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Islamic fundamentalism in the Afghan camps in Peshawer
By Kate Clark
Until the establishment of the communist regime, Islamic fundamentalism played no part in Afghanistan. 
(Brigot and Roy 1988, p9)

During the last thirteen years, Islam in Afghanistan has undergone a profound change, becoming a politicised, largely Fundamentalist force. By Fundamentalism I mean a modern, radical version of Islam, opposed to Westernism and non-Qoranic Qoran traditions, whose supporters seek to get back to ‘Islamic’ laws and customs and ultimately to enforce them through the creation of an Islamic state. This article will look at the effect this transformation has had on the daily lives of Afghan refugees who are in Peshawer, in Pakistan and how the change came about.

There are three million Afghan refugees and of these two million are living in Pakistan in refugee camps, mostly around Peshawer; many have been there for ten years. Daily life in the camps strongly reflects the greater Islamification of society. There is peer pressure to conform and also pressure from the Mujahadeen (literally, those who fight the Jihad or Holy War, used for the resistance generally, the fighters and for the parties). The new conservatism (especially when it comes to women’s lives) is partly a response by people to becoming refugees, of having to uproot themselves and come into a strange insecure and densely populated environment. There is also the problem that, although people of the same region live in proximity, they will not necessarily be kin and therefore women are much more difficult to ‘protect’ than if they were in their own villages with kinsfolk or relations by marriage living nearby. Particularly among the Pashtun tribes people, a man’s honour is obtained from his female relations and there are strict revenge codes when this honour is infringed. Some of the new behaviour is concerned with having women mixing with non-related men as little as possible because of the trouble that would necessarily ensue. Also, even though tribally the Pakistanis in the border area are from the same group as most of the Afghans, ie Pashtun, Afghans see Pakistan generally as a liberal and debauched country which “their’ women need protecting from.

Afghan camp women now mainly live in Purdah (isolation in the home) which for many women means only coming out of their houses for weddings and funerals, although others without water at home have to go out to collect water and do the washing. Shopping, however, is done by men. Purdah is less strict for post-menopausal women. For all women life is different although how different depends largely on their pre-refugee status. Women who were urban, relatively ‘emancipated’ and wore Western clothes, now, if they go outside, wear the shalwar chemise (baggy trousers and a long baggy shirt) and a chaddor (a large piece of material worn so as to cover the head, face and breasts, varying in length, but usually coming below the knees). Rural women who wear burkas (large, all in one garments which cover the whole body with an embroidered mask-like part to see out of) for outside, now rarely come out at all. There is also pressure on Afghan men to wear traditional rather than Western clothes (ie shalwar chemise), to grow beards (as Mohammed did) and to pray publicly in the mosque.

Aid agencies have to be careful with their programmes, with the Fundamentalist parties in particular disliking anything to do with women, even health programmes (as it is ‘unIslamic’ for women to go out of their homes). Projects in the camps can’t really work without the approval of the party with local influence and, for projects inside Afghanistan, consultation and approval is absolutely crucial and the parties are even more conservative in what they will allow. For Afghans it is dangerous to step out of line; death threats and assassinations have been carried out against liberals, the very few women trying to organise women, and former left-wing or liberal student activists (even if it was fifteen years previously). It is also unwise to criticise the Mujahadeen publicly or to act ‘un-lslamically’. One woman activist was driven out after Mujahadeen came to her house, threatening her and her children and holding kalashnikovs to their heads. Speculations as to why one man was assassinated recently (while driving his six-year-old son to school) centered on the fact that, as the director of an aid organisation, he was responsible for setting up a project which taught women English. This could have been reason enough even though it was a women-only class with a woman teacher. Before the Communists took power only the most traditional Afghans were opposed to female education per se.

The Mujahadeen parties are immensely powerful in the camps, with the Fundamentalists in particular retaining their power through oppression and fear. Before the Communists came to power in 1978, however, the Fundamentalists were a completely marginal group. How they and their ideas have become so influential is an important issue and will be explored in the rest of this article.

Before 1978, Afghanistan was an 85% rural country with little state control outside the cities. People looked for their identity not to the nation but locally to their tribe or ethnic group and below this to their village and qawm (solidarity groups based on village, religion, profession, ethnic group, clan or extended family). Land ownership varied – communal land held tribally, small landowners (at least 70% of all peasants owned some land – Brigot et al p12 ) and share cropping, where peasants gave a part of the harvest to the landowner in exchange for the use of land, oxen, seed and ploughs; there were very few large estates. Rural communities were largely stable and very traditional. Islam is the religion of almost all Afghans (with an 83% Sunni or orthodox majority and, although most are devout and religion “permeates” peasant life (Roy 1986 p30) it used not to be political. Indeed, for the large part of Afghanistan which is tribal, the civil codes are secular rather than Islamic.

In April 1978, the (communist) People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) seized power in a coup d’état. The PDPA had been, like the Fundamentalists, irrelevant to most people’s lives before this. Their ideology was foreign, as was the idea of even having a political party, and party activists were predominantly intellectuals who had become alienated from traditional culture. Once in government, they tried to change Afghanistan into a communist country. Their main reforms – land redistribution and a literacy campaign – may appear desirable on paper, but in practice were intolerable to most Afghans because of their authoritarian introduction and the way they misunderstood or wilfully ignored traditional society and people’s wishes, including a strong desire to be left alone by the state. The uprisings which broke out showed a strong relationship with places where literacy teams and land redistribution officials had gone. The reforms had left people bewildered and angry: the literacy teachers were arrogant, mistrusted outsiders who insisted on the shameful co-education of men and women and the humiliating attendance of old men and who used text books filled with party slogans; some land held communally was redistributed and share croppers were given land but were not provided with the necessary oxen, seed or ploughs. Islamic symbolism was removed from the flag and propaganda incited children to “disobey their reactionary parents”, made “personal attacks on the mullahs (clergy) in the country areas” and called for the “liberation of women” (Brigot p43). These reforms were accompanied by the ‘disappearances’ of between 50,000 and 100,000 people (Roy p95). By December 1979, three quarters of the country was involved in rebellions organised at a local level, and the Soviet Union invaded to prop up the government. Full-scale war between the Soviet and government armies and the resistance carried on until February 1989, when the USSR withdrew, leaving a civil war which has continued to the present.

Islam was the only possible basis for forming a resistance to the communist government and the Soviets. Afghan nationalism is extremely weak (although, because of the Invasion, awareness of nationhood is stronger than before) with almost all Afghans identifying themselves with mutually antagonistic tribes or ethnic groups and qawms. In a country where Islam is very strong, the Jihad has traditionally come as a unifying call to drive out foreign ‘infidel’ invaders or to overthrow Afghan leaders who were making ‘unIslamic’ reforms. The government’s attempts to stamp out religion had further ensured that the reaction would be an Islamic one. Given the unpolitical nature of Afghan society, other reactions such as popular socialist resistance were completely impossible.

The Fundamentalists were able to profit from the popular discontent and desire for a Jihad. Three of their current parties (Hezb-i Islamic (Hekmatyar), Hezb -i-Islami (Khalis) and Jamiet -i-Islami) had existed in a minor way before the coup and had bases in Peshawer. They were actually very similar in outlook and membership to the Communists, being intellectuals who rejected traditional society. The type of Islam they advocated was harshly alien to the Islam of ordinary Afghans and owed much inspiration to the Egyptian Muslim Brothers. All advocated (and still do) a break with local traditions and the creation of an Islamic state: Hezb-i-Islami (Hekmatyar), for example, which is the most extreme, would like obligatory prayer and fasting and punishment for infidels. Fundamentalism would never have become at all popular without the government’s communist reforms and the Soviet invasion. As Keddie says, “Islamism is not strong in states which are really largely traditional and have not experienced a major Western cultural impact” (1988 p16). For Afghanistan, which had suffered neither colonial rule nor imperialist interference due to oil, 1978 and 1979 saw the first radicalising Western presence.

The Fundamentalist parties have also gained influence as they became, together with the ‘traditional’ parties which formed after the invasion, the means of organising the Jihad: they “grafted (themselves) on” to the local resistance as the suppliers of arms (Roy p88), became the channels of aid to the refugees and the self-appointed representatives of the resistance to the outside world. The Pakistani government legislated that all refugees had to register with a party and to get rations a party card has to be shown. This gave immense power to the parties as, firstly, they could cream off a lot of the money and secondly, it artificially boosted their membership. Aid has also favoured some parties over others. The Special Commission for Aid to the Afghans, a Pakistani government organisation which controls foreign, government aid, fixed the quotas going to the various parties and gave Heib-i-Islami (Hekmatyar) the “lion’s share” (Brigot et al 1988 p113). This is ironic as this party actually does little fighting and spends most of its energy preaching in the Peshawer camps and consolidating its support there. The ISI, the right-wing Pakistanis secret police allied to the military, are known (unofficially) to be involved in the distribution of aid, supporting the Fundamentalists who are reactionaries like themselves.

The ‘traditional’ parties were formed in Peshawer in order to get arms, aid and influence. Unlike the Fundamentalists, who have strong, defined ideologies and centralised, disciplined structures, these are parties in name only, organising in a more traditionally Afghan way, being little more than loose groupings of people with influence – notables and religious leaders – and having little more ideology than being pro-Islam, anti-communist, wanting to return to a vague, nostalgic situation of ‘as it was before’ and following their own interests. Differences between all the parties are only partly ideological; the three original Fundamentalist parties, for example, are split mainly on tribal/ethnic grounds. The parties represent the more normal and very complex cross-cutting of tribe/ ethnic and qawm loyalty over the religious unity of the Jihad. Refugees in Peshawer usually belong to that party to which the head of their clan or tribe belongs, regardless of their own individual beliefs.

Refugees have become angry at the way in which party leaders have grown rich in Peshawer on money which should have gone to the War or to themselves. Despite fighting in a Jihad for Islamic values, the fighters are also caught up in unIslamic acts. There are reports of women being raped, for example when the town of Khorst was captured. There are also many reports of young men being kidnapped and raped, Although it is difficult to gauge opinion in the camps – the only time a poll was attempted the pollster was assassinated – it does seem that, although most Afghans are more conservative, rather than being actively in favour of an Islamic state, most simply what to go home and live their lives as before. However, the parties, especially the Fundamentalists, are against repatriation as power and aid depends on the refugees staying in Peshawer.

The transformation of Afghan Islam into a political force and the rise of Fundamentalism is the result of many factors: a reaction to the communist reforms, the need to unify against the Soviet invaders, the trauma of refugeeship, the way in aid was distributed, the oppression of the Mujahadeen and, undoubtedly, also the wider context of Islamic Fundamentalism in the Middle East. It seems however, that, as their ways of behaving are barely distinguishable, the Fundamentalists are unlikely to benefit ordinary Afghans any more than the Communists have done.
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