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Beyond Watan:
Valency of Place among a Fragmented Afghanistan Diaspora

Zarlasht Sarwari*
Western Sydney University

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the factors that have contributed to lack of a cohesive national identity in
Afghanistan, and how the diasporic experience as a rupture has led to reformulation of identity. Drawing
on findings from qualitative interviews among Afghanistan heritage communities in Australia, I argue
that ‘Afghan’ identity is better understood through the notion of ‘place’ rather than the more contested
construct of 'nationality’. My research found that emotional and nostalgic attachment to Afghanistan ‘the
place’ was shared by and informed identity for a diverse sample of participants, representing what is now
considered a fragmented diaspora, from different regions and ethnic groups, and with different dates of
departure from Afghanistan.

Keywords: Afghanistan, Afghan identity, Place Identity, Ethnicity, Diaspora, Transnationalism, Migration

Biographical Note: Zarlasht Sarwari is a PhD candidate in the School of Social Sciences at
Western Sydney University (WSU). She is research assistant for the Challenging Racism
Project and a member of The Australian Sociology Association of Australia. Her work
examines the history and experience of the Afghanistan diaspora in Australia, including
construction and reformulation of Afghan identity. Her work also considers Australian
multiculturalism, belonging, racism, immigration, nationalism and transnationalism.
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Introduction

Diasporic identity and belonging, despite
distance and exile, are still largely understood
by the relationship to the original national
homeland?. The concepts of nationalism and
long- distance nationalism are often used to
explain how members of diaspora communities
engage with their homeland and construct
their sense of self. This paper argues that the
example of Afghanistan and its diaspora,
demonstrates that not all members maintain
politically constructed notions of a cohesive
‘national identity’ or engage in ‘nation
building’.  Rather, research participants
expressed their strong emotional and nostalgic
attachment to Afghanistan ‘the place’ as a
source that informs their identity. The concept
of place identity allows individuals to
memorialise and connect with their place of
birth or heritage beyond the divergent and
conflicting political and nationalist narratives
that have resulted in a fragmented diaspora.

Conceptions of Afghan identity have been
largely unexplored in the diasporic context,
where multiple and competing narratives of
nationhood have emerged in the absence of a
cohesive homeland nationalist discourse. In
this paper, I will examine identity in the
diaspora from Afghanistan, specifically, how
national identity has been constructed in
Afghanistan, and how the diasporic experience
as a rupture has led to reformulations. This
paper outlines the factors that contributed to
an incoherent nationalist discourse, conceptual
frameworks for understanding diasporic
identity, and the findings from my research
which demonstrate the significance of place
identity as an alternative construct to national
identity = among  Afghanistan  diaspora
communities in Australia.

The dataset informing this paper is drawn from
qualitative in-depth interviews conducted with
20 participants between September 2018 and
October 2019. The interviews formed a subset
of data from a larger mixed methods project
(n=251) with Australian residents (aged 18
years or older) who self-identify as having
heritage from Afghanistan3. Participants were
recruited in a variety of ways through

Z Knott, Nationalism and belonging.
3 The in-depth interviews were conducted in
English or Dari in Perth, Melbourne and Sydney.
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community groups and mosques, self-reported
interest, and snowball sampling. Interview
participants were half male and half female and
included the main ethnic (Tajik, Hazara,
Pashtun) and religious (Sunni and Shia
Muslim) groups in Afghanistan. They also
represent a range of perspectives, including
age, migration history, place of birth4, rural-
urban experiences, and different levels of
education.

[ use the term ‘Afghan’ in the context of labels
operationalised within the national world
order, and/or where study participants self-
identify as such. ‘Afghanistan diaspora’ or
‘Afghanistan heritage communities’ are terms
used in this paper to reflect the diversity of
those who share territorial connections and/or
cultural heritage with the nation of
Afghanistan. The research has been conducted
reflexively, from my position as a female,
Australian born scholar with heritage from
Afghanistan, who grapples with the notion of
‘Afghan-ness’ in a personal and sociological
capacity.

Identity in Afghanistan and the Afghanistan
Diaspora

Identity represents a deeply held personal
attachment to how we see ourselves, how we
feel and how we locate ourselves in relation to
others and the wider world®. Identification is
operationalised through the grouping of
categories in a context of power relations and
constantly evolving discourses - the most
hegemonic of which are nationalist discourses.
A nation is conceived not only in terms of
sovereignty and borders but also as a site of
national and cultural production that
propagates a collective sense of identity linked
to an ‘imagined community’s. In contexts of
diverse ethnic composition within a state, the
question of national inclusion becomes
particularly salient, as structural tensions

4 Participants come from six different provinces
within Afghanistan: Kabul, Ghazni, Nangahar,
Baghlan, Balkh and Panjshir. Those born outside of
Afghanistan cited Australia and Canada as place of
birth, with family heritage from Kabul and areas
outside of Kabul.

5 Jackson & Penrose, Constructions of Race, Place
and Nation.

6 Anderson, Imagined Communities.
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watan (homeland) for the interview
participants. For some participants, the sense
of connection with their watan or place of birth
is a lasting one. This affected not only their
sense of identity, but also the nature of their
interactions, such as sending remittances to
their family and village, and following news
and events affecting their area.

Anthropological research in Afghanistan has
already identified the importance of place (or
spatial belonging) for identity and how watan
represents an emotional quality of belonging,
security and social connection53. The literature
also emphasises a dual meaning of watan,
depending on distance or proximity, and this
was also reflected in the interviews. For
example, when a person is in Afghanistan,
watan refers to their local area, but when a
person is outside of Afghanistan, watan
represents the countrys4. Thus, a person’s place
of residence (manteqa) can be synonymous
with notions of homeland (watan) and, along
with gawm (extended family or ethnic/tribal
social network) and religion (mazhab) figured
prominently as important aspects of identity in
Afghanistanss. These multiple and
interchangeable meanings of watan are also
reflected in the words of a male respondent
born in Panjshir province:

“Watan means everything to me. I was
born and raised there. I have family
there. Watan has obligation on every
single Afghan to help.. If I am in
Afghanistan, I am connected to Panjshir.
But if I'm in Australia, 'm connected to
Afghanistan”ss.

This importance of ‘place’ to identity could also
be seen in how the majority of research
participants think about belonging in Australia.
Attachment to manteqa (local area) or watan
(homeland) in Afghanistan thus translates into
attachment to the local community in which
they live, work and raise their children as
expressed by a man born in Kabul:

53 Glatzer, War and boundaries, 381, Schetter &
Mielke, Where is the Village?

54 Glatzer, War and boundaries.

55 Monsutti, War and Migration; Sungur, Early
Modern State Formation in Afghanistan; Tapper,
Ethnicity, Order and Meaning.

56 Interview participant, 27 September 2019 (male,
aged mid 40s, born in Panjshir).
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“I am proud of my Afghan identity,
because I was born and raised in that
country and the community work I
pursue, is part of that country. I am
proud of my Australian identity too
because it is a country that has offered
us a safe place on this land... people are
embraced and welcomed by Australia
so they can pursue a good life to the
extent they don’'t feel that sense of
distance from their own country”>’.

Thus, Australia, the new country of residence
and/ or citizenship, also forms the locus for
identity and thus becomes a second watan or
place of security, social connection and
belonging. Despite the memories created by an
original homeland, the host culture and society
shapes identity more significantly than the
term ‘diaspora’ suggests®8. This points to the
formation of an integrated identity that
acknowledges attachment to the original home
as well as the new home.

Imagined Watan among second generation
diaspora youth from Afghanistan

While research participants who were born in
Afghanistan spoke of their identity to a
physical place, those born outside of
Afghanistan had to develop an ‘imagined’ place
identity, translated through family practice and
storytelling, social networks, transnational
contact, and engagement in online spaces. For
example, family stories and practices shaped
young people’s perceptions of what it meant to
be ‘Afghan’, and even benign domestic
practices were imbued with cultural meaning
as a young female second generation Afghan
woman explains: “As a kid I thought waking up
on Saturday and cleaning the house while
listening to Afghan music, is like an Afghan
tradition. Like a cultural thing that we all do”°.
Afghanistan is thus reproduced in a range of
domestic, transnational and online spaces as
highlighted by a young Qizilbash woman,
whose immediate family arrived in Australia in
the 1980s and who remains connected to a
transnational family network:

57 Interview participant, 22 March 2019 (male,
Afghan, aged late 30s, born in Kabul).

58 Khosravi, A Fragmented Diaspora.

59 Interview participant, 17 September 2019
(female, Afghan, late 20s, born in Canada).
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“That sense of being Afghan and
relating to another Afghan, you see
those Afghan memes and you send it to
each other. It's just this sense of
connection and belonging to Afghan
identity... the values, the food, the
traditions...”60,

Imagined watan, then becomes the familiar, the
shared diasporic experience, narratives and
identities born of multiple traumatic
displacements from Afghanistan. The same
female participant explains:

“When I visit my family in Holland, US,
or the UK, there are things that are the
same no matter which part of the world
you're in. As long as you're Afghan it’s
kind of there.. it might not be
significant, just all those little and big
things unique to being Afghan that
make you feel connected”6!.

Conclusion

My research has provided a nuanced insight
into how ‘identity’ is constructed around place
(either physical or imagined) among the
Afghan diaspora in Australia. I found that
nationalist causes, had limited uptake and
appeal among most research participants. The
issue of ethnicity was most salient for those
who Dbelonged to oppressed minorities
(particularly Hazara). By and large, however,
watan (home or homeland), or the soil (or dirt
- khaak) on which participants were born and
raised, became the most important identity
marker among first-generation Afghanistan
diaspora respondents. Given Afghanistan’s
chequered history of ethnicised conflict and a
politicisation of ethnicity and identity, an
emphasis on place separates identity from the
politics, which has undermined the idea of a
cohesive nation. A connection to place, or a
sense of place identity, thus depoliticises place,
focusing on the natural characteristics of and
emotional attachment to the land, valuing it as
the container of all the social relationships,
positive memories and place of cultural value
that a person may idealise about Afghanistan.
This suggests that ‘place identity’ as watan can

60 Interview participant, 29 September 2019
(female, Qizilbash, late 20s, born in Australia).
61 Ibid.
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play a symbolic, unifying role for diasporas in
the face of political fragmentation at home.

Although the second-generation diaspora born
outside of Afghanistan, are more detached from
politics at home, they still emphasise place
over other forms of identity, the only difference
being that the place is imagined and
constructed through a set of symbols that
encompass a range of social categories and
meanings, allowing identity to be maintained at
different levels and dimensionsé2. The
construct of place identity allows people from
Afghanistan of diverse ethnic groups and all
levels of the social and political hierarchy,
regardless of their history in relation to the
state, to maintain a connection to the place
(watan), khaak or soil of Afghanistan, rather
than to the contested political construct of the
nation of Afghanistan. In this way, despite
fragmentation, ‘place identity’ allows for a
common collective bond among a diverse
diaspora from a war-torn country.
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