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abstract

Women-led political organizations that employ feminist and nationalist ideologies

and operate as separate from, rather than associated with, male-dominated or

patriarchal nationalist groups are both significant and under-explored areas of

gender, feminist, and nationalism studies. This article investigates the feminist and

nationalist vision of the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan

(RAWA). RAWA exemplifies an effective political movement that intersects feminist

and nationalist politics, where women are active, rather than symbolic, participants

within the organization, and help to shape an ideological construction of the Afghan

nation. RAWA subsequently links its struggle for women’s rights (through feminism)

with its nationalist goals for democracy and secularism. This article also analyses

RAWA’s use of conservative nationalist methods to reproduce the future of the

organization and to develop ‘citizens’ for its idealized nation, while countering

existing patriarchal social and familial structures through a re-configuration of

women’s roles in the family, community, and nation. This inquiry is based on

geographic and feminist examinations of RAWA’s organizational structure, literature,

and political goals obtained through content analyses of RAWA’s political literature

and through interviews with RAWA members and supporters living as refugees in

Pakistan in the summer of 2003 and winter of 2004/05. RAWA is an instructive example

of counter-patriarchal and nationalist feminist politics that questions patriarchal

definitions of the nation and its citizenry by reconfiguring gender norms and

redefining gender relations in the family as a mirror of the nation.
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The freedom of a nation is to be achieved by itself – similarly the real emancipation of

women can be realized only by themselves. If that freedom is bestowed by others, it may be

seized and violated at any time.

(RAWA Statement, 8 March 2004)

Women-led political organizations that employ feminist and nationalist
ideologies and operate as separate from, rather than associated with, male-
dominated or patriarchal nationalist organizations are both significant and
under-explored areas of gender, feminist, and nationalism studies. Theoretical
and empirical feminist analyses of nationalism examine the various ways in which
women have participated in nationalist struggles over time and across geographic
space (Yuval-Davis, 1993, 1994, 1996; Radcliffe, 1996; Sharp, 1996; Jacoby, 1999;
Mayer, 2000). Gender roles and behavioural norms are, therefore, malleable and
altered for political purposes, particularly during times of heightened
nationalism, war, and/or conflict (Dowler, 1998; Jacoby, 1999; Enloe, 2000;
Goldstein, 2001; Kaufman and Williams, 2004; Mazurana et al., 2005). Feminism,
in connection with nationalist identity politics, is often combined with and then
subsumed into male-dominated nationalist groups (West, 1997; Nelson, 2001).
Analyses that identify the success of feminism and nationalism underscore the
inclusion of feminist ideologies or political positions within the scope and scale
of nationalist politics (Herr, 2003).

This research on gender and nationalism has been particularly significant for
critical examinations of nationalist and independence movements in post-
colonial spaces and/or anti-modernist struggles that were complimented by the
rise of political (and nationalist) Islam (Kandiyoti, 1991; Grewal and Kaplan,
1994; Badran, 1995; Kaplan et al., 1999). These investigate male-dominated
and/or patriarchal nationalist struggles, the fluidity of women’s inclusion and
exclusion from active participation in these movements, and their exclusion from
prominent positions in post-independence governments. Research on gender
relations within Palestinian nationalist movements emphasizes the importance of
modernity and its intersecting link to women’s rights as key components for
increasing women’s participation, independent organizing, and resistance both
within and outside of male-dominated groups (Hasso, 1998). The links between
gender politics and nationalist politics have an intersecting history in Palestine
with various ebbs and flows of women’s active participation and agency as
nationalist subjects (Gluck, 1995; Hasso, 2005). Women’s independent organizing
in Palestine at the height of its empowerment remained connected to and/or
associated with male-dominated nationalist groups, which led to women’s
marginalization and loss of power once conservative Islamic politics and hyper-
masculine militarism became dominant (Hasso, 2005).

Women’s involvement in post-independence governments is also largely margin-
alized due, in part, to the associated role of feminism with colonialism,
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modernity, and imperialism; subsequently, women’s bodies and political
subjectivity have become markers for reclaiming ‘tradition’ through their
disenfranchisement and de-politicization. This examination of the Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA)’s organizational structure,
literature, and political goals seeks to understand the methods used by this
feminist-nationalist organization operating in a patriarchal social and political
structure, while remaining independent of male-dominated groups. RAWA’s
unique state resistance tactics and its clandestine approach to political
mobilization are both similar to and divergent from feminist nationalist groups in
other sociopolitical contexts.

Rather than accept a gendered and temporally limited inclusion into a male-
dominated nationalist organization as experienced by feminists in countries such
as Palestine, Iran, and Algeria (Joseph, 1991; Kandiyoti, 1991; Hasso, 2005),
RAWA remains outside the public political centre while enacting patriarchal
reforms within kinship groups and through politically charged social programmes
within the spaces of its private and clandestine operations. These political
strategies, at times, mirror conventional and conservative methods for socially
reproducing the organization’s future membership and developing ‘citizens’ for its
idealized and ideologically constructed feminist nation. Simultaneously, this
counters patriarchal beliefs about women’s inabilities and exclusion from public
space and politics. Various gender roles and norms are retained, rather than
resisted, and reworked, rather than abandoned, in order to counter patriarchal
structures by negotiating within the existing system. The success of RAWA’s
continual negotiation and reworking of gender relations within kinship groups and
communities should not be overlooked.

The work of feminist reformers at this spatial scale is an under-explored area of
nationalist politics. However, it is also highly significant because this is the
social scale at which nationalist reformers have historically met with the most
resistance regarding women’s public presence and participation in Afghan politics
and society. Thus, this article examines the various methods of political resis-
tance and mobilization implemented by RAWA to counter existing patriarchies
and envision and (at times) experience a feminist-nationalist politics.

data collection

A mixed method approach was implemented for collecting data for this analysis.1

Data were collected qualitatively through email correspondence with RAWA and
by working with RAWA’s international support network in the United States
between 2001 and 2005. This also includes a content analysis of RAWA’s website,
political magazine (Payam-e-Zan), and other official publications and press
releases. Additionally, two field visits to RAWA’s programmes and facilities in
Pakistan were conducted. The following programmes were examined in the

1 The data for this
article were
collected as part of
my dissertation
research on RAWA’s
political strategies
at multiple scales
and its
transnational
organizing.
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summer (June–July) of 2003; RAWA schools, orphanages, and hospital in
Rawalpindi and Islamabad, and a refugee camp in Peshawar. Interviews were
conducted with six members of RAWA’s Foreign Affairs Committee, 25 members
associated with other operational committees, 12 male supporters, 15 women
who worked for RAWA and supported the organization but were not members, 12
members of the refugee camp’s leadership councils, and 30 camp residents. The
second visit with RAWA in Pakistan, in the winter (December–January) of 2004/05
consisted of observing four RAWA Orphanages (three in Peshawar and one in
Islamabad), RAWA schools, and literacy programmes. Interviews were conducted
with: 130 orphans; the families that ran each of the four orphanages (one in
Islamabad and three in Peshawar); 14 RAWA members; 12 teachers; and 20
students in the literacy programmes. Both field trips were temporally limited out
of respect for RAWA’s time constraints. This study is therefore not an
ethnographic understanding of RAWA’s community, but rather an analysis of
their political vision and feminist nationalist politics as identified in their public
literature and privately enacted through their sociopolitical programmes.

The next section provides a brief history of RAWA in connection with recent
Afghan national politics in order to contextualize the formation and ideological
development of this organization. This is followed by an analysis of RAWA’s
political mobilization, resistance tactics and negotiations within a patriarchal
social and political structure to develop spaces for women’s empowerment and
embodied experiences of its political vision.

Afghanistan’s revolutionary women: from Marx

to marginalization

In the 1960s and 1970s Afghanistan’s capital city, Kabul, was marked by an
intersection of competing ideologies, from Marxism to hard-line Islamic
fundamentalism. The Marxist intellectual class that formed at Kabul University
in the 1960s led to the development of the Peoples Democratic Party of
Afghanistan (PDPA). The PDPA eventually split into two factions (Parcham and
Khalq), which later reunited with assistance from the Soviet Union and
coordinated a successful and bloody coup known as the Saur (April) revolution in
1978 (Edwards, 2002). After this takeover of the central government, the PDPA
initiated several social and political reforms in Afghanistan including efforts to
emancipate women. These efforts, in conjunction with land tenure reforms, are
identified by several Afghan scholars as political changes that met with the most
resistance from local religious and tribal leaders throughout the country (Olesen,
1995; Ewans, 2001; Rubin, 2002).

As Moghadam’s (1997, 1999, 2002) research demonstrates, the social fabric of
Afghanistan’s ethnic and tribal communities, the power of local Mullahs (religious

Jennifer L. Fluri feminist review 89 2008 37



leaders), and Maliks (local tribal leaders), and the weak central government,
historically prevented this and previous ‘central’ governments in Afghanistan
from effectively influencing gender norms in Afghanistan beyond Kabul.
Afghanistan’s social structure is a form of ‘classic patriarchy’, where the male
head of household retains full authority over women and men in his kinship group
(Jayawardena, 1986; Kandiyoti, 1988; Moghadam, 2002). Resistance to policies
that were intended to ‘emancipate’ women also led to backlash and increased
violence against women, illustrating the lack of a positive impact on women in
spaces outside Kabul (Moghadam, 1997; Zulfacar, 2006).

Efforts by former Kabul governments to ‘modernize’, and liberate and/or improve
women’s educational and economic opportunities (from the national/central
government) throughout the twentieth century, were largely limited to women of
higher socioeconomic classes, larger ethnic groups, and/or women living in Kabul.
Thus, the development of and limits to women’s liberation and political
participation have been (and continue to be) monitored by male-dominated
governments and limited to the capital city. For Meena, the founding leader of
RAWA, there was a pressing need for independent women’s organizing in
Afghanistan in the late 1970s.

Meena founded RAWA in 1977 at age 20. Meena met the criteria list above for a
‘liberated’ woman: she was part of the largest and most politically powerful
ethnic group (Pashtuns), from an upper socioeconomic class, and a member of
the student body at Kabul University. Meena’s plans for social reform were not
limited to her class, ethnicity, or education level. For Meena, increasing women’s
status in Afghanistan included leaving the University to concentrate on RAWA full
time, and tackling various social inequities (Brodsky, 2003; Chavis, 2004). From
the beginning, RAWA actively recruited women from lower socioeconomic classes
and ethnic minority groups. Irrespective of the PDPA’s promise for women’s
liberation (and hopes for ethnic inclusion), the Saur revolution and subsequent
Soviet invasion and occupation made feminism marginal and women’s rights2

symbolically central. For example, there were several prominent women in the
political structure of Afghanistan during the Soviet occupation (1979–1989)
and in the subsequent (soviet-backed) government of Najabullah (1989–1992).
However, women did not play a significantly prominent role within the
leadership. As resistance to women’s education and other emancipation efforts
increased, women’s rights organizations associated with the PDPA were disbanded
(Emadi, 2002).

Among the Mujahideen, women were by and large excluded as active participants
in the extremist Islamic resistance factions.3 There were various resistance groups
with both competing and complimentary ideologies such as royalists,
democratically minded groups, socialists, and Islamists (both traditional and
fundamentalist – see Olesen, 1995). The extremist Islamic factions emerged as
the primary leaders of the resistance due to the enormous amount of financial

2 Although several
scholars
(Moghadam, 1997;
Bernard, 2002)
identified RAWA as a
Maoist organization,
RAWA members I
interviewed dispute
this claim. However,
Marxism, Maoism,
Feminism, and other
political ideologies
present in Kabul at
the time of her
education
influenced Meena
(Chavis. 2004;
RAWA).

3 However, women
were prominent in
resistance factions
that were not part of
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assistance provided primarily by the United States, and through the increased
cultivation of a pan-Islamic movement to create an anti-Soviet jihad in
Afghanistan (Olesen, 1995; Rubin, 2002; Mamdani, 2004). Despite the Soviet
Union’s ‘promise’ of women’s emancipation, RAWA did not support the foreign
presence/occupation by the USSR. Conversely, it initially supported the
Mujahideen’s resistance to the Soviet occupation, which waned as the insurgency
began to take the shape of Islamic extremism. RAWA members organized demon-
strations against the Soviet occupation, and became increasingly concerned with
the amount of financial support the extremists were receiving from the United
States over more politically moderate groups. RAWA identifies the extremists
groups as Jehadis rather than Mujahideen to distinguish ‘true’ freedom fighters
from the internationally funded extremists.

RAWA’s growth as an organization at this time continued and consisted of both
private and public acts of defiance, including public marches and political
demonstrations against the Soviet occupiers and the extremist Jehadis. RAWA
also began publishing a political magazine, Payam-e-Zan (Women’s Message), in
1980. This magazine continues to be published by RAWA as a tool for political
mobilization and as a forum for critiquing Afghan politics and presenting its own
ideological solutions.

RAWA after Meena

In the mid-1980s Meena and several other well-known members of RAWA became
targets of the extremist Mujahideen/Jehadi groups and the Khad (Afghan version
of the KGB) because of their political positions. Several RAWA members were
imprisoned, tortured, and killed, and Meena fled to Quetta, Pakistan to avoid
threats against her life. In 1987, Meena was assassinated,4 which both deva-
stated RAWA and reaffirmed its commitment to political change in Afghanistan.
Meena remains an inspirational and iconic figure as the martyred leader of the
organization. Her death is both publicly and privately commemorated by the
organization every year in February. Images of Meena are present in every
programme sponsored by RAWA and she remains the only public and visibly
identifiable leader of the organization.

After Meena’s death, in order to secure the existing membership and future of the
organization, RAWA began to operate completely underground. This clandestine
approach to politics continues today and includes using pseudonyms, wearing the
burqa/chadori5 or other forms of veiling to conceal identities, avoiding being
photographed or using images of current (living) RAWA members in its
publications, moving ‘safe houses’ continually to avoid suspicion, and not
publishing a physical location/address.

As conditions worsened in Afghanistan during the extremist Mujahideen takeover
and civil war (1992–1996) and the rule of the Taliban (1996–2001), RAWA’s

the pan-Islamic
extremist movement
orchestrated largely
by the United
States, Pakistan,
and Saudi Arabia
(Maley et al., 1998;
Rubin, 2002;
Brodsky, 2003).

4 RAWA believes
that due to their
precarious position
against both the
Soviet occupiers and
extremist
Mujahideen
resistance, Meena
was murdered by a
coalition of the
Khad and Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar’s Hizb-i-
Islami party.

5 A burqa, also
known as chadori in
Afghanistan, is a
large veil-cloth worn
on the head, which
covers the entire
body including the
face, with a mesh
screen over the eyes.
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resistance methods became more covert. This included the use of documentation
as resistance by photographing and videotaping human rights abuses to discredit
the political legitimacy of these groups. RAWA’s criticisms of the civil war
factions are similar to that of the Taliban. The civil war Mujahadeen6 are labelled
by RAWA as criminals, jehadis, and perpetrators of war crimes. RAWA also
identifies the treatment of women during the civil war as similar to the infamous
treatment of women by the Taliban. RAWA members refuse to compromise
politically with any group or individual with ties to extremist/fundamentalist
groups, which in one respect reinforces their political commitment to women’s
rights, secularism and democracy, and in another respect marginalizes them from
contemporary mainstream politics.

RAWA also experienced tremendous financial7 difficulty during the civil war and
the Taliban period. Late in 1996, as the Taliban militarily controlled the capital
city, Kabul, RAWA members living in Pakistan developed a one-page website and
began using email, which eventually grew into a multi-lingual award-winning
website. This use of the Internet and email technologies facilitated the
development of a transnational network of supporters (Fluri, 2006). The financial
support received from this network helped RAWA to expand many of its
programmes and to eventually reopen its hospital in 2001, which had closed in
1996 due to lack of funds. The benefits RAWA provides to Afghan families through
healthcare, education, and income generation also serve as an entry point for
securing the trust and allegiance of men. RAWA provides an instructive example
of a nationalist-feminist political organization that resists patriarchal definitions
of the nation and its citizenry by negotiating and reconfiguring men and women’s
roles both within kinship groups and with respect to the nation.

male supporters and counter-patriarchal

gender politics

RAWA members further ensure the integrity of their organizational structure and
all-women leadership by preventing men from becoming members, while actively
including men as supporters. Based on interview data with RAWA’s male
supporters and on formal and informal conversations with RAWA members, it
became clear that most male supporters were connected to RAWA in three
significant ways; through a kinship bond; as children growing up in RAWA-run
orphanages or schools; or in political solidarity with RAWA’s nationalist goals. The
feminist and women’s rights-based discourses that buttress all of RAWA’s
political ideologies are not the main or initial reasons for male affiliation.
However, once integrated into the organization, both female members and male
supporters articulate feminist rhetoric and women’s rights discourses.

Male supporters also serve various functions that are determined by gender norms
or required by the societal structures within which members and supporters live.

6 RAWA also
focused specific
criticism on the
Northern Alliance,
which became a
formidable opponent
of the Taliban and
an ally of the US
during its 2001
invasion of
Afghanistan.

7 RAWA’s primary
forms of funding
include membership
dues, income
generating projects
(such as embroidery
centers), and
donations from
supporters. After
1996 and its
successful use of the
internet for
generating funds,
RAWA was able to
increase the scope
and scale of several
projects. Many
projects have
decreased in size
due to the decrease
in international
donations over time.
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For example, when travelling, male supporters will drive and act as mahram
(family8) escorts for women. As RAWA member, Fahar, stated, ‘Because of the
situation here [in Pakistan], you cannot always go places without a man y we
are forced to use men to get things [done]’.

RAWA’s political struggle also integrates men as partners, and measures the
organization’s gender dynamics as a marker of successful feminist politics. For
example, RAWA members clearly articulate sentiments similar to Jana’s:9 ‘If you
compare our men to other Afghan men, you will notice [a] big difference’. Men
associated with RAWA are not ‘classic’ patriarchs and do not obtain any
decision-making or powerful position within the organization. Men are active
participants in RAWA’s social and political programmes and they articulate
RAWA’s feminist and nationalist vision, including bringing female family members
(such as wives and sisters) into the organization. For example, Rana, a 35-year-
old mother of four who runs one of RAWA’s orphanages with her husband,
identified him as the reason for her connection to RAWA.

I was a very conservative women, I thought women should be in the home and not

participate in politics. Then when I married my husband he told me that this was not a good

way and he told me about RAWA and how they were helping Afghans and he encouraged me

to talk with them, to learn y and they told me about women’s rights and what they are

struggling for in Afghanistan and I thought this is important work for me.

As the above quote illustrates, male supporters also actively recruit female
members from within their kinship groups. Thus, RAWA’s strategic use of men as
feminist-partners helps to diminish patriarchal notions of women’s inabilities and
limited capacity in the Afghan family and larger social structures.

Rather than link to male-dominated nationalist groups, RAWA reworks gender
relations with male supporters and utilizes these men as an auxillary functioning
unit to the organizational whole. This avoids various pitfalls experienced by
women in similar third-world nationalist struggles and prevents the backlashes
experienced by women as a result of national/state level reforms to challenge
‘classic patriarchy’, as instigated in Afghanistan during King Amanullah’s regime
and by the PDPA (see Kandiyoti, 1988; Edwards, 2002).

Several revolutions and nationalist struggles that have enlisted women as active
participants in resistance to the colonizer, dictator, or ‘modern other’,
simultaneously marginalized feminism from the political spectrum (Kandiyoti,
1991; Tohidi, 1991; Badran, 1995; Joseph, 1999; Kaplan et al., 1999; Göle,
2002). The rise of the Bath party in Iraq, the single party system in Turkey, the
Pahlavi regime in Iran, and Nassar’s rule in Egypt are all examples of governments
that formally granted women’s rights while systematically dismantling
independent feminist organizations (Joseph, 1991; Kandiyoti, 1991). Subse-
quently, once political independence was achieved, women’s participation in the
nation was relegated to the margins through the expectation of women’s spatial,

8 Mahram refers to
a close male family
member, such as a
husband, or for
unmarried women, a
male family member
who is not
marriageable. For
example, due to the
common practice of
marriage among
cousins, a mahram
for an unmarried
woman could be a
grandfather, father,
uncle or brother.

9 All names of
research
participants have
been changed to
protect the
anonymity of these
individuals.
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social, and apolitical positions in the home and as bio-social reproducers of the
nation through their roles as wives and mothers.10

RAWA’s education programmes and epistemologies of struggle also include an
understanding of the gains and losses suffered by women in male-dominated
nationalist movements. To explain the unwillingness of the organization to
partner with or become subsumed into a larger or male-led nationalist group,
RAWA members cite the examples of similar revolutionary and nationalist
movements that marginalized women’s roles in post-independence governments:
‘We have learned from our Algerian and Iranian sisters, we cannot put the goals
of the nation before women’s rights’ (RAWA personal communication, 2003).
These sentiments are similar to other feminist nationalist groups, such as
women in Palestine that also ‘echoed the refrain ‘‘We will not be another
Algeria’’ – vowing they would not allow their interests to be subverted to political
processes, as occurred in Algeria following independence’ (Gluck, 1995: 5). RAWA
will not work for or within male-dominated nationalist organizations because
they refuse to be sent ‘home’ to watch as their rights, power, and mobility are
eroded or restricted.

Negotiating within existing patriarchal structures also requires male supporters to
act as advocates who, because of their gender, have (at times) more influence
and, subsequently, a greater ability to counsel and convince men (and sometimes
women within their kinship group) to support RAWA’s political platforms. This is
particularly significant when members attempt to negotiate with families
because it may be strategically more effective to achieve a particular goal, such
as preventing a child marriage, allowing women to continue their education,
domestic violence issues, or a woman’s membership in RAWA.

In addition to local male supporters, the organization has also developed (largely
through the use of the Internet beginning late in 1996) a cadre of transnational
supporters (both men and women) who articulate a financial and/or political
commitment to RAWA. Similar to the restrictions on male membership,
transnational female supporters are also prevented from becoming members.
RAWA’s membership is restricted by nationality and location. Therefore, only
Afghan women who currently live in Afghanistan or as refugees in Pakistan can
become and remain members of RAWA. The only way to become a member of the
organization is by being born an Afghan woman and residing locally (in
Afghanistan or Pakistan). Membership requirements are linked to securing a
national identity (afforded by birth and geographically specific experiences) in
conjunction with a feminist articulation of political rights and agency for
women and men. These membership requirements and restrictions rely on a
politics of location and experience11 (see Mohanty, 1991), which ensure women’s
leadership within the organization, autonomy from male-dominated nationalist
groups, and a spatial fixity to the organization’s on-the-ground commitment to
the Afghan nation.

10 For example,
gendered division of
public space and the
forcible wearing of
hejab became
symbols of the
‘success’ of the
Islamic revolution in
Iran, which further
marginalized women
from equitable
participation in
social, political, and
economic public
spheres (Tohidi,
1991; Tavakoli-
Targhi, 1994;
Germani, 1996;
Moghadam, 1999).

11 Women who are
part of the Afghan
diaspora cannot
become members
and members who
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The gendering of nation and nationalism has historically positioned women as
symbolic markers of the nation, rather than as agents and active participants in
the political system (Sharp, 1996). This symbolism is also embodied by women
through acts of reproduction, as ‘mothers of the nation’ – where their value, and
(at times of heightened nationalism) power, is situated in the reproduction of
the wanted citizen rather than the unwanted (and often radicalized and
sexualized) ‘other’ (Yuval-Davis, 1996; Eisenstein, 2000). These forms of
biological reproduction also enforce racial, ethnic, and cultural identities
through ‘us’ versus ‘them’ dichotomies and belief in the biologic ‘purity’ of
particular (‘superior’) bloodlines. In Afghanistan, marriage among and between
tribal groups has historically been a method for securing or reinforcing alliances
among powerful groups and, in turn, excluding the ‘other’ (based on tribal and/or
ethnic affiliation) from biological intrusion into the sociopolitical status of the
dominant ethnic group. The exchange of women through marriage (and use of
bride price) has been a primary means for securing these kinship bonds,12 thus
reinforcing the ‘classic’ patriarchal power structure in society (Moghadam, 2002;
Rubin, 2002). In ‘Bargaining with Patriarchy’ Kandiyoti (1988) discusses the
various methods women have used to gain power and control within the social
structure of ‘classic patriarchy’, primarily through the birth of sons and
retaining control over the household and daughters-in-law over time. RAWA
subsequently operates within and has renegotiated this system of patriarchy, by
identifying the family as a prime site for gender politics and the implementation
of its feminist-nationalist ideologies. These renegotiations include partnerships
with men and the bio-social reproduction of the organization as a mirror of its
idealized nation.

RAWA’s ideal nation is defined as secular and democratic, with a focus on social
programmes and women’s rights. Anthias and Yuval-Davis (1989) identify the
state as a centrally organized group of institutions with the intention of
controlling a place or group of people by enforcing its laws or commands. They
define the nation as an extension of civil society (including groups and
institutions) that lies ‘outside the formal rubric of state parameters . . . but
which both informs and is informed by them’ (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1989: 5).
When the State and Nation are opposed, the state is generally the judicial and/or
sovereign entity, while the nation is defined by mythological and nostalgic
definitions of the nation’s collective history and identity.

RAWA’s feminist-nationalist politics is positioned against the sovereign state
and, by way of its organized programmes (such as schools, orphanages,
and literacy programmes), develops a collective Afghan feminist-national
identity. Although RAWA does not retain a position of power within or outside
the emerging Afghan State, its political goals are associated with an ideo-
logical construction of the Afghan nation and nationalist in scope and scale.
As an independent women-led and operated association, without linkages to

flee to another
country (other than
Pakistan where RAWA
maintains a number
of ‘safe houses’ and
sociopolitical
programs) are
unable to continue
as members.

12 The various
forms of ethnic/
racial purity and
separatism are
neither unique nor
limited to
Afghanistan. The
trope of racial/
ethnic ‘purity’ has
been a rampant
theme throughout US
and European
history, and became
a key marker of
genocide and other
forms of violence
during colonialism,
which was supported
by the normalization
of racism in modern
scientific practice
(see Schiebinger,
1993).
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male-dominated nationalist groups, women do not experience spatial marginali-
zation within the organizational structure (as in the case of feminist-nationalist
organizations in Palestine – Hasso, 2005). Consequently, the organization is
significantly marginalized from mainstream politics – due, in part, to its
commitment to ethnic inclusion, gender equality, and strategic use of spatial
exclusion.

revolutionary women: inclusion, exclusion, and

the (re) politicization of women

ethnic inclusion and national identity politics

As discussed earlier, RAWA’s membership requirements are exclusionary; however,
they are not contingent upon ethnic, tribal, or kinship allegiances (which is a
significant departure from historical and contemporary political configurations in
Afghan national politics). The inclusion of various ethnicities intersects with
RAWA’s political goal – to develop a National Afghan identity as a method for
circumventing existing ethnic separatism and civil unrest. Ethnic inclusion also
preserves RAWA’s definition of Afghanistan’s National ‘culture’, which is
subsequently intersected by the membership’s political platform, feminism,
and definitions of patriotism.

This preservation of ‘culture’ both resists cultural exchange as a method for
securing gender equality and acts as a method for developing RAWA’s vision of an
Afghan National Identity. RAWA’s Cultural and Arts Committee produces
audiotapes of patriotic songs, which are well-known national songs that have
been altered to support RAWA’s political ideology. This committee produces
political posters and videotapes of RAWA activities, including theatrical plays. In
interviews with RAWA members, the inclusion of cultural and political knowledge
about Afghanistan was continually emphasized as a central component of their
schools and orphanages. RAWA’s cultural teachings provide children with an
understanding and remembrance of their Watan (homeland) under RAWA’s rubric:
‘We teach the children [in the orphanages] about their country and their culture.
We do not want them to forget Afghanistan when they live in Pakistan. They learn
patriotic songs and songs about RAWA and Meena’ (Sameena, 2004). Children are
required to learn these songs and perform them regularly for visitors and at
RAWA’s political events. Children in RAWA orphanages are also required to speak
the National languages of Afghanistan rather than the language of their
respective ethno-linguistic groups.

The students learn Persian and Pashto – our national languages. If they do not know these

languages, for example the children from Nuristan, they have their own language – but here

they learn Persian and Pashto. They also read or listen to poetry, which is very important to

us. [In the orphanages and other programs] we have all ethnic groups and they live
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together in the orphanage and this is not common in Afghanistan but we do not think of one

group over another.

(Geena, 2004)

RAWA’s commitment to ethnic diversity and inclusion is evident in its orphanages
and within the membership and leadership of the organization. Conversely, its
commitment to the Afghan nation privileges the national languages of
Afghanistan (Persian – Dari, and Pashto) over ethno-linguistic diversity. Ethnic
inclusion also requires national linguistic and ideological assimilation. For
example, the poetry and songs the students learn reinforce the work of RAWA and
its interpretation of a national identity and citizenship.13 RAWA’s cultural
teachings are designed to celebrate its configuration of Afghan nationalism,
through ethnic inclusion and subsequent assimilation.

Patriotic education is circumscribed by RAWA’s definitions of its ideal feminist –
Afghan national identity. The ability to preserve and rearticulate Afghan culture
is significantly contingent on both spatial segregation (from male-dominated
and masculinist nationalists, transnational feminists, and international geo-
political influences) and a spatially fixed connection to Afghanistan as
Watan (homeland). This feminist-nationalist political position requires both a
spatial exclusion from patriarchy and a link to the physical geographic
boundaries of the nation.

spatial exclusion, control, and empowerment

Empowerment for the membership mainly occurs in the private spaces of RAWA-
run programmes, which are clandestine and exclusionary. The level of women’s
empowerment and the ability of RAWA to experience (albeit on a micro-scale) its
feminist (and at times nationalist) vision are highly contingent on the exclusivity
of the places operated by RAWA and the level of control members have over daily
activities in these spaces. For example, the refugee camp in Peshawar, Pakistan
(which RAWA members affectionately refer to simply as Camp, and where RAWA
operates schools, orphanages, youth hotels, and a health clinic) provides a space
for RAWA members and supporters to experience, at varying degrees, its feminist-
nationalist vision.

In order to ensure ethnic inclusion and women’s active political participation in
Camp, the leadership is broken into two councils – one for men and one for
women. Camp inhabitants elect leadership council members based on their ethnic
affiliation; for example, each ethnic group in the camp will elect one male and
one female representative to the respective leadership councils. This ensures
leadership representation from each ethnic group in the camp. The leadership
represents all Camp inhabitants and the gender divisions of the councils provide
an accessible space, particularly for women, to seek assistance from the council
for a variety of issues including domestic concerns. The following excerpt from

13 Students are
discouraged from
learning (or
performing for
visitors) songs other
than the ones
approved by RAWA.
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field notes exemplifies the empowerment of women on the council and the use of
spatial exclusion to reinforce their power.

If a woman is experiencing violent abuse from her husband,14 she can approach the

women’s leadership council. Her husband will then be brought before this council and they

will ask him to stop abusing his wife. Depending on the situation, they may enlist

representatives from the men’s leadership council to talk with the abusive husband and to

attempt to work out alternative solutions in order to ensure the discontinuance of spousal

abuse. Due to the private-public configuration of the camp, if the man does not stop

abusing his wife, the leadership can have him removed from his home inside Camp. If the

abuse continues he can be removed from Camp entirely.

This excerpt illustrates spatial exclusion as a powerful method for ensuring
women’s authority in Camp. This would not be possible without RAWA’s influence
and the public–private configuration of Camp. In direct contrast to the authority
of women on the leadership council, women who seek medical assistance at
Camp’s health clinic, but do not live in Camp, are not under RAWA’s ‘protection’
or leadership, and the ability of RAWA or the leadership council to intervene on
their behalf is severely limited.

Orphanages are another site where RAWA obtains a significant amount of control over
the daily operations and the educational, social, and political experiences of orphans
and their immediate caregivers. Activities in the orphanages, in some cases,
integrate boys and girls, and in other cases, are divided by gender. Both girls and
boys participate in stereotypically male sports activities such as boxing and karate,
while economic-based labour activities are gender dependent – girls participate in
sewing classes and boys in carpentry. Owing to the precarious situation for women in
Afghanistan (outside the protected spaces of RAWA’s operations), the political goals
of the organization do not extend to the destabilization of gendered labour activities.

RAWA negotiates within existing gender regimes by embracing and operating
within certain gendered divisions of space and/or labour and by subverting or
resisting others. The limits of women’s empowerment are also bound by the
physical structures and spaces controlled by RAWA. Regarding education, RAWA
actively includes boys as an integrated aspect of sociopolitical philosophies and
the development and reproduction of feminism.

We know that boys and girls think differently about each other because of our schools. They

realize they are equals. Yes we are a feminist and women’s organization but we see education

of boys as part of that process, to secure women’s rights and change how men think of women.

(Sahar, 2004)

In addition to education, RAWA members work with the family members of the
orphans and within their own families to alter existing perceptions of women.
Education in the classroom and within domestic spaces is an essential element of
RAWA’s political project to alter men’s and women’s epistemologies of gender

14 Women may also
experience domestic
violence from other
family members
(i.e., fathers,
brothers, uncles,
cousins).
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relations and increase the value of women within the family and household and,
ultimately, as part of social and political spheres outside the home. For many
women and girls in Afghanistan, the family remains a structural barrier to gender
equality and/or public participation in various social, political, and economic
sectors. For RAWA, family and kinship networks are foundational and integral
facets of its political programmes. The family structure in the orphanages is
conventionally and heterosexually gendered while value and opportunity are
equally distributed between men and women, boys and girls. As a result, RAWA’s
sociopolitical programmes are operationally similar to traditional methods for
reproducing families and national identities, respectively.

In Afghanistan, women were marginalized from the Mujahideen/Jehadi resistance
through the powerful rhetoric of ‘protecting’ women and re-establishing their
traditional place in the home (Moghadam, 1999). The strength and viability of
the patriarchal family in Afghanistan, as discussed in this article, is both the
primary system for monitoring woman’s presence, participation, and mobility in
public space and a mirror for gendered norms at the national level.

The spatial scale of the family is, therefore, a focal point for feminist resistance
and political mobilization and the level at which feminists, such as RAWA
members, have had a significant sociopolitical impact. Attempts at women’s
liberation in Afghanistan, when organized by national and international actors,
underscores the socioeconomic class and urban-based linkages between these
emancipatory efforts and women’s actual experiences of political and public
participation and lack thereof. These various movements were designed and
orchestrated by men and male-dominated political systems. As RAWA argues,
indigenous Afghan women are the only group able to bring forth women’s ‘true’
emancipation. The method for obtaining this liberation is linked to the family as
the social scale most readily available to Afghan women and the site of
arbitration for their mobility and participation in the public, economic, social,
and political sectors of society – it is also the level at which granting women
rights from forces outside the home have historically met the most resistance.

Feminisms within the structure of the family have the potential to destabilize
patriarchal structures and to re-construct gender equitable systems through a
feminist reworking15 of gender relations. Retaining the biological structure of the
gendered family and several aspects of gendered divisions of labour allows space
for negotiating within these structures, rather than rejecting the entire structure
and ultimately alienating the potential for resistance, gender destabilization,
and re-construction.

(re)politicizing women

RAWA’s methods for securing the future of its organization, and its national
building strategies reflect conservative ideologies for social reproducing of the

15 See Katz (2004).
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nation – where women act as ‘boundary markers’ of the nation through their
expected roles as social reproducers (McClintock, 1993; Yuval-Davis, 1996;
Eisenstein, 2000). RAWA members mark the boundaries of the nation as both
symbolic and active leaders, and through their use of ‘classic’ social reproductive
methods, which redraw the nation’s gendered boundaries through its feminist
vision. Gendered nationalist reproduction was significant to many modernization
projects in ‘third-world spaces’ because women’s education (as an example) was
linked to the wealth and power of ‘modern’ nations; thus, the education of
women in third-world spaces was idealized as part of the country’s path to
modernization (Tavakoli-Targhi, 1994; Badran, 1995). These initiatives were
therefore not concerned with women’s empowerment or liberation, but rather
with solidifying the nation’s power by emulating the imperial or modern ‘other’
(Joseph, 1991; Kabeer, 1991; Liu, 1994; Yuval-Davis, 1996). RAWA’s educational
programmes do not emulate an Imperial or Feminist ‘other’. These programmes
act (in RAWA’s terms) as a weapon against fundamentalism and a method for
articulating feminism and women’s empowerment. Although education and family
politics are integral to RAWA’s organizational structure, methods for social
change, and hopes for its and the nation’s future, RAWA members do not engage
in a public politics of motherhood.

RAWA members, many of whom are wives and mothers, do not utilize these
gendered subject positions for social capital or political legitimacy in the public
representation of the organization or as integral to its ideological construction of
the Afghan nation. The politics of motherhood, similar to other women-led
nationalist organizations and/or political resistance groups (see Jetter et al., 1997),
are not part of their public or political platform. As an independent feminist-
nationalist organization, RAWA retains autonomy from masculinist forms of
nationalism and from the valorization of motherhood as integral to the symbolic
and supportive roles of women as ‘mothers of the nation’. Consequently, RAWA
politicizes, articulates, and envisions a space for women within a democratic and
secular Afghanistan, as equal and active sociopolitical agents, citizens,
participants, and leaders.

Meena, for example, was married with three children; however, she is publicly
positioned by RAWA as a political leader, a courageous revolutionary, and martyr,

rather than a mother and/or wife.16 Members, when discussing their
involvement in the organization and hopes for the future, highlight the risks

and courage associated with being a part of RAWA. For example:

There are many people that are afraid to raise their voice against the fundamentalists

because they know they are in power. So RAWA is the only voice, and they praise RAWA and

admire y and appreciate RAWA and our bravery y we are the only brave women in

Afghanistan.

(Sameena, 2003)

16 Also see Bernard,
2002; Brodsky, 2003;
Chavis, 2004.
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This emphasis on bravery is explicitly linked to both past and current threats
against the organization and its membership. These risks have become
benchmarks of individual membership and are used to illustrate their actions
as both heroic and valorous. The personal or individual struggles of RAWA
members are subsequently embedded within their collective struggle for the
Afghan nation. Zarah, similar to other members, articulates her connection to the
nation through her commitment to RAWA.

Every woman want[s] her private life and the good things for her future, but when the

question is your country, your nation, your people, and their lives and future y then the

private life is nothing in comparison with that. So you have to I mean . . . – you have to

sacrifice. This is something I learned from Meena the leader of RAWA, from her blood, her

blood inspired me also – to continue to struggle and to have the energy to struggle.

Sometime it happened in my life and I don’t think I can struggle. There have been times in

my life that I have become hopeless and it is just maybe for a few hours and I saw a lot of

things, for example when working with RAWA and devoting everything for RAWA and for our

country and nation.

(Zarah, 2003)

For RAWA members, their dedication to RAWA is interlinked with their devotion to
the nation. The discussion of Meena’s courage, ‘her blood’, her death/martyrdom
are continually highlighted by RAWA members as integrated aspects of their
commitment to the organization and the Afghan Nation:

My life is difficult and the work for RAWA, but I promised – I swear upon Meena’s blood as

long as I have breath I will work for RAWA and continue what she started for Afghanistan.

(Latifa, 2005)

The discourse of dedication, struggle, and sacrifice is an entrenched aspect of
participating in the organization. These political struggles and their connection
to the martyrdom of Meena illustrate another aspect of mirroring conventional
forms of resistance and political struggles for nation building. The courage
and strength of the membership is connected to the willingness of members to
face death in the service of RAWA. This readiness is continually buffered by
the security precautions taken by the organization and further intersected by the
organization’s commitment to nonviolence. RAWA members are willing to dedicate
their lives (with a potential threat of death) for the political vision of
the organization and nation. However, they are not willing to kill. There is no
paramilitary section of RAWA. Subsequently, the courage and commitment of
current and past members and the iconic figure of Meena are identified as
political heroines, activists, and martyrs – not soldiers. Additionally, the public
face of the organization highlights RAWA’s focus on women and women’s
leadership, which is of central importance for illustrating the capabilities and
political agency of Afghan women (RAWA, personal communication, 2005).
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summary and conclusions

RAWA, as a women-led, feminist-nationalist organization working in conflict
zones and riddled with a recent history of state-sponsored misogyny and
patriarchal social regimes, engages in political acts that subvert, adopt, and
rework these power structures. RAWA’s resistance to the existing social and
political configuration of Afghanistan focuses on a (re)articulation of women’s
capacity through leadership and empowerment programmes, education, and their
public representation of members as martyrs, revolutionaries, and agents; rather
than wives, supporters, and mothers of the nation’s potential future. Courage and
martyrdom discourses are reconfigured as (actual and potential) sacrifices
required for full participation in RAWA as part of the memberships willingness to
die for RAWA and the nation respectively, which is intersected with nonviolence
and subsequently disconnected from a corresponding willingness to kill for RAWA
and nation. These public images and textual representations of the organization
are subsumed into the private lives of the membership who embody and
orchestrate a conventional politics of biological and social reproduction, which
are both articulated and enacted through its feminist ideology. These acts of
reproduction negotiate within existing patriarchal families and social structures
and are experienced by the membership at a micro-scale.

RAWA’s (re)negotiations of gender norms provide leadership and empowerment
opportunities for women, which are spatially contingent on places where RAWA
retains control or a significant level of influence over a particular site, such as
the refugee camp in Peshawar, Pakistan. Other methods for subverting existing
gender roles and power structures occur in the private spaces of homes and by
re-working existing gender relations both through its male supporters network
and with the families of its membership, supporters, students, and orphans.

Part of this reworking includes adopting certain aspects of conventional nation
building and an acceptance of existing gender norms. This is particularly
illustrated through RAWA’s reproductive methods for securing its organizational
future and articulating an Afghan National Identity. This identity is reconfigured
under the rubric of its feminist ideology, which is transmitted through its
educational programmes and orphanages, and supported by conventional aspects
of nation building, such as language requirements and patriotic cultural
programmes. RAWA supports existing gender norms, gender divisions of labour,
and the heterosexual family model, when it is strategically pertinent. The
successes of these gender negotiations and reworking of the existing systems of
power and patriarchy are also limited to the private and clandestine spaces of its
operations, with the potential for developing systems of egalitarian gender
politics in public and political spheres in Afghanistan.

Private and exclusionary places, such as schools and orphanages, provide space
for the embodied experience of RAWA’s sociopolitical ideal and women’s
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empowerment. The male and female graduates of RAWA’s schools and orphanages
are able to articulate an alternative or counter-patriarchal politics for
Afghanistan from the sociopolitical level of the home and family to the
community and nation. RAWA exemplifies a counter-nationalist politics that
questions patriarchal definitions of the nation and its citizenry by reconfiguring
gender and nationalism through acts of feminist resistance, reworking, and
negotiating within patriarchal sociopolitical spaces. Thus, the gender roles and
relations men and women experience within RAWA-controlled places may be
significantly altered in spaces outside these private and protected zones.

RAWA’s power and influence at the national level is significantly marginal; and
the ability of the nation to affect gender relations at the social level of the
home/family is also greatly limited. RAWA has been able to develop counter-
patriarchal empowerment zones for women on a spatial scale where national and
international power structures have historically failed (and continue to fail).
Conversely, RAWA’s exclusionary spaces and political commitments limit its
organizational outreach, political mobilization, and connection to mainstream
nationalist political circles.

Future research on feminism and feminist activism is necessary to address the
ability of independent feminist nationalist organizations to impact on existing
gendered configurations of nations and nationalism over time. If feminists
actively engage in developing national identity and reproducing a feminist
subject as citizen, will the patriarchal structure of nations (and militarism) be
significantly altered over time? RAWA develops empowerment and gender
equitable experiences for women and girls on a micro sociopolitical scale. This
spatial scale is both a significant and often overlooked level of political
mobilization and power and its longitudinal influences on macro sociopolitical
scales must also be examined (Marston, 2000; Dowler and Sharp, 2001; Hyndman,
2001; Secor, 2001; Smith, 2001 and Staeheli, 2001). Additionally, is producing
and reproducing national identities more progressive when a feminist organi-
zation defines and maintains its boundaries and expected outcomes? Conse-
quently, would a feminist nation be desirable or necessarily progressive? These
are important questions for researchers to consider and examine with respect to
the contested places of feminism and nationalism particularly in the growing
militarized zones of current neo-colonial, imperial, and economic conquests.
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