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From the Fetzer Institute

The quest to document perspectives of love and forgiveness in Afghanistan may seem 
daunting or even foolish. We ask these questions knowing that we are ultimately seeking 
to share reflections of our true shared humanity in an area too often characterized by 
conflict, fear, and violence.

The Fetzer Institute is indebted to Lola Cecchinel for this instructive and revealing  
examination of love and forgiveness among the development, media, and aid community 
within Afghanistan and in its recent history. Her interest and sincere passion for the 
people of Afghanistan was evident throughout this project. This research was inspired 
by the decades-long commitment of journalist and Fetzer advisor Edward Girardet 
and journalist William Dowell to share the rich culture and complex political history of 
Afghanistan. Their realized efforts to increase knowledge and create true understanding 
for the Afghan people gives us hope for a peaceful future for us all. 

The Fetzer Institute is a private operating foundation located in Kalamazoo, Michigan. 
The Institute uses its philanthropic resources to foster awareness of the power that love 
and forgiveness can have in our world. 

Methodology

The bulk of the data was collected during interviews held mostly in Kabul, but also 
in Herat and Kandahar with about sixty participants drawn from a selection of United 
Nations, local and international non-governmental organizations and Red Cross move-
ment staff, intellectuals, and academics. The interviews provided rich qualitative data 
in that they allowed the participants to openly discuss topics that can be sensitive to 
address with an unknown interviewer. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the data 
collected and summarized here concern perceptions gathered in a fairly limited amount 
of time, by a researcher who was first visiting the country.  
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Introduction

Love and forgiveness are generally confined to private or intimate spheres, referring 
to inter-personal relations within the family-friend circle. The spiritual and religious 
dimensions of those two constructs relate to “matters of the heart” that are usually not 
associated with professional work. As far as humanitarian, journalistic, and development 
actions are concerned, it is assumed that those constructs need to be translated into a 
more pragmatic language in order to make sense: “love” and “compassion” would refer 
to providing care and assistance, while “forgiveness” evokes justice and reconciliation. 
As this research shows, discussing these themes beyond the strictly spiritual realm is both 
relevant and rich with understanding. 

Indeed, love and forgiveness are not foreign to the work of media, development, and 
aid professionals. Humanitarian action can be interpreted as a compassionate endeavor 
based on a commitment to a shared humanity. It comes from a point of neutrality and 
is offered across the ethnic, political, and religious identifications that can often fuel the 
need for such intervention. 

Furthermore, love and forgiveness are emotions that 
play an integral part in the political decisions aimed 
at relieving the suffering of people. Because of a lack 
of an international legal framework for emergency 
assistance, compassion often provides the justifica-
tion for humanitarian interventions.1 At the operation-
al level, love and compassion also provide guidance 
for work ethics. The International Assistance Mission 
(IAM), a Christian NGO established in Afghanistan 
in 1966, notes “Love for All” as a fundamental value 
inspiring the organization’s mission. 

Studying perceptions of love and forgiveness in a war setting is both illuminating and 
disheartening in that love, in both its absence and presence, gives way to the extreme 
of human behaviors and beliefs. Afghanistan has been dragged into a conflict that 
has lasted for more than thirty years. The extent to which war and devastation have 
affected these behaviors and beliefs is considerable. It has led to massive disruptions of 
livelihoods and social order. Violence is only adding to extreme poverty, rough climate 
conditions, and poor access to health and education. The damage to adult and child 
mental health is tremendous. It correlates not just with experiences of war, but also with 
daily sufferings and frustrations at the relationship level. Aside from the constant state of 
conflict, poverty is primarily responsible for the misery plaguing the country for centuries. 

Interviews were conducted over a month among international and Afghan aid workers, 
journalists, and media representatives in Kabul, Heart, and Kandahar. They consisted of 
open conversations with participants about their perceptions of love, forgiveness, and 
other related themes such as reconciliation, unity, and peace in Afghanistan. According 
to their own experience in the country and interactions with the people, participants 
also shared their views on how Afghans perceive those constructs, and the challenges 
in expressing them at the family, community, and national levels. The role of humanitar-
ian aid and the media in Afghanistan is also considered to provide background to the 
contributions of aid workers and journalists interviewed in this research. Finally, this report 
highlights successful projects and initiatives inspired by love and forgiveness. 

Afghan children / photo: Jono Walters
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The magnitude of humanitarian and development efforts in Afghanistan is unprecedented,  
and yet, there is no consensus on how to characterize the Afghan situation, and the wider  
operation it falls within. 

The purpose of the international community’s intervention in Afghanistan has never  
been more opaque than in the last years of conflict. As one participant questioned:  
“Was the imperative, for example, to provide humanitarian assistance or to support 
women’s rights?” Those questions draw on the dominant vagueness under which interna-
tional agencies have been operating in Afghanistan. While humanitarian action is mainly 
concerned with providing life-saving assistance to those most in need, development is 
inevitably penetrated with political interests. Since the beginning of the international 
community’s involvement in Afghanistan, special attention was brought to issues of 
concern to donor countries such as gender equality, justice and rule of law, and human 
rights improvements, which somehow reflected their political agenda in Afghanistan, 
while little care was actually given to the beneficiaries’ perceptions of which realities those 
themes concealed in Afghan society. An Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief 
(ACBAR) report argues that “[aid] has tended to reflect expectations in donor countries, 
and what Western electorates would consider reconstruction and development achieve-
ments, rather than what Afghan communities want and need. Projects have too often 
sought to impose a preconceived idea of progress, rather than nurture, support, and 
expand capabilities, according to Afghan preferences.”2 The influx of billions of dollars in 
aid has then contributed to establishing a hierarchical, unbalanced relationship between 
international donors and local recipients of aid. 

“ It is not so much the values that are problematic  
between the insiders and the outsiders. It is the  
belief that the hand that gives is always above  
the hand that receives.”—Senior Researcher 

Also, alignment with the government has considerably contributed to altered perceptions 
of humanitarians’ neutrality and independence. Although NGO staff interviewed in this 
research reasserted impartiality in the conflict as the main principle guiding their work 
in Afghanistan, most would also acknowledge that attitudes toward the aid enterprise 
have changed. Some participants would clearly state that in some occasions, aid has 
fueled rather than appeased inter-group divisions. Communities that willingly engaged 
in aid programs were seen as sending a signal to armed opponents that they support the 
government. Indeed, because development is a long-term effort that requires institutions 
to sustain it, it is inevitably associated with the state. Mary B. Anderson in her book  
Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace–Or War provides insights as to how to make 
a distinction between ‘Connectors’ and “Dividers” to assess aid’s impact on conflict, and 
to encourage the former in crisis situations. Connectors serve to create links between 
people from different sides of the conflict. They can be shared systems and institutions; 
attitudes and actions; past or present common experiences or history; values and inter-
ests; and symbols and occasions. “Without awareness of these linkages between people, 
aid workers are not able to know whether, or how, their work either ignores and, thus, 
undermines connections or positively recognizes and, thus, reinforces them.”3 

The lack of dialogue to establish a common understanding around what development 
should mean in Afghanistan has resulted in “development” being largely implemented 
in Western terms, according to the assumption that aid agencies, not Afghans, are the 
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agents of development.4 Antonio Donini’s research findings on perceptions of aid in 
Afghanistan reasserts the disconnect between local beneficiaries and humanitarian action, 
seen largely as a Western enterprise that is overwhelming in post-conflict relief contexts.5 
It also pushes local NGOs to replicate the same model of organization, methods of 
conception, implementation, and evaluation of projects, without really considering how 
to address development from a grassroots perspective. Donini pleads for humanitarian 
policy to be “more in sync with the aspirations of the people it aims to help and more 
open to non-western humanitarian coping strategies and traditions.”6 Andy Tamas, author 
of a report on spirituality and development, argues in that respect that implementing 
sustainable action requires not only maintaining consistency with the context, but also 
with the “consciousness of the environment.”7 

For some observers, Afghanistan has turned into a testing ground for experimenting with 
development models and identifying best practices, a focal point in the counterinsur-
gency doctrine developed by the United States and other NATO military to win “hearts 
and minds” in Afghanistan.8 The president of the Republic of Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai, 
argued against this approach in front of the Afghan Parliament. “Afghanistan is not 
the political laboratory of strangers to test new systems and structures. Discontinuity in 
promotion and maturity of political system and its related institutions are one of the main 
reasons for problems in our social and political evolution.” Furthermore, Afghans seem 
to struggle to deal with the disjuncture between these normative models of develop-
ment and their concrete manifestations in their daily lives. In some way they are caught 
between two systems, or, as one participant put it, “between two rhythms,” the one set 
by the international community’s standards of human rights, gender equality, rule of law, 
good governance, etc., and the one that is grounded in historical and cultural develop-
ments, presented as monolithic and impervious to change. 

Ahmad Shah Massoud and Ed Giarardet, 1987 / photo: Ed Giarardet
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Justice is an area where the development strategy has faced a lot of challenges precisely 
because of a lack of understanding of local power dynamics and how local dispute resolu-
tion systems function. Justice mechanisms in Afghanistan vary greatly across regions and 
districts. The role of the Afghan central government and its formal institutions of justice 
in maintaining social order in Afghan society has always been limited, while traditional 
institutions of informal justice such as jirga, maraka, and shura are popular among rural 
populations. The international community first invested billions in strengthening a justice 
system from the central government. This approach generated corruption, inefficiency, 
and a lack of transparency. According to a synthesis paper released by the Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit, a Kabul-based research organization, “the shortcomings 
of the formal justice system (time taken, distance, complexity, expense and corruption) 
were major factors cited for the loss of trust in the government.”9 Later on, donors were 
keener on supporting community-based dispute resolution (CBDR), which was in some 
cases more efficient in maintaining peace and social cohesion within a community. There 
was a real enthusiasm about establishing shuras and jirgas on education, health, peace-
building, or women, without always taking necessary precautions on how to support those 
informal justice mechanisms in Afghanistan—that is to say, being careful not to create 
incentives for corruption that would risk delegitimizing the processes.10 

“Everybody can set up a shura those days. But if  
shuras don’t render informal justice, they lose  
their purpose.”—Afghan NGO Deputy Director

However, such a rigid distinction between state and Common but Differentiated 
Responsibility (CBDR) justice mechanisms is misleading. Research has shown that com-
munities solicit several bodies constituted on an ad hoc basis (jirga) or permanent forums 
(shuras), which also include state actors in the process.11 

A potential path to improving understanding is to challenge the discourse and models of 
change espoused by the international community in Afghanistan. Afghanistan, like other 
Islamic countries in the greater Middle East, is represented as irreconcilable with what 
the West has experienced as modernity. Change is happening in a very diffuse and subtle 
way in Afghanistan; when perceived as a disruption, it generates resistance.12 For Jolyon 
Leslie, “the struggle between tradition and reform is deeply etched on recent Afghan 
history, which has been punctuated by fierce resistance to foreign interference and the 
imposition of values or ideologies that are perceived to be alien.”13 For example, many 
agencies conceived programs to try to alter the divisions of roles and responsibilities 
between men and women in the public and private spheres by giving women opportuni-
ties for emancipation outside the family instead of considering approaches that focus on 
the women’s scope of responsibility within the family unit. 

It takes a careful observer to notice that many of these types of programs take place in 
the rural areas of the country, where the majority of the people live. For several reasons, 
such as the difficulty to access and document some areas in the provinces, the Kabul aid 
community has poor knowledge of what is happening in places outside the main cities. 

“I stay in Afghanistan because when I think I’m  
about to understand how Afghanistan functions,  
I am actually far from knowing it at all.”—Swedish Journalist
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It takes a strong commitment to acknowledge how diverse social organization and 
moral conduct can be. It also requires time, patience, and recognition that development 
is a two-way process in which rational people with a particular frame of reference and 
world view learn from one another’s experiences and culture. As this research shows, an 
understanding of a different perspective is the key to developing compassionate feelings 
toward each other, which is at the root of humanitarian work. 

Some of the most experienced development workers turned consultants in this research 
have chosen to integrate national structures (media and government) where Afghans 
actually hold decision-making positions so as to acquire knowledge of the country from 
a different perspective. Another participant stressed the importance of recruiting staff 
from various regions of the world, not mainly from Western countries. According to him, 
his agency would benefit from gathering workers from the least advanced regions of the 
world, like South Asia, Latin America, the Balkans, or Africa, with challenging views on 
development. One Argentinean participant, for example, found that his Latin American 
origins helped in better understanding the specificities of Afghan culture, such as the 
family-oriented conceptions of well-being and some aspects of politics. 

Love, Compassion, and Building Bridges

Despite this disconnect that ten years of somehow shortsighted international involvement 
in the country has deepened, Afghanistan has been and is still an extraordinary ground 
for intercultural exchange. Tens of thousands of Western aid workers, journalists, and 
diplomats have come to Afghanistan over the past decade, mostly to Kabul. For more 
than three decades, devoted aid workers have contributed time, ideas, and hope to this 
country. Cross-border assistance from French doctors started just after the Soviet invasion 
and was closely followed by other European organizations, Islamic agencies and then, 
from 1985 on, by American organizations. Despite the lack of experience in relief opera-
tions, coordination, and communication in such a geographically impracticable theatre, 
NGOs in the 1980s established the foundations of a long-lasting partnership  
with Afghans. 

Caravan halt / photo: Ed Giarardet
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Afghanistan for many has been a life-changing experience that has shaped their behav-
ioral, physical, and emotional reactions, for they have confronted both the brutality of 
war and the intriguing complexity of Afghanistan’s culture. This ambiguity provides an 
outstanding opportunity to challenge one’s understanding of the manifestation of love 
and forgiveness. Perceptions of love among participants revealed the intertwining of 
constructs such as compassion, benevolence, respect, and understanding. The attention 
humanitarian aid workers pay to the sufferings of others seems to be driven by the hope 
that their work will have a positive impact on someone else’s life. For some of them,  
the smallest and most diffuse impact is motivating enough to keep on working for  
those most in need, despite the risks and frustrations caused by a complex and  
dangerous environment. 

“When war is everything you know, wherever you  
look, your family is your shelter.”—Afghan refugee in France

Love and compassion as understood by the participants in this research are rooted in the 
belief of a shared human condition. In other words, what makes us capable of loving and 
compassionate behavior is our faith in humanity as a whole. Through compassion the 
world comes together. For some, the meaning of compassion goes further, to being the 
sense of sharing a common fate. Compassionate love therefore instigates the will to stick 
together through misery, despair, and suffering. Although social formations such as the 
family, the community, or the village can create divisions and trigger conflict, they also 
produce solidarity and hospitality in times of misery. One participant observed that in  
that respect, the poor are often the most compassionate and loving. 

“You realize that life is mighty, beautiful, and has  
the upper hand 99% of the time. Why should we  
focus on the 1% remaining? Here is the contradiction:  
War makes life moments more powerful and authentic.”

 —French aid worker

Several participants stressed that working in Afghanistan is also a spiritual experience 
that shapes perspective on humanity, society, and the value of life. The difficult conditions 
of living, social and cultural dislocation, and the heavy workload add to the emotional 
intensity of having to live under tight security rules and cut off from the outside world. 
Aid workers may have taken part in missions that exposed them to very stressful or often 
life-threatening experiences. They may have witnessed the death, kidnapping, or injury 
of civilians, coworkers, acquaintances, or even friends. Feelings of despair, hopelessness, 
that all efforts are in vain, are torments the aid workers often deal with when questioning 
the purpose of their job. Confronted with the extremely poor material and physical 
conditions of life (lack of shelter, medical care, hygiene) and the lack of emotional sup-
port, care, or love, in which most Afghans live, it is hard for some of them not to feel guilt, 

Anders Fange started off as a journalist in the 1980s in Afghanistan. In 1993 Fange joined the 
Swedish Committee for Afghanistan (SCA) and began living in Peshawar in western Pakistan. Since 
Fange’s involvement in Afghanistan during the Soviet war, his political interest in the country turned 
into an emotional bond with the people. 

“ We have developed a strong sense of solidarity  
 with the Afghan people.”—Anders Fange
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injustice, and impotence. The impact of war on children’s mental health was most often 
referred to in explaining those reactions. Living in such circumstances led them to reflect 
on the meanings of life and death. Some reported having found the true value of life in 
the midst of conflict, for moments lived in an unstable environment are more intense, 
vivid, and real. It requires embracing a whole package of emotions that are more strongly 
and deeply felt. This set of emotions ranges from raging frustrations to pure amazement 

and fulfillment. In other words, it gives a taste of the human experience at the utmost. 

Aid workers returning from a war zone may face trouble readjusting to a new environment 
and relearning how to feel safe, comfortable, and trusting. Traumas are common among 
soldiers returning from war zones, but they also affect aid workers and journalists. Some 
participants admitted having trouble concentrating, sleeping, and feeling safe again. 
Readjusting to one’s family life can also be challenging for returning aid workers. It is 
sometimes difficult to explain to their loved ones what they have been through. One  
journalist who had “embedded” with Taliban fighters for several days and witnessed an 
attack explained that fear had possessed her for a long time after that. She would hear 
noises of improvised explosive devices blowing up, helicopters patrolling in the sky, 
and gunfire at night. Other participants remembered being less suspicious, paranoid 
and guarded vis à vis others. In having to deal with a wider range of human behaviors 
(violence, mercilessness, but also unconditional solidarity), they earned a better under-
standing of how to behave accordingly. Some participants interviewed overseas who had 
returned home confided they had felt purposeless and unable to find happiness for quite 
a time. A former American correspondent described that she felt as if she was abandon-
ing people in need. However, the degree to which ex-expats have trouble disconnecting 
from what is happening in Afghanistan varies according to their experience living in the 
country, how often they were in contact with the local population, and to what extent they 
envisaged their fate as intertwined with Afghans. 

“Living in Afghanistan made me more patient,  
more compassionate towards people.”—American journalist

Alberto Cairo is the head of the International Committee of the Red Cross’ orthopedic program 
in Afghanistan, which since 1988 has never closed and HAS helped some 80,000 people. For the 
past 13 years this Italian physiotherapist has offered hope and care to war amputees and the dis-
abled of Afghanistan. In charge of the ICRCs orthopedic program since 1992, he leads a dedicated 
team fitting hundreds of artificial limbs each month.

“All we have to do is to listen to the people we  
are supposed to assist.”—Alberto Cairo

Paul Barker served in the country as director for CARE International from 1995 to 1999 and 
again from 2001 to 2006. Barker‘s “close and emotional bond” with Afghanistan started when he 
first came to the country in 1972 as a tourist, crossing over from Iran, where he was working as a 
teacher. He came back several times during the ‘70s and got to see a peaceful Afghanistan, which 
he hopes to get to know once again.  

“There’s always something that draws us back  
to Afghanistan.”—Paul Barker
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Afghan boys / photo: Jono Walters

Jacques and Ariane Hiriart have lived for over a decade in Kabul, where they have set up a 
school for Hazara children and women, Le Pelican. What prompted Jacques and Ariane, two  
Mennonite Christians, to entirely devote themselves to the school was the loss of their only child 
in 1988. Since 2007 Jacques has been training apprentices in the skills of the bakery trade, who 
then sell their breads and croissants at the Pelican bakery in Kabul. Located in the poorest district 
of Kabul, the school is home for more than 300 children and adults. Because Hazara people are 
marginalized and discriminated against in Afghan society, the French couple decided to give them 
a chance to be educated and choose a different path in life. For them today, change will not be 
imposed by forcing ideas into a culture, but rather by providing space and resources for Afghans to 
learn empowering skills.

Mohammed Hashim Mayar, deputy director at ACBAR, is now 69 years-old and has never left 
his homeland, Afghanistan. Mayar expressed faith in his country to overcome any situation, as 
devastating as another civil war could be. “I am not in a hurry. I have waited all my life for changes 
to happen, and here they are, small, but so evident.” For Mayar, the youth of Afghanistan are  
a reason for hope.

“I have faith in the people of my country.”
 —Mohammed Hashim Mayar

The motivations of the aid workers and journalists 
interviewed in this research for staying in the country 
have much to do with love toward the country and 
its people. Although some clearly considered their 
missions in Afghanistan as temporary and career-
oriented, others would describe their passion for  
the country as a love and hate relationship. The 
former country director of a Swedish NGO estab-
lished in Afghanistan for decades talked about the 
great affection he had developed for Afghans. For 
long-time aid workers, the personal enrichment 
of building relationships with Afghans inspires the 
creation of a broader community that transcends 
cultural and societal barriers. One participant  
gained from her experience spiritual growth and  
the emotional strength to cope with adversity. 

“When you know the country and its people, 
it changes from being a compassionate 
feeling to a companionate feeling.”

 —Swedish aid worker

Stories of foreigners with absolute compassion and dedication for Afghans over the years 
are not exceptional. Those commitments are symbols of hope—hope that solidarity and 
compassion between people not only persist but are also magnified in the midst of war. 
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The Role of the Media 

Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Tajik commander of Panjshir, in his foreword to Christophe de 
Ponfilly’s book Vies Clandestines published just five years after the journalist and producer 
committed suicide in France, expresses his immense gratitude toward journalists, doctors, 
and nurses who joined hands with the mujahedeen during the Soviet invasion. To those, 
he is thankful for having testified to “who Afghans truly are.” However for the past ten 
years, Afghanistan in the media has been more about the military and political sides 
of the war than about Afghans themselves. Western nations involved in Afghanistan 
have covered the country from the perspective of their own national interests, focusing 
mainly on battlefront stories. As a result, perceptions of Afghanistan in the West are 
often poorly informed.14 According to few Afghan media representatives in this research, 
many development professionals don’t have a complete picture of Afghanistan. Their 
perspectives are often based on their own localized or specific work, which does not take 
into account what is happening elsewhere in the country or in other areas of activity. It is 
even truer for policymakers who observe Afghanistan through the lens of the media. The 
media’s role in bridging the gap in awareness, context, and knowledge about Afghanistan 
is fundamental.15 Journalists interviewed in this research defined themselves as the main 
connectors between two worlds of different social, cultural, and political backgrounds. 
Unfortunately their role is severely limited in scope, as they are under much pressure to 
follow the mainstream coverage on security and military issues, hence contributing to the 
existing narrative of war by reporting on the international community’s involvement in the 
region rather than on stories of Afghans themselves. For some Afghan journalists, there 
is a whole dimension to what’s happening in Afghanistan that remains under the radar.16 
Although suffering and harshness are daily features of life in Afghanistan, the country 
is full of those overcoming hardships. Stories of individual or collective attempts for a 
normal life, a more peaceful life, are samples of hope for a nation struggling to overcome 
three decades of war.  

“We deserve to have a peaceful life. A lot of people  
are working for that. But that is something we have  
failed to cover.”—Afghan journalist

History, Heritage, and Forgiveness

The following sections of the report deal with history and culture as resources for  
convergence and peaceful coexistence among Afghans. 

“Hope…is not the conviction that something will turn  
out well, but the certainty that something makes  
sense, regardless of how it turns out.”17—Václav Havel

History is a process of communicating knowledge about the past. At the same time, 
it is a cultural act about the nature of understanding, about the role everyone has in 
making historical knowledge. What does and should history mean? How do conceptions 
about the past shape Afghans’ understanding of themselves and their country? Can 
an official history coexist with alternative beliefs that contradict accounts of the past? 
Afghanistan’s history of cultural and artistic richness represents an inexhaustible source of 
hope for Afghans. Afghan culture is noteworthy in two basic regards: its diversity and its 
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traditionalism. Few other cultures on earth can match it in either respect. This combina-
tion, at least before the onset of conflict in 1978, made Afghanistan a country of endless 
anthropological fascination. According to the founder of the Afghan Institute of Learning, 
Dr. Sakena Yacoobi, “[Afghans] have forgotten that they are heirs to a heritage of poetry, 
religious wisdom, and art and that these cultural treasures provide a path back to peace 
through love, understanding and forgiveness.”18

Historical narratives have moral implications insofar as they contribute to a collective 
memory. They can be manipulated for political purposes and serve a specific agenda. 
Political interests inevitably drive those who construct narratives about the past. Should 
history promote an aspect of the past in order to achieve a long-term goal such as unity, 
peace or freedom in a country? 

The Afghan Ministry of Education has taken a firm stance in releasing a series of text-
books funded by the United States and several foreign aid organizations that purposely 
omit the last thirty years of war in Afghanistan. According to the Minister, overlooking the 
divisions of the past is the only way of healing wounds in the society. Instead, the text-
books are based on older history that is supposed to bring Afghans together. Silence is 
viewed as a way to depoliticize and de-ethnicize education of history. Voices of discontent 
have criticized the Ministry of Education for depriving Afghans of their right to know their 
history, for the sake of encouraging “brotherhood and unity.” It is legitimate to ask who 
benefits from the atrocities to stay silent in the past. 

External observers can formalize Afghanistan history. It might take a well-integrated 
outsider to grasp something of their past that is written from a distanced and objective 
perspective, especially regarding the ethnic composition of the country. Provided that 
Western authors make a cautious use of formal academic concepts such as “state,” 
“tribe,” “nation,” or “nation state,” clarify cultural and historical specificity, and refer to 
local language, an account of the contemporary history of Afghanistan would make a 
valuable contribution for Afghans. Nancy Hatch Dupree, together with her late husband, 
Louis Dupree, American archaeologist and anthropologist, have compiled a bibliography 
of Afghanistan’s history and culture. Since their first arrival in the country in 1962, they 
have dedicated a lifetime to documenting and safeguarding Afghanistan’s cultural 
heritage. Nancy Hatch Dupree helped establish the Society for the Preservation of 
Afghanistan’s Cultural History in Peshawar, Pakistan, which aimed at preserving Afghan 
antiquities and scholarly works that were either being sold or destroyed. The society 
played a major role in reopening the Kabul Museum in 2004, which had been inaugurated 
in 1931. Dupree would tell stories of how the staff of the museum had “so diligently and 
lovingly collected all the fragments from purposefully broken statues and artifacts.”19 
Nancy Dupree has worked to make use of Afghanistan’s cultural resources to encourage 
Afghans to take pride in their heritage, to strengthen their knowledge of their country’s 
past. According to the “Honorary Afghan,” as some Afghans call her, music, arts, and 
heritage subjects are to be included in school curriculum in order to get Afghans to 
reconcile with their past, especially since the present generation of Afghans are young 
people who have never lived in peace, and many have grown up outside of their country. 
Many participants in the research view the youth of Afghanistan as a factor of change and 
hope, for their eagerness to see peace in their country is strong. Hence the importance of 
telling them about the glory and dignity of their culture and history. 

Minaret / photo: Jono Walters
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Contributions from scholars who attempt to address the distorted cultural and political 
content conveyed by the media and the general official discourse on Afghanistan would 
help us outsiders in our relations to this country. It would also most certainly serve 
Afghans by offering culturally accepted accounts of the past. However, documenting the 
past thirty years remains an issue. Patricia Gossman, the acting head of the Afghanistan 
Program at the International Center for Transitional Justice, clarifies: “Although there is  
a widely held perception in Afghanistan that what happened during the war is well 
understood, this is not true. Nobody has had a clear understanding of what happened 
across the entire country, and no document can fully describe what the Afghans have 
lived through. But it is by documenting the patterns of a conflict over a generation that 
we can devise policies to prevent the recurrence of atrocities and abuse in the future.”20

A recent illustration of this tension occurred when the government-appointed Academy 
of Sciences published a book titled Ethnography Atlas of Non-Pashtun Ethnic Groups of 
Afghanistan21 documenting Afghanistan’s ethnic makeup but widely regarded as offensive 
to the Hazara community. President Karzai immediately condemned the publication. In 
Afghanistan no ethnic census has been conducted since 1971, and ethnic categorization 
is regarded as a dangerous enterprise, as hardly any ethnic group would accept it. 

Learning from the past can be both fulfilling and inspirational, but more important, it 
prevents history from repeating itself. Jolyon Leslie, a South-African architect who lived 
more than thirty years in Afghanistan and managed the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 
advises: “Although they face new challenges in a changed world, many of their current 
dilemmas will be familiar from history, from which valuable lessons can be learned. We 
need to start from what Afghanistan is rather than what we would like it to be, and deal 
with that which is possible, rather than what might be desirable.”22 Also, it is necessary 
for victims to place the context in which victims are asked to remember. “The retrieval of 
memory should take place in a social and political space where society as a whole can 
construct a common history.”23 

Constructing a common history 
can also help rebuild social trust, 
along with a focus on restoring 
broken relationships at the 
community and national levels. 
Undoubtedly, understanding the 
horrors of the war—and the toll 
it took on Afghanistan’s culture 
and society—illuminates the 
magnitude of Afghans’ willing-
ness to forgive and the desire 
for reconciliation.

Photography and Heritage

The Afghan Youth Voices Festival decided to run a special workshop designed to teach young 
people how to photograph the natural beauty and the rich cultural heritage of their surroundings. 
The first such workshop was held in two schools in Panjshir province and presented by photogra-
pher Jawad Jalali of Afghan Eyes Photo Agency. During the training, the students not only learned 
the basic principles of photography, but also took numerous photographs of their villages and sur-
roundings, which were then part of a national photo series called “Treasures of Afghanistan.”
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Dealing with the Past: The Afghanistan Human Rights and Democracy Organization 

In 2011 the Afghanistan Human Rights and Democracy Organization (AHRDO) launched  
in its Memory Boxes project, displaying about twenty vivid boxes decorated and filled 
with sentimental artifacts selected by Afghan widows. Families are involved in a memo-
rialization process in which they have to identify and select items that are connected 
to loved ones lost during Afghanistan’s three-decades-long conflict, whether quotes, 
photos, clothes or letters. AHRDO documents human rights violations and collects 

victims’ testimonies to compile archives of abuses for 
next generations to know what their parents, families and 
neighbors have gone through. Such memory initiatives 
play a positive role in the sense that they give a feeling to 
families of victims that impunity can be challenged.  

AHRDO’s mission is to promote democracy and a culture 
of non-violence, principally employing arts and theatre-
based programs that create spaces for dialogue from  
the grassroots up. The organization’s efforts are rooted 
and informed in local cultural traditions and values 
(truth-telling and radio drama, poetry, crafts, music), that 

provide a safe environment for victims of human rights abuses to explore their issues 
and conflicts. The founder of AHRDO recalls an encounter with a woman who had seen 
Infinite Incompleteness, AHRDO’s original one-act performance piece addressing themes 
emerging from more than three decades of war in Afghanistan. She had lost five family 
members but vowed, “I’m not going to cry any more. I stopped crying. I’m going to 
change my tears into energy.”

Drawing from the experience of victims in Northern Ireland, AHRDO staff collected 
stories from war victims and turned them into plays. The plays were then presented to 
communities that would take part in the performances. Expressive arts such as theatre 
in which the audience is invited to participate can provide a bridge between personal 
and collective experience. Encouraging both actors and audiences to reflect on their 
suffering is a powerful approach to dealing with grievances on the basis that “we are all 
victims.” Indeed, AHRDO builds on the belief that in the past thirty years of conflict, no 
ethnic group has been left immune, and that working together is the best way to address 
the wrongs. Bringing together victims from different sides of the conflict is a complicated 
endeavor, but once the victims are able to connect with each other, they can find common 
ground and relate to their peers’ stories of violence. People often think they are alone 

Haquanni Network / photo: Tim Weaver

Imagining an Ideal Kabul

Skateistan is Afghanistan’s first co-educational skateboarding school. The Skateistan team has 
worked with more than 1,100 kids from all of Afghanistan’s diverse ethnic and socioeconomic  
backgrounds. The pedagogical idea behind Skateistan is to bring all those children together, make 
them work on group projects, and get to know them better to instill trust and respect among them. 
Semester programs focus on themes like peace, Afghan culture, environment preservation, etc. 
One of the projects of the school was called “Ideal Kabul” and consisted of the kids taking a photo 
of Kabul, printing it, and drawing on it what their ideal city would look like. Amazingly enough, the 
children expressed a lot of hope in seeing their city develop into a clean, modern capital with  
access to education, where children would be able to skate in the streets.  
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in suffering and that no one can understand the pain they are dealing with. Sharing 
these sufferings with other individuals is a way of connecting on the basis of a common 
experience of violence that “helps people see their common humanity with others and 
mitigate the negative attitude toward themselves.”24 This approach takes advantage 
of the individuals’ strengths to emulate collective healing. According to a study on 
social healing, “Individual healing has greater effect on the society when the aggregate 
numbers are large, and even more impact when individuals who share common wounding 
work on them together.”25 

Inspirational Practices: The Afghan Education Production Organization  
drama New Home, New Life

New Home, New Life is a radio soap opera first aired in April 1994 that has been broadcast every 
week on the BBC. The drama is rooted in real-life situations and develops strong messages aiming 
at improving people’s lives. Stories are based on conflict in urban and rural areas of Afghanistan. 
The success of the concept is that New Home, New Life builds on real-life stories people can relate 
to. Storylines are developed based on assessment surveys conducted in the field, and discussed  
in various focus groups and committee meetings to find which angle will have more effect in  
addressing a particular issue. What is very encouraging for the BBC editorial team is to see people 
believing that the problems treated in the drama are problems they face, too. Messages are never 
given directly; they always feature a life situation and how people dealt with the issue, or how they 
resolved the conflict. New Home, New Life opens a window to the peaceful past of Afghanistan at 
the same time that it disseminates messages of conflict resolution. 

“People learn from each other, not from us”—AEPO Director

Future Generations: Learning from Experiences of Resilience 

The NGO Future Generations, which operates in Afghanistan independently from the inter- 
national NGO based in the United States, bases its projects on case studies of “positive deviance,”  
a strength-based approach which is applied to problems requiring behavior and social change that 
was first named by Tufts University. This approach involves all individuals or groups who are part 
of the problem, making them part of the solution. In discovering existing successful behaviors and 
strategies, the communities are able to design ways to practice and replicate those behaviors.  
Future Generations draws on instances where citizens and communities have worked across  
divisions and achieved an overall impact on peace.

“The positive deviance approach illuminates  
strategies that fit local cultures and therefore  
avoids the pitfalls associated with externally  
conceived solutions.”—Future Generations Country Director
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Resilience, Culture, and Narrative Traditions

Afghans are often described as extremely resilient people. How do Afghans experience 
adversity? In other words, how do people make sense of and cope with life events?  
How do they construct hopes for the future despite the suffering inflicted on their  
people by thirty years of devastating war? Culture and traditions are the safeguards that 
give consistency to the past, the present, and the future. In the context of Afghanistan, 
Nancy Dupree offers the following definition of culture: “Culture embraces those shared 
ideas, beliefs, emotions, and customs that mold behavior and place value on creative 
artistic expressions in such fields as art, music, literature, and architecture. It defines the 
way people live, the way they utilize both material and non-material resources.” The 
author also defines what it means to be cultured in a country where the large majority  
of people are illiterate. “Those who observe the rules of accepted behavior and follow 
the prescriptions of etiquette are highly respected.”26

Afghans share cultural understandings of life experiences—distress, happiness, sorrow 
and hope—that are rooted in strong heritable traditions. “The notion of cultural identity 
in contemporary Afghanistan stands at the intersection of religion, social behavior, and 

the arts.”27 This sense of cultural identity is 
essential to preserve in the midst of disruption, 
for it sustains the search for a better life in 
Afghanistan. Afghans strive for closeness of 
family relationships, a peaceful society, and 
religious piety. The collective has far more 
significance in the Afghan society than the 
individual. Social order relies upon a solid  
set of rules and codes that revolve around 
safeguarding the honor of the family and 
maintaining important social networks.

Pashtuns are an ethnic group mostly belong-
ing to the south of Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
although they are also present in the north  
after several waves of migration. They speak 
Pashto language, and their culture is based 
on pashtunwali, a code of conduct that 
emphasizes honor, hospitality, the inviolability 
of women and land, and revenge. The central 
term in pashtunwali is nang which expresses 
honor, shame, dignity, courage, and bravery. 
The Pashtuns understand pashtunwali as an 
expression of practical and true Islam; therefore 
it is key to social acceptance within the commu-
nity. The code sets the framework for the right 
of the victim to retaliate if offended. However, 
as Barfield explains, “Pashtunwali, local 
tradition, and public opinion do play a large 
role in structuring how, on whom, and where 
one may take revenge legitimately. It also lays 
out mechanisms for resolving such disputes 
through mediation or arbitration. Although 

Afghan boys at ruins / photo: Jono Walters
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lacking the power of adjudication that states take for granted, local communities can  
use social pressure to push for resolution of disruptive disputes, particularly in blood 
feuds where successive cycles of revenge attacks can be brought to an end only by the 
intervention of outside intermediaries.”28 It would be extremely limiting to view Pashtuns 
as war-savvy individuals because of pashtunwali. Indeed, they have many ways of resolv-
ing conflict other than violence. First, ways to render justice vary from place to place. 
Second, pashtunwali is also governed by the concept of hospitality—melmastiya—which 
is the requirement the code places on all its tribesmen towards others, whether they are 
strangers or members of one’s own tribe; and refuge, forgiveness—nanwatey. This last 
conduct is an act of giving up oneself to the person whose protection is asked, even 
if guilty of a crime. According to Wardak, “This happens when the tribal jirga makes a 
prikra (decision) that relatives of the par (guilty party) send a “delegation” to the victim’s 
house.…Once inside the house, the delegation seeks pardon on behalf of the offender. 
As it is against the tribal code of behavior to reject a nanwatey, the victim’s relatives 
pardon the offender and the two parties are reconciled.”29 Nonetheless, in cases of 
murder, badal can prescribe compensation for the victim’s family through marrying a 
daughter from the par’s tribe to one of the victim’s close relative. 

Apart from cultural traditions, Afghans’ religious faith is one enormous strength, and 
submission to God the creed justifying life in its most fulfilling and devastating hours. In 
Love and War in Afghanistan,30 which portrays incidents from fourteen lives in Northern 
Afghanistan, faith is the common denominator uniting Afghans in times of unrest. Islam, 
just like other spiritual and religious traditions, has emphasized the importance of unself-
ish love and compassion. The concepts of mercy and compassion are anchored in the 
Quran, for each chapter opens with the allocution “In the name of God The Merciful,  
The Compassionate.” God in Islam is the source of all compassion and love; the Holy 
Quran is based on forgiveness, tolerance, and respect for humanity. William Maley 
argues “The tenets of the Islamic faith—in a very real sense the cement binding together 
disparate elements within the Afghan population—have always had a stronger hold over 
the population than any secular ideologies expounded by the state.”31 

Poetry and Music

“The key to Afghans’ hearts lies in their poems.”—Participant in Herat

Afghanistan’s vibrant oral traditions have long been used to teach values, customs, and 
beliefs in daily life. Poems, proverbs, and aphorisms convey societal codes of conduct. In 
the words of Nancy Dupree, “Tales tend to perpetuate existing societal values, without 
protest, and are important for child socialization.” Storytelling perpetuates a way of life 
that Afghans have endured for centuries. Stories are about finding ways to cope with 
misery, forced marriage, the loss of a parent, and constitute an enormous education 
about how resilience is fostered by oral traditions of storytelling, poetry, and singing. 

“Afghanistan is fundamentally a nation of poets.”—Louis Dupree
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My Beloved Land

My beloved land 
My dream, my conviction 
My honored blasphemy and religion 
My seventh heaven

What a valiant people! 
What sun! What fire! 
Rising like the Resurrection, 
No obstacle to their will 
Not mountain nor hill.

Across the land 
Passionately they scream: 
Martyrdom and determination!

No house without a Rustem 
That great warrior 
No fortress without an Arash, 
That great archer

What a brave nation! 
What a proud people! 
Let the dust of their footpath 
Be an honor on my temple!

— Qahar Asi, Kabul 1987 

 Afghan poet and agriculturist (1956-1994)

Storytelling among Pashtun women has been the object of considerable research.32 The 
authors of Gender, Genre, and Power in South Asian Expressive Traditions refer to a story 
about an old widow who deteriorates mentally and physically precisely because she is 
not able to tell anyone her story.33 One Afghan woman confided in the researcher: “In 
sharing my story, I hope to make a difference, and in some small way to help promote a 
dialogue of peace and forgiveness in our troubled world.” The tale turns a silent person 
into a speaking woman. The languages of Afghanistan (Dari, Pashto, Uzbek, Hazaragi, 
etc.) are extremely rich in registers that express love, solidarity, kinship, and brotherhood. 
Pashtun women sing landay, literally meaning “the short one” in Pashto, a brief poem set 
to music telling their lives as women, and celebrating themes of love, honor, death, and 
battle. Poetry is a way for Afghans to project, codify, and express the emotions that are 
seen as improper to articulate in their own voices. In a society that regards public displays 
of emotion as sinful, oral expressions through the use of imagery deal with interpersonal 
relationships and the emotions that come along. 

The epicenter of Sufi poetry is love. “The great masters of love mysticism…have regarded 
this worldly love as a pedagogical experience, a training in obedience toward God, since 
the human beloved, like God, has to be obeyed absolutely.”34 For Jelaluddin Rumi, the 
13th century mystic poet, “Save Love, save Love, we have no other work.”35 The power of 
love for Rumi is everywhere, infinite, and uniting men at the highest level. 

Afghan ruins / photo: Jono Walters
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For William Chittick, professor of religious studies at the State University of New York, 
“Everyone recognizes that Rumi was a poet of love. This means that most people see him 
as an oddity in Islamic history. When we situate him in his own historical context, however, 
we see that he spoke for the mainstream.”36 Sufism used to be a powerful Islamic tradi-
tion in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Although it has suffered from the influence of more 
fundamentalist Islamic traditions, it is not extinct, and still finds expression among many 
Afghans. For Sufi mystics, dance, poems, and music are all expressions of the highest 
love: “The House of Love is made completely of music, of verses and songs.”37 

Music in Afghanistan reflects the cultural diversity of the people, varying with language, 
instruments, and patterns of life. Jean Pierre Guinhut, French ambassador to Afghanistan 
from 2002 to 2005 and great supporter of arts and music, elaborates: “In Afghanistan, 
where the musical tradition is so rich and so multi-layered, the losses have been enor-
mous. […] So what is our conclusion to all this chaos? Simply to make music! And we have 
done it, and we will do it again and again until the sound of music will heal the wounds of 
the souls and reconcile people to their own identity and traditions.” However, musicians 
haven’t traditionally been well regarded in society, and have even been persecuted, as 
during the Taliban regime, for their activity was associated with parties, alcohol, and lust. 
An American music teacher in Kabul interviewed in this research explains that kids are 
often constrained not to tell their relatives that they play music. 

One participant in the research would remember playing the guitar in Badakshan with 
community leaders after an intense day of work, which implied long hours of riding 
donkeys to reach remote villages. Surprisingly enough, the one song that always brought 
foreigners and local villagers together in singing was “If you’re happy and you know it 
clap your hands.”

Cultural resources, systems of belief and ritual, provide the toolkit for dealing with suffer-
ing. Afghans have been able to use existing cultural resources to open new horizons. The 
family, neighbors, and community remain the rampart on which the survival of its people 
rests. Indeed, in the absence of state structures, Afghans have found robust coping 
mechanisms. According to Jolyon Leslie, they often involve “systematic engagement 
with the range of community-level structures.” For example, solutions to disputes would 
be found by bringing in a mullah or a mediator from another community. Afghans have 
survived on the logic that they would do what they can with what they have, with their 
finding rather than our discovering ways to survive. Also, there is a sense that resilience 
rests upon a sense of hope, faith that what the future brings is nothing that has already 
been experienced. 

In Masnavi, Rumi expresses the transformative power of love: 

From Love bitterness becomes sweet,

From Love copper becomes gold,

From Love the dregs become pure

From Love the pains become medicine

From Love the dead will all become alive,

From Love the king will turn into a slave!

http://www.azer.com/aiweb/categories/magazine/ai131_folder/131_articles/131_guinhuit_afghanistan.html
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“This country survived the Soviet invasion; hence  
it can survive again. Afghanistan will never fall  
apart. We don’t want our children to witness another  
civil war. We deserve to have a peaceful life.”—Afghan journalist

National Identity and Reconciliation

Afghans have shown immense strength in holding together for a greater sense of unity 
that, according to Barfield, “is not rooted in an ideology of nationalism but rather in the 
will of its people to persist together, united by a common experience that transcended 
ethnic or regional differences.”38 This common experience is described by Nancy Dupree: 
“Yet, in spite of the current emphasis on ethnicity, fueled in large part by outsiders for 
political purposes, the search for unifying indicators reveals that, despite pride of origin, 
despite episodes of friction, despite plays for power, despite self-serving ethnocentric 
panegyrics by individuals, a sense of belonging, of being Afghan, is evident among the 
population at large. A glance at Afghan history affirms an oft-repeated pattern of alternat-
ing periods of fission and fusion. Afghans may quarrel happily among themselves, but 
they stand together and assert their pride in being Afghan when outsiders threaten. A 
sense of national identity does exist, elements of divisiveness notwithstanding.” Afghans 
have been the objects of a war on perceptions fought on those specific themes of “unity” 
and “nation” but which have never been mobilized to actually serve reconciliation and 
peace in Afghanistan. 

At the national level, the challenge of reconciliation in Afghanistan goes beyond “talking 
to the Taliban.” The complexity of the conflicts in Afghanistan implies a broad process 
that addresses all levels of grievances through acknowledgment of the past, rule of law, 

Camel transport / photo: Ed Giarardet
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and forgiveness. Participants in the evaluation expressed that 
the timing for engaging in reconciliation in Afghanistan is not 
right: conciliation and compromise are not on the agenda, 
and competing forces have not taken reasonable steps 
toward a reconciliation process. Plus, reconciliation without 
a credible peace agreement, which would bring to the table 
conflicting parties and set the bases to move forward, is an 
illusion. The dynamics of the conflict at the moment do not 
allow peace and reconciliation processes to happen, for it is 
still highly polarized. At the local level, this relates to villagers 
being pulled on all sides from the international coalition or 
the armed insurgents. There is also pessimism regarding 
the chances that such a high-level process succeeds in the near future, as the current 
power configuration doesn’t allow the government to stand for national reconciliation. 
Indeed, it is composed with former mujahedeen commanders, warlords and power 
brokers responsible for massive killings during the civil war, but who benefit from legal 
impunity. As long as war criminals hold positions of power and make decisions on behalf 
of a deeply resentful population, feelings of injustice will not dissipate. Criminal justice 
mechanisms and criminal accountability are supported as the most significant means of 
justice but are widely recognized as not currently feasible given the lack of will among 
both Afghan political figures and the international community.39 At the national level, 
reforming the government is essential for Afghans to legitimize its authority. Without a 
legitimate government Afghans can trust and rely on for their well-being and security, 
there is little hope that reconciliation will take place in Afghanistan. And reconciliation 
needs to include all players, including ordinary Afghans represented by civil society. It also 
has to be a fully transparent process without secret deals, which is what has happened in 
the past. Finally, any form of reconciliation cannot be dictated from above.

“Forgiveness is the word that will matter most in  
the coming future. Will Afghans learn to forgive  
themselves?”—French journalist

Conclusion

The exploration of love and forgiveness in the context of the development and media 
community in conflict zones shows considerable potential for further research. Indeed, 
altruism, compassion, and love toward others are valuable findings as such complex 
emotions often happen off the record, and relate to intimate and spiritual experiences. 
This preliminary research among aid workers and journalists in Afghanistan shows that 
compassionate love translates into interaction on equal grounds with the population who 
receives attention and assistance. 

Afghans persisted together through times of great deprivation and despair. Their 
resilience can be transformed into valuable knowledge and inspire solutions that are 
“home-grown” and accepted locally. Reconciliation as a process working toward forgive-
ness and peaceful solutions of coexistence requires time, and a strong commitment from 
Afghans to embrace the richness of their culture, diversity, and history. Optimism may not 
be de rigueur in the media, but hope that the immense desire for peace will hold Afghans 
together continues to mobilize people, minds, and hearts all together. n 

Zakia Zaki, Afghan journalist 
assassinated in 2007
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