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The Journal of Conflict Transformation and Security (JCTS) provides a platform to analyse
conflict transformation and security as processes for managing change in non-violent
ways to produce equitable outcomes for all parties that are sustainable. A wide range of
human security concerns can be tackled by both hard and soft measures, therefore the
Journal’s scope not only covers such security sector reform issues as restructuring
security apparatus, reintegration of ex-combatants, clearance of explosive remnants of
war and cross-border management, but also the protection of human rights, justice, rule
of law and governance. JCTS explores the view that by addressing conflict transformation
and security holistically it is possible to achieve a high level of stability and human
security, requiring interventions at both policy and practitioner level. These would include
conflict management, negotiated peace agreements, peacekeeping, physical
reconstruction, economic recovery, psycho-social support, rebuilding of primary services
such as education and health, and enabling social cohesion. Other macro-level
governance issues from constitution writing to state accountability and human resource
management also need to be considered as part of this process of change.
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ARTISTIC INTERVENTION ARTWORK JCTS Volume10, Number 1, 2023

Art as Hope, Art as Refuge, Art to Give Voice:
Suffering and Hopes of Women in Afghanistan

Tamana Barakzai

The series of paintings presented here are my expressions of what it means to be a woman in
Afghanistan, what it means to be forgotten, oppressed and voiceless. What it means to struggle and hope
in the absence of a better future.

[ found refuge in art when my family and I became refugees and lived in Iran for eleven long years in
exile and my brother and I were not allowed to go to school. I started painting to escape the boredom
and because the colours and images gave me hope. I painted when I should have been at school and
studying, painting became my sanctuary and outlet. What was my life in Iran is now the life of all Afghan
girls under the new Taliban government: not being allowed to go to school, not being allowed to learn,
not being allowed to express themselves.

Art continued to give me hope after my family returned to Afghanistan when the first Taliban regime
fell. At the time, my father was very happy to finally be free from displacement and homelessness. He
promised that when we returned to Afghanistan, I would be allowed to study art, and become a
professional artist. When we returned home Kabul was in bad shape, we had no electricity, so many
houses were still destroyed, many women still wore the burga - and it was difficult to walk. But we
were happy; we were home at last. [ could finally was able to go to school. I made up for 12 years of
education. | worked hard and graduated after five years. My parents were not rich, my mother was a
teacher, my father worked for the government, but they put all their money into food and education.

Those years when | was home in Afghanistan were both the best and the worst of my life. As the security
situation deteriorated, we never knew if we would return home alive. So we said goodbye to our families
every day as if it might be our last. I experienced war, poverty, violence, insecurity and illiteracy. Still,
we had hope and we believed that one day the darkness would end and a better future would come. But
it did not, the situation changed and the return of the Taliban to power took us back to square one. This
is the fourth time that [ have had to rebuild my life from scratch.
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The Old West and The Wild East... JCTS Volume 10, Number 1, 2023

Picture 5/ Search: This painting depicts the experiences and feelings of women when they think they
are lost in the desert and are reaching for the sun to warm and guide them (Hope). But in reality it is a
mirage, an illusion that disappears the closer you get to it.
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Picture 6/ My dream: A woman is the symbol of happiness and she tries to create happiness for every
person in the family at every stage of life. But in spite of all these sacrifices, we (women) still feel left
alone and there is no one to fulfil our hopes and wishes? So the woman in the painting imagines that she
is in another world, and she imagines that her dreams of a better future are being showered on her like
a colourful rain.
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BOOK REVIEW

My Pen is the Wing of a Bird. New Fiction by Afghan Women
London: MacLehose Press, 2022, ISBN: 978-1529422214, 221 pp.

&

Andrea Chiovenda
Crafting Masculine Selves: Culture, War, and Psychodynamics in Afghanistan
NY: Oxford University Press, 2020, ISBN: 978-0190073558, 274 pp.

Afghanistan has been explained and
reexplained, frequently through an outside and
Western gaze. Over the past decades, Afghan
women and snapshots from their lives have
been used to exemplify the backwardness of
Afghan culture and its immutable patriarchal
structures. By failing to recognize Afghan
women'’s agency and the complexity of Afghan
culture, the Western feminist narrative -
primarily political, but also academic -
contributed to a story where Afghan women
needed saving, and where the US and its
international allies were able to do it, or at
least justified in trying. As Taliban have
returned to power, outside observers of
Afghanistan risk doing the same again.
Skimming, categorizing and failing to see the
detail. It is thus refreshing - and important -
that different narratives are emerging about
Afghanistan such as the two complementary
books that I have chosen to review. The first
book is My Pen is the Wing of a Bird. New
Fiction by Afghan Women, a collection of short
stories by 18 anonymous Afghan women,
published by MacLehose Press (2022). The
second book is Andrea Chiovenda’s Crafting
Masculine  Selves.  Culture, ~ War, and
Psychodynamics in Afghanistan published by
Oxford University Press (2020). A book based
on in-depth interviews with ten men focused
on their perceptions about masculinity. The
title of the book is somewhat misleading, as
Chiovenda’s focus is specifically on the
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masculine selves of men living in or originating
from Pasthun communities in and around
Nangahar in Eastern Afghanistan and is not a
comprehensive analysis of masculinities in
Afghanistan.

Both books are well worth reading for anybody
with an interest in getting a grasp of Afghan life
and Afghanistan beyond the grand political
narratives. The books are also relevant to
review for this special issue, as they provide
nuance to superficial assumptions about
Afghan women as victims and all Afghan men
as benefiting from patriarchal structures. The
two books muddle the clear line between
traditional and modern, as they show how
individuals - men and women - navigate
realities of different and ever-changing norms,
values and ways of being. For me, the two
books provided an opportunity to reflect on the
many years of working in and on issues -
including gender issues - relating to
Afghanistan. The books resonate well with my
learning, both Afghan women’s and men’s lives
are constantly curtailed by the demands of
family, community and culture, but the
consequences of breaking the rules are harsher
for women.

My review is structured as follows: I will first
provide an overview of the two books and
briefly reflect on them comparatively and in
relation to the core theme of this special issue:
Afghanistan through a decolonial lens.



Book Review

Thereafter, 1 will dig into what I viewed as
three common themes or threads in the two
books: (1) Gender in Afghanistan is relational
and can only be understood in the context of
family, community and society; (2) the conflict
affects all aspects of life in Afghanistan and has
fundamentally changed Afghan society; and (3)
the various international presences over the
past decades have made Afghanistan into a
melting pot or powder keg of different norms,
values and ideas. This is primarily a book
review, 1 will therefore be scarce in my
referencing.

Introducing My Pen and Crafting Masculine
Selves

The edited volume My Pen is the Wing of a Bird
was facilitated by the organisation Untold
Narratives that is focused on amplifying voices
that are not usually heard on the international
literary scene.! Women - or young girls - are
the main characters in most of the stories,
except in one story, where the main character
is a young man who secretly likes to dress like
a woman.

Many of the stories are fictionalized accounts
about hope and joy in everyday life, although
the hopes expressed are never grand and the
everyday we learn about is generally harsh and
sometimes deadly. For example, in one of the
stories we follow the anxieties of a woman who
only gives birth to girl children, and who, when
she comes home from the hospital with yet
another daughter, has to face the fact that her
husband has taken a second wife. In another
story we follow a woman who wants to buy a
ring for herself and is trying to make some
private money by stealing almonds from the
family farm, she is burnt alive by her family for
this transgression. We meet several women
who suffer the consequences of conflict: a
woman who survives a suicide attack, a woman
whose child is killed in one, and a lonely elderly
woman whose whole family has migrated.
There are several stories of women who are
forced to adjust to the consequences of
hardship and injustice, like the blind woman
who could no longer wait for the man who
went to Iran and who she had promised to
marry and who was forced to marry another

1 Write Afghanistan, http://untold-
stories.org/write-afghanistan/ (Accessed 30 July
2022).
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man, and the woman who lost the contract for
an apartment for state employees, as she did
not sleep with the person providing the
contracts.

Given that the stories are fictional, they do not
provide the reader with a ‘gender analysis’ per
se, rather glimpses into how gender matters.
That is, by dealing with everyday challenges of
Afghan women, the texts provide the reader
with a sense of how Afghan women experience
the joys and many hardships they face.
Important to note though, My Pen is not a book
about women'’s victimhood, the women in the
stories have agency although within limits.
Girls and women learn to act within families, at
work places and in society in ways that provide
them some of the opportunities that they want,
but they are also very aware their opinion may
not be asked for important decisions regarding
their lives and that it might be better to endure
harassment and violence than to confront it.

Most importantly, as these are stories about
Afghan women, told by Afghan women. It took
agency, creativity and time to tell them.
Illiteracy rates among Afghan women remain
high (and are likely to rise again), and even for
many literate women expressing private
thoughts in writing might be dangerous
business. An Afghan woman poet from Kabul
once told me that some of her female poet
friends from the provinces only wrote their
poems in phone messages that they sent to her
and then erased. They were too afraid what
would happen if their families found out that
they were writing.

Crafting Masculine Selves is a very different
book. Between 2009 and 2013, the author,
Andrea Chiovenda spent 18 months doing field
studies for the book. The first chapters in the
book set forth the methodological and
theoretical frame of the study and provide a
background to the situation in Afghanistan.
Chiovenda situates his study methodologically
within clinical ethnography, i.e., on repeated in-
depth interview sessions that take place over
several months, even years. Theoretically,
Chiovenda is inspired by psychological

anthropology, i.e, he is interested in
uncovering the bridge between the
intrapsychic or the personal and the

social/cultural or the structural. Masculinity is
the lens through which Chiovenda approaches
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