Femaid report on Afghanistan, May 2008
I have just returned from three weeks in Afghanistan, which turned out to be spent in Kabul only, because of security reasons. My Afghan family and friends were terrified by the prospect of me being kidnapped to the point that I was not allowed to take a taxi on my own. Naturally, from their point of view, my presence, however welcome, was a liability and a heavy responsibility. I nevertheless managed to work on the Library project in Farah, teach a course on ‘Women at War’ at the new Gender Studies Institute at Kabul university, research maternal mortality (still one of the worst in the world) and start work on a programme trying to limit this catastrophe. And I lived Kabuli style, as usual, with my family sharing meals, laughter, Indian video-clips on TV, homework, housework, outings as well as limited electricity and water, open sewers and the ensuing stench and the daily restrictions which befall this brave population.
Kabul in May 2008.
I was expecting the worst, conditioned by what I- and everyone else- had been reading in the media. It was bad, I nearly have to add ‘of course’, but I have seen worse in this country. Far worse. Despite the noise, the filth, the pollution, the bustle, the intense misery, the obviously paracolonial aid installations, things are changing and moving. There are roses growing everywhere for a start, carefully tended. In a messy chaotic way, one step forward two back and a side-way shuffle here and there, but the movement is there and the people of Kabul- if not the rest of Afghanistan- are making it happen. In the West, it is fashionable to blame international humanitarian aid for all the ills in post-war and reconstruction zones. Yet, even if I am to be called a politically incorrect harridan, I have to say that some of this aid- if not all - has been producing positive, indeed invaluable results. There are hospitals and clinics in Kabul, schools and universities have been renewed, perhaps not to Western standards admittedly, and the principal beneficiaries have been the local population. Much of this aid is patchy and has been uncoordinated, but it is better than none at all. Girls in cities are returning to school, but certainly not enough and figures never take account of the alarming drop-out rate. Naturally, this does not mean that I automatically condone military intervention and operations, the real problems are well beyond military fireworks and out of reach of any Kalashnikov or Stinger missiles: these are the contradictory expression of cynical politics that are decided upon in plush distant boardrooms and padded armchairs. They are in the domain of power distribution and political alliances.

And I have to repeat that Kabul is not representative of the rest of Afghanistan, the standard of living of its population of two and a half million is completely unequal and founded on revenue.

Exile and return
Afghanistan has particularly suffered from the loss of its most educated and skilled population which left the country during successive waves of exile, during the Soviet intervention (December 1979 onwards) but also after the withdrawal of Soviet troops and the pro-communist government (February 1989) which heralded the breakdown of health and education and the departure of doctors and teachers, male and female. The ensuing factional fighting during the Civil War permanently scarred the city reducing it to rubble so that the Taliban were welcomed with relief when they came to Kabul in 1996. But many artisans and those who deemed they could make a living in nearby Iran and Pakistan scrambled out.

Few Kabulis stayed out of sheer patriotism, many remained out of despair and unwillingness or incapacity of being able to tackle the ardours and expenses of exile, especially as city-dwellers with no rural roots or homes to fall back on.

The state of the country reflects the hotchpotch of population which has returned, inter-acting sometimes painfully with those who remained, as after any war. Most regret the more comfortable and safe conditions in Pakistan or Iran, despite the obvious hardship of being unwelcome and shunned. The most skilled professional have established themselves abroad, unwilling to sacrifice their lives and their families for such a hazardous return. The new elite is composed of Anglophone exiles, those who benefited from an English-language education in Pakistan, especially those who have been in the US as well. Apart from the strong Afghan-American community, the US is giving out a number of scholarships to bright students, encouraging girls especially to apply, the same way the Soviets had done in the 1970s. Elites are created from the outside, to replace the tribal and family power structures which nevertheless still exist in parallel, functioning through influence (Ibn Khaldoun’s ‘Assabya’) and tactical alliance.

A middle-class is steadily growing, especially amongst the young (boys, but also girls) eager to study and gain well-paid jobs with NGOs. As in Sarajevo, the elite find themselves working for foreign aid and the Civil Service suffers badly as a consequence. Teaching attracts the least competent candidates and, as a nation-wide consequence, the level of education is abysmally low. Indeed, why teach school for $ 80 to $100 a month when you could be working in front of a computer in an air-conditioned office for eight to ten times that amount at age 23? The young often say they cannot financially and morally afford idealism in a society where everyone has to fend for himself, prices are soaring and health care, like everything else, needs to be paid for. Families in the city are increasingly subsidized by their young unmarried members. The twenty-something year-olds are the ones dutifully bringing in their pay and shouldering all the expenses, especially the astronomical rents in the city. As Farid, a returnee, said: “I came back from Pakistan hoping to build up this country my family had dreamt about all these years. Now, I don’t care anymore, all I want is to make money anyway I can, pay the hospital bills for my mother, the rent for my family ( 6 brothers and sisters) and when all that’s taken care of, think about something else, even get out of the country”. Yet having said that, I have occasionally observed the opposite with women. In Herat this has been the consistent stance of the incredibly courageous lone female attorney Maria Bashir (who, as I have been saying for two years, I really think should get the Nobel Prize in Afghanistan, save that she does not have PR machinery to get her name around). She has refused to work for NGOs in order to continue to defend women. Also my young friend Zala who speaks perfect English has accepted to be vice-principal of a school because she knows that will make a difference in the children’s lives, whereas she could have had a job anywhere in the city.

Kabuli women today
In the streets of Kabul, there are far fewer blue-shrouded women than I had observed a couple of years ago. The burqa has become more than anything a class marker, principally indicating poverty and unemployment. And there are many desperately poor women in Kabul, some begging with their children, huddling in the middle of thick traffic. Cars swerve at the last minute to avoid them, drivers shooing away beggar children clawing at the windows. But as a Kabuli friend observed, these people are not homeless, no-one sleeps openly in the streets as you find in Paris, London or New York. There is always somewhere to go, however miserable, at least for the night, a glass of tea, a crust of dry ‘nan’.

Yet all the different groups are united by their strict attitudes to women as vessels of family honour: at every level of society, women remain subservient to men, their marriages arranged, vital decisions taken by fathers, brothers, husbands and reinforced by the all-powerful mother-in-law. The right to study, to work, to go out, to seek medical aid are privileges that may or may not be meted out by the males of the family, be they vegetable vendors or ministers. Suicides by self-immolation or the slashing of wrists are the ultimate resource of girls of every background.

On the everyday, urban level, the novelty has been all these young women in scarves, long skirts and coats- belted raincoat affairs, mid-thigh sometimes surprisingly tight, made up eyes and painted nails, sometimes even a bright and flimsy headscarf. But also quite a number of Iranian style black veils which is something which would need further exploration.

At the university, there are a number of female students. In the vast and beautiful gardens of the campus, the girls sit together on benches, giggling, obviously pleased to be where they are. Only the boys loll around in the grass or crowd the new outdoor cafeterias, complete with white parasols, tables and chairs. At the end of the day, they will return home to ramshackle flats where electricity works for about 4 hours every two days, and running water cannot be depended on (as I found out one night, my hair full of shampoo when the water and the light stopped simultaneously). With a bit of luck some of these students’ families might have a generator which will further add to the enormous pollution of the city. They will do their homework seated on the floor under dim neon bulbs, the girls will have to negotiate every outing with their father and sends scores of SMS in Dari-English to their friends. Their marriages will be arranged- engagements take place early on and there is no way of getting out of them, short of the bridegroom visibly advertising that he is a drug addict/murderer etc. Thus was the case for one young girl I got to know on a university bench. An educated family, her father an engineer, her brothers students, one employed part time in an NGO. She had been engaged at fifteen to a handsome cousin she hardly knew and subsequently grew to dislike intensely. Her parents, I am sure thought they were doing their best and put down her reticence to her immaturity and lack of experience. “The difference between your society and ours” as a Pakistani lady I had met in Peshawar years back had explained “is that you want love before marriage, and for us, it grows after marriage” As the wedding date was approaching, young Shahida had to be coerced to go to her fate as by now the family honour was at stake. On the eve of her departure to what would be her new life in her husband’s town, she attempted to slit her wrists. When I met her, she still had discreet bandages on. I found out that, despite the suicide attempt, the family would not be moved and everyone piled up in the car to go to the wedding, complete with the exhausted and patched-up bride whose knife had not been sharp enough. It was only when they realised that the prospective son-in-law was indeed everything their unhappy daughter said he was that her father decided to call off the ceremony. Did the members of this otherwise enlightened and educated family feel guilty in anyway? Not sure. 20 year-old Shahida had, it turns out, refused to eat for days on end and protested any way her gentle self could devise in the previous two years but to no avail. How many brides come to the altar with bandaged wrists in this society in the name of family honour? Suicides by self-immolation are still frequent for comparable reasons, especially in the Western part of the country, near to Iran. But the trend has spread to other regions.

Many weddings in Kabul are henceforth celebrated in one of those new-fangled Vegas-like ‘Wedding halls’ with names like ‘ A Night in Paris’, Paris-Kabul’ Kabul-Dubai’ etc. There even is an illuminated “Eiffel Tower” in the middle of a roundabout. The building themselves are encased in ribbons of bright coloured lights whilst the poorest citizens huddle in dark, dank make-shift tents on the other side of the avenue. Wedding halls appear to be a favoured investment for warlord-politicians with a surplus of cash from their wholesale drug ventures. Hardly a risky venture as families spend fortunes there, a lifetime of debt guaranteed, with up to 1 500 lavishly fed guests, two orchestras- for males and female guests rigorously separated on different floors. Such was the wedding I went to. Each one of the younger women- that is to say before she had reached the status of becoming a mother-in-law herself- had lavished attention and money on evening dress and an obviously lengthy expedition at the beauty parlour. No veils, scarves or burqas here to hide the elaborate lacquered coiffures or spoil the dramatic make-up, inspired by the Eighties American B-movies that seem to abound on satellite TV, just as the sequined fuchsias, reds and turquoise outfits seem to owe their glitter to the much-loved Indian music clips and soaps watched gleefully by most of Afghanistan (that is to say any location where electricity is available). These have elicited self-righteous wrath on behalf of the orthodox clerics who would like to see such pagan sedition banned.

And the Taliban?
Admittedly, there are the Taliban about which the press go on so much and which seem to be there to justify US and Allied Intervention –whilst being simultaneously sustained by Iranian and Pakistani aid. From what I have heard, these are not the Mollah Omars of yesteryear. This lot are gangsters with little or no ideological backing of any kind, save the usual misogyny. They are into money, power and business, allied to local warlords and drug barons (many of which happen to be MPs) and act as pressure groups against a government that (feebly) opposes their endeavours. They attract the poor to their circles who are desperate enough to do just about anything to make a pittance. As Jamshed , observed: “Look at their activities over the year in the provinces. During the poppy harvest time, they are busy at work in their fields but for the other nine months they need money to survive”. Kidnapping is a major resource. Sometimes a small group sets up and goes into business. The media likes to label them as Taliban sympathisers, but this is not necessarily the case, some of the kidnappers may well be locals, even neighbours, hence the huge mistrust. This was the case for a hapless doctor who lived across the road from one place I was staying at in populous (and litter-choked) Kheir-Khana. Some pals came to pick him up in order to go to a wedding. He never returned and a day letter, the distraught family received a note clamouring a million dollar ransom. No-one has that kind of money here (outside the more dubious entrepreneurs), I don’t know how he got out of it, but he was returned to his family a month later. How much he was made to pay I don’t know. Having said this, I keep on encountering Taliban nostalgists who claim that life was much safer, less corrupt and the prices lower when Mollah Omar was around. As Nahida at the university put it “Life was really boring for us girls, but it was safe”. There naturally are groups of ideological neo-Talibans at work amongst the young in the universities, but I doubt very much that these are the ones throwing bombs at civilians in the south of the country. Every university is potentially a hotbed for political ferment, the best is to keep it in the open and offer public debate.

Teaching Gender at Kabul University
This was a project I was able to put together thanks to the new Gender Studies Institute at the University of Kabul, run by the intrepid Palwasha Kakar. This was done via my new academic association Women in War (www. womeninwar.org) I was lent a classroom in the French Studies sector where Paris-nostalgic professors dream about La France. My blatant lack of patriotism and audible lack of respect for our new president, not to mention the absence of an official, stamped embossed letter of introduction somehow put them off. As well as my iconoclastic way of teaching, eliciting maximal student participation. The students loved it and this has turned out to be one of the most positive teaching experiences in my life.

I asked the students what they thought about the controversy regarding the Indian soaps. One of them, a boy, surprised me by saying that he thought them reactionary and demeaning in their depiction of women as schemers and plotters or just victims. It was during this seminar that I came to the conclusion the best solution for Afghanistan would be to rid the country of anyone over forty. The younger generation as represented by the fifteen students I exchanged with over a period of two weeks was enthusiastic, intelligent, desirous of change and cautious freedom. As were those I met outside. Admittedly these were relatively privileged being able to afford their studies, which means not being expected to support their families, even though many had part-time jobs. With one exception, all of them had spent their lives inside Afghanistan, had experienced continuous war and disruption. One girl had taught her neighbours how to read and write during Taliban times, when she was twelve. One boy remembered how an older girl in the house had taught him and his siblings. We discussed all manner of issues concerning gender and they themselves concluded that prejudice and gender difference were largely a social construction. I thought back at the various bearded and turbaned Pro-Taliban sympathisers I had met in earlier years in Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan expounding on what they considered to be their divine authority.

The girls spontaneously welcomed any kind of criticism of the system and an opportunity to vent their anger. The boys managed to see that they too would suffer from gender discrimination, being forced to work all their lives for their parents, sisters, enormous families. “And if your future wives could work and share the responsibilities with you as equals and partners, you could become poets or singers or anything you like” I said. That argument won them over. I imagined saying that to old Abdullah in Khewa camp whose beard reached down to his navel, his two young wives looking so worn and weary kneeling silently beside him. He had offered to marry my own daughter, “I’m just and fair to all my wives, I just bought a new burqa for each of them! Your daughter will get the same”. I could imagine how delighted my Alice would be and got out of it by saying that I had to consult my husband about this momentous and, I hastened to add, most flattering, proposal….

All things not being identical, a male student boy at the seminar in Kabul asked me candidly “In your country, are marriages arranged?”. The elder of Abdullah’s wives had asked me that question as well. As had the girls at Herat University two years back. All marriages are arranged here on a scale goes from being advised, strongly suggested, enforced to brutally forced. In these more liberal times, boys’ consent is generally sought which is not quite the case for the girls. Romance only happens on starry Indian video-clips, involving the divine Shah Rukh or his younger look-alikes on the innumerable satellite channels.

At Kabul University, those kids were nevertheless united by the refusal to continue as before and claimed a minimum of self-determination and autonomy as far as their own existences were concerned. I really hope they get the opportunities they deserve. Many of the US influenced teaching directives seem to emphasize “entrepreneurship” ( a favoured term in much of the documentation I have seen) which I find rather alarming. There seem to be a few too many ‘entrepreneurs’ as it is, dealing in narcotics, smuggling etc and not enough emphasis on responsible citizenship and nation and state building.

With Palwasha, we are thinking of organizing a conference in Kabul on ‘Women and War in Afghanistan since the Taliban’ and we really want the students to participate with their own research. They were very enthusiastic about that.

Across the years, since 2000 when I first got involved in the region and its inextricable problems, I had only ever heard women’s rights being vindicated in such an open way in RAWA rhetoric. What is marvellous is that other young people in Kabul, educated young men and women are beginning to express similar convictions. To what extent this will be truly enacted in their lives remains to be seen. I have seen supposedly progressive families react in startling ways towards the girls in their midst. Doubtless, we need another generation or two and really widespread education and awareness.

As an additional project, we will be sending toys to the Kabul University Day-care centre. One hundred children come every day to a damp, dismal place, where toys are carefully put on shelves and rarely taken out because they cannot be replaced. Babies - up to one year old- spend much of their day in their cots. Day-care centres in a university such as this one are vital for women’s rights, because this is how students, professors, clerical staff can actually go out to work and study. I met one woman, Ferida, whose mother-in-law refused to look after her grand-children whilst her daughter-in-law was out working, because she thought this would keep Ferida in the house. Through the day-care centre, Ferida and so many like her can go to her job and earn some much needed money for her family, as well as stake her (modest) right to some autonomy.

Perhaps we can help set up day care centres in all Afghan universities and colleges some day.

The library in Farah
This is a project that has been going for the past two years with the then Member of Parliament, Malalai Joya. Let’s hope she will be reinstated. My dear friend and associate Carol Mark in Toronto and yours truly had valiantly tried to find money for it through exhibitions, appeals of every kind, sales of handicrafts and donations. An uphill battle in face of chronic donor fatigue and the lack of interest in things Afghan generally. In recent months, we had heard that the American PRT team in the area (Provincial Reconstruction Team) were in fact building a civic centre which includes a library. This was as unexpected as it was positive. I have been corresponding with an officer working enthusiastically on it and it does look promising. Together in Farah, we are really hoping to add a play centre to the project for young children, in order to entice these teenage mothers to come along.

Carol in Toronto will be able to airlift supplies for the library and we will look after the books- in Persian and Pashto and educational games. In the meantime, in Kabul, with the guidance of teachers and specialists, I bought a substantial amount of books for a lending library for schools in the Farah area. I purchased one encyclopaedia-type dictionary for each of 60 schools and books that the headmasters and headmistresses will come and borrow for their school. Once the PRT central library is up, we will purchase more books in local languages: for the time being, English and other foreign language books are useless in a context of such low literacy.

In the age of Internet and uncertain electricity, books remain vital. I purchased a number of children’s books, from fairy tales to books on science for the Mehan orphanage in Kabul where I also taught some English.

Maternal mortality
Maternal mortality and suffering have been my core obsessions. Ever since I gave birth the first time, twenty three years ago, in the supposed comfort and safety of a Paris clinic. Not Afghanistan.

Maternal mortality in this country continues to be the second highest in the world, after Sierra-Leone, with 1 800 deaths for 100 000 births and in areas such as Badakhshan, rising to 6 500 maternal deaths which is the world record. 75% of those newborns babies die, because of lack of food, warmth and care, usually the unloved little girls. In Afghanistan as whole, a woman dies of pregnancy-related causes every 27 minutes of every day. That is at least every 27 minutes, because many such deaths go unrecorded, just as for cattle.

The Taliban- generally blamed for just about everything by foreign aid and politics- have officially been gone for nearly seven years, so what went wrong? Mobile phones abound, there is something called ‘Afghan Cola’, internet works (sometimes), there are a couple of ATM machines, sophisticated heroin laboratories, four-wheel drives, five-star hotels, operatic ads for private banks- the trappings of capitalist modernity yet women- adolescents mostly- die like flies, in pools of blood and deep-rooted indifference. Why has n’t this been the Number One priority in this country and of international aid generally?

Despite assistance programmes and aid that has been pouring into Afghanistan, the overall figures have hardly evolved, even though improvements have been noted in urban areas where health facilities have been built and those boasting new community health-care workers programmes and newly trained midwives. As one doctor told me: “ A competent midwife or nurse had rather be out of work in Kabul than stuck in a remote village”. Most Afghanistan is indeed composed of remote villages, those in Badakhshan can at best be reached after a day’s bumpy ride on a donkey.

This situation has been attributed to different causes, mainly lack of infrastructure and local economic conditions, war and strife, yet cultural questions have not been addressed.

Maternal mortality is caused by a number of factors, possibly the most important being gender discrimination, this needs to be said, repeated, clamoured, louder and louder.

I heard a dreadful story of a breach birth which a traditional midwife did not know how to handle. In the end, she wrenched the baby’s body out, severing it from its head which remained six days inside the mother’s womb. It took them six days to get to a hospital in Jalalabad which in fact was not very far from where the unfortunate girl lived. She was operated upon and somehow survived, with major health complications including permanent fistula. The tragedy can be read on many levels, each more heart-rending than the next. But note this vital fact: it occurred near a health facility. As soon as the midwife saw that the baby was coming out feet forward, she must have known that there was little she could do to save mother or baby. Even before that, she would have noticed that the child had not turned properly and that major problems were on the way. This means that someone- a husband, mother or father-in-law had taken the decision not to send the young woman to the hospital and kept her in inhuman suffering for nearly a week.

Why, why, why?
The answer is not (just) about building more hospitals but about changing deep-rooted disdain and disrespect for women. I do believe things have got worse in the past thirty years, with Fundamentalist ethics compounding an already misogynist pre-Islamic, tribal tradition. The situation cannot be reduced to being simply stone-age or medieval or whatever the condescending mass-media would have us believe. It is the paradoxical product of backward-looking and reactionary form of modernity. The point is that in this Fundamentalist day and age, with the rise of right-wing governments everywhere, the threat to secular values and the erosion of socialist values, modernity does not necessarily equate progress and social evolution.

The law, education and media could change this in Afghanistan, but no official entity has taken this seriously enough so far. Women’s lives are not valued and suffering is perceived as unavoidable by the women themselves as well as the men.

There should be an inquest after each death and laws making it criminal to forbid access to medical aid, when available, to women and children (or more correctly children and their children, seeing that girls are often married by the age of 13, malnourished, ill-treated). Prisons, I fear would be full of abusive husbands and I regret to say mothers-in-law.

I was fortunate enough to meet a marvellous woman M.A. C, working on media projects in Kabul for the national radio and TV. She has been in Kabul for five years and knows the situation well. Together, we are working on the concept of health and awareness programmes for radio and TV designed for a largely illiterate population. What seems incredible is that there has not been any consistent and continuous media-based health programme created by the government or aid agencies.

I really hope this will work out, I will do my outmost. I have managed to get the Health Ministry, WHO, the Malalai Maternity Hospital and others on board and I will continue to further research this frightening subject and work on it.

In conclusion
In some ways, Kabul reminded me of Sarajevo at the very end of the war in 1995, but much more chaotic, intense and miserable. It ‘s the mix of destruction, arbitrary specks of haphazard reconstruction and circulation, the contrast between the local standard of surviving and the comparatively luxurious trappings of foreign aid, the over-equipped soldiers teetering under their armour and the thinly clad population, the ‘No Guns, no Weapons signs next to sandbags and litter.

Change is in the year but what happens next depends on so many factors, including the local elections next year. The state is very weak. It is to be feared that the reigning oligarchy with its Mafia-like interests may dominate the scene, to the detriment of the younger generation which really deserves to live. Even tribal chieftains in the provinces are being supplanted by Taliban et al. cadres, so local solidarity structures are being dismantled.

As long as maternal and infantile mortality are not made a priority, I feel that all aid will have failed because the priorities are wrong. Perhaps we should look towards other examples of countries nearer to Afghanistan who efficiently tackled a similar set of problems, such as Egypt and Iran.

There is enormous energy in Afghanistan, pragmatic idealists who want change and would know how to implement it. These are the ones we should encourage.

Femaid’s aid projects in Afghanistan still concern women and children, health and education. Our participation to the library project in Farah remains, funds will be necessary to organize the collecting and sending of furniture and equipment. We have also decided that we will help the Farah Hospital and Malalai Joya clinic for women and children by sending medical supplies. From Paris, we will send a convoy of educational toys to the Kabul University day-care centre. The fight against maternal mortality will be a priority and more projects will evolve around this. I am particularly lucky in that I am able to combine academic research in sociology and anthropology with what I hope can be realistic aid projects. What is even better is that across the years, I have true friends in Afghanistan and real families. I am the batty, ice-cream toting ‘Khala’ from Paris and I love my little nieces and nephews dearly. Without their help and affection, none of this would have ever been possible.

(The names have been changed to protect privacy)
For any more detailed questions, please contact me

The Femaid website and the Womeninwar website will be overhauled to include the recent events and changes, please bear with us!

Carol Mann Ph.D.
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