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On Experiencing Afghanistan

DAPHNE MEIJER

married an Afghan man recently. We did not have a romantic wedding with all of our
friends and family present. Rather, we flew to India and went to a lawyer in Delhi. He
organized a marriage ceremony for us, a shortened version of the tourist wedding some
people travel to Goa for. The next day, we went to a judge who declared the whole thing
legal under Indian law. This Afghan-Dutch union has me, the Dutch bride, wondering about
what it means to be Afghan in this day and age. And about the state of affairs in Kabul. And
the crazy twist my life took since the fall of 2001. My husband and | met when | visited
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Afghanistan for the second time, in May of 2002. I'd been there before, in November and
December 2001. Before the 9th of September 2001, I'd never considered travelling to
Afghanistan. It simply did not enter my mind. | was happily ensconced at home, working as
a theatre critic, among other things. | had one Afghan woman acquaintance in the
Netherlands, and knew that friends gave shelter to an Afghan refugee for a while, although
I'd never met him in their home. Yet there was a nagging voice in the back of my mind
reminding me of a plan for the future | used to cherish in which | would swap dreary and
rainy old Amsterdam for the Middle-East. So, if | had any reason to go out to Central Asia,
it was a personal quest; a desire to drastically change venue before it was too late. And
yes, there was a man involved; a fellow Dutch reporter, friend and lover and colleague. He
had gone on ahead and phoned me from Dushanbe in Tajikistan to tell me to come over
too. So | went out to Tajikistan.

Tajikistan

| knew the country existed, and could have told you there had been some kind of civil war
going on at some time between two factions who each wanted something, but that was it.
And from Tajikistan's capital Dushanbe, | went with a convoy to the Tajik-Afghan border on
my own, trailing the footsteps of my friend. Never before have | experienced such fright in
anticipation of what disaster might befall me as during the days before | actually crossed
the Afghan border.

| was afraid to die. Or to watch my lover die. Or some fate worse than that. In fact, |
was so stiff with fright that my period was late for a week and a half. And, what do you
know, the moment | crossed the border | started to bleed. And | did not stop bleeding until
| was back in the hotel in Dushanbe again, ten days later.

Looking back, | curse myself for my ignorance. | did not have a clue about the country. Had
| known then what | know now, | would have paid far more attention to what was going on with
the American Special Forces | met en route, and the Northern Alliance commanders | saw at
work. Even so, | had a great time that first visit. (Actually, | also felt deeply miserable, having to
manage tampons and sanitary pads in freezing cold, squatting above latrines.) But a few hours
after the convoy crossed the border, | lost my fear of Afghanistan. The landscape in the
north was awe-inspiring. Rough peaks, patches of sandy desert, villages made of clay and dust,
houses surrounded by tall walls made of mud brick, and no modern amenities in sight. No
electricity, no asphalt on the muddy track, no nothing. Men wrapped in greyish blankets stood
watching us as we were driving by. It was cold and soggy weather, and large puddles had formed
all over the tracks. Amongst this barrenness, modern trucks were driving around, and people
were carrying the latest weaponry.

About twenty-four hours later, | had seen the casket of a killed Swedish cameraman
passing us by on the road back to the border; | had had my first experience of sleeping on
an Afghan sitting/eating/sleeping mattress; | had had my first experience with the Northern
Alliance commanders who gave me a travel pass to go to the Mazar-i-Sharif; and | had said
goodbye to my Dutch friend, who hated the place and wanted to go home. This was only
the beginning. Suffice to say, the adrenalin rush had rarely been so strong, nor has it been
ever since. | was hooked. Also, | liked the people. Not the foreign colleagues per se,
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although some were great and one Irish television reporter even loaned me 500 dollars, but
the Afghans. My experience was restricted to men, mostly, but | did meet a few women. |
enjoyed spending time with everybody. | liked, and still like, the Afghan sense of self. Modest,
very polite, but at the same time very autonomous and egalitarian. The Afghans bow to no man.
Sure, there were con artists among them, bullshitters and crooks, but they conned, bullshitted
and crooked with definite style. And not to sound coy, but let's face it: the Afghans are among
the most beautiful people in the world. It is not a decisive factor, but it sure helps. But don't get
me wrong; | was very happy when | got a ride back from the northern town of Talogan to
Dushanbe with an American relief worker, bless his heart. After ten days, | had completely run
out of money and physical energy. Also, | needed to take a proper shower and wash my clothes.
As | stepped on the pontoon bridge that would take us back to the Tajik side of the Amur Daria,
| felt relief, but also envy for the colleagues who were staying behind.

This was a Place to Get Back to

The first trip taught me a lot about how not to be a reporter in a war zone. | was unprepared
and ill-equipped. (I was non-equipped the first time, but never mind that.) | probably remained
illequipped during the next two years, a large part of which | spent in Kabul. That is all
a matter of money. Or, rather, if you are working for newspapers and other media in a
relatively small country like Holland, a lack of money.

In May of 2002, | went back for three weeks. | flew to Kabul, travelled around with a
young interpreter | have since married, and enjoyed myself immensely. It was the golden
age of Kabul. The weather was good, and the air smelled faintly of jasmine and hope and
promise, and everybody was excited about all that was happening. The International
Security Assistance Force was getting their act together, and the government was taking
shape. If | wanted something done, all | had to do was ask. All restrictions and official
accreditations and formalities and gatekeepers and personal body check equipment per-
sonnel had not yet been put in place. | returned in August 2002 for six weeks, and again in
January of 2003 for an indefinite period as a freelance correspondent for two newspapers.
And, as a sideline, to write a book about the Dutch involvement in Afghanistan’s recon-
struction. Why did | return? A friend of mine recently voiced her disappointment in my get-
ting married to my Afghan husband. She had been under the impression that | had travelled
back and forth to Kabul for two years because | liked the country so much. But, instead of
being genuinely interested in Afghanistan’s development, it was a banal relationship with a
man that had pulled me back all the time.

So, yeah. My interest was not pure. Not solely professional. The mix of the personal,
the professional and the private was irresistible. As | changed into We, so did life in
Afghanistan. And my perceptions of it. Living in a Kabul neighbourhood, surrounded by
Afghan families, in a house with three Afghan men and all their guests and visitors, gave a
distinct Afghan flavour to daily life. Traditional culture is very charming, but spending a sum-
mer without the possibility of swimming anywhere is difficult. This is actually not completely
true: the U.N. guesthouse and the British embassy have pools. But for Afghan women, there
is no possibility anywhere. And | wanted to live the Afghan lifestyle — and besides, | am not
British, and the U.N. pool was only open for U.N. and NGO personnel. How seriously the
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Afghans took their prohibition on swimming was brought home to me by my neighbours. |
had brought them a plastic pool as a gift for their six young daughters to fill up in their
garden and spatter about in, like children all over the world would do during a long
sweltering summer. It was never used.

Traditional Islamic culture provides little personal space for women and girls, and
certainly does not encourage physical exertion. You are not supposed to walk just for fun,
ride a bike, fly a kite, swim, skate or do anything in the public domain that might attract
attention. | found these rules increasingly difficult to comply with.

We planned to stay in Kabul for a long time, but things did not work out well profes-
sionally. Interest in Afghanistan from the Dutch media dwindled as the war in Iraq broke out.
And, gradually, the difficulties to get anything done ground me down. By now, some of the
problems that reporters faced a year ago had disappeared. | could send emails and access
the internet from many cyber-cafes. The phone worked, off and on, and at some point we
even got the hot water up and running in our house. But nowadays, Kabul is no longer a city
where you can just walk into an office to talk to someone and find out what's going on.
Downtown has become a collection of fortresses. One travels with difficulty because of all
the roadblocks and other restrictions put in place, from one heavily guarded facility to ano-
ther. This is not just detrimental to the people on the outside, but also to the folks indoors.
Sometimes a gate swings open and an armoured car ventures out, giving the military
commander or the ambassador or U.N. expat or whoever is inside a peek at daily life in
Kabul. The rest of the time these people spend indoors, or at one of the crazily expensive
restaurants that have sprung up where you can eat braised veal with asparagus in a white
wine sauce. The people inside this loop don't know what's happening on the street, and
sprout propaganda about human rights and development that they got off the email from
NGOs specializing in the monitoring of human rights, who spend the working day emailing
each other...

And outside the loop, Afghans are becoming more and more frustrated. Because so
little is being done about their very real problems of water and sewage and unemployment,
and so much false information is being spread around. The Tajik and Pashtun populations
dislike each other vehemently, and fight for the ear of whoever will listen to their lamen-
tations. Sympathy has shifted from the Tajik fighters who were part of the Northern Alliance
to the Pashtun intellectuals who have returned home from abroad. Okay, 'm married to a
Tajik from Panjshir valley. | know I'm not the most objective person. But in this part of the
world, nobody is objective. To me, it is very disconcerting to hear my foreign acquaintances
mouth their dismay about human rights abuses by Tajiks, and at the same time see them
cuddle up with the Pashtuns. The Tajiks are an undemocratic lot, but so is everybody else
in these parts. Let's not kid ourselves. The sons of the Pashtun elite who are currently
returning to their homeland from their extended stay in the West have the edge; they
posses western table manners and know how to push the right buttons in the international
community. The Tajiks, Hazaras and Uzbeks don’t know — they never learned how. They
never went to college abroad.

To the Pashtun elite, things should more or less go back to the way they were. Which
means: with them on top of their own community, and the other ethnic communities nicely
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stratified underneath, with the Hazaras at the bottom. Not surprisingly, the other ethnic
communities want no part of this. They want fundamental change but, never having picked
up the diplomatic tools to formulate what they want, they are instead using the old Afghan
ways. They fight. In a sense, this ethnic conflict is really a classic case of class struggle.
However, it is not formulated in Marxist jargon. The arena for this battle is Islamism.
Strangely, the Pashtun leadership has managed to convey an image of themselves
as Islamic moderates and modernists, while the Tajiks et al are generally seen as ultra-
extremist Islamists. This is clever spin, if nothing else. The premise here seems that an
American accent is a guarantee for sensibilities regarding democracy and human rights.
And a lack of English, does that mean you cannot decide your own future?

Returning to Kabul from India in December to do some reporting on the Loya Jirga
where the Afghans were ratifying their new Constitution, | noticed again how the circus
works. The West supports the rule of interim-president Karzai, which is nice for him, but
short-sighted. The media reported how the different factions at the Loya Jirga vied for
power, with the Karzaiites going for a strong presidential system and most of the Tajiks,
Uzbeks and Hazaras going for a strong Parliament. Hamid Karzai went on record to say that
he would not run for president if the Grand Assembly did not favour the Presidential system.

Well goodbye mister democrat, one might think, but oddly enough, the Western
democracies rallied behind Karzai (e.g. the American ambassador sent a message stating
his support for Karzai and went to a meeting with Uzbek leaders, right in front of Afghan
television news cameras, to win them over), thereby destroying the chance to get the
Afghans a form of democratically elected government that the western diplomats would
have voted in for themselves, had the shoe been on the other foot. The Tajiks, Uzbeks and
Hazaras did not easily give in, and in the bargaining that had to follow in order to appease
everybody, the Islamic clerics who made up a substantial part of the delegates managed to
gain many small victories - which was exactly what the West did not want to happen
because Islamism freaks us out no end.

One might say that Islam and Islamism need a Voltaire, a Diderot and a John Adams
to come along and change the Muslim outlook on the relationship between Mosque and
State. Then again, is it really any of our Western business? | sincerely believe it is, but it is
equally important to treat people with the respect they deserve.

As | said, my Dutch-Afghan union got me thinking.
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