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ABSTRACT

AFGHAN WOMEN REFUGEES IN PAKISTAN AND IRAN:
Refugee Transformation

Nelofer Pazira

This is an exploratory case study, which documents social change in the pattern of
everyday life of Afghan women refugees in Iran and Pakistan. The central question of the

thesis asks: Do significant changes affecting self-perception take place in a refugee

woman’s life as result of migration? And, supposing that such changes do occur how

might the UN, non-governmental organizations, and the international aid agencies take

them into account when designing their policies?

I have adopted a comparative approach in reviewing the literature of trends and patterns
of various refugee experiences, including my own. I undertook field research (February —
June 2000) that comprises a comparative study of refugee women’s life in Iran and

Pakistan and in the two locations of city and camp.

It became evident that migration does indeed produce significant socio-cultural changes
in a refugee woman’s life, and that these affect her view of herself. Specifically, living in
exile enabled a majority of women refugees to connect the economic well-being of the
family with female education and the ability to find employment. (This phenomenon,
though it may seem obvious in the west, is a revolutionary notion for women from rural
sector backgrounds long defined by a tribal, semi-feudal structure). Such a development
in turn challenges the traditional view of gender relations, in which the man is inevitably

seen as head of the family, provider and protector.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 General Introduction

It is an odd thing to become a refugee -- odd not in the sense of deranged, frantic
or insane, but in terms of being cast off, misplaced, or out of place. The refugee’s very
individuality and identity are ‘misplaced’ as she is reduced to a common category,
defined by a generic word, refugee. Simply by crossing a line called a ‘border,’ the
refugee finds her reality inverted. She is now the unknown, and undesired. The lines,
moreover, between the imagined and the real past are blurred. The personal stock that is
each person’s tangible knowledge of a national history has been effaced. In the mind of
the refugee, her native land is reduced to a mere image, accessible only in the words
“back home.”

I could have begun this introduction with a more statistically-centred, scientific
description of the refugee condition, or more precisely, the situation of Afghan refugees
in the two host countries of Iran and Pakistan. I might have begun with an academic

justification of the need for such a study. It was, however, the experience of becoming a

refugee that inspired this study: my work is first and foremost a distillation of that

experience. Thus I embarked on a journey, returning to Pakistan where I lived as an
Afghan refugee for a year and two months (1989-1990).

It was on the afternoon of a hot day in July 1989 that we first arrived in
Islamabad. Refugees from the capital city of Kabul, we thought settling in Islamabad
would meet our ‘urban’, ‘modern’ expectations. Islamabad certainly was a modern city,

but the economic limitations of our refugee life dictated everything, including the place



of our residence. With the help of a relative, we found an apartment in a newly developed
suburb. The compound, still under construction, was a two-storey building, which housed
a set of shops on the ground floor, and seven one-bedroom flats on the upper level. At
first the idea of sharing two small rooms and a bathroom between the five of us (my
parents, a brother and sister and I) seemed appalling, but we had no choice. “You’ll get
used to it,” said a family friend who had been living as a refugee in Islamabad for some
time. We were among the first tenants of the compound. Within a month, six other
Afghan families moved in.

Other Afghan refugee families in the building, like my family, had fled for
survival. When there was a power cut -- common in the summer -- we left our sweltering,
tiny rooms in search of a mild breeze and a little shade in the stairways leading to the
rooftop. There, we met and talked. But too often, we shared more than just the
experience of becoming refugees. Each family had managed to bring something of the
old life with them -- few objects, but lots of memories. Lack of various things, some
more noticeable than others, made itself felt in each household. Basic household supplies
-- cooking pots, plates, bowls, utensils and iron -- were the most needed. These scarce
objects travelled back and forth between our rooms several times a day. In a short while,
lending and borrowing became a common practice in the compound, just as gathering on
the rooftop -- during power cuts and in the evenings -- also became a tradition, mostly
among women. Through our shared experiences and common concerns, a sense of

community began to develop. But it was not free of gossip, self-consciousness or

competition.



Across from the compound was a set of newly-built large white and black marble
homes. Unlike our few insignificant clothes and even fewer household objects, the
owners of these houses arrived with truck loads of furniture and supplies. They were
Pakistanis. Watching them unload their belongings from the bare rooftop of our flat
evoked memories of the life that we, too, once had -- a material life that we could no
longer afford. But it also reminded us of our status -- that of the ‘refugee’.

Our Pakistani neighbours sympathized with our condition. In the middle of the
summer, most Pakistani cities suffer from a shortage of water. The wealthy can buy water
tankers. As refugees we neither knew, nor could afford such an expedition. The Pakistani
families extended their help by providing us with clean drinking water. Soon, it too
became a tradition to knock at a Pakistani neighbour’s door to fetch water. We carried
enough buckets and pots to last us a day, and repeated the exercise at each sunset during
the waterless weeks of July and August. We appreciated their goodwill and generosity.
However, the interactions -- though always friendly -- became an indication that we were
in a different country, living among a different group of people.

It was there that I first became aware of the fact that being an Afghan had a
particular meaning. It defined us in relation to Pakistanis. We were refugees from another
land. Though members of the same faith - Islam - we still differed in our way of life,
language and culture. It was in Pakistan that [ became aware of my national identity in a
sense | had not thought of before. It was there I began to unravel the construction of this
national identity that seemed so natural to me until I crossed the border; to question what
being an Afghan meant. The trouble with being an Afghan was being a ‘refugee’. It

suggested an unequal social and economic status. In addition, it had nothing concrete or



fixed to hold on to except for a collection of memories. I had just turned sixteen. It was
too painful to think of myself as a ‘refugee’. Hence, in a battle against the self, I decided
that being a ‘citizen of the world’ conveyed positive feelings of belonging rather than
being a ‘refugee’, which indicated lack of belonging and a vague negative identity.

At the time I was not aware that there was a political trend of thought advocating
this idea of ‘citizens of the world’. It was not until later -- in fact, as part of my university
studies in Canada -- that I discovered there was even a term describing proponents of
such a view as “internationalists” (Rourke 1997: 218). Stranded in the hardship of a
refugee life, for me it was a momentary relief to think like that, a sort of sought-after
solution to avoid the confusion over my situation as a refugee.

Obviously, I had to do away with my national identity in order to become a
‘citizen of the world’. I argued that, after all, national identity was mapped upon us, as an
historical coincidence. We have no choice as to where we are born, into which part of the
world and into which kind of culture and family. In addition, there are certain universal
values, attitudes and habits that form the basis of our existence -- crucial to the
knowledge of ourselves. Therefore I thought it possible to discard my national identity,
casting off its shadow-like ability to follow me into the unforeseen future.

It was in Iran, where I travelled for the first time in 1996, that I became aware of
the importance of ‘nationality’ -- ironically when I was there as a Canadian journalist
rather than a citizen of neighbouring Afghanistan. I discovered that regardless of my own
desire to dismiss national identity as a factor in my life, it mattered very much to
everyone else. It was there that the shadow of the past materialized, as Iranians and

Afghans constantly questioned my background and national identity. There was a general



rule, which defined a person, based on one’s nationality. Once again, being an ‘Afghan’
automatically pointed in the direction of a ‘troubled’ category -- the ‘refugee’. There,
like a misty, half-broken mirror, my past was held against my present and I could not, at
last, escape its reality.

It was against such a backdrop and a whole set of irreconcilable questions that [
set out to discover how displacement, affecting the day-to-day life of a refugee,
reconstructed gender identity and self-perception among Afghan women refugees. |
wanted to know, in addition to the obvious -- change of country and status -- what else
was changing for a refugee woman; to what extent exposure to a new living environment
in the two different Muslim societies of Pakistan and Iran contributed to changes in
Afghan women’s self-perception. How did these changes challenge the traditional view
of women and their status?

I found out that refugee life, however monotonous, undergoes development and
change. A refugee society is, like other societies, dynamic. Indeed, it may be argued that
adaptability is an imperative for a refugee, stranded in an uncertain, inhospitable
environment. By adaptability is meant accepting the imposed living conditions, adapting
to it out of necessity rather than desire. The necessity of exile has forced many to accept
changes to their lifestyles. This change may be gradual, but it is nevertheless apparent in
day-to-day life. I found that for the Afghan women living in Iran and Pakistan, becoming
refugees -- though immensely sad -- was inevitable. Changes in the pattern of everyday
life as a result of migration and exposure to a new environment challenged not only their
traditional view of the world and ideas regarding female education, but also aspects of the

power structure within the family itself. These changes are observable in Afghan refugee



women’s self-awareness, and their attitude towards health, marriage and the education of
female members of the household.

The refugee women themselves did not intentionally initiate change. They
realized that change was a necessity of life in exile. In most cases, refugees would only
identify what was happening to their lives in exile as change after being questioned about
it -- as if the transformation was invisible. Change was the result of certain living
conditions imposed by exile. They were not always the same, nor were the alterations to
their lives organized. In fact, some of the changes in attitude and ways of thinking had
begun as a set of informal strategies adopted for the sake of survival, which subsequently
became part of the normal pattern of everyday life. New living conditions did not always
bring about positive change. One of the negative aspects of living in exile for women,

aside from poor living conditions, was restriction on their relative freedom of movement.

1.2 Statement of the Problem
In an attempt to study the socio-cultural changes that take place in a refugee
woman’s life, I have looked at the pattern of her everyday life in relation to her

environment in exile. | believe that the study of the ordinary and the everyday yields

valuable information about social/cultural change. The question of ‘change’, its kind and

degree, has been studied in the context of geographical location, societal structure and the
socio-economic and religious backgrounds of the individual refugee. I do not propose to
offer conclusive answers to the plight of Afghan refugee women. Rather I am attempting
to offer an insight into a refugee woman’s life under very particular circumstances: in

camp and city, and in the two very different countries of Iran and Pakistan. By reflecting



upon my own experience of becoming a refugee, I hope to provide a personalised account

of change in a refugee woman’s life, rather than a detached and abstract study.

1.3 Literature Review
1.3.1 Introduction

The literature review deals with the two categories of transnational movements --
immigrants and refugees. The purpose is to provide a brief and general overview of
anthropological literature dealing with various aspects of migration and to situate the
present study in the context of an ongoing debates regarding refugees in a changing world

and an ever-changing discipline.

1.3.2 Anthropological Literature and Migration

Immigrants and refugees make up the lower strata of the new global world order.
(The higher strata being multinational corporations, mass communication networks,
scholars, tourists, etc.). “Immigrants and refugees”, like the rest of transnationals, move
in large numbers across fixed geographical boundaries known as ‘nation-states’ as well as
social, psychological and conceptual borders. In fact, Kearney points out that according
to an International Labour Organization report in 1992, “there were an “unprecedented”
100 million people living outside their national countries, people who for the most part
are scattered as a result of wars, unemployment and poverty” (Kearney 1995: 557). In
“Refugees and Exile: From “Refugee Studies” to the National Order of Things” (1995),

Liisa Malkki remarks that accelerating “spatial and social displacement” of people



around the globe “includes enormous numbers of people who are legally classified as
refugees” (Malkki 1995: 496).

Anthropology, like other social sciences such as psychology, sociology and
political science has been concerned with various aspects of migration. Migration has
emerged as a field of anthropological study particularly since World War I, and above
all in recent _decades, which have seen a greater degree of displacement or at least more
awareness of displacements across the globe. Research on migration has sparked debate
on such issues as the situation of urban migrants, adaptability and survival, and the
legality and illegality of migrants. As far the issue of adaptability, Nancy and Theodore
D. Graves note that during the post-World War II period, there has been an enormous
growth in “rural-to-urban” migration, matched by an increase in “anthropological interest
in this phenomenon” (Graves & Graves 1974: 117). This focus has made available a very
large amount of material on migrants’ adaptive strategies from around the globe.

Graves and Graves argue that there is a growing consensus among anthropologists
that “the nature of man” is interactive, as opposed to totally active or passive as was
previously imagined. The term “adaptability”, meaning the effort and ability to overcome
problems imposed by the physical and social environments, “nicely captures” this
anthropological consensus (Graves and Graves 1974: 117). It is true that recent debates
on the concepts ‘urban’, ‘rural’, and ‘adaptability’ within anthropology and other related
disciplines show that these categories are highly contested in the light of emerging new
theories. Nonetheless, the focus on rural-urban migration and mechanisms of adaptability
continues. This focus also relates in practice, to a reality that still continues to exist in

some parts of the world -- as I will explain later in my research. Moreover, ‘urban’ and



‘rural’ as well as issues of survival and ‘adaptability’ are still part of the vocabulary of
the international aid workers whom I have encountered during my fieldwork, as well as
part of the language of some of the refugees I have spoken to. Both groups view and treat
these ‘problematic’ theoretical categories as tangible entities. For these reasons, | employ
these terms in my study.

Graves and Graves describe the strategies adopted for survival by migrants in a
new environment as being of three different but overlapping categories. First are the
individualistic versus group-oriented strategies. In an individualistic approach, a migrant
“relies essentially on his own resources or his own initiative for a solution” (Graves &
Graves 1974:128), whereas in a group-oriented strategy, a migrant turns to other people
for help. These two strategies are applied to concerns such as housing, transportation,
employment, and social interaction. A second category is formal versus informal
strategies, representing a choice between the use of “formal channels of organizations or
informal social networks” (Graves & Graces 1974: 132). These strategies are aimed at
securing financial aid, medical care, and conflict resolution. A third category of survival
strategies adopted by migrant is “generalized” versus “specialized”. In a generalized
strategy, a migrant is forced to accept relatively unskilled jobs in return for access to a
wide range of employment opportunities, whereas in a specialized strategy, a migrant
may specialize in certain occupations and is “willing to wait to find a suitable opening”
or takes advantage of the opportunities present for his “participation in a certain
economic niche” (Graves & Graves 1974:135).

Graves and Graves point out that “lack of training, capital or even language

skills” (Graves & Graves 1974: 139) all pose a challenge to a migrant’s adjustment to a



new environment. Also, migrants may face prejudice and discrimination due to “racial
and cultural distinctiveness and minority political status” (Graves & Graves
1974:139). Those remarks, with the problems they raise for adaptation, certainly apply to
the refugees discussed in this study.

The legal rights of migrants as well as the problem of their ‘illegality’ is yet
another topic that has been researched and debated by anthropologists. This area of study
relates to law, since it is the law which categorizes migrants as ‘legal or illegal’. Recent
anthropological scholarship has reflected the growing reality of “migrant illegality”.

Nicholas P. De Genova in “Migrant Illegality and Deportability in Everyday Life”
(2002) provides an overview of the discussion and debates affecting issues of migrant
illegality, whom he refers to as “undocumented migrants”. De Genova argues that the
increase in transnational migration “has involved the global emergence of a variety of
socio-historically distinct undocumented migration”, accompanied by a “variety of socio-
historically particular configurations of migrant “illegality” (De Genova 2002:424). Thus,
the issue of “migrant illegality” as a “problem” has entered the domain of policy debates,
as well as practical strategies of border policing.

De Genova’s research on “undocumented migrants” identifies two sorts of shortcomings
in this field of study:

1 There is a vast scholarship on the subject, but little of it deploys “ethnographic
methods or other qualitative research techniques to elicit the perspectives and
experiences of undocumented migrants themselves” (De Genova 2002:421).

2 Most of the scholarship has concentrated on offering solutions to the

“problem” of “migrant illegality” or using various cannons of “social
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scientific objectivities” in order to evaluate the supposed “successes” or
“failures” of “legislative, administrative and enforcement tactics” (De Genova
2002: 421).

De Genova argues that “legal reality” is superimposed on the daily life of an
undocumented migrant who otherwise may be “engaged in social relations with ‘legal’
migrants as well as citizens” (De Genova 2002: 422). De Genova further suggests that
migration law has produced the category of “illegality” not in terms of how law
“constructs, differentiates, and ranks” certain categories, but in the sense that “the history
of deliberate interventions that have revised and reformulated the law has entailed an
active process of inclusion through illegatimisation” (De Genova 2002: 439). De Genova
consequently calls for reexamination of the origin of the status “illegal” (De Genova
2002: 440). He argues for a critical anthropological approach that might serve as a
“critique of nation-states and their immigration policies, as well as of the broader politics
of nationalism, nativism, and citizenship” (De Genova 200: 423).

De Genova calls for criticism and reinterpretation of migration law, pointing out
that historically, anthropology has contributed to the legal field, in particular to debates
on human rights. Ellen Messer makes a similar case, arguing that anthropology has
traditionally contributed to human rights debates and developments by “providing cross-
cultural research on questions of what are rights, ... by monitoring compliance with
human rights standards, and by criticizing human rights violations or abuses” (Messer
1993: 221).

Anthropologists have also now recognized more varieties of migration. George

Gmelch, for instance, suggests that previously, migration was seen largely as a one-way
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movement -- based on the category of those who left the Old World (Europe) for North
America. He argues that “massive urbanization occurring in most parts of the world led
to a “rural-urban” analytical framework” (Gmelch 1980: 135). However in the past two
decades, anthropology has treated “migration as a system, examining both stream and
counter streams” (Gmelch 1980: 136).

Gmelch highlights “return migration”, that is return to the refugee’s place of
origin, as an aspect of migration that has become a significant area of anthropological
research. According to Gmelch, return migration has been the “most difficult aspect of
the migration cycle to quantify” (Gmelch 1980: 135). Since traditional anthropological
fieldwork had limited research period and space, it was led to a “view of migration as a
static event” (Gmelch 1980: 135). A growing literature on return migration now attempts
to correct this deficiency by providing “typologies of return migrants” (Gmelch 1980:
136), as well as examination of reasons for return, readjustment processes, and the impact
of returnees.

Although there is more research needed, Gmelch argues that there are enough
data to allow some generalizations. According to this data, most return migrants leave
“rural areas and small towns in developing regions” (Gmelch 1980: 137) in order to
obtain “unskilled jobs which nevertheless paid for more than they could have earned at
home” (Gmelch 1980: 137). Such migratns are motivated, in other words, by economic
necessity. Most migrants also follow a “chain migration” pattern -- i.e. migrating to
places where family or friends are established. Gmelch divides return migrants into two
groups: temporary and permanent. He argues that the first group returns after

accomplishing a “specific” objective -- most often, accumulating a sum of capital.
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However, permanent migrants -- those “able to create a better life abroad” (Gmelch 1980:
137) -- return for two kinds of reasons. The first kind is external, for instance family
circumstances or “faltering economic conditions in the host country” (Gmelch 1980:
137). The second is internal, for example failure to adapt to the way of life in the host
country (Gmelch 1980: 137).

Gmelch further argues that, regardless of the reasons for return, many migrants
fail to realize “how much they or their communities have changed during their absence”
(Gmelch 1980: 143). Moreover, while migrants bring back “valuable industrial work
experience and skills” (Gmelch 1980: 153) and perhaps some capital, there is “no
evidence,” he concludes, that return migration causes any significant change in the social
structure of home communities” (Gmelch 1980:153).

A few dominant themes emerege from these debates concerning refugees. It is
evident, to begin, that changing anthropological approaches dealing with the subject
reflect the changing realities surounding migration. This dynamism is certainly welcome.
There is nevertheless an evident need for more diverse and qualitative research as well as
cross-disciplinary studies linking the psychological and sociological dimensions of
migration. Generalizations should be avoided in favour of case-specific analysis.

In addition, in theoretical studies, the categories of migratnt and refugee have
tended to be treated together. It cannot, however, be assumed that research on migration
automatically relates to the debate on refugees. While it may be true that in some
generalized, indirect way, some of the same survival strategies or issues such as, for

instance, “migrant illegality” can be extended to discussion of refugees, refugee studies is
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a field in its own right, with its own particularities and need-for distinctive critical
approaches.

Third, the diversity in refugee populations should be recognised. Some
researchers assume that since people have always sought refuge and sanctuary, the
concept of refugee is a continuation of that same category. This approach is often part of
an attempt to analyze or “solve” the refugee “problem” or to devise what Stine calls a
“professional refugee assistance system” (Stine 1981: 320). In “The Refugee Experience:
parameters of a Field of study” (1981), Stine argues that studies on refugees must focuses
not just on “specific policy questions™ or “most recent arrivals,” but on “looking at
refugees everywhere from a broad historical perspective” (Stine 1981: 321).

Refugees, in his view, are a “recurring phenomenon with identifiable and often
identical patterns of behaviour and sets of causalities” (Stine 1981: 321). Stine then goes
on to suggest that there is a general phenomenon that can be called ‘the refugee
experience’ and that the task of anthropology must investigate what he calls “all stages of
the refugee experience” (Stine 1981: 321).

Liisa Malkki, however, aruges that “forced population movements have
extraordinarily diverse historical and political causes and involve people who while all
displaced, find themselves in qualitatively different situations and predicaments” (Malkki
1995:496). She argues that the problem with propositions such as Stine’s -- which she
refers to as an “intellectual project” -- is that they posit “a single, essential, transhistorical
refugee condition” (Malkki 1995:511). As a result, instead of being viewed as a “mixed

category of people sharing a certain legal status” (Malkki 1995:511), refugees become a

“culture” an “identity” or a “community”.
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Looking back at the long list of material now available on refugees -- a sample of
which was presented in the literature review -- it is clear that there is wide interest in the
field of ‘immigrant and refugee’ studies. Where, in the context of this literature, is the
present study situated?

First, while there may be a great selection of information available about various
aspects of refugees’ life, there is still need for research that reflects the individual realities
of refguees’ life. There is a need, in other words, for qualitative research. This has been a
principle aim of my work, the realization of which has been aided I believe, by the fact
that I am a refugee myself. I fear that the realities of a refugee life -- packed with trauma,
conflicting aspirations, changes and hopes -- might be lost in the theoretical battle over
the soul of academic discourse on the subject. This is not to dismiss the importance of
theory, but simply to point out that there has to be a balance. This study will remind the
reader that refugees are more than just a subject of study and debate.

This study also takes seriously the particularity of refugees, as opposed to
migrants. The particular trauma, instablity and isolation of the refugee condition comes
out clearly, I hope, in the chapters that follow. The reader should be able to gain close
appreciation not only of the social, but also very personal and psychological difficulties
faced by refugees.

Third, as I have pointed out, though the terms ‘urban’, ‘rural’, and ‘adaptability’
are (as | have also stated) currently the subject of debates, I continue to apply them in the
ordinary sense. Since they adeqately describe a reality recognised by aid workers (to

whom this study is partially directed) as well as refugees themseleves.
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Fourth, although Afghan refugees, including, of course, women, struggle with the
reality or threat of illegality, this study follows De Genova’s suggestin that the daily life
and interactins of real migratns be brought to the fore, so that they are not masked by
“legal reality.” The struggles and effective adaption of refugees constitute in themselves,
I belive, a critique of the imposed category of “illegal” and the politices that construct it.

As far the issue of “survival strategies”, I have found that the Afghan refugee
women on whom I focus resort most often to group-oriented strategies, no matter what
their concerns. This may reflect not only the communitarian, rather than individualistic
nature of Afghan society, but also a tendency of females to share and cooperate in
overcoming difficulties. Women tend initially to adapt, moreover, with the aid of
informal social networks rather than formal channels; though they may also avail
themsleves of “formal” assistance offered by aid organizations, where this exists. The
distinction between “generalized” and “specialized” strategies for obtaining employment
is not so relevent to poorer women refugees, since they arrive with no specialized skills,
and do not much increase their employment opportunities by willingness to accept
unskilled work. One might say, in fact, that the categories of survival strategies defined
by Graves and Graves are much less relevent to men than to women. Here again the
importance of particularties emerges; a more important adaption issue in the case of
Afghan women might be (as seen in the chapters that follow) adjustment to new gender
expectations, or negotation between gender patterns of the refugee and host societies.

Last and most important, my study addresses two significant gap between the
literature on refugees. The first is appreciation of change in the perceptions and ambitions

of this population. The physical situation of refugeees has, obviously, changed. Is it not
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reasonable to test the hypothesis that the outlook and psychology of these human beings
has also been altered? This propostion, I believe, is dramatically differed in the chapters
that follow -- along with the argument for particularity since change is different and
actually procedes in different directions in various settings (for instance, urban, vs. rural
settings). Gmelch asserts, to cite a phrase already quoted, that “there is no evidence that
return migration causes any significant change in the social structure of home
communities” (Gmelch 198:153). It may be that, if the anthropology of refugees were to
shift to a focus on the individual, including his or her psychology, this evaluation would
be different. Changes in self-perception and worldview takes some time to manifest
themselves in the “real wofld,” and the causal connection is difficult to trace. These are
however, prime movers of society and history, and one might expect them to have some
impact on the future of home socicties when migrants and refugees return -- as we can
already sense (see conclusion) in the case of Afghanistan.

The second, somewhat startling gap in the literature this study aims to address is
lack of studies of Afghan women refugees themselves. There is a dearth of literature,
both in English and “local” languages with which I am familiar. It is hoped that this

thesis will provide a preliminary picture of this much-pitied, but apparently under-studied

population.

1.4 Highlighting Key Concepts
A number of terms such as culture, tradition, modern, social change, urban, rural,
nationalism and ethnicity are employed in this thesis. I am aware that they are all

contested categories within academic discourse. However, they may appear as neutral
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territories in this study. The reason, as I pointed out earlier, is that most of these words
point to tangible realities for both the aid workers whom I have spoken to, and some
more articulate Afghan refugees as well. It makes sense, | think, to describe reality as the
refugees and aid workers see it.

Each term has a particular meaning in the context of place, how it is used, and
who uses it. Meaning, in other words, depends on specific context. For instance, the
word ‘modern’ for an anthropologist or sociologist signifies “temporality of rapture”,
“against tradition”, “reason and progress” and so on. An Afghan refugee’s use of the
term ‘modern’ may, however, be different. Thus, instead of trying to bring these notions
from my Canadian university studies into the lives of refugees, I have chosen to use them
according to the time and place of my study, and in the manner of their use by the
refugees and aid workers.

This usage is partly an attempt to discard the implicit hierarchy that exists
between the researcher and those who are part of the research project. Hierarchy is
unfortunately a reality of the discipline that needs to be acknowledged, and, as suggested
by Abu-Lughod, one has to make an effort to find ways around it. One way for me,
personally, is to respect the language in which the refugees speak -- even words such as
‘pasmonda’ (backward), ‘besawad’ (uneducated) [in Dari] which are discomforting and
problematic in academic discourse.

Moreover, such concepts have multiple meanings in Afghan context. The concept
of ‘modern’ in Afghanistan and among the Afghan refugees has more than one meaning.
For some it is tied to the concept of urbanization, while for others it is associated with

Westernization. For example, a refugee family stranded in the inhospitable environment
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of refugee camp views those Afghan refugees living outside the camp as being ‘modern’.
The world outside the refugee camp is the ‘urban’ center where there may be more access
and economic or social possibilities for the refugee. Thus, for all refugees I spoke to
living in the camp it is desirable to move outside the camp. Most of these refugees have
come from what could be termed ‘rural’ Afghanistan. But in comparison to village life,
the refugee camp is seen, by the refugees themselves, as ‘a backward’ place that is
confined and limiting.

Moreover, refugees who live in the cities or suburbs in Pakistan and Iran do view
life in the Western countries as ‘modern’. Since they find the limitations of their refugee
life difficult to take, they all desire -- all of those I spoke to -- to leave for a Western
destination. In their imagination, living in the West is the ultimate modern existence. The
West is associated with economic comfort, personal freedom and access to a better life.
Thus, within one community of Afghan refugees -- less than 200 kilometers apart -- the
concept of ‘modern’ takes relative meanings.

Among some of Afghan professional elite (whom I have come to know over the
course of years of involvement with Afghan affairs) the concept of ‘modern’ also had a
strong association with Westernization. This is not to say that all Afghans or Afghan
refugees think the same but simply to point out that for the individuals I spoke to and
certainly through my own experience of conversations in which the term ‘modern’ was

mentioned, there was a clear indication that it denoted certain material associations with

the West.

The concepts of urban (shahar or khur in Dari and Pushtu) and rural (dahe or

qarya in Dari and Pushtu) have their own particular meanings in Afghan context. Unlike
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in the West -- where we associate ‘urbanization’ with industrialization, etc. -- in the
context of Afghanistan, anything outside village life is seen as ‘urban’. This includes
small local centers that hardly fit into our definition of urban, but are not at the same time
our typical ‘villages’. These lie somewhere between the ‘urban’ and the ‘rural’ in the
sense of the problematic categories that we have come to debate in academia. Moreover,
in the context of Afghanistan, rural and urban are not defined, fixed boundaries. They
mix and mingle in such a way that it is hard to decide where one ends and the other
begins. Nonetheless, the term urban is used in reference to those who went to school --
i.e. acquired formal education — and dressed in ‘Western-style’ clothes -- however,
modest.

Finally, I use the concepts ‘change’ and ‘socio-cultural change’ not as
homogenous categories denoting linear, uni-directional and ‘progressive’ movement from
the ‘traditional’ towards the ‘modern’ and ‘Western’. I have attempted, in fact, to
demonstrate the opposite, that is to say that change is diverse and takes different shapes
and courses in different contexts and times. Like the concept of ‘modern’, change, too,
has multiple definitions. I realized during the course of my fieldwork that Afghan refugee
women differentiated change based on their own individual experiences. Therefore, |
have also relied on the refugee women and their indication of what ‘change’ means for
them, rather than relying on an understanding rooted in a Western academic tradition
coloured by feminism.

I have considered change in four different areas of a refugee woman’s life. These

categories are: marriage, health, education and work. None of these categories were
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present in my mind when I started the fieldwork. They emerged in the course of

fieldwork and interviews as references made by refugee women themselves.

1. 5 Afghan refugees: Historical Background

The Afghan government coup of April 27, 1978, brought into the open the
historical conflict between the ‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’ in Afghanistan. It also set
in motion the unravelling of a century-long socio-political repression that was especially
felt among the masses, but went unaddressed by the political elite. A coalition of two
Communist parties, Kalq (Masses) and Parcham (Banner), made up of a group of urban
intellectuals was responsible for the coup. The first three months of the Democratic
Republic of Afghanistan gave rise to some hopes. However, when the new leadership
imposed reforms on a predominantly ‘rural’ population that had traditionally resisted
interference from central government, the base of support declined. This set of radical
social and agrarian reforms threatened the existing cultural and socioeconomic
framework of the country without offering any viable alternatives.

As government reform policies met with dissent, the Kabul administration reacted
with harsh, repressive measures. A large number of members of the political, religious
and intellectual elite were jailed or executed. Countless members of the rural population
were killed in ground attacks and aerial bombings, which destroyed villages. Thousands
of Afghans were forced to abandon towns and villages for neighbouring Iran and
Pakistan. By the end of 1979, when Russian troops invaded Afghanistan in support of the
Communist regime in Kabul, about 1000 refugees were crossing into Pakistan everyday.

There were already an estimated 400,000 Afghan refugees in Pakistan, and 200,000 in
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Iran by the end of 1979. As the war in Afghanistan developed into the last and worst of
the Cold War proxy battlefields, the number of refugees from 1985 to 1990 reached a
staggering 6.2 million in Iran and Pakistan alone (Dupree 1992:1-2).

In the summer of 1989, my family decided to join the three million Afghan
refugees in Pakistan. We left Kabul at dawn on a midsummer day. We carried a bag
containing two light blankets, two candles, matches, a small bag of dry fruit, and a silver
pot. After a ten-day-journey by foot, we finally crossed the Afghan/Pakistan border. We
travelled by an illegal route, climbing rough mountains, passing trenches and valleys,
making our way with the help of an 18-year-old female guide in and out of the villages,
military checkpoints, strongholds and abandoned cafés. When we arrived at the
Parachener border, the Pakistani police welcomed us and a car journey of six hours took
us to Peshawar. That, however, was not the end of our journey. It was only the beginning.

Hanging from a black thread around my neck, I carried a small rolled-up paper --
equal to the size of my small finger -- wrapped in a cotton brownish-green cover. That
was a note in Dari (Persian spoken in Afghanistan) indicating that we had given a sum of
several million Afghanis (the unit of currency) to a person in Kabul, and that we were
thus entitled to collect its equivalent in Pakistani rupees in Peshawar at a given address.
My family was among the 20 per cent of educated Afghans. They were part of an
‘urbanised’ elite who could afford to obtain such a rolled-up note. Thousands of other
Afghan refugees did not have that luxury. In Pakistan, as in other parts of the world, the
economic background of refugees determined their status. All Afghan refugees, then,
faced two possibilities: to live in designated refugee camps under restrictive Mujahidin

rule and receive some form of relief from the UNHCR; or to live outside the camps, on

22



their own. It was, however, the economic status of the refugee family that for the most
part determined whether they could live outside a refugee camp. Those without the
means to support themselves had no choice but to live in the camp. Whether living in or
outside the camps, being a refugee was not easy.

As if in a perpetual state of ‘refugeeness’, using legal or illegal means, Afghans
like my family then left Pakistan for Western countries. For Afghan refugees living in
Pakistan, popular destinations were Germany, the United States and Australia. No
Afghan refugee that I know, however, would have missed the chance to migrate to any
Western country that offered asylum. Many who did not succeed in going to the West
moved back and forth between Pakistan and Iran in the hope of a better life.

The Geneva Accords, which called for the withdrawal of Soviet troops, brought
about the departure of the last Russian soldier on the 25" of February 1989. The Afghan
Communist regime, however, remained in power. There was little hope of a return to
Afghanistan. My family was among the fortunate few whose political asylum application
was approved by the Canadian embassy. After a year and two months of living in
Pakistan, we finally left Islamabad in the autumn of 1990 for Moncton, a town in the
province of New Brunswick on the Atlantic coast of Canada.

In April of 1992, the Communist government in Kabul finally collapsed and the
interim Mujahidin government (a coalition of 15 different Islamic, anti-Communist
parties in Pakistan and Iran) was established inside the country. I remember my father’s
readiness to leave Moncton for Kabul as soon as he heard the news. Having left an
entire life behind, returning to a peaceful Afghanistan was for him an ideal. My father

lived with the dream of returning home. Some 1.6 million Afghan refugees from Pakistan
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and Iran did, in fact, go home. By the end of 1994, they were joined by another 1.3
million. However, the failure of the Mujahidin government to bring about a viable and
just peace resulted in a total breakdown of order. The result was a cruel civil war between
the various ethno-linguistic and religious factions. All this happened just two months
after the Mujahidin victory. The civil war of 1992-1996 caused a majority of the
population to flee once again and provoked a massive internal displacement.

Nevertheless, despite civil war, repatriation policies adapted by Iran and Pakistan
soon after the Mujahidin victory forced Afghan refugees to return. By the end of 1994,
the number of refugees in Iran and Pakistan had been reduced from the 6.2 million of
1990 to 2.7 million (UNHCR Report 1997: 4-5). Then, the fall of Kabul -- September
1996 -- to Taliban forces added another twist to the already complicated political
situation of Afghanistan. It slowed down the repatriation program in Iran (although the
program never completely stopped). Meanwhile in Pakistan, some Afghans who shared
similar ethnic/linguistic and religious backgrounds with the Taliban also left for
Afghanistan. As the war between the forces of the ousted Mujahidin government and the
Taliban continued, internal migration created more disorder inside the country.

A group of former Mujahidin groups formed a coalition known as the Northern
Alliance to fight the Taliban. (The Northern Alliance proved to be useful for the United
States and its supporters when they launched an attack on the Taliban and Al-Qaeda after
September 11, 2001 in their ‘war on terror’). Repressive Taliban policies which were
intended to impose their own particular brand of Islam on a diverse population made

peace in Afghanistan an even more distant prospect. Flocks of refugees poured once
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again into Pakistan and Iran. The number of refugees crossing the Afghan-Iran/Pakistan
border fluctuated, depending on various factors.

According to UNHCR estimates, there are about 1.3 million refugees in Iran and
1.2 million in Pakistan. In addition, about six million Afghans are scattered around the
globe (UN Information Paper 1999: 3, and Personal communications, Pakistan; March
2000). The situation of refugees and their numbers began to change after the fall of the
Taliban government in December, 2001. However, for the purpose of this study, [ will
refer to the estimates and figures up to date of the collection of data, February to August

2000.

1. 6 Methodology

My primary method of collecting and understanding data has been through

participant observation. [ observed women as they engaged in daily chores and

participated with them in, for example, shopping at the local market, cleaning, cooking,
going to the park, walking their children to school, etc. This gave me a chance to be
directly involved in the daily activities of the women whose lives I was trying to
understand. I spoke with both female and male members of the family at an informal
level. Having the freedom to follow a refugee woman as she went about her daily chores
provided me with an insight into her life, her dilemmas and aspirations. Once I was in the
company of women -- particularly those from rural Afghanistan -- I realised the
limitation of my own thinking and approach. Different people define ‘change’ differently.

As a result, it became a primary objective of my work to understand how Afghan refugee
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women defined change, before analyzing how those changes had come about and
affected women’s self-perception.

Once I developed a better understanding of the condition of Afghan refugee
communities in Iran and Pakistan, I devised a detailed and specific questionnaire to
enhance the results of my research. The questionnaire consisted of two parts: general
information about the status and condition of refugees’ life, including personal
information: age, education, employment, income, ethnic/religious background, etc. The
second part of the questionnaire enquired changes in the refugee’s life since migration:
her attitude towards female education, employment, marriage, health, public participation
and family life. The questions were open-ended.

The interviews were conducted in Dari and Pushtu languages. Since I am fluent in
both languages, I did not need a translator. However, 1 used English and Dari
interchangeably when I took notes. I audio taped those interviews where the presence of a
tape-recorder did not interfere with the comfort of the interviewee. I also asked the
permission of the interviewee for recording the conversation. Coming from a journalism
background, I already had the skills required to manage and direct a well-focused
interview; I was able to keep the main objective of the interview in mind while letting the
interviewee express her thoughts. (Since I am not comfortable with the term ‘informants’,
I will be referring to the people whom I interviewed for this research, whether in a formal

or informal setting, as interviewees).
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1.6.1 Research: Phase I

The primary phase of this research began in May 1996, when I lived with an
Afghan refugee family in Iran. It was my first visit to Iran, where I was shooting a
documentary film about the socio-economic conditions of post-Khomeini Iran. A meeting
with an Afghan family, quite by chance, provided an opportunity for me to gain some
insight into the living condition of Afghan refugees in Iran.

The family of six shared a first-floor room in a three-storey house in the south of
Tehran. I shared the same room with the refugee family for five weeks. A curtain divided
the room into two unequal sections at night when we laid the blankets for bed and pulled
them half over for cover. The grandmother, a woman of 66, the three children (two boys
aged 11 and 9, and a girl aged 4), and I slept in the larger half, while the husband (age 41)
and his wife (age 34) took the other half. Every morning around seven o’clock, the
curtain went up and the spreading of a tablecloth on the floor was a prelude to breakfast.
There was a tiny bathroom and a kitchen in the small backyard across from the main
entrance to the house. Another curtain, separating the portion of the yard near the room
from the staircase to the upper levels, secured the privacy of the refugee family and two
other Iranian families who were residing on the second and third floors.

The young couple had left Afghanistan in 1985, escaping war and conscription.
All three children were born in Iran. The father of the family was granted permanent
refugee status, which entitled his children to attend Iranian schools in their
neighbourhood. The wife, who had finished two years of university education (Biology
Department) at Kabul University, stayed at home. The husband, an accountant from

Kabul, was working at home as a tailor. The family had a small income, which barely
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paid for the sixteen thousand toman (about $ 20 US) monthly rent -- in addition to $1,000
US that the family had given as a deposit — a long with electricity, gas and water. There
was no telephone. I paid a small rent, participated in the housework with the wife, and
helped her two children with their English lessons.

I also accompanied the wife to the market and Friday evening gatherings in the
park. Several Afghan families -- from the same social group, i.e. from the city of Kabul
and with formal education -- met for an early evening walk and tea. The tea sessions were
particularly interesting. Each family carried identical baskets, which contained a few
cups, a thermos of tea and a jar of candies. As the children played and the men discussed
politics, the women poured tea. A common topic of discussion in which both men and
women participated was the hardship of refugee life. Endless stories about the
refinements of ‘back home’, its sense of belonging and feeling of comfort were related at
these tea meetings. The future of the children was another topic that was discussed at
length. Uncertainty about the future was a matter of great concern for all these families.

I visited these families again in June 1998. I stayed two weeks with the same
family. On the first Friday at the tea session, I saw all the families I had met in 1996.
They all wanted to inform me about the changes in their lives. The daughter of one
family was engaged. The son of the other had a new baby. In a short time, I had heard
about the illness of family members, the victory of the children in school races, etc. The
families felt frustrated at political unrest inside Afghanistan. Their comments echoed a
sense of disappointment about their desire to return home. They continued to talk about
the life they had ‘back home’ with a sense of nostalgia that the ‘good old days’ were

over. They were becoming more realistic about life in exile.
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I kept a record of the meetings and conversations as well as the name, life stories
and details of each family during both visits. Later, | added my impressions of the
encounters using a different colour pen. I also noted the questions that were raised in my
mind as a result of these meetings, hoping to return in a short time to conduct more
research.

In February 1998, I visited several Afghan families in Islamabad — Pakistan. The
two-week visit allowed me to gather some basic information about the Afghan refugee
community in Pakistan. I lived with one Afghan family for a week and made notes of my
observations. The family of nine (two couples, with three and two children) lived in the
second floor of a two-storey building in west Islamabad. Each family had one medium-
size room, linked together with a narrow corridor. They shared the bathroom and kitchen
and a balcony. The couples were related and both women (in their mid 30s) held degrees
from the University of Kabul in education and mathematics. Both stayed home. Their
husbands (in late 30s), with high school education, worked as shopkeepers (sharing a
small shop) in the nearby market. All five children (between ages of 6 and 11) attended
an Afghan-run private school in return for a small monthly fee of $1.00 US per person.

The family paid a monthly rent of $ 100.00 US. They paid hydro, water and gas
on a bi-monthly basis. The income from the shop was sufficient for the “cost of a refugee
life,” according to one of the ladies in the house. Each family had a single bed in which
the children slept. The underneath of the bed was used as storage room for family clothes.
The adults used a cotton-made narrow futon and a blanket for bed. I stayed with the
family who had two children. Women of the house barely went out except for grocery

shopping. Men left early in the morning and returned home in the evening. The children
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were gone for half a day -- morning or afternoon -- depending on their grades. It was in
this family’s home that I met several other Afghan families, their neighbours and friends.

These visits were unsupervised. They were not limited to a set of questions or
series of events. The first two days, both families in Iran and Pakistan seemed a little
reserved, but my presence was soon forgotten and [ could observe everything. The
women in the house felt comfortable enough to share details of the their lives with me.
The men, too, let me hear their stories. On several occasions both the husband and wife
asked my advice about a disagreement or treatment of the children especially how to
encourage their children to take studying seriously.

These visits gave me better insight into the living conditions of refugees in Iran
and Pakistan. They were also a good introduction to the policies of the host countries
towards Afghan refugees. I learned about the ethnic relations of Afghans with the people
of Iran and Pakistan, the difference in attitude towards and treatment of refugees by local
people in the two countries, and the refugees’ reaction. These visits set the framework for

phase II of my research, which was directed at the main question of this thesis.

1.6.2 Research: Phase I1
1.6.2.1 Pakistan

I spent six weeks (February 24-April 6) in Pakistan, where I interviewed 50
women (25 in an Islamabad suburb and 25 in a refugee camp near Peshawar). I used a
prepared questionnaire for all these interviews. Although I also had casual conversations

with male members of the family, I did not use the same criteria or questionnaire while
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talking to the male members of the family; however, I made note of our conversations,
marking their comments and points in short form.

In order to conduct interviews in the Islamabad suburb, I used my contacts within
the community whom I met in 1998. For the camp interviews, however, I needed the
assistance of UNHCR. UNHCR and the Pakistani government authorities provided me
with a permit, and after a first-day formal introduction through their officials, I was left
on my own to conduct interviews in the designated camp. I chose the camp based on
factors relevant to my research, which I will discuss later. I will use the words ‘camp’,
and ‘city’ for the two locations where interviews were conducted.

I used a snowball technique to collect the number of interviews I wanted. In
Pakistan, all refugees I talked to were more than willing to share their stories and
experiences. They were always welcoming and talkative. The women in the camp were
even less reserved. While talking about women’s health, I was searching for ways of
bringing about the subject of female sexuality, often considered a taboo subject. But I
discovered, however, that these women were very much more at ease with discussing
issues related to sexuality, pregnancy, and birth than I anticipated. No male member of
the family was present during the course of the interviews. However, I did speak to the
men before or sometimes after the interviews. As mentioned earlier, I did not interview
them based on the same questionnaire, but [ simply asked about their experiences of
becoming refugees, their opinion about children's education -- specifically female
education -- a woman’s role in the family, and some basic personal information such as

age, background, and occupation.
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1.6.2.1.1 City

I lived with an Afghan refugee family in the Peshawermore district in Islamabad.
There were three families who shared the 2™ floor of a four-bedroom house. A Pakistani
family lived on the first floor. Each family lived in one bedroom that had an attached
small bathroom. I stayed in the fourth bedroom that did not have a bathroom. I was given
access to all three bathrooms. There was a medium-size kitchen that all three families
shared. All families had access to the rooftop, where they often spread their washed
clothes to dry. Family # 1 consisted of a grandmother (70), her single daughter (31) and
a grandson (14). Family # 2 was a couple (in their 40s) with an 11-year-old daughter.
Family # 3 was also made up of a grandmother (68) with a single daughter (35) and son
(15) and grandson (5). The upper floor was rented for 4,000 Rupees per month (equal to $
90.00 US dollars). The three families shared the rent as well as the gas, electricity and
water costs. There was no telephone line.

All three families received a small amount of money from abroad to pay the rent.
The grandsons of both families worked in a glass-making factory. Their small income
paid for the rest of their living costs. The husband of family # 2 ran a small shop near the
house to help his family survive. The young girl of family # 2 attended an Afghan private
school. She became my contact for several teachers whom I interviewed. It was also
through this family that I met several families living close to them. These interviews were
conducted at the houses of the interviewees. Part of the interview was done casually, as
the women carried on their daily chores; the more specific questions were left to the last

when we would sit and enjoy a cup of green tea.
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1.6.2.1.2 Camp

I went to the Nasir Bagh camp with the assistance of UNHCR-Peshawar. The
camp was about 40 minutes drive from the city of Peshawar. The climate of the camp --
mainly security -- did not permit me to live there. I made a daily journey from the city of
Peshawar to the camp. On the first day, a UNHCR advisor introduced me to a female
teacher. She became my contact in the camp and introduced me to other families there. (I
also had the assistance of a male friend who travelled with me from Islamabad since it is
impossible for a single woman to travel by herself). Although he accompanied me in
walks from house to house (mainly for security purposes), he was not present during the
interviews. While all families welcomed him inside the house, women of the house
usually went into hiding behind a curtain or another room. Therefore, I decided that it

would be best for him to wait in the courtyard or outside the door while I spoke to the

women.

1.6.2.2 Iran

I spent six weeks (April 20 — June 1) in Iran. I interviewed Afghan women in a
camp and in a Tehran suburb. I interviewed 25 women in each location. As in Pakistan, I
used my contacts within the community to interview women in the Tehran suburb. For
the refugee camp, however, 1 obtained permission from the Interior Ministry of the

Islamic Republic of Iran, with the help of the UNHCR-Tehran.
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1.6.2.2.1 City

I lived with an Afghan refugee family in the Tehran suburb of Mosh’ariah. The
women in the family became the link to other women I met and interviewed in the
neighbourhood. The family of 8 lived in a small two-bedroom ground floor apartment.
The father of the family (52) worked as a brick maker. The mother (47) managed the
house. The elder daughter of the family (20) helped her 15-year-old brother with sewing
for a clothing store that had employed him illegally. The family’s elder son had gone
missing. His wife (in her late 20s) and one daughter (10) lived with the in-laws. They
helped the mother of the family in the daily chores around the house. Except for a picture
on the wall, there was little talk of the missing son. The family’s other members were the
12-year-old daughter and 10-year-old son who attended 2™ ‘Rahnuma’i’ (equivalent of
grade 10) and primary grade 5 schools respectively.

The family had migrated to Iran 14 years ago. After many years of hardship and
financial difficulties, now the two small incomes paid for the 15, 000 toman (about
$23.00 US) monthly rent, utilities and other expenses. Women of the house used one
room as their bedroom. The other, kept somewhat cleaner, with embroidered pillowcases
and curtains to cover the clothes hanging on the wall, was used by the father and the two
sons. It was also considered a guest room, where visitors were served tea and homemade
cookies. I stayed in the women’s room. It was the same tradition of spreading blankets
under and over oneself for bed and folding them every morning in a neat pile at the
corner of the room. There was a small kitchen and a tiny bathroom -- we had to cover the
toilet with a wooden board in order to be able to stand under the shower, which was right

above the toilet. I paid a small rent for the duration of the time I stayed with the family.
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1.6.2.2.2 Camp

I also visited Saveh refugee camp, near the city of Saveh, about 130 Km
Southwest of the capital Tehran. An arrangement between the Interior Ministry and the
authorities in the camp allowed me to enter the guarded camp. For various reasons --
security and official permission -- I could not stay in the camp. Instead, I spent full
working days there. A camp supervisor introduced me to a family the first day I arrived
in the camp. The family became a good contact. I interviewed women inside the houses,
where they spent most of their time. After very brief introduction to the first family, the
camp authorities -- otherwise quite restricted -- granted me full freedom to move around.
All the interviews were done without supervision. Since the security situation was much
better in the camp, I did not need any male or female to walk me from house to house.
My freedom of movement enabled me to learn the geography of the camp very well. I got
a better feel of the place, the mix of people that lived there and the kind of facilities they
were offered.

The immediate problem I faced in this camp was the unwillingness of refugee
women to talk. A camp supervisor introduced me to one family as a Canadian researcher.
As soon as it was discovered that I was not representing any relief agency nor had I
anything material to distribute among the refugees, the family lost interest. However, the
moment I spoke Pushtu (as the household was Pushtun by ethnic origin), they warmed
up. There was at least another hour of hesitation as they wanted to know if I was
reporting to the Iranian authorities. But after | managed to explain the purpose of my

presence, and my research, they opened up.
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1.6.3 People

I interviewed 100 women and some 30 men (though I did not use the same
questionnaire for men). Most of the people I interviewed had been refugees for more
than a decade. The people whom I interviewed in the two camps were from rural areas of
Afghanistan. The refugees in the suburb were from semi-urban towns near Kabul or
other major cities. The ages of women interviewed ranged from 16-45. I had intended to
interview women across different generations with the hope of finding out how young
and old assessed change.

Table I shows the over-all age group of the women interviewed. It also shows the
over-all age group of the male members of the household -- the husbands of the women
whom I interviewed. I spoke with half these men -- those under 45 -- separately about
their views on migration, women’s status and rights. Chart ‘A’ shows the age group of

women interviewed from the four different locations.

TableI  Age distribution:

Age Group Female Male
16-20 20 0
21-25 26 2
26-30 23 8
31-35 14 14
36-40 10 19
41-45 7 9

45 above 0 9
All 100 61
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Chart A:
Age group Pakistan: Camp
Age group Female ale
16-20
21-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45

45 Above

OO — O WL
—AI\JO\MNOOZ

All 25 16

Age group Pakistan: City

Age group Female
16-20
21-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45
45 Above
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All 25 14

Age group Iran: Camp

Age group Female
16-20
21-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45
45 Above

SN BN

All 25 19
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Age group Iran: City

Age group Female Male
16-20 6 0
21-25 10 0
26-30 4 3
31-35 4 3
36-40 0 4
41-45 1 0

45 Above 0 2

All 25 12

Table II shows the educational level of the women interviewed. It also provides the
educational level of the husbands of women interviewed. Out of the 100 women

interviewed, 29 were single, 61 married, and 10 widowed.

Table I Educational level of women interviewed and in contrast to their husbands

Level of Education Female Male
[lliterate 45 25
Partially literate (grades 1-3) 7 1
Primary school (grades 4-7) 12 6
Above primary (grades 8-11) 16 8
High School (completed) 15 14
Above high school 3 3
University (completed) 2 4
All 100 61

1.6.4 Location

There are no accurate statistics on the number of refugees in Pakistan or Iran.
One reason is a flux in the refugee population. Depending on the political climate in
Afghanistan and the weather in Pakistan, which refugees from the Afghan northern plains
and central regions find intolerable, refugees move back and forth across the boarder.

Refugees return home as soon as they feel there is a glimpse of hope in the political

38



situation, but then find themselves forced out once again by war, starvation and lack of
security. Some have fled, two, three or four times. At times, both the Iranian and
Pakistani governments have tried to restrict refugees’ movement -- but to no avail.

Notwithstanding, according to the best of official estimates, there are currently
some 1.2 million Afghan refugees in Pakistan and 1.3 million in Iran (UN Information
Paper 1999: 3, and Personal communications, Pakistan; March 2000). A large number of
refugees live in designated areas known as camps, or often referred to in Pakistan as
‘refugee villages’; thousands others are scattered in various parts of the host countries.

Refugees outside the camps usually live in concentrated numbers in districts
where housing costs are not too high, i.e. poor residential areas that are already over-
populated. An entire family, or more in some cases, lives in a single apartment on the
first or second floor of a house. Usually several families share a small living space.

These refugees are not, however, isolated. They do mix with the local population
and are therefore, to some extent, in touch with what is going on in the city or town
where they live. They are often aware not only of local events, but also of political, social
and economic developments.

In contrast to town-refugee life, refugee camps are remote places. Refugees living
in the camps have little chance of integration into the larger society. They are confined to
a fixed area (particularly women). Town refugees live in houses already built, and thus
must know the basic geography of at least their immediate surroundings if they are to
survive. They are forced to learn the nuances of a different culture and system of life.

Camp refugees, by contrast, build their own homes. The result is a home based on the
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style of what they had back home, though perhaps smaller in size. They also often
maintain the lifestyle and frame of mind of their previous lives.

I chose the town locations because there was a concentrated refugee population in
those areas. The refugee population had migrated at least a decade ago. There are eight
Afghan refugee concentrations in Iran, They are Tehran, Isfahan, Shiraz, Yazd, Kerman,
Zahedan, Zabol and Mashad (UNHCR Information Paper 1999: Annex I). 1 chose to
investigate the populatién in a Tehran suburb because I was familiar with the area, had
made contacts in my previous visits, felt that a location close to the Iranian capital would
have exposed the population more directly to social and political developments in the
host country. In Pakistan, refugees live mostly in the North West Frontier Province, the
cities of Islamabad, Karachi, Multan, and Lahore.

As of February 20, 2000, there were 48 administered refugee camps in Pakistan
and 7 in Iran (Commissioner Report on Refugees 2000: 6 and UNHCR Information Paper
1999: 2). Pakistan has had a larger flow of refugees than Iran; the organization of
refugees into camps has been a long-standing tradition in Pakistan. There have been
international aid groups attending to the needs of refugees based in Pakistan since the
beginning of the Afghan war (Commissioner Report on Refugees 2000: 6 and UNHCR
Information Paper 1999: 2).

Although the actual job of organizing Afghans into refugee camps was done by
various Mujahidin groups -- with the help of the Pakistani commissioner for Afghan
refugees -- the international community was also involved in the process. Only organized
refugee camps are entitled to receive rations provided by organizations like the UN.

Other NGOs also concentrated and sometimes limited their efforts to the refugee camps.
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In the 1980s, Mujahidin groups played a significant role in facilitating distribution
of aid to the refugees. (There are horror stories among the refugee camps about the
Mujahidin leadership and their handling of aid -- using it as a tool to enlist support for
their particular group. A Mujahidin leader or commander would become a self-appointed
camp supervisor who acted on behalf of the refugees in a particular camp). At the time
there were seven Mujahidin groups based in Pakistan. There were eight Mujahidin
groups based in Iran, but they were never given the same kind of authority as their
counterparts had in Pakistan. (General Zia al-Haq of Pakistan admired and encouraged
Mujahidin groups in their war against the Russians, for self-interest reasons that cannot
be discussed within the scope of this paper). As will be explained later, the international
aid community had only a small presence in Iran, compared to the staggering numbers
into which they mushroomed in Pakistan.

In Iran, earlier refugees were left to survive on their own since there were by far
fewer camps established near the Iran-Pakistan and Iran-Afghan boarders. In the early
90s, when the Iranian government policies on refugees began to change -- due to what
was represented as ‘domestic economic pressures’ --more refugee camps were
established to facilitate the repatriation process. According to a UNHCR monthly report
dated April 6, 2000, of around 1.3 million Afghan refugees in Iran, about 5 per cent were
living in the camps.

In Pakistan, there seem to have been constant organizing and reorganizing of
camps. According to a report of the Pakistani commissioner for Afghan refugees, a
number of camps have been abandoned, other merged and some new ones have been

established to accommodate new arrivals. In Iran, on the other hand, the majority of
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camps -- though they might have been restructured -- remained of the same number. In

Pakistan, refugees might have had the possibility of choosing a camp; in Iran, the

government authorities chose it for them.

I chose the two camps for the purpose of this research in Iran and Pakistan based
on the following criteria:

*  They were approximately the same distance from a main city. Nasir Bagh was 40
minutes drive from the city of Peshawar; Savah was 35 minutes drive from the city of
Saveh.

. Both camps had been in place for more than a decade.

. Both camps had a mixed population of tribal groups.

*  Both camps had an estimated 500 + families (each with an average of nine members
per family).

. The refugees in both camps were registered and were known as legal refugees.
(UNHCR handles the process of selection and documentation in both countries). As
will be discussed in chapter four, not all Afghans who live in Iran and Pakistan are
registered. Various rules apply to different categories of refugees, depending on the
time of their arrival, the location of their residence, etc.

. Refugees in both camps were receiving some form of relief from the UNHCR and
other outside donors.

. Both camps had basic facilities such as schools and health clinics (though they did

not operate all the time).
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1.6.5 Problems encountered during the research

As 1 began the interviews, with my prepared questionnaire, particularly in the
camp in Pakistan, I realized that a few of the questions needed some adjustments. One
concerned religion. From every woman to whom I posed the question, I received the
defensive response of “Thank God, I'm a Muslim.” The question had to be phrased so as
not to make them feel I was questioning their piety. It was about developing a ‘comfort-
meter’. It became obvious that it was almost impossible to take an objective approach to
religion -- to regard it, for example, as a sociological phenomenon -- because faith was
passed on to the women by an elder member of the family as a dogma.

I also discovered that there were some differences between my notion and
understanding of change -- based on my social-scientific university education and
socialization in a Western society -- and refugee women’s understanding of the concept.
For instance, I never assumed that women would not welcome change that eliminated the
practices of bride price or extravagant wedding ceremonies. But in the course of my
contacts I discovered that many women were disappointed that their daughters could not
have a ‘big” wedding or the family could not collect a bride price. I, therefore, decided to
abandon my own ideas of positive and negative change and instead use the term through
the understanding of the refugee women themselves.

At the very personal level, it was draining to listen to so many tales of human
misfortunes. I could not help but realize that if it had not been for my family’s good
fortune to leave Pakistan, I would have been in a similar predicament. I was constantly
conscious of the possibilities denied to those women who might in other circumstances

have been doing what 1 was doing.
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CHAPTER TWO

Afshanistan: An Overview

2.1 Introduction

History is a prerequisite for studying and analyzing sociopolitical and cultural
changes in a country and its people. Prior to an anthropological discussion of the changes
occurring in the society of Afghan refugees, one must, at least, have a brief knowledge of
their past: the refugees’ cultural, social and political backgrounds. The current condition
of Afghan women refugees’ life can be better understood in the context of the history of
the country and its culture. To that end, in the next two chapters I provide a brief

historical overview of the country and women’s status in the context of Afghan culture.

2.2 Ethnic/linguistic Divisions

Like most of the countries of the region, Afghanistan contains a variety of ethnic
groups, speaking some 20 different languages and dialects. Because of the invasions,
foreign rule and tribal movements across borders, no single ethnic group stands out as
Afghanistan’s ‘authentic’, original population.

Various tribes and ethnic groups currently share different parts of the land. The
four major ethnic communities are Pushtun, Tajik, Hazara and Uzbeks. Given the
differences and discrepancies cited by various sources, it is difficult to determine the
exact size of the Afghan population, which seems to vary between 15 to 20 million.
Since no accurate census has ever been undertaken in Afghanistan, it is difficult to verify
the accuracy of even these figures. However, the majority of sources describe Pushtuns

as the largest ethnic group making up about 40 per cent of the total population. Tribally



organised, Pushtuns are predominantly Sunni Muslims. However the tribal code of
conduct known as “Pushtunwali” has been given priority.

Pushtunwali (customary law), held in high regard by the majority Pushtuns,
emphasizes hospitality and defence of property and Honour. Revenge, “punishing all
adulterers with death”, fighting to death to protect a person or property entrusted to a
tribe or a person, pardon of offence -- other than murder -- on the intercession of a
woman of the offender’s lineage or a Sayyid (descendant of the Prophet Mohammad) or a
mullah (religious leader) are among its values. Pushtunwali also forbids the killing of a
woman (as well as a Hindu, and a boy not yet circumcised). Women play a central role
in Pushtunwali, from being ‘peace makers’ to providing reasons for vengeance, from
being forced to marry the brother of a deceased husband for her protection and for the
honour of the family to being the subject of monetary negotiations over her price as a
bride (Dupree 1980:127). Pushtuns speak an Iranian variant of the Indo-European
language family called Pushtu (Smith et all 1973: 64).

Tajiks, a combination of four predominantly Sunni Muslim ethnic communities,
make up 30 per cent of the population. They share in common the name Tajik, a language
(Persian spoken in different dialects) and sedentary living habits.

Numbering around two million, the Hazaras are a distinct ethnic group that speaks
a Persian dialect called Hazaragi and belongs to the Shiite sect of Islam. Their physical
appearances are Mongolian or Turko-Mongolian and their ancestral background is largely
traced to the armies of Genghis Khan who invaded the region in the 13"™c. They are

divided into a number of tribes that are “differentiated from one another by locality,
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variations in Persian dialect and slight cultural changes” (Smith et all 1973: 77). Uzbeks,
mostly Sunni Muslims, make up a million of the population and speak Uzbaki.

Smaller groups include Turkomans, numbering about 400,000; they have
maintained their Turkic language and tribal nomad lifestyle. Three small groups, who
speak different languages and dialects, include Wakhnis, Sughnis and Munjanis; other
small ethnic groups include Chahar Aimaks (four tribes), Kizilbash, Nuristanis, Pashaies,
and Boluches, who speak either Pushtu or Persian and are from various mixed ethnic
backgrounds. With the exception of the Kizilbash, who are predominantly Shiite, the rest
belong to the Sunni sect (Smith et all 1973: 77-79).

These ethnic/linguistic backgrounds affected the pattern of Afghan migration.
Generally, Pushtuns went to neighbouring Pakistan, particularly to the North West
Frontier -- with which they shared ethnic/linguistic ties. Hazaras on the other hand fled
to Iran, where they thought they would feel at home among the majority Iranian Shiite
population. (Though Hazaragi is particular to Hazaras, nonetheless it is a variant of the
Persian language, the official language in Iran). As will be discussed in the following
chapters, the first round of refugees were largely from rural Afghanistan. Often, people
from villages that became the focus of conflict escaped to the nearest point of safety
regardless of any ethnic/linguistic considerations. Those majority Pushtun inhabitants
who lived in close proxy to Iran ran to an Iranian town for survival. However, those who
had the chance to plan their escape did to a certain extent consider their options.

The majority of the urban population -- particularly from the city of Kabul --
wanted to go to India. It was safer and had better appeal. While people drove in pick-up

trucks, rode horses and mules or walked long distances to get to Iran or Pakistan, one



could -- with enough money -- board a plane and land in New Delhi three hours latter,
providing one could manage to trick the government into providing a passport and then
paying Indian embassy staff a sufficient bribe to obtain a visa. In return for permission to
leave the country, an Afghan also had to leave property, money or family members as a
deposit to guarantee his or her return to Afghanistan. Men of conscription age (18-40)
were not allowed to leave. Later, doctors, engineers and professors were also added to
the list of those who were not permitted to leave the country. Medical certificates were
the best way of getting a passport. Soon, forging medical documents, birth certificates
and other IDs became a common practice.

India was seen as a modern secular country, compared to Pakistan and the newly-
established Islamic Republic of Iran. By Afghan urban standards, Pakistan and the new
‘Islamic’ Iran were seen as restrictive Islamic societies. According to Afghans, India had
a better refugee program. Once in India one could directly register in a UN office as a
refugee. Without having to live in a refugee camp, an Afghan was entitled to a sum of
money -- a sort of per diem. It was left to the refugee to decide how to spend it. No food
ration was involved. Refugees were treated with more respect. “There is a sense of
integrity maintained, even when you’re a refugee in India,” wrote us a relative from India
(Personal communications, Canada; July 1991).

Each family has had its own particular reason for departure and choice of a
destination. But choices were limited and the majority end up fleeing to Iran and
Pakistan. My family decided to go to Pakistan because like India, Pakistan also had
better relations with the West. The aim and aspiration was to leave India and Pakistan for

Western destinations. Iran was on the West’s blacklist and it was next to impossible for
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Afghan refugees to gain Western sponsorship through Iran. The majority of international

aid organizations, including the UN, operated in Pakistan and India.

2. 3 Islam Afghan Style

Ninety-eight per cent of Afghans are Muslim. In the past two decades --
especially since the 1979 Russian invasion -- there has been a strong resurgence of
Islamic identity in Afghanistan. Islam Afghan style is a combination of religious and
political identity. Although a conservative Islamic outlook seems to have been present
throughout the history of the country, a politicized Islamic identity is a somewhat new
phenomenon -- embodied in the Mujahidin (holy warrior) forces that emerged in the
1980s as a resistance movement against the Russian occupation and the puppet
Communist regime.

The word ‘Mujahid’ struck a chord with millions of Afghans, for Afghanistan is a
conservative patriarchal society where Islam has for the most part been equated with
custom. Particularly in rural Afghanistan, knowledge of Islam was limited to a few
rituals and folktales. Aside from an intuitive belief in Allah (God) and in Mohammad as
the Messenger of Allah, most beliefs related to localized pre-Islamic customs. As noted
by Dupree, “the Islam practiced in Afghan villages, nomad camps and most urban areas
would be almost unrecognizable to a sophisticated Muslim scholar” (Dupree 1980:104).

According to Oliver Roy, Islam challenged many of the pre-Islamic tribal
traditions of the Arabs by introducing reforms that raised the social and legal status of
women. But it also left some aspects of the prevailing tribal culture untouched. In

Afghanistan, argues Valentine Moghaddam, Islam “was superimposed on a patriarchal
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society but did not radically change many of its institutions” (Moghadam 1993: 210).
Thus, Afghan Islam combines elements of belief and rituals from different teachings,
traditions, knowledge and religions -- often contradictory and quite conservative in
nature. Saints and shrines, magic, and shamanism, and tribal codes of honour were given
an Islamic edge and colouring.

To make matters even more complicated, Pushtuns in the tribal areas adhered to
their traditional code of Pushtunwali. Some of the ideals prescribed by this tribal code
run counter to literate Islamic principles. For example, badal (blood vengeance) even on
fellow Muslims, is one of the tenets of the tribal code. It contradicts the Quranic saying:
“It is not for a believer to kill a believer unless it be by mistake” (Sura 4:92-93: Pickthall,
1954, 88). The Islamic dower, mahr, called walwar in Pushtu, have been abused in tribal
Afghanistan. The mahr, a payment due from groom to bride, is an essential part of the
Islamic marriage contract. In the Quran, mahr is a nominal fee. In many Muslim
countries such as Iran, Egypt, and also in urban Afghanistan, its purpose is to provide a
kind of insurance for the wife in the event of divorce or widowhood. But in rural
Afghanistan, walwar is understood to be compensation to the bride’s father for the loss of
his daughter’s labour. It is part of the groom’s ownership claim over his wife. It is the
price of the bride.

Adultery (zina) according to Islamic law requires four witnesses, whereas in
Pushtunwali, hearsay (peghor) is sufficient. More than morality, it is honour of -- men,
community and tribe -- that matters most. The Quran allows women the right to inherit
property, but women in tribal areas of Afghanistan are not allowed to do so.

Patrilineality is the basis of the tribal system, and allowing women to own property
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contradicts that principle. Usurpation of land belonging to a rival, forced marriage, and
remarrying of a widow to the brother of her deceased husband are other examples of the
predominance of Pushtunwali over normative Islam.

As will be seen in the next chapter, these elements of tribal practices have had a
great impact on the lives of women in Afghanistan. Various governments and leaders
have tried in different ways to limit their use through the establishment of a legal system.
Others tried to create a legal system by organizing a loose form of co-existence between
the two. For the most part however, the tribal code remained unchallenged.

This brief background is relevant in understanding the lives of refugees both in
Iran and Pakistan for they are largely a people without formal religious education other
than rote-learning of the Quran, relying on a combination of customary laws and ethics,
tribal codes, rituals and traditions. Refugees arriving at the Iranian or Pakistani borders
were actually shocked at the differences between their own religious practices, and those
of their hosts, since it was generally understood that Islam was common to all these
countries (Personal communications, Pakistan; February 2000, Iran; June 2000). Thus the
religious ideas, including gender ideals and practices, the refugees encountered in

Pakistan and Iran were actually somewhat novel.
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CHAPTER THREE

Women’s Status in Afghanistan

3.1 Introduction

Afghan women play a major albeit subordinate role in the context of their
country. Not unlike other patriarchal societies, Afghan women are viewed as the
torchbearers of morality and symbol of both the tribe and male honour. Women have
been placed under immense pressure by the norms of tribal feudal society. This has to
some extent restricted their freedom of movement and other basic rights. Despite cultural
restrictions, however, Afghan women have been able to contribute to the socioeconomic
life of the country. This contribution has been different depending on their ethnic, tribal
and regional backgrounds.

As noted in Chapter One, the main categories of education, marriage, health and
work that emerged from the data will be used as a measure of change among the female
refugee population. This chapter sets out to provide a brief background on all these
areas. Since it is impossible to discuss any of the above outside the political
developments in the country, I have included information on the background to some of

the social and legal changes affecting women’s lives.

3.2 Historical Background

Historically, women’s status has been tied to property. This is true of not only
Afghanistan, but also other countries with a tribal social structure and feudal or semi-
feudal economy. In such a society, property often includes livestock and land. Women

and children tend to be assimilated into the concept of property belonging to a male
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(Moghadam 1992: 36-37). Thus tribal codes such as Pushtunwali forbid a woman from
inheriting or owning property, for she is someone else’s property. With the development
of what is considered ‘a modern urban culture’ -- however limited -- in various parts of
the country this traditional pattern began to change, even while in villages the old system
and structure remained as the basis of social interactions and belief.

Tribal and even conservative urban cultural norms put enormous pressure on
women, for they are seen as a reflection of the honour of the community and of the men.
Hazaras, for example, do not adhere to any particular tribal code such as Pushtunwali.
But they to also place a high value on women’s honour as part of men’s dignity -- even
more than the value of land. When Hazara civilian women were being raped by Pushtun
militias in 1995, an educated Afghan Hazara friend in Canada remarked: “If a house is
destroyed, it can be rebuilt, but if a women’s honour is lost, it can never be repaired.”
For him, and for the majority of Afghan men, women’s honour remains one of the most
important issues in life, as it is tied to the honor of men. “It is our [male] dignity and
honour that is at stake when a woman has been disrespected, touched or raped,” he
concluded.

Thus women are seen to be in need of protection. Since the family’s honour is
invested in its women, women’s activities are closely guarded. However, degrees of
conservatism differs from family to family, community to community and region to
region. For example, in the modern capital of Kabul, where I grew up, it was considered
inappropriate for a young woman to return home after dark (i.e. sunset 8pm summer time
and 6pm winter), unless accompanied by a man. Educated women saw this as a function

of society and accepted it as normal.
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To protect women from danger and strangers, gender segregation and female
seclusion was practiced widely in non-urban centers. In the cities, however, tribal
restrictions faded as a class structure began to emerge. Certain jobs were regarded as
appropriate for women. For example, women were discouraged from working in mixed
environments. Teaching remained one of the most respected jobs for women. By the
1990s, according to Oxfam, 70 per cent of all teachers in Kabul were women.

However, none of these views and practices has stopped women from playing an
important role in society. Although women were forced to stay at home during Taliban
rule, they have at other times been able to participate within the bounds of culture, in the
economy as well as the social and political life of the country. Afghan culture, after all,
is not a uniform set of norms. As Valentine Moghadam notes, even rules of segregation
vary “by ethnic group, region, mode of subsistence, social class and family” (Moghadam
1993: 210). The only exception is the category of elderly women, who are highly
respected all across Afghanistan; they often exercise a considerable influence over family

as well as community life.

3.2.1 Women’s Socioeconomic and Political Roles

Given the diversity of cultures, practices and traditions, the status of women and
their rights in Afghanistan have differed between communities. While in the cities
women from some socio-economic and ethnic/linguistic backgrounds worked as doctors,
nurses, secretaries and teachers, others who came from more restricted backgrounds were

not even allowed to leave their homes.
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In non-urban sectors, close community ties and family farming provided a
network of support for women, who usually participated in the labour market -- either by
working on the farms and helping gather the harvest or by their work in the home.
Generally, women participated in the household economy, though their activities differed
widely. The degree and type of their socio-economic participation has been subject to
communal/tribal structures, ethnic background and geographical location.

For example, in the northern part of Afghanistan inhabited by Uzbek and
Turkomans, where carpet weaving had traditionally been a major industry and a source of
income, skilled women were counted on to secure part of the household income. Girls
were usually given into marriage at an early age; the bride-price of a well-trained female
weaver was usually high. The parents of a skilled daughter therefore relied not only on
the income her weaving brought in, but on the considerable bride-price her marriage
would accrue as well. Women were expected to contribute to their husband's household
economy after marriage. It was not uncommon for well-to-do men to have multiple
wives, as the number of skilled women in the household increased family income. In this
northern region of Afghanistan women did not participate in farming activities; in fact,
women rarely left their homes except to participate in weddings and other family
gatherings, which were almost always segregated (Personal communications, Pakistan;
February 2000).

In rural areas of western Afghanistan, where Persian-speakers and Pushtuns share
the land, women were in charge of market gardening, the products of which were used at
home and sold in the market. However, women's main occupation in these areas, in

addition to childbearing and child-rearing, was the breeding of silkworms. From the silk,
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they produced handicrafts such as handkerchiefs and turbans, which were also sold in the
market. In central Afghanistan where the Hazaras live, women's principal work was
animal husbandry. During the four months of summer, women and young children took
their cattle and sheep to the high pastures, where they stayed for the entire season. Men
remained at home near their farms. In the pastures, women worked to prepare the wool
they collected from the sheep and to produce woollen carpets known as namad. They also
prepared various dairy products, which were used by their families in winter and also
sold in the neighbouring markets. Back at home, women gathered bush and wood in
preparation for central Afghanistan's harsh winters.

In the south and southeastern parts of the country, occupied mainly by various
Pushtun tribes, women are renowned for the role they have played in tribal and national
conflicts. During the war of independence (1919), Pushtun women took food to military
strongholds and transported ammunition and knives to their soldiers. In the case of tribal
disputes, women were -- and still are in some tribes -- used as a means of preventing acts
of revenge. The tribe at fault would give one of its most beautiful women in marriage to
a well-known member of the enemy's tribe. The practice is known as bad or bady dadan.
A woman given into 'bady’ would pave the way for reconciliation and prevent further
fighting or revenge. While some view bad or bady as a positive practice, others consider
it both primitive and degrading. Educated Afghans argue that giving a woman into
marriage against her wishes is barbaric. Others conclude that within the particular
cultural context, hady gave women an essential role in the community as peacemakers

(Personal communications, Pakistan; February 2000 and Canada; July 1999).
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Within these regions women generally took part in family farming as well as
contributing to the household income with handicrafts, embroidery and other needle
work:; while in some communities women were restricted to their homes, in most
mountainous areas women carried water to the house from nearby rivers and streams
(Personal communications, Pakistan; February 2000). Afghan folk songs depict the theme
in a romantic manner with constant reference to the beautiful figures of young girls
collecting water.

A considerable number of Pushtun tribes are nomads -- known as 'kuchis'-- who
moved freely within the region and across borders. An attempt was made by the
Communist government to prevent nomads from crossing the border. When forced to
settle, kuchis did not return to Afghanistan and moved to the Pakistani side of the frontier
and along the Afghan-Pakistan border where the Communist government had no control.
Nomad women were fully involved in the socio-economic activities of their community.
They travelled with men, set up tents, gathered firewood, carried water and collected
greenery for the animals.

As early as 1900, a small group of women in urban areas began to enjoy limited
statutory rights. Historically these centres of trade, commerce and administration were at
the intersection of major trade routes, and both men and women were exposed to degrees
of outside influence. In some of these towns -- depending on ethnicity, geography and
social background -- women's roles as mothers and wives were recognized and valued,
and in some urban centers women played an active role in society outside their homes.
Queen Bibi Halima, the wife of Amir Abdur Rahman Khan, not only played an active

political role during her husband's rule from 1880-1902; she also had 200 women trained
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as soldiers (Kakar 1979: 17-18). However, in general, the public sphere remained out of
bounds to all but the most well-to-do and educated women; these included female
members of the royal family who by 1921 were given a monthly salary of 300 Rupees by

the central government. Male members received 400 Rupees monthly (Mujadidi 1997: 5).

3.3 Women and the Culture of Reform
3.3.1 Education

Education too has been subject to ethnic and social diversity. However, one
striking factor has remained consistent across all cultural boundaries: by 1978, out of the
15 per cent of the population who were literate, “only 2 per cent were women” (Johnson
1998: 70). There are various reasons for such a low rate of education among Afghan
women. Educational opportunities in Afghanistan have been very limited, particularly for
women -- though hard data on literacy among women is not available, as there are no
records. Not all of the female population residing even in the cities attended schools.
Only families with a less conservative stance allowed their daughters to go to school.
These were often families that had travelled abroad or were aware of changes taking
place in other parts of the Muslim world, particularly in Ottoman Turkey and Egypt at the
dawn of the twentieth century. Most young girls were sent to school until puberty, after
which they were required to stay home, help their mothers in household activities or
preferably get married. There were hardly enough schools in the rural areas for anyone,

let alone for women who usually did not venture outside their home villages -- unless for

marriage or household chores.
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Prior to the establishment of public schools in the first part of the twentieth
century, education was in the hands of the religious clergy (Wilber 1962: 67-69). Mosque
schools -- established by the community under the supervision of a religious leader or
mullah -- taught young boys for half a day, six days a week. Only in major cities, such as
Kabul, Herat and Jalalabad, were some girls also sent to mosque schools. The main
purpose was to learn Quranic passages in Arabic -- often without a translation into
Persian or Pushtu -- and memorizing the Quran for prayers and recitation. The other basic
text was the Panj Ganj (Five Treasures), comprising sections devoted to moral lessons, to
religious precepts and laws, and to mildly didactic poetry from renowned Persian or
Pushtu writers (Personal communications, Pakistan; February 1998). Mosque schooling
relied on oral education and involved little writing.

Among what may be regarded as the conservative sectors of Afghan society --
those who resisted the reforms such as implementation of education, particularly female
education -- education beyond Quranic recitation and the lofty thought and metaphysics
of great poets and teachers of the Muslim world was not encouraged (Wilber 1962: 73).
Conservatives often regarded any other schooling as a threat to Islam.

There were several efforts, from the beginning of the 20" century onward, to
justify and establish women’s education. But each of these successive efforts reached
only a tiny, elite part of the population, and finally foundered on conservative opposition.
For example, in the late 50s, several girls’ schools were established under the leadership
of Daoud Khan, then the Prime Minister in Zahar Shah’s constitutional monarchy. A
small group of women, mostly from the royal families benefited from secondary and

higher education. However, the political turmoil in the country jeopardized women’s
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education altogether, beginning with the conservative members of parliament’s law in
1968 to ban Afghan girls from education abroad.

With the coming to power of the Communist party -- supported by direct Russian
military and economic aid -- a universal literacy program for women was established.
With its goal to "teach people the aims of the Revolution" (Dupree 1984: 316), the
government began programs to rapidly transform society -- by force. Schools and
teaching centres were established throughout the country, and urban and rural women
alike were required to register for literacy classes. Those who refused to attend were
physically brought in or else branded as ‘anti-progressive’ by the government. Perhaps a
gradual, situation-specific literacy campaign would have proved more effective. In any
case, the associated Democratic Organization of Afghan Women remained on the
periphery, effectively reaching only a small group of intellectuals (Dupree 1984: 321).

At the same time, conservative views found new momentum with the right-wing
ideology of Pakistani religio-political theorist, Abu Ala Maududi, a proponent of veiling
and gender segregation. Influenced by Maududi's views, religious leaders in Afghanistan
argued that the "expansion of non-traditional education was eroding the morals of the
young and undermining social traditional values" (Marsden 1998: 94). Maududi's
theories supported centuries-old patriarchal notions of women representing the honour of
the family, tribe and nation. Any deviation from "honourable behaviour" was considered
to "besmirch the honour of those in authority” (Dupree 1984: 310) and would not be
tolerated.

Compulsory female education soon failed because many saw the classes as a

platform to promote the government's political program, and refused to attend. In rural
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areas, compulsory female education was met with fierce opposition from religious
leaders, who were instrumental in the emergence of the resistance movement, which
eventually confronted the People's Democratic Party (Marsden 1998: 95). Books and
papers were purposely lost, delayed or damaged. Teachers, fearful of their superiors at
the Ministry of Education, turned in false reports of attendance and progress. Terrified
that their daughters would be taught on the basis of an alien value system, families fled to
neighbouring countries (Dupree 1984: 334).

In 1992, the Communist government was overthrown by a coalition of religious
parties (Mujahidin) that had fought the Russians. Their failure to establish a just system
of governance resulted in a bloody civil war, which consumed the last of what was left of
educational institutions and opportunity for both sexes. By 1994, Taliban forces begun to
gain control of major cities and banned all girls’ schools. Nevertheless, a limited sort of
basic education for girls has been available in refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran. This
will be discussed in the next chapter. In post-Taliban Afghanistan, education has become
a primary item on the list of both Afghan and non-Afghan organizations wishing to make

up for the losses of the last two decades.

3.4 Women and Formal Legal Reforms
3.4.1 Marriage

Amir Abdur Rahman Khan (1880-1901) started the first formal legal reforms for
women when he divided the legal system into Islamic law (shari'a), common law (state)
and customary (existing) laws. As part of this new system, he abolished a long-standing

customary law which, he claimed, violated Islamic law; this customary law, widely
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practiced among the tribes, "bound a wife not only to her husband but his entire family as
well" (Gregorian 1969: 138). According to this custom, widows were given into marriage
to their husband's next of kin, often against their will. The Amir announced, that “the
moment a husband died his wife was to be set free" (Gregorian 1969: 138).

He also required all marriages to be registered and modified a law dealing with
child marriage, introducing instead an Islamic legal norm by “permitting a girl who had
been given in marriage before she had reached the age of puberty to refuse or accept her
marriage, when she attained full age” (Gregorian 1969: 139). Women were given into
marriage by their menfolk at the age of 8 or 9, while the age of puberty in Afghanistan
was generally between 13 or 15. Still another Islamically-inspired reform allowed
women to sue their husbands for alimony or divorce in cases involving cruelty.

Amanullah Khan, Rahman Khan’s grandson, subsequently introduced a Family
Code (1921) regulating marriage, and outlawing child marriage and intermarriage
between close kin. It reiterated Abdur Rahman's ruling that a "widow was to be free of
the domination of her husband's family" (Gregorian 1969: 243), thus allowing her to
choose her own husband. The new Code also placed restrictions on wedding expenses
and "granted wives the right to appeal to the courts if their husband did not adhere to
Quranic tenets regarding marriage" (Gregorian 1969: 244). While polygymy was not
fully abolished, government workers were forbidden from taking more than one wife. In
1924, women were officially given the right to choose their husbands (Gregorian 1969:
244).

After a long setback during the Bacha-I-Saqaw (also known as Habibullah Ghazi)

rule and that of his successor Nadir Khan, legal reforms were reintroduced in late 1959
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during the reign of Daoud Khan. The 1964 constitution enfranchised women without the
help of any suffragist movement. Modernizing-nationalist men remained the primary
advocates of women's rights; the number of women involved in women's rights advocacy
was small relative to the total female population, and was largely comprised of middle
and upper class urban women (Dupree 1984: 309).

In 1973, while Mohammad Zahir was on a state trip to Europe, Daoud staged a
coup. For the first time, Afghanistan became a republic, with Daoud as its first, self-
proclaimed President. Initially Daoud Khan showed leftist tendencies, but soon realised
the success of his government relied on the support of conservatives. In concessions to
maintain the support of the tribal chiefs and religious leaders, he agreed to redress
specific problems through a Penal Code (1976) and a Civil Law (1977). The Penal Code
and Civil Law both followed the constitutional injunction that "there can be no law
repugnant to the basic principles of the sacred religion of Islam" (Dupree 1984: 310).
Thus while the Civil Law abolished child marriage and set the marriage age at 16 for
girls, limiting the right of parents and guardians to wed a girl at the onset of puberty, it
also legally entrenched men’s right to divorce, child custody and defence of honour
(Moghadam 1993: 220). The latter was a concession to conservative elements that
wanted to combine religious tenets and tribal codes under the banner of Islam. The
decree did not sanction honour killing. It did, however, allow a man to take measures
against a disobedient wife, including verbal insults and physical abuse, justified in the
name of ‘defence of a man’s honour’ and on the basis that even Islam encouraged men to

punish disobedient women.
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Ultimately, Daoud's attempts to suppress the opposition, particularly the leftists,
led to the overthrow of his government and his death in April 1978, when the People's

Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) staged a coup d'etat -- often referred to as the

"Saur Revolution"] (Gupta 1986: 29). In the first three months of its rule, the PDPA split
into two branches, Khalq (Masses) and Parcham (Banner). Khalg remained a
predominantly Pushtu party drawing members from the middle class; Parcham had a
considerable number of Tajiks and some Pushtun members; its membership was drawn
mainly from “more liberal, elitist families and mainly from Kabul” (Dupree 1984: 318).

On the legal front, the most important contribution of the Communist government
was the introduction of decree No. 7, entitled "Dowry and Marriage Expenses" (Dupree
1984: 322). Similar to earlier modernizing decrees during the reign of Abdur Rahman
Khan, his son and his grandson, the six-item document, aimed at eliminating the practices
of bride-price, forced marriage and expensive wedding ceremonies. The minimum
marriage age was set once again at 16 for females and 18 for males. But in a country
where the rule of the central government had always been limited to few urban centers,
and in which the tribes followed their own customary codes and traditions, such reforms
seemed almost irrelevant.

Moreover, in a place like Afghanistan where a majority of women -- in rural
areas, almost all women -- did not have any form of identity cards, it was not easy to
know the exact age of the bride. Sometimes, parents or grandparents marked the birth of
a child in the back page of a family copy of the Quran -- according to their own system of

calculation -- often using seasons as opposed to monthly lunar or solar calendars. As late

1 <Saur’ is the second month of the lunar calendar followed in Afghanistan.

63



as December 2000, in Niatak, an Afghan refugee village along the Iran-Afghan boarder,
the majority of refugees did not know their age. One man told me that the Mullah in the
village had marked his birthday in their family’s copy of the Quran. However, since the
Russian invasion and subsequent war left the mullah dead and the rest of the villagers
scattered, he had no idea how old he was.

In that village, younger women and men often looked perplexed when I asked
their age. One woman, with a look of some confusion mixed with sadness, guessed her
age to be 20 or 30. Another man said he thought he was 34 or 35. I could hear the
frustration in their voices as they struggled to come up with a number. Reactions of
others suggested that it was not that important to their lives to know their age. This may
have been true in their former homes in Afghanistan, but it obviously created problems
once they crossed the border. Lack of information on individual refugees -- often factual
data such as date of birth, date of marriage, age of spouse or children -- complicated the
work of organizations that wanted to create a proper and accurate registry of all refugees.

Given such a background, attempts by the Communist government to raise the
marriage age and punish families harshly when they did not comply with the new rules,
were a failure from the start. In addition, the decrees issued by the newly-established
Communist government were not an appeal to Islamic laws. They were instead inspired
by socialist ideals and aimed at eliminating rural, feudal-tribal practices. In additions,
existing problems with a more immediate effect on the lives of women in urban centers
such as women's equal right to divorce, child custody, inheritance and employment were

not addressed in the decree at all. Modeling itself after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution,



transforming the countryside into a modern Communist -- Russian-style -- state was the
main objective of the government.

There was fierce universal resistance to the new marriage regulations which were
coupled with compulsory education for girls. The government resorted to force to
implement its policies. In the summer of 1978, even before the war, refugees began to
pour into Pakistan, giving the forced and at times violent implementation of government

programs as their main reason for leaving (Dupree 1992: 2).

3.5 Changing Environment
3.5.1 Women and Work

Women have always been part of the social and economic fabric in Afghanistan.
Traditionally, their work has been concentrated inside the household -- from management
to production and children’s upbringing. Women have also worked outside the
household, depending on their cultural, social and economic conditions. For the most
part, however, agricultural activities were seen as a man’s domain. Women in
Afghanistan, like many women throughout the world, perceived the household work as
part of their natural duties and did not attach any value to it. A woman’s work was seen
as her obligation towards her husband, children and family, whereas men’s activities
were almost always viewed as work.

Women’s entry into the organized work force has been an urban phenomenon.
Though Afghanistan has never had an industrial revolution, the development of
institutions in the cities necessitated an organized working sector regulated by the state

authorities. In its early stages, this work force did not include women, at least not in
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large numbers. It was generally regarded as against a man’s honour to let his wife,
mother or sisters work. Whether because of tribal honour in rural areas or a result of
class-consciousness in urban settings, women are placed on a pedestal of honour and
dignity, fragility and elegance. It should also be acknowledged that women themselves
often preferred not to work, particularly in blue-collar jobs. In fact, some saw working at
certain jobs below the status of their family.

For many rural women, formal employment was not even an option. Some could
not even contemplate it, since it was always seen as part of a man’s world. This became
obvious during my encounters in the refugee camps with middle-aged and elderly
women. Though economic necessity and education had forced some changes towards
female work remained largely negative. Since men are traditionally seen as the
protectors and providers of the family, it reflected negatively on a man when a female
member of his household worked for an income. Fear of losing control over women also
prompted some men to forbid employment.

Similar to the case of education, new ideas about work affected only a handful of
members of the upper class. A few elite women entered the work force when the first
Dari-language women’s weekly magazine, called Irshad-i-Niswan (Guide for Women),
was established in 1921. Gradually women began to accept teaching jobs and work as
secretaries and nurses, work seen as both morally safe and appropriate for women. But
work in the sense of formal employment remained limited to major cities. By the 1960s,

the first group of trained women doctors and engineers were graduating from Kabul

University.
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According to data from a UNICEF/UNIFEM workshop (August 1989) and
another SIDA workshop (April 1993), Afghanistan in 1979 had a female population of
6.3 million, of whom 313, 000 were considered economically active (involved in the
formal workforce). Eighty-five per cent of the 313, 000 were production-related workers,
employed mainly in textiles (clothing and carpets). The other major category of
employed women was “professional, technical, and related workers”, 1,300 women, or 4
per cent of the economically active female population. These women were mostly
teachers, nurses, and government employees, secretaries, hairdressers, entertainers, and
two or three parliamentarians -- members, in other words, of the small salaried middle
class.

The Communist government established in 1978, paid little attention to the issue
of women’s employment in particular, although a universal literacy program aimed at
modernizing women was instituted. The Democratic Organization of Afghan Women
was put in charge of women’s affairs. The organization, which lacked experience in
dealing with real issues concerning women both in the city and outside it, concentrated
on propagating the Communist government’s agenda. Much attention and energy were
focused on women's participation in public rallies and gatherings organized in support of
the government. State-controlled media continued to display women as successful agents
of social change; interviews with women members of the People's Democratic Party of

Afghanistan and women who had participated in promoting the revolutionary cause were

regularly broadcast (Dupree 1984: 331).
These stage-managed, pro-government activities served only to widen the gap

between modern and conservative elements. When women appeared on television as
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dancers, actresses and singers, this only encouraged the belief among conservatives that
women's education led to sexual anarchy. Anger was provoked even among moderate
families, most of whom banned their daughters from attending school altogether
(Personal communications Pakistan; February 1998).

Communist rule did, however, resulted to an increase in the female labor force in
an indirect way. With a majority of men between the ages of 16 and 40 conscripted into
the army and a considerable number joining the Mujahidin, women were forced to fill
their place, simply to provide for their families. Ordinary women with little or no formal
education began working in factories, hospitals, schools, hotels, restaurants, publishing
houses and various government institutions as secretaries, maids, cooks, labourers and
security guards. For the first time, many Afghan women recognized new abilities and a
wider range of possibilities as their world expanded outside the private sphere
(Moghadam 1993: 232-233; Personal communications, Pakistan; February 1998).

In the meantime, some of the Mujahidin forces themselves recruited women,
particularly those from cities, by hiring them in their health clinics and schools in
Pakistan as headmasters and teachers. In Pakistan, foreign NGOs hired Afghan women
in various projects to help them with the implementation of their programs, especially
those aimed at women. These instances, however, were exceptional. The conservative
stance of some of the Mujahidin toward women’s employment basically forced them to
restrict their activities to household work. The difficulties of a refugee life, where
qualified men can barely find proper jobs, left women with little opportunity to work.

Between 1992 and 1996, the city of Kabul was turned into a battlefield in which

Tajiks, Pushtuns and Hazaras fought each other. The war had a catastrophic effect on the
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women of Afghanistan. The new Mujahidin government made hijab -- head cover --
compulsory for women. While women could continue to work, the situation deteriorated
as the ethnically-motivated war persisted: for the first time, women were used as weapons
of war. Many Hazara women were tortured and used as sex-slaves by the Pushtun
fighters; in revenge, Hazara fighters raped a defenceless group of Pushtun women,
cutting off their breasts to outrage the enemy (Personal communications, Pakistan;
February 1998). Tajiks -- members of the ruling Jamiat party -- were accused by both
sides of watching the rape and torture of women, if not directly taking part.

Up to this point, respect for women, however superficial, had prevailed. Most
Afghans will argue that because the honour of their country is symbolized by the honour
of women, Afghan culture has a high regard for women. These incidents of ethnic
conflict -- in which women were the most unfortunate, if not the only, victims -- set a
new precedent. Whereas in the past women had been exchanged in marriage between
tribes to prevent fighting, they had now become objects of violence -- weapons and
victims of a bloody war.

As part of a backlash against the aggressive reforms of the Communist
government and subsequent failure of the Mujahidin administration to restore peace and
security, the Taliban sought to, in effect, restore moral order. Women, the torchbearers of
national honour, were once again placed in a most disadvantageous and vulnerable
position. Whether through genuine patriarchal concern or deliberate political
manipulation, Taliban policies deprived women of what little they had gained.

Women's 'integrity’ became the Taliban's main obsession. Women were ordered

to stay home and banned from going to school or to work, attending public bathhouses or

69



seeking medical care in hospitals. They were to be covered from head to toe by a burga
or chadori -- an all-encompassing cloth with a small mesh for the eyes -- and
accompanied by a male relative if they ventured outdoors (Dupree 1998: 152). All these
Taliban decrees were allegedly in compliance with traditional norms.

The Taliban's laws were harshly enforced; violators were brutally punished. The
Taliban "morality" campaign affected the urban centres most heavily; the women of
Kabul -- many of them not accustomed to chadori -- were slow to follow the Taliban's
instructions and many were assaulted and beaten in public by the Taliban's morality
police. All this was done, ironically, for the sake of their 'integrity’, their security and the
nation's honour (Burns 1997: A6).

In October 2001, the United States and its allies’ campaign against Al-Qaeda --
the organizers of the attacks in New York, Washington and Pennsylvania (September 11,
2001) -- brought an end to Taliban rule inside Afghanistan. Since the departure of the
Taliban, women have been able to leave their homes, to go to work and school.
However, lack of security has remained a major threat to the life and freedom of women
in Afghanistan.

In June 2002, I observed that women who left their homes continued to wear the
burga. Some wore Pakistani style clothes with a long head cover. With refugees returning
from Pakistan and Iran in large numbers -- the majority women and children -- the
economic situation in the country remains chaotic. In the June 2002 loya jerga -- a
traditional meeting of heads of tribes -- Afghan women, mostly from abroad, had a small

but significant representation. Two women, Sema Samar and Sema Wali, were appointed
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to the new cabinet; several others also took administrative positions. Though symbolic,

this could have a positive effect on women’s situation in the country.

3.5. 2 Health

Afghanistan has generally been categorized as one of the poorest countries in the
world, with low life expectancy, high infant mortality, and malnutrition. Medical
facilities have been available only in the capital and a number of other cities. But
medical facilities as we know them in the West -- doctors, nurses, hospitals and other
healthcare units -- do not have a long history in Afghanistan. People in Afghanistan have
relied on natural, herbal and at times spiritual remedies, as well as local men or women.
Sometimes, mullahs performed a sort of shamanism to rid patients of ‘bad spirits’ and
cure certain diseases.

Given the conservative nature of traditional Afghanistan, women did not have
much access to health services. First of all, there were not many facilities at their
disposal, especially in faraway villages. Secondly, even when they were a short distance
from a local clinic or hospital, women could not simply leave their homes for a visit to
the hospital. They had to be brought in by their menfolk. Well-to-do families might be
able to send for a doctor.

Despite its conservativism, rural Afghanistan showed little resistance to doctors.
In fact, the only time a tribal man made an exception for his wife, mother or daughter to
be examined by a stranger, man or woman, was with a doctor, albeit with the wife’s face
covered. My father, a medical doctor, witnessed many such occasions in the days of his

work in various Pushtun, Hazara and Turkoman tribes. Women themselves were shy and
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preferred female doctors. However, there were not enough doctors in general, let alone
female doctors. This complicated the situation for women who suffered from
gynecological problems, but were not able to communicate this to male doctors.

In the villages as well as in parts of the cities, an elderly woman often acted as
midwife. Mothers and grandmothers were regarded as possessing the wisdom to help a
young woman get pregnant, give birth and raise a child. Even when doctors and hospitals
were available, traditional families preferred to deliver at home. As complications
developed, those with access to hospitals rushed to see a doctor. Others relied on
homemade remedies. Consecutive pregnancies, hard labour during childbirth and the
responsibility of raising a large family left many young women exhausted and in fragile
health.

Some health programs were developed to address problems of women’s health. In
the late 1970s, with the help of the World Health Organization, the government
established a number of Child-Mother Health Protection clinics. The function of these
clinics was to offer general health facilities to all, particularly to women and children.
The clinics offered a monthly ration of wheat, powdered milk and baby food for
registered mothers and children, as well as birth control. Traditionally, however, the

majority of the population preferred large families and sons were favoured over

daughters.

However, according to Dr. Azizullah Saidali, vice president of the Indira Gandhi
Children’s hospital in Kabul in 1989, mothers and children continued to suffer from
simple problems such as malnutrition: “Babies typically have low birth weight, generally

a function of the poor health of the mothers, who often suffer from anemia... 60 per cent
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of children under-five suffered from malnutrition” (Moghadam 1993:238). The UNDP’s
Human Development Report suggests that by 1990, only 29 per cent of the total Afghan
population (15 million) had access to health services, and 80 per cent of those were from
urban areas. Thus a majority of the rural population who made up the first wave of
refugees to Iran and Pakistan in the 1980s was unlikely to have seen a doctor or hospital
or to have much knowledge about basic healthcare and hygiene. The issue of women’s
health in the refugee camps has been a challenge both for the women themselves and aid

organizations in the host countries.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Change and Resistance to Change

4.1 A Refugee Camp in Iran
4.1.1 Introduction

Within the Saveh camp, refugees live in isolation. Ethnic/linguistic differences
prevent Afghan refugees of different groups from having much personal contact, though
they live in close proximity to one another. Afghans and Iranians rarely mingle because
of the physical isolation of the camp. A supervisory group of six Iranians arrives each
day from a nearby city to run the camp. Up to six armed security guards keep watch over
the activities of the camp from their shabby hut at the entrance. Occasionally, Afghan
men come to chat with them. Women generally stay at home.

Despite the lack of any contact, the environment of the host country does affect
the daily life of refugee women. In this chapter, I discuss the pattern of change in refugee
women’s life. Marriage, health and education are the hallmark of change, however
limited and largely unseen. Given that change, for the most part, is the outcome of an
undesirable refugee life, there is some resistance to it. But as it will be illustrated, the
refugee women have resigned themselves to adapting to the new living environment. [
also examine Iranian government policies on Afghan refugees and the living conditions

and status of refugees in the Saveh refugee camp, about 130 kilometers southwest of the

Iranian capital, Tehran.
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4.2 Khotoon’s Wedding

Khotoon was only two years old (February 2001) when I attended her wedding in
the Saveh refugee camp. Held in her mother’s arms, she was crying profusely. Khotoon
was not aware of what was happening in her life. Her mother, Norbebi, 21, was rocking
the child-bride in her arms to stop her crying. Khotoon was being given into marriage to
her 8-year-old cousin.

I found the young groom outside, playing with a few other boys his age in the
dust and mud of the refugee camp. It is your wedding day, right? I asked. He shied away
and let another boy -- slightly older and taller -- speak for him. “Yes, it is.” Does it
make you happy? I addressed the question to the groom. Again, he shied away. Other
boys around him laughed. One told him he should say ‘yes’. I asked the groom again, do
you like to be married? He nodded and blushed. Walking backwards -- step by step -- he
wanted to leave me and play with his companions.

Back at the bride’s house, the yard -- surrounded by clay walls -- was packed with
young and old ladies, all dressed in brightly-coloured embroidered clothes and head
covers that barely reached their foreheads. Their hands bore various designs of henna,
their nails painted. A group of women, taking careful steps, were moving in a circle while
playing a musical instrument called a ‘dyera’ (drum). They were singing a wedding song:

“My dearest love, you are my apple and my plum.

You, my dear cousin, you are my happiness and joy.
I wish to see you next to me, my dearest love”.

Girls as young as 11 wore red and green make-up with small artificial silver

sparkles on their cheeks and lips. Their thick black, wavy hair flowed over their thin
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shoulders and swayed as they moved their heads left and right to the sound of the drum.
They were all already married.

I asked Norbebi whether Khotoon wasn’t too young to be married. She replied,
“Oh, no -- she is not going to her husband’s house now. Not to worry, we will only send
her when she is nine.” Then she went on to explain why they were holding the children’s
wedding now. “My husband’s brother has only one son and we have one daughter. We
wanted them to marry because my husband and his brother wanted to make sure our
children’s names are put together -- so when they grow they won’t marry someone else.”
I asked her what would happen when Khotoon was nine. “Then the groom’s family will
organize a wedding party and they will come and take the bride,” she said.

Among the Makozai tribe of Pushtun Afghans, marrying young and within close
family -- particularly cousins -- is a common practice. Norbebi herself was married to
her cousin when she was nine. They lived in a small village in the Afghan western
province of Orezgan. Both families owned a patch of land. Norbebi’s father suffered
from poor health and had no sons from either of his marriages. Norbebi was given in
marriage to her cousin to keep the family ties closer, and to give her father a helping
hand. Norbebi’s father had seven daughters; his brother, however, had four sons and five
daughters.

Norbebi does not remember much about her wedding. But she remembers that
there was always an exchange of gifts between the families of the bride and groom in her
village. The groom’s family also paid a considerable sum of money to the bride’s family
as a bride-price. On special occasions --at New Year and the two Eids -- the groom’s

family would send a new set of clothes to the bride’s house and, depending on the
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financial status of the family, a sheep or calf. Meanwhile, the bride’s family would
prepare an elaborate wardrobe for the bride, to be sent with her to her husband’s house
after the wedding.

In Norbebi’s village, a woman only left her parents’ home on the night of her
wedding. The bride did not return to her family home for one year -- it would be
considered shameful for her to do so. However, her family -- often her sisters and mother
-- could visit the girl in her in-laws’ house. After a year, the bride could visit her family
and often took a newborn child for an extended visit that might last up to three months.
However, Norbebi never took her first born to her parent’s home. She was newly
married when they fled to Iran. Her two first sons were born in Ghazween -- another
Iranian town. Khotoon and her third son were born in Saveh.

The circumstances of Khotoon’s marriage are going to be different. While in
exile, neither family can afford to exchange expensive gifts, nor can they prepare a
wardrobe for the bride to take next door to her in-laws. The economic restraints of a
refugee life do not allow the groom’s family to pay a bride-price. Such traditional
practices have come to a halt not because of these refugees’ willingness or desire, but
rather as result of ‘imposed difficulties” of life in exile, according to Norbebi. The
refugee women in the camp sadly note these obvious changes. These particular
ceremonial practices -- with substantial economic underpinning -- are seen as negative
changes. Norbebi has a tear drying in the corner of her eye when she talks about them.
They do not reflect positively on the economic status of her family, she says.

However, there is another aspect to the story Norbebi recounts, though almost

without realizing what it really means. If they were in Afghanistan and could not afford
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to exchange money in the form of bride-price, organize an elaborate wedding and send
her daughter away with piles of gifts, it would have affected Khotoon’s future. She
might have been looked down upon by rival brides in the family and by her in-laws. But
in a refugee camp in Iran, it is unlikely that she will ever be criticized or less respected.
Because both families are affected by the same financial problems, they both know the
limitations imposed on them by the reality of a refugee life. In fact, there is a strong
sense of sympathy and gestures of kindness towards the baby bride. Her mother-in-law
remarks that “the poor child will not have much to start her life with here.” But she is
adamant that her son will try to make her happy despite everything.

In that context, Khotoon’s wedding represents a settled change that has taken
place in the life of Makozai Pushtun women. It is not welcomed happily. But to the
women’s understanding, it has brought about an acceptance of the loss of certain
centuries-old tribal practices that would not have been so readily discarded if life had
gone as usual inside Afghanistan. Here, in a refugee camp, without any laws or decrees,
the community has come to accept a change Afghan rulers and reformers had been unable
to institute.

It could certainly be argued that the agony of life in exile and the losses these
refugees have gone through can hardly make up for such miniscule gains. Nevertheless,
they are part of their lives now, though they are not being celebrated as a wonderful
experience. The question that remains unanswered is what will happen if and when the
refugees return home. Could such changes survive the tendency to revert to old ways,

particularly in the familiar environment of their villages?
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There is, moreover, some resistance to these changes even while in exile. Parents
fear losing control over their children’s marriage and future life. According to Norbebi,
while everyone has accepted that they cannot control the unfortunate economic situation,
they do try to control other aspects of life such as choice of a spouse. Hence the families
act, and act quickly. Norbebi’s husband and brother-in-law were keen on this early
wedding ceremony precisely because of the economic and social conditions of refugee
life. Khotoon’s father was worried that a total stranger might ask for Khotoon’s hand.
The groom’s father had been worried that someone with more money might have offered
a handsome bride-price for Khotoon and that his brother would have accepted it. “Hardly
possible,” says Khotoon’s mother. “But a real enough fear,” she says, that it “got our men
thinking.”

Within the village community, all families knew each other. There was trust and
loyalty. There was also a harsh punishment for those who betrayed the tribal code. Here,
however, in the open field of a refugee environment, the next door neighbour is a total
stranger. He may be another Pushtun, possibly even from a good family, but “it is not the
same,” says Norbebi. In such a place, it could have been possible for Khotoon to end up
marrying a total stranger. Or her cousin might not have wanted to marry her if he was a
little older and could make his way to the nearby city to work. He would have been
independent and could have refused to obey the family. In either case, “there would have
been a break-up between the two families, an unmendable break,” says Khotoon’s new
mother-in-law. Several stories were told and retold in the camp about a few young,
single men, who had left home, never to return, and two young girls (11 and 12) who had

refused to marry their cousins. They remained anonymous, despite my constant
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questioning and desire to know more about them and their circumstances. Everyone
blamed life in exile.

In Afghan villages, girls were given in marriage at 8 or 9 years of age, and boys at
14. The idea was for the boy to be old enough to live up to his responsibilities as a
husband. In the refugee camp, however, the age of those given into marriage -- both
boys and girls -- was much younger. Insecurity rather than tradition had prompted
Khotoon’s early engagement. The mothers, sharing their husband’s fear, had agreed. “It
is safer and better for everyone now,” says Khotoon’s mother-in-law. “The children will
grow up with peace of mind and we will have ours as well.” After putting their minds at
ease, Norbebi says, both brothers have gone to the city of Saveh to work. They will not
be back for a month. But Norbebi is hoping that they will come home with a little extra
money so she can begin to prepare a small wardrobe for her daughter’s real wedding.

In the Saveh camp, a wedding takes place every few days. The women usually
gather in the yard of a house -- surrounded by clay walls, using hanging clothes to
construct ‘doors’ with clothes and broken car windowshields as windows -- to celebrate
these weddings. They go through this routine every few days as one after another
member of the family is giving into marriage, often at a very young age. Since life in
exile offers few amusement, women take advantage of weddings for social purposes.
While the women celebrate, men go to work or gather in front of the main refugee

supervisory office to talk and trim their beards under the sunshine, pondering other

changes offered by life in exile.
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4. 3 Afghan Refugees and the Islamic Republic’s Policies

The Saveh refugee camp comprises around 500 households, each with between 6
and 13 members. The majority are Pushtuns from the Makozai, Norzahi and Bakhteyari
tribes. There are about 10 Hazara households. Both ethnic groups are tribally organized.
In Afghanistan, they lived in isolation from one another, often separated by mountain
ranges. Here in the refugee camp, they are forced to share a stretch of flat land, but they
have imitated the isolated lifestyle of their home villages. The communities do not mix,
even occasionally. In spite of a common language -- Pushtu -- shared by all Pushtuns,
tribal identity remains stronger than ethnicity. Most of these refugees identify themselves
first as members of their tribe, and only then as members of an ethnic community. They
define themselves as Afghans only in reference to their status as refugees.

Like the majority of Afghan refugees, residents of the Saveh refugee camp came
to Iran during the Russian occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s. At that time, the
government of the Islamic Republic of Iran had both pragmatic and ideological reasons
for welcoming them. The war with Iraq meant that there was a need for extra manpower
in the country, and the Iranian government’s foreign policy stressed the unity of Muslim
brotherhood across national boundaries. At its peak -- at the end of the 1991 Gulf War --
the refugee population in Iran (including Iraqis) reached around 4 million. Afghans
accounted for about three quarters of this figure.

During this period, Afghans settled independently in various parts of Iran.
Having fled rural Afghanistan, most of the Saveh refugees settled originally in the Iranian
city of Ghazween, north of Tehran. “They established their villages around the city,”

says Zabeullah, a resident from the nearby city of Saveh who began work as one of the
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supervisors in this camp 12 years ago, when the camp was just established. In 1987, the
Iranian authorities designated a part of the desert land around Saveh -- connected to the
city via a treacherous 7-kilometer road -- as a refugee camp and moved the Afghans
there. “Here, they continue to live as they lived in their villages in Afghanistan,” says
Zabeullah.

Iran’s policies towards the refugees have had a profound effect on the creation
and expansion of camps like Saveh. Between 1992 and 1994, the government began a
sustained campaign to repatriate all refugees, particularly Afghans. The major
repatriation took place in Khorassan province (bordering Herat province in Afghanistan).
It is estimated that at that time over one million Afghans returned to their country. As
part of preparation for further repatriation, the Iranian government began grouping
Afghan refugees in designated areas. In addition to Saveh, I visited two other locations
where refugees had been brought to live: Niatak, on the south-eastern Iran-Afghanistan
border, and Gulshahar, about 40 kilometers from the city of Mashad, near the north-
eastern frontier with Afghanistan.

The government department dealing with refugees is the Iranian Ministry of the
Interior’s Bureau for Foreign Immigrants® Affairs (BAFIA). Almost all Afghans arriving
before 1992 were given ‘blue cards’, which proved legal refugee status. Those who
arrived between 1992 and 1994 were issued temporary cards at the end of 1994, which
were renewed but finally expired in 1996. After this, very few of the new arrivals were
granted documents.

Afghans in Iran who have documents or ‘blue cards’, have the right of residence

and the right to use educational, health and other government services. They must register
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in their district of residence and can travel only with a permit. Afghans without
documents and holders of now expired temporary cards, (all referred to as
‘undocumented’ or ‘illegal’) are not allowed to use government social services or to
work. In theory, they have not even been permitted to enter Iran. They are subject to
deportation without appeal. There are no statistics for undocumented Afghans in Iran.
All Afghans, even documented, are considered ‘temporary guests’ expected, ultimately,
to return to Afghanistan. There is no question of Afghans being granted citizenship, even
those with documents which show they have been in Iran for 20 or more years. Nor is
there any question of their children, born and brought up in Iran, being recognized
eventually as Iranian citizens (Squire 2000: 3).

The Iranian upper classes hire Afghans as security guards, doorkeepers, cleaners,
office or house servants, and gardeners. They prefer Afghans since they cost less than
the regular Iranian employees. In addition, Afghans are perceived to be hardworking and
loyal. Afghans have also taken over the labour market at constructions sites. They
provide cheap labour, with less responsibility on the part of the employer. There is no
place that an Afghan refugee can go to complain about poor working conditions,
mistreatment or even abuse -- particularly since the adoption of the repatriation program
in the early 1990s.

Afghans who came to Iran during the 1980s found employment in various sectors
of the economy. The majority worked in Iranian factories manufacturing leather goods,
shoes, textiles, industrial products, iron and gas. Afghans from wealthier backgrounds

opened their own small factories and shops, themselves providing employment for other
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refugees. In the city of Mashad, an entire market -- known as the ‘Afghan Passage’ --
was home to more than 30 shops, which were all owned and operated by Afghans.

But when the new government policy was directed towards repatriation, Afghan
businesses were forced to close down. Holders of the ‘blue card’ maintained the right to
work in a limited number of sectors (mainly low-paid, hazardous or labouring jobs).
lllegal refugees were not allowed to work at all. The new policies further displaced the
refugee population within Iran, forcing some to return to Afghanistan and into the refugee
camps.

At the time of this study (June 2000), there were 7 refugee camps in Iran. They
include Shahid Naseri (near the city of Saveh), Ansar (Semnan), Dalaki (Bushehr),
Rafsanjan (Rafsanjan), Bardsir (Bardsir), Niatak (Zabol) and Torbat-e-Jam (Torbat-e-
Jam). However, according to a UNHCR monthly report on Refugees from the 1.3
million Afghan refugees only about 5 per cent live in the camps (UNHCR 1999: Annex
1).

In the Saveh camp, each family receives a monthly ration of 8 kilograms of flour,
3 kilograms of rice, 60 kilograms of oil and two packs of sugar. Refugees have to
supplement their needs from the market in the city of Saveh. A one-way taxi ride costs
200 tomans (30 US cents), a pick-up car about half of this amount (15 US cents). Several
families -- often close relatives -- share a pick-up car to bring their food supplies to the
camp. There is sufficient water, but the refugees have to buy their own wood for cooking
and heating. According to the refugees, the monthly ration is scarcely enough and the
cost of living -- given their own financial situation -- is high. Men who wish to work as

labourers outside the camp must obtain a temporary permit from the Iranian authorities;
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but they must find employment for this period and must report back to the camp

authorities upon their return.

4.3.1 Education

A school has existed in the Saveh refugee camp since 1991, offering classes from
grade one to five and with a total of 106 students attending class. Next to the supervisor’s
offices are three interconnected rooms. Corrugated iron has been used to provide shade
for the rooms, but the school is poorly equipped and attended. The Saveh camp school is
run and funded by the Iranian Ministry of Education, with some support from UNHCR.
The curriculum and exam system is exactly the same as that of other Iranian schools.

As in all Iranian schools, teaching in the camp schools is in Persian. After the
Islamic Revolution of 1979, all textbooks were completely revised. Children are
expected to memorize a summary of each lesson; the schools generally rely on
traditional techniques of repetition, rote learning and memorization. There is also a
heavy reliance on parental involvement in homework. Given that the parents of most
refugee children lack any formal education and that some are resistant to sending their
children to school, parental support and involvement cannot be relied on. In fact, most
families agree to send their children to school in order to keep them busy, particularly
since there are no other activities in the camp such as sports, parks, and playgrounds.

Some mothers support the idea of having young boys sent to school so they will keep out

of trouble.

Subjects taught to children in primary schools consist of Persian Literature,

Grammar, Maths, Science, religious studies and Quran in grades one and two, with the
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addition of Iranian-centered social studies in grades three through five. There are no
additional classes or textbooks relevant to Afghan students, either for Pushtu language
study or the history and geography of Afghanistan, excepting rudimentary information
such as the chief cities, climate, and so on.

The school in the Saveh camp is poorly attended especially by girls. To
encourage families to allow their daughters to attend school, the camp offers them an
extra kilo of rice, or an extra pot of cooking oil. “They will come and attend school for
that particular month,” says Zabeullah, an Iranian working in the camp. “But when the
month is over, the families don’t let them return to school. They use food or work
permits as an incentive, but it does not last very long.

Zargul is from Samangan in central Afghanistan. Her father was a landowner
who was responsible for a large extended family. Zargul grew up with her cousins. Boys
in her family went to the mosque to learn how to recite the Quran. Girls worked at home,
learning how to bake bread, sew and cook. They occasionally accompanied their mothers
to visit relatives and attend weddings but never learned how to read or write.

Education in Zargul’s town was oral. Very few knew how to write. She recalled
a young man who used to come to their home at least once a week to visit her father and
help him with his accounts. Zargul and her sisters and cousins used to watch him arrive,
and then leave as their father would always accompany him back to the thick wooden
door.

Zargul was given into marriage when she was 14. Soon after the extravagant
wedding party, Zargul, her husband and his family fled Afghanistan. They have been

living in Iran for the past 19 years. All four of her children were born in Iran; the eldest
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daughter is 14 and already married, having attended the Saveh camp school up to grade
five. Zargul’s son, who is 12, also completed grade five and is now helping his father as
a labourer. The third daughter, age 10, only attended school up to grade two, and the
younger one, 8, has never been to the school. “My husband asks what use the girls will
make of their studies,” recounts Zargul. “He says that they should stay home to help
me.” Zargul says that the hardships of refugee life mean that she has grown weaker over
the years and now needs help in running the house. “It is good for the girls to learn how
to run a home,” explains Zargul. “Soon, the rest will be married.”

Aysha, Zargul’s eldest daughter -- married and about four months pregnant -- is
pleased that she had a chance to attend school. Coming from an area of Afghanistan
where there were few schools, and none for girls, it is an accomplishment for Aysha’s
generation even to be aware of education, let alone to read and write. Aysha has no say
in her parents’ decisions over her younger sisters’ education, but she is certain she wants
her own children to attend school. Aysha’s way of thinking about female education
reflects a change. Had she continued to live in their village in Afghanistan, she would
have “not known much about education and certainly would have not thought much of
it,” she says. She believes one of the reasons her parents did not object to her education
was that her brother accompanied her to school. Now that her brother works, however,
the family is reluctant to allow the two other young girls to leave the house alone. Aysha
thinks her mother has also come to realize that there is nothing wrong with female
education, “but she cannot disagree” with their father, she sighs. She is certain that her
father is worried about what other refugees are saying about the camp school and

particularly female education.
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There is much discussion among the camp community about the families who
send their children, specifically their girls, to school and about the supposedly bad effects
of girls’ education. “They say that they [teachers] are brainwashing our children,”
explains Aysha with a little hesitation. “People say that the teaching in school is designed

39

to change our language and religion.” Aysha’s mother interrupts to say that school
education has never been a part of their culture and tradition. “No one dies from not
studying,” says Zargul. “Life in exile is hard and we already have enough problems to
worry about. We cannot afford to create more worries for ourselves by inviting people to
talk about us too.”

As I soon discovered, lack of interest in the education of children was in part due
to the fact that these refugees were from Pushtun ethnic group, and thus predominately
Pushtu-speaking Sunnis. In the meantime, the school authorities -- including the teachers
-- were Persian-speaking Shiite Iranians. Refugees feared that through an educational
system, their children were going to lose their Afghan (Pushtun) identity. Mistrust
dominated the refugees’ mind, who claimed that the camp authorities knew little about
their Pushtun culture, language or tradition, or mocked these as irrelevant and backwards.
There was also a mutual disinterest. Both sides showed no interest in learning about the
other. The Pushtun refugees felt they had learned enough Persian to communicate and
get by while living in Iran and wished to be left alone by the authorities. The authorities,
for their part, viewed themselves and their culture as superior and did not feel the need to
know anything more about the refugees than factual information needed for paperwork.

Thus, generally, the camp supervisors looked down upon the refugees and their

culture. Zabeullah admitted to me that he had such feelings about the refugees he was
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supposed to supervise. He felt sorry for them, pitied them for their lack of education and
disliked them for their ‘uncleanliness’. “I feel bad for them, because they all have lost
their homes and have suffered a great deal from the war,” he says. “They [refugees]
have large families, most men have two or three wives, their children play in the dirt and
dust all day long under the sun, their wives {my apologies for saying this} don’t wash.”
Since they are “all villagers”, he concluded, they are very backward and unaware of
modern life. Zabeullah admitted that he saw a big difference between the refugees and
himself, and even between the refugees and poor Iranians who were nevertheless ‘cleaner
and smarter’. As I discussed the issue with other Iranians, 1 gathered that Zabeullah was
not alone in his way of thinking.

For reasons mentioned earlier, there has been little change towards female
education among the refugees in the Saveh camp. The main obstacle has been
differences in language. In addition, the majority of refugees belong to the Sunni sect of
Islam and fear that teaching and textbooks which highlight the history, tradition and
practices of Shiites are a method of indoctrinating their children with Shiism.
Nevertheless, it seemed that among some women there was an interest and willingness to
see their daughters learn how to read and write, as long as they also helped their mothers
with the housework. However, this view was kept secret from the men, who generally
had a negative attitude towards female education. Male attitudes were in part influenced
by their relations with the Iranian camp authorities.

It was, however, easy to observe a change in the attitude of a younger generation
of women (aged approximately 14 to 25) towards education, particularly those who had a

chance to be part of a classroom, even for a few months. This marks a change from the
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previous generation of women (aged approximately 30 to 45) who not only knew little
about education, but also saw it in the same light as most conservative men -- as a bad
influence. Resistance from the older generation was inspired by fear that they would lose

control over their children.

4.3.2 Health

There is a health clinic in the camp. It consists of one room, which is always
locked. A doctor comes from outside the camp once a week to attend to the patients.
Those requesting a visit must present themselves in the yard next to the supervisor’s
offices and wait for the doctor, who examines each patient and either gives them
medication or a prescription. The refugees have to purchase these medicines from the city
with their own money. In an emergency, refugees are given permission to take a patient
to the hospital in a nearby city, although transportation is rare and expensive. The camp
supervisors work from 8:30 in the morning until 2:00 pm. There is an Iranian guard
present in the camp, and no one may enter or exit without a permit from the camp
authorities or from the Interior Ministry.

The most frequent female medical problems are chronic arthritis and difficulties
in childbirth. Refugee women blame their chronic pains on lack of activity as well as the
nature of the clay/mud camp houses in which they live. Back in their villages, these
women used to move around large compounds, which were often surrounded by walls.
They used to bake, cook, wash clothes and clean up. Each activity was accorded a special
location in the compound, between which the women would move several times a day.

But here in the camp, they have only a small area for movement. Now the longest
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distance they travel to is to the health clinic, about 40 feet from their homes. Today, they
bake, cook, wash and clean in the same spot, in a tiny area of front yard. Refugees live in
clay houses that are built without foundations directly on the soft ground. The humidity
from the earth below can be felt even when one walks over the carpet -- and most
refugees do not have proper covering for their floors. They have no furniture and sit and
sleep on the floor. Nearly all the men and women to whom I spoke complained about
arthritic pain.

The second largest problem, both for camp supervisors and refugee women, is
childbirth. According to the supervisors, the average birthrate in the camp is 36 per
month. Refugee women are not in the habit of using contraceptives and prefer to give
birth at home. They often do not report their pregnancy to the camp doctor and
supervisors usually do not hear about the child unless they constantly follow up and
question refugees or when a complication has developed as a result of home birth. In the
view of the supervisors, the refugee women, out of ignorance, neglect their reproductive
health.

Refugee women offer a different view. Back home they never heard of
contraceptives. They gave birth to their first child, fed it milk from the breast for two
years, and then got pregnant with a second, third, fourth and fifth child, with a distance of
at least two years between each pregnancy. Abortion was always viewed as a sin.
Occasionally, when they lost a child, they would attribute this to “God’s will”. But they
never prevented a pregnancy or a child’s birth. When they are offered information on

birth control at the camp, they are frightened. In fact, the majority distrusts the Iranian
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camp supervisors and Iranian doctor, suspecting that they want to eliminate their race by
controlling their fertility.

The Iranian government, on the other hand, has implemented an active,
religiously-justified birth control program throughout Iran. This was developed as a
response to the need of Iranians, particularly when in the years after the Islamic
Revolution the population of the country nearly doubled. Refugees in the camp, who
have little contact with the larger Iranian society, are not fully aware of this situation. It
is partly for this reason that they conclude that birth control is designed to reduce their
numbers. The sense of paranoia seems to be directed among the Pushtun refugee
population both at education and birth control.

Most refugee women informed me that they do not mind talking about their
pregnancy to the camp doctor or even listening to his advice. But they do not feel

comfortable with a male doctor. “If there is a female doctor, we will talk to her, but not to

k4

a male doctor,” says Bakhtyar. “It is unacceptable in our culture and tradition.”
Culturally, it is considered shameful for women to speak with men about these issues;
they will not even talk to their own men inside the house about it. “When I had my
youngest daughter, my own son and father-in-law did not know about it until she was
born,” brags Bakhtyar, adding that it is important for a woman to maintain her and her
family’s honour.

Back in Afghanistan, women had a traditional support network to aid them in
pregnancy and childbirth. Each village or tribe had its own set of elders who acted as

experts. There were those who helped women with the delivery of a baby, especially if it

was a first child. A group of women -- often mothers, grandmothers and mother-in-laws
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-- regularly offered help and advice to pregnant women in the family. Here, in exile, that
base of support has been eliminated, and no viable alternative has filled the gap. In a
refugee camp, pregnant women have to rely on whatever help they can get.

Akhtar is a mother of 8 children, all but the last of which was born in
Afghanistan. But she has never been to a hospital or visited a doctor. Akhtar wanted to
go to a hospital for her last child, but the medical authorities there asked for one million
toman ($ 1400.00 US) -- a sum no one in the refugee camp can afford.

A combination of various problems, including poor housing, insufficient diet, and
lack of physical activity has resulted in health problems for these refugee women. These
problems have been compounded by lack of a female doctor, lack of access to healthcare

facilities, and the absence of the traditional system of support.

4.4. Analysis

A few small, but significant practical changes that are evident in the life of
refugee women at Saveh. Afghan women refugees in this camp have had to accept
changes imposed by their life in exile. Economic restraints of life in exile have
discouraged the kind of extravagant weddings, elaborate gifts and bride-wardrobes that
refugees used to enjoy in their villages in Afghanistan. The majority can no longer afford
to pay any bride-price; thus a common traditional practice has been eliminated. Yet
children are still given into marriage at a very young age. The insecurity of refugee life
has prompted some parents to marry their children at an even younger age than they used

to in their villages inside Afghanistan.
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While education is not a priority for refugee families, they have been introduced
to the idea of school outside the mosque. Some have taken advantage of the camp school
and attended classes. Enrollment among female students has been low, but some have
taken an interest in female education.

As far health, lack of physical activity has resulted in the development of chronic
pains for most women. Multiple pregnancies and childbirth puts women at great risk,
particularly in the absence of the traditional system of close community support to which
they were accustomed in Afghanistan -- while at the same time, the limitations of camp
life prevent them from considering other options.

Many refugees resist the changes happening in their life. There are many reasons
for such resistance. The most obvious ones are linguistic and religious differences. The
language of the majority of refugees at Saveh is Pushtu -- quite different from Persian,
the common spoken language in Iran. Very few refugee women (and few men) speak
and understand Persian and only use it when they converse with Iranians. The majority
also belong to the Sunni sect of Islam, while 90 per cent of Iranians are Shiite Muslim.

Failure to take these differences into account and address the needs and concerns
of refugees has resulted in skepticism and resistance towards change on the part of this
particular group of refugees. This failure largely stems from lack of interest on the part
of Iranian and UN authorities in designing their programs and policies for refugees in the
camp. The Iranian authorities think that it is the UN’s job to accommodate refugees’
needs. The best they can do, in their view, is to provide them with basic living space and

a few services. The UN, on the other hand, assumes it is the Iranian authorities that
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should be held responsible -- particularly since the Iranian authorities regulate all UN
relations with the refugees.

There is also another underlying assumption on the part of both the UN and the
Iranian camp supervisors. From their point of view, it is sufficient to provide refugees
with basic needs such as housing and food rations. While that attitude may be useful
when there is a refugee crisis, it hardly serves a camp that has been in place for over a
decade, with a refugee population that has lived over twenty years in Iran. In the
meantime, the refugees find themselves caught in burecaucratic battles. They feel
stranded in a world of physical hardship and psychological conflict with the environment
and changes it imposes on them.

There are a hosts of other reasons that cause resistance to change, subtle reasons
embedded in the culture and thus not readily understood by all male Iranian camp
supervisors or UN foreign aid workers. For example, it is generally perceived that the
refugees refuse to use contraceptives merely because they place value on larger families.
That is quite true. But there are also other factors. These include fear, shame, and pride.
These are very difficult and complex problems to overcome, especially for a refugee
woman who lives in an inhospitable environment and faces pressure from camp
authorities that pull her into one direction, while her culture and husband often expect
absolute obedience on the other.

It would require a ‘cultural translator’ to help camp supervisors and aid workers
understand these problems. However, based on my observation, no attempt was made to
hire Afghan teachers or nurses -- though such resources were available in the cities. This

would have helped reduce resistance to change.
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Building trust is also important. It was quite evident in the Saveh refugee camp
that neither side had began to work through this. The refugees were open in admitting
that they did not trust their hosts. They feel themselves to be a threatened minority. At
the same time, the Iranian camp authorities -- mostly urbanized, with some form of
formal education -- acknowledged that they look down upon these “rural, uneducated”
people.

One issue that demonstrated the mistrust between both sides was housing.
Housing was at the heart of a dispute between the refugees and the camp authorities when
I visited the camp for the first time in May 2000. When the refugees had first moved to
the camp, they had built their homes in the style of their villages in Afghanistan. The
houses were in some cases interconnected, so it was difficult for the camp authorities to
know the exact number of residents in each household. They wanted the refugees to
demolish these homes and build a set of new houses according to a map designed by the
authorities. This would give the government greater control over the household as well as
the activities of each family.

All the old and new houses were build from mud -- using soft soil -- which after a
few rainfalls began to deteriorate. On the day of Khotoon’s wedding, the houses were
once more undergoing their usual repairs after three days of rain had demolished parts of
the walls and most of the rooftops. In the yard where the ladies were singing and
dancing, there was still rainwater and the roof was a shambles. I asked Khotoon’s mother
if it was really a good day for a wedding. “It always rains and the roofs come crumbling
down on us,” she said. “Our men are gone to the city and until they come back -- or

some other relatives manage to come and fix our house -- there is nothing we can do
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about it. My husband had agreed on today as Khotoon’s wedding day and we didn’t want
to put it off because of the weather. It is always like this anyway.” She spoke these last
words with a sigh of fatigue and resignation.

Surrounded by the half-ruined clay walls, the colourful ceremony went on.
Khotoon was fast asleep in the small, dry corner of the striped blanket that covered the
floor of the room where three quarters of the roof had fallen through. Norbebi, sitting
near her child, was lost in thought. Women’s voices echoed in the empty, desolate air as

I left the ruined refugee camp that looked like a half-destroyed village.

4. 5 Conclusion

Life in refugee camp is very confined, with limited access to the outside world.
Nonetheless, the environment has imposed some changes on the lives of the Afghan
refugee women with whom this study deals. There is, however, also considerable
resistance to change on the part of the refugees who must deal with a complex set of
problems at the same time that they suffer from fear of losing their culture. This fear
impacts particularly strongly on women, since they are the bearers of traditional values.
However, as will be seen in the following chapter, not all Afghan refugees in Iran have
had the same experinces, nor has the sort and degree of change been the same

everywhere.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Accepting Change

5.1 Refugees in the City -Iran
5.1.1 Introduction

Life in the city is different from life in the refugee camp for Afghan women. They
have a better chance of being exposed to a new environment that in turn affects their view
of life and of themselves. They have also arrived in a society where developments
concerning women’s life are taking place. These include birth control programs and an
ongoing, lively debate about the rights of women. The presence of women in the streets,
shops, on television screens and in other sectors of everyday life helps Afghan women
compare their lives to their counterparts in Iran. The result is a questioning by Afghan
women of practices and culture that used previously to seem acceptable and normal.

This chapter discusses the living conditions of Afghan refugees in a suburb of
Tehran. The analytical framework concentrates on actual changes taking place in these
women’s life. In addition to general information about the refugees and their current
condition, the host country’s refugee policies are also briefly discussed. I go on to
examine how exposure to a new urban environment and changes in the pattern of
everyday life have enhanced women’s self-awareness. 1 further discuss how women’s
growing self-awareness affects practical and tangible matters such as education, marriage
and reproductive health. I also investigate how such awareness challenges existing views

that were established by tradition and culture in the home country.
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5.2 Masoudeya Suburb

The crowded town of Masoudeya stands in the far southeastern corner of the city
of Tehran. A large community of Afghans, nearly all from the Hazara ethnic
background, lives there. Most of these families fled the rural central Afghanistan plain
about 20 years ago. The majority used to live in various suburbs of Tehran before
moving to Masoudeya, which offered cheaper though poor quality housing. There are
some employment possibilities in the area, and most refugee men work on construction
sites. Others work as carpenters, tailors and weavers.

A life of exile has brought many changes for the women in this community. They
used to get married at a very young age -- 9 to 13 -- and would raise a large family. They
lived in a closed community in which education was not a subject worthy of much
attention. The mullah, the religious leader of the community, advised the head of the
tribe, while the rest of the people followed the instructions of both men in matters of life
and death. Women were expected to learn the skills of their mothers and boys the jobs of
their fathers. The rest -- marriage, divorce, buying and selling property -- was left to the
community elders. In their towns and villages in Afghanistan, Hazara women did play an
active socio-economic role, although they never realized the importance of their
economic participation in the life of the family or community.

All this has now changed. The impact of refugee life has been manifold.
Displacement has been an agonizing experience. But the changes the refugees were
forced to accept as part of a new life in exile created greater self-awareness for women.
Not only have they become aware of the importance of their economic role within the

family; they have also learned how to expand it. In Iran, women can no longer take part
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in animal husbandry as they did back home in Afghanistan. They do not possess cattle
and sheep, or the pastures where they would once have prepared dairy products that
helped to provide a family's livelihood. Instead, the men bring home sheep wool for
cleaning, and it is the women who spend hours doing this tedious work. They also knit
and embroider. They are not as physically active as they were in their towns and villages,
but their economic role remains crucial for the survival of the family. While in the past
they considered their participation in the household economy a natural responsibility --
like giving birth and raising the children -- in the city they have become aware of the
value of their work.

While families still live in a semi-closed society, community leaders have lost
much of their influence. They can no longer feed, clothe or provide for anyone in
trouble. Every Afghan, including the community elders themselves, has to do his or her
best to survive on their own. Women’s views of the community leaders have changed.
In their villages, they would respect the leader because of his economic power, as well as
his knowledge. In exile, women no longer have to turn to one man for advice. There are
many other sources of knowledge, from Iranian religious leaders to the local mosque, and
even television programs. Hazaras are Shiites, like the majority of Iranians. This has
helped enormously, since the refugees do not feel threatened -- like the majority Sunni
Pushtuns of the Saveh refugee camp -- by the Iranian way of life, religious practices and
culture. Hazaras also speak a variant of Persian, which enables them, almost effortlessly,
to understand much that goes on in Iran. Women in particular favour Iranian television

cooking lessons, evening drama series and other shows. The elder women in the
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community like to watch programmes about life and the sayings of religious characters.
All of these elements have helped women gain a broader perspective on their lives.

As in Afghanistan, there have always been conservative forces in Iran. But many
reasons have prevented them from succeeding completely in implementing their agendas.
First of all, Iranians did not have the same kind of tribal code of conduct as the Afghans.
They have been more influenced by national politics, which is not as regimented as a
tribal code. Both countries have also had different experiences of Islam. The fact that
Iran is the only Shiite state in the world has given the country a distinct identity. An
individual’s understanding of Islam in Iran is closer to the normative (Shiite) religion.

Since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, while the establishment of the theocratic
state handed much power to the conservative forces, opposition remained active. One
reason for this was that by the time of the Islamic Revolution, Iran was already a modern
society, largely Westernized and economically strong. Another reason is that, due to a
deeper understanding and knowledge of religion, many have been able to challenge the
religious authorities -- and continue to do so -- not as agents of secularism but as
advocates of Islamic rights. This is particularly true when it comes to women’s rights in
Iran. The struggle between the two forces ‘has resulted in the creation of a dynamic,
vibrant society, with an aware, politicized population.

Therefore by the time Afghan refugees arrived in their host country, Iran was an
advanced urban society. The Islamic Revolution imposed a dress code for women, but
did not discourage them from being active members of the society. Quite the contrary;
women were regarded as an important constituency, and religious and political leaders

capitalized on this. Women’s involvement in politics as well as social and legal change
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was even more organized and better articulated after the Islamic Revolution then before,
since their legal and social rights were being tampered with and curtailed through the new
policies (Personal communications, Iran; July 1996). Women from different walks of life
in Iran joined forces to fight. Hazara women refugees were influenced by these
developments.

An Afghan refugee woman, from the central plain of Bomyan -- where a majority
of Hazaras live in Afghanistan -- would have seen Iranian women moving in public,
occupying various social sectors, working at different jobs. She would have observed
that birth control was being favoured by both the liberal and conservative (secular and
religious) women in the community, since the Islamic Republic eventually had to adapt
an ambitious and active family planning policy. She would have seen women presenters
on television. The fact that all women were dressed in Islamic attire -- which is
conservative and very modest -- was even more appealing to Afghan refugee women.
They might have had a hard time identifying with a secular woman; but they could easily
relate and trust the modestly covered Iranian woman.

As result of such exposure, these particular Afghan refugee women no longer
believed in very early marriage. Having a large number of children is now seen as a
burden rather than a privilege. The majority considers birth control a good alternative to
consecutive pregnancies. Some actually do use contraceptives. For most Afghan women,
education has become a near-necessity, although not all refugee children in the city can
afford to have an education. Women believe education will help make young girls better
mothers and wives as well as more productive individuals in the family. Though not all

Afghan refugee families agree about birth control or female education, the majority are
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aware of the changes that it can bring to their lives. They have increasingly come to
accept it.

A brief mention of relations between Iranians and Afghans is essential to this
chapter, since it relates to an aspect of change in the life of Afghan women. Urbanized
Iranians often view the refugees as “village people”, with no formal education and thus
not up to the standards of their modern city lifestyle. This attitude has had two effects on
the life of Afghan refugees. One is that of anger and hatred, and rejection of everything
Iranian as negative. This is rare and often temporary. The other reaction is defensive; an
Afghan refugee is forced to prove that she can and will match her Iranian counterpart in
lifestyle, education and achievement. Unfortunately, there are not many resources at the
refugees’ disposal, but the desire to show the Iranians that they are not ‘backward’ or
‘unworthy of respect’ is strong among the majority refugee families.

It is an interesting situation. On the one hand, Afghan women have allowed
themselves to be influenced by their hosts; on the other hand, they find themselves the
object of disdain. The tension is quite noticeable. Each time they speak about it, the
refugee women first point out the racism and arrogance of their Iranian hosts -- then
launch into a series of defensive stories about how they are as good and well-informed or
as well-dressed as the Iranians. No one, for example, dare wear traditional Afghan
clothes in a city like Tehran, because it will single them out as members of a rural
population. Aside from social ostracism, wearing Afghan clothes could attract the police

and lead to arrest, forcible return to a refugee camp, or even deportation.
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5.2.1 Women and Work

Afghan society, like all patriarchal structures, views men as the ultimate owner.
Land, livestock, women and children are part of his property. In that context, women’s
work in the field or in the household is viewed as her natural duty in the service of the
owner. While she is recognized as the most valued of all men’s property, her economic
contribution is never valued as work. The economic structure of a tribal society, which
operates on the basis of communal farming and labour, does not leave much room for
recognition of an individual’s work, either man or woman. Nonetheless, man is still the
master, and his work has an added value because he is responsible for providing for the
family, clan and tribe. Women’s role as a caregiver and subordinate partner is respected
and sometimes praised, but almost never valued in terms of its importance for the
financial survival of the community.

This is not exclusive to Afghanistan. In her book “Women, Work and Islamism”
(1999) Maryam Poya illustrates the case of Iranian women -- to some extent similar to
the developments in other parts of the world, including the West -- as they struggle for
the gradual right of women to work, for recognition of her contribution as ‘work’. In the
case of Afghanistan, the struggle is in its very primary stages. As mentioned in chapter
two, women began to infiltrate the work force during the years of war mostly for their
and their family’s survival, when there was a lack of manpower. That experience, in part,
enabled women to realize their capabilities and eventually take pride in their work.

Life in exile has had a similar effect, however, in a very different context. As

refugees, men have carried on the tradition of providing for their families. They have
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also continued to resist and oppose the idea of women being the breadwinners for the
family while they are still around. But as the hardship of life in exile poses more and
more difficulties, there is pressure for change. Men have been forced to realize their lack
of ability in providing for the family. They end up working at jobs that provide little
money. The employment situation is not secure and income not stable. This has left the
majority somewhat embittered, as they feel powerless in the face of a harsh reality. But
life in exile demands flexibility, and both men and women have been forced to accept
some of these changes. Some men have welcomed the contribution of their wives,
mothers or sisters towards the financial needs of the family.

For women, however, this is a new discovery. They have begun to question their
economic role. They have come to realize that what they do on a regular basis has a
value. They also see themselves equally responsible for the survival of the family.
While back in Afghanistan, it was a common belief that men had to look after their
families, life in exile has forced women to rethink that convention. Afghan women
refugees have been able to closely watch Iranian women and learn about the important
economic role they play in Iran. This observation has enabled them to compare
themselves with Iranian women. As opportunities occurred, Afghan women began to
experiment with their abilities. The result has brought a greater sense of confidence and
the belief that they can work, that their labour has value and that they deserve respect for
it. During the course of my research it became evident that while there was much
resistance towards women’s work, change was creeping in, gradually and subtly. And
women were fully aware of the challenges and obstacles. The following is an illustration

of the new reality in the lives of Hazara women in Tehran’s suburbs.
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5.2.2 At the Training Course: Trick or Treat

Refugee families share rented homes. It is normal for a family of five or six to
share one mid-size room. Soraya Paksema’s 13 member family all live in two rooms;
they all use the same bathroom. Soraya is 21, one of eight children in her family. They
fled Afghanistan about 19 years ago. First they settled in the eastern Iranian city of
Mashad where her eldest brother, who was 28, worked in a shoe factory. Six years ago,
fearing deportation through Iran’s repatriation program, the family moved to Tehran.
Soraya was in grade 7 in one of Mashad’s public schools. She has not been able to
continue her education. In Tehran, her brother works at home as a tailor. His 22 year-old
wife and two-year-old son live in the same house as the rest of the family. Soraya’s
younger brother, who is 18, works on a construction site. The two incomes barely cover
the cost of the family’s living.

They pay a monthly rent of 8,000 toman (about $ 12.00 US dollars). However, to
obtain such a good rate for their double room and bathroom, they had to pay an advance
of one million toman ($ 1400.00 US dollars). In addition, they pay utility (gas, water and
electricity) charges each month. If either tenant or owner decides that the contract is
over, the family can take its one million toman advance money and leave.

Soraya’s sister, Kubra, lives on the first floor of the same building. Her family of
six shares a room. Kubra is 25. Her 34-year-old husband sells things on the street. In
Iran this is called ‘dastforoshi’ (peddling), a kind of self-employment. “It keeps him
busy,” says Kubra, “but it does not give us a stable income.” Her husband makes between

10 and 15, 000 toman (roughly about $ 18.00 US dollars) per month. Five thousand
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tomans goes on rent, 1500 on utility costs. “There is not much left to live on by the end
of the day,” says Kubra, who was 15 when she got married. At the time she was in 5th
grade, but couldn’t continue her education because she got pregnant soon after her
wedding. Her son, age 10, is in 3rd grade and cannot help his father. Kubra’s mother-in-
law, a 44-year-old brother-in-law and his 17-year-old daughter live with them. Her
brother-in-law works as a tailor, but the income is poor. “There are months when he has
nothing to do,” says Kubra’s mother-in-law. “And then he makes no money.”

To help the family financially, both sisters are registered in a training program. It
does not pay directly, but gives them sewing skills, which will enable them to work as
tailors. The family considers it a dishonour for women to go out to work, especially if
they have to share a work environment with men. But if they can help Kubra’s brother
and brother-in-law in their tailoring work at home, the women can improve the family’s
income. In addition, Kubra believes that she can make things that her husband can sell on
the street.

At 8:00 in the morning, both sisters put on their ‘monteau’ and ‘magn’aeh’ (the
Iranian dress code -- a knee-long coat and head cover) and leave for their sewing class,
about 35 minutes’ walk from their home. Across from the Afsarya main bus station is a
line of shops. The sewing class is held on the first floor of one of these three-storey
buildings, between a barber and a taxi/car rental company. The entrance is narrow and
dark. The first small room, which has a desk and a chair, is used as an administration
office. The next room is large and spacious and contains about 28 sewing machines, two

large cutting tables and a blackboard.
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As soon as Soraya and Kubra enter their class, they -- like the rest of the women -

- take off their coats and head cover. A teacher, also an Afghan refugee, begins the class

with some theoretical instruction, followed by practical examples. The students are left to

practice their lesson for the rest of the day. Each begins to cut and sew. They take shifts

the limited equipment and machines. In between, they can take a break, ask the teacher

for help or chat with one another about anything from Iranian TV dramas to life in exile

and family problems.

The women’s sewing training program is operated by the UNHCR office in

Tehran. Iran has hosted millions of refugees over the past two decades. During the

1980s, it received little help from the UN and other international agencies for at least two

political reasons:

1

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 ended Iran’s close political and economic ties
to the West. While Iran remained a member of the United Nations, it was
blacklisted in America and other Western countries as a “fundamentalist”
regime. The West felt betrayed as the Islamic Republic rejected its way of
life, economic interests and political system. This view of Iran as a hostile
place for Westerners affected the presence of Westerners in the country.
Many countries in the West, including the United States, issued warnings to
its citizens against traveling to Iran. Aid workers as well as international
organizations were reluctant to go to Iran, set up offices or work there.

Given the political climate of the early years after the Islamic Revolution,
Iranian authorities regarded any foreign agency or workers as spies; it was

often dangerous for foreign agencies and workers to live in Iran. Besides, Iran
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discouraged the majority of foreign humanitarian agencies from sharing the
costs and responsibility for the millions of refugees who had fled to Iran.
Even in 1996, when I first visited Iran as a Canadian citizen, I was
interviewed by Iranian intelligence through the Ministry of Culture and
Islamic Guidance. In the hours of interview, I was repeatedly asked why I had
planned to visit Iran. Who paid for my trip? Did any organization,
government or agencies hire me to visit [ran? [ was traveling as a tourist, with
a tourist visa issued by the Iranian embassy in Canada, and had letters from
my university indicating that I was a student. In the course of this trip, I met
two UN workers in the UNHCR office in Mashad who told me several stories
about colleagues and acquaintances who had exactly the same experience.

They also mentioned that the situation was much better than the earlier days.
A brief look at the history of UNHCR’s involvement shows much cautious
behaviour. Five years after hundreds of thousands of refugees crossed the Iran-Afghan
border, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) began its modest
assistance to Afghan refugees in Iran. In 1983, they signed a first cooperation agreement
with the Iranian government; it was two years after the signing of this treaty that the first
UNHCR office was established in Tehran. By 1992, UNHCR was expanding its
presence and the scope of activities. At the time of this research, UNHCR had a central
office in Tehran, three sub-offices in Mashad, Orumieh and Ahwaz, two field-officers in
Kermanshah and Zaheda and border field posts in Khorasan and Sistan-Baluchistan

providences (UNHCR Information Paper May 1999).
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In 1999, the number of UNHCR employees was 96, including 14 international
and 82 locally-recruited staff. During the last sixteen years of its activity in Iran,
UNHCR has spent an average of some US $20 million a year for programs benefiting
both Afghan and Iraqi refugees. As mentioned earlier, with the moderate political
changes in Iran in the 1990s, it became easier for the UN to operate some of its programs.
However, the UN is still required to obtain government approval for its projects, whether
entering a refugee camp, organizing a training workshop or providing allowances for
refugee children’s education. By the mid 1990s, Iran had introduced a repatriation
program for all refugees. The plan called for ‘voluntary’ repatriation and all UN projects
had to comply with this policy. The women’s sewing workshop in Afsaria is no
exception (UNHCR Information paper; May 1999).

The sewing course is designed to help Afghan refugee women learn a skill which
they can use on their return to Afghanistan. Their training is designed to encourage
refugee women to return to their country of origin at the end of the three-month period of
classes. Technically, sewing students who complete three quarters of their program are
entitled to a certificate of accomplishment. However, the agreement between the students
and the operating bodies -- the Iranian authorities and the UN -- indicates that the
students can only obtain a certificate at the border, on their way to Afghanistan. The UN
has accepted this arrangement in return for Iran’s permission to allow its refugee projects
to go ahead.

Inside the sewing class, where the noise of traffic disturbs the clicking of scissors,
the rhythmic grind of the sewing machine and the concentration of the Afghan women, it

is a different story. These women have been given an opportunity to leave their homes,
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to meet, to share their griefs, frustrations, wishes and dreams. The everyday journey to
and from the course has given them an exposure to city life. And they have been given a
skill that can help them play a more effective role in the household economy. They have
come to know the value of their work.

In rural Afghanistan women did not have to deal with money. It was a man’s job
to buy food. Women did not concern themselves with income or spending. They had no
interest in prices. It was the responsibility of men to make sure their family was provided
for. Even when their own dairy products were sold at market, women were not involved
in the transaction. It was all considered a part of the man’s income. “In Iran, men are
busy trying to find work,” says Amena, who used to live in the same village as Soraya
and Kubra’s family. “At first, we had to send my younger brother grocery shopping.
Then when he found a job, I had to go with my other sister.”

In Afghanistan, Amena’s mother used to milk the cow and make cheese. Amena
used to watch her as a child. “We had lots of cheese in the house,” says Amena. “The
first time I went to buy cheese in the market in Iran, I couldn’t believe how much it cost.”
One day, Amena, her sister and mother decided to calculate how much money they could
have made from the cheese she used to prepare in Afghanistan. “My father would take
the cheese to sell it in the market,” says Amena. “No one ever bothered to ask him the
price. We only used to hear him complain when he was not offered a good deal. Those
were the words -- ‘a good deal’. We never thought of it in terms of money.”

Amena thinks that people should be paid for work, whether it is performed in the
home or outside. “I helped my brother pair the slippers he was going to sell on the street.

He told me that he would pay me one toman per pair. Then he forgot what he had

111



promised. I told him Hazrat Ali (the fourth caliph) once said that ‘a worker should be
paid before the sweat has dried up from the work’. My brother realized immediately and
paid me.” According to Amena, it is important for women to know the value of their
work and to make sure they are paid for it. Amena’s mother wishes that she had asked
her husband how the money made out of her work in Afghanistan was spent. But she
also wishes she was selling a portion of the cheese she made back home here in the
[ranian market. “At least my mother knows how much she would be making,” says
Amena.

All the students wish to receive their sewing course certificate, but no one is in a
hurry to return home. They would prefer to stay in Iran, at least until there is real peace
and stability in Afghanistan. As the clock strikes 12:00, they obey their dress code, put
on their chadors and leave the building. As they say good-bye, the second -- afternoon --
shift begins. Another 30 Afghan women enter the sewing room to prepare for the day’s
lesson and work. Soraya and Kubra walk back home with a pride that they find “hard to
explain.” “I feel happy that I learned something new today,” says Soraya. “I think I’'m
now more appreciated by my own family and relatives.” Kubra is certain that she can
help her husband by putting her new sewing skills to work. “At first it was hard for him
to accept it,” says Kubra. “But once I showed him that I can make things that he can sell,
he was happy.” These women expect to continue to play an economic role within the
family. In the camp, of course, the Pushtun community regard it as a dishonour if women
are expected to earn an income from any economic activity. It implies that the man

cannot support his family by himself, and has to “sell his honour” instead.

112



5.2.3 Health

Zenab’s family have been living in the Masoudya district of Tehran for the past
nine years. They lived in the city of Qom for 10 years and in Baarabad for one before
going to Tehran. Zenab’s father has two wives with 9 and 7 children respectively by
each. The eldest brother is 42 and the youngest in the family is 15. Zenab is 21, the sixth
of the 9 children. In Afghanistan, they used to have a farm and a big house. They shared
the huge compound with two of their uncles and their families.

Here in Iran, they are forced to share a three-bedroom apartment with one
bathroom and a kitchen. Space has become an important issue in their daily life.
Managing a large family away from their original home -- which provided stability and
comfort -- has been a great challenge. But their difficulties have taught the children a
practical lesson. They all want to avoid two mistakes made by their parents: having two
wives and having a large family. For the problems of two households and a large family
have been compounded by their conditions of exile.

In their earlier, more comfortable home, they were better off and there was a large
living space; children grew up together. In Iran, the women have discovered for the first
time that raising a child is a major responsibility. There is insufficient room because
Iranians don’t rent their homes to large families. Even to rent the house they are residing
in now, they had to hide three members of their family from the landlord. For fear of
neighbours’ complaints, they would explain that three sons were guests who were merely

visiting from another city. Even now, the three sons have to sneak in and out of the

building.
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The other problem is that they can’t allow their children to leave their home to
play outside. Here in the suburbs, this can lead to trouble. If they become involved in a
fight with other children -- particularly Iranians -- they could face deportation. Given the
anti-refugee sentiment in Tehran, their refugee cards could be confiscated and they could
be forced to leave the country. “Some Iranians don’t like us,” says Zenab, “so when the
children get in trouble, it means trouble for the whole family. It is easy to lose patience
when you have a difficult life. Refugee life is not easy. It is better to have fewer children
so one can have the patience to raise them and look after them properly.”

In addition to the cost of bringing up a large family, health and childbirth are a
huge economic burden. Refugees living in the city have access to Iranian hospitals and
health clinics. But health care is not free, even for Iranians. (The only difference is that
Iranians can get medical insurance through their work, whereas Afghan refugees do not).
Acquiring a job, which provides medical insurance, is out of the question for the
refugees, who have a hard time finding employment in the first place. Each child’s birth
costs up to a million toman (about $ 1400.00 US dollars), and if they do not visit a health
clinic or hospital, complications during a birth result in even greater expense. Women
with consecutive pregnancies suffer health problems. For a poor refugee family, regular
visits to a doctor and the purchase of medicine is a luxury that cannot be afforded. So
most women have learned that fewer pregnancies and fewer children are both more
economic and more healthy.

In those families where the women have understood this, the husbands have come
to agree. According to several women, their husbands were at first unwilling to

acknowledge this as a shared problem. They used to say that pregnancy and childbirth
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were women’s problem which they did not wish to discuss. “You know how men are,”
says Roqiya, 31 and a mother of two, “men usually don’t care how horrible a pain we
women go through with childbirth. One of the reasons is that there always been other
women in the family to take care of their wives, so they never had to deal with the
problems of pregnancy and childbirth directly. But here, most men have to pay attention
because the other women are not there, or they don’t know how to help.”

As a result, some men have come to realize the high price of their indifference. A
few have accepted their wives’ use of contraceptive pills. But most women began taking
the pill, for a month or so, without telling their husbands. Gradually, they have been able
to let the husband know. Few men, however, readily have agreed to the use of oral
contraceptives. Certainly, none has agreed to consider a vasectomy. They will not even
discuss it with their wives. “My husband accepted that I should take the pill, but I can’t
even talk to him about what he can do to help. It seems that pregnancy is still seen as my
problem, but at least he is fine with what I want to do to stop getting pregnant,” says
Rogqiya. The few men who responded to my questions about their role in pregnancy and
childbirth and the use of contraceptives commented that they were nervous about
undergoing vasectomy. They regarded surgery as a ‘humiliation’, as ‘belittling their
manhood’, as a challenge to their ‘male honour’. However, they all agreed to women’s
use of contraceptives.

The changing environment of exile has brought a new ideological approach to
contraception and consecutive pregnancies for Afghan women. By the mid-1990s, the
Islamic Republic introduced a population control campaign which included

advertisements on television and radio. Hospitals and health clinics handed out
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brochures. However, the greatest influence on Afghan refugees were the religious
authorities, who were in favour of the contraception campaign. Afghan refugee families,
mostly Hazaras, are religious and have always looked to Iranian theological authorities as
role models. They share a common religion and language with Iranians and see
themselves as a minority within Afghanistan. Thus they listened to the voice of the
Iranian clerics and followed their teachings and decrees.

Indeed, among majority Shiite Afghans, there is almost a fascination with the
entire hierarchy of Iranian religious authority. When local mullahs spoke about
population control -- linking the importance of having a good, manageable, healthy
family to the teachings of Islam, pointing out that the creation of such an ideal family was
a Muslim responsibility -- the Afghan refugees felt constrained to follow this example.
Most of them have therefore now come to believe that the best model of a good Muslim
family is one that is small, educated and well-trained.

Younger generations have learned much about this at school. Nearly everyone I
interviewed between the ages of 16-and 22 repeated the Iranian population control slogan
of “One Child is Good -- Two is Enough”. Marzia, 16, was born and raised in Iran; her
family left Afghanistan 20 years ago. She is engaged to be married to her cousin, but
wants to have no more than two children. “It is better to have fewer children because
then one can do a proper job of raising them,” says Marzia. “It is no use having so many
that you cannot look after them properly.” Marzia’s mother had to raise eight children.
According to Marzia, her mother has grown weaker and frail because of “too many
pregnancies” and the exhaustion of raising and managing a family. “It was different for

my mother. In her time, women had to have many children, especially when their
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families had large farms and big houses. But I know that having many children,
especially without enough time between pregnancies, is detrimental to women’s health. It

is not good, either for the family or for the children.”

5.2.4 Marriage

For most Afghan parents in the Masoudeya district, the marriage of their children
remains a constant preoccupation. Women more than men fear that their daughters will
remain unmarried, passing the ‘marriage age’. Given the age at which they themselves
were married, their daughters have in fact already passed the ‘right’ age. Most of the
older women in the community hardly remember their wedding day, but recall that they
were afraid of their husbands. They were 10 or 11 when they were given into marriage.
In their memory, the wedding night was a nightmare that they had to live through because
“women are born with inadequacies.”

According to a traditional belief in the community, women are born to suffer.
“Our ancestors, our great grandmothers and their mothers have all gone through the same
thing,” says one of the woman in Masoudeya. “All women have accepted their destiny,
which is to go through certain calamities in life.” Getting married and giving birth are on
their list of ‘certain calamities’. While they acknowledge that 10 or 11 is too early for
marriage, older women still wish their daughters to follow their example, one way or
another.

The younger and middle-aged women in the community do not share this view.
Almost all suggest that age 16 to 19 is the best age for marriage. They argue that a

woman’s age makes a big difference in the success of a marriage and the ability to raise a
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‘good’ family. “When a person is older, she knows better,” says Najeeba. “You know
what you’re doing in life. You are fully aware of the responsibility of becoming a wife
and a mother. If you know better, you can help both your husband and your children and
can actually look after yourself and your family.”

Najeeba fled Afghanistan with her parents, two sister and four brothers 20 years
ago. She was 12 and the eldest of the three sisters. The family had to first worry about
surviving. Her father found a job in a shoemaking factory in Mashad. One of his
relatives immediately asked for Najeeba’s hand in marriage. Najeeba’s mother insisted
they should wait until both families felt more secure, at least financially. The family of
Najeeba’s would-be husband continued to press for the marriage. Finally, when she was
15, her family agreed to the engagement. Her fiancé was then 18. After two years of
engagement, they got married and have been together for the past 20 years. They have
four children.

For both her mother and Najeeba’s generation, it is a social transformation for
women to marry in their later teens. It is an even bigger change for women to decide the
age at which they should be married and the choice of a husband. Najeeba’s youngest
sister, Khadija, 29, married when she was 19. She told her mother that the Iranian girls in
her class wanted to get married when they were at least 19 or 20. Khadija had a chance
to attend nine grades in one of the schools in Mashad. She also refused to marry her
cousin and her sister’s brother-in-law. Sakena, 33, was given into marriage to her cousin
at 17. Her brother-in-law wanted to marry Khadija and the family had no objection. “I

told my mother that if they make me marry this man, I will run away,” says Khadija. “I
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was not going to run away, but I had seen on Iranian television the story of a girl who
threatened to do this -- and it worked.”

At first her mother did not take her seriously, but later realized it was not right to
force her into marriage. “It was a different time when we were forced to get married,”
says Khadija’s mother Fatema. “We had no education, we didn’t know anything. But
these girls -- they know everything. They are smart. So I convinced my husband, and we
said no.” The rejection cost the family a lot of ill-feeling from their relatives. Sakena’s
in-laws treated her badly for failing to persuade her sister to marry their son. Sakena and
her husband broke away from the family and came to live with Sakena’s parents. Several
years later, they all regretted the past, and began to visit each other again. Sakena says
that even though she knew the situation would result in bitterness among the families, she
still supported her sister’s decision. “I didn’t want to take my in-laws sides -- not
because Khadija is my sister, but because I knew she was right. She did not like my
brother-in-law. She didn’t have to marry him.”

Khadeja, who is a mother of two, is certain that if she still lived in her village, it
would have been almost impossible for her to marry as late as 19 -- let alone refuse to
marry her cousin. “In our village, they used to say that marriage to cousins was ‘written
in destiny’,” says Khadija’s mother. Khadija believes that even if she had refused to
marry her cousin back home, it would not have made much difference. “The head of our
community used to decide who was going to marry who and there was no way anyone --
man or woman -- could reject the decision of the elders,” says Khadija’s mother. Khadija
says she wanted to marry at 19 because “you are old enough to make decisions for

yourself, you are wiser and you enjoy life more.”
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5.2.5 Education

Refugees in the Masoudya district value education. Most families want their
children, both boys and girls, to be educated. They have come to see education as a
necessity of life and a key for a better future. Younger women in the community showed
much enthusiasm towards learning and education. Most of those to whom I spoke had
some basic education. Interest in education was provoked by a new awareness on the
part of refugees, directly associated with migration. Refugee women characterize the
change as something positive. They offer the following reasons for such realizations:

The environment where they have come to live had a direct influence. People in
and around them attended school. They saw how living standards were higher among
families with better education. As a minority, they felt deprived of their rights -- one of
the reasons being their own lack of education. Out of a desire to make up for past
failures, they had began to search for ways in which they could play a more active role in
changing their socio-political status in Afghanistan. They blame successive governments

in Afghanistan for depriving them of education. They realized that while in exile, they

had no more excuse.

5.2.5.1 Refugees, Education and the Islamic Republic’s Policy

The main obstacles to education for refugees in Iran can be easily listed. There
has been no resistance from the refugees to education within the Afghan community, save
for economic restraints. As pointed earlier, refugees whose mother tongue is Persian

have little fear enrolling their children in Iranian schools. Majority of Afghan refugees --
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especially in towns and cities -- are Hazaras who are also Shiite Muslims. They do not
share the same fears as their Pushtun counterparts over the loss of culture, language or
religion. In fact, the Persian-speaking Shiite refugees argue that Afghanistan has a
common history, heritage and culture with Iran.

But there are difficulties for Afghans who wish to go to school. If they move
from one area of Iran to another, they cannot enroll again. Schooling is expensive and
many families cannot afford to pay. Because of Iran’s repatriation policy, they feel they
have no future. The Iranian government discourages education because it regards it as an
incentive for refugees to stay. I found only one case where the family thought it was
sufficient for women merely to read and write; she should spend her time preparing for
marriage. But the majority of Afghan Hazara refugees in Tehran’s suburb have come to

the conclusion that an educated woman can make a better mother and wife.

5.3 Analysis

Change is more evident in the life of Afghan women refugees in a Tehran suburb
than in the refugee camp. There seems to be acceptance of female education, work,
marriage, and health issues, including the use of contraceptives to prevent consecutive
pregnancies -- which is seen as a reason for the poor health of young women. The
majority agree that 18 to 25 is a better age for marriage. Even those who were married
younger said the same. Most women said they would marry within their family, but only
if they liked the man. They argue that marrying within the family was better because

families knew each other; this made it easier to establish trust between a couple. An
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overwhelming majority of women agreed that female education was a necessity and that
the best family was a small family with a maximum of four children.

One underlying reason for this dramatic change is exposure. Living in a suburb
has given refugee women the ability to observe a new environment. They have been able
to make direct comparisons between their lifestyle, way of thinking' and beliefs and those
of Iranian women. This has enabled many women to question some of the commonly
accepted conventional views on marriage, parenthood and education that existed in their
villages in Afghanistan.

Two other important reasons have been the existence of a common religious
belief -- both Hazaras and the majority of Iranians are Shiite -- and a common language
since Hazaras speak a variant of Persian and can easily understand Iranians. Because of
these commonalities, there has for Afghans always been a sense of fascination toward
Iranians, with whom Hazaras like to think they share a common culture. Therefore it has
been easier for the Hazaras to trust their hosts, particularly on issues of religion. That is
in sharp contrast to the situation of the Pushtun refugees in the camp. While like the
Pushtuns, Hazara refugees complain about Iranians’ negative attitude towards them, they
are still much more at ease in the new living environment than Pushtuns.

The younger generation seems to have higher aspirations than their predecessors.
Not only do they compare their standards with that of Iranian women, but also to their
mother and grandmothers, often concluding that they are aware of issues that earlier
generations were not. That in itself has become an empowering tool for women, who still
feel plenty of social and cultural pressures. It would be useful for the UN and aid

organizations to note this already well-developed awareness among women. Considering
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it when designing their programs, they can further help these refugees, whether in Iran --

or when and if they return to their villages in Afghanistan.

5.4 Conclusion

As demonstrated in this chapter, the result has been a far greater acceptance of
change. Women favour smaller families, are willing to use birth control, consider
education an essential ingredient of life and have realized the value of their work. Despite
the difficulties imposed by economic hardship, refugee status and the feeling of bitterness
towards their hosts as they continue to look down upon them, Afghan women have
gained much self-confidence. A change of attitude and behaviour is underway and
women themselves are fully aware of it and in some cases, the driving force behind it.
Change is a welcome phenomenon for this particular group of Afghan refugees in Iran.
However, as will be discussed in the following chapter, other Afghan women do not view
change in the same way. Their understanding, experience, and acceptance of change

differs sharply.
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CHAPTER SIX

Varied Responses

6.1 Refugees in the City -- Pakistan
6.1.1 Introduction

Afghan women from urban centres experienced a different kind of exile from
their counterparts who arrived from rural Afghanistan. This chapter discusses the
experiences of Afghan urban women in a Pakistani district of Islamabad. It will be
noticed, for instance, that while some women have found the refugee experience
curiously empowering, others with the same ethnic, linguistic and religious background
have come to regard the restrictions imposed by their new environment as detrimental to
their social development.

This chapter shows that change does happen in the life of a refugee woman. But,
even in a similar setting, this transition takes place in different ways. Whether conditions
of exile help women accomplish more or force her to give up some of her pre-refugee
life achievements is unpredictable -- or can only be speculated on and appreciated with
knowledge of each very particular set of circumstances. The two categories of change, as
experienced by refugee women, are termed ‘progressive’ and ‘regressive’. The definition
depends on her socio-cultural background and the manner in which she views change. In
the urbanized community of Afghan refugees, however, ‘progressive change is generally
understood as a transformation which enables a refugee woman to explore new
boundaries, discover new ideas and aspire to accomplish new tasks; all of which in turn
affects her self-awareness. ‘Regressive’ suggests the opposite -- instead of new

opportunities, the change results in restrictions and limitations not previously present or
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so pronouncedly present in her life -- forcing her to compromise or give up some of her
previous achievements. Based on my observations, the two categories are not mutually
exclusive. Regressive change could be affecting one aspect of a woman’s life, while
progressive change is at work in other areas.

Afghan refugee women describe the effect of progressive change as “positive’ and
the impact of regressive change as ‘negative’. According to Afghan urban women in
Pakistan, living in exile has had few positive, but many negative results. Some have
managed to turn these rather negative experiences into something meaningful for
themselves and their community, while others have simply accepted the norms and
conditions of their ‘changed life’. However, regardless of their involvement in women-
related activities, the majority of Afghan women from city backgrounds have come to
value their social role more than ever, particularly after the takeover of power by the

Taliban and their overt anti-women policies.
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