session in New York in March of 2003, emphasizes the
extent of women's suffering in Afghanistan. The report contains 48 references to the term
gender and no definition of its operation in Afghan contexts. Further, there are only six
references to men, none of which discuss their participation in gender-related efforts. The
report states that it presents an overview of “gender-related assistance”. The report makes
five references to “gender sensitivity”, five references to "the gender perspective”, and nine

references to "gender mainstreaming”. It also emphasizes the importance of a permanent
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position of “gender advisor” to ensure that the sensitivity, perspective, and mainstreaming

are done. Yet the report fails to explain what this means in the Afghan context.

The 2005 report (United Nations 2005} follows the same lines, making 53 references to gender
without incorporating a workable definition of the term. However, the majority of these uses
refer to gender in the robust sense and focus the discussion on “gender and women”
(emphasis added). Other references to gender include “gender training modules”, “the
gender perspective”, “gender task force”, “gender-sensitive amendments to law”, amongst
others. All of these are used in the abstract, without a clear understanding of how this is o be
put into operation. The only indication given in these documents of operationalizing these
concepts is to incorporate the technical solution of adding women to all existing efforts and
also isolating women as an ‘object’ of aid interventions. These reports also give little
indication of women's agency in Afghanistan, implying that the presence of the aid

institution is therefore justified as it is the only way to achieve gains for women.

USAID

According to the USAID Afghanistan web page: “To rebuild the country and combat
terrorism, USAID works to build a safe, stable society that meets the needs of its people and
eliminates an environment that breeds extremism™84. USAID efforts include improving
agricultural productivity, seeking alternatives to poppy, promoting basic education for girls,
and providing access to basic health care, amongst other things. it is worthwhile noting that
each USAID initiative has its own section (comprised of approximately two paragraphs) that
begins with a problem statement explaining that the deterioration of the sector is due to the
Taliban. The statement is immediately followed by a detailed explanation of USAID's efforts

to rectify perceived Taliban damage. One such example follows:

Years of comuption, brutality and tyranny imposed by the Talibban reduced
Afghanistan to political, economic and social ruin. USAID supported voter
registration, civic and voter education programs in 29 of 34 provinces, polling, ballot
counting, security and logistics to allow an estimated 6.84 million Afghans to cast their

vote in the historic parliamentary elections of September 2005.

84 For more information, see http://www.usaid.gov/locations/asia near east/afghanistan/
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Finally, USAID touts the reconstruction of 389 kilometers of the major Kabul-Kandahar
highway as an effort that has “revitalized entire vilages”8. On the ground in Afghanistan,
USAID interventions are often conflated with US government interventions, and vice versa.
The US government does include its efforts through USAID as part of its contribution to
Afghanistan, but for these purposes, | am examining USAID interventions exclusively and

have elected to keep US and USAID efforts analytically distinct.

Afghanistan’s Path to Reconstruction: Obstacles, Challenges, and Issues for Congress
{Margesson 2002) of May 2002 makes nine references to women, seven of which refer to the
“plight of women and children” in a paragraph on Women and Children. The other two
references to women discuss Taliban freatment of women. There is no mention of
constructive plans, nor any mention of gender issues. The report Afghanistan Reborn: Building
Afghan Democracy (USAID 2004}, written in October of 2004, follows similar lines. This presents
a good example of the use of rhetoric in aid documents, particularly regarding women. The
report has 44 references to women, and none to gender. There is a discernable pattern
here: USAID's ‘accomplishments’ for women are each at first juxtaposed by their abuses
under the Tdliban in that specific sector. For example, according to a quote by Andrew

Natsios, the former USAID administrator:

Afghans have already made huge advances from life under a cruel, medieval
theocracy that barred girls from school, kept women from public life and amputated
limbs as punishment. Today Afghanistan is a land of bustling markets, schools filled
with eager students and people enjoying a new birth of freedom. We can be
proud...
(2004: 1)

The strong use of anti-Taliban rhetoric stands out in USAID documents more than anywhere
else. It could appear to be employed as a constant justification for US actions in Afghanistan.
Any statement regarding Afghan women's poor condition is qualified by Taliban abuses.
There are nine cases where women's suffering under the Taliban is mentioned, five of which
are followed with examples of USAID accomplishments to rectify the situation. One example

of many can be found in the one-line overview on the Table of Contents page: “Afghan and

85 This controversial highway came up repeatedly in interviews with Afghans as an example of a highly-publicized
and exiremely expensive effort that has done little to improve the daily lives of Afghans. In fact, the highway has
achieved notoriety as a significant security risk, further restricting its use.
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Codlition forces remove Taliban, liberate women, children and minorities, and pave way for

return of 3.7 million refugees”.

It is also important to note the frequent employment of liberation rhetoric, such as the
heading "Freedom Arrives” to announce Afghanistan's “liberation” from the Taliban regime.
Thus, of 44 uses of "women", 28 address women specifically — and constructively. The
remainder refer to "women and men" in a general sense, women'’s abuses and suffering,
and “women and children” along with other vulnerable groups. The final analysis includes

both of these documents combined.

These points are again found in a speech by James R. Kunder, Assistant Administrator for Asia
and the Near East, on USAID's Progress in Helping the People of Afghanistan made on 28
June 2006 before the Committee on Armed Services at the US House of Representatives.
Kunder makes four references to women: one of these states that “more and more women
are making their own choices about their lives” (2006: 1); another refers to the suffering of
"women and children"; one addresses the need for training for women; and the last one
refers to "US men and women in uniform”. There are no references to gender, nor any

concrete measures to illustrate USAID's progress for women.

When | consulted USAID's Afghanistan desk for their main operating documents and gender
policies on women, | was told to look firstly to the International Women's Day Special Report
2006, providing an overview of USAID’s projects that are geared toward women. | was also
told to consult the fact sheets on USAID’s midwifery program as well as their sectoral
program sheets: democracy and governance, agriculture, alternative livelihoods,
infrastructure, economic growth, education, and health. These fact sheets make token
mention of women where relevant, demonstrating an effort to indeed mainstream women's

concerns across sectors.

The International Women's Day Report states that funding for women's programs in
Afghanistan has been planned into USAID's 2007 budge’r. Of the $802,800,000 requested for
2007, the report states that $76,405,000 will “directly benefit women and girls” (2006: 1). This
ambitious figure includes the following:

$23.2 million for health programs

$20.7 miillion for education programs

$5 million for women-led NGOs
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$2 million for entrepreneurship

$10.1 million for alternative livelihoods

Based on previous — largely unfavorable - evaluations of USAID’s past performance in
Afghanistan, there is much skepticism that the above programs will be brought to fruition
and that women will indeed benefit. The USAID/OTI (Office of Transitional Initiatives) gender
evaluation presents an example of such skepticism. | include this evaluation firstly because it
is the most detailed of its kind in terms of assessing implementation of gender interventions.
Secondly, in my professional capacity | was asked to conduct this evaluation but was unable
to accept the assignment due to a repeated change of the schedule. However, | was given

all of the core documents and incorporate these in the analysis that follows.

The document Evaluation of OTl's Program in Afghanistan: Focus on Gender Scope of Work
states the following: "The volatile political and economic nature of transitioning countries
requires fast, emergency-type political responses that show immediate, visible and positive
effects” (2005). One might argue that Afghanistan needed precisely the opposite. There are
many coniradictions in this phrase, not the least of which is the idea that “political
responses” can be “fast”, and, even more so, that aid interventions are equipped to provide
political solutions. The following evaluation demonstrates that USAID’s solutions are hardly
political but are in fact technical. Further, one could easily dispute what constitutes
"immediate, visible and positive effects”, as demonstrated by a project such as the Kabul-

Kandahar highway.

The document states that a focus has been on “vulnerable groups, including women", and
in this sector "OTl enables USAID to capitalize on ‘windows of opportunity’ where quickly
deployed aid can make a critical difference to a country's transition to peaceful,
democratic government” (2005). For the duration of the OTl program — October 2001 to June
2005 - $46.6 milion was committed of $70 milion budget for Afghanistan projects. Carlin
explains that 17%, or $7.9 million, of which was for projects “designed, to some degree, with
women... in mind” {2005: 35). Of the $7.9 million, $2.37 million funded construction and
furnishings of the Women's Resource Centers (WRC). The Scope of Work's heading “"Gender

Activities” states the following:

While gender has not been arficulated as an objective, OTl's implementing partners

have made a concerfed effort to include women in most major program
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components, including media, infrastructure projects, and fraining programs. At the
beginning of the program, gender was not clearly identified as a major goal, but it
increased in importance over fime due fo the influx of gender-specific funds...
Additionally, women have been incorporated into infrastructure and other projects
unrelated fo gender activities in order to improve their role in society.

(2005)

No mention was made of analyses defining what women might believe to constitute an
‘improvement’ in their role in society - or whether they sought this ‘improvement’ in the first

place.

The Scope of Work lists several themes that guided the evaluation. Selected themes follow:

1. How did the OTI program eventually evolve to include women and women's issues,
and why? How did OTl incorporate women's issues into projects that may not be
friendly to women's participation, and has this had any impact on women'’s roles in
Afghan society?

2. Has there been a change in women's status and opportunities, or at least in attitudes
about women and how they should be treated?

3. In a culturally challenging country like Afghanistan, was OTl able to assist in the
advancement of women's rights while working within the context of a conservative
culture2 Was OTl able to be sensitive to the culture so as to work within while still
progressing?¢

4. How have OITl partners addressed internal/external resistance to the inclusion of
women¢ How do ofhers perceive the gender integration efforts of OTl partnerse Is a
focus on gender appropriate for transitional programming?

(OT12005)

The questions guiding the evaluation also asked what the best measure would be for success
of their Afghanistan program. For theme (1) listed above, one must ask why the program
“eventually evolve[d] to include women". It leaves the impression that programs for women
were not deliberate but accidental afterthoughts. This is ironic, considering that USAID/OTI
had a particular responsibility as it was representing the US administration who justified its
invasion of Afghanistan with promises to “liberate Afghan women from oppression” (Carlin
2005: iv). Yet, Carin's evaluation clearly documents OTI's capacity for "one-off

programming” with too much focus on “rapid” and too little on "quality” (2005: 2).
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Regarding theme (2), a change in women’s status proved difficult to achieve considering
that projects lacked creativity and seem to have arisen neither from Afghan communities
nor from women (Carlin 2005: 19). Carlin further explains that women were not consulted
about any aspect of the program and feli compelled to accept the projects that were
designed to benefit them as a fait accompli. This was compounded by the fact that “no
coherent strategy to support Afghan females was developed by OTl to demonstrate
consistent, nationwide US support for the women whom US forces had apparently liberated”
(Carlin 2005: 5).

Carlin notes that OTl “did not address the longstanding cultural and... political division
between the genders” (2005: iv)8. She unequivocally states that “OTl would probably have
benefited from a better understanding of Afghanistan’s social dynamics, especially gender
issues, and then targeted its program accordingly” (2005: iv}). This demonstrates the
propensity to offer technical solutions to political problems and the tendency for elevated
claims that could not be met through these technical solutions. Further, it was noted that
"addressing the needs of one segment of the population while ignoring others might have
hindered rather than helped the healing and transition process that OTl wanted to support”
(Carlin 2005: 2).

Regarding resistance encountered, Carlin reports that moving from program rhetoric to
reality was extremely challenging and that the resistance was just as much from an internal
inability to follow through on commitments as from the “conservative culture”. It is interesting
to note that the evaluation seeks to question the raison d'efre of the gender focus,
considering the publicity that Afghan women received and the promised commitment to
their ‘liberation’. One concrete example of a promise that has failed to materialize can be

found in the form of the Women's Resource Centers, a highly-touted USAID initiative.

Women's Resource Centers

Women's Resource Centers (WRC), also known as Women's Development Centers (WDC) by
UNIFEM, are a joint US-Afghan initiative to create centers in each of Afghanistan’s 32
provinces to provide a variety of services for women, including education, microfinance,

basic health, and child care, amongst others. This effort is managed by the Ministry of

86 | note with interest that even Carlin conflates sex and gender in this case.
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Women'’s Affairs, the US-Afghan Women's Council, and USAID, along with other partners. The
website of the US-Afghan Women's Council states that “centers will strengthen Afghan
women's legal, economic, political and social standing and will also promote visibility at the

local level of U.S. support"#7,

The OTI Evaluation states that a January 2003 agreement between USAID/OTI, the Ministry of
Women's Affairs, and other partners outlined the US's agreement to support the construction
of 14 (out of 32} WRCs. Land acquisition and land deeds dragged for months, coupled with
bureaucratic and legal delays, issues over design and security — the lack of a security
protection wall and guardhouse being a “major oversight” (Carlin 2005: 15). Two and a half
years after signing of the agreement, only a few centers were open. To date, it remains
unclear who will fund the rest of the construction and what will take place within the walls of

the centers — and if women will even use them at allés,

Carlin explains that "some of the difficulties can be atiributed to the fact that the centers
arose as a result of discussions in Washington, not Kabul” (2005: 15). Further, the public focus
on funding for the centers drained money from other - strategic — programming that could
have been channeled to Afghan women's own priorities. And yet, the rhetoric reigns. The
USAID International Women's Day Special Report for 8 March 2006 states that "fifteen new
women's resource centers now offer outreach and training for women in rural provinces to

continue boosting women's social, economic, and democratic advancement” (2006: 3).

As a member of the AGG, | was involved in discussions on the WRCs from the onset. |
distinctly recall extensive debates over land rights and building design and a notable lack of
discussion on potential use of existing space in order to provide immediate social services. |
also became one of the lone voices arguing that more time should be spent determining
what was to take place within the walls as opposed to what the walls themselves would look
like. As construction delayed further, credibility was lost due to the clumsy process and the
derailed timetable. The WRCs have been much criticized as symbolic development,
particularly as they constitute what appears to be highly-publicized and glorified office
space for provincial level MoWA staff under the guise of actual training and support centers

for women. At time of writing in 2006, function of WRCs was still unclear.

87 For more information, see http://usawc.state.qgov/c7547.htm
88 WRCs are located in provincial capitals and most women in the provinces do not have transportation to bring
them to the capitals.
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UNIFEM

The United Nations Fund for Women provides financial and technical assistance to promote
women's human rights, political participation and economic security. The organization’s
stated goal in Afghanistan is “to increase opportunities for women that transform the
development of Afghanistan into a more equitable and sustainable process”s. The
organization seeks to advance women's human rights and gender equality. To this end,
UNIFEM strategies entail capacity building of various institutions, building knowledge and
action networks, and “experimentation on the ‘how to' of achieving gender equdlity”.
UNIFEM works very closely with MoWA through "organizational development, gender
training, research and planning in order to build its capacity to lead, facilitate, monitor and
support inter-ministerial work on gender mainstreaming”. UNIFEM is also working with MOWA
on establishing Women's Development Centers at the provincial level. The website states
that the “elimination of violence against women is a dream for every Afghan woman” and
to this end the organization is working “in a culturally sensitive way” to bring this dream to

fruition.

It was with great difficulty that | obtained the UNIFEM strategy paper. The strategy was never
completed and remained in draft form. The following is an excerpt from a personal

communication with a senior UNIFEM officer about obtaining the document:

We have a strategy paper for Afghanistan. And | am tempted to give it to you but |
do not have the authority to do so. What should we do? Should you ask [the

director] 2 Or should I give it to you and you will protect the identity of the source?

The following is an analysis of UNIFEM’s never-released Promoting Women's Empowerment
and Gender Equadlity in Afghanistan draft of 28 April 2004. Despite their belief that a “clear
gender strategy” is a "critical element” for Afghan reconstruction, UNIFEM did not release this
strategy (2004). The report addresses “the gender community” in Afghanistan and begins
with an introduction to the Afghan context, recognizing that, despite progress, conservatism
is brewing. This return to patriarchy, though old and entrenched, is actually exacerbated by

violence. UNIFEM writes that only when such conservatism is understood, respected, and

89 For more information, see http://afghanistan.unifem.org/
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engaged that it can be overcome. The strategy seeks to demonstrate measurable progress
over the next four years (2004-2007) with the caveat that:

The pace of change will remain very slow for some years; this must be acceptfed by
all. The standards by which we gauge progress must be reasonable and appropriate
for this region and in light of the history and current circumstances of Afghanistan.
(2004)

The report fails to mention what actually constitutes “reasonable and appropriate progress”.
The strategy then recognizes the need for a gender analysis, approaching this with a degree
of atypical humility. The report states: “We must never forget that we as a foreign-based
agency have more than we redlize still to learn from our national colleagues and partners
about Afghanistan, and how to get things done here”. And later in the document:
“Institutions will come and go, but the people that staff them, and the public that uses them,

will retain what they have learned” (2004).

The latter is noteworthy because it assumes that the "people that staff” these institutions are
Afghans and therefore will remain in the country. The reality, however, is that these
institutions are largely populated with non-Afghans, particularly in senior positions?. With this
humility, UNIFEM also advises that the government create a national gender strategy. This
was subsequently done in early 2006 - produced by UNIFEM and ‘offered’ to the
government?'. UNIFEM actually advises against performing duties in the place of the Ministry
of Women's Affairs, and yet their actions contradict this. UNIFEM also exercises veto power
over things gender, leaving room for this in a line stating that national input will be sought
"whenever possible and appropriate” {2004). One might ask under what conditions it is not

appropriate to advocate local input and ownership.

As the document is a draft, some sections are left blank. Interestingly, the section entitled
Ovutcome and Outcome Indicators is blank. A question — presumably written by a senior
UNIFEM staff person —is in this section in bold: "Ellen’2 what are we going to put here?2 Every

copy | have of the draft is blank in this section” (2004). Also missing is the Logistical

9 }t is worthwhile noting that the perception of other actors in the aid apparatus is that UNIFEM monopolizes the
‘gender agenda’ and has exclusive and territorial rights over the Ministry of Women's Affairs, where all
gender/women decision should, in principle, be made.

91 This 'national gender strategy' — the National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan (NAPWA) - will be
discussed later in this section.

?2 The name has been changed to protect identities.
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Framework. It is relevant to note that the sections left blank are precisely the ones that will

outline how the gender strategy is to be brought to fruition. The report does emphasize the

Pressing need to gender-sensitize media NGO staff and organizations and strengthen
their capacity to develop gender-sensitive strategies and programmes, which take
into account women's rights and interests and promote a public consensus on
women's advancement.

(2004)

The document offers no further clarity on what this means, how to bring it to fruition, what
constitutes a "public consensus”, and why the media is the channel by which this should
take place. The following reference to the media notes their use in monitoring changes.
Finally, the report concludes with lip-service paid to the importance of public dissemination
of activities. | say lip-service because this strategic plan cannot be used as a good example

of public dissemination.

UNDP

UNDP has been present in Afghanistan since the 1950s, providing development assistance to
the country and helping build the capacity of national institutions?3. UNDP did not cease
operations during the Taliban regime, delivering US$200 million of assistance to the country.
Since late 2001, UNDP has delivered more than US$400 miillion of assistance to Afghanistan
organized around three pillars: State-Building and Government Support, Democratization
and Civil Society Empowerment, and Promotion of Sustainable Livelihoods. UNDP
acknowledges that Afghanistan is still a country in transition and is therefore at a crucial
point in its shift to longer-term development. On gender issues, the site states that: “UNDP
works collaboratively with all partners to empower Afghan women and promote gender
equality in Afghanistan, ensuring that gender issues are consistently mainstreamed and

carefully paced”.

In my search for a primary operating document, | consulted various UNDP staff, none of
whom knew of any document that would qualify. One senior UNDP staff member explained:

"We didn’'t have time to create one when we got here. We were too busy setting up

93 For more information, see http://www.undp.org.af/about us/overview undp afg/default.ntm
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operations and trying to do something.” He further explained that the Country Action
Programme would be well suited, although | could not have access to it. | have therefore
elected to consult an array of UNDP documents to come to an understanding of their

engagement with gender.

The Note by the Administrator to the Executive Board of the United Nations Development
Programme and of the United Nations Population Fund, Assistance to Afghanistan {2004-
2005) provided 12 references to women, most of which referred to women in governance
and the judicial system. Nearly half of the references to women are an afterthought, and
others are put to use in discussing past abuses. References to gender lack a definition and
are sprinkled throughout the document in reference to gender mainstreaming., gender
training, gender aspects (although it was not clear what these aspects are), strategic
gender policies, and the government's gender direction (UNDP 2003). The report
Afghanistan: A Country on the Move provided no more clarity on UNDP's engagement with
gender and women. The few references to women offered no insight on program plans
more than tokenistic mention (UNDP 2005). The UNDP Country Program for the Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan 2006-2008 provided many references to gender, most of which were
gender mainstreaming. Again, it was implicit that — while neither a workable definition of
gender nor a plan to mainstream was provided — aid interventions are best suited to do the

‘mainstreaming’' — whatever that entails.

Finding information on UNDP's gender program plans was equally elusive. In meeting with
the International Program Officer for Gender and Disability, she explained that no one held
this position before she joined UNDP one year ago. There was no gender policy, but at the
time of writing there was one in process. This was not to be a public document, however. The
Program Officer explained that this document was her own initiative and was born from
UNDP gender policies and “tweaked for the Afghan context”. In the meantime, she is
conducting Gender Awareness Workshops for all staff at UNDP {700+ staff, from cleaners to
senior management). A gender brochure was to synthesize all of UNDP's gender material
and interventions and was to be available for public dissemination by late 2006. The internal

description for the Gender Awareness Workshop follows below:
Development that is not en-gendered is development that is endangered... In

Afghanistan, following the principles of cooperation of the Afghan Compact of

February 2006, recommendations of the UNDP gender evaluation mission of June
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2006, in keeping with the UNDP Corporate Gender Action Plan and to promote the
achievement of MDGs and the objectives of I-ANDS, we are making our own efforfs
to ensure gender is an integral and non-negotiable agenda at all levels of operations
and programmes. This is also in line with the Afghan National Development Strategy.
which has recognized gender as one of the critical cross cutfing themes. Hence, with
a view to making gender a “living practice' in UNDP Afghanistan, we have designed
a one-day workshop that will be delivered several times over the course of the next
few months {(each workshop will have about 30 participants} to ensure that all staff
are able fo participate in these one day events. Participation in these workshops is

mandatory.

| asked a senior UNDP staff member for his thoughts on the course and he said: “They’'ve
made the announcement that the course is going to happen and that seems to be enough.
Of course it will get delayed and at the end will probably not happen”. When | returned to
that same staff member after the course to see what he felt about his experience, he
explained that is was "UN-ese blah blah on gender relations” — another tick-box edict they
were compelled to absorb. He believed that - internally - the gender training served to
justify the existence of the Program Officer but that it was not likely to make an impact on

the ground.

In the absence of a gender-focused document, the most thorough discussion of women
and gender in Afghanistan can be found in Afghanistan’s Human Development Report,
written in 2004 and released by UNDP in early 2005 {(2004). The report uses a human security
lens to examine linkages between safety and dignity and livelihoods. The human security
framework allows for an expanded definition of security beyond the absence of violence to
include the ability of Afghans to access their basic and strategic needs. The report states
that it should be used as a measure of accountability and a tool to monitor the performance
of the aid apparatus in Afghanistan. The report opens with a note from the president of
Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai, who begins with many paragraphs of gratitude and optimism,
but concludes by saying that “the Government of Afghanistan may not agree with all the

contents” of the report (2004: v).

Amidst a list of the report’s various intended audiences, one group received the strongest

recommendation:
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...International aid workers, whose contribution to the stabilization of Afghanistan
could benefit from lessons learned in other conflict and post-conflict situations. The
historical overviews may also help development practitioners and members of the
international community to better understand the complicated context in which they
work.

(2004: xiii)

One would expect the aid apparatus to arm itself with this knowledge prior to commencing
operations in Afghanistan. Given that the report was released in Spring 2005, this

recommendation appears slightly belated.

The report issues a strong warning on the possibility of further violence due to exacerbaied
inequalities. Gender is listed as one such inequality that has been manipulated to fuel
conflict in the past, and could be potentially volatile in the future. The report predicts that
interpersonal violence will increase, "especially gender-based violence, as a consequence

of the disruption of social structures such as families and communities” (2004: 7).

A two-paragraph section on "The Plight of Afghan Women” includes select statistics and
segments on widows and the feminization of poverty in Afghanistan. A section on "Gender
Discrimination” begins with useful information about the context of Afghanistan’s patriarchal
culture, male and female roles, the importance of viewing women as part of a family as
opposed to isolated individuals, and finally the code of honor, linked to women. All of this
information provides background for designing gender interventions. Immediately following
this paragraph, the report lists two developments that are challenging gender roles and
serving as catalysts for change. The first development, globalization, is opening up markets
and media, and is channeling money to force Afghanistan to join the international
community. Second, conflict is compelling women take on new roles as heads of household
in absence of their customary male providers. The report states that these developments are
expected to shift gender relations, yet it does not illustrate how this should happen within the
Afghan context, particularly given the above explanation. It does not mention if these shifts
are positive or negative. Finally, it does not mention if Afghan women want these shifts in the

first place.

Also in the section on "Gender Discrimination” is a cartoon depicting two images:

‘Yesterday' and 'Today’. Under "Yesterday”, a man is holding up an oversized bag in his left

69



hand labeled “Taliban Rights” and two small (but equadlly sized} bags in his right hand
labeled “"Women's Rights” and "Men's Rights”. Under “Today"”, the large bag in the man's
left hand says "Women's Rights” and the much smaller bag in the right hand says “Men'’s
Rights". This was originally printed in a local Afghan newspaper in February 2002. The Human
Development Report explains it this way: “According to this cartoon, many men seem to be
threatened by the attention and funding that is being directed towards women in the post-
Taliban period” (2004: 81).

The thought ends abruptly and a new section heading begins. The report says nothing
further on this subject. Following over 200 pages of detail — including substantive criticism of
the aid apparatus — the end refers vaguely and unconstructively to “integrating a gender
perspective” as a peace-building and conflict-prevention measure with no answer as to
what a “gender perspective” actually entails nor how to "integrate” it (2004: 220). The UNDP
Human Development Report for 2005 makes mention of Afghanistan in a more optimistic —
and nearly contradictory — light, when compared to the Afghanistan HDR of the previous

year. It says:

In Afghanistan there are encouraging early signs that improved human security is
leading to opportunities for rapid recovery from the human development free fall it
experienced during two decades of conflict.

(2005: 48)

The only danger, according to the report, is that the aid apparatus will iose interest and

prematurely abandon Afghanistan.

World Bank

Afghanistan has officially been a member of the World Bank since 1955%. Operations were
suspended at the onset of Soviet occupation in 1979 and resumed in 2002. The World Bank
works closely with the Afghan government and administers the multi-donor Afghanistan
Reconstruction Trust Fund (ARTF), the mechanism for coordinating funding of reconstruction

activities. According to the website, over US$852 million has been contributed to the ARTF by

94 For more information, see
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/SOUTHASIAEXT/AFGHANISTANEXTN/O, menuPK:305990~pag
ePK:141159~piPK:141110~theSitePK:3059285,00.htmi
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24 donors. Since April of 2002, the World Bank has financed 19 projects, committing
approximately US$893.2 million. The World Bank's Transitional Support Strategy (TSS) directly
supports the government's National Development Framework and focuses on livelihoods,
fiscal strategy. governance and public administration, and private sector development. The

World Bank is also the largest international funder of the National Solidarity Program (NSP)95.

Afghanistan's Transitional Support Strategy was presented by the World Bank on 12 March
2002. It remains the primary operating document for the World Bank's engagement in
Afghanistan. The document makes 32 references to women, more than half of which do not
refer to women deliberately. These include references to ‘women and children’ or ‘women
and men' in general discussions of Afghans. The uses of the term gender do not represent a
contextualized understanding and lack any definition of the term. More often than not, the
term is used in place of sex, for instances in the case of “gender gaps in social indicators”
(2002: 4). The report refers sporadically to women’s “vulnerable” status and to their suffering
under the Taliban. Beyond language referring to "gender imbalances” and the subsequent
need for “special attention” to be paid to women, there is little reference as to how to rectify
imbalances. There is commitment that "the [World] Bank will undertake analytical work in
gender as well as civil service reform issues” (2002: 18) but there is no understanding of what
those ‘“issues" actually mean and what purpose the "analytical work” will subsequently

serve.

In 2004, the World Bank produced another tome on Afghanistan, this time focusing
exclusively on the economic situation in the country. Women were relatively well integrated
throughout the Country Economic Report when compared to the Transitional Support
Strategy. In addition, several special sections were dedicated to gender and women. In a
large boxed text entitled “"Gender in Afghanistan — A Politicized Issue”, the document made

the following astute comments:

There are serious impediments to ‘gender mainstreaming' in national reconstruction
and development, including limited awareness of what it means, how to apply it,

and who fo draw upon for support. With gender issues having been highly politicized

95 NSP was conceived as the ‘empowerment’ program, and yet it has been met with skepticism and resistance,
along with the suspicion that it is "a ‘foreign' and anti-Islamic program which aims at religious conversion and
abolition of traditional Afghan values especially concerning women and family”. Boesen, I. {2004). From Subjects to
Citizens: Local Participation in the National Solidarity Program (NSP}. Kabul, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation
Unit (AREU).
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during the past 100 years, soliciting or addressing the interests of women runs the risk,
once again, of being seen as an imposed ‘Western’ agenda running counter to local
traditions. In order to garner significant public support for policies and promofing
gender equity, the discourse needs to be shifted from the religious to the social
domain - and such policies must be seen as not running counter to Islam. The
challenge can only be met through close collaboration with religious and legal
experts, with professionals in line ministries, and civil society organizations across
various sectors of society. The voice and initiative for making improvements needs to
come from women {and men] within Afghan society.

(2004: 14)

The report continues to raise salient gender and women's issues throughout the document as
well as in additional special sections such as a focus on agriculture and the gender division
of labor, the particular challenges of female-headed households, and the role of women in
revitalizing the economy. This report is included because it makes an unusual break from
previous World Bank rhetoric. This document was written by a senior World Bank professional -
an American man with a long-running interest in Afghanistan, extensive experience in the
country over a 30-year period, and fluency in Dari. Further, during the author’s first
experience in Afghanistan in the early 1970s, he met and married an Afghan woman. It
would not be far-fetched to assume that the author's contextualized understanding of the
country and the people and his prolonged engagement in Afghanistan contributed to a

better report.

The World Bank's Country Gender Assessment, prepared in March 2005, actudlly states that it
is "not a policy document” and advises that “the challenge now is to formulate policies”
(2005: viii) — a slightly belated strategy. The report is a self-proclaimed synthesis of existing
information with mention of "gender-responsive actions” that could be taken (2005: xii}. It
then proceeds to outline the status of women in Afghanistan by sector (such as health,
education, etc.) in terms of history, recent progress, existing efforts, and challenges. The
analysis of the economic sector concludes with the following: “The traditional role of women
in Afghanistan is a constraint to their more equitable participation in economic activities”
{2005: xiv). That may be tfrue on some levels, but Afghan women might argue otherwise as

they prefer to operate within their "traditional roles”.
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The report presents a history of women’s rights entitied “The Gender Context” in which the
fluctuation of women'’s issues is presented. Absent is the relevance of this history lesson in
present-day engagement with women in Afghanistan. The report further states that the
"core strategy for women’s advancement is defined as ‘gender’” (2005: 3). The text abruptly
cuts and resumes in the next paragraph with a lengthy quote from the Ministry of Women's
Affairs on "gender equality”. The former thought is incomplete, perhaps indicating an
omission on the author's part. Still, it ominously reflects the vague nature of the term as it is
used in such documents and the inability o define it effectively. It is not until page 99 (of a

128-page document)} that a definition of gender is presented.

There are 203 references to gender, of which:
4 refer to ‘'mainstreaming’
46 address disparities, discrepancies, gaps, discrimination, inequalities
13 refer to gender roles
10 refer to gender relations
23 references to gender should be ‘sex’

1 refers to "gender apartheid” (in the context of the US discourse)

Excluding the 23 references that should be ‘sex’, the remaining 180 references to gender are
not incorrect, but they lack substance and a clear understanding of the term. There is little
evidence of women's agency throughout the document. The discussions surrounding
disparities, gaps, and inequadlities leave the reader with the assumption that technical

solutions will ‘solve’ these ‘problems’ 9.

3. Policy Formulation: Afghan Textual Analysis

The Interim Afghanistan National Development Strategy

The Interim Afghanistan National Development Strategy (I-ANDS) is the Afghan government’s

strategy for promoting growth and reducing poverty. It provides the framework for

%6 It is also worth noting that the author of this report prevenied a World Bank working paper | had produced (at the
request of the World Bank Conflict Prevention and Reconstruction Unit) from being published because she
disagreed with the report's criticisms of the aid apparatus. She further questioned the extent to which the
"perceptions” of 121 Afghan women and men could reflect reality. The manager who commissioned my report told
me to seek publication elsewhere as he was "unable to go against the World Bank gender establishment™ although
he said he "liked the paper"” and found it to be “a different approoch with interesting insights not raised in most
gender work" {personal communication, July 2007).
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government policies and determines the allocation of resources. In 2006, the I-ANDS was
beginning to undergo a process of consultations. The completed document - ANDS - will
then become Afghanistan’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP). The I-ANDS also
demonstrates the government's commitment to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
as it adapts and integrates MDG targets "to the specific context and priorities of
Afghanistan, [striking] a balance between ambition and realism” (Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan 2005).

The I-ANDS is the most extensive and detailed government document in Afghanistan to
date. It is superior to its predecessors — the National Development Framework and Securing
Afghanistan’s Future — because the government acknowledges their hasty preparation “with
the result that consultation was hurried, and many individuals within ministries (and beyond)

are not aware of them or acting on them” (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2005).

There are 90 references to gender in the core of the document {154 pages). | did not
analyze the annexes or the consolidated program summaries as this would be redundant
with the main document. Some of the 90 references conflate gender with sex (i.e. in use of
"gender disaggregated data”}. The others refer vaguely and unconstructively to gender

terms without providing useful definitions. Examples include:

Gender mainstreaming
Gender perspective
Gender-related concerns
Gender-responsive approach
Gender training

Gender analysis

Gender is one of five cross-cutting issues: gender equity; counter narcotics; regional
cooperation; anti-corruption; and the environment. Gender issues appear to be fairly well
mainstreamed throughout the document, although there is a sense that these are
strategically sprinkled where they might seem to be necessary. Gender is not linked to
empowerment, in fact the latter term only occurs in the context of economic empowerment
(six cases). The 139 references to women mostly include them in the context of other

vulnerable groups. The document does not acknowledge Afghan women's agency. The
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sense is that women are present in the document to ensure development gains across the

various sectors. The women's component of the I-ANDS is the National Action Plan.

The National Action Plan for Women in Afghanistan

The National Action Plan for Women in Afghanistan (NAPWA) is a 10-year strategy that
describes itself as the vehicle for implementing the Constitution as well as the international
instruments to which Afghanistan is a party?”. NAPWA is one of a series of Afghan
government documents that “fosters women’'s empowerment and equality between
women and men” (Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2006: 8)?8. NAPWA is the means by which
the strategies and commitments made in the I-ANDS for women will be brought to fruition
and implemented. To this end, it aims to present a series of achievable and measurable

goals for women by sector. Or so it was explained to me.

I was part of a small team of four non-Afghan women tasked with writing the Action Plan’s
Executive Summary and full document. In working on the National Action Plan for Women in
Afghanistan, an Afghan gender specialist?? shared the following feedback in a personal

email after having reviewed the draft document:

The NAPWA... is in some danger of coming across as very Western and top-down
through the foregrounding of international instruments and concepts. This just means that
there should be some care in the way NAPWA is presented. For example:

e Relevance to Afghans and Afghan values needs to be clear from the very
beginning rather than later otherwise we wormrry that the NAPWA would be too
easily dismissed in early stages and not read through.

o Western-friendly concepts like 'equal rights' are harder to justify among some
Afghans because they would immediately dismiss it as impossible, as the Koran
specifies particular and different rights for men and women.

o Focus on women's issues sidelines men, yet they are the main group that must be

convinced to make space for women. The benefits, ethnicalflegal/religious

97 These instruments include the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the Convention on the Elimination of all
forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA).

98 Exaomples cited include The Bonn Agreement, Berlin Pian of Action, Afghan Constitution, Afghanistan Compact,
and I-ANDS. Islamic Repubilic of Afghanistan (2006). Interim National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan:
Executive Summary. Kabul, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

9% She was the only Afghan participant in that stage of the process, tasked with editing the document.
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imperatives, and concessions relevant to men should be highlighted where

possible in the NAPWA's introductory chapfters.

And on a particular section of NAPWA that recommended a more equitable distribution of

labor, she said:

The ideal presented in this is pretty far off from what is currently possible in
Afghanistan | think. Women working hits male honor hard, and suggesting that men
take over household duties is adding insult to injury, | think, although the final idea
that parenting support should be provided for both men and women is good. Any

way of getting to the final inclusive point by some other route 2100

In an electronic discussion on the NAPWA (and similar documents) building on the above

communication, two international gender specialists had the following to say:

Specialist 1: Totally agree that men are feeling sidelined by the focus on women's
issues, and perhaps many women are feeling alienated by the Western rhetoric that
accompanies work with women. | am personally wary of use of the word “gender”,
as this has become synonymous with “women” (even for development practitioners
who should know betterl). Further, this term doesn’t translate into Dari and has fallen
into serious misuse!

Specialist 2: Yeah! I've been noticing the same expectation problem more generally
as a problem with donors, in that they have not adequafely managed expectations
through the media. We seem to share a lot of gripes about the aid process, but

seems like we are the only ones!

The full NAPWA is currently undergoing consultations and was expected to be completed in
early 2007. The guiding document is the Executive Summary. This 2i-page document gives a
full overview of the different chapters as well as the process of consultation and

implementation.

The NAPWA Executive Summary includes 66 references to gender, of which:

100 This text is a verbatim personal communication between myself and an Afghan woman gender specialist and
editor of the NAPWA on 10 February 2006.
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14 reter to equality/equity

3 refer to mainstreaming

6 refer to gender "issues”

3 refer to gender “policy framework”
6 refer to gender units and advisors

3 refer to "the gender perspective”

The NAPWA makes 166 references to women (as would be expected) and 21 references to
men, nearly half of which are used to make negative comparisons. The document also
includes 11 references to empowerment language and a strong focus on a human rights
discourse throughout. Again, the NAPWA is intended to be a plan to guide concrete actions.
It is an ideal document to conclude the textual analysis because it leaves no alternative
beyond that of aid intervention to rectify imbalances and bring equadlity. Through the
NAPWA, it is made clear that only the aid apparatus can bring ‘liberation’ to Afghan
women, and that this ‘liberation’ can only come in the form of technical solutions that

constitute the standard package of interventions.
4. Analysis

This section provides a composite and comparative analysis of the documents reviewed. For
the table below, the first column lists the number of times ‘women’ has been used in the
document. | consider only the main text and not other uses that might be redundant {i.e.
Table of Contents). The next column contains the percentage of its uses as a stand-alone

concept. This means that | have eliminated the following:

*» Use of "women and men of Afghanistan” in general terms

e Use of women to make negative comparisons with men in reference to social
indicators, such as “women’s life expectancy is far lower than men”

e Use of "women and children” among a list of so-called vulnerable groups

e Use of women as an afterthought, often between parentheses, such as: (including

women)

To this end, the second column identifies the number of times '‘'women’ is refemed to

deliberately.
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The third column lists the number of uses of the term ‘gender’. Following a similar process to
the one above, the fourth column calculates the percentage of uses of gender in its

accurate form, not including:

e Use of gender to mean women, such as gender-disaggregated data

e Use of gender as an afterthought

e Use of genderin incorrect context

¢ Failure to define ‘gender’ and/or a sense that there has been an obligatory sprinkling

of the term throughout the document

Finally, the documents are ranked according to a three-tiered system. This ranking is further

reinforced by the percentages in columns two and four, as follows:

Low: 1-33%
Medium: 34-67%
High: 68-100%

However, the numbers and percentages are not intended to be a rigid measure. These are
not as important as the messages that can be gleaned from these documents. Thus the

ranking is based more heavily on the conditions below:

Low entails use of the words ‘women’ and ‘gender’ but no or limited understanding of the
meanings and how to bring it to fruition. This category also entails a lack of contextualized
analysis for women and gender yet heavy use of genderrelated rhetoric. The terms
‘women’' and ‘gender’ occur in a tokenistic sense. Further, there is little or no mention of

Afghan women's agency.

Medium includes a brief discussion of the terms and a limited understanding of women and
gender concerns. However, this category represents those documents that lack concrete

planning as to how to bring gender issues to fruition in program plans.

High demonstrates a solid understanding of gender and women's issues. The terms are used
in relevant contexts - in particular gender is used in the robust sense of the word, including
definitions. This category suggests a direction for programs and concrete action to be taken.

It also represents a contextualized understanding of gender in Afghanistan.
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Ranking Aid Documents

Document # of times Of which, | # of times Of which, % | Ranking

‘women’ % used as | ‘gender’ used

mentioned stand- mentioned accurately

alone

UNAMA: Situation in 12 42% 7 100% LOW
Afghanistan 2002
USAID: Afghanistan’s | 53 53% 0 0 LOW
Path to
Reconstruction &
Afghanistan Reborn
UNDP: Assistance to 12 66% 19 95% MED
Afghanistan
World Bank: TSS 32 33% 11 100% LOW
Afghan Government: | 139 67% 90 77% MED

I-ANDS

The difference between these two tables is that there is no need to count uses of women as

it is assumed that the use of the term is abundant. The content and relevance of the terms

are therefore of greater interest. Gender as a term is included in the count however,

because this is a contentious word that sometimes eludes definition in such documents.

For the analysis of gender documents, UNIFEM and UNDP are considered one entity

because, as it was explained to me in a personal communication by a senior UNIFEM official:

UNIFEM operates independently (in terms of programs) but UNDP access its expertise

(for freelll) on gender. Logistically and funding wise, we are under UNDP system. But

they charge us for the services... whenever we need it.

And how it was explained to me by the Gender Focal Point at UNDP:

UNDP is the parent. We are doing gender - and women. UNIFEM is a part of UNDP,

but they are doing only women. Yes, there is collaboration sometimes. We are trying

to work together on some things.
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Ranking Gender Documents

Document # of fimes Of which, % used | Definition? Ranking
‘gender’ accurately Context?
mentioned
UNAMA: Situation of 48 100% No LOW
Women and Girls 2003 No
USAID: Intemational 0 0 No LOW
Women's Day Report No
UNIFEM: Gender 77 100% Yes MED
Strategy Yes
UNDP: not available
World Bank: CGA 203 89% Yes (latein MED
document)
Yes {late in
document)
Afghan Government: 66 100% No LOW
NAPWA No
Conclusions

This analysis of texts from reputable institutions in Afghanistan is used to illustrate the similarities
in the discourse and the pervasive extent of this particular discourse. The texts share a few
key commonailities. First, they offer no definitions for terms used, or an understanding of the
application of these terms in Afghanistan. Practical applications are notably absent, making
it challenging for gender to translate from paper to practice. Gender issues might be
sprinkled strategically throughout the documents, as in the case of UNAMA and UNDP, but

the value is lost and mention is largely tokenistic.

Next, they offer no recognition of Afghan agency but instead leave room to justify their own
existence by problematizing ‘the women issue' in a way where the only solution is an aid
intervention. The rhetoric uses gender terminology but reflects a women-in-development
approach. In this case, women's empowerment is a means to achieve economic
development. I-ANDS and USAID in particular use this approach. A parallel can be made
between textual references to gender and agency and Walby's progression of engagement
with gender issues from Chapter Il. | extend this approach to address men's issues in gender

programming using a five-phased process. The first phase, near neglect, sees men only as
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perpetrators, and therefore women as victims. The second phase exposes the previous
neglect, addressing men as obstacles to women's development. The third phase entails
engagement with men only to advance women's interests. The fourth phase is that of
exceptions: men who are advocates and supporters of women's issues. Finally, full
integration of men - the fifth phase - entails working with men in their own right. Most of the
texts sit in Phase One. Only NAPWA and UNAMA have evolved to Phase Two. None of the

texts have moved beyond Phase Two.

The documents all frame women's issues as social problems, stripping them of any political
content. And yet the texts all promise transformation that they cannot deliver on. Proposed
transformation is not met by real interventions. Strategic interests are not embedded in the
texts and only receive lip service without practical applications, such as the documents of
UNIFEM and UNAMA. USAID’s focus is on technical solutions with outcomes that are quick
and visible (to US taxpayers). All of the documents treat mainstreaming as a technical
project well suited for aid interventions. Similar to Molyneux’s analysis in Yemen, institutions
attempting to transform "“operated with a limited conception of what this would entait”, as
will be discussed in the next chapter (1991: 251). This discourse marks another step on the
journey that constructed an image of Afghan women. In this step, Afghan women's
problems are framed as social, enabling aid institutions to create a situation to fit their

standardized solutions (Ferguson 1994).

In the case of Afghanistan, it was not difficult to find the image that necessitated an
intervention. Calls for ‘liberation’ were quickly met with technical packages of aid institutions.
An academic discourse, on the other hand, might not have created the space for such
packages. An examination of the academic discourses might have revealed Afghan
women's historic ability to act on their own behalf. The lines between the academic and
development discourses are blumred in practice, but the purpose is to reveal gaps in the
development discourse that might have been found in the academic discourse (Ferguson
1994). it might be worthwhile speculating on the following: If an academic discourse had
prevailed in Afghanistan, would there have been room for a gender-focused aid

intervention and public support for the ‘liberation’ of Afghan women?
The following chapter addresses the specific discourses and discussions on women in

Afghanistan that were employed during the period of study and that served to animate the

aid apparatus. The chapter begins with an understanding of the ‘liberation' rhetoric
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employed in the media and popular literature. This is tested against the perceptions of 40
workshop participants and finally compared with Afghan men and women's own
perspectives on those perceptions. As Beall aptly states, “the real potential for promoting
women’'s empowerment and advancing gender equity lies in its practice” (1998: 235). Thus,
this textual analysis and the following analysis of discourses and images take the discussion

closer to an examination of policy implementation and policy effects.
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CHAPTER IV: Discourses, Discussions, Images, and Perceptions

1. International Perceptions

For the next couple of years, the words economic development and reform danced
on a lot of lips in Kabul... For a while, a sense of rejuvenation and purpose swept
across the land. People spoke of women's rights and modern technology.

{Hosseini 2003: 38)

The above was written in reference to the mid-1970s, one of the many periods of attempted
"economic developrﬁent and reform” in Afghan history, where women's rights became a
particular imperative before they were once again stripped away. The textual analysis of the
previous chapter revealed discontinuities in analyses and assessments of the condition of
Afghan women and how best to ‘empower’ them. The following discussion reveals how the
concept of ‘liveration' has been used in the media, focusing on how it has played a similar

role in forming images of Afghan women.

In Arjun Appadurai's article, Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy, he
uses the term ‘mediascapes’ to define "image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips
of reality” through which scripts of imagined lives can be born, helping to constitute
narratives of the ‘'other’ {1990: xii). Appadurai coins the term ‘ideoscape’ to define a
concentration of images with political implications. Ideoscapes have to do with ideologies
and typically employ ideas such as ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ that feed into the Euro-
American master-narrative. In this sense, mediascapes and their more powerful brethren
ideoscapes join forces to tell a story about Afghan women, a story that is transmitted through
the mass media and subsequently through literature. 1t is this story that gains prominence,
promoting an ideoscape that leaves no room for alteratives, no room for Afghan voices.

This ideoscape thus becomes the master-narrative.

‘Liberation’ and the Media Narrative

Researcher Barbara Ehrenreich aptly stated that “women's rights may play no part in US
foreign policy, but we should perhaps be grateful that they have at least been important

enough to deploy in the media mobilization for war” (2003: 77). Indeed, the media plays a

central role in drawing attention to or ignoring a conflict — or certain aspects of a conflict.
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Afghanistan appeared to present an exception to the belief that gender issues are sidelined
in confiicts and the aftermath — at least at the level of rhetoric (Kandiyoti 2005: 1). Media
attention forms an impression that influences the way aid institutions approach gender issues
in conflict and its aftermath {Mertus 2000: 19). Afghanistan presents a particularly interesting
case in this regard. Analyses of the media surrounding the situation of Afghan women
reveadled a particular rhetoric that informed public perception, which in tum informed the
design of aid interventions for Afghan women. Particular images of Afghan women in the
media have served different purposes at various stages of conflict and aftermath. During
conflict, Afghan women were portrayed as victims of a chaddari-obsessed archaic
patriarchal order. In the immediate aftermath, Afghan women were believed to have

eagerly embraced their (Western-bestowed) gift of liberation.

On 3 December 2001, BusinessWeek magazine released a special issue on Afghanistan. The
cover photo showed a young Afghan woman, face revealed, and wearing a large smile.
The word "LIBERATION" was written across the top of her head in capital letters. The capftion
read: "The US victory is a defining moment — for the Afghan people, for Western values, and
for the cause of moderation in the Muslim world. Will we dll seize the opportunity2”
{Nussbaum 2001). However, alternative reports question journalists’ accounts of 'liberated’
Afghanistan, stating that journalists falsely reported mass removal of the chaddari, as if
"unveiling was the main preoccupation... For anyone who knew Afghanistan at all, it was
impossible to imagine women rushing to uncover their faces (Clark 2004: 92). Nonetheless,
BusinessWeek Magazine's opening article writes of the “major victory for Western humanist
values", describing it thus: “The scenes of joy in the streets of Kabul evoke nothing less than
the images of Paris liberated from the Nazis. Women taking to the streets to bask in the

Afghan sun, free at last to show their faces...” (Nussbaum 2001) 101,

The author continued to describe the liberation moment as one that encompasses “human
freedom”, stating: "If this is seen by some as American hegemony, so be it". The author
continues to explain that “the battle for Afghanistan changes the nature of the debate.
Women are either free or not free” (Nussbaum 2001}. The author frequently conflates
Afghanistan with Arab countries. The repeated reference to Afghanistan as part of the

“"Arab World” and even as part of the “Middle East” is both erroneous from a geographic

101 Whitlock also wrote of the ‘liberation’ of Kabul in 2001, stating that journalists deliberately sought out — and often
crafted - images of women removing chaddaris and men shaving beards. Whitlock calls this “public unveiling” a
reaffirmation of the Western image of the passive Afghan woman awaiting liberation as opposed to an active
agent in history. Whitlock, G. (2005). "The Skin of the Burga: Recent Life Narratives from Afghanistan.” Bioaraphy 28(1).
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perspective and careless from an anthropological perspective. There remains an underlying
hostility among many Afghans regarding Arab involvement in their country92, This geo-
political oversight did not bode well with Afghans and reflected a poor knowledge of the
context. This was further exacerbated by the reference to Afghans as "Afghanis”. While this
may appear to be a common mistake, even the briefest time spent in Afghanistan will reveal

that Afghani is the currency. The people are undoubtedly Afghan.

Several other articles appeared, all reinforcing the “liberation” perspective from different
angles. One actually sites "the Muslim reaction™ as if there might actually be a uniform
perspective across the very diverse Muslim world. A further article reinforces the significance
of liberation to the United States, stating that “these scenes of liberation provide a
psychological boost to the US and its allies as they wage the war on terror”" (Walczak, Crock
et al. 2001). The article goes on to state that the US plans to maintain a low profile and use
“Islamic peacemaking contingents and international aid groups” at the figurative frontlines.
It becomes apparent that the liberation is really about the US with the following conclusion:
“"What remains to be seen is whether all that energy will translate into the kind of sustained
aid that would put Afghanistan back on its feet — and boost Washington's credibility in a

largely hostile world” (Walczak, Crock et al. 2001}.

The situation of Afghan women was at that time an effective tactic to manipulate public
opinion in the Western world (2002: 97), although the sudden feigned devotion to Afghan
women on the part of the aid apparatus was political instrumentalization. Activists noted
that Afghan women had been neglected for years, only to be discussed on exotic list serves
and forlorn internet petitions (Ehrenreich 2003: 77), the most notorious of which, from a
student at Brandeis University in the United States, was the first intfroduction that many
American feminists and activists had to the 'situation of Afghan women'193. | received the
petition 17 times from different sources in a period of two months in 1999. Excerpts from the

petition follow below:

The Taliban's War on Women:

102 This statement is based not only on Afghan sentiments but also on my personal experience as an Arab working in
Afghanistan. Knowledge of my ethnic origins was very often met with suspicion if not outright hostility. This subsided
as soon as | explained my tenuous links to the Arab world and my commitment to an Afghanistan without the
influence of foreign forces and ideals.

103 For more information, please see: http://urbanlegends.about.com/library/blafghan.htm
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...The government of Afghanistan is waging a war upon women. [List of Taliban
offenses]... It is at the point where the term 'human rights violations' have become an
understatement... Everyone has a right to a tolerable human existence, even if they
are women in a Muslim country in a part of the world that Americans do not
understand. If we can threaten military force in Kosovo in the name of human rights
for the sake of ethnic Albanians, Americans can cerfainly express peaceful oufrage
at the oppression, murder and injustice committed against women by the Taliban.

STATEMENT: In signing this, we agree that the cument treatment of women in
Afghanistan is completely UNACCEPTABLE and deserves support and action by the
people of the United States and the U.S. Government and that the current situation
overseas will not be tolerated. Women's Rights is not a small issue anywhere and it is
UNACCEPTABLE for women in 1998 to be treated as sub-human and so much as
property. Equality and human decency is a RIGHT not a freedom, whether one lives

in Afghanistan or the United States.

In challenging the Saving Amina petition, Jaggar criticized the "sensational language to
denounce some non-western culture for its inhumane treatment of women and girls”,
explaining that such protest letters perpetuate negative stereotypes about Islam, inflame
local sentiments and put those at risk in further danger (2004: 2}'%4, A parallel can be made

to the Brandeis letter, yet there was no challenge or clarification received on this occasion.

Following the pedaks of public interest generated by the petition and, years later, Afghan
women's subsequent '‘liberation’, the media’s interest in Afghanistan - and the cause-
celebre of Afghan women - became Ilimited to press-worthy events. Previous media
analyses of the change in media focus on Afghan women through different periods of time
indicated that press attention abated from late 2001 unftil discussions of the Afghan
Constitution and the Afghan Women's Bill of Rights were proposed in October 2003 (Sultan
2005: 31). This attention was short-lived. Afghan women again hardly appeared in the media
until the following year for the presidential election of October 2004. There was silence yet
again for another year, until the parliamentary election of September 2005. And,
predictably, without the anticipation of major events where women's participation can be

showcased, the media will pay even less attention to Afghan women in the foreseeable

104 Amina Lawal is a Nigerian woman who had a baby outside of marriage and was sentenced to stoning. For a
fuller discussion of the petition and letter, see Jaggar, A. M. (2004). "Saving Amina” Global Justice for Women ond
Intercultural Dialogue, University of Colorado at Boulder.
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future. A senior gender officer for an international institution reinforced this point, arguing
that the aid apparatus has the responsibility to correct images that appear in the media that
give the impression “that Afghan women are now emancipated and ‘de-bourka’ed’

through international intervention [and therefore] can be forgotten — again”.

The presence of a few ‘liberated’ Afghan women in the media add to the dichotomy
between ‘victimized' and ‘empowered’ women - likely negating each other (Mohanty 2003:
248). The media has been periodically peppered with images and stereotypes about
Afghan women - particularly in the context of Islam - since the fall of Kabul in September
1996. In fact, images of Afghanistan are not unusual. At varying periods in history, depending
on the current political project underway, Afghans have been regarded as resistance
fighters, bellicose warlords, and much in between. Such varied perceptions undoubtedly
influence policy, especially regarding the degree to which the aid apparatus senses an
obligation to ‘save’ Afghanistan!05, The majority of those interviewed expressed strong views
about media images. An international aid worker in Afghanistan explained: "The media has
played a huge role in shaping people’s perceptions of the plight of women in Afghanistan.

For most, this is the only exposure that people have to Afghanistan”.

A gender advisor with an international institution had the following to say on the subject:

I guess if we say that media and donor portrayals of Afghan women are negative it is
in part because we conflate those portrayals with all Afghan women which is in itself
a problem. | think aid agencies and the media must walk a very fine line between
depicting the struggles that so many women face on a daily basis and portraying
Afghan women as helpless victims, offen of a barbaric culture. This seems to push
women info a corner of defending themselves or their culture, religion, nation. That's

a tough place to be in and one which seems to happen in many places.

Media attention — even if inaccurate — can serve a strategic purpose. Attention can
generate interest and funding for particular causes. According to the senior gender officer

of a UN agency:

105 For additional information on this concept, please see Donini, A., N. Niland, et al., Eds. (2004). Nation-Building
Unraveled? Aid, Peace and Justice in Afghanistan. Bloomfield, Kumarian, Smillie, I. and L. Minear {2004). The Charity
of Nations: Humanitarian Action in a Calculating World. Bloomfield, Kumarian Press, Inc.
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The less there is a focus on women's crisis, the less direct funding there is for women
specifically. Without the horrors of the Taliban presence, less atiention is paid to the
progress being made by women and the support needed for that to continuve. It is
more or less business as usual, with some exceptions... The media definitely played on
the image of the bourka, raising a lot of awareness about and sympathy for their
situation. At the same time, women were porfrayed only as victims, anonymous,
hidden away. They were rarely portrayed with the kind of strength and courage that
they really have, despite the bourka. As a result, some of the assistance offered them

may not have been appropriate.

A further question to be explored below is what the implications might be for those who do
not receive media and donor attention and how they seek out their own ways — positive or

negative - to rectify these externally-imposed imbalances.
Literature on Afghan Women

It is pbssible to track the global feminist discourse — a part of the discourse that was
employed for Afghan women - through an analysis of popular television and print media
discourses (Mohanty 2003: 237-8). The various contributions to the literature on Afghan
women also provide ample opportunity for analysis and an interesting starting point to the
discussion. A brief and somewhat crude analysis of books on Afghan women since 2002

revealed an outcome that reinforces previously stated concerns with media misconceptions.

In an interview with a senior gender advisor for an international institution, she explained that
the discourses and images employed by aid institutions and the media are “typical” and

should not come as a surprise. She elaborated:

This is orientalism and this is racism... The media has to have shorthand ways because
it has a short time to convince anybody of anything. | think it is kind of inevitable. |
remember talking to the PR person in [the NGO] because | had argued as a policy
that we would not show images of women in bourkas. | mean they can be in the
background but this is not the dominant image. And she said to me 'But how else will
we know that they're Afghang' And I said ‘But look at those pictures of women from
Bosnia, from Iraq. You can't tell that that Bosnian woman is not from Irag and that

she’s not from Kosovo and that she's not from Afghanistan because they all look
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pretty much the same’. | think it's also the need to have symbols that are very easily

translatable.

Book covers also rely on symbols that are "easily translatable” in order to entice readers.
These books perpetuate images which may have certain effects. In a brief analysis of books
using Amazon'% as the search engine, and "Afghanistan” and “women" as the terms, 715
books emerged. As | began my search, | noticed a collection of book covers with images of
women in chaddaris. | thus narrowed my search to books focused exclusively on Afghan
women with a chaddari on the cover'7. After | completed my search, | noticed that | was

not the only one concerned about the use of such images of Afghan women.

Gillian Whitlock had also conducted an analysis of books on Afghan women, inspired by her
visit to an airport bookstore, noting that “these texts are carefully positioned to project the
gender apartheid imposed by Islamic fundamentalism towards a receptive [read: Western]
market” (2005: 64). Whitlock states that these life narratives are specifically geared for a US
market, and for American women in particular. "To pull Western eyes under the burqa in this
way is a powerful rhetorical strategy; it elicits both sympathy and advocacy that can be put
to quite different political and strategic uses" (2005: 55). The crux of Whitlock's argument is
that these auto-ethnographies are put to use as propaganda to justify a military intervention
with the surface objective of ‘liberating’ Afghan women from the oppressive clutches of
Islamic fundamentalism (2005: 56). Many parallels have been made concerning the

cooptation of Afghan women for the War on Terror!08,

The maqjority of books found in the search make mention of Afghan women rather than
focusing exclusively on them. Therefore, this section begins with a brief description of some of
these references. Frequent references to Afghan women include discussions of their ‘inferior
status’, their abuse under the Taliban, their shared oppression along with other Muslim
women, and US President George Bush's successful ‘liberation’ of the women of Afghanistan.

For example, Off with Their Heads: Traitors, Crooks, and Obstructionists in American Polifics,

106 | ysed the American version of Amazon, found at www.amazon.com.

107 ] did not include resulting books on Afghanistan that did not provide a cover image, nor did | include any of the
myriad books on ‘the situation of Muslim women'. Many of these books have provocative titles about Isiam, veiling,
etfc. | also omitted published reports as these come without a cover image and are generally produced for the aid
apparatus or academia. While this search yielded 715 books, not all of these are exclusive to Afghan women. They
make mention of Afghan women, but are not necessarily devoted exclusively to the subject.

108 For other examples, see Shapiro, A. (2004). Gender and the War on Terror: Partnerships, Security and Women in
Afghanistan, American University. Ware, V. (2006). Info-War and the Politics of Feminist Curiosity: Exploring New
Frameworks for Feminist Intercultural Studies, Gender Institute, London School of Economics.
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Media, and Business asks: "Why do so few pay attention to the wonderful work the United
States has done in freeing the women of Afghanistan from subjugation2” (Morris 2004: 147).
This is followed by another popular misconception: “In Afghanistan women threw off their

burgas when American forces arrived” (LeVine, Mortensen et al. 2003: 57).

Other books reinforce the image of Afghan women as victims. The Mobilization of Shame: A
World View of Human Rights states that *among all the horror stories about the degradation
of women around the world, the abuse of females in Afghanistan has a special place”
(Drinan and Drinan 2001: 44). The book Faith in Conflict: Christian Integrity in a Multicultural
World refers to the “savage repression of women in Afghanistan” (Ramachandra 1999: 43).
Similarly, Humanitarian Challenges and Intervention: World Politics and the Dilemmas of Help
discusses “subordinate women (for instance, in Afghanistan)”, (Weiss and Collins 2000: 138).
Another author, Katrina Vanden Heuvel, asks: “Are there any people on earth more

wretched than the women of Afghanistan2” (Heuvel 2002: 164).

Finally, the most frequently reoccurring reference to Afghan women comes from a quote by
Kipling, containing a rather different image:

When you're wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains,

And the women come ouf to cut up what remains,

Just roll to your rifle and blow out your brains,

And go to your God like a soldier19?.

This presents an entirely different image of Afghan women - as that of savages who, like their
Afghan brothers, have tendencies to be ruthiess butchers with a strong distaste for foreigners.
What follows are but a few of the books on women in Afghanistan. They were selected

because they represent a sample of the literature that focuses on Afghan women.

Latifa’s story, My Forbidden Face: Growing Up Under the Taliban: A Young Woman's Story,
presents a cover image of a woman in a chaddari with a close up of the mesh in the front
{Latifa 2001). Harmiet Logan's book also uses a similar image. These detailed photographs of
the mesh covering over the eyes indicate that the book will bring the reader as close as

possible to Afghan women (2002}. These books use images and provocative titles to entice

107 This poem, written by Rudyard Kipling., can be found in numerous books. It is available in full text here:
http://whitewolf newcastle.edu.au/words/authors/K/KiplingRudyard/verse/volumeXl/youngbritishsoldier.html
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the reader with a verbal ‘unveiling’ and much-desired view of the ‘forbidden faces' of

Afghan women.

Some of the available books present women with chaddaris partially removed, in a
seemingly willing effort to reveal themselves. One such example is Three Women of Herat: A
Memoir of Life, Love and Friendship in Afghanistan (Doubleday 2006). The book's cover
shows a woman peeking out tenuously from beneath the chaddari, and covering her mouth

with her chaddari-envelopped hand.

The Story of My Life: An Afghan Girl on the Other Side of the Sky is about an Afghan girl living
in the suburbs of Chicago (Ahmedi and Ansary 2005}. This presents an interesting contrast
because the cover depicts an unveiled Afghan woman, presumably revealing what she
looks like on the “other side” (read: the 'unveiled’ side, further read: the West). The Book of
Trouble: A Romance is also an atypical example (Ann Marlowe 2006). While the title does
litle to reveal its Afghan focus, the book is actually a love story about an American woman
and an Afghan man. The cover photograph depicts an unveiled woman (from mouth and
below) enveloped in what appears to be Afghan fabrics, leaving the reader to assume that

any engagement between American and Afghan equals ‘frouble’.

Finally, a large part of the books on Afghan women present a full image of the chaddari, or
several chaddaris. Zoya's Story: An Afghan Woman's Struggle for Freedom (Follain and
Cristofari 2002) does just that, as does The Silenced Cry: One Woman's Diary of a Journey fo

Afghanistan by Ana Tortajada, with its lone white chaddari on the cover (2004).

Jan Goodwin’s Price of Honor: Muslim Women Lift the Veil of Silence on the Islamic World
presents the reader with three chaddaris, and is a focal point for a discussion on images and
stereotypes. Just like Narayan’s use of particular non-academic texts for her book Dislocating
Cultures, | profile Goodwin's book because it seems to have had a more significant public
presence and influence than most “academic” writing, and not because there are no
"scholarly” examples of these same problems” (1997: 106). The Price of Honor not only uses
the image of the chaddari to entice the reader, but also employs the concept of honor — a
sacred institution in Afghanistan — as something that comes with ‘a price’. Goodwin's book
opens with a chapter entitled “Fundamentally Different2” where she recounts the story of her

inspiration to write the book, Maria, an Afghan refugee she encountered in Pakistan. Maria's
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story is one of abuse, forced marriage, and a series of tortures. Goodwin is thus inspired to

embark on her research to ‘unveil' the mysteries behind the Muslim world. She writes:

It was because of Maria that | began this book. Was what happened to her merely a
daily occurrence in underdeveloped nations throughout the world — children born
into deprivation, raised in ignorance? ...Or was her experience intrinsic to her culture?
(2003: )

Goodwin uses many plays on words that lead the reader to the conclusion that Islam is in
fact “fundamentdlly different” (read: fundamentalist) and Muslim women are oppressed
because of their “culture”. Throughout the book, Goodwin refers to Islam both as an "ethnic
group”, and as an "ancient culture” that is "rigidly traditional” and closed to "us” (2003: 25).
Just like Japan, she writes, “it has its own way of doing things, its own philosophies, and, most
important, its own religion” (2003: 25). There is little need to argue that Islkam comprises
diverse ethnic groups and is in fact its own religion. Goodwin's reference to Islam as a
“"culture” fails to recognize the pluralism of experiences - and cultures - within Islamic

contexts.

Goodwin repeatedly juxtaposes the language of "us" and "them” to reinforce difference,
writing that ‘“despite the Islamic world’'s growing impact on our lives, foreign Muslims
understand us far better than we know them”. In addition to myriad uses of the veil, veiling,
and its imagery, Goodwin describes the chaddari as a "body-bag for the living... which
would eventually become an international symbol of the Taliban's oppression of women™
(2003: 76). Said "body bag" will also be the galvanizing point for many American feminist
groups'0. Kandiyoti writes of the debates that ensued among transnational feminists on their
roles in supporting women in Afghanistan. She explains that “these exchanges followed the
familiar tropes of women's rights as universal human rights versus ‘feminism-as-imperialism’,
reflected in a spate of articles in both the popular press and academic journals” (2005: 1).

Afghanistan specidlist Azarbaijani-Moghaddam reinforces this point:

Complexity and nuances notwithstanding, unprecedented international interest,
misinformation, and hysteria have surrounded the situation of women and girls since

the Taliban set foot in Kabul. In recent years Afghan women have been used by

10 Hymowitz's article reflects many of these issues, and also refers to the chaddari as "blue alien-creaturely shapes”,
to add to the imagery. Hymowitz, K. S. (2003). "Why Feminism is AWOL on Islom.” City Journal, 2005.
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countless media, political, and humanitarian entities, as well as publicity hungry
women's rights' groups, fo pursue their own objectives.
(2004:100)

Campaign Against the ‘Body Bag'

Jan Goodwin's book is an example of literature's transition into policy. Goodwin's writings on
Afghan women had a particular influence over perceptions Americans have of Afghan
women, leading to her pivotal role in the launching of the so-called “Gender Apartheid”
campaign'. As the researcher for the Women's Rights Advocacy Project in the
International Human Rights Law Group (now called Global Rights), in 1996-1998, | was tasked
with maintaining a close watch on the situation of Afghan women (from the vantage point
of Washington DC). | was therefore present at Feminist Majority meetings, including those at
the onset of the "Gender Apartheid” campaign. One of these meetings was attended by
Jan Goodwin, who brought along a chaddari from her recent visit to Afghanistan in

‘September of 1997.

As the only woman present who was not of American origins, | noted the manner in which
the women recoiled from the sight of the chaddari. At that point, my knowledge of
Afghanistan and Afghan women was limited, but my Arab background compelled me to
recognize that the chaddari, like any act of veiling, represents drastically different things to
different women and could not be taken at face value. During this meeting, the women
present decided to cut pieces of the chaddari and wear it on their lapels as a symbol of
solidarity with Afghan women. In addition to the bourka-swatch-of-solidarity (as it was
nicknamed at the time), other ideas included the construction of a giant chaddari that
would cover the Statue of Liberty in New York to represent the idea that America stands in
solidarity with Afghan women, or perhaps that American eyes are covered as well. The

symbolism was ripe for analysisi2,

1 For more information on the "Gender Apartheid” campaign, see Feminist Majority at www.feministmaijority.org

"2 | do not dispute that the situation of Afghan women at that time was dire. Despite criticism, | credit Jan Goodwin
and Feminist Majority for bringing to light the situation of Afghan women and for serving as strong advocates 1o raise
awareness and funding in the US. Kandiyoti writes that “Feminist Magjority's “Campaign to stop gender apartheid in
Afghanistan” scored some US political victories for Afghan women's rights. Through a series of petitions and lobbying
activities, they played a significant role in 1998 in persuading the UN and the US to reject formal recognition of the
Taliban. They also put pressure on US energy company Unocal to back out of a $3 billion venture to put a pipeline
through Afghanistan that would have given the Taliban $100 million royalties". Kandiyoti, D. {2005). The Politics of
Gender and Reconstruction in Afghanistan. Occasional Paper. Geneva, United Nations Research Institute for Social
Development.
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Regardless, it was apparent that while high-profile campaigning on behalf of Afghan
women might serve well in terms of consciousness-raising, it created difficulties for aid
operations on the ground (Benjamin 2000; Mertus 2000). Such campaigns, Jaggar has
argued, waged by North American feminist activists limit discursive openness by centering
their agendas around certain moral convictions therefore stifing debate. These agendas
then become the foundation for the group’s moral perspectives (1998: 8-9). Many articles,
such as those by Afghan women activists Sima Wali''3 and Rina Amiri, were released during
that time, expressing concern with the campaign and the possibility that it could alienate
the very women it was trying to help. These Afghan voices were relatively silent in
comparison, however. Wali repeatedly expressed her concern that “the true needs and
wants of the Afghan people are largely absent fromm campaigns waged on their behalf in
the United States” (2002: 1).

Popular Perceptions of Afghan Women

The "Gender Apartheid” campaign was deemed successful with the 2001 ‘liberation’ of
Afghanistan - and therefore of Afghan women - from the Taliban. Many years after the
campaign, images of Afghan women as oppressed creatures beneath chaddaris still
permeated popular perception, although the media’s silence led spectators to believe that
Afghan women had been ‘liberated’ and there was no further need to discuss them. One

author expressed the views of many:

The veil was probably the clearest example of the perverse nature of media
coverage... The fall of the Taliban has led to the virtual disappearance from the
media agenda of the issue of the veil, and indeed of Afghan women in general,
{Dorronsoro 2005: 291-2).

Indeed, the cause of Afghan women had been taken up by North American feminists and
subsequently forgotten, while Afghan women continued to struggle under external pressure
to defend their agency and their cultural integrity. Meanwhile, Afghan women had "good

reason to suppose that if their lives were to become the subject of feminist discussion, their

113 Sima Wali is a significant name in Afghan women's circles. Wali is an Afghan woman activist living in the United
States whose activism during the Taliban era and lobbying efforts towards the US government brought attention —
and subsequent aid - to Afghan women. She is also credited with providing a contextualized understanding of the
situation in Afghanistan and balancing the rhetoric of other lobbying groups. Wali is also the President of Refugee
Women in Development, an international NGO.
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own perspectives might be discounted” (Jaggar 1998: 10). Jaggar has been a critic of this
sudden interest in the perceived victimization of women in non-Western cultures!4. She
argues that this "incomplete understanding distorts Western philosophers’ comprehension of
our moral relationship to women elsewhere in the world and... also impoverishes our
assumptions about the interculiural dialogue necessary to promote global justice for
women” (2004: 1). Indeed, there is arrogance in the notion that the aid apparatus knows

better than the women involved about their needs and interests.

In March of 2005, | tested popular perceptions to better understand the extent to which
these ideoscapes still held sway. | was invited to speak on the issue of Afghan women at the
Women as Global Leaders Conference in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. At that point | had
already been working in Afghanistan for nearly three years. | used the conference as an
opportunity to gauge public opinion on the situation of Afghan women more than three
years after their ‘liberation’ and their virtual disappearance from the media. The audience
comprised 40 female participants, mostly American. They were conference participants who
elected to attend my session on Afghanistan. Ages ranged from 15 to 68 and included
students, academics, and development practitioners. At the beginning of the two-hour
session, | circulated a questionnaire to the participants and asked that they complete it
immediately. The answers then served as the starting point for the discussion on images of

Afghan women.

When asked to describe Afghanistan after the Taliban, most agreed that the images that
came to mind - in their own words - were chaos, great need, struggling, uncertain, unsafe,
destruction. Examples include: "More liberated but severely underdeveloped”;
“Power/leadership vacuum, very fragmented”; and “Reforming/reconstruction,

democratization, US military presence”, amongst other similar sentiments.

Their images of Afghan women mostly included the chaddari’s and veil. Other answers

were poverty, anonymity, and limited opportunities. The National Geographic "Afghan girl”

Y14 Jaggar gives the full picture of the history of this ‘perceived victimization’ over the last 30 years. For more
information, see Jaggar, A. M. {2004}. "Saving Amina" Global Justice for Women and Intercultural Dialogue,
University of Colorado at Boulder.

115 While most of the participants mentioned the chaddari, it is important to note that all of them used the word
bourka. In fact, none of them were familiar at all with the word chaddari.
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was also a popular answer!'é, More positive images included women voting, working in
government, survivors, strong, resilient. One respondent said that there were
“misconceptions outside Afghanistan”. Many agreed that Afghan women are "oppressed
but wanting change”. It was interesting to note the contradiction in each answer as many
conveyed the sense that things are bad, but could be good. For instance: “Hidden but

struggling to better the life of their people”.

The respondents largely felt that the media contributed to whatever negative images they
might have had about Afghan women: "helpless women who don't have rights or
privileges”, in the words of one respondent. The media “perpetuated negative image of
repressed women, veiled unhappy victims”. They felt that there is currently very little focus on
Afghan women, particularly since world attention has shifted to Irag and other issues.
Another said: “The media goes back and forth. We see images of women under the bourka
but we hear George Bush tell us that women'’s rights have been restored”. The media
presented a biased and sensationalized view, victimizihng Afghan women further. This
sentiment summed up the views of many who noted a similar contradiction. She noted that

Afghan women are presented "as either victims, or as victims-turned-success stories”.

The respondents largely viewed the aid apparatus and its activities in Afghanistan as
inconsistent and failing to listen to the needs of Afghans. Others were more critical, calling
the apparatus “self interested” and using Afghan women as justification. There was broad
consensus on the lack of follow-through and long-term planning. "The international
community made a lot of promises which they have not honored”, one participant said.

Another added: "l think they forgot about Afghanistan with Irag and the Tsunami”.

When asked what aid interventions should be doing, the following two respondents echoed
the sentiments of many. One said: “Build a long term strategy — actually facilitate the Afghan
people with building a long-term strategy”. And finally another said: *I think the US should

have done a lot more before turning our attention to other countries”.

Respondents agreed that there are obstacles for Afghan women including traditional roles,

misinterpretations of religious laws, remnants of Talibban, patriarchy, gender schemas,

116 This famed picture of Sharbat Gula, an Afghan refugee in Naser Bagh camp in Pakistan, was taken by Steve
McCurry in 1984, and soon became the international symbol for Afghan refugees and one of the most recognized
{and perhaps exploited) images in the world.

See hitp://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2002/03/0311 020312_sharbat.himi for more information.
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prescribed roles, bias against women, lack of security, entrenched power groups, lack of
education, stereotypes, lack of opportunity, male-dominated society, illiteracy, intimidation,
funding. One respondent urged that we examine context and spend more time
understanding the socio-cultural dynamics of the country and its people. She elaborated:
“We need more stories and analysis of leadership forms in Afghanistan. How do women

there exhibit leadership, power, influence, etc.”.

Can We See ‘Beneath the Bourka' Yet?

The chaddari is not a new object of Western obsession. In 1985, Dupree wrote that women in
Afghanistan during that time “"dismiss the stereotyped image depicted by most Western
media which insist on picturing Afghan women forever enveloped in billowing veils” (1985:
14). In November of 1997, Special Advisor on Gender Issues and the Advancement of
Women Angela King wrote the following in her report following an inter-agency gender

mission to Afghanistan:

External observers and interlocutors often mistake symptoms and causes: the burga,
for example is not considered a major problem for most Afghan women with whom
the Mission spoke, but is treated as such by many assistance workers in the country,
agency personnel at headquarters and sometimes, opinion-makers outside fthe
country.

(1997)

The chaddari should be viewed in its socio-political and historical context. There is much to
be said about the role of the chaddari in Afghan history. A nuanced understanding will
reveal that the chaddari can also be seen as a symbol of resistance. Its earliest uses by the
Pashtun elite provided freedom of mobility and anonymity. During the Taliban era, the
chaddari was used strategically “as a shroud of anonymity and disguise” to transport
messages, weapons, cameras, and banned publications {Whitlock 2005: 57). According to

the senior gender officer of a UN agency:

Empowering women is not a self-evident process... For many, the bourka actually
protects them and gives them a freedom they feel they could not have without it.
We as Westerners and development agents need to learn to disassociate the

bourkas from oppression, need to acknowledge emotionally that Afghanistan is not
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the West, and need to support Afghan women in a manner meaningful to them,

whatever that is.

Indeed, "more responsible action in the use of images is needed” (Skaine 2002: 29),
particularly regarding the use of the chaddari as a tool to advance Western campaigns for
Afghan women. The pervasive image of the chaddari was reduced to a symbol of Afghan
women's oppression. As a result, many of those interviewed viewed representations of - and
focus on - this garment as part of a larger confusion regarding the intersection between
Afghan women, culture, and religion. In fact, the obsession with the chaddari obscured
other gendered consequences of the Taliban's decrees for men. The Western construction
of this garment fosters an artificial construct of Afghan men against Afghan women'7. A

gender specidlist elaborated:

Too much focus can push women into a position of defending their culture and it can
become a symbol of resistance to ‘tyrannical Wesfern influences' against ‘good
Afghan women'. It also simplifies the complex situation of gendered identities and
roles within Afghan culture. By this | don’t mean to suggest that women do not have
less access to power or control of resources in Afghan cultures but that it's too
simplistic to suggest that once women remove their bourkas they are free and

everything has been made right.

The head of an aid institution working with women expressed it this way:

The world’s image of Afghan women was that they were horribly oppressed and
abused - the worst image of women anywhere in the world. This has continually
fuelled programs attempting to help Afghan women. That bourka is the ultimate
symbol of the backwardness of Afghanistan. Westerners gasp at its sight. There is
nothing more reproachable in terms of the absence of women's rights. Even though
the quantity of coverage [of Afghan women] has obviously reduced, the quality

hasn't. It's still catchy to talk about how oppressed and wretched they are.

17 |t should be noted that the Taliban also did their part to pit men against women by requiring that men enforce
the edict that ‘their women' wear the chaddari. Failure to do this would result in severe punishment. “In this way, the
Taliban accomplish control over both men and women. They not only obliterate women’s presence but also by
usurping what was the purview of the family, they put to shame the men of the family, thus rendering them
disempowered." Gross, N. (2000). The Messy Side of Globalization: Women in Afghanistan. Symposium on
Globalization and Women in Muslim Societies. Library of Congress, Washington DC.
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This garment can be credited with bringing much (read: largely Western) attention to
Afghanistan. It continues to play a prominent role for the aid apparatus, particularly the
Western media, producing myriad documentaries, articles, and photographs claiming to
offer a glimpse ‘behind/under/beneath the bourka’ (Abirafeh 2004). This unconstructive
image of Afghan women serves only to feed stereotypes and deny Afghan women's
agency. The excessive focus on the chaddari “simplifies the complex situation of gendered
identities and roles within Afghan culture,” a representative of an Afghan NGO explained. A
gender advisor continued: "Aid agencies have a huge responsibility as they — as opposed to
the international media — have the knowledge and capacity to act against discriminatory
images”. A researcher explained that the chaddari reinforced the pervasive view “that
‘these people’ are backward. The political currency of these messages is: ‘look what they do
to their women’. These images are taken as further evidence of the 'uncivilized' nature of
Afghan society in contrast to the status of women living in ‘civilized’ nations' (Hunt 2002:
116).

The head of an aid institution had this to say about the lack of contextualized analysis that

informed operations in Afghanistan:

We live through symbols, through assumpftions. Because it is too difficult to
understand. The assumption is that a woman who is more Western in terms of dress is
empowered. That will take you to a conclusion that all European women are
empowered, which is not correct. It will also take you fo a conclusion that there is

gender equadlity if there is no bourka.

It is not unusual for any act of veiling to be misconstrued as a denial of women's agency.
Afghanistan is not unique in this case. Many have documented a history of Western
obsession with the veil (Said 1979; Narayan 1997). Despite this obsession, Afghan women
repeatedly fail to conform to stereotypical images. The most facile of constructs is the use of
the chaddari as a barometer to measure social change — or lack thereof. in my capacity as
NGO director, | was approached my many journalists and asked to speak on the chaddari
and explain why it remains in post-‘liberation’ Afghanistan. | clearly recall an incident with a
journdlist who noted the presence of the chaddari. He explained that, in early 2002, he felt
that 95% of Afghan women were wearing the chaddari. He made this calculation based on

his own estimations during his five-day visit. He had returned in November 2002 (for seven
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days this time) and was sitting in my office, telling me that now perhaps 90% of Afghan
women still wore the chaddari. As a result, he felt that | had 'failed’ to do 'my job' in
'liberating’ Afghan women. To him, the chaddari was the tool of oppression, the absence of
which would be ‘liberation’. The aid apparatus was the means by which this ‘liberation’
would occur. Therefore, the persistence of the chaddari on Afghanistan’s streets indicated a
failure of the aid apparatus to ‘liberate’ Afghan women. His words remained with me during

my four years in Afghanistan.

In 2006, this journalist might note that the chaddari persists. And yet, as Afghan men and
women will clearly articulate, the presence or absence of this garment does little to indicate
‘liberation’. It is more important, however, to distinguish between the transformation of
customs — such as veiling and the prevalence of Western clothing — and institutional change
in the form of laws and women's sense of their rights and roles. In fact, one might assume
that men have been ‘transformed’ based on the prevalence of Afghan men in Western
dress. The change in men's clothing style does not constitute a '‘Western’ influence, or an
indication of ‘liberation’. Indeed, the assumption is that ‘culture’ is static when it comes to
women, and that the sex of the actors is a determining factor in labeling a change ‘Western'

or not (Narayan 1997: 26).

2. Afghan Perspectives on the Aid Apparatus

Chaddari Politics

For him, women are only ghosts, voiceless, charmless ghost that pass practically
unnoticed along the streets; flocks of infirm swallows... that make a mournful sound
when they come into the proximity of men.

(Khadra 2004: 144)

In my October 2004 article, Burga Politics, | argued that the chaddari had been used as a
symbol to justify intervention and that it has since served as the barometer to measure
progress — or lack thereof — in Afghanistan. Further, the chaddari and other forms of veiling
have been conflated with lack of women's agency (Abirafeh 2004). Many of the arguments

are not only still valid, but are in fact more relevant today.
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Both Afghan women and men noted that the chaddari served as the image under which all
others were determined. As part of my reflexive journal, the following excerpt was written in

my capacity as NGO director in September 2002 to document my first impressions:

My sense is that Afghan women long for choice. The choice to wear a veil, or a
bourka, or nothing at all. The issue extends well beyond the actual fabric of the
bourka. It is more important fo address the psychological bourka, and its progeny -
the fear bourka and the poverty bourka. Social evolution is a slow process, and our
task in this is to offer women the tools with which they can achieve self-sufficiency, a

choice, and a voice.

And yet, in 2006, both the choice and the voice were lacking. And the chaddari remains the
preferred garment. Afghan women repeatedly expressed exasperation with this facile
construct, saying that the world thinks “Afghan women are only bourkas”. As a result of this
image, the world felt compelled to ‘save’ them. An Afghan woman explained that the world
thinks of them as oppressed and weak. This is not accurate, she said, “but the world wants to
see us this way". An Afghan man elaborated strongly that the aid apparatus want Afghan

men and women to have:

...Freedom like the Western world. Western women wear clothes, not bourka. So
Afghan women should wear that too otherwise they have no rights. This is a
completely incorrect image. We don't approve of it. Afghan men and women are

Muslims and have their own culture and they do what is in their culfure.

It is interesting to note that during interviews, Afghans recognized that the word bourka was
one that was used more frequently in the aid apparatus and amongst non-Afghans. They
therefore used the term bourka when referring to foreign images of Afghans, but continued
to use the more common term chaddari in their daily discussions with each other. This reveals
the extent to which the preferred terms of the aid apparatus have become part of Afghan

daily discourse.

Conclusions

As this chapter demonstrates, the liberation discourse played no small part in creating a

particular image of Afghan women. This image in turn contributed to the design of programs
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and aid interventions. As media and popular literature demonstrated — and as the focus
group reinforced — these images served to create a picture of an oppressed Afghan woman
beneath a chaddari. Such an image denies agency and did not resonate with Afghan
women and men. These images and perceptions present a good starting point for a
discussion of policy formulation from the perspectives of those actively involved. Given the
tenacious nature of the perceptions surrounding Afghanistan and Afghan women, one

might question the extent to which these ideoscapes have informed aid interventions.

Chapter V continues the discussion emerging from the data to better understand the
journey of policy interpretation and implementation. Indeed, interviews with policy-makers
and policy implementers, heads of international and Afghan NGOs, and Afghanistan
specialists — Afghan and non-Afghan - revealed striking similarities and trends in attempts to
put gender into practice. The next section takes the discussion of these themes to the policy-
makers and policy implementers who operated in Afghanistan during the time of the
research, addressing the lack of contextualization of gender, the agenda of transformation,
the neglect of men, and the focus on practical needs. This discussion begins by checking
popular perceptions and pervasive images against images policy-makers and policy

implementers might have had of Afghan women.
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CHAPTER V: Gender Policy in Practice: Formulation, Interpretation, Implementationi'@

Some inferventions can be very disruptive. Badly conceived and facile analyses
based on the assumption that Afghan women are vulnerable individuals living in a
vacuum may eventually isolate rather than reintegrate women.
(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004: 103)

1. Policy Formulation: Gender in Social Context

This chapter takes the discussion one step further to illuminate the journey from policy
formulation to interpretation to implementation through the voices of 45 policy-makers,

policy implementers, NGO leaders, and Afghanistan specialists.

Animating '‘Gender’ in the Aid Apparatus

Gender is a buzzword in the contemporary aid discourse that peppers aid reports, policies,
and program plans. Among the Anglophone aid elite, *gender discourse was privileged and
pure; the word women was passe... Never mind that gender did not translate well into many

languages” (Staudt 2002: 57). In a discussion with a senior staff member of UNDP, he said:

We generously employ lots of buzzwords... like gender, | don't even know what that
means. But I'm told | have to mainstream it. Even our 'gender person’, she sits in her

own container on the compound. She's not even physically ‘'mainsfreamed’.

Both the definition of gender and its implications remain under discussion in Afghanistan. And
yet the term continues to be coupled with other ambiguous words — empowerment,
equality, mainstreaming. “It has never been gender mainstreaming,” an Afghan human
rights activist explained, “It is gender segregation, just highlighting the differences between
men and women. Dividing them, not bringing them together... And that creates a

reaction... It's the first thing internationals talk about, women, not gender”.

118 Segments of this chapter were previously published. See Abirafeh, L. {2004). Burga Politics: The Plights of Women in
Afghanistan. Chronogram. 10/2004. and Abirafeh, L. {2005). Lessons from Gender-focused International Aid in Post-
Conflict Afghanistan... Learned?2 Gender in International Cooperation. F. E. Stiftung. Bonn, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung.
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As a result, Afghans quickly learned that use of this term would guarantee them international
support, regardless of their understanding of the concept itself and what it might take to
bring it to fruition. The language animating the agenda of transformation has also been
debilitating for some Afghans. According to one woman who runs an NGO for women, the
rhetoric of empowerment leads the aid apparatus to believe that “we are here to save the
poor victims, and [as a result, Afghan women] are so good at playing the victims.” Indeed,
Afghans understand what themes are '‘marketable’ in the aid apparatus, and using the
rights words accordingly to achieve gains on their terms. The aid discourse is one that has
been mastered very quickly by the communities. Women use the right words because they
think that this is what foreigners want to hear, although the depth of the terms has not
necessarily been absorbed. Men also use the language, as | observed in my work when, on
many occasions, | was confronted with men who sought to start NGOs for ‘women’s
empowerment’ and approached me for funding. Communities are sufficiently informed to
know that the presence of aid institutions is transitory and that they may need to subscribe to
the lingo now: including women - on paper — to attract aid''?. A woman head of an NGO
felt strongly about the contagious nature of aid lingo and said that *Afghans are very good
at saying whatever they think the donors want to hear - about ‘empowerment’, ‘right to

work’ ‘veiling issues’ - and will ask for just those things”.

An international gender advisor working with an Afghan women'’s organization illustrated the

dynamic this way:

Many of the women | encountered wanted their position in society fo be improved -
through better health, better support - rather than changed. And | wondered
whether they used the term gender because it was the term used most often by

donors.

To further complicate matters, there is still no agreed-upon translation of gender in Dari and
Pashto!2, In Dari, the most commonly used word jinsiyat, meaning sexuality, is still heavily

disputed and is only used to fill a linguistic void. "What | see,” an Afghan woman leader

1? Wakefield and Bauer aptly articulate that Afghan communities still exercise agency: NGOs consider how far they
can push local values and beliefs to encourage women's participation, and communities consider ways to adapt
NGO requirements to fit local gender norms Wakefield, S. and B. Bauer (2005). A Place at the Table: Afghan
Women, Men and Decision-making Authority. AREU Briefing Paper. Kabul, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation
Unit.

120 To illustrate this point, all of my business cards for positions with ‘gender’ in the title have been wiitten as ‘gender’
in Dari, as if it has become a Dari word. | use the example of my previous position as “Senior Gender Officer” as case
in point. *Senior' and 'Officer' were translated. 'Gender’ was not.
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explained, "is that most people translate things from other languages and bring these things
here. In Afghanistan, no one asked what gender means. This word, it is different everywhere.
For us, it's important to know and to find out for ourselves what gender means in
Afghanistan”. Rostami-Povey adds further complexity to this issue by stating that the
infiliration of English terms gave Afghans the perception that their language and culture was
under threat (2007).

In a meeting on gender issues in June of 2006, Afghan women made the following points
regarding the word gender: (1) The aid apparatus lacks a robust understanding of gender,
{2) There has not been an agreed-upon translation, and (3) The word has became loaded
with the perception that it is part of a Western-driven agenda and is used when it is believed
that it is *what foreigners want to hear”. Later that month, an update on gender activities
was circulated, ending with confirmation of plans “to settle the definition issue”. It is
interesting to note that this issue was firstly, an afterthough, and secondly, still not resolved -

four years into so-called gender efforts in Afghanistan.

Experiences based on the perspectives of policy-makers and policy implementers reveal
that gender programs default to women'’s programs when translated into practice. Gender
is not employed in the robust sense of the word. In aid interventions in the context of conflict
and its aftermath, this is even more problematic as women as a category tend to be singled
out in isolation from their wider social, cultural and family contexts. This point could not be
overstated by those interviewed. An Afghan woman working for an aid institution articulated
that “gender is a Western concept, or another word for women in Afghanistan”. She
continued to explain that aid interventions have not addressed the root causes of women's
subordination and have therefore failed to impact gender inequadlity in any significant way.
She said that "most mainstreaming approaches to women's development have not been

based on analyses of the overall reality of women's lives”.

An Iranian-American head of an organization working with women expressed the views of

many:
I am sorry, but | am not sure | understand the difference between ‘gender’ programs

and women's programs! | am tired of this whole ‘gender’ fopic anyway. Seems to be

an incestuous topic amongst a group of foreigners, having little to do with the
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realities on the ground there. | think Afghanistan is not the place to experiment with

a Westernized construct of women'’s liberation.

Aid agencies... are just a bunch of propagandists that have mastered the art of
talking for their funders, not for the people they are supposedly here to assist. It's such
an embedded system, it is impossible to even step back and see how miserably
flawed it is. The repercussions are that people are left with an overly backwards view
of countries in the region. The aid agencies have gone too far in creating these

clichés and now we are stuck with them forever it seems.

A head of an international NGO was trying to demystify the concept of gender to a

colleague. She relayed the conversation o me:

I was trying to tell her that what she understands gender to be is wrong. That is not
gender, it's promotion of women. If you give it the title ‘promotion of women' then it's
fine with me. | can definitely share in the need for that. But then don’t call it gender.

Of course it makes men angry. So at least try to be honest about it.
An Afghan woman working on gender issues with an aid institution put it this way:

[Gender] is considered as a weapon against men - which is totally against the
concept of 'gender issues' in the first place. Gender programs should be designed in
order to reduce existing problems between men and women. Side effects should be
prevented. The way gender issues are undertaken in Afghanistan now will not work.
Because gender issues are infroduced as women's issues, the whole gender thing is
considered to be against the cultural and religious values of the country... To stop
and change the present concept of gender issues in Afghanistan, gender programs
need to be ftransfered to both women and men equally. For successful
implementation of gender programs in any country — Afghanistan or not — a few
basic things should be considered: religious values, cultural values, social structure of
society, level of education, and techniques for implementation. Obviously, a
successful gender strategy in the United States cannot be successfully implemented
in Afghanistan, and similarly a successful gender sfrategy in Afghanistan can't be
successful in Irag. And, most importantly, empowerment of both men and women

cannot happen by outsiders. Men and women should be able to empower
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themselves to make choices and decisions. To reach this stage our society needs
proper and successful gender programs within the framework of our religion and

culture.

Many Afghan women activists believe that “talking gender and doing women” actually
undermines efforts towards equdlity: "It has created a big problem in Afghan society. Men
were dlready sensitive to women'’s issues. And now the international community is trying to
talk about women. These things will again make men sensitive”. The programmatic
separation of men and women likely reflects a Western-oriented individualistic approach,
and yet the rights discourse should dictate that, in the words of one Afghan woman, the
same rights should apply for men and women as human beings: “Do not to separate them.
People are trying to separate them”. A dangerous outcome of this separation is that it fuels
men's perception that gender is a negative word. To them, gender has become
synonymous with women's power over men. An Afghan man working with an NGO
explained: "Most of the people, they think that gender is making women in power and
decreasing the power of men. Women over men". A gender advisor working for an
international NGO explained that the idea of ‘gender’ as an abstract concept fails to
manifest itself as equality. In fact, she explained that it was creating an imbalance between

men and women:

In Kabul the reverse situation already takes place where women get supported in
such range that men are falling behind also in the job market, women earn much
more and get easier jobs than men. Is this what we wanted fo do with empowerment

of women? And is this the way to include men in this gender awareness process?

An Afghan woman implementing women's programs with an international NGO had this to

say:

Gender programs are mostly failures. Gender training is never held for those men who
need it. We are talking about big changes and transformation of women, and
women's organizations are giving hundreds of little trainings for women but they are
not taking serious action in making changes they talk about. Millions [of dollars] are
being spent on conferences and seminars and this has made no difference in
women's lives. There is still violence. Gender programs should have worked with men

rather than women!
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In the absence of thorough gender analyses, programs were unable to adequately
integrate men - nor women. Extracting Afghan women as a target group sans context
rendered both women and men's voices silent. It is important to note that gender interests
are not met simply by adding both sexes to aid interventions. The addition of male and
female bodies does not necessarily represent gender issues as | use the term in a more robust

sense as a vehicle to understand and address women’s subordination.

Opportunity Lost: Reaching Out to Men

Gender relations in Afghanistan are complementary. This juxtaposition — men versus
women - reflects individual rights and a Western capitalist context. This isn't

applicable to Afghanistan because traditionally there is coexistence.

These words of an Afghan-American gender activist and researcher were shared by many.
An Afghan-American gender specidlist felt strongly about the importance of integrating men

in gender work, as she stated in a speech given at the World Bank on 11 March 2002:

We need a full gender perspective because without men and boys, gender work is
not possible... Be careful not to provoke a backlash. There are examples of this in
Afghan history. Instead let the message slowly come from Afghan women
themselves, not the international aid community... We can't empower women
without empowering men, otherwise there will be a backlash again and it will
provoke increased domestic violence. The more disempowered men feel, the more

resistant they will be to change.

This counsel was shared in 2002. In 2006, her words proved to be prophetic, as many believe
that a backlash is indeed underway. As Chapter Il has shown, attempts at engineering a
social transformation will have serious repercussions for women as long as women's agency
is denied. In conversations with Afghan women, many felt that there was room to work in
partnership with men, to make gains in the contexts of the family and community. Indeed,
policy-makers and policy implementers agreed, yet no one was aware of such efforts. In
fact, many women working with aid institutions felt that an opportunity to engage with
potential male supporters and advocates had been lost. In the few cases where men were

involved, many interviewees expressed their initial surprise that men supported women in
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ways that they had not anticipated. They elaborated to say that they regretted not having
reached out to men from the onset. However, many aid efforts to target men often
pathologize or essentialize them as deviants or as perpetrators of violence in the context of

conflict.

Many advocated supporting men —in their own right and as allies to women — to make gains
for women. In this vein, it is therefore essential to understand masculinities within a study of
the gender order — and the impact of aid interventions on masculinities'2!. When men are
studied, it is primarily the experiences of men in northern industrialized countries - the rest are
rendered “"exotically ethnographic”. Research on masculinities could offer an understanding
of both men and women and perhaps provide alternative visions of male identity in order to
reduce negative effects (Bouta, Frerks et al. 2005: 91}. Gender equdlity is not possible without
men’'s involvement and support. This should be done with a view to reaching the fifth phase

of engagement with men, as illustrated in Chapter il

It is a particular imperative, therefore, to understand the role of men as participants in aid
interventions, and the possible negative effects for women when men do not participate.
While women's issues made gender visible as a category of analysis (Cleaver 2002: xi). there
is a lack of understanding on the impact of such interventions on men. Neglect of men has
political effects and renders the quest for gender equdlity futile. So-called gender
frameworks are applied to focus on women and exclude men'22, Coupled with a perceived
male exclusion, this can result in a backlash against gains made in favor of women (Cleaver
2002: 24).

In preliminary understandings of Afghan masculinities, it has become apparent that men
view gender equality as a zero-sum game, fearing that they will lose some of their
advantage as a result. Conflict contexts reinforce a hegemonic masculinity. In the
aftermath, men work to retain this masculinity, driven by a fear that their traditional roles
have eroded. Studies of men in countries in transition demonstrate that men carry the

burden of the role of ‘provider’ and loss of this role can be emasculating {Paci 2002). This is

121 | yse masculinities to define the various socially-constructed definitions for being a man. These are dynamic
concepts that can vary over time and in different contexts. The term conveys the idea that there are perceived
notions and ideals about how men are expected to behave in a given context. From Women's Commission for
Refugee Women and Children (2005). Masculinities: Male Roles and Male Involvement in the Promotion of Gender
Equality. New York, Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children. As one example, Donna Pankhurst
speaks well to the need to focus on constructions of masculinities. See (QI_TE;- mainstreaiming gender in peacebldg)
122 Moser's gender framework was cited as a case in point in this regard. For more information, see Moser, C. O. N.
(1993). Gender Planning and Development: Theory, Practice and Training. London, Routledge.
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compounded by the effects of poverty, displacement, and economic and social change
experienced in the aftermath. As a consequence, men may seek affirmation of their
masculinities in other ways, such as domestic violence (Women's Commission for Refugee
Women and Children 2005) 123, interventions for women must therefore offer men alternative

sources of domestic and political power and credibility (Cleaver 2002: 81-2).

For these purposes, it is relevant to understand that aid interventions do not operate in a
gender vacuum, and that men are an essential part of gender efforts. Studies from other
countries reveal that men have largely been absent from gender equality efforts. A study
conducted in several African countries noted that those organizations that engaged men
and women together succeeded in reducing not only male resentment over a focus on
women, but also noted a reduction in domestic violence'24 (Range 2005). Respondents to
the research frequently reinforced these ideas and expressed a desire to engage men in
gender processes, and also to employ men as agents of change to work with other men.
Many interviewed felt that they would rather reinforce, and not undermine, men’s tfraditional
roles. An international feminist activist explained: “Just like we are encouraging the
government not to ignore one-half of its population - women - we need to start encouraging

aid organizations not to ignore one-half of their beneficiaries - men".

An Afghan gender specialist had the following to say in an email to me as part of a

discussion on work with men:

The way that women's roles are drawn in Afghan society adversely affect every
aspect of women's lives... Men's roles in Afghanistan are also rigidly defined, leading
men to bear the brunt of economic responsibility. It is also evident that Afghan men
are increasingly frustrated and perceive the internafional community to be
exclusively focused on women's rights without addressing the ways that the men
have suffered from the decades of war... The majority of vocational training
programs and foreign education opportunities are geared fowards women. In the
long run, it will be important to create programming that addresses men's needs as
well as women. In virtually every post-conflict country, the presence of large numbers

of unemployed and unskilled men and boys poses a risk to stability... More will have

123 The discussion on the possibility of increased violence against women will continue in Chapter ViIIl.

124 Also see Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children (2005). Masculinities: Male Roles and Male
Involvement in the Promotion of Gender Equality. New York, Women's Commission for Refugee Women and
Children.
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to be done to ensure that Afghan men find consiructive means of engagement and
employment in society... [in order to prevent] the alienation of men and subsequent

backlashes to women's advancement.

A gender advisor explained it this way:

Of the programs | have seen, most have had a women-only perspective - often with
lip-service to male inclusion. | don't believe that strategy works best here. Emphasis
should be on the inclusion and acceptance of women as community members first
and foremost before focus is given to women'’s ability for self-determination and the
often intangible notion of ‘women’s rights’... Personally, | myself tend to focus on
women when thinking of gender and have a hard time really including men into the
picture, which leads me to think that the problem might be in the application of the
word ‘gender’ being that it is applied to practically any and all woman-focused

projects or discussions.

In the words of an Afghan woman NGO leader: "The best way to make gains is to convince
men to give freedom to women... Get their collaboration and cooperation, [and] any
program will be successful”. And another gender advisor lamented: “Stop excluding men

that are qudlified and can help women if we help them!”

An online discussion between an Afghan woman implementer in an aid institution and |

illustrates the point further. | am “LA" and the Afghan woman is "SA" in this discussion.

LA says: What have your observations been about the trainings [for women]?2

SA says: | noticed that the men are angrier because women are in training and they
are not.

LA says: What do you think the men think about the women-focus?

SA says: Same as the women think. They see it as less effected, especially the gender
awareness for women.

LA says: Do you think they would prefer to stay home and have the men work/train
instead?

SA says: No, they prefer equal opportunity for both, because now the opportunities
are mostly bound to women.

LA says: Would the MEN prefer to work/train while the women stay home?2
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SA says: | think yes. There are rumors about NGOs being not fair to men.

LA says: Why the rumors?

SA says: | know a woman whose husband is jobless, he will be trying to find job. He
didn’t like at first that his women go out at all, but later he had to let his wife join the
fraining.

LA says: Because it was the only source of money?

SA says: Yes, and from our culture and people's point of view it's considered a shame
for husband to sit and eat the money of the wife.

SA says: Though the lady did not point at this issue at all because she was afraid. But |
heard it from her colleague, that she is not being treated well because her husband
is being more aggressive since he is not working.

LA: Are there more women like her?

SA says: Yes. | think women will also not say the truth like that woman, because
maybe [they are] afraid to lose the present opportunity of working.

LA says: What is the solution?

SA says: If there would be equal opportunity, that will be better.

Afghan women would likely argue in favor of the fifth phase of engagement with men, yet
they were not asked because, as one gender officer and Afghanistan activist articulated,

"we have failed to see Afghan women as possible active participants in their own futures”.

2. Policy Interpretation: Afghan Women's Agency and the Myth of Liberation2s

In the transition from formulation to interpretation, women’s agency was sidelined while the
myth of liberation gained momentum. In the context of conflict and the aftermath, it is not
unusual for generalizations and stereotypes to prevail. Such images serve a strategic purpose
but often fail to reflect women'’s realities. Analyses of context and understandings of local
agency require time and commitment that humanitarian emergencies do not usually allow.
As a result, the aid apparatus is often armed with preconceived notions and facile analyses.
Many of those | interviewed admitted to misunderstandings of Afghan women, and a failure
to understand how best to assist them. They also felt overwhelmed by stereotypes — many of

which they often subscribed to. The senior gender officer of a UN agency warned: "It

125 | borrow ‘The Myth of Liberation” from a section heading in a report by Jean-Paul Faguet. Faguet, J.-P. (2004).
Democracy in the Desert: Civil Society, Nation-Building and Empire. Crisis States Programme Discussion Paper.
London, London School of Economics Development Research Centre.
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behooves us not to project from our own perspective and assume that their lives are
restrictive”. The head of an international organization working with women explained that,
even after these last few years of active engagement, *donors and Western implementers
stil do not understand the '‘mind set' of the women of Afghanistan”. She continued to
explain that the aid apparatus was unable to view Afghanistan — both women and men -

through a lens other than their own.

Agency Denied

The language of ‘saving’ and '‘liberating’ women in Afghanistan was not without
controversy, implying firstly that Afghan women need to be saved and cannot save
themselves, and further that they are being saved from something. Such language is
problematic in that it may not only fail to achieve the promised ‘liberation’ but that it may
do more damage than good for Afghan women. Rhetoric on Afghan women is inundated
with contradictory images of survivor/victim, empowerment/vulnerability, dependent
aid/independent change (Bouta, Frerks et al. 2005: 143). It is often sensationalized and fails
to do justice to the complexities involved. An Afghan man with an NGO explained: "for us to
judge Afghanistan as a backward society where women have no say is totally wrong”. A
gender advisor for an aid institfution explained that facile labels - such as “"backwards” -
erroneously referred to the perhaps slower pace of change that Afghan women desired
when compared to the fast-paced aid apparatus. This strong push for change not only
denied their own ability to act on their behalf but also appeared to them to be a criticism of
the ‘Afghan way', "which in many cases it was". Attempts at engineering a social
transformation will continue to have serious repercussions for Afghan women as long as their
agency is denied in the process. Such concerns are not unique to Afghanistan. Mohanty
presents a strong critique of the assumption that there is a homogenous notion of oppressed
women in the 'Third World'. She explains that this in turn produces the image of an "average

Third World woman”, the antithesis of the modern, Western woman (2003: 22).

These judgments were in turn justified by the myriad “myths created and perpetrated by the
Western world" — the most powerful of which was the idea that Afghan women are victims
and need to be saved (Wali 2002: 6). The American myth in particular included some
combination of belief in Afghan fierceness and pity for Afghan victimization. This is

evidenced by the assumption that Afghan women - a favorite topic — are a homogenous
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group. According to perceptions, the Afghan woman, as a largely unitary figure, came in
two forms: either as a line of anonymous chaddaris waiting for aid, or as the occasional
young and emancipated woman. In a 2004 article entitle Burga Politics'26, | wrote the

following:

The media and international agencies only present opposite sides of the specfrum:
the few heroines who have attracted the media's fickle eye, and the oppressed
masses who remain victims. Even this limited picture of Afghan reality fails to capture
media attention today. Isolating Afghan women - from the burqa-clad fo the lipstick-
wearer - is not the best way fo make changes and achieve gains. Focus on Afghan
women is lessening, leaving the masses with a false perception that Afghan women
have been 'liberated"” and our task now lies elsewhere. In Iraq, perhaps.

(Abirafeh 2004)

Despite Western perceptions, Afghan women have always been historical and political
actors struggling against patriarchy. Their cause is emancipation — not only of themselves,
but of men as well. Yet, in Islamic contexts, international pressure exerts influence on gender
priorities and policies (Kandiyoti 1991), making it increasingly difficult for women to
demonstrate agency in a context of pre-determined opinion about the status of women in
Islam. This aversion, particularly pervasive in the US feminist movement, undercuts efforts to
empower women. The implication is that after ‘liberation’, Afghan women will toss aside their
chaddaris - along with their Islamic and Afghan identities — and become secular (Mehta
2002: 142). Afghan women have struggled and negotiated the various fluctuations in their

social status throughout history, doing so within the context of Islkam.

Many Afghan women are stili struggling to find the space within which they can rectify this
image and demonstrate their ability to act in their own interest. The head of an aid institution
explained that "there is a seemingly uncontrollable urge to overlay the experience of 'the
Afghan woman' with the Americans’' worldview and to create programs that thrust that
woman into the American design of what is good and beneficial for them”. The head of an

aid institution explained it this way:

126 Burga was the preferred spelling of the publisher. Chaddari was not a well-known term and would not illicit the
same response in the article.
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Supporting women was not about understanding social dynamics. It wasn't about
understanding the culture. It wasn't about the causes of poverty. It was very
superficial. Many of the development agencies were appalled with what is
happening with women. But then we never did look at it from a gender perspective.

It was women under bourka. It was never about men in shalwar kameez'?%7.

The above quote raises an often overlooked but extremely valid point. Discussions of agency
in Afghanistan are not exclusively about women. Discussions on policy formulation revealed
that men’s agency was also denied in the discourses promoted by the aid apparatus.
Afghan women themselves reinforced this view, further articulating that the juxtaposition of
“civilized American men to barbaric Afghan men" was based on the view that Afghan
women were mistreated by their own men. As a result, "American men assume the role of

the global protector of women, and by extension, civilization” (Hunt 2002: 119).

An Agenda of Social Change

Global protection of women manifested itself as an agenda to enforce social change,
something that is not without historical precedent, particulady when coupled with the
perception that it is externally enforced. Those interviewed generally agreed that the aid
apparatus would do better to proceed cautiously and build on local momentum to ensure a
solid foundation and sustainability. “The international community has to do its homework first
before going into a country,” an Afghan woman activist explained. "Do homework, and
then bring in the project”. The importance of contexiualizing interventions cannot be
overstated. A socially and historically informed analysis could guide aid institutions in how to
proceed - and how not to proceed - in order to achieve gains for women and men in
Afghanistan. This includes taking into account that gender is defined differently in each
conflict and in each context, and therefore basing gender-focused efforts on gender
analyses of contexts. "Doing homework" entails not only learning about the communities aid
institutions will work in, but also giving time for the communities to become acquainted with
the institutions themselves, and to build trust. “If they don’t know where you are from or what
you are doing and you set up your office with your flag and you tell them what to do, you

see what happens,” an Afghan woman leader said.

127 Shalwar Kameez is one name that is used to refer to the traditional male garment in Afghanisfan.
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“"Afghan people do not accept things by power or pressure on them,” an Afghan woman
leader explained. “If our aim is to change Afghanistan’s situation, to change the things that
people don't like, we have different ways to reach this goal. We should gain the support of
the Afghan communities”. It was generally agreed that, in order to be sustainable, the
process of social change must come from within. Under such circumstances, it is difficult to
remain humble and neither overstate the roles, nor impose the particular worldview that
animates the aid apparatus. Interventions must assess local demand and support for an
agenda of transformation. Without such support, externally-driven change cannot be
effective or sustainable. The haste of the aftermath period and the hype surrounding Afghan
women prevented many institutions from taking account of Afghan women's perspectives.
Many argued that it was not the message but the method and the means that were
problematic. An Afghan man with an aid institution emphasized the importance of a
moderate approach: “Through force [the Afghan people] won't accept anything. They will
fight and they will resist. But if you approach well, people will listen”. A gender specialist
continued: "I think we do Afghans a disservice if we assume they do not want change. What
matters is how things are negotiated and presented. You can do a lot if you understand the

cultural ways of negotiation”.

In addition to the aid apparatus modus operandi, their mere presence — as a diverse
community of international women and men - has a social impact. The influx of non-Afghans
from different countries brings customs and traditions that might appear to be threatening or
challenging to Afghan ways. Further, the perception is that the influx of kharijis {‘foreigners’ in
Dari) tends to travel hand in hand with alcohol, parties, and pornography’28. An international
gender advisor put it this way: "We are witnessing the interaction of cultures... Maybe it
increases fear in men, thinking 'Is that what it means to be empowered?' and it raises

questions in women like ‘Do | want to be like that?2'".

Afghan men are at the same time increasingly influenced - and increasingly threatened —
by this new environment. And Afghan women may suffer decreased mobility — either
imposed or preferred — as a result. It is difficult - and in fact counterproductive - to lay blame
on any sole factor, but many Afghan women have expressed concern that this new (urban)
dynamic has led to increased harassment on the street. "On one level such sexual

aggression is almost the inevitable product of the Taliban years... on another level it is clearly

128 Flaheh Rostami-Povey speaks well to this, particularly regarding the social impact of foreign troops in Afghanistan.
Rostami-Povey, E. (2006). The Redlity of Life in Afghanistan since the Fall of the Taliban. State of Nature. Spring 2006.
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a statement of what many Afghans think about the takeover of their capital by foreigners.”
(Johnson and Leslie 2004: 23). Chapter VIl will present more details on the idea of increased
violence, particularly in the context of social and economic fluctuations — and frustrations -

that accompany countries in the aftermath.

Despite being able to manipulate the lingo, Afghans nonetheless perceived these terms to
be items "in the toolbox of those who were party to Afghanistan’s wars” {(Johnson and Leslie
2004: 77). In other words, the discourse took the form of an ideological occupation. As a
result, Afghans became resistant to these discourses (not the concepts — an important
distinction} because of their perceived ties to Western (largely American) individualism. The
aggressive promotion of this agenda, and the means by which it is transmitted, therefore
serve to generate further inequalities. Thus, it is possible to argue that - to Afghans - the
quest for empowerment, for rights, for equality, for liberation is an aid-induced myth. In a
report by Jean-Paul Faguet, under a section aptly titled The Myth of Liberation, Faguet refers
to what he sees as the fallacy of liberation, namely that “external intervention can be used
to lift the constraints that oppress society, allowing it to spring forth and democracy to
flourish™ (2004: 8). Successful economies and effective governments have, in the past, only
been buit on a foundation that includes social organizations, strong traditions, civic
interaction, and an institutional framework. Imposed liberation, however, will only leave a
vacuum between ideologies and real people. *The flower of democracy will not thrive in
such a desert”" (2004: 8). The 'desert’ that Faguet refers to in this case - Irag - could easily be

extended to apply to gender interventions in Afghanistan.

A Democratic and Gender-Sensitive State

In such a desert, the aid apparatus sought nonetheless to fast-forward history: “It is not just
the Afghanistan of the late 1970s it wants to piece back together, but a fully representative,
gender-sensitive state — something Afghanistan never was" {Johnson and Leslie 2004: 155).
The aid apparatus is indeed basing its ‘success’ on such a political project - the remaking of
Afghanistan as a gender-sensitive state. Afghan women policy-makers, policy implementers,
and NGO leaders have expressed concern about this agenda. In the words of the head of

an aid institution:

We bring democracy. You can bring experts and you can organize the elections.

And you might have mechanisms for the institution, for the building of democracy.
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But institutionalizing it is going to take 100 years. We know that from other countries’

experiences.

As previously mentioned, the Afghanistan of recent years has witnessed the aid apparatus
repeatedly import terms that correspond to the latest aid trends, with little regard for their
relevance in Afghanistan. Democracy, civil society, empowerment, and gender are but a
few that are used liberally in Afghanistan. While the concepts exist in Afghanistan, the terms
appear to be the recent additions to a succession of ideological frameworks as models for
change - implying transformations that provide a pretext for conflict rather than a focus for
unity (Johnson and Leslie 2004: 63). This helps to explain why Afghans are reluctant to

embrace what appears to be Western-imported and imposed ideals!27.

Amartya Sen effectively clarifies that it is wrong to assume that democracy and gender
equdlity are Western products. In fact, there is *nothing exclusively ‘Western' about valuing
liberty or defending public reasoning. And yet their being labeled as ‘Western' can produce
a negative attitude toward them in other societies” (2006: 84). A speech by a political
science professor at Kabul University articulated that creating an environment of respect for
democracy and women'’s rights is not through the help of foreign countries: “It is a process of
social movement according to the national values and historical values of a country”
(Women and Children Legal Research Foundation 2004: 60). In this sense, the push for
democracy is not unlike the pressures for gender equality — in seeming opposition to such
values. The terms are used liberally, but without meaning and context. Molyneux and Razavi
reinforce this point, explaining that this type of agenda represents a new form of Western
hegemony, lacking content and effect (2002: 4}. Afghanistan specialists Magnus and Naby
aptly state that:

The internalization of democracy based on a Western individualism rather than
traditional Afghan Islamic communalism, gender-blind social interaction, and the
elevation of the individual above society, do not appear to be part of the
emerging... Afghan worldview.

(1998: 22-3)

129 1t is important to reiterate that the above concepts do have roots in Afghanistan. Indigenous forms of Afghan
democracy and gender equality do exist (the traditions of Jirgas and Shuras in Afghanistan present but one
example].
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As a result, women's organizations criticize "the way in which many men frequently bandy
the word democracy in a meaningless manner, without implementing these democratic
principles within their own families” (Wieland-Karimi 2005: é). The outcome is that democracy
— and gender - has been saddled with negative baggage, making men increasingly
resentful and outcomes for women increasingly deleterious. An Afghan woman policy

implementer put it this way:

Kharijis cannot try and change Afghan culture. If they do, it will bring more problems
for women. It has brought more violence upon women. Women will ask for changes
when they are ready. If a foreigner comes, she cannot help me. | do not think NGOs
for women are such a big help. If an organization comes to help men and brings
them work and fraining, it will be better for them — and better for women. But we
must wait a long time for men to change. Every man is old in his head... [but] give

them training and jobs, and then afterwards start talking to them about women.

“"Many men are the victims of oo much gender training,” the head of an international NGO
elaborated. “And now they just make fun of it. It's the same development we have seen in
Western societies. If you push too hard, you make it into something which is politically correct

but not accepted and understood by the people”.

An Afghan NGO leader expressed the sentiments of many:

In Afghan history, we have imported policies from other places. This is why it doesn't
work. If we want democracy, we have to go step by step, starting from the
beginning, and not running. If we run, we will fall down. We should walk slowly and
look around us in order fo be successful. Again today, just like before, Afghans are
running, running after democracy, running after gender. And when we fall down no

one will be able to rescue us. Not even the international community.

As the mini-case study on the parliamentary elections (found in Appendix 2) will show, it is not
the underlying principles of democracy or women's political participation that are under
question, but the way the terms are used as part of a Western agenda, leaving Afghans to

adopt them publicly but resent them privately.

119



3. Policy Implementation: Practical Solutions

The case of the parliamentary elections serves as a good example to illustrate the transition
from policy interpretation to policy implementation. In this phase of the transition, the
discussion moves from the stated policies on paper — gender/liberation/empowerment — to
an implementation that translated these ambitious agendas into a WID-style intervention,
where loaded terms are at once depoliticized, replaced by practical and technical
solutions. Indeed, highly charged and politicized issues will not automatically find resolution
based on stated goals on paper. Further, such processes are not conducive to quick-fix
solutions. An Afghan policy implementer working with many women’s groups explained that
international priorities — on paper - guide aid interventions in Afghanistan and these bear little

relevance to Afghan needs and priorities. She expressed the views of many:

The means of aid in Afghanistan, in particular under this fashionable word '‘gender’, is
totally focused on international policies and priorities. And these are more to show off
to each other [in the aid ‘community’] than to help Afghans. Though most of the fuss
has been made about women, even less has been given to them. And even less
than that is focused on their needs. So those of us who have to do the work are left
trying to sift through the talk and seeking out ways to use the little left in hand as

efficiently as possible.

An Afghan woman NGO leader continued:

The influx of foreign aid workers [results in] decision making being done by foreigners
who know less about the ways and customs and effective solutions than local
residents. Local residents, particularly women, should lead the way. Aid agencies
should provide the money and simply document progress to make sure the money is

being spent on what it was supposed to be spent on.

An international gender advisor explained the importance of working with all members of

the community and sharing opportunities:

Raising a community out of survival mode and into economic stability will be of

significant benefit to all members and will thus create a more conducive
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environment to address gender roles and relations. And more often than not, the

community and family will address the subject without external interference!

Former Minister of Women's Affairs Masuda Jalal had the following to say on mistakes made

by aid interventions:

The mistakes maybe have been not proper usage of resources. Not proper planning and
targeting. Maybe they didn't have enough time to think about the investment that they
were doing. Because it was an urgent situation, and emergencies are like that. But now
we are not any more in emergency. In terms of women'’s status, it is the worst in the
world. So in that sense, that is still an emergency. It is like Tsunami for women in
Afghanistan. But still we need to take the time to think more about what we are doing

and where and why we are doing it.

A reflexive exercise — a questioning of "why we are doing it" — could have been useful in
iluminating the extent to which technical solutions were imposed by aid interventions to
address political concerns. Policy failed to translate into practice upon implementation
because the policy was largely strategic while the implementation of it was practical. As
discussed in Chapter Ill, the distinction between strategic and practical interventions is
relevant in implementation because, as Kabeer explains, women are not often treated as if
they know what they need, with the result being that aid institutions tend to then make
decisions on women’s behalf. The default is to meet practical gender needs (1994: 230). It is
therefore wise to question the extent to which aid interventions have penetrated the surface
and challenged real power issues in Afghanistan, particularly as most interventions were not

designed based on Afghan women's strategic interests, nor with Afghan women at all.

It has been argued that the true strategy in Afghanistan was that of military objectives under
the guise of women’s rights. In the words of an Afghan woman NGO leader: "The US
government’s loud and public promise that they will never again allow Afghan women to be
forgotten has done damage. They still funded military operations much more than women's
programs”. Indeed, the link between the rights agenda and military objectives was not clear.
In Afghanistan, the US policy is informally described as “sex, drugs, and rock 'n’ roll” to
represent gender, poppy, and terrorism. This three-pronged policy has led to a conflation of
objectives on the ground, and a sense among Afghans that the ‘liberation’ of women was

merely a by-product of military action (Hassan 2002: 137). A report from a US general in
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Afghanistan clearly exemplifies this confusion, stating that “the protection of Human Rights is
a military objective” (McCaffrey (US General - Ret) 2006). If it is argued that women's human
rights have been violated, by extension Afghan men are therefore the perceived targets of
the "military objective”. It is therefore not a stretch to understand how Afghan men might

feel personally under attack.
Gender Anti-Politics

These experiences of policy implementation resonate well with Ferguson's observations from
his research in Lesotho. Ferguson did not set out to present a critique of policy. Instead, he
hoped to reveal outcomes — whether intended or not — in the light of planning. He viewed
aid interventions as inherently political and linked to the distribution of power in terms of
resources and influence. Ferguson argued that the aid apparatus viewed its own
interventions as apolitical. His ‘anti-politics machine’ illustrates the way aid interventions are
stripped of their political content, no matter how politically charged they may be (1994). The
case of Afghanistan fits neatly within Ferguson's anti-politics framework. One Afghanistan

specialist explained:

In spite of the predisposition of the international aid system to freat peace and
development as apolitical products created from a set of discrete technical tasks,
actual peace and development can follow radically different pathways and arrive
at very different destinations, each of which will generate alternate sets of winners
and losers.

(Stockton 2004: 30)

To assume that technical solutions can address Afghanistan’s gender concerns is to ignore
the most highly politicized situation of all. This type of linear transitional thinking was not well
suited for Afghanistan’s complex socio-political environment and served to ignore
Afghanistan’s overlapping social redlities (Costy 2004: 162). The aid apparatus reflected its
inability to understand the extent of the political project it was undertaking in failing to realize
that its attempt to change women’s roles and engineer social transformation through
technical interventions would initiate a political response. With the unprecedented attention
placed on the situation of Afghan women, it is important to understand how that attention
has manifested itself and what effects this attention might have. it might be too soon to

judge if aid interventions have helped Afghan women foster long-term transformation, and it
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is beyond the scope of this research to pass judgment on perceived success and failure. It is
possible, however, to understand the foundation of the initiative to determine what it
actually intends to do. In this vein, the distinction between practical and strategic

interventions is relevant.

And vyet, the two interventions are indivisible. Kabeer reinforces this point, stating that
“women's practical and strategic gender interests are not separate and dichotomous
categories, but rather linked though the transformatory aspects of these different strategies
for empowerment” (1994: 261). Despite the strategic language that was used, including the
rhetoric for empowerment, ambitious interventions were destined for failure because the aid
institutions charged with social change through their assistance to Afghans lacked the
capacity and the political backing to deliver on such targets. They therefore failed
Afghanistan far more than if they had gone for less ambitious targets and achieved them
(Johnson and Leslie 2004: 157). The few gains that have been made for Afghan women in
recent years have served to increase the presence, but not the power, of women.
Demonstrations of strategic gender interests cannot be represented merely by the presence

of female bodies.

The propensity of aid institutions to promote "‘feel good’', gimmicky programs with very little
analysis” have added lithe value to women'’s lives (Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004: 101). Due
to large amount of aid in Afghanistan during early phase of aftermath, it has been difficult
"to resist the temptation of quick-fix projects that demonstrate immediate results” (UNDP and
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 215-6).

Poultry Projects for 'Empowerment’

Policymakers and implementers persistently take the road of least resistance,
engaging women through their traditional gender roles and leaving inequitable
gender relations unchanged. It should be obvious from looking at the last twenty
years in Afghanistan that six months’ funding for a handicraft or chicken-rearing
project purporting to fransform gender relafions is utterly useless.
(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2004: 104)

Income generation projects provide a good example of this "road of least resistance”,

reinforcing fraditional skills for women and focusing on low-paid gender stereotyped
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occupations. These initiatives and their corresponding trainings are too short, too small-scale,
and too little profit-oriented. "Anytime you need to do something for women,” a head of an
international organization explained, "it was all about handicrafts and tailoring... In a way it
reinforced the social construction of women's roles... as if there is no other thing that women
can do". The market in Kabul is saturated with women tailors who are unable to find
employment. *You cannot just have classes and pour in millions of dollars and then have the
women go back home. There is no follow-up,” an Afghan woman leader stated. Income
generation efforts did not take the time to ask women if they actually want to work - or if
they were doing it because there is nothing available for men. *You have women who want
to be employed,” a head of an international agency explained, "and you have women
who say they want their husbands to work instead. It is not always that women are being
prevented from such things. It depends”. Nancy Hatch Dupree reinforces this point. She
explains that “while antipathy toward work thought to diminish the family honor is strong,
economic need often forces these prejudices aside™ (2004: 328). In these cases, women are
more likely to don the chaddari to use as a "shield to hide their discomfort when moving to

and from places of employment” (2004: 328). David Mosse expressed it well:

Women workers faced a double trial. They were required to work in ways that
challenged stereotypes and established new norms of gender behavior, while at the
same time maintaining behavior that would allow them to command respect within
the community. They paid a high but invisible personal price in fulfilling their roles.
(2005: 91)

Numbers are used to measure the success of income generation projects for Afghan
women. These indicators drive funding, and projects that achieve their numbers are touted
as a success. Aid interventions carry the whim of agencies who reset their priorities based on
funding available. Implementers work to please their donors, not the women they are
helping. While feedback on the success of income generation projects is mixed, Afghan
men expressed their dislike for the initiatives, particularly in their promises for dramatic
changes for women. This presents a further illustration of strategic rhetoric and practical
implementation. One man expressed the views of many, saying that “*Afghan women should

not be the clothes-washers of foreigners”130. An Afghan woman echoed this: "After this

130 Watkins explains that “only poorer classes, usually Hozaras, ever permitted their women to work as maids, so
servants were and to a large extent still are males”, thus it is not even appropriate for most Afghan women to work in
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much work has been done and promised to women, all women are doing is washing

clothing in the offices and that is it".

Practical and Strategic Interventions

Carlin's USAID/OTI Project Analysis, discussed in Chapter lll, represents a good example of
the distinction between strategic and practical interventions. The analysis lists 178 grants
awarded to interventions "benefiting women and girls” between October 2001 and April
2005 (Carlin 2005). | was given documentation in confidence, which was not released
publicly. Of 178 grants, nine can be considered to meet women's strategic interests. Again, |
do not intend to be rigid about the strategic and practical distinction, and | do recognize
the ability of practical interventions to have strategic outcomes. However, it presents a good
point of comparison between the rhetoric that animated interventions and the interventions
themselves. Carlin writes that “calls by the US Administration to liberate Afghan women...
raised expectations that assisting women was to be a top priority” (2005: 36). And yet, 106 of
178 grants were for construction, reconstruction, and equipment. | do not negate the
importance of construction projects as these do have a value {symbolic as well as physical)
and take major resources that USAID is well equipped to provide. The point to be taken from
these examples is the distinction between strategic promises and rhetoric and practical

interventions.

One example of a strategic intervention merits focus. The grant - Two Civic Education
Workshops for Women, Bamyan Center — proposed human rights workshops using the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Isikamic Declaration of Human Rights, and the
Afghan Constitution as foundations for the training. It sought to benefit 100 women and 50
men - both educated and non-educated of different social groups — in order to “raise
awareness and understanding of basic human rights, enhancing women's status in Afghan
society”. The total amount requested was $3,645 USD (USAID/OTI/Afghanistan 2005: 6).

Examples of practical interventions include: Purchase of Radios for Distribution in the North
and West ($127,000); Ministry of Women's Affairs, Zinab Auditorium Rubble Removal, Kabul
($9.477); Micro-enterprise for Women - Poullry Raising Courses, Kapisa Province ($19,269);
and Shallow Wells and Hand Pumps for Aunaba Village, Panjshir ($82,910); amongst many

houses. For more information, see Watkins, M. B. (1963). Afghanistan: Land in Transition. Princeton, D.Van Nostrand
Co.

125



others. It is worthwhile noting the difference in financial resource allocation to strategic

versus practical initiatives in this case.

An oft-cited example of a USAID-supported practical intervention that was perceived to
come at the expense of other initiatives is the Kabul-Kandahar highway. In the words of one

journdlist:

There has been a lot of talk of reconstruction and rebuilding, but this issue could only
be understood if one compares the substance against the rhetoric and the large
amount of money allocated for the so-called reconstruction. Of all the whooplas
made of reconstruction... This hallmark of achievement that the US brags about was
completed 40 percent during the Taliban government. While the highway is
inaugurated, it stil needs significantly additional work to remain intact. The
inauguration of the highway was a political ploy aimed to convince the critiques that
the reconstruction has been going smooth. It is hardly so.

(Miraki 2006)

And in the words of one Afghan man who expresses the sentiments of many: “There are
more important things than the Kabul-Kandahar road for Afghans right now. We need arich

nation with a stomach full of food, not with its eyes full of scenes of buildings and roads".

In addition to the Women's Resource Centers discussed in Chapter lll, one of the more
contentious projects supported by USAID/OTI was known as the Afghan Beauty School, to
offer women who are otherwise unable to receive training with “an opportunity to develop a
sellable skill set that can support themselves and their families” (USAID/OTI/Afghanistan 2005:
25). The estimated grant amount for the beauty school was $44,685, not including support
from international cosmetic companies such as Revion, L'Oreal, and MAC. The grant
description states that the program will benefit 60-100 beauticians and seven instructors
every year (USAID/OTI/Afghanistan 2005: 25). This effort has since been “re-interpreted by the
West as an example of women'’s liberation” (Herold 2006). An article aptly titled Lipstick
Liberation was one of many that appeared about the highly-publicized initiative. It depicted
a photo of a chaddari-clad woman with a caption that read: *“Many women still choose to

wear a burka [sic] to hide their unfashionable clothing” (BBC News 2002).
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This controversial project — a 'pet project’ of Western women in the fashion and beauty
industries ~ benefited very few but gained so much press that it has since become an
international film, with no plans of an Afghanistan release'3'. Following a dramatic and
confusing fall-out between the donors and the Ministry of Women's Affairs, the school fell into
anonymity alongside other 'failed’ projects. The beauty school exists today in a much more
muted form, although its credibility has been significantly damaged. It is, however, an
example of an effort whose effects cannot be measured in terms of tangible improvements

in lives and livelihoods.

The Database on Women's Projects for December 2001 to August 2003 sought to make the
distinction between strategic and practical interventions to measure improvements by
determining where money was going and whether empowerment was indeed the
outcome. This was one of the first attempts to put women's projects together in a central
space - it was also one of the first initiatives of its kind to employ an entirely Afghan team.
While they recognized that not all projects involving women are ‘women’s projects’, per se,
the team set out to define what constitutes a women's project as opposed to other social
projects. The database further distinguished those women's projects that focus on women's
self-sufficiency from those that do not. This can be loosely applied to the above distinction
between strategic interests and practical needs. Of a total of 943 projects in the database,
the team argued that 394 projects will contribute to self-sufficiency (The National Center for
Policy Research 2004: 17). If the projects are further divided along the lines of strategic
interests and practical needs, as described above (with the knowledge that practical

initiatives can still have strategic outcomes}, the picture appears slightly different.

A more focused division of the projects and a removal of those that are focused exclusively
on practical needs yields 193 projects that could contribute to strategic interests. The rest —
agriculture, relief assistance, environment, art/culture, and so on - do not. Of the 193
projects that could be diigned with strategic interests, many of them were difficult to
decipher. The final figure is therefore quite generous and may not accurately project reality.
Despite the discrepancy in figures, the database team stil concludes that insufficient
attention has been paid to women. Amidst international claims that the situation of Afghan
women has been the measure of progress in Afghanistan is measured, the database team

calls it a ‘silent yardstick’ (The National Center for Policy Research 2004: 4). The team

131 hitp://www.beautyacademyofkabul.com/htmi/synopsis.htm
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presents a list of additional criticisms, including the very small number of project participants
that are assisted by these ambitious initiatives and the focus, which they refer to as

*“temporary, one time and short” (The National Center for Policy Research 2004: 20).

Measuring Empowerment

How, then, can one measure a ‘women's project' on its ability to foster empowerment?
Kabeer cautions that interventions need to reflect on the concept of empowerment and
how it relates to women's strategic gender interests (1994: 261). The Human Development
Report cites measures of ‘empowerment’ from a human development perspective, but
these can be extended to a focus on gender (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
2004). The following variables can be used to analyze intervention priorities in Afghanistan
from a gender and empowerment perspective. A key factor is the extent to which there has
been participation in the elaboration of strategies and impiementation of programs. Clear
indicators to the contrary include lack of consultation with communities, rushed design of
programs in order to meet deadlines and access conference-related funding, and

preparation of documents in English by foreign advisors!32. Kandiyoti expressed it this way:

There is also a disjuncture between, on the one hand, the time frames adopted and
outputs expected by international actors driving the women's rights agenda, and on
the other, the length of time required for non-cosmetic changes in societal relations
to develop as a result of peace-building. Since the issue of women's rights continues
to occupy a highly politicized and sensitive place in the sfruggles between
contending political factions in Afghanistan, this disjuncture may itself produce
unintended effects, with disempowering consequences for women.

{2005: vii)

It is impossible to measure what has been achieved if funding cannot be traced and there is
little understanding of the means by which policies should translate into practice. To
reinforce this, a gender officer for an international agency said: "The general impression | get
is that there is a lack of indicators and a lack of quantitative and quadlitative tools for

measuring change/progress. If you know of any, tell mel” She also expressed strong doubts

132 The Human Development Report explains that qid strategies for Afghanistan were presented to Afghans as a fait
accompli. UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (2004). Afghanistan National Human Development Report
2004: Security with a Human Face: Challenges and Responsibilities. Kabul, UNDP.

128



that interventions had consulted women or felt that they were accountable to women. As a
result, the aid apparatus might not feel responsible for what has happened since they

intervened.

Research has demonstrated the limitations of aid interventions in their ability to foster
empowerment for women. One effect is the perceived disempowerment of men. Cleaver
states that "men threatened by such changes resort to domestic violence” (2002: 8). She
questions "whether promoting women's empowerment at the expense of men is beneficial
to all in the long term” (2002: 8). This will be elaborated in the next chapters through the
voices of Afghan men and women, however such perspectives also emerged from

interviews with policy-makers and policy implementers, although to a lesser extent.

An Afghan woman NGO leader urged that Afghan women comply with the country's social
and cultural values because "any rapid changes could result in a revolutionary reaction”.

The senior gender officer of a UN agency elaborated:

There has not been an overnight revolution, a shift from oppression to liberation.
Change does not happen that fast. Also, women are savvy enough to know that the
last times there were dramatic and sudden shifts toward a Western model the
resultant backlash undid any gains made. There is no need for a revolution, rather for

a gradual evolution towards more gender equality.

Conclusions

The following themes can be gleaned from this analysis of the journey from policy
formulation to interpretation to implementation: interventions possess neither a clear
understanding of the definition of gender nor the understanding of how to bring its programs
to fruition. The de facto definition of 'gender interventions' is ‘women’'s programs'. The
agency of both women and men has been denied through attempts to import an agenda
of social change coupled with the lack of contextudlized analysis that accompanied
program design. In practice, aid rhetoric fails to match implementation reality because
technical solutions are offered to ‘solve’ political problems. This reflects a disconnect
between policy and practice, and a further disconnect between an understanding of
technical and political issues. The argument is not a simple one. To argue that interventions

focusing on technical over political issues destabilized men's honor is almost counter-
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intuitive. Interventions presented their goal as ‘strategic’, and in principle this should have
been met with high resistance. But when these interventions manifested themselves in
technical ways, it undermined men'’s sense of ‘being a man' and ate at their honor. One
might question how, if political interests had been met alongside technical interventions,
Afghan women and men would have reacted. In this vein, meeting men’'s practical needs
through technical interventions could have resulted in strategic gains for women by allowing

them the space within which they can define and address their own interests.

This chapter lays the foundation for Chapter VI, which begins the discussion of themes that
emerged from data collected with 71 Afghan women and 50 Afghan men on identity
markers, definitions of gender roles and relations, and evolution of gender roles in different
periods throughout Afghan history. Gender relations represent the most stark example of the
difficulties of working in a context of rapid political change and slower social change, where
international voices have the potential to supersede local priorities {Winthrop 2003). Indeed,
Sylvia Walby argues that particular feminist movements are endogenous and generated in
women's own interests, but the conflict occurs when the voices of the international political
project — in this case the reconstruction of Afghanistan and the quest for gender equality —
drowns out local voices (1997). To this end, Chapter VI starts with local voices to provide an

understanding of how Afghan men and women define their own identities and priorities.
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CHAPTER VI: Identity Markers and the Gender Order

The gender order is presented as a starting point and in this chapter is deconstructed in the
Afghan context. This concept merits examination in order to illuminate the relations between
women and men within social processes — in this case within the context of aid interventions.
The gender order is a culturally, socially, and historically embedded concept that can
change and evolve, as Afghan history has demonstrated. It is therefore imperative that the
gender order is contextudlized using Afghan voices to determine how men and women
construct their relationships to one another and how these relationships might be changing
in the aftermath. It is essential to recognize that these concepts vary between and within
Afghan men and women. “To speak of 'the situation of Afghan women' is to generalize
unconstructively” (Centlivres-Demont 1994: 334). Beall states that while it is useful to consider
women as equal stakeholders, taking into account their needs and interests, it is potentially
dangerous to characterize women en masse as they are just as likely as men to have
opposing as well as complementary interests and concerns (1996: 12). She writes: "If women

are singled out as one, singular group, specific gender issues get ignored” (1996: 12).

In her research on gender identities in Cyprus, Cockburn argues for greater attention to and
a nuanced understanding of identities, their relevance and political importance (2004).
Collective identities are formed through discourse and are defined by the power and
persuasiveness of social forces that seek to enforce them {2004: 28). It is in this vein that the
following examination of identities is conducted. This also resonates with what Geertz calls
"seeing their experiences within the framework of their own idea of what selfhood is” (1983:
59). Molyneux argues that gender interests are not necessarily transparent, just as gender
identity is not the sole identity, nor necessarily the most salient. Sex might not be a sufficient
basis for assuming common interests (1998). There is therefore a need to engage with a more
animated understanding of gender identities - particularly as compared to other identity
markers — and their contributions to shaping women's and men'’s roles and relationships in

conflict and the aftermath (Bouta, Frerks et al. 2005: xxviii).

Identity in Afghanistan is a fluid concept and has experienced shifts over time and in
different phases of conflict and peace. An understanding of Afghan identity in the
aftermath is an important starting point to determine the ways in which Afghans define
themselves and how these identity markers are reinforced or sidelined by external influences.

With the renewed focus on reconstruction, nation building and developing a civil society,
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there is an increasing struggle for identity that merits investigation (Osman and Loewen 2005:
xxxi). The term Afghaniyat represents the sense of Afghan national identity that fluctuates in
different periods of Afghan history. Afghaniyat is not based on the individual but is deeply
embedded in the collective units of the tribe, clan, and family. "These reinforce accepted
norms of behavior and function as economic, political and cultural units that act on behalf
of those who comprise them"” (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 11). It is this
collective nature of Afghaniyat that determines Afghans’ sense of self and place in the

world and how they deal with alien ideologies (Johnson and Leslie 2004).

Similarly, women'’s identity is also part of the collective. Despite this knowledge, and the
myriad efforts to ‘mainstream’ gender, women are continuously singled out as a ‘category’
in isolation from their wider social, cultural, and family contexts (UNDP and Islamic Republic
of Afghanistan 2004: 216-7). For a more thorough understanding, researchers on Afghanistan
have suggested that it is worthwhile to examine the development of policies pertaining to
women's roles in Afghanistan since the beginning of the 20t century. Nancy Hatch Dupree’s
study of the Afghan family in the context of crisis articulates that social institutions, such as
the family, warrant investigation. Afghan women traditionally play the role of wife and
mother, and the conduit through which Islam is passed from one generation to the next. “Yet
with too few exceptions, assistance providers have made few attempts to unravel [identity]
confradictions, even as they doggedly push gender issues to the forefront with singular

aggressiveness” (2004: 311).

1. An Identity in Crisis

Similar to other patriarchal societies, gender roles in Afghanistan are shaped by socio-
cultural factors largely based on women's role as keepers of the family honor. *“Women
don't exist in isolation”, a married Afghan man explained. Attempts to separate women from
family and community are met with strong resistance. It is neither possible nor appropriate to
refer only to Afghan women since their plight is usually inextricably linked with that of their
families (Barakat and Wardell 2001). Development for Afghan women is perceived in the
context of intemrelationships (Ahmed-Ghosh 2003). However many aid programs in
Afghanistan have focused on women by excluding men, thereby perpetuating an
environment that is unable to find roots in Afghan society. Contextualizing sex reveals that it
is superseded by other social categories and identity markers. “Key to understanding the

Afghan notion of identity is that it is formed in relation to others: to family, to community, to
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tribe or ethnic group” (Johnson and Leslie 2004: 30). Women and men alike tend to define
themselves within these social structures. In interviews with Afghan women and men, most of
them did not identify themselves as women/men over other identity markers (such as nation,
religion, class, lineage, tribe, clan, and ethnic group!33). A head of an international NGO

explained the importance of contextudlizing identity this way:

We (the organization) work within the family context and do not talk ‘gender’. | was
advised early on by associates at USAID and UNIFEM to 'talk gender’ to the donors
but 'do family’. You express the issue of gender so well - change in gender roles vs.

change in gender relations'34. It cannot be emphasized enough.

An understanding of identity markers is essential for policy-makers and policy implementers
firstly because it explains how aid can reinforce divisions or cohesion, particularly in context
of conflict and the aftermath. Aid interventions that have not taken identity markers into
account could not only reinforce divisions, but also foster new divisions. Johnson and Leslie
report that aid institutions in Afghanistan demonstrated their feeble understanding of the
Afghan ‘order’ through the manner in which they sought to distribute aid. Lacking this
knowledge, aid institutions sought to isolate segments of the population for aid, following
which the community undertakes its own redistribution according to the social lines that
make sense to them. The problem arises when aid exclusively targets one social segment
and the community is not given the opportunity to redistribute (2004: 37). The notion that aid
interventions might be divisive is not unusual. Aid can be divisive in the context of conflict
and the aftermath when it is distributed according to crude divisions in society instead of
based on opportunities for peace. In this vein, it becomes important to recognize where the
particular fissures are in the society and where connections can be made. Such choices can
determine whether the effects of such efforts are positive or negative’3s. These choices also
carry implicit ethical messages. In the context of Afghanistan's highly gendered intervention,
one might wonder what the perceptions the men have of the focus on women. These
strategic and seemingly apolitical decisions end up sending political messages and

destabilizing deeply rooted social structures.

133 Ethnic groups in Afghanistan include: Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, Hazara, Aymaq, Turkmen, Baluchi, Nuristani, Pashai.
134 In this context, she is referring to my previous publications including the FES report, amongst others. FES is Friedrich
Ebert Stiftung, the German foundation to support the social democrat party.

135 The concept of ‘do no harm' expands on this, arguing in favor ot a contextualized understanding so that aid
interventions avoid additional damage 1o those they are trying to assist. Anderson, M. B. {1999). Do No Harm: How
Aid Can Support Peace - Or War. Boulder, Lynne Rienner Publishers.
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It was generally agreed that it is the responsibility of the aid apparatus and its policy-makers
and policy implementers to understand that women in Afghanistan do not see themselves as
individuals as much as part of the community and family. It is possible, therefore, to make
gains for Afghan women by designing interventions that reflect an understanding of the
context and that builds on these inter-relationships. On the importance of a contextualized

understanding, former Minister of Women's Affairs Masuda Jalal had the following to say:

We are from the community. We know our community. We are better at finding the
right approaches. We know the problems, we can recognize and identify them
better. We know how to transfer the information in the right language, using the right
words. We have this advantage. We will work better together than international
community would alone. Reaching the last woman in the farthest place of the

country is only possible if international agencies come together in partnership with us.

Work on gender equality should be grounded in the local contexts and should understand
the processes of socialization and historical resistance. Change imposed from the outside is
strongly resisted, as experience in Afghanistan has shown. Working within the local cultures
and traditions helps ground interventions in contexts that are understood. Reports and
myriad examples explain that men specifically may be less resistant to changes when the
changes are grounded in their own fraditions'3é, Therefore, without assuming a priori that
gender is the most salient category, the analysis of this data begins with the possibility that
gender might not be a category of particular relevance in the Afghan context and that it
might in fact extract women and men from their contexts. This research therefore seeks first

to determine the social categories around which interests are articulated.

Afghan Identities

Magnus and Naby are among the few researchers who present analyses of Afghan

identities. They explain:

The basic elements of the Afghan lifestyle depend on family relationships... and a

sense of permanence, not of the individual but of the community. Loyalty patterns

136 For further information, see Women's Commission for Refugee Women and Children (2005}. Masculinities: Male
Roles and Male Involvement in the Promotion of Gender Equality. New York, Women's Commission for Refugee
women and Children. Also see Paci, P. (2002). Gender in Transition. Washington, DC, World Bank.

134



begin with family and extend to village or tribe, and then to ethnic group. The
extension of loyalty to country has not achieved universal acceptance as has
allegiance to Islam, which is imbedded in the community traditions... The definition of
gender roles lies at the heart of maintenance of these lifestyles.

(1998: 18-9)

In line with Magnus and Naby, Anthropologist Whitney Azoy also explains the social principles
on which Afghans find common ground. He cites kinship as the most significant institution in
lives of Afghans, one where there exists a clear locus of authority based on the patriarchal
structure led by the senior-most male, or rish safed {(literally "white beard”) (2003: 24-6). The
concept of Afghaniyat is based on a patriarchal social structure whose foundation is the
gawm, or collective unit based on dependents, led by the rish safed. Qawm begins with the
nuclear family and extends upwards. Underlying this is the foundation of Islam, the strongest
unifying force in Afghanistan. Nassrine Gross also examines the markers animating
Afghaniyat, articulating that Afghan national identity is comprised of four separate identities:
individual, religious, ethnic, national. Individual, in Gross' understanding, comprises family
identity and traditional roles and relations. The second identity in Gross' hierarchy is religion,
namely Islam. Ethnic identity follows, as “the guardian of the history of the social group,
[teaching] the values and relations of the social group to its members” (2000). Finally, there is

Afghan national identity: “at the cross-section of family, religion and ethnicity” (2000).

Due to ethnic conflicts and ongoing tensions, it is often assumed a priori that ethnicity is the
most salient aspect of Afghaniyat. Contrary to these assumptions, the various ethnic groups
have evolved into a faily common culture, psychology and ethos (UNDP and Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 101). Even these seemingly-fixed categories have fluctuated
over time and as a result of various political projects and powers. The fluidity of ethnic
identity is a social and political construct, changing according to the pressure put upon it
{Johnson and Leslie 2004: 52), as is the aspect of one ethnicity being traditionally more
‘conservative’ than others'¥. “War not only brought about an increased awareness of

ethnic identity”, Johnson and Leslie articulate, it also changed how people categorize

137 1t is generally assumed that Pashtuns are the more conservative ethnic group. This leads to facile analyses
assuming that alt things ‘traditional’ emanate from this particular group. Such an example reinforces the importance
of not taking ethnic identity at face value. For more information, see Johnson, C. and J. Leslie (2004). Afghanistan:
The Mirage of Peace. London, Zed Books.
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themselves” (2004: 52)138. Cockburn writes of a similar phenomenon in Cyprus, where ethnic
divisions were initially fixed categories that passed without further scrutiny. She concluded,
however, that: "Ethnicity... is best seen as an investment in cultural differentiation by
particular social actors, often elites, with a political intention. For this reason, ethnic names...

can never be taken at face value” (2004: 29).

The importance of multiple identities merits a brief elaboration at this juncture. Amartya Sen's
book, Identity and Violence, argues strongly against a ‘solitarist’ approach to human identity
{(2006)'¥7. Individuals balance many identities simultaneously, and any pressure to partition
them under a sole identity label is futile. Sen clearly elaborates that choice of identity
depends on context and is susceptible to external influences. These external influences
could even go so far as to fabricate conscious difference where none previously existed. Sen
further explains that singular affiliations of identity could be divisive, instigating social tension
and violence. Sen's analysis can be placed in the context of Afghanistan's historical and
political changes, where Afghan analyses of their own identity are likely to be impacted by
the attention of the so-called international community on the country and its nation-building

project.

It is in this vein, therefore, that the subject of identities is approached. | argue that aid
interventions in Afghanistan indeed adopted a ‘solitarist’ approach to identity — in this case
sex - and in fact made those in question more conscious of their sex, particularly in that one
was prioritized over the other. Afghan women have been characterized as a singular group
on the basis of a shared oppression’40. The question that should be asked is to what extent
aid interventions allowed program participants the freedom to prioritize their identities. To this
end, | elected to begin the research by analyzing identity markers in order to challenge the

assumption that sex was the primary category of aoffiliation for Afghan women.

Interviews were conducted with 71 Afghan women, selected based on their participation in
aid interventions through local NGOs, and 50 Afghan men. Twenty-five of the men

interviewed were husbands or male agnates of the women participants — fathers and

138 Johnson and Leslie cite the example of the ethnic group "Tajik”, explaining that this particular label was applied
to them by Western and Soviet ethnologists and is still not firmly used. There exists today a fluidity between the ethnic
labels Tajik and Haraza, for instance. Works by Olivier Roy also address these issues.

13% Sen defines a 'solitarist' approach as one “which sees human beings as members of exactly one group™ Sen, A.
(2006). Identity and Violence: The lllusion of Destiny. London, Penguin Books.

140 This concept comes from Mohanty's discussion of women as a category of analysis. To counter this, Mohanty
makes a good argument for the analysis of identities as a source of knowledge and basis for mobilization. Mohanty,
C.T. {2003). Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity. Durham, Duke UP.
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brothers. Such interviews allowed for a more detailed analysis at the household level and
provided useful comparison between women and men's perspectives. Twenty-five men

were selected randomly.

The majority of the women interviewed (63%) originated from rural areas, were married
(55%), and have no education (59%). They represent diverse ethnic groups and age groups:
None of the men interviewed were engaged in aid interventions. The majority of the men
also came from rural areas (66%) and were married (56%). However, the majority of the men
have seven or more years of education. This reflects Afghan redlities as boys’ education is
prioritized over that of girls. Human Rights Watch states that in 2004, 20% of boys were in
school compared to 5% of girls (2006). As with the women, their ages and ethnic groups

varied.

The discussion began by asking participants to rank five different aspects of their identity in

order of importance to them!4!, The options were as follows:

¢ National Identity

e Religious Identity

e Ethnic/Tribal Identity
e Sex

¢ Family Identity

The rationale behind this exercise was to come to a better understanding of how Afghans
value particular aspects of their identities. Asking respondents to prioritize one identity as the
most important does not intend to negate the existence of multiple identities simultaneously,
nor does it ignore the fact that identities and affiliations change in time and in different
contexts. This aspect of the research simply demonstrates that the artificial divisions in
programming based on sex might not have been valid for some participants. It might have,
in fact, extracted women and men from their social roles and challenged their other,

perhaps stronger, affiliations.

Religious identity ranked first for both women and men as the primary social category within

which they were more closely affiiated. The majority of the women interviewed placed their

41 Please refer to the Methodology (Appendix 1) for tables providing @ demographic breakdown of those
interviewed.
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Afghan identity as second, followed by ethnicity. Sex and family ranked at the lower end of

the spectrum.

Identity Ranking — Women

Identity Ranking - Number of Votes Percentage of Total
Women (out of 71) for Women
1. Religion 34 48%
2. Afghan 16 23%
3. Ethnicity 15 20%
4. Sex 5 6%
5. Family 2 3%

Men ranked identity markers similar to women. Religion received the majority vote (60%).
Afghan identity was tied with family affiliations. Sex received 6% of the vote, followed by

ethnicity at 2%.

Identity Ranking - Men

Identity Ranking - Number of Votes Percentage of Total
Men (out of 50) for Men
1. Religion 30 60%
2. Afghan/Family 8 16%
3. Sex 3 6%
4. Ethnicity 1 2%

The Role of Islam142

Religion has always pervaded Afghan daily life, and in this society everyone knows
perfectly well what is proper and what is not... Afghans are intent on maintaining
their tradition through... the relationships between men and women.

(Delloye 2003: 17)

The ranking of religious identity reflects the prominence Islam has in Afghanistan, and the
consequences if Islam is sidelined or perceived to be so, as Afghan history aptly
demonstrates. Anthropologist Azza Karam writes that “the importance of religious identities is

insufficiently analyzed and little understood” in her work on Isikamisms (2000: 50).

142 Segments of this section were previously published. Abirafeh, L. (2003). "The Role of Religion in the Lives of Women
in the New Afghanistan.” Critical Holf 1(1).
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The role of religion is therefore deserving of particular focus, given its prominence in the lives
of Afghan women and men. In dialogues with Afghan women, they frequently repeated
that they are Muslim and choose to define themselves within the context of Islam and its
prescribed roles for women. They defined Islam as a "complete religion”, and expressed that
they are content within its parameters, electing freely to abide by its tenets. “Islam is the
primary point of guidance”, one woman articulated. “Without it, there cannot be progress”.
Many men said that their religion is “everything” to them, and therefore those of a different

religion are “outside of [Afghan] society’s laws”.

Most women argued that their role in Islam is no different from that of a man, stating that it is
the duty of both women and men to be good Muslims. “There is no difference between
Allah's creatures,” one woman explained. Afghan women in the focus groups felt strongly
that Islam, more than any other religion, guarantees equal rights to men and women.
"Women have the right to work, to study. Women have lots of rights,” they said. "Women
have rights in Islam. They can work outside of the house,” one woman added. Women
explained that they prefer to find ways to defend their rights within an Islamic context. They
want to search for answers in the Koran, or through another practicing Muslim. And they
want to know more about Islam and the rights that it affords them. One woman explained:
“When a baby is born, the family says ‘you are Muslim, you are Muslim’ but the child is never
taught why... so they have a hard time differentiating between the culture and religion”. In
Afghanistan, this line is further blurred as tribal customs merge Islam with their own practices.
Norms governing women in Afghanistan are often based on tribal codes that trump Islamic
laws - particularly in the case of Islam’'s more enlightened messages on woment43. A woman
explained the dynamic this way: “There are lots of rules for women in Islam, but people
weren’'t educated enough and didn’t have much information about their religion. So people

preached some wrong words about Islam."

Discussions on the role of Islam in Afghanistan quickly became expressions of duty to
safeguard the religion and concern that it could once again be threatened by occupying
regimes. Many respondents evoked their historic responsibility to defend and protect the
religion from "outside interference". For example, one young woman originating from rural

Afghanistan explained: “Our ancestors have always struggled to receive this religion and we

143 Chapter Vll includes a further discussion on Pashtunwali.

139



are responsible to save it". Most men expressed a strong need to safeguard Islam —
particularly its measures regarding women - from foreign interference and influence44. One
younger man put it this way: "Religion is an important factor for Muslims. To defend it they will
sacrifice everything”. “Islam provides and respects any opportunities for women, but
unfortunately a non-respectable culture has been mixed with Istam,” one woman said45.
Many Mullahs are to blame, they say. “They want to change Islam and mix it with culture
and custom”. Respondents viewed the Taliban as a manifestation of foreign influence that
has ‘soiled’ the true nature of Islam. “They tried to act like Muslims and they tried to alter
Islam and disrespect the culture of Afghanistan,” one woman said. “During the Taliban
regime, it was just the name of Islam, but not real Islkam. They were like wild animals”. “All of
their ideas were wrong. They said that women should wear the chaddari. They said we must
cover. All things were wrong.” “Taliban regime was a dark regime,” one woman said. “They
forced people to do things that they wanted”. Many women were quick to blame "invading
cultures and customs” for polluting the Afghan version of Islam. The women strongly

expressed a dislike for foreign intervention and a desire to regain Afghan autonomy.

Similar to the interviews, Islam emerged as the unanimous choice of primary identity in all
focus groupst4s. Clearly, the importance of operating firstly within the context of Islam
cannot be overstated. In fact, many respondents felt that aid interventions "“failed to
operate within the Muslim context" and — more seriously — "lured Afghans away from islam™.
One woman explained that the fear of aid institutions being perceived and therefore
labeled as un-Islamic was sufficient reason to avoid them. “Now that we are a little bit free,”

one woman explained, "I will not be a servant of human beings. | am only a servant of God".

Afghaniyat and Other Markers

Women and men who selected Afghan as their primary identification expressed pride in
being Afghan and a strong sense of Afghaniyat. Both men and women in this category
generdlly felt that an Afghan identity is what will bring cohesion to a fragmented society.

They expressed a desire to re-invigorate the concept of Afghan and, as one older woman

144 The need to defend Islam is a reoccurring theme in Afghan literature and expressions. One such proverb referring
to defending Isiam is: “O foreigner, do not attack - attacking is our job!". Shah, S. (2003}. The Storyteller's Dagughter.
London Penguin.

145 Allusions to the ‘other' culture that has altered Iskam generally refer to the Wahhabi version of Islam, originating in
Saudi Arabia.

146 Four focus group sessions were held: three with women and one with men. Chapter VIl has more details on the
outcome of the sessions.
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put it, to "iry to be as one people”. An illiterate woman of rural origins put it this way: “We are
all Afghans first. The rest just divides us". This is a sentiment shared by many in this category.
Another older woman said "being Afghan is what holds us together. It should be our

strength”.

Of those who selected Afghan, many connected their Afghan identity with their ability to
drive non-Afghans away. An older man stated that the “importance of being Afghan is
because Afghans never want to convert their Afghan identity”. Another man reinforced this
point by saying: “We don't want to lose our identity and sell ourselves”. Many of the men in
this category expressed a belief in the strength of Afghans as a force to act in unity against

non-Afghans. A teenage male of rural origins said:

Afghan also means national unity, brotherhood, balance. The first factor to fulfill all
the mentioned aims is to be an Afghan. And our national interests are in being an

Afghan. It is our responsibility to protect it.

A few of the women who selected Afghan also connected their role as women to their role
as keepers of men's honor — and therefore national honor. One 23-year old married woman
with two years of education explained that being Afghan means that "the women shall be
kept at home and no one shall see her. Her role is to do the work of the home and to act as
men wish". Another woman from the countryside put it this way: "I put women last because
men are the highest degree and women are the lowest. It is more important that we are all
Afghans”. One woman ranked her Afghan identity lowest, explaining that “Afghan is last
because Afghanistan has done nothing good for women”. She ranked ethnicity as her

primary form of identification.

Of the few interviewees that selected sex, they recognized that the distinction has become
important in Afghanistan’s aftermath. One married woman in her early 30s put it this way:
“This has become the most important thing in our new time of peace”. This perspective was
reinforced by another woman who said: "being a woman is now important in Afghanistan,
before it was not”. A woman from Kabul explained that if she were a man, she would have
picked sex as the most important identity marker - but she is not a man. Only one woman -
and one man — expressed a more positive and hopeful sentiment. A 31-year old woman with
no education said she “believe[s] in the strength of Afghan women”. A man from rural

Afghanistan with primary education held a liberal view, using words like “equality” and
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*rights”. He explained that “in recent years, relations between husband and wife - and all

men and women - have turned very bad. To remake these relations is an important factor”.

In Afghanistan’s aftermath, very few respondents chose to identify with their ethnic group as
this was a divisive issue during the conflict'¥. In fact, one older woman put it this way:
"During the conflict, ethnicity became the most important thing for us”. She explained that
she sfill clings to these views and is not ready to look beyond ethnic lines. The other
respondents — mostly women — guard these identity markers because, as one 21-year old
woman explained, “this is how we understand each other, as tribes and groups”. Ethnic
identity also included tribal affiliation as these are interconnected in Afghanistan. Another
woman from rural Afghanistan reinforced this view, stating that “we are closest to our tribe
because this is where we find the most similarities”. A 39-year old widow expressed her
connection to ethnic identity in opposition to gender, stating that "l selected ethnicity
because these are the things that identify us first, not gender roles and relations”. | took
interest in her use of the word gender as it was the only part of her response that was in
English. This emphasizes a reoccurring theme in the text: that gender has become an
imported buzzword for use by Afghans for non-Afghans, and a word for which no translation

exists.

Many of those who identified with their ethnic group expressed a need to be in a famitiar
context with ‘their own people’. In the context of conflict and displacement, many Afghans
have found themselves removed from their families, communities, and tribes and are now
without the social safety net that these networks provide. The expression nufus-dar was
employed in this regard. This term literally means ‘having people’, having a sense of safety
and belonging, for example within a tribe or clan (Shah 2003). Despite the importance of
nufus-dar, family affiliation was not a popular answer for women. For the men who said they
identified firstly with their role as a male member of a family, they explained it this way: "I am
a member of a family first and have an obligation to protect them”. Indeed, men who
selected family as their primary affiliation likely did so because of their prominent socio-

cultural role as head of the family and the sense of duty that this brings. Along with this duty

147 To reinforce this point, Afghan literature also confirms that ethnic identity is less important than other categories as
an identity marker. One can learn about the nature of Afghaniyat through stories. Every story “that is staged in Kabul
is a window on a specific ethnographic location... Those scholars who have slumbered with the idea that ethnicity,
especially [Pashtun] ethnicity, provided the framework for the production of hegemony and domination in
Afghanistan, will find themselves sideswiped by Akram Osman's stories”. Osman, A. and A. Loewen (2005). Real Men
Keep Their Word: Tales from Kabul, Afghanistan: A Selection of Akram Osman's Dari Short Stories. Oxford, Oxford UP.
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comes the obligation to protect the family honor as it is intimately linked with the man’s own

honor — and therefore his credibility in the community.

A young man from Kabul felt that family identity connected him to his ancestors, explaining

the prominent role of older generations in forming the young. He put it this way:

Parents mean responsibility, developing knowledge, culture humanity, religion. They
explain to us what other divisions and identities like ethnic groups, man/woman, and
Afghan mean. But parents could also pass on poverty, ignorance, and darkness to

their children.

Identity Ranking - Women and Men

Identity Ranking - Percentage of Percentage of Percentage of
Women and Men Women of Total Men of Total Men and Women
Religion 28% 25% 53%
Afghan 19% 13% 20%
Ethnicity 17% 2% 13%
Sex 5% 5% 6%
Family 2% 13% 8%

It is significant that the majority of male and female respondents (53%) selected religion as
their primary identity affiliation, while only 6% felt that they identified with their sex. It could be
argued that aid interventions underestimated the importance of Islam on the lives of women
and men in Afghanistan — and did not view it as a channel by which to make change. In
fact, Muslim identity is more than a religious label. It also is an indicator of a person’s
reputation and a certification that s/he is credible and trustworthy. The expression khub
musselman ast, literally meaning ‘he's a good Muslim’ is employed for this purpose (Azoy
2003).

It is also worthwhile noting that 17% of women and only 2% of men identified with their ethnic

identity. Indeed, Rostami-Povey emphasizes that ethnic identities offer insights to
understanding gender in Afghanistan (2007). Similar to gender identity, ethnic identity has
been manipulated by leaders and foreign invaders and is both political subject and object.
Gender and ethnic identities are subjects of political forces, but also political issues in their

own right. Women might identify more strongly with ethnic identity because they have
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periodically undergone the political processes of identification that accompany their own

identities.

2. Sex and Gender

Generally, men felt more comfortable answering questions about women than the women
were in answering questions about men. On both sides, however, many expressed a sense
that they were not quadlified to answer questions about the other sex. When asked questions
about women, most men answered using ‘'we’ — on behdadlf of all men. They felt qualified as
individuals to express views that they believed were held by all men as a collective. The
women, on the other hand, answered questions as individuals. Both men and women
emphasized a division of public (male} and private (female) roles common to other

patriarchal societies.

The male research assistant!48 who conducted interviews with the men noted the following:

There were men who welcomed me and answered eagerly, while some men fried to
avoid the questions. Answering questions about gender didn't make them happy.
They hear too much about this, and they are tired of it. To them, gender means
woman. And ‘woman’ means more important than man to the internationals. | am

an Afghan man so they told me openly about these things.

The female research assistant explained it this way:

I had discussions with [the male research assistant] and learned many surprising
things. During my interviews with women, impressions were different than with men.
Most of the women were comfortable in answering questions and did not have
trouble addressing issues. Some of them were happy to complain about men! A few
of them didn't have answers to some of the questions because they had not thought
of those things before. Generally, it was nice fo compare ideas of a man and woman
from a family. We learned that there are actually very few couples who are thinking

the same.

148 For carrying out interviews in Dari and Pashto, | hired two research assistants — male and female.
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The majority of the women interviewed initially had a difficult time answering questions about
what it means to be a man in Afghanistan. They hesitated at first but were able to articulate
quite clearly upon reflection. They compared being a man with being a "lord”, possessing
power, responsibility, and authority. Some of the women expressed a desire for greater
equality and a dislike for men's disproportionate share of power, noting that “men have all
the rights they want". One woman said that “men are better than women in all aspects,
meaning they can do most of the things that women are not allowed to do”. Another
recognized that men “have a good position [and] will not give it up". A few women clearly
articulated that inequality is not exclusive to Afghanistan. One married woman expressed it
this way: “Not only in Afghanistan, but everywhere from the first day men have been more
powerful, strong, and responsible”. During the focus groups, women's opinions gradually
became stronger, often fueled and encouraged by the other women. For example, a
widow in her 40s with little education laughed and said: *A man has to be a caring father, a
kind husband, and an active citizen. | do not know how many men fit this image”. Men
interviewed were far more animated in their responses about what it means to be a woman
in Afghanistan. Men agreed that women are the responsibility of the male members of the
household - husband, father, brother, and son - and that they must “obey the commands™

issued to them by the men.

Nang: Women149

Most of the women - regardless of age, marital status, education level, and place of origin -
felt that Afghan women do suffer under an Afghan patriarchy but are slowly exerting their
rights. Many of these women felt that they have become conscious of their own suffering by
viewing themselves through the eyes of the world and its general perception that Afghan
women are “weak creatures”, as one woman put it. One young unmarried woman
explained that through the presence of the aid apparatus and their interventions to support
Afghan women she has learned that “a woman is not very respected [in Afghanistan] as she

is in other countries”". One middle-aged married woman put it this way:

One category of women is the rural uneducated women, which are under
oppression of the men. The view of the world regarding the women in Afghanistan is

as slave of men and prisoner in the home. The meaning of women in Afghanistan has

149 Nang is defined as honor, particularly the honor that women represent through their behavior.
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come to mean being deprived of all kinds of rights. As a resulf, Afghan women are
synonymous with guilt and shame. The men are afraid and so do not let the women
have an education or take part in the socio-economic spheres of the community
because they think it is very bad work and it is very shameful for them to be in the

public sphere and with the foreigners.

Many women felt that they wanted to be the ones governing the changes that were taking
place in their lives. Many echoed the sentiment that they are once again objects of new
decrees regarding women's roles. One middle-aged married woman from the countryside
explained that "women in Afghanistan must give position to themselves, they have to
struggle for their own rights in society”. She emphasized the italicized words to indicate that
Afghan women have the ability to make changes that are important to their lives. The
interviewees recognized that they have agency and are able to act on their own behaif,
despite the challenges they might face. Most of the women recognized that they cany the
burden of the family, community, and national honor. They expressed that they are
expected to be "obedient” and to be the "keeper of the family and the honor”. A woman
widow with rural origins explained that “women's behavior represents the family and the

motherland. If she is good, people will think well of the family and the nation”.

Most of the respondents recognized that they have been catapulted into the international
limelight and that they were a relatively new and certainly short-lived focus of attention. Of
those who noted this trend, they expressed discomfort in being the center of attention and
the "object" of pity. A single woman in Kabul pointed out that “being a woman is now
important in Afghanistan, before it was not". Another woman articulated that “woman in
Afghanistan is a very popular object today”. Her use of the word object was deliberate and
emphasized. She expressed a sentiment echoed by many, namely that Afghan women are
objectified in the eyes of foreigners, particularly the media. And that Afghan women are an

object of the discourse animating the aid apparatus.

Namoos: Menis0

Many women recognized that a change is taking place, and that men fear loss of power

and control. A 30-year old woman from the south explained: “Men are unsure of their role

150 Namoos is defined as pride, particularly that which Afghan men defend.
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today. They want to bring back the old ways". Other women felt comfortable operating
within traditional roles and felt that men should shoulder greater responsibility, as is their
place. “Men are not only responsible for themselves, but they have the responsibility of their
wives t00,” a 34-year old maried woman explained. The theme of power and honor also
came up repeatedly, with the notable difference being that women represent honor, but
men defend it'S'. Many women preferred that men take on the public roles and felt that this
in turn gave them more freedom and room to maneuver. A married woman in her early 20s
articulated it this way: “Men have the full right and control over women in the family. It is their
role to give their wives and daughters permission to do their tasks”. She was not alone in her
sentiments. Many preferred that the man represent the “public face of the family and the

defender of the family”.

Men generally felt very strongly about their role as provider and repeatedly defined
themselves as such. Many men echoed the sentiment expressed by a 47-year old married
man that “a man is responsible to work outside the house and feed his children”. A 19-year
old single man with nearly 12 years of education stated that “man means leader, power,
principle. And his every order should be accepted by the woman”. This presents a clear
example of a sentiment that is shared across age, level of education, marital status, and
other demographic indicators. A few men expressed fatigue with the responsibility of
supporting the family, particularly in the context of the aftermath and the economic
challenges it presents. One man put it this way: “Man means one who is wandering in search

of food 24 hours a day”.

3. Mamus: Roles and Relations?52

Both male and female interviewees generally agreed that the period before the 1979 Soviet
occupation was good for both men and women. Most interviewees expressed that men and
women were satisfied with their position. Women felt that progress was being made toward
equality. Men generally felt that there was equality, and that no one was concerned with
place and position. A 44-year old maried man added that “the eyes of people were shut -
they had no idea about position of men and of women". Many men expressed that

everyone was generally content — a period of “respect, friendship and love”. One man

151 The concept of honor will be elaborated in Chapter V.
152 Mamus is defined as men's duty to protect and respect women. In this sense it links nang (honor) and namoos
(pride} and can be used to explain gender roles and relations in Afghanistan.
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articulated that "both men and women had a good position before the war. They were able
to come out of their houses and work safely and live to their potential”. Another agreed,
elaborating that "women could work with men shoulder to shoulder and they could take
advantage of their new freedoms”. A 24-year old maried man with little education
explained: "Men and women coordinated with each other and they were solving their
problems easily and helping each other in every way”. Some interviewees were more
critical. One man put it this way: “Women didn't know much about their rights and were
satisfied with what men expected from them”. A few women noted that this period was
more contentious and that "women were beginning to fight for rights, but men were resisting
changes”. A married Kabuli woman complained: “Women were trying to be equal. People
say that there was equality, but | think it was not there and it could not have remained

without much resistance”.

The period of conflict was easier for male and female interviewees to define. There was
general agreement that roles and relations suffered and were superseded by the conflict
and ensuing violence. However, responses were split on two issues. Some believed that men
and women suffered equally, while others — mostly women - believed that the various
conflicts impacted women more than men. A young single man articulated that “positions
were very bad because women and men were living in very deep sorrow because they
were put in war unwillingly”. One 53-year old man put it this way: “During that time there was
no difference to be a man or woman - both of them were punished the same”. An illiterate
19-year old woman agreed, saying that “things were very bad for women, and even for
men”. It was generally agreed that the period of conflict destroyed any progress that had
been achieved in Afghanistan - particularly in gender relations. One man from rural
Afghanistan explained it this way: "All people were unsheltered, displaced to different parts
of the world, and their love changed to violence”. Another man from Kabul reinforced this
point, explaining that "during the war, relations between men and women were destroyed

because of ignorance and poverty - and instead violence and tortures started".

A few-respondents felt that women suffered more during the conflict. Women stated that
"there was much cruelty on women”, adding that war stopped all progress between men
and women and “women's lives became a prison”. Another woman held the view that “all
groups took their anger out on women”. A man in his 40s stated that "women suffered a lot
more than men”. Another man articulated that women's position deteriorated because

"they were living in violence and struggling to survive, and men were oppressing women”.
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An unmarried man in Kabul explained that during the period of conflict *women didn't have
any relations with men, and women were not able to go out and work because they were
afraid”. One man recognized that women had to take on additional responsibilities, stating
that "all women were in search of shelter and protection since male responsibilities came to
them because of war”. Only one man expressed a preference for women's behavior during

the conflict, because "women were more safe under the bourka - not like today”.

Responses were mixed on the question of gender roles and relations in the aftermath. One
woman complained: "Now we are in a situation that we were in before, fighting for rights
and men not wanting to give them'. Another said: “"Only God knows how women will be”.
And yet another woman reinforced this point: "Today | am not sure which way things will go.
Women are struggling for their rights, but that does not mean they will succeed”. A 19-year
old man with no education put it this way: “Conditions of the country have a big effect on
gender relations. | do not think changing roles and relations is a good thing. In Afghanistan
today, destruction is easy, but building is difficult”. Only one woman - a 25-year old from
Jalalabad - expressed a small sense of optimism amidst frustration: “Laws are now equal for
men and women, but we have 1o realize these laws in our lives”. One woman made an
important parallel that was echoed in various conversations with interviewees and emerged

as a response to a variety of questions:

Before the war men and women were under the government’s conftrol. During the
war they were under the confrol of different regimes. Now again men and women

are under control - this time it is the control of the international organizations

This is a particularly worrisome sentiment as it compares the aid apparatus to an occupying
force or a dictatorial regime that seeks to control the lives of Afghans. A few were quick to
align the three “occupiers” — the Soviet Union, the Taliban, and the aid apparatus — in their

similar quests to restructure gender roles and relations.

The Gender Order in Historical Perspective

When asked about gender roles and relations during different periods of history, some
interviewees presented a fuller picture. Both women and men expressed the sentiment that

things were “better” before the war. They recognized that conflict presents changed

circumstances and therefore gender roles and relations change — generally to the detriment
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of women. However, notable differences occur in their perceptions of gender roles and
relations in the aftermath. Women generally believed that men sought fo cling to power and

were resisting change. A 17-year old illiterate woman told the story this way:

Women were free in the early days and men were learning to accept women as
equals. During the war, both men and women fought for freedom, but war put men
in charge again. And now we are told to believe that there is freedom, but men are

still wanting fo be in charge.

Some men also expressed optimism and saw that change can be positive, although these
were in the minority. The narratives of two men below illustrate the ambiguity within which
they feel they are operating regarding gender roles and relations today, as compared to

different periods in history:

(1) Before the war, everyone understood their role. Both men and women wanted -
and sought - love between them. And they wanted those things which can create
love. Before the war, very few women were in government. Although they were not
in the public eye and did not have impact on men, they were content. They did not
have violence. During the conflict, violence increased. Not just between men and
women, but also homelessness, bad economy, other things. All of this caused
comruption. Men and women lost their position. During the war, women had no
impact. Violence against them increased. Men didn't have good relations with
women. Everyone was lost in his work and grief. After the peace agreement, roles [of
women and men] were expected to get better. Contact between men and women

increased but we can't see dramatic changes in relations.

(2) Before the war there was not any discussion of rights, but still women's position was
getting better day by day. Their relations were good. Both were living with respect
and love. Life was good. There was an understanding that men and women's
position had to be different. During the war, men's posifion was good but women's
was not, because war converted their ideas completely and their previous ideas
were ruined. Their relations were not good because war again had its bad effects.
Weak economy and displacement drove them to violence. Now we hope for a
better future. We are looking forward to a day when - like before - man and woman

will both have a significant place in the society within their traditional positions.
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The majority of men interviewed were not happy with changes and felt that women are
stepping out of their prescribed role — and are encouraged by aid interventions to do so. As

a result, many men felt that they were losing their 'place’, as this 18-year old articulates:

Before the war, man and woman had their rights. They were in a very peaceful
atmosphere. They had no problem together. They had a very good relationship.
Violence level between men and women was very low. Men had respect for women
- and so the women to men. During war time, women lost their rights, and their roles in
the society. Violence increased incredibly. Previous respect collapsed. [Women] lost
their dignity. After peace was built, democracy has given rights to the women which

are not part of Islamic rules. And now sometimes violence is coming again.
This sentiment is reinforced by a man from Kabul with nearly 12 years of education:

Before the war, man had his place in the society and woman had her place. During
war time, relations between man and woman were demolished. No one was paying
attention to their place. After the war finished, man and woman received their
position and their rights. There must be a difference between man and woman.

Woman has her place and man has his.

Some men felt that the issue of power and rights is a zero-sum game, and that women
cannot gain these things without men having to lose them. As a response to various
guestions, men expressed a sense of feeling lost, less important, and neglected because of
women's newly granted power and rights. One man with 10 years of education put it this
way: “First, there wasn't exactly such a thing as ‘woman'. Then, both woman and man did

(X1

not exist. There was war. Now there isn't such a thing as ‘man’”.
Changes

Most men feel that changes in relations between men and women are not a good thing.
They prefer that each understands and respects their roles as Afghan culture and Isikam have
prescribed. Many of the men recognize that circumstances in Afghanistan have changed
gender relations, and that fluctuations in women’s roles have been largely a result of political

processes. A 28-year old unmarried man explained:
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Social customs of different regimes in different periods have negatively influenced
the relationship between men and women. It will take time to ignore the ignorant
customs that are imposed on society. And ‘relationship’ also means women in the

house, not only outside.

Another man explained that relations change when situations change, and that these
changes would be good "if men also got advantages”. An elderly man with a few years of
education reinforced this point, explaining that changes in gender relations are "not a good
thing, because most of the people do not like these changes”. Another man expressed that
change can be a good thing — “only if it is not against what Afghans want”. A man with 12
years of education expressed concern, explaining that in the past “men had an active role,
and they were the ones who supported their family. Now that women have a better place in

society, | am not sure what will happen to men's roles”. One 19-year old man lamented:

Extremely bad changes are happening in relations [between men and women]. All
of these things are bad - this urging of UN for women's rights all the time. We haven't
seen a female president in USA so far, but here we saw female candidates in the
recent election. And still people are putting pressure on Afghanistan fo make more

changes.

Some men expressed wilingness to advance toward equality and a recognition that
women’s roles are changing and expanding. These men were not in the majority. For

example, one middle-aged married man explained:

It is like a dramatic thing to say that rights of women and men are same. Everybody
knows that this is not true. It is too early in Afghanistan to say that. Maybe it takes 20

or 30 years. People are learning now to practice democracy and things like that.

Women held a more cautious view. Some women, like this maried woman with no
education, felt that change must happen at a pace that works for both women and men.
She explained that “it is a good thing that relations change, only if they change in a positive
way for women. And the change must be stow or men will not be able to follow it". Most
women agreed that change should happen slowly, should be led by Afghans, and should fit

within the context of Islkam. The following women shared this sentiment, amongst others:
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e Relations are changing because the world is paying attention to Afghan women. But
not all the changes are good. The good changes take a lot of time. In time, we can
work with men as equals.

¢ Any changes that are too fast are bad. People will not accept them.

e If the men and women together decide on the changes, they will be good. If

someone else from the outside makes the changes, no one will be happy with it.

A few women expressed the view that “relations are not changing the way [they] want” and
that “relations change because rules and regulations of government change”. This
reinforces previously-stated sentiments about gender relations as the victim of various

regimes and occupying forces.

One woman explained that gender relations have changed throughout Afghan history, but
that this particular change is different because women are “protected objects”. She shared

her perspective:

I think that relations between men and women change because in different periods,
the lifestyles of people were different. During the war, men had learned to be the
cruel lords and force women to do whatever they liked because the government
was supporting them to do so. But now men can't do anything because everyone

supports women instead.
Common Themes

A few common themes emerged repeatedly in conversations with both Afghan men and
women. A few interviewees — all men - held the view that women are doing better in their
quest for equality. One man explained: "Relations are good - or almost good. Women can
work alongside men. Women can defend their rights, but they cannot take advantage of
their liberty”. He elaborated to say that some men might present obstacles in women’s path.
Others felt that full equality has been granted. One educated middle-age man explained
that “now women’s position is better. Women can work. Nothing is imposed by men.
Everyone has his freedom”. Another man from rural Afghanistan felt that things have
improved for women since the conflict because “tyranny and violence have decreased

and women's rights are given. Also, men don't come violently to women”.
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The more commonly held view by men was that women are prioritized over men and have
received a disproportionate share of support, opportunities, and benefits — specifically from
aid institutions. This perspective was shared by a wide variety of men, regardless of

education, age, and marital status. Some of their responses were:

e Men’'s rights have gotten worse as women's get better. But | hope it will get better in
the future.

e Men were not open minded to let their women work outside but since the Americans
came and insisted on this, women are outside. Men only accept so they can solve
their economic problems.

e Today women are more important than men. They can defend their rights against
ven. o S

e Now again women have their rights [as they did before the conflict] but this time
men have lost their rights against women. And women are preferred over men.

e Asaresult of UN urgings, women want more rights than their own rights.

e The UN insists, and so women fight with their husbands for their rights. This is not

correct.

Women in this category were cognizant of their partners’ concerns. A 27-year old married
woman with primary education felt that men were neglected and had just cause to be
angry. She explained that "“the position of women is better than men in the society today.
Priority is given to women in every aspect of opportunities”. Most of the women also
recognized that they received a larger share of attention by the aid apparatus and were
not comfortable with the imbalance. However, these women felt that men's concerns that
women were seeking to usurp power and restructure traditional roles were not founded.
Women expressed strong preferences to share resources and respect traditional boundaries,
yet they also expressed frustration that this did not seem easily possible due to the current
political project to liberate women. These sentiments represent the importance of people's
perceptions — and their ability to undermine reality. Women across ages and education

levels made the following statements:

¢ Some men think that women are being cared for by international organizations more

than men. But the redlity is that both men and women suffered.
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e My brother-in-law believes that in the present government everyone pays more
altention to women than men and so he encourages my husband to prevent.me
from coming to the literacy trainings.

e My husband doesn't have good behavior with me. He is angry because he didn't
have a job, so he left me forever. The best times for men and women are long past.

* We have not seen any good thing for us from organizations. Yet men are feeling

tricked into accepting women's authority.

Another emerging theme from interviews was the sentiment that promises for women have
been made, but few have been delivered upon. This view — held by women of all ages and
backgrounds — reflects their frustration with aid institutions for implementing programs that
failed to bring drastic changes to fruition. Many women echoed the sentiment that the
“changes are on paper, not in real lives". They expressed an understanding that the
expectation they had - based on the rhetoric of aid institutions — should have been matched
in practice. One young woman from rural Afghanistan shared the commonly held view that
“there is a lot of attention to women on paper, but | am not sure if it is helping women in real
life”. Many women said that they felt an obligation to state that there is equality but felt that
is was merely symbolic and that women's rights are on paper, “but what do [they] do with
them?2" as one woman asked. One older woman from Kabul said: "I am told that we are
equal now, but | am not sure yet”. It was also not unusual to hear that “promises have not

been implemented”, as one woman lamented. A widow in her 40s put it this way:

In general, women have been given rights and freedom. But in my mind, women
expected more rights because that was what was promised to them. Most of the

women are illiterate and they cannot analyze and understand what freedom is.

One woman dalso echoed the sentiments of many when she explained that the aid
apparatus supported and promoted a few of the Afghan women that are frequently in the
public eye — the seemingly-liberated *“success stories”. She explained that the aid apparatus

has “led one woman to a comfortable life and have led thousands of them to disaster”.
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Conclusions

Almost lost amid all this were the voices of Afghans... The whole world was talking about
Afghanistan, but there was little evidence that it was listening to Afghans and their views on
unfolding events.

(Clark 2004: 84)

The sentiments expressed in the preceding paragraphs cannot be divided along age,
ethnic, or education lines. But there are patterns that can be discerned and that are worth
noting. There is an overarching sentiment that men have been neglected in aid
interventions. Both women and men share this view. There is a concern that violence is
increasing — at home and in society. Finally, there is the sentiment that the influence of the
" aid apparatus is yet another variation on an occupying regime in Afghanistan, with its own

ideas and impositions.

This in-depth view of Afghan identities illustrates the depth and complexities in understanding
identities when designing aid interventions. A nuanced understanding should entail
emphasis on the context that animates gender roles and relations, as relayed by Afghan
women and men themselves. The prominent themes in this chapter are based on men's
perceptions that they are neglected in aid interventions. Indeed, men believe that women
are now better off than they were in the past, and better off than men are. Women agree
that men have been neglected. However, they do not necessarily feel that they are any
better off. In fact, women generally feel disappointment because promises made to them

have not been delivered.

These themes and others will be elaborated in the chapters ahead. Chapter VIl continues to
reveal the data gathered from Afghan women and men to address key themes, organized
around women and men's perceptions. These perspectives and experiences are then
compared with focus group discussions to verify findings. Chapter VIl also entails
comparisons and implications at the family and community levels using women's life histories
and profiles of couples. This chapter concludes by raising the possibility that violence against

women covuld be an unintended effect.
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CHAPTER VII: Honor, Agency, Aid

I have hope, but | have no faith.

— Afghan woman on progress for women in Afghanistan

In a continuation from Chapter VI, the crux of this research is to bring to the fore and learn
from the voices and perspectives of Afghan women and men. Beall articulates the
importance of distinguishing between people and perspectives. This is relevant, as Afghan
history aptly demonstrates, because the tenacious nature of perspectives can sway the
people - particularly in regard to gender issues (1996: 4). The perspectives expressed in the
sections below address the three strongest themes: the importance of honor, the denial of
agency, and the dissatisfaction with aid — all linked to the neglect of men in aid

interventions.
1. Honor

Throughout the 20t century, the debate on women's rights and their role in Afghan
society has been closely interlinked with the national destiny. Women not only carry
the burden of symbolizing the honor of the family, but often are seen as embodying
the national honor and aspirations as well. Gender has thus been one of the most
politicized issues in Afghanistan over the past 100 years, and attemptis at reform have
been denounced by opponents as un-Islamic and a challenge to the sanctity of the
faith and family. {World Bank 2004: 14).

The system of honor in Afghanistan plays such a prominent role that it merits special focus.
Honor is the foundation of Afghan culture, “largely manifested in the behavior of one’s
‘women'" (Nassery 2004: 6). As addressed in previous chapters, Afghanistan is a traditional
and patriarchal society, within which the protection of society rests on the protection of
women, and the honor of society is therefore reflected in the honor of women (Skaine 2002:
24). Dupree offered wise advice to non-Afghans working in the country in 1996, yet it merits

repetition 10 years later:
We must not underestimate the value attached to female purity. Every time a new

group comes to power in Afghanistan, it has to present itself as the protector and

arbiter of women's behaviour, and as being made up of good Muslims. This is
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something we have to understand - even if we believe that the results of what is
often largely rhetoric are often extremely negative for women.
(1996: 12)

As a result, women's behavior is circumscribed and they are very conscious of this
responsibility. However, in the context of social and economic upheaval in the aftermath,
women are obligated to meet the family's basic needs and are therefore compelled to
transcend prescribed gender roles and social systems. When there is an opportunity for
assistance, most women prefer to be aided within the context of the family. Regardless, most
aid interventions overlooked this, actually provoking a retreat to more conservative
measures. Women's status as keepers of family honor and identity became increasingly
magnified — and purdah more strictly enforced — when men were "deprived of their ‘normal’
means of demonstrating identity and social status: economic and social autonomy” (Boesen
1990: 172). The aqid apparatus tended to view the reinforcement of purdah as a
manifestation of Islamic intolerance. It more likely signified an attempt to preserve the family
— and its dignity - in the context of rapid change beyond men's control (Centlivres-Demont
1994: 358).

Thus, many Afghan men - and women - view women's employment as a reflection and
reminder of their absolute poverty and destitution, an insult to men's dignity, and a
questioning of men’s ability to provide. An Afghan saying expresses this well: *While the rich
can afford honor, the poor must ‘eat shame'” (World Bank 2005: 80). Thus, the idea of honor

is deeply embedded in Afghanistan. Azoy explains this system well:

The primary scarce resources remain land, water, livestock, and — in a very real, but
obviously different, sense — women. All four are vital, easily lost, and endlessly
troublesome... It is women, however, who are widely considered the most volatile
cause for serious dispute. Without control over female reproductive services, a man
can have no sons (to assist in economic activity, to act as the core of political
support, and to provide security in old age) and no daughters (to be married outside
the nuclear family and thus to provide both bridewealth and affinal alliance). With
their sexuality generally considered unmanageable, women are secluded as much
as possible from all but the narrowest circle of family males. Here they serve as the
primal embodiments of masculine honor. A man may suffer the loss of material

property and still keep the core of his self-respect intact. Mere suspicion, on the other
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hand, of illicit access to his women requires an overt response: immediate and
extreme. In a purely economic sense, therefore, control over these scarce resources
— land, water, livestock, and {somewhat more mystically) women — constitutes the
main source of political authority.

(2003: 30)

Thus, many women noted that men's honor was compromised in their inability to provide for
the family. As a result, women viewed them as emasculated. Women frequently referred to
the "special bravery of Afghan men”, along with their strength and dignity. One married
woman of rural origins expressed the concern of many when she said: "We don’t want [our
Afghan men] to stretch the hand of need to anyone in the world”. She went on to explain
that new ‘occupying force’ - namely the aid apparatus - has crippled Afghan men's ability

to stand on their own.
Defending the Pashtunwali

To confirm findings, a focus group was held comprised of Pashtun women from different
parts of Afghanistan — Kabul, other cities, and rural areas's3. The rationale behind isolating
Pashtun women was to provide a context whereby the traditionally ‘conservative’ ethnic
group could share concerns they felt to be exclusive to their community. This was also done
to determine if Pashtun women - as a group — expressed different ideas from those of the

other ethnic groups. Ethnicity was not used as a category of analysis in the interviews.

Pashtun women are traditionally bound by the Pashtunwali, the unwritten legal code of their
population. In this code, women play a symbolic role as the core of the society and
therefore must be protected. The honor of the Pashtuns is therefore intimately linked with —
and often entirely dependent on — women's honor. This results in circumscribed movements
for women and limited - if any — contact with men. This restriction, known as purdah, sets
clearly defined rules for women'’s interactions outside the domestic sphere {Marsden 1998:
92)154, The penalty of transgression of this unwritten code is worse than death: it is dishonor
(2003: 118). And deo’rh is the only viable alternative to loss of honor. Afghanistan’s other
ethnic groups have, at varying times throughout history, adopted measures that stem from

the Pashtunwali (Dupree 1990: 123). Inaccurate and facile analyses have been made

183 See the Methodology (Appendix i) for a breakdown of focus groups.
184 Purdah refers to the Islamic practice of seclusion of women.
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connecting women's oppression to Islamic practices. However, contrary to common
understandings of the role of women in Muslim contexts, norms governing women in

Afghanistan are based more closely on tribal codes such as the Pashtunwali.

The women in this group did express what might be labeled as more ‘conservative’ ideas
and spent the bulk of the hour discussing the importance of religion and the concepts of ak!
and namoos, elaborated below!35. Akl can be translated as ‘responsibility’ in Dari, but has
much deeper meanings. It refers to a code of accepted behavior, and suggests “agency,
competence, the ability to predict and make rational, sensible decisions, but it also
connotes a wilingness to accept the consequences of action, self-control and discipline”
(Tapper 1991: 209). Akl reflects a combination of honor and shame with a notion of
responsibility that together represents men's control of resources and includes men’s control
over women's6. Women refer to akl in discussions of men’s honor, and their responsibility in
safeguarding it. Akl reflects their understanding of their role and the risks that betraying it

may entail.

Namoos refers to the chastity of women, and implies the duty of men to protect and respect
women. The term also refers to men's pride in safeguarding women's chastity. The women
explained that they run risks of losing their ‘chastitiy’, or the perception that they have lost
their chastity, with greater public exposure and assuming traditionally-male roles. In
Afghanistan, the worst insult for an Afghan man is to call his women bi-namoos, without
chastity. This distinction reflects the Afghan tradition of strong divisions between the public
and private sphere. Namoos can also be defined as shame. The term is used by men to exert
control over women, by women to instill fear in other women, and by women to rationalize
their role. The women in this focus group used these terms to explain the risks they take in
participating in the aid interventions and the desire they have to not step over these Afghan
lines.

In a discussion of women’s place, the women expressed strong desires to remain largely
within traditional roles. The context of Islam and its view of gender roles was a frequent
reference point. Women in this group generally viewed their roles as first within the household

with their children. Tapper's study of gender roles in the context of marriage in Afghanistan

155 Although this finding might conform to fhe stereotype of the ‘conservative Pashtun’, | note that the label
‘conservative’ is fluid — and relative — based on the current socio-political project in operation.

15 For more information, see Tapper, N. (1991). Bartered Brides: Politics, Gender and Mariage in an Afghan Tribal
Society. Cambridge, Cambridge UP.
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reinforces this concept. She explains that “honorable women” passively accept their role as
one of dependence on men, not as individuals but as part of a collective household
structure (1991: 213). Family is indeed a prominent institution in Afghanistan, and motherhood
the preferred role for Afghan women. Since Afghan women see themselves in the context of
the family and society, it should be Afghan society as a whole — not isolated segments — that

need to debate human rights in their contexts (Skaine 2002: 142).

These women also felt very strongly about men’s role as provider for the family. They
explained the connection between this traditionally male responsibility and men's honor. In
short, a man with honor is one who is able to provide for his family. Conversely, a man
without work is one who has no honor. Women explained that the control of resources in the
language of honor and shame. A man’s honor depends on his ability to mange and defend
‘"human and material resources (’popber’ 1991: Xvii). A woman who has assumed these
traditionally-male responsibilities becomes ‘like a man’ or literally, nar shedza, a 'man-
woman'%7, Shah's story aptly explains that, to Afghans, "there are more important things
than family or possessions, even than life” (2003: 29). She is talking about honor!s8. Women
repeatedly emphasized the importance of the dignity of Afghan men. One woman put it this
way: "We don't want men to be unemployed and without dignity. Their dignity will also bring

us more freedom”.

This finding is reinforced by Nancy Hatch Dupree’s study of the family as a social institution in
different periods in Afghan history. She explained that when donors showed a distinct
preference for women's employment, many men felt diminished and felt that their
patriarchatl status had eroded (2004: 319). They now depended on women for their survival.
Women, in turn, assumed the role of primary breadwinner, “adding further to male
sensitivities about their patriarchal prerogatives... These role reversals required adjustments in
relationships that were often the cause of considerable tension” (2004: 319). The women in
the focus group preferred that the men have the responsibility of working and providing for
the household and controlling the domestic resources. Women were conscious of the fact
that they could bring shame on the family by assuming these roles. Women also recognize
their role in defending and safeguarding male honor, as the “"keeper of the family and the

honor”, as one woman explained. They understand that their actions could undermine male

157 This concept also appeared in Tapper's study. For more information, see lbid.

158 Shah aptly explains the importance of honor to Afghan culture. She further elaborates on the importance of the
appearance of honor, even if it is only a fagade. There is no substitute for the dishonor that results from losing your
‘public face’, she explains. Shah, S. (2003). The Storyteller's Daughter. London Penguin.
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honor and result in serious repercussions. Paradoxically, women find much greater freedom
to maneuver when they remain within the confines of these traditional roles. In fact, the
women explained that they run the risk of being further restricted if they try to assume overly
public lives. An AREU study confirms that such behavior “can bring about negative
perceptions of a family, [and therefore] men may be even more reluctant to allow women'’s
participation [in development programs]” (Wakefield and Bauer 2005: 7-8). Dupree's study
also reinforces these findings, explaining that Afghan men believed that work outside the
home stripped women of their dignity. As a result, this was seen as a blot on the reputation of

men who permitted this behavior ({2004).
Ghayrat: Protection of Honor!?

Afghan literature — in particular the short stories of Akram Osman and the Landays of Pashtun
women'é® - offer insight to these contradictions and present a creative interpretation of
ground-level cultural and social redlities (Osman and Loewen 2005: xiii). Saira Shah, author of
The Storyteller's Daughter and producer of the documentary Behind the Veil, expressed the

importance of stories as a special window to understanding Afghanistan:

Experiences follow patterns, which repeat themselves again and again. In our
tradition, stories can help you recognize the shape of an experience, to make sense
of and to deal with it... What you may take for mere snippets of myth and legend
encapsulate what you need to know to guide you on your way anywhere among
Afghans.
(2003: 8)

In an explanation of Akram Osman’s main story Real Men Keep Their Word, Arley Loewen
explains the meaning behind the term marda ra gawl. Loewen explains that this idiomatic
expression literally means ‘men keep their word’, “but on a deeper level it refers to ‘men of
honour’ who will stand by their word at all costs... the highest virtue in traditional Afghan
culture” {2005: xxxi). Myriad Afghan expressions exist to depict the state of a man without

work, and by extension without honor. In the story From the Root of a Shrub, a character

189 Ghayrat is defined as the "right to defend one's property and honor by force”. Ibid.

160 For more information, see Osman, A. and A. Loewen {2005). Real Men Keep Their Word: Tales from Kabul,
Afghanistan: A Selection of Akram Osman'’s Dari Short Stories. Oxford, Oxford UP. Majrouh, S. B. (1994). Songs of Love
and War: Afghan Women's Poelry. New York, Other Press.
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explains that “a man without a job either fools around or becomes sick,” (2005: 101)

emphasizing need for man to have work as way to define himself.

Lack of honor can also be manifested in two significant forms: dependence on external aid
and ‘Westemnization'. In The Deceptive Object, 1971, 'one who eats bread without shame’
“refers to someone who can work but does not work, and eats and lives off others” (2005:
173). This sentiment has been expressed by men who feel a growing dependency on
international aid, coupled with an inability to achieve self-sufficiency due to lack of
opportunity. In The Brains of the Family, the protagonist laments because “the atmosphere in
[his] home became so Westernized that he felt [he] lost his honour, his dark, heavy dignified
moustache seemed soiled” (2005: 140). Political leaders such as Muhammad Daud Khan
linked honor Afghan sovereignty. Daud is well known for his political poem using the eagle as
a "symbol of freedom and indifference towards the dictates and politics of either the West
or East” (Osman and Loewen 2005: 204). The poem urged Afghans to be "free like eagles”,
to retain their dignity, and to cease their pleas for assistance from foreign powers'é!. This is
significant in that many stories during the period of Soviet occupation (1979-1989} depicted
the discourses of the day - replete with contradictions based on the tensions between

Afghan and Western ideas (Osman and Loewen 2005: xiii).

The Landay, or short poem, also offers insight to the prominence of honor in Afghan culture.
The term Landay - literally meaning “the short one” in Pashto - is a brief poem of two verse
lines of nine and thirteen syllables respectively. Landays "frequently punctuate conversations
where it is used as a quote or a saying, lending support to a feeling or idea” (Majrouh 1994:
xi) and, in so doing. provide special insight into Afghan society in turmoil (Dupree 1990: 128).
Landays can also be viewed as an act of resistance “because [the Pashtun woman’s]
melodies ftirelessly glorify three themes that taste of blood... love, honor, and death”
{(Majrouh 1994: xvi). Of these three, emphasis rests on the honor code, and by extension the
importance of adhering to traditional gender roles, particularly the role of men as protectors
of the family and defenders of honor. These landays use battle as a metaphor to represent

honor lost or gained in this reaim:

161 Afghan literature, particularly the short stories of Akram Osman, can be used as social comment. Following
Muhammad Daud Khan, Osman employed the symbol of the eagle as a metaphor to criticize foreign influence in
Afghanistan. An excerpt from his story entitied “The Blind Eagle" expresses this sentiment: "Here, immersed in a realm
free from the dictates ot the East and the West, the eagle lost himself in a burning desire ot unknown love” (201).
Osman, A. and A. Loewen (2005). Real Men Keep Their Word: Tales from Kabul, Afghanistan: A Selection of Akram
Osman's Dari Short Stories. Oxford, Oxford UP.
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May you be found cut to pieces by a trenchant sword,
But may news of your dishonor never reach my ears!
(Majrouh 1994)

May you be blackened by gunpowder and dyed in blood;
But may you not return from the battlefield and in disgrace.
(Dupree 1990)

It is well that you are wounded in battle, my love!
Now | shall walk proudly.
(Dupree 1990)

2. Agency

Women were extremely vocal and articulate in discussions of agency. Most of these women

felt that the world sees them as ‘weak’. A few examples of this include:

e The world did not think well of Afghan women, that is why they wanted to help and
save them. But Afghan women are stronger than outsiders know.

e They think Afghan women are weak. This image influenced work on women in
Afghanistan.

e Afghan women are oppressed and weak! This is not accurate, but the world wants to
see us this way.

e | don't think the image was good. They thought we could not struggle for our rights
without their help. We are happy for help, but we want to direct the changes.

¢ The world thought Afghan women were prisoners. In a way this was true, but we are

able to survive as we have over the years. We are not only victims.

In this context, the chaddari came up repeatedly as the Western symbol for their perceived
weakness of Afghan women, and the source of Western pity. One woman explained that
the world views Afghan women "just like animails in bourkas. Another said: “Foreigners always
want to ask about bourka. It is the most important thing for them. Afghan women do not see

the bourka. Foreigners only see bourka".
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Afghan women articulated strongly that they want to be the ones to decide on the images.
"One day we will have the power to change this image and people will listen!” one woman
stated. These women felt strongly that the pervasive images were “through the eyes of other
countries” and had little to do with Afghan priorities. “Their images are their own and we do
not interfere,” one woman explained. “But as we see it, they are far away from the truth”,
This image, many women explained, should be one that reflects who Afghan women are,
what they want, and *how [they] would like to see [their] society”. "We don't want our men
to be owned by anyone,” one woman stated. Many women expressed that they feel
solidarity with their Afghan brothers and would prefer that women not be viewed as “in need
of saving from Afghan men”. Most women felt that they were artificially juxtaposed against
men. Facile analyses of women as unhappy victims and men as tyrants and terrorists were

hard to combat.

On the part of the men, of the 31 who felt that their agency had been denied in the aid
process, 71% were of rural origins. Here the data differs slightly. For the other categories,
married men appeared to be the most discontent. Regarding agency. men — and women -
who were unmarried expressed the greatest concern (55% and 44%, respectively). Rural
women comprised the majority (67%). Most of the women in this category had no education
(62%). while the majority of men (71%) were in the highest category of education. The
distinction between rural and urban perspectives is likely a result of the displacement felt by
those of rural origins. This group lacks the social safety net of community and kin that rural
lives provide. Without such ties, the rural population’s sense of disillusionment could be

greater.

Afghan men articulated that they wanted to feel ‘as men’ and they were actively denied
this. Many cited a lack of respect and the perception that they were “under the authority of
others”. They also expressed a sense that interventions did not recognize men's and
women's ‘place’ and that they were imposing an alien world-view on Afghanistan. “We
want a free Afghanistan without the intervention of foreigners,” one man explained. He was
not alone in his opinion. Many Afghan men in this category felt strongly that they should be
the ones to decide the direction of the new Afghanistan, and that the aid apparatus should
adhere 1o their views. These men did not think well of aid institutions, explaining that “it is all

because of these organizations that men are losing their rights”.
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These men expressed exasperation with the images they felt the world had of them. One
man explained: *l think world image is that Afghan women are looked down upon.
Oppressed and helpless. And men are tyrants, ignorant and bad persons”. Another

elaborated:

World image is absolutely wrong and is not truth... They think that Afghan woman
lives as a slave in the society. They think Afghan man doesn’t value Afghan woman,
that man doesn't know her as a human. World image about Afghan man is also not
correct. They know Afghan man as a tyrant, extremist, and supporter of terrorism and

war but they support woman, peace and construction.

Men were not opposed to changes, “as long as they are not against what Afghans want”.
And yet, no one had asked them what they want. They asked to be respected "as Afghans”
- meaning within the context of their culture and religion. One man said: “Both ‘gender’ -
man and woman - should have their own life". | noted the use of ‘gender’ in this sense,
particularly as it was used in English. Another man put it this way: “For Afghanistan | wish
peace, safety, Islam, Afghan-ness, freedom. A complete free country which shouldn't be

occupied by others".

There is a notable difference in the data between the demographics of men and women
regarding issues of agency. Men with generally higher levels of education felt that they had
been misrepresented and denied agency in aid interventions, while the bulk of women who
shared this view were those with no education. The same trend is true for dissatisfaction with
aid interventions. Men who noted their dissatisfaction with aid interventions come from a
largely better-educated group, while women who shared their sentiments generally had no
education at all. There presents an interesting trend. It appears that men with higher levels of
education are better able — or more willing - to articulate their dissatisfaction with the issues
above than those with less education. The opposite is true for women. There appears to be
an inverse relationship between women's levels of education and their levels of concern
with the themes of aid and agency - and also with perceptions of violence. Women with no
education are still able to arliculate their needs and concerns, and demonstrate their own
agency and a level of consciousness that one would not normally associate with
uneducated women. These women also expressed concerns that they had been singled out
for support because of the pervasive view from the aid apparatus that they were victims in

need of saving. Facile analyses of women as victims and men as perpetrators serve only to
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alienate those men who are supporters and who could be mobilized for women's

participation. It did not require any education at all for women to sense this.

One finding in the category of dissatisfaction with aid deserves particular attention. Of the
121 people interviewed, 104 (44 men and 60 women) clearly stated that their problems
stemmed from the neglect of men in aid interventions. This is 86% of all of those interviewed -
a significant majority. Based on the data, the significance of this ‘oversight’ cannot be

overstated.
Strength and Resilience

A focus group consisting of women of rural origins of varying ethnicities also expressed issues

‘of agency. They all came to Kabul in order to benefit from aid activities and economic
opportunities. The women explained that their perceptions of such opportunities in Kabul did
not at all match their present realities. They felt disillusioned and not entirely confident that
they will be able to become self-sufficient. Nonetheless, these women preferred to remain in
Kabul as their vilage homes had nothing to offer them anymore. The women in this group
shared stories and anecdotes to illustrate their conditions. They turned to me very early in the
session and one of them asked me why other countries had abandoned Afghanistan "like
they did before' 162,

One woman eloquently expressed sentiments that were echoed by other participants: “I
think other countries pity us, pity Afghan women. You should tell them that if there had been
peace in Afghanistan, our country and people would be just as educated and successful as
any other". This was followed by another woman who said: “Tell the world that Afghan
women are very strong and they will do anything for the future of their country and their

children”.

Despite their displays of strength, the women of this focus group then went on to share stories
with each other of difficulties at home. They explained that their domestic lives had become
increasingly strained in the last months, contrary to what they would have expected. The

women in this group all have husbands or male family members who are not entirely

2 History documents the Afghan legacy of abandonment following the end of Soviet occupation. The country fell
into civil war and plunged into international anonymity. All this changed with the Taliban and 11 September 2001.
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supporters of their participation but feel that they have no choice but to send their women
out to support the family.

One woman told of the negotiations she regularly undertook with her husband in order to
have permission to attend trainings. She explained that, at first, he gave his permission
because there was no other source of income for the family. But in recent months, his
increased frustration and feelings of uselessness had taken a toll on her. She thus had made
arrangements to split the little financial assistance she received from the institution with her
husband in order to buy his compliance!'é3. She feared that this would not be sufficient for
long as he has already started asking for more than half of the money, which would not

leave enough to ensure the survival of the family.

Another woman in the group — a widow - shared her story. She explained that her 11-year
old son forbade her to leave the house, saying it would shame him if she were to be seen
“wandering in the streets”. She argued with him, explaining that there was no alternative
and in order to support the family and provide food, she must take advantage of the only
opportunity available to her. His response was: "If you want to leave the house, you'll have
to kill me first". She respected his wishes and delayed her participation in the NGO program
until her son was enrolled in school. Even then, many months into her participation, he did

not think she left the house during the day.
3. Aid

Afghan women and men frequently stated that they were not pleased with the progress
made to date by aid institutions and many felt that the money could have been better
spent, and with farther-reaching effects. Beall and Esser's study reinforces this resentment felt
by Afghans in general toward aid interventions. For example, one respondent said: “We are
really angry at all these foreign NGOs... they conduct lots of surveys but nothing happens.
There are more NGOs than people in Afghanistan. They should either work harder or ... go...

home" (2005: 27). Indeed, many of those interviewed shared this sentiment.

183 As one example, women participants in Women for Women International’s program received $15 every month
for a period of one year in order to meet their basic needs. In receiving the financial assistance, women also ogree
to participate in vocationail skills training, rights awareness programs, and other opportunities as needed such as
literacy, basic health education, microfinance, etc.
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In Afghanistan motivation has been crippled by the expectation that aid interventions would
provide for the people. It is important to view the dissatisfaction with interventions in the
current context of overall hostility towards aid institutions. This frustration had been brewing in
Afghanistan starting in late 2002 when Afghans began to articulate dissatisfaction with the
army of ‘international’ aid institutions — and their *international’ standards of living — that were
failing to make visible and sustainable changes in Afghanistan. This anger moved from the
streets to the Afghan cabinet with the appointment of Dr. Ramazan Bashardost as Minister of
Planning in 2004. Bashardost coined the now oft-cited term NGO-ism to describe the failure
of the aid apparatus to assist Afghanistan, opting instead to foster corruption and increase
their own wealth. Bashardost further accused NGOs of “economic terrorism” and blamed
them for the misuse of the country's scant development funding (Stapleton 2006: ). This
message played well to the Afghan public, particularly in Kabul, and would be replayed

during the riofs in the summer of 2006164,

Similar to Bashardost's view, many men felt that aid interventions had misused and withheld
funds from Afghanistan. One older man put it this way: "We want those donations which the
world is giving to Afghanistan today to be given to the people that are entitled to it, not to
their agents". By agents, he was referring to aid institutions. “They only saw one layer of
society,” one man explained. It was therefore not a surprise that promised changes would
not reach the people who needed them most. Indeed, the theme of empty promises was
oft-repeated. One man expressed it this way: "They haven't done very good things yet, just
promises of complete freedom. They prepared the opportunities for working. And now we
wait. The rights which have to be given unfortunately haven’t been given”. Another added
that aid institutions have “done their work hypocritically”. Another stated that the Afghan

government "should be based on its people, not on international organizations”.

Many men also expressed their dissatisfaction with aid institutions through the lens of women.
The general sentiment was that these institutions failed to understand what constitutes
Afghan culture when it came to women. As a result, institutions abused women “by
disrespecting their role and religion”. Another man stated: “They haven't done anything
necessary for women so far. They analyzed women's rights incormrectly. They have no respect
for Afghan men and women'". This discussion raised sensitivities, especially when the men

blamed the aid apparatus for “unveiling our women" and for leading people away from

14 Chapter X will provide further details on these events.
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Islam. One man put it this way: “As UN urges, women fight with their husbands for their rights.
This is not correct.” It was not unusual for men to feel angered and emotional during this
segment of the interview. Their frustration was apparent, particularly in the following line: “All
women's activities... just they talk about democracy and women's rights without any clear
vision for changing”. Another elaborated: “In the area of importing or bringing foreign

culture and tradition, international organizations have bad effect on Afghan women”.

Women also believed that their participation in aid interventions “"has created problems for
women". These institutions, they explained, "tried to change the way men think”, and they
have failed. One woman explained that the agenda to "make men and women'’s rights
equal” is not possible and is far too provocative for Afghanistan. And these institutions
apparently contradicted themselves when they offered opportunities only for women. Many
women explained that women are the only ones who are given opportunities for work and
trainings, and therefore the survival of the family becomes their responsibility. One young
woman from Kabul elaborated: "[These] acts have just increased the gap between men

and women”.

Many felt that aid progress was limited, and that promises have not been met. "They haven't
done that much anyway,” one elderly woman stated. "To make real progress will take much
more time". The little that has been done "is only in a very symbolic way”. One woman
explained that if she measures against promises made, “the future is in ruin”. Another
elaborated that "women have opportunities presented like treats, but they cannot access
them”. One old woman of rural origins lamented: "1 am told that we are equal now, but I am
not sure yet". This sentiment was reinforced by another woman who asked: “"Now women

have rights on paper, but what do they do with them?2” Other women expressed it this way:

e The organizations are established to help women, but then they work for their own
promotion.

e There is a lot of attention to women on paper, but | am not sure if it is helping women
inredl life.

e Promises haven't been implemented. They trick both men and women of
Afghanistan intfo believing that the world wil come save them and change
everything.

e What have they done yet for Afghan men and women?2 What good things could the
future hold?2
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e We all fought for freedom, and now we are told to believe that there is freedom.

Many women also felt that their situation was an old issue and "the world does not want to
know of Afghan women now”. Another woman elaborated: "I do not think the world cares
about Afghanistan anymore. They are tired of saving them and now look elsewhere”. These
women generally agreed that the aid apparatus entered Afghanistan with much fanfare, re-
arranged things, and subsequently made a swift exit. Many women felt that the hidden
agenda of interventions was “to change what is Afghan culture” and to focus on "rights that
are not in Islkam”. These women argued that their rights are in fact safeguarded in Islkam and

that they are not for aid institutions to give.
On Afghan Terms

A focus group reinforced dissatisfaction with aid, emphasizing the need to operate on
Afghan terms. This group brought together the other ethnic groups — Hazara, Tajik, Uzbek,
Nuristani, and so on — as these are generdily considered less conservative and have, at
times, been more closely aligned with each other than with the Pashtun community165. This
group was comprised of women who were originally from Kabul and other urban areas. Two

of the women present were from Jalalabad, and three were Kabuli in origin.

The conversation in this group focused on pushing for progress, and the consequences of
doing so. The women used examples from Afghan history to illustrate their sentiments and to
demonstrate the Afghan population's reaction to strong pushes for social change. Below is a

sample of the conversation and select quotes from the women in their discussion.

A: In the Soviet time when they started to establish literacy classes for women in the
villages, everyone reacted very strongly. Village leaders warned everyone not to

have it, period.

B: I always insist on the fact that we cannot copy any other modernity to our country.
We need to transiate international ways into our own language, into our own

context, and into our own culture.

1¢5 This is particularly relevant in the battle between the Northern Alliance (various ethnic groups) and the Taliban
(largely Pashtun).
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The women also raised the subject of the word gender and its meaning. These women were
not able to offer a concrete meaning of the word but did quickly share its strong associations
with a foreign agenda. The women could not define gender, but they were cognizant that it

was the right word to use in the presence of foreigners to signify progress.

The discussion continued:

C: People do not know what is this gender. My father is an educated man, but he
sometimes asks me “what is this gender, gender, gender always you are talking
about?2” Even in educated families this is a new word. And in my family, we do not

know what it means. Only that we hear it very much.

D: | think it's not only a new word in Afghanistan, but in many other countries...

E: But we are copying a model from outside. Copying is not the solution, I think.

C: Men are saying that gender means taking the power from the men and giving it fo

the women.

A: My husband is angry with all of these trainings. He says: "Only training for you and
nothing for me. And gender means I sit at home and you go out and do everything.
And what are these international agencies doing?2 And it's a Western idea, and it's

bad, and it doesn’t respect our culture, and it's not Muslim”.

B: [International agencies] say that they cannot find any Afghan expert that knows
about gender. so they have no choice but to bring someone from a different culture.
What we should do is find those people who know Afghan culture, not another
culture, and ftrain them in gender: What does gender mean? What does gender

want from the people? What is our responsibility to gender?2

Indeed, researchers have noted that Afghans are currently feeling culturally displaced and
are forced to renegotiate identities and gender roles. This sense of despair is in reality a
frustration that while Afghans continue to struggle for physical survival, they risk being
overridden by an aid apparatus that imposes hasty solutions before giving Afghans time to

consider their role in the process (UNDP and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 2004: 218).
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4. Engagement with Men

Interviews conducted with Afghan women and men revealed a discontentment with the
operations of aid institutions, and a sense that the social order had been disrupted in ways
that have negative effects for women. Men recognize that they are not necessarily a focus
of attention, and that the economic survival of the family now depends on the woman as
she is offered greater opportunities. Women have noted that men are increasingly
becoming angry and impatient as they continue to be denied the traditional role of provider
in the family. A 20-year old woman explained that "organizations provide opportunities only
for women... so the women have to step out of the house in order for the family to survive”.
A woman in her late 20s elaborated: “Women are allowed to work. Actually, there are
opportunities for work. Allowing women to work is up to the husband. But if he cannot find

“work, he has no choice but to let his wife work”.

Many women interviewed felt that the burden of supporting the family was placed on them
and that many of them did not want it. These women expressed their preference for the
male members of the family to work. Women explained that they took advantage of existing
opportunities because there were no opportunities for men to earn a living, as stated above.
These findings were further confirmed by a report published in April 2006 on urban livelihoods
in Kabul. A portion of the report profiled households where women were the main income
earners, stating that these women did not necessarily feel "empowered” by this responsibility
nor were they happy with the "freedom” from their new role "since it may have been foisted
upon them by circumstances versus through choice” (Schutte 2006: 49). The author then

explained:

Husbands who are not able to fulfill their ascribed role as breadwinners have to face
complaints from their spouses, which in turn may lead to frustration and incidences of
domestic violence directed against women and children.

{Schutte 2006: 50).

Dar be Dar: Are Men Included?
Almost all the men noted that women were prioritized in aid interventions. They generally

agreed that aid institutions “did nothing” for them. While they complained to their wives,

they were concemed about making more public complaints because their wives were
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bringing home money - which many of them were receiving. However, men expressed that
they were offered very little in terms of services and support, therefore they had no choice
but to rely on their women to access training and economic opportunities and to share them
with the rest of the family. This denied them their traditional role as provider and insulted their
honor, many stated. One man described his situation as Dar be Dar, meaning being “door to
door". This Afghan expression describes that of a man "in a state of desperation because all
doors of opportunity are closed before him" (Osman and Loewen 2005: 85). This sentiment
characterizes the sense of desperation felt by many men, and the pervasive view that their
honor has been insulted by reducing them to beggars. For many men, the insult to their
honor came when their wives were able to find work and support the family and they were
not. Frances Cleaver's studies on masculinities reinforce the belief that in many countries,
‘being a man' involves providing for the family. *When economic changes... occur which
‘make this difficult, men’s fundamental identity is called into question... sometimes resulting in

dysfunctional and anti-social behavior” (2002: 3-4)16¢.

Men expressed concerns that aid institutions were encouraging women to speak out against
their husbands and deliberately disrupting the household hierarchy. They also noted that
women were promised dramatic life changes, but none of this has materialized.
Expectations were raised, and commitments were not delivered. Many men also felt that aid
institutions promoted change that was contrary to Islam. One man believed that institutions
are "unveiling our women". Another man explained: “In the area of importing or bringing
foreign culture and tradition, international organizations have bad effect on Afghan
women”. A man in his late 20s from Kabul elaborated that “sometimes [aid institutions] are

pushing hard for change that is fast and big, and it is not sensible”.

"Most men are not very satisfied with the organizations”, a man explained, "they feel that
these organizations are interfering in family issues”. Another man felt that “organizations are
creating distance between men and women by encouraging women negatively”. Many
men expressed concern with the influence aid institutions have had on Afghan culture. They
felt that the interventions deliberately sought to enforce Western codes of culture as superior

to Afghan ways. "Aid organizations inspired foreign culture on our men. They infroduced

166 Cleaver cites studies by Save the Children UK and Oxfam UK exploring the link between men’s employment and
their behavior in families. These organizations found that men's reduced employment has given rise to uncertainty
about their roles and identities: "Where do men fit in what seems to be a woman's world, when they have no
assured identity as the breadwinners2” Cleaver, F., Ed. (2002). Masculinities Matterl Men, Gender and Development.
London, Zed Books.
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Afghan man incorrectly. And also they brought down their role in the family and society, so it
caused difficulties and violences between men and women”, one man explained. Again,
many men reiterated the notion that aid institutions were stripping men of their rights and
giving them to women. This belief reinforces the view that the concept of rights is a zero sum
game and that more rights for women leaves men without any rights at all. The following are

select quotes from men's interviews to illustrate these points:

[Institutions] have paid their most attention to women and have forgotten men.

o They don't take care of our poor men.

e Inlots of things, more focus is on women than on men.

e Every time first a position is given to women.

e Organizations are not loyal on their promises with men.

e Infernational organizations pave the ground for working for women. And always
women are the first, before men.

¢ They don't do what they say for men.

e In comparison with women, they have done less 