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A Day in the Life Of
Interview with artist: Aman Mojadidi

Artist: Aman Mojadidi “After a Long Day’s Work”
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Amanullah Mojadidi’s practice is premised on 

his own personal experiences and academic 

research within cultural studies, in a world that 

he calls “simultaneously globalized and 

fractured.” In an art statement on his personal 

website, he says that his work:

“utilizes a critical, experimental 

e t hnog r aph i c app r oa ch , 

combining qualitative research, 

traditional storylines, and 

p o s t m o d e r n n a r r a t i v e 

strategies to approach themes 

such as belonging, identity 

politics, conflict, and the push 

to and resistance against 

modernization; intentionally 

blurring and merging the lines 

between fact and fiction, 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n a n d 

imagination.”

Over the past few years, Mojadidi has 

exhibited his work in New York City, Los 

Angeles, Paris, Singapore, Hong Kong, Cairo, 

Mumbai, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Dubai, London, 

Kassel for dOCUMENTA (13), Fort Kochi for 

the 1st Kochi/Muziris Biennale 2012, and 

Kabul. In this issue of Tanqeed, we feature his 

work, and sit down to talk about how he 

understands his own art. 

 Tanqeed (TQ): How did you get involved with 

art?

AM: I first started as an artist because I felt it 

was a way to visually express certain political 

ideas that I had. I had already begun 

expressing these ideas through writing but I 

felt that text was visually limited. So, I started 

working on creating assemblages and 

installations and mix media junk art as a way 

to explore political ideas that I had started 

developing. These ideas were born out of 

growing up in these somewhat politically 

charged backgrounds—my family being from 

Afghanistan and taking part in the war against 

the Soviet Union, and me being born and 

growing up in a part of the U.S. Confederate 

South that was known for its historical and 

ongoing racism towards Black Americans and 

people like myself — anyone from the Middle 

East. A place that had its own kind of 

preconceptions about who we were. And so, I 

started creating work that was initially meant 

to get some of these feelings out. Eventually, I 

brought that into di!erent kinds of work/

mediums including audio, video and, now, 

installations.

TQ: Could you talk about some of the early work 

that you did? 

AM: Some of the early work that I made in the 

beginning were dealing with a lot of political 

issues that I was seeing in terms of the U.S.’ 

political involvement around the world. This 

was really what I started to express. Not only 

their involvement around the world, but also in 

the U.S.. I remember I did an installation that 

dealt with the kind of conditions that 

I N T E R V I E W
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Americans [lived in] in reservations. I did 

works about U.S. invasions in Iraq and pieces 

about U.S. economic interests in terms of oil 

wealth and oil reserves. So a lot of it was 

really looking at a kind of ‘U.S. imperialism’ if 

you will, or di!erent manifestations of that. I 

wasn’t necessarily focusing on Afghanistan as 

a subject, largely because a lot of the work I 

did from the beginning was influenced by the 

environment that I was in. So, it wasn’t really 

until I was actually in Afghanistan and began 

living there, that I started to create work that 

very specifically addressed issues within 

Afghanistan. Issues I was experiencing or 

hearing about while speaking with people. So, 

the earlier shows were broader statements 

about U.S. incursions in various places and 

U.S. imperialism, if you will. 

TQ: Could you speak a little bit about the work 

that we are featuring on Tanqeed?

AM: One of the initial works that I produced is 

a photo series called a day in the life of a 

j ihadi gangster . I t was born out of 

conversations I was having with a lot of 

Afghans who… you hear this statement a lot 

by people here who say random things like “I 

did Jihad had for 14 years and so I deserves x, 

y and z.”

The more and more I heard this and the kind 

of attitude and posture that people had when 

they spoke of such stu! –- usually it was their 

way of referring to the war against the Soviet 

Union –- I started to imagine that Jihad was a 

sort of internal “bling »: a symbol of status, of 

position, of what they felt like they deserved to 

have within society.

So, I started to equate it with the notion of a 

“western bling,” or a gangster attitude. So this 

photo series was trying to take these two 

worlds of western gangster bling and the 

attitude of people in Afghanistan and bring it 

into this character of a gangster. So this series 

of photographs culminated in a full run for 

parliament because conversations were had 

with people pointing out billboards and 

campaign posters of di!erent candidates for 

parliamentary elections, saying this person 

was a#liated with so and so world order and 

is responsible for killing x number of people 

near my village. So I started to see that a high 

percentage of these candidates were all 

themselves kind of gangsters. So then I did 

th is publ ic insta l lat ion work of th is 

parliamentary campaign poster that were put 

up on the walls in Kabul that said “vote for me 

and I am rich etc.” I blacked out the face that I 

put in and said “insert your favorite jihadi 

here.” This character of the poster came to 

represent what di!erent people had in mind. 

This was something that I started to bring into 

a bicultural understanding that I had.

I also tried to capture di!erent moments 

throughout a particular day. So the first photo 

shows the backside of a head and shoulders 

and is called morning prayer. Here, I imagine 

what this man does in the morning. The 

second one [shows a Jihadi] dressing for work 

and has a frontal shot of a person with 

tattoos. Then it moves into the third and the 

fourth shot. In these shots there is a   phone 

negotiation. It is very local in its presentation 

because if you cut out the left side of the 

photo where the image of the foreigner is on 

his knees with a character pointing a gun at 
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him, you have the gangster figure dressed very 

properly with a nice shirt, laughing on the 

phone. This is very much reflective of the local 

telecommunication advertisements that you 

see around Afghanistan, where you have 

people laughing on the phone as an 

advertisement on the phone for “Roshan 

telecom” or “Afghan wireless telecom.“ So this 

particular image also reflects something very 

familiar to the people in Afghanistan, in terms 

of the imagery. So that one is called phone 

negotiations as if negotiations are being made 

for the release.

I N T E R V I E W

Artist: Aman Mojadidi “Jihad Gangster Parliamentary Campaign”
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The other shot is also one that panned out of 

it and that one is called ‘documentation’. The 

fifth photo is one of the most pulp photos, I 

guess, with the gangster figure with a half clad 

woman and alcohol on the table and bullets 

everywhere trying to watch television while 

she is trying to get attention. It is called ‘After 

a long day’s work’. The idea was to get into 

this day in the life of this figure through 

di!erent photos and then, as I mentioned, its 

culmination in the parliamentary campaign. 

TQ: Could you tell us a bit more about the other 

series that we are also featuring: ‘Afghan by 

Blood, Redneck by the Grace of God”?

AM: Yeah. So, a day in the life of a jihadi 

gangster and Afghan by blood, Redneck by 

Grace of God are my only two photographic 

works.

In this series, there is a bit of a personal story, 

because I was born and grew up in 

Jacksonville, Florida, which was very much part 

of the deep confederate south. When my 

parents went there in the late 60’s, 

restaurants were still segregated. And so, part 

of this is looking back at this kind of 

upbringing that I had in terms of the “Redneck 

by the Grace of God” and in terms of fate 

having brought my parents to this place and 

me to be born and grow up in this place.

But the larger or maybe I should say the more 

subtle kind of critique is also on the U.S. 

presence in Afghanistan for more than a 

decade. You have a lot of these racist, redneck 

Americans coming to Afghanistan to work 

either as soldiers or often within di!erent kinds 

of private sector work. You have a lot of 

mechanics coming from places like Alabama to 

work as mechanics on U.S. military bases. You 

have all these types of people coming that at 

home would do nothing but be racist and 

criticize the people in the country they have 

come to. And so part of this is also a kind of a 

metaphor for a part of the U.S. presence in 

the country.

There are several shots around this city of the 

Afghan redneck character. You see him in 

di!erent scenes like in a barber shop, sitting 

down by the river with some kids who are 

collecting trash, in the bird market dressed in 

a very classic redneck style.

There are several things that are important, 

such as the t-shirt that I found in a thrift store 

in Florida when I was 16 years old. It is a 

home-made t-shirt that has a map. In some of 

these images you see it more clearly than 

others so it’s a bit subtle but it has a map of 

basically the Middle East moving into South 

and Central Asia with several ships in the 

waters that are shooting atomic bombs. You 

have atom clouds above several countries on 

the t-shirt like Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq. 

On the bottom the text says “Nuke ‘Em All.” 

So this whole series was playing with 

biculturalism in a personal way and at the 

same time making a larger political statement 

on the U.S. invasion in Afghanistan.

TQ: And what are you doing nowadays?

AM: I am going to be doing a project for the 

Dhaka Art Summit in February. It is essentially 

going to be an installation, looking at the kind 
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of complications that arise out of a growing 

interest through the last few years in 

contemporary art from conflict countries. This 

sort of art has has become a bit chic to show 

more internationally or more within western 

structures. 

And then I am continuing these artnographies 

in a global project funded by the Benetton 

Foundation in a project called Imagomundi 

that I did in 2013 in Afghanistan and will now 

work on until the end of 2016 in Bangladesh, 

Pakistan and Sri Lanka. We will basically 

deve l op a k i nd o f e thnog raphy o f 

contemporary art in the country that results in 

a publication with images of artwork as well as 

CD’s of artists and ultimately exhibitions as 

well in Italy during the Venice Biennale. Often 

times, several countries will be exhibited at 

once. So, they are kind of like ethnographic 

landscapes of contemporary artistic practice in 

di!erent countries. 

I was actually in India working on the 

Imagomundi project in 2012 for the first  

Kochi/Muziris biennale when I got a phone call 

from Fabrica which is the publishing house 

a#liated with Benetton. I was contacted to ask 

if I’d be able to work on this Imagomundi 

project in Afghanistan. After I looked into what 

the project was about (because in the 

beginning I was a bit skeptical, and thought it 

was another instance of western art being 

interested in conflict art and so on) I started to 

see that it was a kind of ethnography of art 

around the world and it was not just focusing 

on southern or third world countries or conflict 

countries or however they get labeled. It 

seemed like it would be an interesting 

opportunity to work on a project for 

Afghanistan. So, I did it in 2013 and then in 

2014 we launched the book at an exhibition 

in Treviso in Italy for Afghanistan and other 

countries that had also recently been 

completed such as Cuba, South Korea, Japan.

This is when we started to discuss that we 

had done several countries in the region but 

were still missing several countries such as 

Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. I pointed 

out to him the interest of Bangladesh and 

Pakistan in terms of the complications that 

there are because he has factories there that 

are creating clothing for him. So, I was telling 

him that it could be interesting to see what 

kind of reactions people might have to this 

project in these countries. And, he was willing 

to explore that. I told him that the reactions 

might not necessarily be great, but I think it is 

worth it to see what people have to say. They 

might have particular political ideas. So far, 

there has been less politics in terms of 

people’s reactions than I had maybe thought. 

We will work on this until the end of next year 

and see what we get. 

TQ: Does this sort of early interest in art as a 

medium to express political ideas and opinions 

still direct your work? Or is there other kind of 

ethical, political or philosophical direction that 

run through your work?

AM: I think politics for me is always a part of 

what I am interested in presenting, although 

some of my work may not be overtly political. I 

think some of the shifts that have happened in 

my work is that I am much more interested in 

looking at how certain kinds of meta-narratives 

I N T E R V I E W
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get imposed upon us. It is important for me to 

try to shake these narratives, these imposed 

histories and stories, through alternative 

stories, telling alternative stories through the 

works that I create. So, even if I’m often times 

working on issues that are political in one way 

or another, the way in which I approach them, 

I think is changing in terms of being more and 

more interested in using a visual story rather 

than maybe a one-o! piece that has some sort 

of shock e!ect. But, creating works that are 

much more complicated or subtle in terms of 

including several di!erent kind of things that 

have to be looked at, thought about or taken 

in together to be able to understand what that 

kind of counter-narrative is being presented. 
Note: This interview has been edited for readability. 

An audio multimedia version is available at 

Tanqeed.org.

I N T E R V I E W
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “dressing for work”
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When They Leave

M e l i s s a  K e r r  C h i o v e n d a

Hazaras face a  b i t ter  future
af ter  a  decade                       

o f  American
occupat ion and war 
                                        
             on Afghanistan
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I clearly remember one of my first 

conversations concerning international military 

involvement in Afghanistan. It was 2011, and I 

was an anthropology PhD student conducting 

initial fieldwork on Hazara ethnic identity in the 

central province of Bamyan. One day, I was 

sipping tea with my host mother, a Hazara, 

when she suddenly turned to me and asked: 

“When are the Americans leaving?1 Why are 

they leaving? Don’t they know that as soon as 

they leave, the Taliban will come and kill us?” 

Her questions stuck with me, and worried me. 

While I did not imagine that my host mother 

was in imminent danger, I also knew the 

Hazaras had experienced a past that gave 

them good reason to express such a fear. 

The Hazara people, Shia Muslims whose 

homeland lies in the central highland region of 

Afghanistan, arguably had the most to gain of 

any ethnic group in Afghanistan when 

American-led international intervention began 

in 2001. Thus, most fully supported it. As 

Shias, Hazaras had su!ered under the 

extremist Sunni Taliban: Their distinctive 

Central Asian somatic features made it 

impossible for them to mask their identity, as 

is allowed in the Shia faith (Shias are allowed 

to pretend that they are Sunnis in order to 

survive, a practice known as taqiya). While the 

years since 2001 have paved way for an 

increase in social mobility and a decrease in 

violent attacks, the Hazaras’ future is dubious. 

Their supposed American allies, who wonder 

about links to Iran and potential similarities to 

groups like Hezbollah, continue to harbor 

distrust of the group despite their lack of 

involvement in the current insurgency. In 

addition, radical Sunni ideas around Daesh, or 

the Islamic State, have recently been taking 

hold in Afghanistan, and have reignited 

sectarian violence. Many Hazaras fear that the 

possible entrenchment of Daesh ideas in 

Afghanistan could result in the worst situation 

for them yet.

The Hazaras’ relationship with the Afghan 

state has always been troubled. Starting in 

1888, the ruler of Afghanistan, Amir Abdur 

Rahman, set out on a centralization campaign. 

Abdur Rahman subjugated many autonomous 

and semi-autonomous groups during this time, 

but the campaigns against the Hazaras were 

particularly severe, likely because of their 

status as a Shia minority. They were forcibly 

expelled from their lands, sold into slavery, 

and massacred in large numbers. Hazara 

activists claim that at least 60 percent of 

Hazaras were killed, enslaved, or forced to 

leave their homeland for Pakistan and Iran as 

a result of the campaign. In subsequent years, 

Hazaras occupied a sort of second-class social 

position, generally managing to only procure 

jobs as laborers and servants, a situation 

which kept them far down on the social ladder 

for decades. This history is retold and stressed 

by Hazara activists today, presented as a 

chain of unbroken events that began with 

I found it was 
common for 
people in 
Afghanistan 
to refer to all 
international 
troops as 
Americans, 
assuming 
(not 
completely 
incorrectly) 
that all 
soldiers in 
Afghanistan 
ultimately 
take orders 
from U.S. 
authorities. 
Hence, my 
host mother 
spoke of 
American 
military when 
the coalition 
country 
tasked with 
providing 
security in 
Bamyan at 
the time was 
actually New 
Zealand.
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Abdur Rahman’s campaign and continues even 

now. 

The Taliban era marked another low point in 

Hazara history. The regime conducted several 

mass ki l l ings of Hazaras, 

including three hundred people 

in the Yakawlang district of 

Bamyan in 2001, thirty-one 

people in Baghlan in 2000, and 

seventy people in 2000 in the 

village of Sarao-e-Syob, where I 

lived for a portion of my 

research, in the center of 

Bamyan Province. A family I 

knew in Yakawlang told me the 

di#culties they faced after five 

out of seven brothers were 

murdered by the Tal iban. 

Neighbors in Sarao-e-Syob 

remembered hiding their men in 

root cellars as the Taliban came 

door to door while fearing that 

the children might reveal the 

hiding place of their father, 

which would mean that the 

entire family would be killed. 

These memories are still fresh. 

It is no surprise, then, that many 

Hazaras believed that 2001 

marked a turning point in their 

history. And indeed, the last 

decade has seen a marked increase in 

numbers of Hazaras gaining an education and 

seeking prominent political positions. As a 

result, Hazaras I spoke with expressed 

gratitude to the United States, and believed 

that the main purpose of American and 

international involvement around the world is 

to help the downtrodden. They also praised 

the actions of George W. Bush: He was, after 

all, the man who drove the Taliban from 

power. When I pressed them on other policies 

of the Bush presidency, such as the legitimacy 

of the war in Iraq, or of the Obama presidency, 

such as an increase in drone warfare in 

Pashtun areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan, 

my questions fell on unsympathetic ears. 

Pashtuns were often the leaders in Abdur 

Rahman’s state and made up most Taliban 

The Americans assume Hazaras to 

be sympathetic to Iran, if not 

puppets of the Iranian regime. I 

once had a conversation with a 

U.S. official working in Bamyan 

about the open-minded nature of 

Shiism. The official responded with 

disbelief, saying, “But Shias are 

Iran, they are Hezbollah. I have 

never equated Shias with open-

mindedness.”
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members, they expla ined. They saw 

Afghanistan’s troubles through an ethnic lens, 

and Pashtuns as the constant persecutors. 

This perspective has a wide reach; when 

Hazaras sense discrimination in a scholarship 

competition sponsored by Americans – say, 

Fulbright – they often lay the blame not with 

the Americans, but with the Pashtuns. I have 

heard Hazaras say that Pashtuns hold 

positions that allow them to serve as 

gatekeepers in the U.S. Embassy. These 

Pashtuns, according to some, supposedly 

speak badly about the Hazaras to their 

American employers, and as a result, Hazaras 

are given fewer opportunities. Between these 

exaggerations, there is likely some truth.

While Hazaras have goodwill towards 

Americans and U.S. foreign policy, the 

American government views the Hazaras 

much more coolly. The Americans assume 

Hazaras to be sympathetic to Iran, if not 

puppets of the Iranian regime. I once had a 

conversation with a U.S. o#cial working in 

Bamyan about the open-minded nature of 

Shiism. The o#cial responded with disbelief, 

saying, “But Shias are Iran, they are Hezbollah. 

I have never equated Shias with open-

mindedness.” Hazaras certainly have ties to 

Iran – many were refugees or have studied 

there – but the reality is much more 

complicated. During the Soviet era in 

Afghanistan, Iran helped to build a new, 

unifying Hazara political party in Afghanistan 

called Hizb-e-Wahdat. This heralded a shift in 

politics away from religious a#liation towards 

ethnicity. This shift, however, was not 

endorsed by Iran, who harbored religious-

based interests. Subsequently, Iranian funding 

to Hazara parties dwindled, which lead to 

resentments that continue to this day. 

Moreover, Hazaras who went to Iran in the 

past thirty years as refugees often complain of 

the poor ways in which they were treated by 

their co-religionists. According to these 

Hazaras, Iranians seemed to care more about 

ethnicity than they claimed. And lastly, most 

Hazaras are aware that supporting the United 

States means turning away from Iran. While 

there are likely some Hazaras who are 

sympathetic to Iran, I did not meet any. 

Despite this, the United States is still wary. My 

encounter with the U.S. o#cial in Bamyan 

exemplifies that while Hazaras hope to show 

themselves as the most flexible, forward-

th ink ing Afghan group, they remain 

categorized by many first as Shia. No matter 

how much they profess to admire George W. 

Bush, it is di#cult shake this association.

Yet, despite the improvements that Hazaras 

have seen in social and political life since the 

U.S. invasion, it was clear even in my first trip 

to Bamyan in 2011 that the security situation 

was growing worse. That is why my host 

mother’s comments worried me. When I had 

arrived, Bamyan had been in a state of panic; 

the head of the Provincial Council, Jawad 

Zuhak, had just been beheaded by the Taliban 

while traveling back from Kabul. Also in 2011, 

during the Shia holiday of Ashura, which 

commemorates the martyrdom of the religious 

figure Hussein, a mostly Hazara mosque in 

Kabul was attacked by a suicide bomber. 

Seventy people were killed. On the same day, 

there was a similar attack on a mosque in 

Mazar-e-Sharif, killing another four. When I 

returned to Bamyan in 2012 to begin my 
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year-long dissertation fieldwork, people were 

again panicked; the Taliban was encroaching 

on the edges of the province, and it seemed 

just a matter of time before open persecution 

of Hazaras began again. In 2013, the 

withdrawal of New Zealand troops and the full 

closure of the New Zealand base only made 

the situation worse. Road travel, which had 

always been unsafe for Hazaras in many parts 

of the country, grew more risky. People I knew 

told stories of friends who were stopped, 

robbed, and sometimes kidnapped by the 

Taliban. In July 2014, masked gunmen 

stopped a minibus on the road between Kabul 

and Ghazni and separated out the Hazaras 

from the rest of the passengers. Reports 

stated that initially, the gunmen intended to 

spare the women and children, but as the 

women could not stop screaming, they too 

were killed along with their children. The 

gunman murdered a total of fourteen.

As part of my research, I was interested to 

know whether Hazaras, who were one of the 

first groups to disarm after 2001 under the 

United Nations’ Disarmament, Demobilization, 

and Reintegration (DDR) Programme that 

aimed to return various mujahedin groups to 

civilian life, were rearming themselves in 

response to these rising threats. Indeed, 

Hazaras have historically been fighters. Hizb-e-

Wahdat, the Hazara political party, was one of 

the main mujahedin factions during the Soviet 

War from 1979-1989 and the civil war from 

1992-1996. However, when I spoke to 

Hazaras in Bamyan, they told me that while 

they were interested in 

obtaining weapons for 

the added security, the 

community had been so 

thoroughly disarmed 

during the process of 

DDR that procuring 

anything had become 

ex t r eme l y d i# cu l t . 

Bes ides no longer 

hav ing the p rope r 

resources to purchase 

weapons, Hazaras told 

me that their only 

current channel for 

weapons was through 

Iranian agents, whose 

motives they did not 

trust. In addition, a large portion of Hazara 

activists were actively pursuing peace as a 

means of justice for past human rights abuses. 

These activists frequently marched in Bamyan 

and Kabul, and modeled themselves on Martin 

Luther King, Jr.’s civil rights movement. These 

“Things are getting 

so bad here.”
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activists in particular were staunchly 

committed to peaceful methods. 

In recent months, however, violence against 

Hazaras has increased even more. Thirty-one 

Hazaras were kidnapped in February in the 

southern province of Zabul. Nineteen were 

released, and of the remaining, several are 

believed to have been killed, and the 

whereabouts of the rest remain unknown. On 

March 15, eight Hazaras were kidnapped in 

Ghazni, and two days later, six Hazaras were 

kidnapped on the Farah-Herat highway. Then, 

on March 25, eighteen Hazaras and three 

Baluch Shias were kidnapped in Daikundi; on 

March 29, another five Hazaras were 

kidnapped in Mazar-e-Sharif. At the moment, 

no one seems to know exactly who the 

kidnappers are (some say Daesh, others say 

the Taliban) and what exactly their motive is. 

Those who point to Daesh surmise that the 

fighters are Pashtuns who are disillusioned 

with the Taliban but also opposed to the 

government, and who have taken on Daesh 

ideals as their own. As a result, the categories 

of ethnic and sectarian violence in recent 

months have increasingly bled together. 

Hazaras might be targeted because they are 

Shia, or because they are considered ethnically 

inferior. Baluch might be kidnapped because 

they are Shia, or because they tend to vote in 

line with Hazaras, as one informant told me. 

Whatever the case, many are worried by the 

reports of Daesh in Afghanistan. Earlier this 

year, a spokesman of Daesh announced that 

the group was expanding their Caliphate into 

Khorasan, the ancient name for Afghanistan 

and adjoining areas, and footage has surfaced 

of fighters displaying the black flags of Daesh 

in Afghan territory. It is likely that many Daesh 

associates are local rather than foreign 

fighters, though the development is still a 

serious cause of concern: Ideology is harder to 

remove than foreign fighters. To many 

Afghans, Daesh seems all the more frightening 

because it adds a purely sectarian element to 

a struggle that has historically been much 

more complex. If Daesh’s use of spectacle and 

horrifying methods of killing spread to 

Afghanistan, then Hazaras and other Afghan 

Shias may face new, unprecedented danger. A 

purely sectarian movement could mean that 

Afghanistan might start to look more like Iraq, 

with thousands displaced or dead. 

It seems that this increase of violence may be 

incentive enough for some Hazaras to find 

ways to rearm themselves. Murg (meaning 

“death” in Dari) is a newly formed, mainly 

Hazara group – although it claims not to be 

defined by ethnic identity – in the north of the 

country that vows to fight Daesh. There have 

also been reports of other Hazara armed 

groups forming in Sheikh Ali, a district of 

Parwan, and in Jaghouri, a district of Ghazni, 

and carrying out Pashtun retribution killings in 

response to the recent Hazara kidnappings. 

Hazaras have, up until this point, served as a 

post-2001 success story due to their rapid 

advancement in spheres such as education 

and their peaceful means of voicing their 

grievances. However, because they never 

really stopped feeling vulnerable in the years 

following the U.S. invasion, their success story 

is now prone to slippage as violence begins to 

escalate. In the coming years, Hazaras could 
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find themselves at the center of a sectarian 

war that has its roots in the wars and 

imperialist projects that have ravaged the 

post-9/11 Middle East. One hopes this not to 

be the case, but the evidence is there. 

Last week, I was at home in Massachusetts, 

trying to get work done after my infant 

daughter had gone to bed when a friend in 

Bamyan called me over Skype. I was pleased 

to receive the surprise call, but the 

conversation was grim. “Things are getting so 

bad here, Melissa,” my friend said. “I need to 

get out. I don’t know how, but there is the 

Taliban, and now there is Daesh. I can’t even 

go to Kabul. I would stay if it was only me, but 

I can’t raise my daughter her. What should I 

do?” Melissa Kerr Chiovenda is a PhD candidate in 
anthropology at the University of Connecticut. 
She has a MA in Russian, Eurasian, and East 
European Studies from Georgetown University 
and a MA in anthropology from University of 

Connecticut.
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S a n a a  A l i m i a
Stop Killing Pashtuns

Reflections in the aftermath of the latest attacks in Peshawar.

Artist: Madiha Hyder, “Execute the Perfect Crime” 
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As I drove through Peshawar, 

it was impossible not to be struck by the 

gra#ti, plastered on the walls of the army 

cantonment or on public property across the 

city:

“Stop killing Pashtuns.”

“Army out”.

“America get out”.

On the streets of Peshawar, the propaganda 

war is in full swing. Numerous e!orts to soften 

the image of the military and its imperial ally, 

the United States, also occupy premium 

aesthetic space in Peshawar. Until recently, 

USAID posters used to stare down from a 

height at passersby as an e!ort to win the 

proverbial hearts and minds. Portraits of slain 

police and army o#cers, too, continue to be 

venerated as shaheed (martyrs) on huge 

posters that act as visual spaces of mourning. 

Despite these e!orts, however, a discontent 

against, as well as a fear of, military and 

intelligence forces and their relationship with 

the U.S. is palpable. The gra#ti on the walls of 

the army cantonment is one such indication. 

Even the USAID posters quickly became the 

butt of everyday sarcasm. 

“They help us rebuild the region, just so they 

can bomb it all down again,” I was told by a 

Peshawar resident.

In an increasing number of Pashtun-centered 

social media sites, the blogosphere, television 

programmes, radio shows and social and 

political circles, the exploitation of Khyber 

Pakh tunkhwa (KPK) , t he Fede r a l l y 

Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), Balochistan, 

and Afghanistan and their peoples by a 

perceived “Punjabized” military and state 

apparatus is consistently and powerfully 

expressed. In a series of group interviews that 

I conducted in Peshawar, common phrases 

that were repeated in di!erent settings 

included: “Wherever you look it is Pashtuns 

being killed”; and “The Punjab does not feel 

the deaths we Pashtuns do”. At protests in 

Peshawar and elsewhere, placards boldly 

state: “Stop Pashtun Genocide”.

What is driving these articulations? Why are 

these expressions being expressed in private 

and public ways? Why, how, and when are 

they connected to ethno-geographic 

imaginings? 

Talking about Pashtuns

In mainstream Pakistani discourse, which is 

largely dominated by a Punjab-centric lens that 

also venerates Urdu linguistic and cultural 

practices, Pashtuns are assumed to be a 

unified, homogeneous mass and are often 

dehumanized or romanticized in a number of 

di!erent ways.
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In an ongoing analysis of English language 

newspaper articles (and thereby part of a 

middle class and elite readership), dating from 

2001-2015, I have documented the 

frequency with which Pashtuns are identified 

as “terrorists”, or are blamed as a group for 

bombings, the drug trade, or criminality in 

Pakistan by political, military and other actors. 

And during my previous work, which 

comparatively analyses the vulnerability of 

Afghans refugees and urban poor citizens (a 

category Pashtuns in Pakistan’s major urban 

centers often fall in), I frequently encountered 

Pakistani Pashtuns, and Afghans – many of 

whom were not Pashtun, but Uzbek, Tajik, 

Hazara, and Turkmen – who explained the 

processes by which they are frequently 

referred to as “Taliban”, “terrorists”, or “Al-

Qaeda” by non-Pashtun actors in their 

everyday interactions with the State. 

In national television talk shows and drama 

serials the typecasting of Pashtuns as poor or 

dim is also not 

uncommon (see, 

for example, the 

2 0 1 4 d r a m a 

starring Hamza Ali 

Abbasi and Sarwat 

Gilani, Ek Tha Raja 

E k T h i R a n i ) . 

Similarly, in popular 

j o k e s t h e 

“Pathan” (which 

i m m e d i a t e l y 

i d e n t i fi e s t h e 

narrator of the joke 

a s b e i n g non -

P a s h t u n o r 

speaking to a non-

Pashtun audience), 

is associated with 

b e i n g “ t h i c k 

s k u l l e d . ” S M S 

n e t w o r k s 

frequently, for example, circulate “Pathan” 

jokes. And in cricket, justified technical 

sporting critiques of Shahid Afridi, a national 

cricketer of Pashtun origin, are coupled with 

laying the blame on his (presumably poor) 

“Pathan” intelligence.

On the opposite side of this, the essentialist 

idea about Pashtuns frequently take on 

seemingly posit ive framings, whereby 

I was told how Taliban fighters 

were initially welcomed in areas as 

they offered chances of to access 

local courts and, thus, adjudicate 

disputes that were impossible 

under the  outdated colonial FCR 

that governs FATA and keeps in 

power a set of elite exploitative 

headmen.
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Pashtuns are romanticized as strong warriors, 

sites of fair-skinned beauty, or the loyal and 

hardworking daily laborer. Even Afridi, whilst 

loathed for his “Pathan” unintelligence is 

equally idolized for his jazbati (passionate) 

ways.

These narratives appear to be relatively 

harmless. Yet each of these narratives – 

positive and negative – reduce Pashtuns to 

one-dimensional caricatures. And when 

coupled with real structural imbalances in 

Pakistan, which concentrate power in urban 

elite spaces in Punjab or in Karachi at the 

expense of other regions, these narratives are 

far from harmless. 

Rather than being fact, these caricatures act 

as powerful discursive tools that contribute to 

a number of ways in which the Pashtun 

identity is a!ected, discriminated against, and 

experienced. This essentialization acts first as 

a tool to reinforce the material exploitation of 

Pashtuns – be it of labor, of geographic 

spaces, or of resources by the ruling classes – 

and, second, to justify military activities in 

Pashtun regions, whilst simultaneously 

deflecting attention from the military’s central 

role in creating the conditions of violence in 

this region. 

Before I discuss this, however, 

it is important to note how 

the lumping of all Pashtuns 

into one category ignores the 

varied pre-colonial, colonial, 

a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y 

experiences of Pashtuns in 

di!erent geographic spaces, 

such as the “settled” areas, 

FATA, former Pashtun princely 

states, as well as Afghanistan. 

It ignores the historical 

mobility of Pashtuns (and 

others) across Central and 

S o u t h A s i a , w i t h 

intermarriages and settlement in areas from 

Herat to Bengal, to, in more contemporary 

times, New York and London. And it ignores 

variations of class, gendered, ethnic, and 

religious structures within Pashtun societies. 

The “terrorist” Pashtun? 

In hegemonic Pakistani discourse, the 

conflation of “Pashtuns” with violence is 

particularly notable. For example, non-

Pakistani Pashtun discourse frequently ignores 

the complexities of “Pashtun-ness” I just 

outlined and lumps Pashtuns, Afghans, and 

the “Mujahideen” in the 1980s or the 

“Taliban” from the 1990s onward – both 

The  KPK, FATA, and Balochistan, have borne the 

brunt of conflicts in the region for the benefit of 

the Pakistani center and its ruling classes because 

seemingly positive narratives say Pashtuns, as 

warriors, can deal with this.
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Afghan and Pakistani – as being the same, or 

variations of each other. This acts as a 

mechanism that justifies the ways in which the 

Pakistani military has, particularly since the 

1980s, used the areas bordering Afghanistan 

– Balochistan, KPK, and most intensely FATA, 

which sits outside of the Pakistani constitution 

– and Afghanistan itself, as a playground for 

its own geopolitical agenda, which often 

dovetail with U.S. imperial interests. This was 

seen first, during the Cold War context of the 

Soviet Afghan War, second, during the rise of 

the Afghan Taliban, and, third, post-2001 in 

the so-called Global War on Terror (GWOT). 

In all these periods, there has been a 

predilection on the part of non-Pashtun 

Pakistanis and other actors to look at the 

problem of terrorism as, somehow, a Pashtun 

problem. Crudely put, the logic runs: “It’s their 

(“tribal”) people, and their (“tribal”) region, 

they understand this violence”. This helps to 

justify and reinforce a system whereby 

Pashtun regions and the lives in these areas 

are more expendable because, again, to put it 

crudely, “they are used to it”. The issue of 

armed religious militancy is reduced to a 

“cultural” one. This, however, is a fallacy and 

powerfully hides from view the material drivers 

and interests the military and civilian state has 

historically held in these areas. 

In the current moment, for example, the 

success and presence of the Taliban, which 

does have local support bases in KPK and 

FATA, is not simply as a result of this assumed 

inherent predisposition of Pashtuns and 

Pashtun society towards violence and extreme 

social conservatism. Instead, the story of the 

Taliban, which is itself comprised of di!erent 

and changing units, is made possible by the 

longer-term patronage by Pakistani military 

and intelligence services of di!erent Taliban 

factions. 

This view also ignores the fact that the Taliban 

is known to have a strong branch based in 

Punjab and drawn from ethnic Punjabis. 

Moreover, when local populations do join the 

Taliban ranks, there are complex regional, 

historical, political, social, and economic 

factors that shape these decisions. It has been 

noted, for example, that the young men that 

joined the Taliban in Swat did so as a means 

to access forms of capital that had been 

withheld to them by local landlords. In 2013, 

in interviews with young men from Waziristan, 

I was told how Taliban fighters were initially 

welcomed in areas as they o!ered chances of 

to access local courts and, thus, adjudicate 

disputes that were impossible under 

the outdated colonial FCR that governs FATA 

and keeps in power a set of elite exploitative 

headmen (maliks).

In addition, stereotypes of the violent Pashtun 

fail to recognize that since 2001 it is the 

people of KPK and FATA that been the direct 

victims of the consistent and ferocious 

violence of torture, abductions, murder, and 

bombs, and are increasing the case of 

psychological traumas in the region. Aside 

from the spectacular violence of the December 

16 Army Public School (APS) attack in 

Peshawar, which received national and 

international media coverage, more often than 

not, numerous other cases of bombings in 
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KPK and FATA have been reduced to passing 

headlines. 

“Each time this [near silence] happens, it 

stings,” I was told by Abdul Karim,* a medical 

doctor in Peshawar, who spoke on the 

condition that his name be changed.

One cannot help but compare the media 

coverage of attacks based on their geographic 

location. Explosions 

i n L a h o r e o r 

I s l a m a b a d , f o r 

e x a m p l e , m e r i t 

b r e a k i n g n e w s 

based sole ly on 

unconfirmed reports, 

wh i l e confi rmed 

deaths in Peshawar 

appear to need to 

meet a much higher 

threshold in order to 

make the nightly 

bulletin, let alone 

breaking news.

Reduced to one-

d i m e n s i o n a l 

c a r i c a t u r e s , 

unworthy of love, it 

seems impossible 

that the average 

Pashtun w i l l be 

worthy of grief.

The APS attack was an exception to this. An 

outpouring of genuine shock and grief gripped 

Pakistan. Much of this is related to the 

harrowing scale of violence of the attack and 

the fact that most of the victims were children. 

Yet it is also related to the fact that the 

children who were killed were students of an 

army school – essentially, then, a combination 

of ’knowable’ Pashtuns, ‘unthreatening’ 

children, and ’good citizens’ that can be 

connected to the Pakistani (military-oriented) 

nation. Indeed, this perhaps explains why 

when Pashtun children from FATA are killed, 

also in grand spectacles of violence, maimed 

and dismembered through U.S. drone attacks 

or in Pakistani military operations, that no 

similar outpourings of grief are visible.

This reveals how grades of di!erence exist 

within the Pashtun experiences in Pakistan. 

Most critically, there is a di!erence between 

being a resident of Pakistan “proper” and a 

This is where the narratives of the 

s t r o n g , d i m , l o y a l a n d 

hardworking Pashtun that are 

commonplace in urban centers 

like Karachi, Islamabad, and 

Lahore, where high numbers of 

Pashtuns are employed in daily 

wage labor, take on a more 

serious tone. 
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resident of FATA, which continues to be 

governed by the racist and colonial Frontier 

Crimes Regulation (FCR) that positions FATA 

and its residents in a permanent state of 

exception outside of the Pakistani constitution.

Discrimination and experiences of violence 

(physical and structural), are, of course, not as 

simple as reducing them to factors of ethnicity 

and geographic area of origin. Important 

intersections of gender, class and caste, 

religion (being non-Muslim), sect (being non-

Sunni), legal status within Pakistan (FATA 

versus non-FATA residents or Kashmiri 

residents) or being active in trade unions or 

peasant movements in a state that hoards 

power with a military capitalist class, also 

produce significant di!erences in the lived 

experiences in the lives of Pakistanis. 

Moreover, in the KPK region, a Pashtun ruling 

class is critiqued by other local minority groups 

for exerting Pashtun hegemonies over them. 

(The people of Chitral and the Hazara regions 

are the most obvious examples of this.)

The structure of discrimination

Pashtun elites  and middle-classes are, and 

have historically been, a crucial backbone in 

the military and intelligence services in 

Pakistan, and in recent years have increased 

their numbers in the civil service bureaucracy 

to indicate changes to the Punjabi-Mohajir 

domination of this institution. Even within 

FATA, as was the case under British rule, the 

Pakistani state has been reliant on maintaining 

its control over the region through the loyalty 

of maliks who are remunerated for their 

services. This, in turn, helps understand why 

they have been the biggest supporters of the 

FCR and have consistently reinforced ideas of 

FATA as an unchanging reified tribal space. 

Indeed, the maliks are often the biggest critics 

of the Taliban, but their concerns are not just 

tied to Taliban brutality but also to 

safeguarding their material and social 

interests. Thus, viewing Pashtun’s growing 

resentment in Pakistan solely in “ethnic” or 

“national” terms obfuscates from view the 

processes through which empire, patronage, 

and oppression, are possible through class 

alliances and class exploitation that traverse 

lines of ethnic belonging. 

The Punjab, too, does not exist in a utopian 

paradise as popular and o!-the-cu! non-

Punjabi constructions of the Punjab monolith 

imagine. The Punjab of the political leadership 

and upper-middle classes is very di!erent to 

the Punjab of the working classes, the rural 

poor, and the Southern Punjabis which are 

engaged in ongoing resistance movements 

against an oppressive and exploitative ruling 

class that is located in the Punjab center.

Yet longer-term historic, political, institutional, 

and economic developments mean that there 

are vast disparities in the infrastructural and 

institutional capacities of Punjab as compared 

to KPK, FATA, Balochistan, Sindh, Gilgit-

Baltistan, Hunza, Kashmir, and previously, East 

Pakistan (now Bangladesh). The disparities in 

the infrastructural and institutional capacities 

of cities like Peshawar when juxtaposed with, 

say Lahore, hit you, smack in the face, as 

soon as you enter these cities. 
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In part, investment in these established urban 

centers is a result of considerations of profit 

and power, which prioritize investment in 

areas that guarantee returns. Political scientist 

Humeira Iqtidar also notes that they are 

shaped by the pressures of globalization 

which means a small number of big cities are 

sucking in resources (such as Lahore and 

Karachi), at the expense of other regional 

centers, even within the Punjab.

Writing on racism and culture, Frantz Fanon 

poignantly says: “It is not possible to enslave 

men without logically making them inferior 

through and through.” If the Punjab’s ruling 

centers are wealthy and have developed 

infrastructures, roads, and institutions it is only 

possible because of the exploitation that the 

Punjab center enacts on other parts of the 

country, be it Sui or Karak’s gas, the cheap 

l a bo r o f r u r a l m i g r an t s , r e f u gee s , 

undocumented workers, displaced persons, 

and previously in the case of East Pakistan, 

jute exports, as well as of its own urban and 

rural masses.

At the level of the individual, this is where the 

narratives of the strong, dim, loyal and 

hardworking Pashtun that are commonplace in 

urban centers like Karachi, Islamabad, and 

Lahore, where high numbers of Pashtuns are 

employed in daily wage labor, take on a more 

serious tone. Rather than accepting these 

stereotypes as displaying traits unique to 

Pashtuns, it would be more helpful to analyze 

the structural conditions that have, over a 

number of years, pushed Pashtuns into 

migrations and wage labor in these cities. 

These reasons include military operations, FCR 

laws and the uneven distribution of resources. 

Instead, however, these stereotypes are the 

immediate fallback, which in itself act as 

important ways to reinforce a cheap labor 

force that often serves the needs of urban 

elites or is helping transform places like 

Karachi into modern “world-class” cities.

Dehumanizing and inferiorizing Pashtun (and 

other) spaces then, upholds the ways in which 

these spaces and its peoples are exploited for 

the benefit of centers of power and the ruling 

classes that inhabit them. KPK, FATA, and 

Balochistan, have borne the brunt of conflicts 

in the region for the benefit of the Pakistani 

center and its ruling classes because 

seemingly positive narratives say Pashtuns, as 

warriors, can deal with this or because 

negative narratives say the Taliban is an 

“internal [Pashtun] problem,” absolving the 

ruling classes from any responsibility or 

creating the conditions of violence in the first 

place.

In a global, racialized world system two things 

are clear. First, that all non-white persons are 

subject to discrimination. Second, that the 

wealth of Western nations, to again borrow 

the words of Fanon, “is built on the wealth 

stolen from underdeveloped peoples.”  Within 

Pakistan, parallels are visible via a military and 

bureaucratic elite whose position of strength 

and comfort within Pakistan is made possible 

by the exploitation of “peripheral” provinces 

and peoples, as well as the rural and urban 

poor, and whose interest lies in mythologizing 

the subversive, “dangerous”, or “dim” nature of 

the Pashtun, Baloch, Kashmiri, and numerous 
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others in order to continue its exploitation of 

these people and/or regions. 

In this context, then, the dehumanizing 

discourses surrounding Pashtuns – and others 

and along intersecting lines – take on a more 

serious and revealing tone.

Yet these forms of dehumanization are not 

going unnoticed. The Pashtuns are reacting.

The writing, as I saw in Peshawar, is on the 

wall. 

Sanaa Alimia holds a PhD, without corrections, 
from the Politics and International Studies 

Department at the School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS)
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “chillin’ with friends by the river”
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 I 

 It is the check point of Lahore Cantt on Shami 

Road. I am standing there surrounded by 

soldiers in close vicinity: one to my left, one to 

my right, and one before me. I cannot see 

behind myself. Muzzles of three G3 battle 

rifles are pointed at me. One rests on my 

chest. Its metal barrel cold from the winter 

evening is tickling my skin. White search lights 

concentrated at me are not warming. I am 

panicking, of course. Sweating. Yet, cold. 

Shouting too. 

I haven’t done anything. I actually hadn’t. 

I haven’t done anything. Please leave me. I 

don’t know anything.  I actually didn’t. 

I haven’t done anything. Please don’t kill me. 

Please don’t shoot. Please don’t kill me. Please 

don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me. 

They are hacking at my clothes now. Panicked 

too. They are looking for something under my 

clothes. No they are looking for something 

under my skin. Kuch nahi hai. Mere pas kuch 

nahi hai. Nothing. I have nothing on me. Kuch 

nahi hai. Please don’t shoot. Please don’t 

shoot. Please don’t shoot. They did not.

I did not know I was afraid of death until I 

woke up shivering from this nightmare for the 

first time. Every time I had it again, I knew 

death is scary.

Beards and 
Belonging in Lahore 

T a i m o o r 
S h a h i d

E S S A Y
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II

It is the check point of Lahore Cantonment on 

Shami Road. I am going out of Defense 

Housing Authority, where I have started living 

a few months ago. All roads to everywhere 

lead through the Cantonment. Such is Lahore, 

if you live in Defense. Or not. This too is a 

nightmare. Except that it is not.

I am in a new car that I am not driving. A 

female friend is at the driving seat; another 

had called the shotgun; I am sitting in the 

back. Still, my masculinity is conspicuous in my 

haggardly beard and moustache. Normally, 

long tresses are a feminine trait in Pakistani 

imaginary, but when accompanied with a 

beard, they complement one’s manliness. 

Most certainly if you also happen to be in 

Lahore. Mine are performing the same 

function, my purple shirt and red pants 

notwithstanding. My friends too are dressed in 

a conspicuously middle-class manner. We 

certainly don’t seem to have jacked the car. 

Nor do I look like a kidnapper, thanks to the 

setting. But perhaps it’s my unmanliness that 

is evident, after all. What man sits in the back 

seat?

We are stopped. A soldier peeks inside and 

signals us to step in the extra security lane. 

There are a few cars ahead of us. We are 

waiting. It is our turn. Another soldier comes 

to the window, asks me to produce my ID 

which displays my name that starts with 

Muhammad and ends with Khan. The 

permanent address says Nazimabad, Karachi. I 

am asked what I am doing in Lahore. My 

friends are ignored. I show my work ID, and 

Bhenchod tum darhi kaat kyoun nahi lete? Why don’t you fucking shave your beard?
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I’m let go. It’s routine exercise, which annoys a 

hell lot more out of my friends than of me. TS, 

always! Always! Every time I go with you, this 

happens! The implication, thankfully, is never 

that they won’t take me along the next time. 

Just frustration at being delayed. 

III

Bhenchod tum darhi kaat kion nahi lete? Why 

don’t you fucking shave your beard? This will 

never happen again. 

Why don’t you fucking change your skin color? 

This will never happen again too.

You have no sense of humor.

I have a beard on my brown shoulder.

IV

It is the checkpoint of Lahore Cantt near Mall 

Road. I am not lucky to have my friends with 

me. I am going home. I can a!ord a Rickshaw. 

But a Rickshaw cannot a!ord the security lane 

exclusively for cars. We are stopped, and 

asked to step in the extra- extra- security lane. 

Actually, it is not a security lane. It’s a wide 

area for poorer people: pedestrians, cyclers, 

bikers, and rickshaw-wallahs. Rich people are 

not a threat to each other. They only fuck the 

poor—those in the by lanes. I am asked to get 

out. Eyes probe me, and my expensive looking 

clothes. I am asked to produce an ID.

What are you doing in Lahore? 

I am a lecturer at LUMS. 

Teachers are still respected. Or at least the 

ones that teach at the most elite institution of 

the country. The at least in the preceding 

sentence could very well be only.

V

It is my first month in Lahore. I haven’t gotten 

my first pay cheque. Rickshaws seem 

exorbitantly expensive. I take the paanch 

nambar No. 5 bus from Center Point to 

Defense. I am conspicuous with my red pants, 

blue sneakers, and a green shirt with floral 

patterns. I am uncomfortable in my clothes, so 

I decide to disappear behind my copy of an 

English book.

The bus goes through RA bazaar. Royal 

Artillery Bazaar, the abode of the Cantt’s 

underclasses where Defense goes to buy 

cheap supplies and domestic help. We stop at 

a checkpoint. A policeman enters the bus from 

the front door, several rows ahead from where 

I am seated. I glance at him and go back to 

the book. He comes straight to me and asks 

for my ID. I am ba$ed, but I do the needful. 

Where am I going? What do I do? Where am I 

from? Repeat routine. Then he goes to 

another man behind me, looks at his ID 

without engaging in a conversation, and gets 

o! the bus. The bus starts moving again. I turn 

behind to look at the man. We commiserate in 

silent glances, then smile and shake our 

heads. We are the only men with beards on 

the bus.

E S S A Y
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VI

It is not a checkpoint. I have just crossed one. 

I am now in Gulberg. A friend drops me right 

before a new tea house in town. I sling my red 

canvas tote on my left shoulder, adjust my 

pakol on my head, and proceed to the 

entrance. I will secure a seat while my friend 

finds parking. I hold the door handle, pull at it 

to open the door, and suddenly a concierge 

runs up to me from nowhere, and gives me a 

start. 

Sir bag men 

dikhaa den kiaa 

hai? Sir, can I 

please check 

your bag? 

I hand him my 

bag. 

I ’ m a l i t t l e 

annoyed, but 

he is clearly 

h e s i t a n t . 

Despite everything, my power over him is 

obvious. He is not oblivious to it. Concierge 

uniforms are not the same as khakis.

He gropes through a mix of notebooks, two 

small water bottles, pens, pencils, markers, 

and heavy hardcovers of varying sizes strewn 

under a scarf and scraps of papers. 

Meanwhile, a few other men and women pass 

through the door. They too are carrying bags. 

One of them, a backpack. They are not asked 

to show their sacks. They do not have beards.

VII

Pakol is a round warm winter hat made up 

usually of wool. It constitutes the attire of 

most men in North-Western Pakistan, and 

Afghanistan. It’s comfortable and stylish (or so 

I think), but it is Pashtun. Same is the case 

with the woolen wasket waistcoat.

I wear both often. They keep me warm. 

They’re inexpensive. And they are gifts from 

family in Peshawar. That 

is not why the villain in 

a popular play in Lahore 

is wearing it. Lou Phir 

Basan t Aay i , He re 

Comes Basant Again, is 

the renowned and 

p r o g r e s s i v e A j o k a 

Theatre’s thirty-year 

commemoration play.

Lahore is under threat. 

Rogue elements are 

taking over the city. 

Love is impossible. So 

is flying kites. Normal life is obstructed. The 

social fabric of the society is being torn apart. 

Certain men are responsible for it. They all 

wear pakols and waskets. They have beards 

too. They just happen to look like Pashtuns. 

They are not Pashtuns. They are actors who 

don’t know how to act Pashtuns, like White 

men playing Black villains.

I am sitting in the big theatre on Mall Road. 

The show is boring, but I don’t want to leave. I 

have crossed a cantonment check point on my 

way here. It must be worth something. Finally, 

Yeh aap ne kya Taliban 

jaisa huliya banaya hua 

hai? Oho, why are you 

dressed like the Taliban?
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the villain enters, and says something. I hear 

khochi and the rest fades in the loud crowd 

cheer. In his pakol and wasket, he looks 

exactly like me. But he looks like nobody. He 

is a nobody. He is a pakol and a wasket. I am 

a nobody. I am a pakol and a wasket too.

Now I know what it must be like to wear a 

hoodie while Black. No, I don’t. I cannot. Nor 

can you know what it is like to wear a pakol 

and a waistcoat while Pashtun. Try it with a 

beard.

I leave the show midway. I am already thinking 

of the checkpoint on my way back. 

VIII

I have just passed my IDs silently to the sentry 

sitting inside the concrete vestibule at the 

Fortress Stadium checkpoint. He examines 

them under a torch while I silently stand and 

watch. He now knows who I am.

Sir yeh aap ne kia hulya banaya wa hai? Sir, 

what kind of a look is it, what have you done 

to yourself? Aap itney parhay-likhay hain, 

parhate hain, phir aisi darhi aur baal kion? You 

are well educated, you are a teacher, then why 

this beard and hair?

I smile back. I have never answered that 

question. Not even to myself. To be fair, I have 

never been asked that at a checkpoint either. 

Security o#cers are not interested in the 

ontology of your beard, neither in Lahore, nor 

at international airports.

I want to test the waters today. Should I do it? 

I hesitate, but proceed. I put a mellow smile 

on my face, hide behind it, and speak. It has 

become a crime to have a beard and be 

Pashtun. Bohat ziadti hai darhi waloun aur 

Pathanoun ke sath. It’s not fair to the bearded 

and the Pashtuns.

Nahi sir, yeh kia baat ki, main bhi Pashtun 

houn. No Sir, that’s not true, I too am Pashtun.

I am taken aback. I look at him carefully. I am 

looking for an answer. I can’t see him. It’s 

dark. But I see a khaki uniform. A beardless 

Pashtun with a crisp voice, and no pakol or a 

wasket. He also doesn’t say khochi when he 

speaks. Nor does he have the accent of the 

Ajoka villain I just escaped from at the theatre.

For some reason, I think of Uncle Tom. 

Perhaps we can call him Uncle Khan in 

Lahore.

IX

I am at a huge bungalow on Zafar Ali Road. It 

is the annual music festival at the Sanjan 

Nagar Institute of Philosophy and Arts. It is 

delightful.

The concert ends with a beautiful Bageshri 

rendition by Debopriya Chatterjee, a flutist 

visiting from Chandigarh. It makes me happy. I 

want to show gratitude, but I am shy. I spot an 

organizer I know: my first Philosophy teacher. 

She’s also a music bu!. I decide to go say hi.

Yeh aap ne kia Taliban jaisa huliya banaya 

hua hai? Oho, why are you dressed like the 

Taliban?

I never have an answer to this question. But 

on this occasion, this is my answer to another 

E S S A Y
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mystery. I can now explain the glaring stares 

of burly men in double-breasted gray suits. I 

now also know what they are doing at the 

venue. They are just missing khakis.

X

Masculinity is ferociousness. Ferociousness is 

masculinity. Flowers are not ferocious. Not 

ferocious are flowers. And thus those I wear in 

my beard all the time. Would you wear flowers 

in your beard too? 

Taimoor Shahid is a nobody.
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “Afghan fried chicken”
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J u s t i n  P o d u r  

Notes on the Wikileaks Cables

InIn 2013, Wikileaks opened their 

Archive of Public Diplomacy, placing some of 

America’s top-secret embassy cables on the 

public record, on the Internet. The trove of 

some  2 million records come from a myriad of 

American embassies in various countries 

including Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, and every 

other country where the U.S. has an embassy. 

Artist: Aman Mojadidi “Phone Negotiations”
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Some of these cables were leaked previously, 

in November 2010, in the Cablegate leak. The 

cables came from an insider who is said to 

have been motivated by a desire for 

"worldwide discussion, debates, and reforms.” 

All of these have occurred since the leaks and 

as a result of them: a debate on surveillance 

as well as on U.S. foreign policy; proposed 

reforms to laws on citizen surveillance; and 

discussion of the relationship between 

governments and their people. 

Over the decades prior to the leaks, at least 

some of these cables have been available to 

thousands of people with the relevant security 

clearances. The cable writers have ideological 

biases, as well as personal and political 

agendas. As a result, while there is rich and 

interesting factual material in the cables that 

remains to be fully analyzed, the cables are 

also an important resource for trying to 

understand how U.S. decision makers have 

understood the world in which they were 

applying their vast capacities for intervention.

Now, Wikileaks has combined the cables 

leaked in 2010 with declassified State 

Department documents to create what it calls, 

a Public Library of U.S. Diplomacy or the 

PLUSD Archive.

A sample of some of the U.S. State 

Department cables from this archive can 

provide a sense of the kinds of insights that 

can be found through this type of analysis. 

Patterns emerge in the cables within the 

years. Continuities appear across the decades, 

as well as changes in context.

I chose two years of cables from the U.S. 

Embassy in Islamabad: one of the earliest 

years available (1974) and one of the latest 

(2007), and selected all documents longer 

than 10,000 characters (the PLUSD archive 

enables searching by length of the document).

For 1974, there were 35 documents, while 

for 2007, there were forty. Several patterns 

emerge. 

A chaotic Pakistan

A November 14, 1974 cable titled "Positive 

Prognosis for Balochistan" describes the 

successes of Pakistan's counterinsurgency 

e!orts there. The cable warned that, 

“Reporting on the sprawling, strategic province 

is inevitably impressionistic; dust is always 

thrown in outside observers’ eyes to cloud or 

slant their vision.” But, it went to comment 

that, “The army had conducted one successful 

campaign against eh Marris and moved 

against the Mengals.” As a result, “Visiting U.S. 

o#cials were struck by the relations of the 

tense atmosphere which had prevailed in 

Quetta in recent months.” 

Given that separatism in Balochistan remains 

40 years later, this has been proven an unduly 

optimistic assessment. Similarly, several of the 

2007 cables relating to Pakistan are about the 

prospects for “stabilizing” the Tribal Areas. A 

January 17, 2007 cable states, “Musharraf 

described tougher procedures for border 

crossing, selective fencing and mining of the 

border region, stronger leadership for local 

police and plans to close Afghan refugee 

camps. He also underscored that tribal leaders 

in North Waziristan have been given a month 
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to improve implementation of the September 

2006 agreement or face possible military 

action.”

By September of that year, another cable 

notes that then Interior Minister Aftab Ahmad 

Khan Sherpao told U.S. o#cials that, “Minister 

Sherpao explained that after the North 

Waziristan agreement there had been an 

increase in criminal activity because the 

checkposts had been abandoned. Therefore, 

the agreement has been abandoned, and the 

military has come back to the checkposts and 

increased scrimmages with militants and 

criminals. Sherpao stressed that there are 

currently more than 100,000 troops and 

security forces in the Federally Administered 

Tribal Areas.”

By 2007, the cables also show that American 

confidence in Pakistan's writ over its territory 

that existed in 1974 is gone. Where the 

1970s cables exude a sense of control of the 

world, the 2000s cables give a sense of 

containing chaos. Some of this has to do with 

the end of the Cold War and with it, the Soviet 

Union. Along with its demise, conflicts and 

questions over nationalizations or economic 

vision also disappear from the cables. For 

e x a m p l e , t h e U . S . 

c on s c i ou s l y p r omo ted 

neoliberalism in 1974 to a 

Pakistani prime minister who 

needed to push an agenda 

that he cal led ' Is lamic 

socialism' in order to satisfy 

the electorate. In 2007, the 

neoliberal framework is 

t a k e n c o m p l e t e l y f o r 

granted. 

Instead, the 2000s cables 

a r e p r eo c cup i e d w i t h 

concerns over how to 

reassert the writ of the 

Pakistani state to prevent 

attacks coming from the Tribal Areas against 

U.S. soldiers, who have occupied Afghanistan. 

In both of these cases, the U.S. provided 

financial and weapons’ aid, largely to the 

Pakistani military, in order to handle what it 

views as its foremost concerns in Pakistan. In 

1974, U.S. aid was pitched as keeping 

Pakistan under Western influence, and keeping 

Pakistan's military competitive with its Soviet-

sponsored enemies, India and Afghanistan. In 

2007, it is pitched as keeping Pakistan as an 

ally in the “War on Terror.”

Taken together, these cables show the 

consequences of what the U.S. has been 

Even though U.S. officials were aware of Pakistan’s internal 

insurgencies, the cables reveal a longstanding concern with using 

Pakistan as an entry point into Afghanistan. The Pakistani state 

helped the U.S. to ‘interpret’ Afghanistan and offered ways into the 

country.
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fighting for: In 1974, it was winning a struggle 

over the shape of the future which included 

imposing inequality, war, and instability in the 

region. The 2007 cables show what that U.S. 

victory looks like: growing chaos, a collapsing 

economy, disaster, militarism, and perpetual 

insurgency. 

Colonizing Afghanistan

Even though U.S. o#cials were aware of 

Pakistan’s internal insurgencies, the cables 

reveal a longstanding concern with using 

Pakistan as an entry point into Afghanistan. As 

some of the cables cited below show, the 

Pakistani state helps the U.S. to interpret 

Afghanistan and o!ers ways into the latter 

country. 

Tensions inevitably arise between Afghanistan 

and Pakistan as a result, and the U.S. cables 

discuss how to mediate them. In 1974, the 

U.S. attempted to smooth these tensions by 

arranging dialogue between Daud and Bhutto; 

in 2007, the dialogue is between Karzai and 

Musharraf. 

An August 16, 1974 cable is remarkable for 

those who know the later history of the U.S.-

sponsored insurgency run out of Pakistan 

against Afghanistan's government, which came 

to be backed by the USSR: in it, Bhutto 

blames the Afghan government for having 

training camps for communist guerrillas who 

will return to Pakistan to commit subversion. 

Bhutto, the embassy o#cial reports, "said 

there was ample proof of Afghan subversion 

or attempted subversion within the frontier 

areas, and that there was conclusive evidence 

that Afghan troops stationed along the border 

were being sent back to Kabul for training in 

guerrilla operations inside Pakistan." The U.S. 

embassy's o#cial position is that the U.S. 

does not want to take sides in this conflict. 

The 2007 cables are dominated by working 

with Pakistan on the war against the Taliban in 

Afghanistan and the question of the extent of 

support for the Taliban by Pakistan. 

Meanwhile, in both 1974 and in 2007, the 

U.S, genuinely seems not to want to take 

sides between India and Pakistan and maintain 

both as allies. 

Promoting capitalism

The cables tell the story of one of the central 

interests of U.S. governmental diplomacy: the 

promotion of private business interests. In 

1974, a report of a conversation with Prime 

Minister Bhutto from January 10 is pessimistic 

about the prospects for U.S. business 

interests. "I fear," the U.S. embassy writes, 

"Bhutto is 90 percent politician,” In other 

words, he is a man more likely to take 

economic action that will please his political 

base than making policies that favor wealthy 

business interests. The same week, the 

embassy criticized Bhutto's nationalization 

po l i c ies . Nat iona l i za t ion , wr i tes the 

ambassador, may have "pleased left wing and 

won support among those in masses who see 

measures as form of redistribution of wealth," 

but they have "alienated business" and foreign 

investment. By October, Bhutto had dismissed 

Mubashir Hasan, his leftwing finance minister. 

The embassy wrote that the statesmen of the 

"22 families" (a kind of business lobby) were 
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"happy" and "may be gaining confidence."

The 2007 cables bemoan education, 

infrastructure, and energy problems. Pakistan's 

is a "consumption-led growth story."Apparent 

to a reader of these cables over time — but 

not to o#cials at the U.S. embassy — is the 

fact that American intervention played a great 

role in weakening national economic policies 

that could have built a stronger education 

system and better national infrastructure. In 

addit ion to pressur ing the Pakistani 

government towards privat izat ion, as 

discussed above, the U.S. directed much of its 

money towards arms deals beneficial for the 

Pakistani military and for American weapons 

manufacturers, including the famous $3B F-16 

sale, a frequently discussed item in the cables. 

Thus, reading the U.S. embassy cables 

through time gives the reader a sense of U.S. 

preoccupations (with increasing business 

power, selling arms, and controlling the 

region), but also a sense of what the e!ects 

of the application of U.S. power have been 

after decades—more chaos, more violence, a 

shrinking writ of the state, less equality, and 

sour relations with neighbors. Understanding 

the details of how the U.S. perceives and acts 

to guarantee its own interests in the world, the 

citizens of countries like Pakistan have strong 

arguments for taking an independent course. 

 

Justin Podur is a professor at York University 
in Toronto, and has taught at universities in 
Pakistan and India. This paper was initially 
presented at the Toronto Pakistan Conference.
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F r a n c e s c a  R e c c h i a
Kabul Good

Artist: Aman Mojadidi “The Rebel Fell”

Foreign occupation and cultural politics in Afghanistan.
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On a cold afternoon in February 

2013, Afghan-American visual artist Aman 

Mojadidi and I were drinking bad co!ee in the 

smokers' room of the old Flower Street Cafe 

in Kabul. The looming shadows of 2014 were 

still hanging on the horizon in those days, and 

uncertainties about the future were a constant 

ingredient in any discussion in and around 

Afghanistan.

Our conversation was not exempt from those 

considerations. The general opinion about 

what would be in 

s t o r e f o r 

Afghanistan was 

qu i te d i v i ded : 

many thought 

t h a t t h e 

i m p e n d i n g 

withdrawal of the 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l 

S e c u r i t y 

Assistance Force 

(ISAF) would be 

d i s r u p t i v e –

economically and 

politically–for the 

country. Others 

believed that 2014 would be a seminal year in 

the history of Afghanistan. Most observers - 

Afghan and international experts, academics 

and journalists alike – did not dare making 

predictions, preferring to keep watching what 

could only be defined as a situation in 

constant flux. There was a also concern about 

financial stability post-withdrawal. With large 

parts of Afghanistan's economy still reliant on 

foreign aid, it was inferred that a lesser 

international military presence would scare 

donors away and determine a limited access 

to foreign money. 

The politics of cultural production

Fourteen years into a war that never seems to 

end, representations of Afghanistan remain 

narrow and simplistic. Narrative and visual 

perspectives are often anchored to timeless 

stereotypes that reify pre-fabricated images. 

The tropes of women in burqas or the 

tendency to indulge on a hopeless status of 

victimhood are only the most visible among a 

long list of examples. Looking at Afghanistan 

Interpretations of the nature of cultural
productions are often bound to questions of
language and access. They reinforce a Kabul-
centric vision of Afghanistan and an urbanite 
perception that limits the scope of understanding, 
only considering what may circulate within the 
English-speaking elite circles.
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in the media, it seems that in a decade and a 

half, we have learnt little, preferring to confirm 

what we already ‘knew’. This is a typical 

symptom of the Orientalist curse: a self-

nurturing and self-legitimizing discourse that 

produces evidence that sustains itself, 

preserving narrow margins for questions and 

self-criticism. 

Using these considerations as a critical 

b a c k g r o u n d , t h e a r t i c l e l o o k s a t 

representations of Afghanistan and in 

particular at how its cultural production is 

funded, reported and interpreted. Drawing on 

ten years of research on the role that cultural 

practices play in countries in conflict, in my 

work I examine spaces of cultural expression 

and try to unravel international pressures and 

expectations as well as internal negotiations. 

Interpretations of the nature of cultural 

productions are often bound to questions of 

language and access. They reinforce a Kabul-

centric vision of Afghanistan and an urbanite 

percept ion that l imi ts the scope of 

understanding, only considering what may 

circulate within the English-speaking elite 

circles. 

As a foreigner who lives in Kabul and works in 

the cultural domain, I place myself within this 

contradictory space. In what follows, I will try 

to question and unpack this problematic 

dimension of production and representation 

from the inside. To do so, I argue against what 

is often defined as “Kabul-good,” a 

condescending attitude that does not 

challenge practit ioners and condones 

mediocrity on the ground that “something is 

better than nothing” in a place l ike 

Afghanistan. 

A vicious circle of endless beginnings

Aman Mojadidi and I, as practitioners who 

work in this field, wondered what would be the 

impact of such a change of scenario if (or 

rather when) money would stop flowing to 

support cultural projects. Both of us over the 

years have been actively involved with the 

contemporary arts community trying to 

encourage a mentality of self-reliance and 

independence. In times of financial crisis – 

when emergencies are numerous and 

resources limited – culture is one of those 

items that quickly slips towards the bottom of 

the list of priorities. Looking at the past ten 

years, we noticed a gradual change in attitude 

towards arts and culture by international 

organizations. Mojadidi told me that ten years 

ago: “there was almost a fervor with which art 

and culture have come into the scope of vision 

of donors and project-implementing agencies 

and this was part of the transition of how the 

international community saw its role here [in 

Afghanistan].”1 Arts and culture were used 

almost instrumentally to “instill ideas of 

modernity into the cultural fabric of the place.” 

Around 2010, in fact, Kabul witnessed an 

extraordinary booming of 'contemporary' 

cultural events that were heavily fueled by 

international money. In a country where more 

than half of the population is below the age of 

25, every initiative seemed to be focused on 

youth – actually, mostly on the English-

speaking, well educated and urban ones as 

they were within closer reach of the 

A version of this 
conversation with 
Aman Mojadidi 
was published in 
Himal Southasian 
Special Issue 
Reclaiming 
Afghanistan, Vol 
27 No 1, 2014.
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international organizations. (According to the 

Index Mundi 2014 Dempgraphic Profile in 

Afghanistan children aged 0-14 years are 42 

percent of the population and those between 

15-24 years are 22.2 percent.) Within few 

years, heavy metal music festivals, street art 

events, gra#ti workshops and everything else 

along those lines mushroomed in Kabul with 

grants of hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

Their existence, however, was meteoric: their 

promises of radical social transformation 

lasted for as long as the international media 

coverage continued. Headlines would often 

begin with the word despite  (e.g. Despite the 

Taliban, Fashion flourishes in War-riddled 

Afghanistan) and articles or documentaries 

would frame every cultural event in opposition 

to the previous dark ages of the Taliban 

regime. The narrative was often antagonistic 

and oppositional, even more so when women 

were involved – it was almost as if nothing 

cultural had existed before the western 

invasion and all credit was due to the 

gene rous p resence o f i n te rna t iona l 

organizations. And so it was that in those 

years, Afghanistan – mostly Kabul, in fact – 

saw a score of 'firsts' appearing at the 

horizon: the first female gra#ti artist, the first 

female rapper, the first rock band, the first 

film-makers' collective. There was even a failed 

attempt to teach yoga to the Taliban-inspired 

by the notion that that yogi Talibs could bring 

peace to the country.

The emphasis on novelty as well as on youth 

and modernization, however, did not bring the 

much promised change, but instead triggered 

cultural and generational tensions. Many 

feared a cultural invasion, and older 

generations denounced a westernization of 

mores and ideas. These, however, were 

unnecessary fear-mongering forecasts that 

gave too much importance to scattered 

projects that had little impact–and certainly 

not any impact that would split society along 

the lines of traditional and modern.

For Aman Mojadidi, this was clear: “I always 

use the analogy of the hard dried earth that 

has had this huge bucket of water dumped on 

it, that bucket of water being modernization, 

cultural activities, art, music, internet, English, 

money... So what happens is that it spreads 

across the surface of the dry earth very widely, 

it covers a huge swath of earth, but it does 

not penetrate at all and it evaporates before it 

actually gets into the ground and that, I think, 

is what has happened in Afghanistan over the 

last decade.”

In general, foreign-funded cultural events were 

shaped by a NGO mentality where it is all 

about projects that should work towards 

capac i t y bu i l d i ng , ca te r to spec i fic 

beneficiaries, with clear objectives and defined 

deliverables; with outcomes to be named in 

advance and an impact that is easy to 

measure. Combined with a developmental 

agenda that is mostly elaborated away from 

Afghanistan, this attitude determined funding 

priorities that were concentrated on the start-

up phase of projects rather than on the less 

exciting work of institutionalizing and nurturing 

what had been already initiated. This has 

tr iggered a vicious circle of endless 

beginnings: it seemed easier to start 

something new than to consolidate. It was in 

fact relatively feasible to find money to set up 
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a new cultural center, organize a festival or an 

exhibition; what was almost impossible was to 

find financial support to keep paying the rent 

six months into the launching of any given 

initiative. 

As investing in long-term sustainability seemed 

not to be a structural decision in the funding 

pattern, Aman Mojadidi and I were left to 

wonder what may be the future of cultural 

production once foreign cash-flow would dry 

out. 

“Funding priorities are certainly going to shift 

to new places,” Aman Mojadidi told me. “So 

what is going to be interesting is to see 

whether arts and culture have legs that are 

strong enough to stand on their own, after 

2014, when foreigners will stop supporting 

us.”

Burqas and bombs

In the final phase of the withdrawal, I saw an 

increasingly strategic allocation of resources. 

As 2014 approached, predictions of instability 

became a hindrance to long-term thinking, and 

Much of the enthusiasm and 

vibrancy that characterized what 

was defined by the media as the 

“Kabul cultural scene” has 

evaporated and quite a few of the 

protagonists of that momentous 

period have left the country.
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donors seemed far more interested in using 

arts and culture to convey social and political 

messages that made sense to their own 

governments. Messages, that were packed in 

subtle, and insidious propaganda, largely 

in tended to demonst ra te the g rea t 

achievements of the Afghanistan occupation. 

Foreign embassies and UN agencies started 

promoting “making art with a message.” The 

“Terms of Reference” were often so narrow 

that it left almost no margin to spontaneous 

creative expressions. As it became very di#cult 

to find money for a “generic” art exhibition, 

funds would be easily available for an 

exhibition that would showcase young women 

who would study in an all-female art school 

and paint (or rather illustrate?) a specific 

subject. Scores of burqa-clad women started 

to appear on canvas, painted with cheap, 

Chinese-made acrylic colors against a 

background of semi-abstract red patches that 

would represent blood and violence. Thematic 

exhibitions suddenly multiplied and cultural 

events would be commissioned to “make art” 

in order to fight corruption, celebrate the 

environment or International Peace Day, 

promote children's education or oppose 

violence against women. 

This sort of attitude was pervasive and quickly 

became unconsciously, and dangerously, 

internalized. From July to November 2013, I 

curated the 4th edition of the Afghan 

Contemporary Art Prize  (ACAP). Out of 160 

submissions across the country, ten selected 

visual artists and photographers took part in 

an intensive educational program and a 

mentored period of production that eventually 

culminated in an exhibition held in Bagh-e-

Babur in Kabul. As I was closely following the 

development of the work of the participants, I 

realized how deeply engrained the “NGO-

ization” of art had become. One of the artists, 

Mohammed Daud (who was one of the three 

final winners), made his own paper, washed it 

with black tea and was working on a series of 

drawings that were inspired and determined 

by an extremely complicated set of algorithms. 

Broadly speaking, the drawings were meant to 

represent the current condition of the universe 

and what had become of human beings. The 

context was that of Afghanistan and the four 

figures that he was drawing in a cyborg, 

cartoonish style were all embodiments of the 

typical western imagination of the miseries of 

the country: a beggar, a mimed body, a 

woman in burqa carrying a snotty child, a 

young man brandishing what may look like a 

detonator. As the initial idea was quite 

sophisticated, I was rather surprised by the 

almost banal nature of those symbolic images. 

When I asked him about the reasons of his 

choice, he was adamant about his motivations: 

“I chose those characters because in this way 

the foreigners who will come to see the 

exhibition will understand. These are the kind 

of things they always ask artists to paint, this 

is what they want to see.” In the ACAP 

exhibition I had explicitly asked artists not to 

use the iconography of burqas or any form of 

illustrative representation of the ideas they 

wanted to address as I was hoping to 

encourage them to exercise subtlety and 

experiment with di!erent and thoroughly 

personal forms of expression. Within this 

conceptual approach, this conversation was 

certainly an eye-opener. 
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The politics of small steps

It is now June 2015 and, as I write, and the 

Afghan Parliament is being assaulted . Later 

on, I learn that the Taliban claims responsibility 

for the attack. Many of the predictions of 

instability have proved to be realistic and the 

deteriorating security situation has triggered 

even more fears. Several attacks against 

foreigners over the past year and a half have 

made international organizations more 

cautious towards funding public events that 

may turn into potential soft targets.2 What 

used to be called the “Kabubble” has burst. 

This change in political contingencies has had 

a serious, and in many respects positive, 

impact on cultural production.

The lack of indiscriminate international 

financial backing has inadvertently initiated a 

quiet and low-key phase of consolidation. 

Much of the enthusiasm and vibrancy that 

characterized what was defined by the media 

as the “Kabul cultural scene” has evaporated 

and quite a few of the protagonists of that 

momentous period have left the country. What 

is on the ground today are seeds that are 

trying to build solid roots; they are adopting 

the politics of small steps and often 

intentionally avoid the media limelight to 

escape unnecessary attention and focus on 

whatever is their raison d'être. There are 

several examples of independent initiatives 

that invest their own money, time and talents 

to make their art and cultural activities happen. 

The range is diverse, but the struggles are 

similar. Musicians, poets, visual artists are 

dedicating themselves to build a language that 

reflects their thoughts and ideas, a language 

that is proactive rather than responsive to 

external agendas. As the competition over 

financial resources has faded, what is 

emerging is a renewed sense of collaboration 

that grows and develops at its own time and 

pace since it has nothing to deliver or 

demonstrate. Small happenings thrive in the 

margins and new cultural spaces are 

reinvented. 

Over the past year, I have been collaborating 

with Berang, an independent artists' collective, 

to try and set up a contemporary arts library in 

Kabul because access to this kind of 

specialized books is impossible in the city. As 

there is no money to pay the rent for a 

dedicated space, the library has been itinerant 

for some time and it is now hosted by a newly 

established arts cafe. We intentionally chose to 

experiment on a new model of accumulation: 

none of the book has been directly purchased, 

they have all been donated by friends and 

supporters from across the world and carried 

into the country by friends of friends and 

acquaintances who happened to travel to 

Kabul. This sort of approach may have been 

di#cult at a point of time when the cash flow 

was abundant. The lack of money has pushed 

people to retort to a do-it-yourself mentality 

that is unexpectedly opening less glamorous, 

but more genuine and possibly durable spaces 

of expression. 

The contemporary arts library is by no means 

the only example. When I asked Afghan writer 

Mujib Mashal to comment on this conjuncture, 

he told me that poetry has embodied that sort 

of space all along: “There is one form of art 

that I think is less a!ected by the Western 

From several private 
conversations with 
people who work in 
international 
organizations that are 
active in the field of 
culture, the attack to 
the French Cultural 
Center in Kabul on the 
11th of December 2014 
emerged as a turning 
point. A suicide 
bomber detonated 
himself during a 
theater performance 
and 15 people were 
injured.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-30431830
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-30431830
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-30431830
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-30431830
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influences of production over the past decade: 

poetry. Poetry is as vibrant, as central, and as 

accessible. Partially, perhaps, because it hasn’t 

been commercialized as much, project-ized. It 

remains something that comes from the heart, 

shared in small gatherings. There is no money 

in it, just like the past. But in fact, outlets like 

Facebook have helped local poets project to 

wider audiences. It is one form of art I have 

not heard: 'I wrote a proposal to this NGO and 

I am waiting for funding before I produce'.” 

Francesca Recchia is an independent researcher 
and writer based in Afghanistan. She is interested 
in the geopolitical dimension of cultural processes 

and in recent years has focused her research on 
urban transformations and creative practices in 

countries in conflict. Francesca was the director of 
the 4th Afghanistan Contemporary Art Prize and 
is the author of three books The Little Bok of 

Kabul (with Lorenzo Tugnoli), Picnic in a 
Minefield and Devices for Political Action 
(with a photo-essay by Leo Novel). She is the 
director of Caravanserai, a regional cultural 

festival to be held in Kabul. She tweets at 
@kiccovich
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “whistlin’ dixie”



Summer 2015                                                                                                Tanqeed                                                                                                                       50  

The Undesirables

It is as though Jahanzeb Malik was 

sent over straight from central casting. The 

look of him couldn’t be a better illustration for 

the accusations he faces. In pictures, Malik’s 

black hair juts out in inky points around his 

dark brown face. In others he looks freshly 

shorn. His dark beard is scraggly and long – 

more than a fistful at least. His eyes are 

alternately wild and beady. Malik’s orange 

jumpsuit tops o! the image. His uniform, his 

dark skin, his black hair and beard are all easy 

reminders of the rows of terror detainees in 

the early days at Guantanamo. Those orange-

clad figures kneeling in front of their 

N a h e e d  M u s t a f a

R E P O R T A G E

photo credit: Asad Hashim

From refugees to prisoners -- Canada is using its immigration system to 
deal with suspected terrorism cases so it can circumvent legal 

protections for suspects.
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Guantananamo cells gave rise to this one who 

is peering right now through the video camera.

But Jahanzeb Malik is not in some far-flung 

prison. He is being held in indefinite detention 

at a prison in Lindsay, northeast of Toronto, 

under national security provisions of the 

Canadian Immigration and Refugee Act.

Malik was arrested in March earlier this year. 

The public details of the case against him are 

thin. According to the government, Malik, a 

Pakistani and non-citizen resident of Canada, 

tried to “radicalize” a fellow Muslim. The 

“fellow Muslim” was, in fact, an undercover 

o#cer with the Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police (RCMP), Canada’s federal and national 

police force. Malik allegedly showed the 

undercover o#cer beheading videos by the 

Islamic State, also known as ISIS or Daesh, 

and talked of attacking targets in Toronto 

including the American consulate. Malik also 

allegedly tried to help the undercover o#cer 

build an explosive device and claimed to be a 

friend of Yemeni-American al-Qaeda preacher 

Anwar al-Awlaki.

The announcement of Malik’s arrest and 

allegations of planning to commit acts of 

terrorism came through the Canada Border 

Services Agency (CBSA), the federal agency 

responsible for border and immigration 

enforcement as well as customs services. The 

agency sa id Ma l ik had been under 

investigation since September 2014. He was 

taken into custody on security grounds 

pending a deportation order but not charged 

with any terrorism o!ences. In June, the 

Immigration and Refugee Board (IRB), after a 

series of hearings, stripped Malik of his 

permanent resident status on the grounds that 

he poses a security risk and cleared the way 

for Malik to be deported back to Pakistan.

In coming to its conclusion, the IRB relied on 

the words of the undercover RCMP o#cer who 

remains anonymous.

The key thing to note in the case against 

Jahanzeb Malik is that the Canadian 

government chose to deal with Malik’s case 

not through the criminal justice system but 

through the immigration system. Maybe Malik 

is the threat CBSA says he is. Maybe he was 

willing to and capable of carrying out a large 

attack in Toronto. Maybe he was actively 

seeking to recruit people to his cause. And 

maybe he wasn’t doing any of those things. 

Maybe he’s just a big talker looking to impress 

a man he thought was a co-religionist who 

had fought in Bosnia. Maybe there is a ton of 

evidence. Maybe there’s nothing much at all. 

We’ll never know because instead of charging 

and prosecuting Malik, the Canadian 

government is simply deporting him. The 

Pakistanis can sort him out. Or not. 

A person can be deemed inadmissible to 

Canada for a variety of reasons – lying on an 

immigration application; a failed refugee claim; 

committing a serious crime or having a history 

of breaking the law; or, under new legislation, 

even a reasonable suspicion of an immigration 

o#cial that the individual does not plan to live 

in Canada long term post-citizenship.

In immigration hearings, the evidence is not 

made public and the burden of proof is far 

lower than in criminal cases. Additionally, the 
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subset of immigrants deemed a security or 

flight risk are kept in detention until 

deportation making it di#cult for them to 

organize a defense for themselves. For many, 

that system has meant years of indefinite 

detention because the countries they are 

being deported to are in the midst of war or 

because the detainee’s country of origin 

practices torture or the detainee fears 

persecution on some other basis. Although 

legally the government is allowed to send 

them even if they have a specific fear of 

torture or persecution, the fear does allow the 

person an opportunity for appeal which means 

they end up sitting in prison while the appeal 

process is underway – a process that can take 

years. In a few cases, detainees have died or 

committed suicide but, again, details 

surrounding the deaths are hard to come by 

since, in the immigration system, information 

is private.

Malik’s case is part of a broader trend. 

Increasingly, the Canadian government is 

turning to the immigration system to simply 

get rid of people who are accused of a variety 

of national security threats. While the numbers 

are still relatively low, civil liberties groups, 

refugee advocacy organizations, and lawyers 

are calling attention to this growing trend of 

using the Immigration and Refugee Act to 

e!ectively prosecute and deport individuals 

accused of terrorism-related crimes. 

Anser Farooq, a criminal lawyer based in 

Brampton, northwest of Toronto, is 

representing Jahanzeb Malik. Farooq says the 

bar is set very low for designating someone a 

security risk. “They can use hearsay, they don’t 

need backup or corroboration for claims 

(about an individual) and so the same test is 

not there as would be in a criminal o!ence. If 

you get pulled into the immigration system 

you’re getting a one-way ticket out of 

Canada,” he says. 

Typically, if a non-citizen commits a crime like 

murder, sexual assault, or burglary, for 

example, and the government decides to 

deport him, he will be prosecuted for that 

crime first. Farooq, who has worked on several 

terrorism-related cases, says the government 

has no desire to prosecute terrorism cases for 

non-citizens and so “they stick the guy in the 

immigration process and he’s gone in three 

months and there’s no need to prove his 

guilt.” He says once a person is in detention it 

becomes extremely di#cult to fight their case 

because they end up out of reach even to 

their own lawyers. Very few people who find 

themselves in immigration detention have the 

will to fight their situation especially if they 

have little or no family support and lack the 

funds to hire a lawyer. Putting up a fight can 

take years and most people are not up for a 

battle fought alone from inside a prison cell.

Farooq says if the government has a serious 

case against Malik they should charge him and 

prosecute him in court, not send him packing 

back to Pakistan.

R E P O R T A G E

Jahanzeb Malik in a detention facility.
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Immigration detention in a snapshot

While the handful of terrorism cases where the 

accused has ended up in the immigration 

system attract the attention of the media, 

most cases of indefinite detention have 

nothing to do with terrorism – or any criminal 

behavior at all — and receive no attention. 

Immigration activists have tried for years to get 

the problem on to the radar of Canadians but 

in an era of heightened anti-immigrant, anti-

foreigner sentiment, it’s not easy to garner 

sympathy for outsiders who are seen to be 

ruining the country and deserve to be kicked 

out. Add to the mix a dearth of public 

information about who is in detention and the 

problem ends up remaining on the sidelines. It 

only hits the news when there’s a allegation of 

terrorism or when someone dies in custody.

According to the Canadian Council of 

Refugees, 13,500 people made refugee 

claims in Canada in 2014. Not all, or even 

most, refugee claimants end up in detention. It 

is typically those failed claimants that an 

immigration o#cial has decided during the 

course of a hearing are a flight risk and will 

not show up for deportation. That risk is 

sometimes simply assessed by how unwilling 

a claimant is to return to his home country — 

an odd gauge given the individual was willing 

to flee in the first place. But they aren’t the 

only ones detained. The detainee population 

also includes the children of parents who are 

in detention; migrant workers who broke the 

terms of their visas and are being sent back; 

people placed in mandatory detention on 

arrival in Canada (their identity can’t be 

verified or they arrived as a group); and those 

who are detained on security certificates — a 

process through which a person can be 

deemed a threat to national security on the 

basis of secret evidence.

Canada’s refugee policies used to be fairly 

generous despite the fact the process was 

long and unwieldy. This led to concerns that 

applicants were regularly uprooted after years 

of making Canada their home. With recent 

changes to the law, the process that used to 

take years has dwindled to months. And while 

it may be better in some ways to find quick 

resolution to one’s refugee claim, the system 

has become aggressive. It lacks oversight, 

there is little due process, detainees’ access to 

lawyers is limited, there is an arbitrary nature 

to decision making, it is mired in opacity, and 

it ends up incarcerating people who have 

committed no crime. 

Recent figures have shown that while 

deportations have dropped by almost 50 

percent, the number of days people are 

spending in detention has doubled. Those 

numbers led a former director of immigration 

enforcement at CBSA to observe, “They’re 

detaining more, removing less and have less 

people on the street. What it means they’re 

using detention as storage. They’re bringing 

people in and locking them up.” 

The activist organization, End Immigration 

Detention Network,  used access to 

information legislation to build a picture of 

what immigration detention looks like. In its 

2014 report, “The Truth About Immigration 

Detention” on any given day some 600 

people are being held in immigration detention 
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across the country. About ten per cent of them 

have been detained for a year or more. In 

2013, somewhere between 7 373 and 9 932 

people spent some time in immigration 

detention. That includes women and children. 

In 2013, there were approximately 205 

children in detention. According to the 

Immigration Legal Committee, which looked at 

detention release rates, in 2013 detention 

review hearings resulted in the overall release 

of detainees only 13.9 percent of the time.

One of the criticisms of the immigration 

detention system is its arbitrary nature. Unlike 

criminal proceedings, immigration proceedings 

are closed and, often, even the detainee is 

unable to advocate for him or herself. 

Assessments are subjective on the part of 

detention review board members and that 

subjectivity is reflected in 

t h e b r e a k d o w n o f 

release rates. 

T h e T r u t h A b o u t 

Immigration Detention 

report notes that in 

2013 between the 44 

d i ! e r e n t m e m b e r s 

overseeing detention 

review hearings across 

Canada, the release rate 

varied from 5 percent to 

3 3 p e r c e n t — a n 

astounding disparity if 

members are working 

with the same set of 

criteria. The report also 

n o t e d r e g i o n a l 

discrepancies of a 27 

percent release rate in 

Western Canada to 9 

percent in Ontario.  The 

maximum average time 

spent in detention was 

38 days in northern Ontario with the minimum 

average time being ten days in Pacific Canada.

Canada currently has three dedicated 

immigration holding centers. The problem is 

the centers do not have nearly enough 

capacity to hold the thousands of people held 

on immigration detention annually. So, the 

Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA), 

which has authority over the detainees, rents 

R E P O R T A G E

On June 11th, a man by the name of 

Abdurahman Ibrahim Hassan, 39, 

died in hospital after being restrained 

by CBSA officers. He originally came 

from Somalia, the youngest of eight 

children, and lived in Canada for 

years. He had spent the last four years 

in immigration detention at the 

Lindsay Superjail. 
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beds in jails and local police stations. In 2013, 

a total of 142 such facilities were used.

Detainees end up co-mingled with criminal 

populations. They share meal times, transport, 

use the same facilities, and are sometimes 

exposed to violence and abuse at the hands of 

people convicted of violent crimes. For those 

who end up in detention for long periods of 

time, they sometimes end up spending more 

time in prison than those convicted of serious 

crimes. Add to all of this that detainees are 

di#cult to access whether by families or 

advocates and are generally unaware of what 

is happening with their own cases.

So far, the only outside oversight of the entire 

immigration detention system comes from the 

Canadian Red Cross Society. Since 2008, the 

Red Cross has been issuing a confidential 

annual monitoring report to CBSA. The 

2012-2013 report was made public  in 2014 

after an access to information request. The 

report made a list of 28 recommendations 

looking at eight areas where the Red Cross 

felt protection gaps exist including access to 

immigration detainees; minors in detention; 

co-mingling; and mental health in detention.

The trend toward temporariness

Immigration detention fits into the more 

aggressive system that has developed over 

the years but the entire system of immigration 

needs to be seen against the backdrop of the 

shift in Canada’s view of migrants.

There was a time when gaining permanence in 

Canada was relatively easy. In the 1960s, 

visitors to Canada were o!ered the chance to 

apply for immigration at the airport. 

Immigration o#cials would roam university 

campuses looking for foreign students, 

pursuing them to apply for permanent status 

in Canada. 

The trend today, however, is toward 

temporariness.

For nearly two decades, the number of people 

entering Canada annually on temporary 

permits has exceeded the number of people 

entering Canada as permanent residents. That 

trend has accelerated in the last ten years or 

so. Today the number stands at about 350 

000 and 250 000 respectively. There are the 

well-educated and experienced who have 

come on permits to perform skilled work. And 

then there are the mostly racialized and poor 

who’ve come to pick crops, work construction 

and other seasonal jobs. The restrictions on all 

of them are fairly tight and their rights are 

limited but they are wanted – needed – and 

so the government continues to give visas and 

people, despite the temporariness of their 

situation, continue to arrive.

And then there are the people like Masoud 

Hajivand: the undesirable.

At the end of June, Masoud Hajivand will have 

spent one year in a maximum security prison 

in Canada. His only “crime” is to have gotten 

caught up in the administrative labyrinth of the 

Canadian refugee system. 
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Masoud Hajivand arrived in Canada in January 

of 2007. He came from Khuzestan province in 

Iran’s southwest along the border with Iraq. 

He says he was involved 

in peaceful protests 

against the government 

when it seized parts of 

his community’s land for 

oil exploration and failed 

to compensate the 

people. Hajivand says 

his younger brother was 

k i l l e d w h e n t h e 

government moved to 

shut down the protests. 

When the authorities 

came for him, he says, 

he fled.

When he arrived in 

Canada he made a 

refugee claim. It would 

be a little more than two 

years before his turn 

came to make his case 

i n f r o n t o f t h e 

I m m i g r a t i o n a n d 

Refugee Board. He was 

refused asylum. Two years after that, in 2011, 

he was ordered to leave Canada and return to 

Iran. He says because he was terrified of being 

sent back to Iran, he skipped his deportation 

hearing. An arrest warrant was issued and in 

2014, Hajivand was taken into custody.

Today, Hajivand sits in the Lindsay Superjail – 

or as it’s formally known, the Central East 

Correctional CenterThe U – in Lindsay, 

Ontario. The same facility where Jahanzeb 

Malik is detained. Every 30 days he has a 

detent ion rev iew hear ing where an 

immigration o#cial decides he still presents a 

flight risk and sends him back to detention for 

another 30 days until his next hearing. 

Because, theoretically, these hearings provide 

an opportunity for detainees to get out of 

detention, the Canadian government will not 

concede to the fact that, in many cases, 

people end up incarcerated indefinitely. 

Statistics gathered by advocacy groups like No 

One is Illegal have shown that once a detainee 

crosses the six-month mark in detention it is 

unlikely he will get out until he is deported.

R E P O R T A G E

In December of 2013, a Mexican 

woman named Lucia Vega Jimenez 

hanged herself at the immigration 

holding facility at Vancouver’s airport. 

She had been taken into custody after 

she was stopped by transit police for 

an unpaid fare and was turned over to 

authorities.
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In the time Hajivand has been in Canada his 

life has changed significantly. He got married 

to a woman who is a Canadian citizen. He has 

a stepdaughter he helped take care of. Also, 

both Hajivand and his wife converted to 

Christianity. Hajivand says he will be jailed or 

worse if he goes back to Iran where apostasy 

is a punishable crime. He points to Canada’s 

own relationship with Iran which is near non-

existent. The Canadian government has been 

aggressive in highlighting Iran’s human rights 

record and shut down the Iranian embassy in 

Ottawa in 2012. But Canada’s own animosity 

toward the Islamic Republic has not prevented 

it from deporting dozens of people back to 

Iran.

Canada Needs Alternatives

Canada has long had a reputation as a 

desirable destination: a relatively open society, 

strong social safety net including free health 

care, reasonably good public schools, and a 

safe place to raise one’s family. Immigration 

was fairly straightforward and governments 

were generally interested in keeping families 

together so sponsoring elderly parents was 

not di#cult. Acquiring citizenship was not hard.

In the last decade Canada has seen all kinds 

of changes to policies a!ecting how people 

come to Canada, who gets to stay, and how 

easy it is to get rid of them. It’s become 

tougher to immigrate and takes longer to get 

citizenship. which, thanks to recent legislation, 

has also become easier to lose.

The most egregious part of this system is 

immigration detention. Already vulnerable 

people are squirreled away, often in maximum 

security prisons, with little access to the 

outside world. It is di#cult to know about the 

conditions in which detainees exist because 

there is no transparency. Even the number of 

deaths in custody are unknown since CBSA 

does not have to report them publicly. Unless 

there are people on the outside who can make 

noise, a death will probably remain hidden. 

In December of 2013, a Mexican woman 

named Lucia Vega Jimenez hanged herself at 

the immigration holding facility at Vancouver’s 

airport. She had been taken into custody after 

she was stopped by transit police for an 

unpaid fare and was turned over to CBSA. Her 

death remained unknown for a month and 

only came to light because activists within the 

Mexican-Canadian community made it public. 

An inquest into her suicide in 2014 

recommended a variety of changes including 

better access to counsel and mental health 

support for detainees.

But immigration activists are clear that the 

fundamental problem is detaining migrants in 

the first place and that Canada’s government 

must work to come up with alternatives to 

detention while people await resolution to 

their cases including deportation. 

As the Jimenez case continues to be cited as 

an example of why the system needs to 

change, news came of another death. On June 

11th, a man by the name of Abdurahman 

Ibrahim Hassan, 39, died in hospital after 

being restrained by CBSA o#cers. He originally 

came from Somalia, the youngest of eight 

children, and lived in Canada for years. He had 
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spent the last four years in immigration 

detention at the Lindsay Superjail. Hassan’s 

family says he had su!ered from diabetes and 

poor mental health for a very long time. He 

was in and out of trouble with the law. The 

details at this point are scant. He was taken to 

the hospital for treatment, became agitated, 

and died while restrained. The CBSA will not 

release any details even to Hassan’s family.

On June 19, No One is Illegal, an immigration 

activist group, posted a message on its 

Facebook page: “We can now confirm that 

ALL immigration detainees at Lindsay’s 

maximum security prison are refusing food to 

mark Abdurahman Ibrahim Hassan’s death in 

custody last week. That is over 100 people 

across 5 ranges that aren’t allowed to 

communicate between each other.

The message went on to read, “A detainee, 59 

years old, a resident of Canada for 10 years 

and who has been in detention since 

December 2014 issued this statement: “I 

want to draw attention to the hopelessness 

felt by the people who are detained and who 

are at the mercy of the government…It 

contributes to hopelessness because we are 

fighting things we cannot win.”  

Naheed Mustafa is an award-winning writer 
and broadcaster. Her work has been published in 
Foreign Affairs, The Atlantic Monthly, Foreign 

Policy, and Toronto Life among others. Her 
broadcast work has been heard and seen on a 
variety of outlets including CBC Radio, CBC 

Television, the BBC, and Radio Netherlands. She 
is currently hosting a national documentary 

series on CBC Radio called The Doc Project.
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “defendin’ the good ole’ south”
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S h a i s t a  A z i z
Fortress Europe & the Tide of Humanity

As As Fortress Europe spends 

billions strengthening and sealing its borders, 

as elections are won and political coalitions 

are formed in Europe on the basis of reducing 

migration and keeping people out of Europe 

and as the UK government looks to barter and 

rip up the Human Rights Act in the name of 

controlling its a!airs and borders, it is the 

everyday citizens of Europe who are coming 

to the rescue of migrants. 

Earlier this year, I met an academic in Paris, 

someone who has experienced being a 

migrant and navigated the complicated and 

dangerous journey to Europe and the labyrinth 

that is the legal system in Europe to gain the 

right to restart his life. As we sat in a cafe in 

Artist: Aman Mojadidi | From: Adrift 2015



Summer 2015                                                                                                Tanqeed                                                                                                                       61  

the 'Arab' part of the city, he told me about a 

network of citizens in Paris who have come 

together to o!er support, advice and shelter to 

Syrians escaping the war. At one stage earlier 

this year, I was told a few hundred Syrians 

were sleeping rough in a park in central Paris. 

They had arrived in France by di!erent 

methods. Most had borrowed money or sold 

their last possessions to escape Syria. 

"Most of the arrivals are children accompanied 

with adults, sometimes their parents, if they're 

still alive, or other adults," explained the 

academic, who spoke on condition of 

anonymity.

"These children, they look terrified and are 

starving by the time they reach France. You 

hand food to them and their eyes open as if 

they can't believe what they're seeing. They 

can't believe they have food in their hands." 

After arriving in Paris, migrants are met by 

people who put them in touch with 

sympathetic guest house owners who agree to 

house as many 10 people in one room for a 

night or two before they move on. 

"It is an uno#cial network of people, we work 

together, and very 

f e w w o r d s a r e 

exchanged between 

us. One look at 

these people tells 

you everything you 

n e e d t o k n o w . 

These people need 

h e l p . I t ’ s t h a t 

simple," said the 

academic. 

The network is self-

s u# c i e n t . T h e y 

spend their own 

money to assist and 

a c c o m m o d a t e 

migrants. Money is 

hard to come by 

and dries up quickly, yet they continue with 

their work. Occasionally they get donations 

from concerned citizens and others.

“We look like ghosts”

One woman, who is part of the network, told 

me: "Syrians who have made it this far have 

no option but to keep going. They do not 

want to stay in France; they know this country 

is hostile to them and their realities. They are 

looking to get on the first train out to Germany 

and Sweden and anywhere where they can try 

In the post-9/11 decade, persecuted civilians, people 

fleeing the so-called Islamic State, al-Qaeda and other 

armed groups, militaries and other non-state actors 

violating the right to life are now themselves being 

labeled a security threat.
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and rebuild their lives." I was told the ticket 

inspectors and transport police turn a blind 

eye to these passengers because as long as 

they leave France, they become another 

country’s problem.

I met three young Syrian women who had 

recently arrived in the France. They were jittery 

and anxious at the sight of armed police 

patrolling around the Gare du Nord station, 

close to where we met. The women, students 

in their early 20s, told me they had fled Syria 

five months ago. They travelled across Europe, 

by car, truck and boats, aided by people 

smugglers. They said they fled because they 

had run out of options.

Yusra* is a medical student. "It is best if you 

say I am from Damascus, I do not wish to say 

where I am from, I do not want anyone to 

know who I am and to risk myself and them. 

The whole world knows what is happening to 

Syrians, they know everything, yet they wish 

to do nothing. They can see us, we look like 

ghosts, don't you think?"

Amal*, also a student, told me about her 

attempts to seek asylum:   "You know, I am 

expected to recount and re l i ve my 

experiences, to tell my story over and over 

again to people who say they don't believe 

me. I have to prove that I deserve to live and I 

deserve a future in a country that doesn't 

know me. To people who are blind to the 

scars my body carries. Believe me these are 

nothing compared to the wounds I carry inside 

me."

A !oating graveyard

According to an Amnesty International report, 

an estimated 23,000 people have lost their 

lives trying to reach Europe since 2000. Parts 

of the Mediterranean have become a floating 

graveyard, with coastguards from Italy, Libya 

and Greece documenting floating corpses at a 

daily rate. 

Over the past few months, images of 

desperate people crammed into boats bobbing 

up and down on the Mediterranean, searching 

for rescue and refuge, have been beamed 

across the world. The people on these boats 

often refer to them as floating co#ns because 

it is not known if the passengers, in their 

quest to make it to Europe, will perish inside 

these vessels or drown at sea. 

"We have a choice, to 'live as dead people' or 

to risk death. There is no risk if you are 

already dead, is there?" a Syrian refugee told 

Tanqeed.

Migrants are growing in number every year as 

conflict and instability continue to plague Syria, 

Libya and parts of North Africa, with no 

immediate resolutions imminent.

The number of migrants who have reached 

Europe by boat in 2015 is already more than 

double the number in 2014, according to the 

UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). 

According to that organization, 63,000 

migrants have reached Greece by sea so far 

this year, while another 62,000 arrived in Italy 

by the same route. The International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) says that as 

of June 10, migrant deaths at sea stood at 

1,865. Of those, 1,816 died trying to reach 

Italy. 
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Many of those who don’t drown are being 

plucked from the sea by European and other 

coast guard services. This, despite the UK 

taking the lead in backing an October 2014 

European Union decision to switch from 

providing search and rescue services to only 

“coast guard” services. The EU’s decision was 

intended to send a message to potential 

migrants that if their ship capsized or was 

otherwise in danger, they would not 

necessarily be rescued.

These migrants have mostly been smuggled 

across borders, escaping conflict or destitution 

in their home countries. They are forced to 

hand over thousands of dollars and their 

worldly possessions to violent gangs, who 

have built a trade around their misfortune and 

misery. 

And their journey to refuge carries no 

guarantee of survival. On June 6 and 7 this 

year, an estimated 6,000 people were 

rescued from the sea. This was the single 

biggest rescue of people to date during a 48 

hour period. 

It is a record that is likely to be broken soon. 

Security over sanctuary 

While these people are undoubtedly migrants, 

they are, first, human beings. This is a point 

often overlooked by the mass media and 

hysterical newspaper headlines generated to 

describe what is seen as a “migrant crisis” 

rather than a human rights and humanitarian 

crisis. 

Now, governments across Europe are 

choosing to view people fleeing terrorism, 

conflict and violence through the lens of 

counter-terrorism and security, rather than 

humanitarianism and human rights. 

This deliberate distortion views migrants as 

the other: extremists, Islamists, and security 

risks.

Throughout history, labels have been used to 

dehumanize persecuted people and to 

desensitize the general public to their realities, 

and our responsibilities to these realities.

In the post-9/11 decade, persecuted civilians, 

civilians fleeing the so-called Islamic State, al-

Qaeda and other armed groups, militaries and 

non-state actors violating rights to life, are 

now themselves being labeled a security 

threat. 

According to o#cial UN figures, the conflict in 

Syria has displaced 12 million people; at least 

four million more have fled the country. To 

date, under a UN-backed government 

settlement scheme, the British government 

has granted just 187 Syrians the right to 

settle in that country. 

The UN resettlement program wants European 

countries to grant 30,000 Syrian refugees the 

right to settle. The UK says it has prioritized 

the resettlement of Christian Syrians because 

this is a group persecuted and targeted due to 

their religion and identity. This type of system 

further criminalizes and demonizes Muslim 

Africans and Arabs as ‘others’ and e!ectively 

says their lives are not of the same value as 

Christian people’s lives. Ironically, this is also 
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what the terrorists and fanatics believe. Most 

Muslims, meanwhile, are not Muslim ‘enough’ 

for the likes of the so called Islamic State, who 

are butchering Shia Muslims and anyone not 

living according to their perverse interpretation 

of Islam.

In May, the EU announced it will provide more 

aid to African nations cooperating to prevent 

migrants from leaving before they cross the 

Mediterranean to Europe. Instead, the EU 

wants people returned to their home 

countries, regardless of whether those home 

countries are active conflict zones. African 

countries through which migrants transit will 

also be given aid based on how many people 

they keep out of ‘Fortress Europe’. 

Aid, it seems, is being spent on fortifying the 

walls of Europe, rather than on providing 

support to those desperate enough to take on 

the dangerous journey to the fortress.

Meanwhile, European leaders continue to 

project themselves as occupying the moral 

high ground. In April, Italian Prime Minister 

Matteo Renzi condemned the 'new slave 

trade' in Europe and the tra#cking of people. 

What he and his EU counterparts did not do 

was stipulate their involvement in overseeing 

the running of this trade through policies 

focused on keeping people locked out of 

countries where they can seek refuge. 

Shaista Aziz is a freelance journalist based 
between Islamabad, Pakistan and the UK. She 

tweets @shaistaAziz
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F a r h a d  M i r z a
Badmaash Elite

on the 12th of February, 

2015, after four days in an intensive care unit, 

Syed Murtaza Shah succumbed to the injuries 

he had sustained in a typically boisterous 

exchange with fellow students and their 

cohorts. He was 16 years old. He was also a 

student of mine. 

According to police investigators, an 

altercation had occurred between Murtaza and 

the suspects Humayun and Raza, sons of ex-

police constable Sajjad, after the latter teased 

a female family member of his friend and 

neighbor, Saif.

Both sides exchanged heated arguments. On 

February 8, just four days before he was killed, 

Saif was in the market along with Murtaza 

Artist: Madiha Hyder

Endemic violence is a sign that our young are internalizing the 
violence of the upper classes.
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when Humayun and Raza arrived with their 

accomplices and ambushed the unsuspecting 

pair of friends. Armed with metal rods, one of 

the suspects hit Murtaza on his head, 

fracturing his skull. Murtaza fell on the ground 

and lost consciousness while the culprits 

continued beating him. A 

grainy CCTV footage of 

the incident has been 

made available by social 

m e d i a g r o u p s 

campaigning for the 

arrest of the suspects.  

Murtaza's presence at 

the scene of his murder 

m i g h t h a v e b e e n 

coincidental. He might 

have also tried mitigating 

the conflict that had 

arisen between the two 

groups–but he was not a 

s t r a n g e r t o s u c h 

situations. At school, his 

name featured in a 

number of boisterous fights, or phaddas as 

they are referred to in playground vernacular. 

He wasn't always the aggressor, but like many 

other children, he understood that violence 

was a tool that ensured his survival in the 

brutish environment of school life. 

Of course, by saying this, I do not wish to 

contest the monumental grief that his family 

undoubtedly feels at this time. I do not want to 

imply, in any way, that Murtaza had it coming. 

Nor do I wish to insinuate any flaw in his 

upbringing: he was a funny, thoughtful and 

wel l-groomed boy who demonstrated 

intelligence and potential. I simply wish to 

bring attention to broader questions about 

youth violence in elite schools: How can a 

young person display such promising traits 

and also engage in senseless violence on a 

regular basis? Why is liberal private education–

the most expensive, and supposedly the best 

this country has to o!er–failing to curb 

playground violence? What makes children 

carry blunt objects and cruel intentions whilst 

shamelessly enjoying a sense of legal and 

social impunity?

In my personal experience as a teacher in 

some of Pakistan's most elite schools, I have 

come across hundreds of incidents where 

children instrumentalize violence to resist or 

reinforce social hierarchies. In my experience, 

whenever a parent of a participant is informed 

about such incidents, they can be relied upon 

to act in a number of predictable ways. 

In my personal experience as a 
teacher in Pakistan’s elite 
schools, I have come across 
hundreds of incidents where 
children instrumentalize violence 
to resist or reinforce social 
hierarchies.
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Parents that I have met tend to blame 

playground violence on the disappearance of 

traditional values or on schools for failing to do 

their job properly. Some beat the living 

daylights out of their children in order to teach 

them the virtues of non-violence. Others make 

excuses for their children, stating that they are 

innocent victims of unruly, self-entitled 

badmaash children. It is hard for them to 

acknowledge that ‘good’ children, like 

Murtaza, often have to do ‘bad’ things to fit in.

The problem goes beyond the absence of 

traditional values. In fact, violence in schools is 

not a reflection of values being abdicated, but 

rather a reflection of elite values being 

integrated. It is a sign of students internalizing 

the ideological violence of the upper classes. 

The boys that killed Murtaza were not badly 

integrated, but rather, well-integrated in the 

traditional order that our society champions. 

They were adhering to patriarchal notions of 

honor, establishing the authority of their 

kinship networks, simulating survivalist rituals 

of social competition.

     But, what are the roots of violence on 

school campuses? Research on playground 

violence in Pakistan is limited but the data that 

is available confirms a grim reality. A recent 

analysis conducted by Plan International and 

the International Centre for Research on 

Women (ICRW) found that 43% of Pakistani 

students experience varied forms of violence 

at school. However, this number is bound to 

be woefully imprecise because “in many cases, 

violence is so commonplace, it becomes 

normalized for children, who don’t report such 

behavior, don’t regard it as unusual or wrong, 

and often become perpetrators themselves”, 

according to Mark Pierce, the Asia Regional 

Director of Plan International.

This is a distressingly high rate. As the report 

points out, widely accepted ideas of 

masculinity and power manifest themselves in 

violent acts that are normalized from a young 

age. Boys are taught to "revel in the use of 

power over others", the report explains.

The report concludes that as long as this 

notion of violence remains central to 

relationships, including between peers, with 

adults, and in future adult relationships, the 

move to prevent violence remains incomplete.

Other studies on adolescent violence have 

shown links between rowdy behavior and 

psychological distress (lack of emotional 

support and exposure to violence at home can 

make it harder for students to confront and 

express their feelings). Poor academic 

performances also contribute towards the 

problem. Students displace the shame of 

being an intellectual failure into the social 

realm where validation and respect is often 

earned through one's ability to exercise 

violence over others. 

However, if one is to look deeper into the 

motives of these fights, a troubling issue 

comes up. According to a study conducted in 

the U.S.: “The most common goal was 

retribution, and the justifications and excuses 

o!ered indicated this stemmed not from an 

absence of values but from a well-developed 

http://tribune.com.pk/story/847024/pakistan-has-43-violence-in-schools-report/
http://tribune.com.pk/story/847024/pakistan-has-43-violence-in-schools-report/
http://tribune.com.pk/story/847024/pakistan-has-43-violence-in-schools-report/
http://tribune.com.pk/story/847024/pakistan-has-43-violence-in-schools-report/
http://www.icrw.org/sites/default/files/publications/SRBVAsia_ICRW_Plan.pdf
http://www.icrw.org/sites/default/files/publications/SRBVAsia_ICRW_Plan.pdf
http://www.icrw.org/sites/default/files/publications/SRBVAsia_ICRW_Plan.pdf
http://www.icrw.org/sites/default/files/publications/SRBVAsia_ICRW_Plan.pdf
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value system in which violence is acceptable.”

The question then becomes: where do the 

values of elite schools come from? In this 

essay, I explore how youth violence is a 

symptom of a broader elitist narrative which 

has turned the playground into a simulation of 

power struggles in the wider social 

environment. I then analyze the contentious 

relationship between secular education and 

religious authorities and how religious 

institutions–acting on risky misinterpretations 

and reactionary sensationalism–undermine the 

primary purpose of all education (religious or 

otherwise): to weed out rigid and weak 

ideologies and replace them with inclusive 

ideals of fairness and justice.

“For things to stay the same, everything has to 

change.”

Many students in elite schools tend to belong 

to powerful families, often linked to feudal 

backgrounds. Many of them, such as 

Murtaza's killers, bring with them a sense of 

judicial impunity enjoyed by people of their 

socio-economic class. 

A few days after the sordid incident some 

pictures emerged on social networking sites, in 

which the suspects are shown in the company 

of Mr. Ahsan Iqbal, the current Planning, 

Reforms and Development Minister. According 

to campaigners such as Ahmed, the police's 

failure to apprehend all the culprits is due to 

the fact that police investigators are backing 

the influential killers, instead of bringing them 

to justice: “They (alleged killers) are roaming 

freely in the area but the police are unable to 

arrest them.

The police are backing the killers,” said 

Ahmed, the protester and campaigner.

Another protester said that the police o#cers 

were not taking the murder case as seriously 

as required notwithstanding the clear-cut 

instructions of the Punjab Chief Minister 

Shahbaz Sharif. 

This perception of endemic social injustice is 

often the first cause of antagonism between 

groups of children. Smug egos fantasize about 

power in two ways: either with a sense of 

elitist entitlement (as Murtaza's murderers 

did) or a brutish notion of social retribution 

(as Murtaza often expressed). And, in a 

country where a parental state is either absent 

or abusive, the resultant social insecurities 

promote vigilante action (mafia-style rhetoric 

of alternative justice and filial peerage) as the 

common right of every principled individual. 

The allure of unsentimental power is 

constantly reproduced in a pop culture that 

children end up consuming. TV shows feature 

countless scenes where servants are 

demeaned without any justification. Presented 

as emotional punching bags, who are always a 

nuisance during the protagonist's moment of 

distress, the working class are television's 

favorite targets of elitist angst. 

Children internalize this unsentimental view of 

power. I have seen it in the way they treat the 

peons, custodians and guards at their schools. 

But what should be expected of them when 

we are injecting them with the idea that the 

acquisition of social status will one day enable 

them to thwart the mobility of ideas that are 
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dangerous or irritants to their privilege? How 

can we expect them to act on communal spirit 

and not on feelings of personal ambition that 

we have taught them as the highest form of 

virtue? 

     At this point it may be necessary to go 

deeper into the history of elite schools, to see 

what it is in them as institutions that produces 

the sort of violence Murtaza fell victim to. 

Education has emerged as a curious social 

currency in post-colonial Pakistan.  In his 

infamous, Minute on Indian Education, the 

Anglicist Thomas Babington Macaulay, argued 

for the formation of “a class of persons Indian 

in blood and color, but English in tastes, in 

opinions, in morals and in intellect." He noticed 

that “English was spoken by the Indian ruling 

classes" and was of the opinion that this could 

prove helpful for administrative purposes:

“We must at present do our best to form a 

class who may be interpreters between us and 

the millions whom we govern […] To that 

class we may leave it to refine the vernacular 

dialects of the country.”

The University of Madras, formed in 1857, 

became the recruiting ground for generations 

of trained bureaucrats. Education bestowed 

special social status upon those who held 

sway in the imperial administration as well as 

in the princely states to the south. On the 

other hand, as pointed out by Hetukar Jha in  

“Decay of Village Community and the Decline 

of Vernacular Education in Bihar and Bengal in 

the Colonial Era,” British policies regarding 

education and land control adversely a!ected 

both the village structure and village 

institutions:

“British policy skewed in favor of the filtration 

theory of education [from the higher class 

people to the lower classes or the general 

people], and it seems, worked to block to a 

significant extent the entry into the middle 

classes from below.”

This elite social status was a relief from 

commonality for the local elite but from the 

perspective of those in the most desperate 

social bracket, education spared you from the 

humiliation of colonial subjugation. It was not 

something that brought you emancipation, it 

was something that bought you favors from 

the masters. This gap in policy created deep 

socio-economic divisions, and the 'educated' 

classes soon came to be associated with the 

colonial administration. This, in turn, led to 

endur ing resentments that man i fes t 

themselves as hyper-paranoias about Western 

education. To this day, Western education is 

considered by many within the Subcontinent 

to be void of moral and ethical values. 

Such self-serving exercise of power can inspire 

disgust. But, it can also seduce and instill an 

envious desire to possess it. In his essay, “The 

Thematic and the Problematic,” Partha 

Chatterjee investigates the bi-level processes 

of nationalist thought in which “one appears to 

oppose the dominating implications of post-

Enlightenment European thought,” but on 

another level , seem “to accept that 

domination.” 
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Most parents whom I have come across have 

an incoherent vision of the education they 

desire for their children. They are unclear and 

undecided about which elements of modern 

education are to be filtered out of the class-

room, and which traditional values are meant 

to substitute them. Moreover, there is no 

understanding of how to resolve the conflict 

between the vanity of the upper class that 

demands the appearance of modernity and 

the structures of kinship, that demand loyalty 

towards family, lineage and tradition. In other 

words students are meant to compete in the 

modern world, but are denied any means of 

intellectual engagement with it. A lot of young 

people are lost in this unexplained and 

unacknowledged gap in our system. 

Perhaps this is why, when I asked Murtaza 

about the importance and function of 

education in his life, he responded (as most 

students do) in terms of class ambitions: a 

well-paying job, higher living standards, a 

desire to acquire trophy wives from 

respectable (read: powerful) families, etc. 

Rarely do any students express any intellectual 

curiosity for the subject, or the sort of benefits 

that academic exploration can have for the 

wider community. A seemingly large majority 

of Pakistanis do not think of education as a 

necessary tool for constructing fair and just 

societies. Instead, it is imagined as a way of 

keeping old power current. Children of elite 

families are expected to get any education that 

fits an economic trend, lands them a lucrative 

job, gives them social legitimacy through 

which they can reinforce the traditional power 

of class–which, in turn, is essential for the 

survival of traditional kinship networks.

In contemporary Pakistan, 'status' has become 

a euphemistic term for a social currency that 

allows the upper class to enact ideological 

violence on the uneducated lower classes, 

expressing it in the form of political blame, 

social embarrassment and self-serving notions 

of deserving and non-deserving citizens. 

In this context, it is not surprising to see that 

the Pakistani elite education is met by two 

distinct reactions. The first can be found 

mainly in orthodox religious groups. This group 

and their cohorts–lets call them Group A–

respond with immediate disdain towards 

modernity on the suspicion that it is aligned 

with the interests of imperialist conspirators. 

The historical subjugation of Muslims is 

rationalized as a cultural rather than political 

failure. The idea is whatever happened to 

Muslims, happened because they had done 

someth ing to o!end God . Perhaps , 

contamination of foreign ideas weakened the 

fundamentals of the Muslim belief system. So, 

we ought to revert to our 'lost' or pre-colonial 

culture, and all our problems will miraculously 

disappear.

Others–let’s call them Group B–who seem to 

champion Western liberal education, often 

react to the chaos of broken social relations 

by building value-systems that seem to fit their 

personal illusions about how society works. 

So, education becomes the institution through 

which to make 'legitimate' (read: self-serving) 

claims to power: 'I am educated, and that 

gives me power, so my needs take priority 

over the needs of the uneducated masses.' 
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Many members of this group have family 

members who have prospered through 

migration to countries such as the UK and the 

U.S.. The remittances they send back home 

carry a positive image of the West as a place 

where the worthy are fairly rewarded. 

Importation of the values that allowed for the 

success of a family member, can get closely 

tangled with inherited notions of colonial 

culture, contemporary English culture and 

cultural references, leading to the production 

of a parallel and disconnected elite that cannot 

even read or speak any of the indigenous 

languages. In fact, a new generation of 

children can barely read the (Urdu) writing on 

the wall: wall-chalkings are nothing but 

scribbles in a language they do not 

understand.

Of course, there is a plethora of other 

associations. Many well-meaning people, like 

Nobel Peace Prize winner Malala Yousafzai 

and her father genuinely believe in the 

emancipatory power of education. But, for the 

purposes of this article, I will be examining the 

two groups mentioned above because I find 

them to be the most problematic, and the 

loudest, within Pakistan.

The former group seems to have developed an 

unhealthy obsession with cultural imperialism, 

leading to what Pal Gilroy calls the 

construction of “a nation as an ethnically 

homogenous object". Of course, the African 

experience of slavery and colonialism is 

complex, complicated and heterogeneous, but 

perhaps certain theoretical comparisons can 

be made in respect to nationalist processes. 

To borrow a quote from Yogita Goyal:

“Citing Molefi Asante’s The 

Afrocentric Idea (1987) in 

particular, Gilroy argues that 

such cu l tu ra l nat iona l i s t 

d i s c o u r s e s b y p a s s t h e 

historical experience of slavery 

to arrive at a prehistoric 

mystical Africa frozen in time. 

In idealizing Africa as the 

motherland, such narratives 

remain captive to Eurocentric 

racism because they accept its 

assumptions of an essential 

division between Africa and the 

West. Further, in their desire 

for a glorious past, they 

prioritize an image of Africa as 

anterior to modernity, and so 

suppress or bypass the history 

of slavery because, in their 

view, Gilroy suggests,  ‘‘slavery 

is the site of black victimage 

and thus of tradition’s intended 

erasure’’ (p. 189). When 

Afrocentrists invoke the idea of 

tradition, they use it to assign 

Africa an authenticity “outside 

of the erratic flows of history’’. 

T h e i r g o a l i s p r i m a r i l y 

‘ ‘ t h e r a p e u t i c ' ’ a n d 

compensatory, as they seek to 

regenerate the‘‘integrity of the 

race’’ and ‘‘integrity of black 

masculinity,’’ defining the two 

interchangeably. Tradition thus 

names ‘‘a lost past’’ and a 

‘‘culture of compensation that 

would re-store access to it’.”
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I believe these processes also appear in post-

colonial consciousness of some political 

groups in modern Pakistan. Moreover, Group 

A's approach does not promote self-reflection, 

that is to say that it never applies the concept 

of cultural imperialism to its own actions, 

which more often than not, tend to be 

imperialist in themselves. Instead, it imagines 

cultural imperialism as a unique conspiracy 

against its own category. It believes that such 

imperialism can only be dispelled by achieving 

a precolonial state of cultural glory, which can 

only be accessed through lost customs and 

traditions. In other words, a state of Islamic 

imperialism. When this theory does not fit the 

society we live in, it tries to construct a society 

that fits the theory. So, its experiments with 

cultural cleansing begins, as it attempts to 

eliminate categories of 'dissidents' embodied 

in Christians, Shias and Ahmadis. 

This is not to say that Western education is 

not ideological. As I have already pointed out, I 

believe the export of Western education is 

closely tied in with the promotion of values 

that respond to Western interests. The 

neoliberal economics postulated by the 

Chicago School and its involvement in disaster 

capitalism all over 

Lat in America is 

p e r h a p s t h e 

strongest evidence 

for the link between 

e d u c a t i o n a n d 

p o l i t i c s . M y 

argument is that 

Group A's stance 

does not resist the 

dominating aspects 

o f W e s t e r n 

education–it only 

competes with it by 

m i m i c k i n g t h e 

rhetorical tropes of 

‘modernity’. Support 

for the ideology of 

the nation-state, references to the sanctity of 

the constitution, or of state institutions that 

legitimize the exercise of power over those 

who oppose it, claiming legitimacy through 

popular mandate – these are the excuses and 

justifications borrowed from discourses related 

to ‘modernity’ but they are often employed in 

support of ‘traditional’ domination. As Fareed 

Paracha of Jamaat-e-Islami claims, “It [religious 

education] is just a way of demanding here in 

Pakistan that our curriculum, our system of 

e d u c a t i o n , s h o u l d r e fl e c t o u r 

constitution...There is no need [for co-

A few years ago, Murtaza’s school 

introduced a course called “Comparative 

Religion.” Pakistan’s right-wing media 

pounced at the opportunity. TV presenter 

Mubasher Lucman accused the school of 

replacing a required Islamic studies course.
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education], no demand, not even from our 

female side.” 

Cultural imperialism is not just a unique 

conspiracy, directed against the pan-Islamic 

world by pan-Western interests. In holding this 

point of view, one risks by-passing important 

reference points in history that complicate our 

identities. Culture is a natural front in the 

tussle for power between di!erent ideologies 

and political interests. What the Punjabis do to 

the Pashtuns and Baloch is also cultural 

imperialism. The Bengali Language Riots were 

a product of cultural imperialism. We tend to 

garb the same concept in more euphemistic 

language when we ourselves are incriminated 

by its definition. We can distance ourselves 

from the implications of our theories–just as 

the Bush regime referred to torture as 

'enhanced interrogation techniques', and we 

can refer to our own imperialist escapades as 

'cultural centralization for the purposes of 

national stability'–but it does not change the 

truth: In trying to defend itself against cultural 

imperialism, Group A has become its biggest 

propagator.

Moreover, a reversion to a mythic and 

romanticized culture of the past brings up its 

own issues because it cannot accommodate 

modern needs. It goes without saying that in 

today's Pakistan there is a desperate need to 

construct a new culture that draws upon the 

past but addresses new ideas, new needs, 

new interests, new forms of oppression and 

new ways of resistance. 

Similarly, for Group B, education is necessary 

because it sets them apart from the lowly 

muck of the country, sparing them the 

humiliation of powerlessness. Powerlessness 

here is not associated with an incapacity to 

change the status quo, but with a failure to 

adapt and excel within the status quo. 

Though it indicts Hindus as having been 

servile and anti-revolutionary, the Pakistani 

elite has inherited the most anti-revolutionary 

aspect of the colonial experience. For our 

ruling classes, poverty and lack of influence is 

not perceived as a symptom of an oppressive 

system but is instead imagined as a personal 

flaw of the subject/individual, for which the 

system is punishing them. 

Both these camps are part of the same power 

struggle. One wants to revert to historical 

power in an 'authentic', mythical past. This 

camp believes that retrieving our lost 'cultural 

purity' will lead us to a utopia, where humans, 

having submitted to the higher power of divine 

law, will live in a magical state of anti-power. 

The other can be compared to the insidious 

aristocrat prince in Il Gattopardo, who claims 

that for things to remain the same (for him to 

maintain his power in the face of a republican 

revolution), everything will have to change–

that is to say, to maintain traditional power, 

we must take the appearance of modernity.

     

     A few years ago, with a flare of 

unprecedented inspiration, Murtaza’s school 

had introduced a course called “Comparative 

Religion” at one of its branches. Pakistan's 

ever so sensationalist right-wing media 



Summer 2015                                                                                                Tanqeed                                                                                                                       75  

pounced at the opportunity to exploit the 

gullibility of concerned parents. TV presenter, 

Mubasher Lucman accused the school of 

replacing a required Islamic studies course 

with a comparative religion class. This was not 

true. He claimed these schools were 

committing “a moral genocide” against the 

youth of his country. Parents protested that 

this sort of education would diminish the 

students' understanding of Pakistan as a 

Muslim country. The principal of the school 

took to the Internet to o!er a passionate 

defense of her decision:

“Our children live in a country 

where they wake up to 

discover that a young class 

fellow has been slain because 

s /he subsc r ibes to one 

particular school of Islamic 

thought rather than another. 

More than ever, our children 

need to understand other 

faiths, if only so that they can 

better understand their own. 

They need to understand faith, 

period, so that they can protect 

it from the near-constant 

assault that it is under from 

those who would use it as a 

weapon of oppression. Please, 

do not deny them tha t 

opportunity.”

A few days later the government ordered a 

confiscation of all related materials and placed 

a ban on the course. Various religious groups 

issued threats. The school backed down. A 

year later, working as a teacher, I was 

approached by some tab leegh i s o r 

missionaries and the school told me to retract 

my opinions and stick to an exam-based 

education. 

However, as I grieve the loss of a student, I 

cannot help but regret the fact that us 

teachers, the educators, have demonstrated a 

chronic inability to guide our students by 

withdrawing our contribution to some of the 

most important debates of our times. Our 

cowardly surrender has spelled out the worst 

lesson for the students we claim to educate. 

And what are we surrendering to? The idea 

that education should be limited to the Islamic 

purview? Whose Islamic purview? When the 

Prophet told his followers to seek knowledge 

even if it meant that they should go to China, 

was he talking about the acquisition of Islamic 

knowledge? China was untouched by Islam at 

the time! When he said “Let there be no 

compulsion in religion, truth stands out from 

error”, was he speaking in favor of identity 

politics, or was he insinuating that faith with 

doubt is optimism and faith without doubt is 

nihilism. 

The point of studying comparative religion is 

similar to the the point of all education, 

namely to appreciate di!erent points of view, 

go further than an axiomatic understanding of 

the world you inhabit, look at the world 

through the perspective of di!erence rather 

than identity. These are noble ideas and today, 

more than ever before, they demand our 

convictions. 

According to Lucman, encouraging diversity of 

thought and sentiment is “moral genocide”. He 
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is woefully ignorant of history's abiding lesson 

for us all: genocide is committed by those who 

are unable to appreciate the views and 

sentiments of other human beings. In other 

words: by people like him. 

Lack of diversity a!ects inter-personal 

relationships as well. I do not know the details, 

but rumors suggest that a “girl's honor" was 

the reason for which Murtaza took part in this 

fight. His family denies this claim, perhaps 

because it is a taboo to mention such things 

about those who have passed away. 

I personally find 'honor' to be an excuse that 

boys often use to get into fights. A fight is 

often a primitive mating dance, a contest 

through which a girl is wooed. The more 

awkward you feel around this girl, the more 

vicious the fight will have to be. 

Murtaza and I often spoke about whether co-

education was better than same-sex schools. 

He, like many other teenagers, did not like 

being socially neglected and sought validation 

from his peers. Like most teenagers, he was 

made to feel guilty for the desires he was 

developing for the opposite gender–desires 

which tended to be innocent and benign when 

he spoke to me in confidence, and sleazy 

when he wanted to show o! his social 

prowess in front of other boys. 

This is what I find peculiar about group 

psychology: in terms of personal experience, 

children reach certain moral conclusions that 

are very di!erent from those conceptualized 

on a social level. Their private conclusions are 

never fully reconciled with the social theories 

their elders posit. They might respect a girl in 

private, but socially they are meant to repress 

sent imenta l i ty and adhere to sex is t 

expectations, in which society supports them. 

This conflict is at the heart of their traumatic 

growth.

When we look at co-educational institutions, 

we see strange rules at play. Boys and girls 

cannot sit together, their friendships are 

frowned upon, and they are not permitted to 

fall in love. As if in love they are bound to lose 

respect for each other. Moreover, the teacher 

can not engage them in a meaningful 

discussion about sexism without disturbing the 

religious and cultural status quo that frames 

love outside marriage as an immoral 

perversion between two sleazy commitment-

phobes. Paperwork is considered very 

romantic in our way of life. 

Why is it unfathomable that two young people 

should be able to find respect for each other 

within the transient form of teenage love? And 

how can we be sure that our boys develop a 

healthy respect for the opposite sex if we do 

not instill it in them during those initial, 

formative phases where they experience the 

first bouts of unhinged passion? If we maintain 

a deafening silence over the question of love, 

in a way, we endorse hate. And, if that is the 

case, are we not turning them into extremists? 

The only di!erence between a prestigious 

private school, and a madrassa is that private 

schools are producing a di!erent class of 

extremists.

Teaching, if you take it seriously, is an odd but 

character-building job. Most mornings, I enter 

a room full of 30-odd kids who have made it 
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their life's purpose to annihilate me. The 

impact of my contributions is never clear, 

because immediate validation is a rare miracle 

in my line of work. I rely solely on my faith in 

the future, hoping that one day these students 

will utilize my experiences and conclusions to 

enhance their own experiences. That, one day 

something will click in their minds; that one 

day they will embolden the collective 

experience of humanity. But with Murtaza's 

heartless murder, I am left with one mind less, 

one world less. If we adhere to the mantra of 

'the children are our future', then Murtaza's 

death is an attack our collective faith in the 

future. 

Be it Malala, the victims of the Peshawar 

massacre, or Murtaza: the only way to honor 

our students is by protecting our faith in their 

potential to co-exist in the midst of intellectual 

di!erences. If we wish to nurture this vision, 

we must pick up the pen, and stab the system 

that produces their assailants. 

Farhad Mirza is a writer, journalist and 
educator. He is a regular contributor to various 

publications in Pakistan, Europe and the Middle 
East.
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi | From: Adrift 2015
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M a j e d  A k h t e r
Infrastructures of Colonialism & Resistance

In April, 2015, during a visit to 

Pakistan, the Chinese President Xi Jinping’s 

promised a $46 billion dollar investment 

package. The breathtaking amount is to be 

invested in Pakistan’s eroding infrastructure, 

including transport, communication, and power 

generation and distribution projects. The sheer 

scale of the projects, collectively known as the 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), is 

massive: The Chinese commitment is greater 

than the total investment from all sources 

combined coming into Pakistan over the past 

decade. The timing of the announcement is 

also important: The Pakistani economy is in a 

shambles, in no small part due to insu#cient 

infrastructure to support economic production. 

Artist: Madiha Hyder “Three little Birds”
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One section of the project involves building 

3,000 kilometers of roads and rails that would 

link Gwadar, a port city in Balochistan, to the 

city of Kashgar in China’s westernmost 

province, Xinjiang. Advocates of this planned 

Chinese-funded bonanza in infrastructural 

investment argue that the plan means 

development for the impoverished province of 

Balochistan: roads and rails on which to travel 

and move goods, power plants to light up 

houses and factories, and a magnificent port 

to plug the region into circuits of global 

commerce. What’s not to like? On the surface, 

the Chinese commitment is therefore to be 

welcomed. It is, after all, a project for 

Pakistan’s national development.

Or is it? Provincial assemblies in Pakistan have 

started raising objections concerning the 

route, transparency, and overall wisdom of the 

CPEC. Baloch rights activists and politicians 

have been particularly concerned about the 

CPEC. Many Baloch activists and intellectuals 

have long been opposed to development 

projects implemented in Balochistan by the 

central Pakistani state–let alone those funded 

by Chinese capital. Resistance to this type of 

development has been expressed through 

extreme violence: For example, on April 20 

this year non-Baloch laborers were massacred, 

presumably by ethno-nationalist militants, for 

constructing an army-backed dam near Turbat. 

Indeed, armed Baloch resistance to the 

activities of the central Pakistani state has 

come and gone in waves since 1948, when 

militants actively resisted the incorporation of 

the Khanate of Kalat into Pakistan. The latest 

wave of violent resistance has been ongoing 

for the past decade, in the form of a battle 

between Baloch militants and rights activists, 

and the security forces aiming to suppress 

them.

  Why would anyone, and particularly 

the poorest among us, turn their backs on 

growth and development?

The standard answer is that a backward and 

reactionary minority is holding the region back 

from its tryst with development. Although such 

a mindset is probably shared by many in the 

armed forces (and perhaps even amongst the 

urban middle-classes in Punjab and Sindh 

more generally), it is particularly visible in the 

words of former Chief of Army Sta! and 

military ruler, Pervez Musharraf. Presumably, 

as part of his bemusing attempt to participate 

in Pakistani politics as a civilian, in March of 

2012 Musharraf wrote a two-part op-ed in 

The News titled “Understanding Balochistan.” 

The article is a reaction primarily to 

accusations of human rights violations by 

Pakistani forces in Balochistan during and after 

his tenure.

Musharraf argues that the Baloch rights 

movement has, among other activities, 

“undertake[n] terrorist activity to disrupt/

damage national infrastructure” and has thus 

“openly [challenged] the writ of the 

government.” This type of challenge “is 

intolerable for any state and needs to be dealt 

with[, with] an iron hand.” “The question that 

arises,” Musharraf continues, is: “who are 



Summer 2015                                                                                                Tanqeed                                                                                                                       81  

these militants opposing Pakistan and 

engaging in separatism?” His answer is that 

there are “vicious, unforgiving, and decadent” 

tribal leaders, or sardars, that “believe in 

keeping their tribes backward and under 

subjugation.” He concedes that “there is no 

doubt that Balochistan is the most backward 

and most deprived province of Pakistan.” But 

the fundamental explanation for this state of 

unde rdeve lopment i s “un fo r tuna te l y 

[because]  the sardars themselves did not 

favor development in their areas.” Moreover, 

these sardars “planted and gradually 

nourished” an “anti-Pakistan, anti-army” 

attitude amongst the broader population. In 

other words, the source of Balochistan’s 

troubles can be found within its own borders. 

The well-documented and troubled political 

history of Pakistan-Baloch relations, and 

indeed center-province relations more broadly, 

is apparently not of historical or analytical 

importance.

Spatial, or place-based, relations are key to 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 

underdevelopment. Analysis cannot be 

reduced to the language of time–where all we 

discuss is how “advanced” or “backward” one 

part of the country is compared to another. It 

must also include the language of place, which 

acknowledges how regions are locked in 

relations of dependence–or even domination. 

Thus under-development is not a historical 

stage that comes before development. 

Instead, under-development in one region is 

the necessary flip-side of development in 

another region. The rhetoric of “advanced” and 

“backward” reproduces dangerous narratives 

about those who resist authoritarian 

development. By sticking only to the language 

of advanced and backward, resisting the state 

comes to be dismissed as simply ignorant (or 

worse, malicious.) To do this is unfair and 

undemocratic, because it justifies oppression 

and domination in the near-term, continually 

deferring emancipation and equality to the 

long-term. Progressives need another way to 

think and speak about development, nation-

building, and infrastructure.  

    The thoughts of Frantz Fanon, a 

militant revolutionary and psychologist who 

died in 1961, provides more fertile analytical 

tools to develop an analysis of the CPEC, and 

by extension the politics of Balochistan within 

Pak is tan . L ike the Ba loch res i s t ing 

authoritarian development, Fanon identifies a 

“colonizer" and a "colonized" relationship. In 

Fanon’s time, the colonizer was France in 

Algeria. In our time, and in our case, the 

colonizer is the central Pakistani state in 

Balochistan. In Pakistan, the role of the 

colonizer is played by domestic military, 

bureaucratic, and industrial elites (primarily but 

not exclusively from Punjab) that collaborate 

with foreign elites and sacrifice the nation’s 

best interest in favor of the narrow interests of 

their own family and class.

Fanon argued that the social-scientific and 

political categories–like ‘modernity’ and 

'development’– simply do not work when 

trying to understand the actions of colonized 

peoples in colonized spaces. This is especially 

true when we speak of the attitude of the 
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colonized towards a colonizers’ attempts to 

develop or modernize its colonized spaces 

through technology. Technological impositions 

from the colonizer are rejected, often violently, 

by the colonized. This is true even when 

technological ‘gifts' may appear to be 

universally beneficial, such as in the case of 

vaccines or dams. The colonized cannot 

disassociate the technological artifact from the 

culture and agenda of the colonizer.

Thus, the resistance against dams in 

Balochistan is not a rejection of modernity. It 

is, first and foremost, a rejection of the 

colonizer’s version of modernity. For the 

colonized, the colonizer’s version of modernity 

cannot be separated from the will to 

subordinate the colonized. The question, 

actually, is not why politically and intellectually 

active Baloch reject the development of the 

colonizer. The question, instead, is why nearly 

70 years after the end of the British Empire, 

Pakistan continues to act like a colonizing 

power within its own borders.

    Pakistan has failed to develop a 

compelling nationalist project. Instead, it relies 

on coercion. This translates into its 

development policies: It must implement them 

without democratic debate, through  brute 

military force. Ethno-nationalist militancy is a 

structural consequence of a political failure to 

address the issues thrown up by uneven 

geographic development, and the domination 

of a technocratic military-administrative caste.

To move away from the current state of a!airs, 

it is necessary to articulate an emancipatory 

national project. Such a cohesive national 

project, which commands the loyalty of a wide 

spectrum of the population, is what the Italian 

communist Antonio Gramsci called hegemony. 

In contrast to domination, which relies on 

coercion and force, hegemony is mobilized 

through cultural leadership and the articulation 

of a moral vision. Gramsci, reflecting on the 

political history of his country, bitterly criticized 

Italian politicians and intellectuals for failing to 

articulate what he called a “national-popular” 

vision of Italy. Namely, an Italy that politically 

bridged the divide between city and country, 

or developed and relatively underdeveloped 

regions.

The heart-breaking story of the Pakistani 

national project is that this type of vision has 

never been articulated in a way that is 

compelling to the vast majority of the 

population, especially non-Punjabis. Instead, 

leaders and intellectuals of the central state 

continue to articulate an impoverished vision 

of the Pakistani nation. One that is based on a 

hatred of India, the cultivation of a patriarchy, 

the mistrust of social minorities, and the 

subordination of domestic development goals 

to the chauvinistic and militarized agenda of 

‘security.’ This weak national vision is 

compelling primarily to a subset of people who 

live in the developed heartland of Pakistan, i.e. 

a ribbon of territory around the Indus Rivers as 

it crosses through Punjab. 

Today, this weak o#cial nationalism is 

challenged from all sides. Most press goes to 

cover just one version of this on-going 
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challenge, namely the one that comes from 

right-wing fundamentalists who clothe their 

reactionary views in the garb of Islam. These 

Islamists identify Islam as the national project 

that will integrate those living within the 

border of the Pakistani state.

But there is a di!erent sort of integrationist 

nationalism emerging, one that holds the 

potential to become truly national-popular in 

the Gramscian sense: in the form of a 

solidarity between people who reside in the 

colonial heartland–places like central Punjab 

and Karachi–with people who reside in 

colonized spaces, especially Balochistan. This 

emerging national-popular solidarity was at 

display when Sabeen Mahmud hosted a 

debate about the Pakistani state’s colonial 

occupation in Balochistan. That is why she 

was seen as a threat, despite the marginal 

political position she inhabited. This emerging 

national-popular solidarity is so powerful that 

the violent apparatus of repression rapidly 

swings into play even when words of solidarity 

are whispered in low-profile settings like 

Mahmud’s The Second Floor (T2F). When 

young Lahoris and Karachiites start to 

empathize with the Baloch-as-colonized, they 

will start to ask questions that make the 

corrupt and visionless elite uncomfortable. The 

interbred coterie of industrialists, financiers, 

generals, bureaucrats, and landlords, who 

have looted the country for three quarters of a 

century, must be forced to face the questions 

that are raised by the politics of national-

popular solidarity.

    

    Musharraf ended his 2012 op-ed by 

defending his tenure in power as one of the 

most beneficial for Balochistan. He lists 

infrastructural achievements to back up his 

claim: the port at Gwadar, roads, dams, canals, 

mining operations, and pipelines for natural 

gas. The case for the CPEC can be made in 

similar terms–the more structures of networks 

of concrete and iron that are built, the better.

What Musharraf and colonial approaches to 

national infrastructure more broadly fail to 

understand is that what looks like ‘national 

infrastructure' from the perspective of the 

economic and political core is often justifiably 

perceived as ‘colonial infrastructure' from the 

p e r s pe c t i v e o f t h o s e e xpe r i e n c i n g 

underdevelopment. Musharraf’s catch-phrase, 

with which he sells himself to chauvinist 

nationalists in the core regions of central 

Punjab and Karachi must sound extraordinarily 

hollow and arrogant in the periphery. “Pakistan 

first!” Musharraf exclaims. The critical response 

must be quick: Which Pakistan? Whose 

Pakistan?

Having the courage to ask these questions, 

and seek political answers, results in a very 

di!erent take on the CPEC question. First and 

foremost, such questions explicitly turn 

Musharraf’s policy on its head. Rather than say 

“Pakistan first”, it says: “Balochistan first.” It 

pushes for a policy shift on the question of 

infrastructural investment. The emerging 

national-popular project demands that Baloch 

people, and their democratically elected 

representatives, should be receiving the lion’s 
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share of the economic benefits that flow from 

economic investment. It also means a 

guarantee to substantially decentralize political 

power and cultural autonomy. Last, but 

certainly not least, an emancipatory national 

project also addresses power structures within 

Balochistan, by calling for a dramatic 

redistribution of status, wealth, and power 

within Baloch society, as well as in the very 

electoral structures of Pakistan, so that the 

process of elite capture is not replicated within 

Balochistan at a smaller scale.

A national-popular political project rallies 

against colonial infrastructures like the CPEC, 

and for anti-colonial spaces like Mahmud’s 

T2F. The thickening and proliferation of this 

type of political infrastructure, and the 

continued resistance to infrastructural projects 

like the CPEC, could enable the construction of 

a critical solidarity across the divide of 

Pakistani core and periphery. That type of 

radical solidarity is a prerequisite to making 

physical infrastructures like the CPEC–along 

with broader political, social, cultural and 

economic structures–serve the ends of 

emancipatory and truly national, not colonial, 

development. 

Majed Akhter is an Assistant Professor of 
Geography at Indiana University-Bloomington.
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W a q a s  H .  B u t t
S h e r  A l i  K h a n

Paved with Intentions

Forty-six 
billion dollars —That is how much China has 

planned to invest in Pakistan. The majority of 

this money, a gigantic $33 billion, will go into 

energy projects, and the remaining will be 

spent on transportation and communication 

infrastructures.

Artist: Madiha Hyder “Three little Birds”

The China-Pakistan Corridor may cement unequal relationships.
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The China Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) 

is being heralded as a game-changer, in part 

due to the sheer scale and the type of 

investment. No longer will the state depend 

primarily upon aid or loans, as it has been in 

the past. Instead, the CPEC will generate 

tangible economic growth through Chinese 

investment in its infrastructure. This is 

supposed to address the immediate hurdles to 

Pakistan’s national development and growth: 

an intractable energy cr is is, lack of 

infrastructure, and insecurity.

The term “game-changer,” which has served 

as a soliloquy in the upbeat conclusions of 

over a dozen op-eds, is meant to appease any 

apprehensions one may have surrounding the 

question of national development and, more 

importantly, the CPEC. Mainstream political 

parties deploy the term to imply an underlying 

nationalist consensus: unequivocal support for 

China, the good imperialist (as compared to 

the United States, the bad imperialist), is 

necessary for Pakistan to become ‘modern’ 

and 'developed’ and, more importantly, to 

ensure its role as a subservient power in 

regional and global a!airs.

Repositioning Pakistan and China

Implications of the sub-prime mortgage crisis 

that began in the United States in 2008 set 

o! a rippling chain of events globally. Less 

than a year after the crisis became evident, 

China’s growth began to stagnate. As a 

response, the Chinese government began 

increasing liquidity in the form of credit in the 

corporate sector and in the economy more 

broadly. With large surpluses and the slowing 

of export-orientated manufacturing, potential 

for unrest and unemployment was palpable. 

David Harvey characterizes China's plan to 

start spending on infrastructure projects, such 

as highways, airports and other city-based 

development, as a “full-blooded Keynesian” 

response.

Rather than heeding advice of the U.S. to 

liberalize and introduce financial reforms in 

their markets, China is creating alternatives. 

One strategy being implemented involves 

reinvesting surplus capital in developing 

countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America. The 

Chinese-inaugurated Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) is framed as an 

alternative to other global financial institutions 

such as the World Bank and International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) — both of which have 

long and fraught histories with infrastructural 

development based on publ ic-pr ivate 

partnerships.

A prevailing view presents these events as 

indicative of a realignment away from the 

Washington Consensus and toward an 

emerging global economic order in which 

China is ascendant. The policy of China is 

simple: keep capital in motion to reinvest 

sitting surplus. This situation is strikingly 

similar to the post-World War II climate, when 

the U.S., the main source of surplus capital at 

the time, invested in other countries, especially 

Germany and Japan.

China is looking to forge new markets and 

spaces in which its capital can move and 

multiply. In Pakistan, these circumstances are 

seen by some as a unique convergence of 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/nake-m-kamrany/chinas-rise-to-global-eco_b_6544924.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/nake-m-kamrany/chinas-rise-to-global-eco_b_6544924.html
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interests and ideas. Shahid Javed Burki, a long-

standing ideologue for free-market economics, 

took particular interest in these developments, 

which he elucidates in a series of articles in 

the Express Tribune articulate a vision of 

Pakistan as a free-trade state. Burki argues 

that a fundamental di!erence exists between 

Western interventions, in which capital is 

directed toward the government in the form of 

aid and loans, and Chinese involvement, in 

which the central government seeks to work 

with the private sector in making investments. 

Such investments are increasingly taking the 

form of infrastructural development. For 

Pakistan, according to Burki, they o!er a once 

in a lifetime opportunity. He argues, 

“If relations improve with India, Pakistan could 

become a four-way hub for the movement of 

goods and commodities. This development will 

reorient the direction of international trade. For 

decades, Pakistan had defied the ‘gravity 

model of trade’ by concentrating on the 

distant United States, as well as Japan and 

western Europe, as its principle trading 

partners. That will change and with that 

change, there will also 

come a major shift in the 

structure of the country’s 

economy.”

The global economy has 

been restructured in 

such a way that China is 

not only ascendant, but 

is also seeking to invest 

in infrastructure that will 

b o l s t e r g l oba l a nd 

regional trade. The result 

is the flow of oil and gas 

into China and the 

circulation of their goods 

throughout markets in 

Eurasia, the Middle East 

and Southeast Asia. This 

is why the CPEC is framed as an opportunity 

that Pakistan cannot miss.

Desperate to develop

I t a lmost goes wi thout say ing that 

development is deeply intertwined with 

notions of what it means to be modern. 

Development as modernization imagines a 

global hierarchy in which some nations (the 

West) have achieve modernity and others (the 

Rest) are positioned at di!erent stages of 

development. This model of development grew 

out of periods of decolonization throughout 

Africa and Asia, as well as during the Cold 

Though modernization through 
development has been declared 
dead by many academics, its 
promises continue to animate 
political actors, policy agendas, 
governance reform...and social 
movements.
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War. Pakistan’s supposed decade of 

development unfolded in direct consultation 

with economic advisers from the U.S.. As a 

result, foreign loans quickly started flowing in. 

More significant than the actual success or 

failure of these initiatives is the aspiration to 

develop, and thus participate in global 

modernity.

Though development-as-modernization has 

been pronounced dead by many academics, 

its promises continue to animate political 

actors, policy agendas, governance reform, 

public health interventions and social 

movements. One sees these aspirations in the 

nostalgia and sense of hope that colors most 

accounts of Pakistan’s position following 

independence. Pakistan was an emerging 

economy representing a model and providing 

expertise to other developing countries allied 

with America, such as South Korea and 

Singapore.  We are now faced with the reality 

that South Korea and Singapore have 

achieved that sought after modernity, while 

Pak istan fumbles c lumsi ly f rom one 

development scheme to another.

The popular narrative portrays the energy 

crisis as a primary hurdle to Pakistan’s 

development. Setting aside the fact that this 

crisis itself grows out of the privatization of the 

energy sector in the early 1990s, energy-

related projects make up the majority of the 

funds found in the CPEC. Little to no concern 

has been voiced about the impact that these 

project will have on the environment and 

communities in this area. 

The remaining funds will be invested in 

t r a n s p o r t a t i o n a n d c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

infrastructure. Roads, railways, pipelines and 

even fiber optic cables will operate to facilitate 

the movement of oil and gas from the Middle 

East to China via the link between Gwadar and 

Kashgar. The only critical debate on the CPEC 

so far is regarding the benefits for KPK and 

Balochistan, whether the majority of the route 

will pass through these provinces and whether 

they will get their fair share. An All Parties 

Conference settled the route question and 

have assented to the CPEC in its entirety. 

It is obvious that this trade corridor arises out 

of China’s aspirations that are global in reach. 

The critical question is not whether this is 

Chinese imperialism or how is it distinct from 

the American kind, but how Pakistan’s own 

national development has been consciously 

linked with empire. The relationship between 

development and security will move to the fore 

only when this line of questioning starts to be 

asked.

Governing insecurity with development 

Insecurity is viewed as a major hurdle to 

economic development and growth for 

Pakistan. From Balochistan and KPK to 

Karachi, the entire nation is engulfed in 

violence. Take the tone of a recent piece 

about the CPEC by Dawn’s business and 

economy reporter: “Foreign direct investment 

into large infrastructure projects in Pakistan is 

not feasible since no private investor is ready 

to acquire large stakes in this country, given 

its realities.” The message is simple: Pakistan, 

having alienated itself, should be grateful the 
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Chinese are even willing to invest in the 

country’s infrastructure.

The security situation – itself a euphemism to 

describe active insurgency for provincial 

autonomy in Balochistan – is the question that 

hangs over these development projects. The 

army has promised to organize a specially 

trained security force of over 10,000 

personnel to protect Chinese enterprises and 

laborers brought in to work on these projects. 

It is not di#cult to imagine land being 

swallowed up as cantonments all along the 

trade corridor, allowing for the uninterrupted 

flow of oil, gas and goods.

I t should a lso be remembered that 

infrastructure (railways, roads, airports and 

shipping) that enables the movement of 

goods (also known as commerce or trade) is 

intimately bound up with the movement of 

militaries. Military forces must have access to, 

and often control over, the appropriate 

logistical infrastructure in order to move 

supplies, weaponry, vehicles, medicines and 

other items necessary for waging war while 

ensuring security and the peaceful movement 

of goods.

Concerns about security are certainly not 

unique to infrastructural development. Security 

serves as one of the justifications for evicting 

residents of katchi abadis ( informal 

settlements) in Islamabad. In fact, katchi 

abadis have becomes sites of increased 

securitization, especially around the presencec 

of foreign nationals, “aliens” or Afghans. These 

spaces are portrayed as an impediment to 

planned and orderly urban development, and a 

supposed den of crime, terrorism and other 

threatening activities. This trend is not 

particular to Pakistan, as other parts of the 

wor ld, such as Lat in Amer ica, have 

experienced securitization alongside urban 

development.

Increased securit ization is not being 

recognized as a critical aspect of the CPEC, 

development or infrastructure. Since the 

Peshawar attack on an an army-run school in 

December 2014 the army once again 

occupies a protected status in mainstream 

politics. The military's role in the CPEC, not to 

mention the fact that Pakistan purchases 41 

percent of China’s arms exports, are relegated 

to mere passing thoughts deserving no more 

than a cautionary mention.

Opposing development

The kind of development proposed by the 

CPEC, and regularly adopted by the Pakistani 

state, was born out of an anti-democratic 

impulse to entrench state elites. This 

continues today through neo-liberal policies 

handing public functions of the state over to 

private entities, and modelling other domains 

of social and political life on a narrow 

conception of economic rationality. The 

Pakistan Muslim League (N) excels in this 

regard, making life for the masses increasingly 

precarious, and pushing an aggressive 

development agenda that benefits particular 

classes. 

In an odd way, the spectre of Zulfiqar Ali 

Bhutto has been hanging over Pakistan’s 

development over the past 40 years. Bhutto 
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pursued an aggressive nationalization and land 

reform agenda that would ultimately alienate a 

range of e l i tes , inc lud ing landlords, 

industrialists and bureaucratic-military o#cers 

– all of whom were deprived of privileges and 

rents. These elites became fearful and 

insecure as they came under attack by the 

change in Pakistan’s development trajectory.

Despite Bhutto’s many shortcomings, the 

most obvious of which involved his decisions 

regarding Bangladesh and Balochistan, it is Zia 

ul-Haq who is notorious for returning the 

economy to its dependence on foreign, mostly 

A m e r i c a n , c a p i t a l . T h e s e e ! o r t s 

institutionalized the framework for neoliberal 

development and trade liberalization. This 

development agenda was accompanied by a 

complete thwarting of opposition to the 

regime and its policies: a weakening of unions 

and the rise of contract labor, the changing 

climate of universities, and other oppressive 

strategies. These e!orts cleared the ground for 

the rise of the current model of development. 

This process facilitated an ideological shift that 

framed it as poisonous to think about 

economic justice or social equality, so much so 

that the Pakistan People’s Party disowned the 

economic legacy of its founder. The insistence 

of dominant classes on not being alienated 

with the growth of the logic of neoliberalism 

sol idified Pakistan's inheritance of a 

development paradigm unconcerned with 

poverty, inequality and social welfare. 

One need only look to anti-eviction struggles 

waged by residents of katchi abadis or state 

workers under threat of privatization to discern 

the possible lineaments of an alternative to 

this development paradigm. As members of 

civil society make their claims based on an 

array of concerns, for their livelihoods, the 

environment and a sense of nostalgia for a 

place, they are actively struggling against 

development in its many forms pursued 

throughout urban Punjab, including overpass 

construction, road extension and destruction 

of natural spaces. The tragedy that unfolded in 

the recent heatwave in Karachi is one example 

illustrating how the intertwining processes of 

environmental change, urban degradation and 

a model of development that continues to 

exclude people is becoming increasingly 

di#cult to ignore in the urban landscape, 

particularly as rising temperatures are 

exacerbated by the urban heat island e!ect 

produced by green spaces being replaced by 

concrete structures. 

The question at hand is not whether one 

should oppose overpass construction and road 

extension or support tree-planting in these 

contexts — of course one should. Rather, it 

asks how urban space and infrastructure can 

be transformed to make Pakistani cities more 

liveable for all residents. This would clearly 

require a di!erent kind of political opposition. 

Mainstream political parties are driven 

primarily by the nature of party politics when 

they address development. Any concerns 

regarding the current development paradigm 

remain surface level critiques. For instance, 

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf pointed to the cost 

and subsidization of theBus Rapid Transit 

Proejct as an attack on the PML(N)’s focus on 

infrastructure development. As an alternative, 

PTI argued that the funds could have been 
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used to shore up the dismal healthcare and 

education sector. However, foregrounding 

financial concerns (the 'money should be 

spent elsewhere' narrative) obscures, once 

again, a genuine issue facing urban Pakistan, 

specifically a!ordable and sustainable public 

transportation. Moreover, the deterioration of 

health and education is not because of 

investment in infrastructure but a combination 

of state policies (lack of funding allocation and 

support) and the growth of the private sector. 

Ultimately, none of these critiques address the 

exc l us i ona r y na tu re o f t he cu r r en t 

development paradigm. 

These moments of opposition highlight an 

unresolved tension within this development 

paradigm. In the case of the CPEC, many of 

the main political actors are responding in a 

similar way: after a few weeks of routine 

opposition, they have quickly moved on to the 

more pressing concern of national interest. As 

a result, questions were constrained to 

whether the various stakeholders would get a 

cut of the pie, rather than regarding the 

broader implications of the development itself. 

Fear of being accused of opposing the 

national interest and a desperate need to find 

a new imperial patron for the future of 

Pakistan prevented this line of questioning 

from emerging. What was being debated was 

never an alternative to development, rather it 

was how to ensure the status quo marches 

on. 

Waqas H. Butt is an anthropologist interested 
in labor, development, and urban infrastructure in 

Lahore. 

Sher Ali Khan is a member of the Tanqeed 
family and a journalist who has written for 

several leading publications in Pakistan.
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi | From: Adrift 2015
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S a m a n  T a r i q  M a l i k

Artist: Madiha Hyder “Three little Birds”

Karachi on 
Canvas

R E V I E W
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Art Review: Madiha Hyder’s “Mad World”

"Now there is almost nowhere 
on the planet we are able to 
go to escape from it. It is 
there waiting for us in the 
early hours when we wake up 
from a disturbed sleep; it 
follows us on board planes 
making its way between 
continents; it is waiting to 
hijack our attention during 
children's bedtime. The hum 
and rush of the news have 
seeped into our deepest 
selves." -  quoted by Madiha 
Hyder from Alain de Botton’s 
The News: A User’s Manual

The world of news 

encompasses an integral part of our lives. 

How we perceive a particular moment and 

most of all how we perceive ourselves in that 

moment is inextricably linked to, if not dictated 

by the media – with the newspaper being 

among the most common medium of 

consumption. In her series entitled “Mad 

World”, artist Madiha Hyder explores this link 

between the media and the construction of 

the self and the world.  

Hyder channels the encompassing nature of 

the news to think about how a violence-ridden 

media engulfs and overshadows the lives of 

the inhabitants of Karachi through an 

overdose of information about the city’s grim 

events. Talking about the processes that have 

shaped her series in an interview with 

Tanqeed she says: “The newspaper has been 

a part of my morning ritual for the longest 

time. I had always been able to process the 

reportage wi th a cer ta in degree of 

nonchalance, but then there came a point 

when the overload of distressing news started 

bothering me, stirring impulses of rage, 

despondency, fatigue, panic, ennui; eventually 

stimulating a yearning for escape. ‘Mad World’ 

was a result of all these emotions I was 

feeling.”

Hyder graduated from the Indus Valley School 

of Art and Architecture in 2006 where she 

today teaches art–conducting art workshops 

and continuing painting.  Her installation is 

reactive, a response to the socio-political 

reality of Karachi. Her anxieties about the city 

she grew up in, the place that she calls home 

is embedded in the deepest layers of the 

canvas she paints. It is her receptiveness to 

news-casting and the violence it speaks of that 

transforms her paintings into a hard-hitting 

exhibit, where she not only o!ers a political 

commentary on Karachi , but a lso a 

personalized depiction of herself as both 

consumer and victim of an urban culture of 

violence and terrorism.

“Mad World” was first exhibited in Karachi’s 

Poppy Seed Art Gallery and was a huge public 

success. It was the first time Hyder had used 
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newspaper text in a digital form. Since then 

she has experimented with this technique in 

her other series: “Perfect Crime” and “Look At 

Me, Looking At You”. Both series reflect the 

evolving nature of the theme of violence in her 

art. The notion of madness taken from “Mad 

World”, however remains constant, becoming 

a metaphor for a “social order gone awry.”

“Perfect Crime-Prepare” to “Perfect 
Crime-Execute”

In a painting titled “Perfect Crime-Prepare”, 

Hyder invites the viewer to gaze upon a 

background that resembles a wall half-covered 

by digitized newspaper cuttings with headlines 

of the everyday violence and crime in the city 

of Karachi. On top of this surface there is an 

oil-painted figure of a girl pasting newspaper 

pieces onto the wall as if they were posters. 

Looking at the canvas, one’s eye is 

immediately drawn towards the sprawling bold 

captions and what they reveal? “MQM man 

shot dead, two others wounded”. “Honor 

killings”. “Lawyers protest against colleague’s 

murder”. “Petrol Pump cashier shot dead in 

Liaqatabad”. And so on. Stories of incidents on 

who was kidnapped, who was shot, and who 

was murdered.

In the next painting, the same image is 

transformed into a shocking depiction of a girl 

in an act of vandalism, splashing the now, 

fully-enveloped wall of haphazardly arranged 

newspaper captions with a bucket of red paint. 

The red color trickles down the wall making it 

look more horrifying than the content it 

addresses. Hyder names this piece, “Perfect 

Crime-Execute”.

Whether the painting represents an outpour of 

the artist’s frustration or whether it is a sign of 

active protest it is up to the viewer to decide. 

The message, however, is very clear: With her 

deft strokes of red paint, Hyder responds to 

the madness and v io lence that she 

experiences in her city, and tells her story of 

how it e!ects her world. The red blotches of 

paint are not striking simply because they 

appear on a black and white surface, but 

because red is a visual metaphor for blood. It 

is her way of showing that her city bleeds.

“Images of acts of destruction and reports of 

impending doom overwhelm me daily but as 

an artist I process the overload of information 

through acts of subversion, or rather simulated 

acts of subversion. I find myself drawn to 

surreptitious, nefarious thoughts of cutting, 

mutilating, vandalizing and defacing in order to 

strike back and speak out. My representation 

of subversive action thus becomes my safety 

valve, my device for release,” says Hyder.

Certainly, “Perfect Crime” is bold and 

aggressive in nature. There is an obvious claim 

of resistance. It is also more in the vein of 

documentation whereas the initial “Mad World” 

paintings deal with the artist’s own emotions.  

This is not to say that “Mad World” is not 

forceful; here, in fact, the madness outside is 

internalized.

The banality of violence

The fragments of newspapers that Hyder uses 

do not convey anything new. At a time and in 

a place where the narrative of violence is a 

familiar one, there is nothing immediately 

R E V I E W
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novel about the experience she portrays. We 

all see it unfold before our eyes, we hear 

about it, and we read about it in the 

newspapers. A suicide bomber explodes 

himself somewhere in the city and we hear the 

evening news reporting how many people died 

and live, and from the scene of the crime. We 

read about the funerals in the city in the 

morning newspaper, the very next day. A 

sense of sorrow and helplessness penetrates 

us, but then we simply turn the page, and 

move on. The repetitiveness of violence 

numbs us. So much so that the innumerable 

deaths in Karachi evoke no stir and no 

emotion. 

For Hyder, tragedy is not something that 

happens to someone else. It is something that 

happens to us. It is something that happens to 

her too. That is why she finds it discomforting 

that we accept it as our fate.

In a g raph i te and 

charcoal sketch that is 

part of her “Mad World” 

series, she has drawn a 

self-portrait, reclining, 

blowing a crumpled 

newspaper like a piece 

of used tissue paper. It 

is a portrayal of how 

by-the-way this culture 

o f v i o l e n c e h a s 

become. It is as if it 

exudes a ‘presence-

absence’ in our lives. 

Hyder is aware about 

the ordinariness of this 

n e w s , b u t b y 

magn i f y i n g i t s he 

suggests that it should 

not be so ordinary, 

after all.

As an artist, she not 

o n l y p r e s e n t s a n 

aesthetic portrayal of 

what reality is from her 

point of view, she speaks to her audience from 

the vantage point of an observer, mediator, 

commentator and even provocateur. This 

dialectic relationship is what allows her art to 
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transcend beyond the personal. She makes 

the viewer realize that what she paints is not 

just important to her; it is a matter of collective 

concern. She questions the banality of 

violence and makes us question it too.

Consuming violence

In "Pictures on My Wall” from her series “Look 

At Me, Looking At You", Hyder complicates her 

work by depicting how the world of news and 

the violence in her city has invaded her private 

space. Even the picture frames on her wall 

carry images of the news about the gruesome 

events in the city. In a similar painting from 

“Mad World”, the viewer encounters her sitting 

in the centre of a circular arrangement of 

newspaper cuttings staring back with an 

expression that seems to ask “where do I go?” 

or perhaps, “is there another way I can think 

about my city?”

It is a question that forces her viewer to ask of 

themselves the very same question. Rather 

than showing 

actual images 

of v io lence, 

t h r ough an 

omnipresence 

of newspaper 

c l ipp ings in 

her work, she 

forces us to 

imagine the 

same. One is 

meant to read 

t h e 

n e w s p a p e r 

capt ions as 

a l m o s t 

another act of 

reading about 

Karachi. In her 

series, the city 

is not only a 

v i s u a l 

c omponen t , 

but also textual construction. Each newspaper 

headline conjures an image that harrows us 

with fear. It turns into a spectacle before our 

eyes. We read about incidents that happened 

in the past, and are forced to confront our 

present situation only to realize that is no 

di!erent. In fact, much worse. 

R E V I E W
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"Mad World" is an introspective world where 

one is not just looking outward to the violence 

around and in the news, but also inward, into 

how that violence penetrates the self. Talking 

about the title, Hyder asserts: “We truly do live 

in a mad world! But there is also a personal 

implication; I am referred to as ‘Mads’ by 

those close to me, and since the work is a 

reflection of my 

e m o t i o n s , I 

t h o u g h t i t 

perfect!”

To such an end, 

h e r s e r i e s 

betrays a self-

journey, in that 

she presents 

herself in the 

act of going 

mad. The strain 

u pon h e r i s 

evident as she 

portrays herself 

in moments of 

vu l ne rab i l i t y , 

irritation, anger 

and even fear. In one painting the viewer looks 

at her tied up by newspapers in a fit of agony 

and despair. Her art is not just political but 

also psychological, as she herself remarks: 

“For me, sources of news have taken on the 

role of informer, educator, protector, and 

paradoxically, destroyer of peace of mind.”

In “Mad World”, news and narrative are not 

two separate concepts but rather they become 

synonymous to one another. Hyder suggests 

that she is not outside of the news that tells 

her about the violence in her city. She is part 

of that news and it is her story. She is not just 

a recipient of a violence oriented news culture 

but also a psychological victim of it. In many 

ways then, in her series, the ongoing violence, 

comes to define the individual self as well.

“Mad World” bears testimony to the changes 

that have swept the contemporary art sphere, 

where in the wake of a rising trend in political 

art, artists have begun to address pertinent 

issues of their time, violence being a popular 

subject matter.

“Apart from the fact that violence has amplified 

ten-folds over the years in Karachi and we are 

being subjected to deal with it face-to-face on 

a daily basis, the media plays a significant role 

on the type of work being generated by artists 
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today. The constant and ceaseless coverage of 

social, political, domestic and economic 

injustice on TV, newspapers and the internet 

have raised a greater awareness amongst 

people like never before,” says Hyder. 

Her work falls in the locus of representational 

art. She emphasizes heavily on the form of the 

work itself. The subject matter of violence is 

filtered through her gaze. But, ultimately her 

emotions become representative of what 

everyone else is experiencing, which in turn 

expands the scope of her art as it speaks 

about the human condition in such turbulent 

times in Karachi.

What makes "Mad World" so appealing 

however is that it breaks away from an 

objective narrative of violence. The strength of 

her work comes not only from being 

unflinching in its stark portrayal of Karachi 

violence, but in attempting to comprehend it in 

a nuanced, real ist ic 

manne r by pu t t i ng 

herself in the centre of 

the narrative itself. The 

world that Hyder creates 

is deeply personal, a 

depiction of what she 

sees and what she 

reads about. It is a world 

she is concerned for and 

disturbed by at the 

same time. In the midst 

of the chaos that she is 

surrounded by, she 

seeks a moment of 

quietude in her art. She 

longs for peace but 

o!ers no solution. In 

fact, she questions her 

audience: “where is the 

end to this madness?” 

She gives us a reality 

check. She pokes us. 

She knocks at our 

conscience. She evokes 

our emotions. She makes 

us realize that we, too, are trapped in the 

same situation; we, too, are going mad inside 

of ourselves. We, too, cannot bear any longer 
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this ongoing violence. Somewhere then, 

between admiring her artistic acumen and 

realism, one relates to her story in the city 

thinking about how it is not just her reality and 

her story, but also our own. 

Saman Tariq Malik is a student at LUMS, 
pursuing a major in English with a minor in 

History.
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F r a n c e s c a  C h u b b - C o n f e r
Sparks of Vision

“They say that Ghalib’s style is something more.” – Ghalib

“Translating Ghalib is a no-win situation…In all of world literature there can be few 
genres less translator-friendly than the classical Urdu ghazal, and in all classical Urdu 

ghazal there can hardly be a poet more resistant and opaque to translation than 
Ghalib.” – Frances Pritchett

Artist: Madiha Hyder
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There is no auspicious starting point for the 

would-be translator of Mirza Asadullah Khan “Ghalib”, the poet of the 

Urdu lyrical canon, whose verses can be seen printed on 

autorickshaws, heard in Bollywood song lyrics, and quoted in 

everyday conversation. In 1988, the major Indian television network 

Doordarshan aired the biographical serial “Mirza Ghalib,” starring 

Naseeruddin Shah in the title role. Ghalib is often referred to as the 

last great Mughal poet; during his lifetime he witnessed the ascent of 

colonial rule, the failed rebellion of 1857 – which saw Bahadur Shah 

“Zafar,” the last Mughal emperor, deposed and exiled – and the 

consolidation of British imperial power over the Indian subcontinent. 

Ghalib was raised in Agra, but settled in Delhi at a young age; he 

remained in Delhi for the rest of his life, inhabiting with great pride 

the aristocratic, Persianate culture of the late Mughal court. Even as 

he was often dependent on the British administration for his finances, 

Ghalib took the crown to task on not upholding their end of the 

traditional patron-client relationship between sovereigns and poets, 

petitioning Queen Victoria directly with a qasida – a poetic form that’s 

much longer than the ghazal, typically written in praise of a ruler – in 

her honor and a request for a pension (she did not respond). The 

events of 1857 left Delhi devastated, with Ghalib mourning the death 

of family and friends as well as of the literary greatness and cultural 

capital the city had come to symbolize. He reflected on the 

desolation in Dastanbu, a prose account of the rebellion written using 

only words of archaic Persian origin, and in private letters to friends, 

very much aware that he had outlived the very culture he strove to 

exemplify. He died in 1869.

 Aside from his significance to the history and development of Urdu 

poetry, Ghalib and his verse remain deeply intertwined with cultural 

and literary life in India and Pakistan today. Even if, as translators, we 

were to focus solely on the original text in producing a(n English) 

translation, the fact of its publication would nonetheless automatically 

place the text in conversation with numerous earlier translators, the 

most notable of whom are Aijaz Ahmed, Frances Pritchett, Ralph 

Russell, Sarvat Rahman, Yusuf Husain, K. C. Kanda, Annemarie 
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1 I have assigned titles to each ghazal 
based on an interpretation of  their radif. 
“Leaving” comes from the conjugated 
form nikle of  the Urdu verb nikalna, 
which has a rich range of  valences but 
which often translates well with some 
version of  the idea conveyed by the 
English term “leaving”: breath leaving 
the body to mean death, the lover 
leaving the street of  the beloved, leaving 
the house to ensure a letter is written to 
the beloved, leaving the tavern. “If  
Only” refers to the sense of  the radif  of 
the conjugated verb hota, or “would 
have been,” lending a grammatical 
irrealis to the entire ghazal. “Is/Not” 
maps onto the o –an nist (preceded by –
an ast) of  the Persian ghazal, in which 
every statement is immediately 
contradicted, setting up a sequence of  
paradoxes that both speak to the 
illusory nature of  the world 
surrounding the speaker, and also in my 
opinion function as a commentary on 
poetry itself, i.e. “I’m saying that x is y 
in this metaphor, but of  course it really 
isn’t (or is it?)”. “Embrace” is a 
translation of  the radif “dar baghal,” or 
“in the arms/in the embrace” – more 
literal renderings, but not without 
meaning and reference shifts occurring 
throughout the poems. I would also like 
to take this opportunity to thank 
Professor Michael Sells, Professor 
Franklin Lewis and my colleagues in the 
Translation History and Practice course 
at the University of  Chicago, especially 
Elizabeth Sartell, Justin Smolin, and 
Anurag Advani; Professor C. M. Naim 
for his vast expertise and insistence that 
Ghalib is done to death; and Alex 
Higgin-Houser and Professor John 
Wilkinson for considering the 
translations from the point of  view of  
the English-language lyric. 

Schimmel, and Ahmed Ali, although to my knowledge Frances 

Pritchett and Sarvat Rahman are the only ones to have translated 

Ghalib’s Urdu diwan in its entirety. Most of the other extant 

translations are academic articles or monographs with translations 

of verses included in the text as examples, or they are selections 

of a certain number of ghazals or couplets, which can be 

incomplete or misattributed. 

Although relatively unknown outside of the subcontinent, Ghalib’s 

poetry has seen several English renderings; most notably for the 

contemporary American lyric are those included in the 1971 edited 

volume Ghazals of Ghalib, as well as the Ghalib-inspired English 

ghazal sequences “Ghazals: Homage to Ghalib” and “Blue Ghazals” 

by Adrienne Rich (1968). We might say that Ghalib’s verse 

initiated the English ghazal as a poetic form in its own right, 

although its use remains fairly scarce—other than Agha Shahid 

Ali’s 2000 collection Ravishing DisUnities, nothing approaching a 

diwan of English ghazals has emerged, although many poets have 

experimented with the ghazal’s formal limitations and possibilities 

in individual poems.

With the critical and popular attention that Ghalib’s Urdu verse has 

received, it comes as something of a surprise that his Persian 

poetry remains all but unknown. While Urdu constitutes the lion’s 

share of Asadullah’s corpus, he was much prouder of his poetic 

output in Persian. It is well-known that Ghalib wrote in both Urdu 

and Persian, but there are only a handful of critical editions of his 

Persian diwan (his prose works in Persian have fared little better). 

The only English translations that I could find of the Persian 

ghazals of Ghalib were those of Yusuf Husain and Ralph Russell, 

both of which left me very much unsatisfied with their excessively 

antiquated style (Husain, clearly trying to channel Fitzgerald’s 

Omar Khayyam) or clunky prose (Russell; the book also contains 

Urdu translations by Iftikhar Ahmad Adani, who, given how many 

Persian words and expressions are in use in Urdu, admittedly had 

it easier in terms of creating metered and rhymed translations). 

For example, Russell translates verse 1 of “Is/Not”1 as “You 

manifestly steal my heart – and yet not manifestly/You know that I 

suspect you – and that you are not suspect”. Neither volume o!ers 
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a complete translation, either—only selected verses (while the basis 

for selection remains unexplained). Selected Persian verses of Ghalib 

also appear in Annemarie Schimmel’s work, but only as illustrative 

examples interspersed throughout academic prose.

These contrasting linguistic landscapes each had their e!ects on 

which ghazals I chose to translate from Urdu and Persian. I wanted to 

explore the challenge of translating the same author writing in the 

same genre in two di!erent languages, so I set out to translate one 

to two ghazals apiece from Ghalib’s Urdu and Persian collections. At 

first, it seemed to me that the Urdu path would have been cleared of 

thorns by those who came before (the two ghazals I chose, 

“Leaving” and “If Only,” are extremely well-known), and I thought 

that, with the aid of multiple commentaries and interpretations, I 

could improve poetically on the translations that already existed, 

which to my mind were not making use of the full range of poetic 

devices available in English to create a compelling translation that 

could also read well as an English poem. However, I soon became 

tangled up in this overgrowth. In both of these ghazals, as in most of 

the rest of his Urdu and Persian poetry, Ghalib exults in an 

e$orescence of metaphor, paradox, or long strings of izafe 

construction (a grammatical particle carried over into Urdu from 

Persian that links two or more words together in possessive or 

adjectival relationships), and in the next line uses disarmingly, 

deceptively simple language. Many commentators disagree over the 

meanings of lines, or whether there is any meaning intended at all. 

Certainly these qualities of Ghalib’s Urdu verse cannot be 

underestimated, since reciters will relish the sounds of a line, 

repeating it in order to appreciate its aesthetic dimensions without 

necessarily understanding its content. 

This is all simply to say that my approach was to privilege neither 

sound nor sense in translation, but to attempt a balance of the two, 

rooted in my own conviction that Ghalib (or any poet, for that 

matter) was deeply invested in exploring the ways in which how he 

says something a!ects what is said, and of course the other way 

around. Interestingly, I found that most of the existing translations of 

his Urdu ghazals into English by South Asian authors (who were, I 

assume, reasonably familiar with the original text) tended to be 
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excessively literal, sacrificing certain aesthetic possibilities 

presumably in the interest of imparting the meaning over the form, 

whereas the American poets in the Ghazals of Ghalib volume 

present much looser translations that, if pleasant to the ear, often 

radically depart from the original meaning (inasmuch as any of us 

can be said to have understood it). By way of example, here are 

two verses that proved very di#cult for me to translate—the first 

couplet of “Leaving,” and the sixth couplet of “If Only”—in three 

di!erent iterations:

“There are a thousand such desires that 

each would require an entire lifetime;

Many of my wishes have been gratified but 

even those many were too few (fewer than 

I wish were gratified, not enough).” 

 (Aijaz Ahmad)

“Of my thousand cravings, each one a 

career,

many I’ve done, but never enough.” 

     (William Sta"ord)

“Thousands of wishes: all such

that for each one 

I sighed my last breath.

My desires were many -

and yet, so few.” 

(Francesca Chubb-Confer)

“From the vein in the stone would have flown 

such a profusion of blood that it would be 

unstoppable,

If what you think as grief were a spark of fire.”

(Aijaz Ahmad)

“This stone would have pulsed blood all over

if man’s common su!ering had really struck fire.”

(William Sta"ord)
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“If you understand grief as sparks,

a ceaseless burning blood

would drip from the stone's struck vein.” 

 (Francesca Chubb-Confer)

Aijaz Ahmad’s translations are extremely literal, even requiring 

parenthetical explanation in the first example. Sta!ord’s rendering of 

the first couplet of “Leaving” is, I think, reasonable, but the choice of 

“cravings” brings in connotations to the English reader that are simply 

not present in the original Urdu words “khwahish” (wishes, desires) 

and “career” seems an unjustified addition to the phrase “…pah dam 

nikle,” meaning “the breath emerges,” or, idiomatically, to die. 

Sta!ord also does not di!erentiate between the “khwahisheṇ” of the 

first hemistich and the “arman” of the second: arman can have the 

additional meaning of “regret” in addition to “wish” or “desire,” a 

distinction that I also felt forced to paper over in my translation, 

although I like that Ahmad retained the use of wishes vs. desires to 

indicate some degree of di!erence. In the second set of renderings, 

from “If Only,” Sta!ord’s departure from the original meaning is much 

clearer: I am not convinced that Ghalib is speaking universally, but 

rather creatively ri#ng on a metaphorical analogy (heart: rock, blood: 

sparks) to work through the speaker’s own su!ering that the beloved 

has wrought upon him, addressing either the reader (“let me tell you 

how it is”) or the beloved (“let me explain what you’ve done to me”). 

A key di!erence in my translations of the two Urdu and one Persian 

ghazal lies in how I came to select them for translation in the first 

place. Because I made my selections for the Urdu translations based 

purely on what immediately came to mind as the most famous and 

well-loved ghazals of Ghalib, I chose them more for their cultural 

significance rather than for their qualities as poems in and of 

themselves (although that is not to say that they are necessarily 

aesthetically unsatisfying or inferior, merely that I wasn’t thinking 

about unique metaphors or interesting radifs when I picked them). It 

may be that these ghazals do not really lend themselves to 

translation; indeed, perhaps their popularity in the Urdu-speaking 

world hinges on some aspect of their untranslatability. 
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On the contrary, I was largely unfamiliar with Ghalib’s Persian 

poetry, so my selection process for “Is/Not” was simply to page 

through the text of the diwan until I saw a radif (the repeated 

refrain at the end of the each couplet in a ghazal) that jumped 

out at me. I was taken in by the devastating (and deceptive) 

simplicity of the paradoxical –an ast o –an nist refrain, not to 

mention that it was easier to render into a recognizable English 

refrain than the verb formations (-ar hota and –am nikle) of the 

Urdu ghazals. I further appreciated the way in which each 

repeated negating phrase recalls and foreshadows the ones to 

come and provides a formal unity to the poem, which is of course 

present in the ghazal form in both languages but was something I 

couldn’t find myself able to carry over in the Urdu ones. I broke up 

the two-line misras into three-line stanzas, to avoid having over-

long lines and to enable me to highlight near-rhymes, 

enjambment, and the like at the ends of lines. For this ghazal, I 

also made use of extra spacing before the radif to set it apart 

while still maintaining its relationship to the rest of the stanza. 

A few more words before I finally allow my translations to speak 

on their own behalf. While normally I would feel obliged to provide 

a detailed introduction situating Ghalib in his historical and literary 

milieu, as well as to bring attention to the myriad allusions, loaded 

terms, colloquialisms, and instances of wordplay that didn’t make 

the leap into English, ideally the ghazals ought to be able to stand 

on their own as English poems that would require nothing more to 

be added. To this end, I have done my best to incorporate 

strategies that, while never aiming for a complete replication of the 

original rhyme and meter, nonetheless strive for some form of 

rhyme and meter, as well as attention to the sound of it all, which 

is so integral to the ghazals in both Urdu and Persian. Most 

stanzas of all three ghazals contain some form of end-rhyme, 

internal rhyme, rhythmic parallels, and metrical pieces suggesting 

stress patterns, if not conforming precisely to iambic or dactylic 

meters in English. These e!ects, of course, cannot replicate the 

music of any of the ghazals in their original language, but they can 

hopefully contribute to a more developed English translation—

despite all the inherent di#culties, I firmly believe that poetry 

should be translated as poetry. 
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This whole experiment of mine is, of course, itself an answer to the 

question of whether poetry can be translated at all. For Ghalib in 

particular, Frances Pritchett has steadfastly reiterated that “translating 

the ghazals of Ghalib in a serious literary way is a doomed mission in 

any case; it’s basically impossible.” It may be a doomed mission, but, 

to quote another Urdu poet, “the gate of poetry stands open until 

doomsday.” In a line that stuck with me from Ghalib’s Persian diwan, 

he wryly comments that “ay kih dar rah-i sukhan chun to hazar amad 

o raft,” or “a thousand such as you have come and gone on the path 

of poetry.” So: what’s one more?

“Leaving” (Urdu)

  Thousands of wishes: all such

that for each one 

I sighed my last breath.

My desires were many

and yet, so few.

Why would my murderer worry

about my blood on her neck?

Will it stay there—dripping with each breath

from wet eyes, just like this, 

my whole life?

 We’ve all heard about Adam

     leaving paradise.

But when I left your street— 

     now that was disgrace.

  If all those twisting twining curls

would come undone,

cruel one: the confusion, the secret

profusion of your lengths

would tumble out.
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  I should write every letter

she could receive.

Dawn broke. Pen tucked 

behind my ear, I left the house.

  In this age, wine-drinking flows from 

me: that time swung back around

    for Jamshid’s cup to come 

into the world.

  I’d hoped for some justice, some understanding,

    from those who knew woundedness;

but they were worse o! than me,

    even more wounded 

by that cruel sword.

  Living and dying. There’s no di!erence

in love. Breath leaves the body

        when you see that infidel,

but only then, you live.

  Where’s the wine-house door, Ghalib?

  Where’s the preacher?

I know this much:

      yesterday, as I was leaving, 

         he was on his way in.

“If Only” (Urdu)

  It wasn’t our fate to be together.

If we’d kept on living, 

we’d be waiting still.
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  I lived on your promise—

we both knew it was false.

If there was ever any trust,

wouldn’t I have died of happiness?

  You were so exquisitely fragile:

and so I knew your vow 

was likewise breakable.

If it had been knotted tight,

you never could have broken it.

  Let anyone ask my heart

about your half-drawn arrow;

that thrill as it rankles. Where would I be

          if it had pierced me through?

  What kind of friends

   give you advice?

If only they could cure or lift my grief!

  If you understand grief as sparks,

a ceaseless burning blood

would drip from the stone’s struck vein.

  How can we escape life-breaking

     heartache? We still have hearts.    

If it weren’t the grief of love,

it would be the grief of all living.

  Who could I tell about the torment

     of that long night’s loneliness?

What harm was it to die,

     if only once?
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  In death, I was disgraced.  

 Why wasn’t I plunged into the 

sea;   

  my tomb, my funeral, all drowned?

  Who could have seen him?

     That oneness is one.

If there were any trace of twoness,

     somewhere the two of us would have met.

  These Sufi problems! This discoursing!

You’d be a saint, Ghalib,  

 if you didn’t drink so much.

“Is/Not” (Persian)

My heart’s teased out by your expert lure. 

  

That much is clear      and is not. 

           You know that I suspect you    

  and do not.

  My thought’s mute figure tells

   you of my grief, expressing all

           from head to toe      and does 

not.

  I live on your command. All that I do,

        unveiled—with every veil—flows forth

    from you      and does not. 

  I take pride in your deceiving 

 the discerning. Your mouth   

  announces a kiss      and it’s 

gone.
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  Our grief in the garden: spring is here,

  never lasting. Our joy: the ashes’ glow,

           which is autumn      and is not.

  The value of each drop,

  lost in the sea, is gain

  resembling loss, and 

there    is none.

  With each flicker of your eyelashes

 this creation is made new:

             The eye thinks all is as it was    

  and is not.

 A rose swells within the branch

 from the surge of spring,

             like wine in the decanter, concealed  

    and not.

Split my side. See my heart.

        How long should I keep saying

           that this is how it is and how   

   it is not.

  Watch out, Ghalib, for your own sight.

 Draw back this veil.

           It’s like this      and is not.

    “Embrace” (Persian)

No easy task, I said, to wrap

 your arms around

   my bursting joy

She simply drew me close.
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Her provocations thrill me:

 her heart 

       beats out a bagatelle,

      her forehead 

       wrinkles wryly, yet

      her sly hands 

         find my own.

Her damply clinging tunic, soaked

 to sheerness

          leaves her naked 

             but for perspiration in my arms.

    

Her wits 

       surrendered 

          to the wine, 

No longer 

       can she tell 

          hers from mine, 

       and shyly hides 

          her cheek against my chest.

At times she 

       blissfully 

          sleeps at my side, 

          lips closed to sound.

At times she 

       props her head

      up on my arm 

       rubbing her chin.

She came at dawn 

       unbidden, 

          sash loose. As we embraced,

the summons of the shah were left unopened.
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An o#cer with blade and lance 

       in hand came riding

          from the court, 

             attendant 

running close behind.

Wine-flushed

       she sways 

          throughout the 

palace gardens,

  hundreds more blooming 

       in her shadow’s 

embrace. 

Spying a bud, 

      she declares (to the roses):

      “You see how I shoot for the liver, 

      how the arrow rankles and stays!”

Well, Ghalib! Sitting in solitude 

       with such fear and delight:

          the royal spies 

waiting in ambush, 

         the sought-after one 

in my embrace!
 

Francesca Chubb-Confer is a PhD student in 
Islamic Studies at the University of Chicago 

Divinity School. She works with Arabic, Persian, 
and Urdu poetry and is broadly interested in the 

intersections of literature, politics, and religion in 
the Indian Ocean world.
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H a i d e r  S h a h b a z
The Archives of War

Good poetry has one 

obvious, distinguishing quality: It is not prose. 

It does not add line-breaks to sentences and 

call them verse. It does not pretend to be 

objective. It does not even attempt to be 

sensible. Rather, it attempts to outline an 

altogether di!erent truth, an emulsion of the 

sensual and ethereal, an alchemical process 

that creates new elements, ideally unseen by 

the poet herself before they manifest in sound. 

The process becomes all the more intriguing 

and rich when it takes as its inspiration the 

very origins it shuns: prose, history and fact. 

Artist: Aman Mojadidi “Morning Prayers”

Seam
By: Tarfia Faizullah
Southern Illinois University Press (2014)

R E V I E W
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Such is the brilliance of Tarfia Faizullah’s book 

of poetry, Seam, which grapples in verse with 

the history of the birangonas, Bangladeshi 

women who were raped by Pakistani soldiers 

during the liberation struggle of 1971. The 

book is a critical, and more importantly, 

sentimental interrogation of that gruesome 

history of organized rape and its legacy in 

Bangladesh and the Bangladeshi diaspora.  

Faizullah is a Bangladeshi-American poet who 

grew up in Midland, Texas. Seam is her first 

book, the result of a Fulbright scholarship 

which Faizullah used to travel to Bangladesh 

and interview birangonas. It begins with a note 

on East Pakistan’s 1971 military operation 

aga ins t Wes t 

P a k i s t a n , 

informing us of 

the shattering 

h i s t o r i c a l 

n a r r a t i v e , 

“According to 

B a n g l a d e s h i 

sou r ces , two 

h u n d r e d 

t h o u s a n d 

w o m e n w e r e 

raped, and over 

3 million people 

were killed.” From there on, the book patiently 

converts the unbending dictates of history into 

fluid poetics.  The very first poem sets up a 

juxtaposition between the italicized historical 

narrative at the beginning of the book and the 

poetry that follows it, as well as between the 

location of Bangladesh and its diaspora: 

In west Texas, oil froths

luxurious from hard ground

while across Bangladesh,

bayoneted women stain

pond water blossom. Your

mother, age eight, follows 

your grandmother down worn

stone steps to the old pond,

waits breathless for her

Coming at the heels of an o#cial historical 

proclamation about the rape of thousands of 

women, the poetry jolts the reader out of 

conventional expectations of fact. Instead of 

somberly commenting on the tragedy, the 

stanzas focus on images from the emotional 

archives of a Bangladeshi family with rhythmic 

precision: “oil froths luxurious”, “pond water 

blossom,” “worn stone steps.” The co-

existence of Texas and Bangladesh mirrors the 

co-existence of the diaspora poet and her 

The co-existence of Texas and Bangladesh 

mirrors the co-existence  of the diaspora poet 

and her Bangladeshi  grandmother, creating 

intimate links between disparate lands and 

people. 
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Bangladeshi grandmother, creating intimate 

links between disparate lands and people.

The central part of the book, which is 

composed of a single series, narrates 

interv iews the poet conducted wi th 

birangonas. Like the opening poem, it 

continues to juxtapose documentary, history, 

and journalism with the absences and 

erasures of poetry. The poems often begin 

with a journalistic question in italics: “What 

were you doing when they came for you?” 

“Would you consider yourself a survivor or 

victim?” 

The poems themselves trade in desire and 

uncertainty to fashion responses that defy 

rational and ordered narratives. For example, 

in response to the question, “Where did the 

Pakistani military take you, and were there 

others there?” the poet responds:

as they pushed me toward the dark

room, the silence clotted thick

with a rotten smell, dense like pear

blossoms, long strands of jute

braided fast around our wrists.

Yes, there were others there. 

Faizullah does not deny the facts of history, 

but she does not allow them to infect her 

poetry without justification, either. The 

documentary truth of “Yes, there were others 

there” is only granted to the reader after she 

has grappled with the density of pear 

blossoms and the longevity of jute, details that 

would be superfluous in a historical account, 

but which endow Faizullah’s words with a 

characteristic and intuitive sense of the poetic.  

The truth-value of history is further 

undermined by the polyvocality of Faizullah’s 

text. Not only are the book’s pages populated 

by the birangona’s voices, they also routinely 

host the words of other poets as well as those 

of Faizullah’s relatives. Italicized intrusions 

from Willa Cather, Tomas Transtromer, Paul 

Celan, Cesar Vallejo and Faizullah’s mother 

and grandmother dot the book throughout. In 

Interviewer’s Note v., the italicized intrusion 

works directly to subvert the demands of 

history: 

But wasn’t it the neat narrative

you wanted? The outline of the rape

victim standing against a many-winged

darkening sky, shadow flurrying across

shadow? They tossed me into that

river but the river wouldn’t kill me,

she said yesterday – you want

the darkness she stood against

to be yards of violet velvet

you mother once cut into dresses 

R E V I E W
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The river, the water, which flows in the form of 

italics through the text, is the seam between 

history’s “neat narrative,” its “darkening sky,” 

and the poet’s desire to convert the darkness 

into her mother’s “violet velvet.” The images of 

war and rape – “shadow flurrying across 

shadow” – constantly meet and brush against 

images of nature in Faizullah’s poetry, and 

sabotage the documentary mode in which war 

is so often reported and recounted. The 

juxtaposition of war and nature create a 

simultaneously terrifying and refreshing poetic 

landscape:

many-leafed, like bits of bomb-

 shells gleaming like rose petals

  upturned in wet grass, like

the long river in red twilight–  

Or at another place in the same poem: 

woman catches the gaze

              of a Pakistani

soldier through rain-curved palm

  trees – her sari is torn

    from her– 

The “rain-curved palm trees”, “red twilight”, 

“rose petals”, and “wet grass” do not prepare 

the reader for the brutalities they witness. The 

blunt edge of war, the inhumanity of organized 

rape, the systemic brutalization of women, 

both during the war by Pakistani soldiers and 

after the war by Bangladeshi propaganda, 

catch the reader by surprise in the midst of 

ponds and blossoms. But this is precisely the 

point: The country’s entire landscape has 

become saturated with violence. It is unable to 

narrate innocence:

Once, she will say, I didn’t

know there was a hollow inside

me until he pushed himself

into it. Once, you learned

that inside you was not hollow

but seam: color of the rim of the river. 

The result of this work is at once mesmerizing 

and disenchanting. As the empirical claims of 

documentation brush against the ambiguity 
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and imagination of poetry, they create a novel 

truth, one that is simultaneously attentive to 

the pleasures of language and the injustices of 

history. 
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Artist: Aman Mojadidi “documentation am”
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