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Pronunciation of Dari sounds
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gh
kh
q

- as in father, an a with a touch of o in it

- as the double 0o in room

- like a thick r in the French garcon

- a throaty, coughing sound as the ch in the Scottish loch, or the Dutch g

- an explosive, breathy sound not existing in English, like a k pronounced deep in the throat
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INTRODUCTION

A fieldwork practise and the reflection thereof in a thesis marks the final stage of the studies of Cultural
Anthropology / Sociology of Non-Western Societies at Leiden University. It still is an unwritten decree that
students of anthropology perform their fieldwork in a remote, exotic place, where a period of hardships,
deprivation and seclusion functions as a rite de passage, a liminal phase in which they are transformed from
students to mature anthropologists, equipped for the professional life. | believe however that in this age of large-
scale movements of people, goods and ideas, this tradition is in serious need of revision. Anthropologists no
longer have to undertake long journeys to remote locations to find their customary subjects of study. The
classical conception of anthropology as the study of bounded and distant traditional communities is not adequate
any more to the reality of shifting boundaries and migrating cultures. The forces of globalisation now deliver
‘the exotic’ into the anthropologist’s own back yard, and this certainly holds true for the population of the

country of my interest, Afghanistan.

More than two decades of war in Afghanistan have displaced a third of its population. Afghan natives now reside
in at least 78 countries around the world. Money, goods, information and people circulate between Afghans in
different continents. Around a hundred thousand Afghans found their way to Germany, and a few thousand were
even born there. Nearly a quarter of them reside in the northern city of Hamburg, thereby forming the largest
Afghan community in Europe. Whereas before the war Afghanistan’s capital Kabul was called ‘the Paris of the
East’, nowadays Hamburg is sometimes referred to as ‘the Kabul of Europe’. Hamburg became the location of
my research, which took place between March and October 2003. | was interested in discovering how Afghans
in Hamburg negotiated their senses of home and belonging, and how these influenced their attitudes towards
return. The end result is an account of two kinds of journeys; two searches for home and spaces of belonging that
take place simultaneously. The first is a physical one, across national borders, from Afghanistan to Germany and
perhaps back to Afghanistan again. The other kind is a journey through questions of identity, history, cultures,

ancestry and belonging.

Context of Study

On the 11™ of September 2001, two hijacked airplanes flew into New York’s World Trade Towers. Almost
immediately, the Saudi Arabian terrorist and multimillionaire Osama Bin Laden was identified as the brain
behind the attacks. The eyes of the world turned to Afghanistan, the mountainous and war-torn Asian country
that hosted him and his Muslim terrorist Al-Qaida network. The Taliban movement of religious students that
rigidly ruled most of the country refused to hand over Bin Laden. On the 7" of October, the Americans launched
bombing attacks on alleged Taliban and Al-Qaida positions. Until the time of writing, Osama Bin Laden has not
been captured. The Taliban regime, however, fell within weeks. Afghanistan had largely been forgotten by the
world community since the end of the Cold War, when the Soviet army retreated its troops and the various
resistance groups started to fight each other in a hopeless and gory civil war. Suddenly, the country was placed
on the world map again. With the help of Western nations, an interim government was installed in the capital
Kabul on December the 22" 2002.



Since the fall of the Taliban, more than 3.7 million Afghan refugees, mainly from Pakistan and Iran, have
returned to Afghanistan (Website UNHCR). An estimated 3.4 million Afghans still remain outside the country
(UNDP 2004: 5). The issue of return suddenly became very relevant. This relevance is double-edged. On the one
hand, Germany and other host countries are putting an increasing pressure upon Afghan refugees without a
secure legal status to return to their country of origin. On the other hand, Afghans themselves are suddenly
confronted with the possibility to travel to Afghanistan, and remain there for a few weeks, even years, or
possibly forever. Direct return flights now connect Germany and Kabul, and a growing number of Afghans are

grabbing the opportunity to visit the country they had left so many years ago.

Research Questions

Is it accurate in this case to speak about a return ‘home’? The assumption that the national borders of the country
left-behind constitute the ideal habitat for any person is part of a long academic tradition. The country of origin
is commonly referred to as ‘home’ or ‘homeland’, and it has long been considered the ultimate wish of all
displaced people to return to where they came from and forever belong. Although these assumptions persist until
today, many contemporary studies about refugees and diasporas challenge such static views regarding home and
homeland and the connection between people and place, as these vary with the reality of exile. The truth of the
matter is that with the passage of time, both the refugee and the country of origin are likely to undergo changes.
These changes affect senses of ‘home’ and belonging, which might in turn have important consequences for the
question of return. It can very well be that for Afghans residing in other countries, sometimes already for
decades, Afghanistan no longer represents ‘home’. New ‘homes’ and new senses of belonging could have been
established outside Afghanistan, especially when prospects for peace in Afghanistan were dim for years and
many gave up hope of being able to return. The occurrences since 2001 and the sudden possibility to return and
become involved in Afghanistan’s developments might have forced Afghans to re-evaluate their bonds with
Afghanistan as well as with the country that hosts them. Questions such as “Where do | belong?” and “Would I
still feel at home in Afghanistan, or has the country I live in now become my new home?” might have gained
importance. Bearing these considerations in mind, the main question that has guided my research has been the

following:

What are the notions of Afghans in Germany regarding home and belonging, and how do
these relate to their attitudes towards returning to Afghanistan?

A very useful guiding principle to analyse and discuss issues of belonging among displaced Afghans appeared to
be the homophobe ‘roots / routes’. These two metaphors are employed by a handful of anthropologists such as
Clifford, Hall and Gilroy who are concerned with globalisation. Issues of home and belonging involve
negotiations and dialogues between two different narratives: that of unchanging and authentic ‘roots’ and that of
‘routes’ of hybridity and transformation. The outcomes of these negotiations can vary between individuals. As
Armbruster (2002: 25) argues, “stories of fixed cores and origins co-exist with stories of discontinuity and
difference.” Articulations of ‘roots’ emphasise a sense of belonging to Afghanistan. Acknowledgements of
‘routes’ often complicate this sense of belonging. Both types of narratives play an important role among Afghans

in the formation of identities and the localisation of spaces of belonging.



Significance

Considering the fact that Afghans have formed the largest refugee group worldwide for years and still constitute
almost 25% of all refugees worldwide, surprisingly little anthropological literature is available about this group
of people. Most anthropological studies on Afghan refugees focus on refugees with a rural background,
predominantly Pashtuns, residing in Pakistan’s refugee camps. Within pre-war Afghanistan, some rural and
nomad groups have been studied. Only a small number of anthropologists, in particular Centlivres, Centlivres-
Demont and Omidian, have occupied themselves thus far with the Afghans in Europe and the United States. |
hope that this study, addressing some contemporary and relevant issues among the Afghan diaspora, could add to

the needed body of literature.

The interdisciplinary field of refugee studies emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Anthropologists’ interest in
refugees and diasporas did not arise until the late 1980s. This coincided with the rapid increase of the number of
migrations across the globe, a considerable part of them of a forced nature (Malkki 1995a: 507; Shami 1996: 6).
Refugee movements on a large scale have become a prominent feature of contemporary society. According to
the UNHCR, the number of refugees worldwide was 9.2 million by the end of 2004. In addition, 7.6 million
people were displaced within their own country and 839 thousand asylum seekers’ cases were still pending.
While most displaced people sought refuge in their own countries or regions in the South, a minority was able to
apply for asylum in the European Union, the USA, Canada or Australia (Website UNHCR). Within
anthropology, there is now a growing recognition that “people are increasingly moving targets” and that
anthropology’s “lens of enquiry [should be shifted] to examine peripheries, boundaries, borderlands, migrants,
and the processes of apparent flux and disorder” (Hammond 1999: 233). However, assumptions of culture and
community as territorialized units are still deeply rooted in anthropology in general. The study of refugees and
diasporic communities is particularly suited to question this isomorphism of space, place, culture and identity.
Some studies have been successful in this, but many others are themselves still interlarded with such ideas.
Because of the relative newness of this branch of anthropology, theoretical frameworks and concepts are still
developing and being refined, and much analysis is still needed (Malkki 1995b: 2; Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 6-
9). Hopefully, this case study of Afghans in Hamburg can make a contribution to the growing body of
knowledge in anthropology with regard to theories of ‘home’, ‘homeland’, multiple senses of belonging and

refugee repatriation.

Besides these aimed contributions to the academic fields of Afghanistan studies and the anthropology of
displacement, | hope that this study can be used to critically review German policies regarding asylum,
naturalisation and repatriation that influence so many Afghans’ lives. Concepts of ‘home’ and return can mean
something vastly different to Afghans themselves than the meanings that policy makers attribute to them.
Programs for voluntary repatriation for example seem to fail to take the opinions and wishes of the Afghans
themselves into account. Policy makers might be left wondering why hardly any Afghan has shown an interest in
participating in such a program. Both Afghans and the German society might benefit from a better understanding

of the ties that bind Afghans to Afghanistan as well as to Germany.



Outline of Chapters

Part | of this thesis provides contextual information about the fieldwork and the research population. Chapter 1
presents background information of Afghanistan’s geographical, social and ethnic structure and the historical
and political events that have led to the exodus of Afghans. It describes the three major waves of refugees to
industrialized countries, and places a specific focus on Germany as a destination. Chapter 2 offers a profile of the
Afghan population in Germany. It places the growth of the Afghan population there into a history of Germany’s
asylum system. Asylum laws and regulations define the type of life that Afghans are able to adopt in Germany,
and divide the Afghan population into two main categories of established and non-established. The second part
of the chapter offers a socio-economical and statistical profile of the Afghan population in Hamburg. Chapter 3
describes the way | organised and conducted the fieldwork. It elaborates on the qualitative research methods and
techniques that | adopted to find an entrance into Afghan networks and gather data. Further on, it deals with

some specific problems that were faced, such as overcoming distrust.

Part 11 of this thesis is concerned with the ways in which Afghans imagine who they are, where they belong,
what the place they came from, and also the one where they are now living in, actually means to them. A critical
discussion of the relevant anthropological terminology is an important component in each of these chapters.
Chapter 4 offers an analysis of the concepts of ‘home’ and ‘homeland’ and investigates to what extent these
concepts are useful in understanding senses of belonging among the Afghan diaspora in Hamburg. Arguments
will be presented showing that the anthropologist’s analytical concepts of ‘home’ and ‘homeland’ are rather
ambiguous in their meanings. | make a plea for the utilisation and analysis of emic concepts used by the
respondents themselves, having cognate meanings but not clear equivalents in the English concepts. Chapter 5
begins with an explanation of the metaphors ‘roots’ and ‘routes’. The remainder of the chapter concentrates on
stories of roots and ideas of an inborn and unchangeable identity, connected with notions of blood and origin. A
considerable part is spent analysing the meanings attached to the Afghan notion of homeland, watan. In the
second part of the chapter, an attempt is made to explain why ideas of fixed roots are so important for people on
the move. Chapter 6 analyses how the changes that accompany life in another country are dealt with and how
these affect views about identity and belonging as well as definitions of Heimat and Zuhause. The chapter aims
at showing respondents’ struggles with identifying places and spaces of belonging out of interactions between
senses of roots and routes. The outcomes are often ambiguous. The centre of attention is placed on Afghans in

their late teens and their twenties.

Part 11l is concerned with the issue of returning to Afghanistan. Attitudes towards a permanent return are the
focus of Chapter 7. Although several programs for voluntary return have been developed, only a small number of
Afghans show a genuine interest in them. The chapter focuses on potential dreams of return, but also shows the
way in which these are likely to clash with practical considerations. Chapter 8 describes the personal experiences
of Afghans who have returned to Afghanistan for a few weeks or months. The question will be asked if it is still
possible to speak about a return ‘home’, as both the returnee and the country itself have changed during the years
of absence. Return visits act as reality-checks against images that have been formed while being in exile, and
often evoke renegotiations of feelings of belonging and identification. Finally there is the conclusion, summing

up and highlighting the main findings of the study.
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Chapter 1

THE AFGHAN EXODUS

“Even if there wasn’t any fighting, there wouldn’t be peace either. | don’t think there will ever be peace

in Afghanistan. Every time a new movement stands up. It’s been like this since Chenghiz Khan.'”
(Ferozan)

“‘War,” Hewadmal continues, ‘transforms any country into a madhouse, and the exiles are the inmates

who escaped’.”
(Ahang Shamel 2003: 50)

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The invasion of Afghanistan by the former U.S.S.R. at the end of 1979 was the starting-signal of more than two
decades of war, displacing more than a third of the Afghan population. Since the withdrawal of the Russians in
1989, Afghanistan has not been able to achieve peace and security. After every political conquest and transition
of power from one group to another, waves of Afghans have fled the country to avoid persecution. In the first
half of the 1980s, the Afghan refugee population was at its peak and was the largest in the world, consisting of
more than 6.5 million refugees in the neighbouring countries of Pakistan and Iran alone (Website UNHCR).?
More than 100 thousand Afghans found their way to Germany, and around a quarter of them now reside in
Hamburg (Tietjens 2002: 10). The displacement of Afghans bears a double character through both time and
space: a massive and forced exile to the neighbouring countries Pakistan and Iran, and a relatively small elite

exile to Western countries.

Afghan Refugees in the Region :

The first type of migration was a massive and forced exile of mostly 4 }F
rural Afghans to the neighbouring countries Pakistan and Iran. This
emigration was directly related to the Soviet intervention in 1979 and
had its peak in the mid-1980s. The exile still continued between
1985 and the beginning of the nineties, but during the same period
more than 1.5 million Afghans returned. The second half of the
nineties brought an extreme drought that forced thousands of
Afghans to flee their homes in search of food and water. The
Afghans remaining in Pakistan and Iran originated primarily from
rural areas, where they had been small farmers, village artisans and

tenants, or were lower middle-class shopkeepers, civil servants and

bazaar craftsmen (Boesen 1990: 160). Some of the middle class R ) R
Afghan refugees in Central-Iran (Photo:
people managed to continue their journey to industrialised countries  Marije Braakman)

! A 13" century conqueror.

2 In terms of the Geneva Convention of 1951, a refugee is someone “who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted ... is outside [his
or her] country of nationality” (Article 1, Geneva Convention 1951). In common usage, the term ‘refugee’ has a much broader coverage and
refers to a person who is uprooted as a result of war or political oppression. In this study, unless an explicit distinction is made between
asylum seekers and recognised refugees, this broader definition of refugees as forced migrants is used.



in later years (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 153).

Around 70% of the Afghans that had sought refuge in Pakistan were ethnic Pashtuns of rural origin (Immig and
Van Heugten 2000: 47). Three-quarters of them were women and children (Dupree 1990: 121). Millions of rural
Afghans ended up in refugee camps in Pakistan’s North-Western Frontier Province, where they became
dependent on aid supplies, provided to them by one of the numerous international aid agencies that had sprung
up around Peshawar. Members of the former urban middle class tried to build a self-sufficient existence in the
cities (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont
2000b: 153). In recent years, international
aid has almost dried up. There have been
increasing signs that ‘asylum fatigue’ has
led to pressures on Afghan refugees to
return. Sections of several refugee camps
have been evicted and closed down.
Pakistani authorities are increasingly harsh
towards Afghan refugees, subjecting them

to arbitrary detention, bribery and physical

harassment. (Amnesty International 2003: 7-
8. Website United States Committee for Afghan boys in Karachi, Pakistan (Photo: Marije Braakman)

Refugees and Immigrants).

In Iran, only a few percent of the refugees have lived in camps. Although most Afghans are living in the border
provinces, many are scattered throughout Iran, in cities as well as rural areas. Most of them are Shiite Hazara, or
belong to other Persian speaking groups and originate from Herat, Farah and north-western and central provinces
(Website USCRI). In Iran, where employment opportunities were higher but humanitarian assistance by NGO’s
was almost absent, the percentage of males has always been much higher than among refugees in Pakistan
(Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 160). A number of Afghan men found work as manual labourers,
often at construction sites. However, the ‘asylum fatigue’ in Iran is even more disturbing than in Pakistan. The
Iranian government and civilians appeared increasingly intolerant and hostile towards Afghans. By the mid-
1990s, most refugees were no longer eligible for regular education, health services and food rations. A majority
are either undocumented or hold a temporary registration card and are increasingly restricted in earning a
livelihood. The situation of Afghans in Iran deteriorated even further after the fall of the Taliban. Many
residence permits were revoked. While the UNHCR have tried to develop voluntary repatriation schemes, there
have been numerous reports of arbitrary arrests, physical harassments and forced repatriations by the Iranian
authorities, even for those with an UNHCR refugee status (Amnesty International 2003: 8-9; Website USCRI).

Besides these large refugee populations in Iran and Pakistan, the Central Asian republics Tajikistan, Uzbekistan
and Turkmenistan, as well as India and Russia are host to considerable numbers of Afghan refugees. Most of the
150 thousand Afghans residing in Russia left their country when Najibullah, the last communist president, was

removed from power by the Mujaheddin troops in 1992 (Merau 2002). India proved to be a destination for



Afghan Hindus and Sikhs, as well as for Afghans affiliated with the communist regime (Centlivres and
Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 161).

Afghan Refugees in the West

A second type of emigration, however, is important to this study. This was a selective and elite one to the West.
A minority of a few hundred thousand refugees were able to reach Europe, North-America, Canada, New
Zealand and Australia. Most of them belonged to the wealthy, urban, educated Pashtun or Tajik elite and middle
classes, especially from the capital Kabul. The extreme rich mostly sought refuge in Canada and the USA, and
the middle classes in Europe. Many had a direct link to the government, be it as a government employee or at an
ideological level by the adherence to the politics of a certain regime and have followed a secondary or higher
education in Afghanistan or abroad (Boesen 1990: 160; Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 153, 157;
Gehrig 1999: 184). Between 1994 and 2004, 238 thousand of Afghans applied for asylum in industrialized
countries. Most of them, around 50 thousand, came to Germany, followed by 36 thousand who went to the
Netherlands. The other important destinations were the U.K., Austria, Hungary and Denmark (Website
UNHCR). Exact figures about the number of Afghans in Western countries are almost impossible to obtain, one
of the reasons being that many of them became nationals in their country of residence. Thirty-year-old
Mahmud’s story is only one out of those thousands:

After the murder of his father, a member of an influential and wealthy family, Mahmud left the country
in 1980 with his family. He was seven years old when he finally arrived in Germany: “We couldn’t
leave Afghanistan in a normal way, because our family was well-known. We dressed up like a trucker’s
family. First, we crossed Jalalabad. Fighting was intense over there. On the border to Pakistan, there
was a checkpoint. An officer said: “You aren’t a trucker’s family, are you? Your language is different.
Wait, I’ll order a Mercedes to pick you up and drive you to prison’. My brother was taken away for
interrogation [...]. These moments of fear are still on my mind. That my brother was taken away... a lot
of men disappeared this way. | will never forget how the truck driver was swearing at me, because | was
talking too loud and told everybody my name. As a child, you hear it all. Moments you can’t describe. |
experienced a lot.” After paying a bribe in the form of a precious carpet, the family continued its
journey to relatives in Pakistan. But Pakistan turned out to be no safe heaven either, and the flight was
continued by airplane, to Germany, where an uncle was already residing. “In the plane, my mother was
crying constantly, for being so far away from her country now.”

This chapter aims to place Mahmud’s flight, as well as those of thousands of others to Germany, into a broader
context. Ethnical, geographical, religious, urban-rural and ideological contradictions all play a role in
understanding Afghanistan’s turbulent history and the events that led to such a mass displacement of Afghans.
After a short introduction to Afghanistan’s geographical and social structure, three major waves of refugees into
Germany and other Western countries will be placed into a historical context. The last paragraph will focus on

Germany as a destination.

1.2 AFGHANISTAN’S SOCIAL STRUCTURE

‘Fragmentation’ seems to be the keyword when describing Afghanistan’s social geography and ethnical, social
and political structures. The population of Afghanistan is estimated at 21 to over 27 million. Around 80% are
dependent on agriculture and live in rural areas. However, only 12% of Afghanistan’s 652.225 square kilometres

of land are suitable for agriculture. Afghanistan is surrounded by Pakistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan,



Tajikistan and China, and has cold winters and warm summers. The high mountains of the Hindu Kush and the
Kuh-e Baba cover the northeast and centre of the country. Vast stone and sand deserts are found in the west and
southwest, where rainfall is scarce. Other major cities besides the capital Kabul are Qandahar, Mazar-e Sharif,
Herat and Jalalabad. The country is 19 times the size of the Netherlands, and is divided into 32 provinces
(Dupree 1973: 1-5; Website Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Vogelsang 2002: 74). The two official languages
are Dari and Pashto, but many more local languages are spoken. The average yearly income and life expectancy
rates are extremely low, and infant mortality rates and illiteracy, especially among females, are extraordinarily
high.?

The area that is now called Afghanistan used to be an important centre of Buddhist culture, until Islam made its

entrance at the end of the seventh century. Nowadays, pry==rrry AN
T kharal-&‘.amarkand TAJIKISTAN
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percent of Afghanistan’s population; most of them have found shelter outside Afghanistan during the last
decades (Dupree 1973: 101-103; Website Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Vogelsang 2002: 55-59).

The ethnic constellation of Afghanistan reflects centuries of migrations from other parts of Asia as well as more
recent internal migrations. The geographical features of Afghanistan, with its sky-scraping mountain ranges,
deserts and isolated valleys, allowed many communities to preserve their distinct identity and a certain level of
autonomy. Approximately 40% of the population are Pashtuns and form the largest as well as the hierarchically
highest placed ethnic group. They practise the Sunni variant of Islam and the majority speak Pashto. These
Pashtuns primarily populate the south and southeast of Afghanistan and are sub-divided into different tribes, of
which the Durrani and Ghilzai are the most important. Almost all rulers of Afghanistan have been Durrani
Pashtuns. Tajiks, who form the second-largest but very heterogeneous ethnic group, are mostly found in the
northeast, the west in and around Herat, and south-eastern provinces including Kabul. They speak Dari, a dialect

of Persian, and are mostly Sunnis. Little tribal organisation exists among them. The two biggest Turkic-speaking

% According to 2004’s National Human Development Report, life expectancy is 44.5 years. Literacy is 43% in men and 14% in women. One
out of five children dies before the age of five. The average annual income was $190 in 2004, but was distributed very unequally (UNDP
2004).

* A division of the Islamic community into Sunnites and Shiites arose shortly after the death of the prophet Mohammad in 632 AD. Abu
Bakr, a close associate of Mohammad, was appointed as Mohammad’s successor. Shiites, however, only recognise direct descendants of
Mohammed as his successors. For them, Mohammad’s son-in-law Ali is an important figure. Whereas in Sunna doctrine the tasks of
religious leaders are limited and believers are directly responsible to God, Shiism is much more hierarchical with Shiite Imams and their
deputies functioning as infallible spiritual leaders, appointed by God (Van Koningsveld 1996: 116-120).
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groups are Uzbeks and Turkmens, predominantly residing in the north and northwest of Afghanistan. Central
Afghanistan is the heartland of the Hazara, a Shiite minority that has faced much discrimination during Afghan
history. Other ethnic groups include the Aimag, Arabs, Qizilbash, Kirghiz, Brahui, Ahl-e Honud (Hindus and
Sikhs) and Baluchi (Connor 1989: 912-916; Dupree 1973: 59-64).°

Bamyan in Central-Afghanistan (Source: Unknown)

This ethnic pluralism is not the sole key factor to understand Afghanistan’s history and conflicts. Afghanistan’s
social order is highly stratified and hierarchical. This hierarchy is based on gender, age, family background and
class. The fundamental economic and social unit is the extended family (Nawa 2001: 6). “People see themselves
as part of their family system, religious sect and village, but also as part of a tribe, region, and finally, country,”
Nawa (2001: 26) states. A chief level of identification and socio-political organisation, especially among
Pashtuns, has always been the gawm. Qawm is often translated as ‘ethnic group’ or ‘tribe’, but its connotations
can be far broader, meaning ‘nation’, or narrower, referring to the extended family, descent group, linguistic,
regional or occupational group or caste, or the inhabitants of the same valley or village. The gawm provides a
network for cooperation and protection against outsiders (Orywal 1988: 38; Tapper 1988: 25-31; Vogelsang
2000: 29). Since 1979 ethnicity has however gained more and more importance as a source of political

® Schetter argues that it is impossible to calculate how many ethnic groups exist and how large they are. Afghanistan’s ethnic groups are not
solid clear-cut cultural units that exist since time immemorial. Ethnic boundaries are fuzzy. According to Schetter, it was not until the mid-
20™ century that foreign researchers and the Afghan government started to divide Afghan society systematically into distinct ethnic
categories. The term Tajik, for example, was a creation to refer to those non-tribal Persian speaking Sunnites who did not belong to any other
social category. The leading Afghanistan specialist Dupree (1973) identified 21 distinct ethnic groups. A German survey counted 54 and a
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mobilisation (Schetter 1999: 91; Vogelsang 2002: 29; Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000a: 419, 425).
Tribal solidarity and identity is in general weaker among the urban population, where people have access to non-
kin networks (Nawa 2001: 27).

The distinction between the urban areas and the countryside is also relevant for other reasons. Throughout
Afghanistan’s history, modernisations supported by the urban educated elite met with severe resistance from the
conservative and predominantly illiterate population in the countryside, where an opposition to centralized
authority still prevails today. Only a fraction of the total population of Afghanistan belonged to the elite and
middle classes. The old elite consisted of approximately 3 thousand persons in the early 1970s. The entire middle
class numbered perhaps 1 million people (Dupree 1973 in: Suhrke and Klink 1987: 95). This contradiction
between city and countryside is likely to cause problems again in the future. Kabul has been, and is again
becoming, a city with a cosmopolitan character that offers education, employment, health services and access to
information. In contrast to this, most villages are still isolated due to the bad infrastructure and a lack of security.

They barely profit from economic growth and foreign assistance (Vogelsang 2002; 68).

1.3 AHISTORY OF THE WAR AND THE WAVES OF REFUGEES

“My children asked me what | was going to tell at this lecture. | said | didn’t know yet. Every time
when | think | am informed about the current situation in Afghanistan, | look on the Internet and
something new has happened. Then my son said: ‘Just tell them how old you are and how many
presidents you have lived under’. Together we counted. | am 46 years old now, I lived in Afghanistan
for 24 years and | have experienced 13 different head of states.”

(Shafiq at a lecture on Afghanistan in a public library)

Until 1973: The Kingdom of Afghanistan

“In Afghanistan’s history there has never been a leader that was good to his people. A big merit of

Zaher Khan is that for 40 years there wasn’t any war. That’s already quite a thing.”
(Jamil)

The borders of present-day Afghanistan were drawn after two Anglo-Afghan wars at the end of the 19" century.
The eastern border, which still divides the heartland of the Pashtuns into an Afghan and a Pakistani part, was
fixed by the Durand treaty of 1893 (Vogelsang 2002: 15-16). Between 1919 and 1973, Afghanistan was a
constitutional monarchy, although a national bond or sense of citizenship was almost non-existent among its
population (Magnus and Naby 1998: 40). King Amanullah carried out a number of radical modernist reforms
during the 1920’s. These reforms that were inspired by Atatiirk’s Turkey, met with an increasing resistance by
conservative Islamic tribal leaders. In 1929, Amanullah was forced to flee the capital. The Tajik rebel leader
Bacha-ye Saggao seized power. Nine months later, he was chased away by a tribal army led by General
Mohammad Nader Khan (Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 10-11). Nader Khan, belonging to the Musahiban
lineage of the Durrani Pashtuns, was proclaimed Shah, King of Afghanistan (Dupree 1973: 458-460).

Soviet study 200 different ethnic groups (Schetter 2003: 1-3). Notwithstanding such critical views, it cannot be denied that the categorisation
into the ethnic groups that | mentioned is now quite current, among foreign researchers, governments and Afghan people themselves alike.
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Zaher Shah inherited the throne when his father Nader Shah was murdered in 1933. Zaher Shah’s regime was
characterised by a rapid development of the Afghan state. The number of people employed in the public sector
grew strongly. Other sectors of the economy, such as agriculture and industry, were not able to absorb the
growing number of young educated adults. Until 1963, Zaher Shah himself was a rather passive monarch.
Members of his extended family administered the country, mainly as prime ministers (Magnus and Naby 1998:
45). His cousin Daoud Khan was appointed as prime minister in 1953. His plans for social, emancipatory,
educational and military reform required funding and advisors. In ten years time, he was able to obtain 552
million dollars of credit and aid from the Soviet Union and 350 million from the United States. Daoud was a
strong advocate of a larger Afghanistan, including the Pashtun areas of Pakistan. This Pashtunistan issue
seriously deteriorated ties with Pakistan that had recently gained independence from Great Britain. Because of
his unpopular foreign and interior politics, his family forced him to resign as prime minister in 1963 (Magnus
and Naby 1998: 46-47; Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 13).

As an answer to the increasing call for political reforms, a new liberal constitution was adopted in 1964,
allowing freedom of press, religion and assembly. The parliamentary elections of 1965 that resulted in a
conservative and anti-reformist parliament were a disappointment for the emerging urban middle-class of
educated people who voiced a growing resentment towards the political and economical power of a small royal
elite. When the ban on political parties was lifted, they channelled their protest into radical urban and university-
based communist parties of Maoist or Soviet orientation, as well as into radical Islamic groups inspired by the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. One of the parties that was founded was the Soviet-oriented DVVPA, Democratic
Party of the People of Afghanistan. It broke up into two factions in 1968: the Khalq [The People], headed by Nur
Mohammed Taraki and Babrak Karmal’s Parcham [The Flag]. The Islamist groups would form the core
leadership for the diverse parties that later fought the Soviets. In Kabul, an increasingly heated political struggle
developed. Amidst these tensions, the former prime minister Daoud Khan staged a coup with the help of
Parcham. He overthrew his cousin Zaher Shah and proclaimed the Republic of Afghanistan with himself as
president (Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 14-15; Vogelsang 2002: 19-20).

1973-1992: Revolutions and Soviet Occupation — The First Wave of Refugees

“One evening, my father didn’t return home from his work. He was a well-know man, and had

criticized the communists openly. We have never heard of him again.”
(Tamana)

Daoud counted on the support of the Marxists, especially on the Karmal’s Parcham faction. He used their help to
eliminate the Islamic resistance. As soon as that mission was completed, Daoud tried to set the Marxists aside
and removed them from their positions within the government. The reaction to this was that Parcham and Khalg
joined hands to stage a coup, in which Daoud was killed. This coup took place on the 27" of April 1978 and
became known as the Saur Revolution. The rural population of Afghanistan did not agree with the radical
Marxist reforms in the field of agriculture, education, nationalization and the emancipation of women. Armed
revolts broke out in a large number of provinces. At the same time, the radical Khalg faction was trying to
eliminate the Parcham faction. Thousands of opponents were executed or tortured in prison. In 1979, president
Taraki was replaced by Hafizullah Amin, another Khalgi. In September of that year, both Taraki and Amin were

executed.
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At the moment that a flood of nationwide resistance threatened to overthrow the communist regime, the Soviet
Union intervened to safe their ‘satellite state’. In December 1979, Soviet troops entered the country. The
U.S.S.R. installed Karmal as president, but he did not succeed in restoring order in the country. Several Islamic
guerrilla groups formed to fight the Soviet occupation. These Mujaheddin, or ‘fighters of the Holy War’ used
Pakistan as a home base and were supported by Pakistan, the United States, European and Middle-Eastern
countries and China (Vogelsang 2002: 20-22; Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 17-22; Centlivres and Centlivres-
Demont 2000a: 419). Meanwhile, the exodus of refugees had begun. In 1986, the new Soviet president
Gorbachev had decided that his troops should retreat from Afghanistan. Karmal was replaced by Mohammad
Najibullah. Najibullah, known by the Afghans as Dr. Najib, had been the head of the KHAD, the military
intelligence service responsible for thousands of disappearances and executions. After many international
negotiations and internal and external pressure, the Soviet troops began to retreat in February 1989. The
powerful statesman Najibullah held onto power until April 1992, when the Mujaheddin forces of the Tajik
general Ahmadshah Massoud and the Uzbek general Rashid Dostum finally managed to enter Kabul (Vogelsang
2002; 22-23; Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 23-36).

“The communists worked for Russia; they killed 2.5 million people and disabled 3 million. | was born
in a village in the Panjshir. On a certain day, when | was 13 years old, 70 helicopters dropped 60 bombs
in our valley. In the village, 300 women and children died. It weren’t the Russians. It were Afghans

who did that.”
(Rafiqg Jan, originating from an anti-Soviet stronghold)

“We were not communists, we were democrats. Real communism just cannot be introduced in an
illiterate country like Afghanistan. During the time of the Hezb [Hezb-e Parcham], for the first time,
people were being helped. Food coupons and food were being distributed. Women were free.”

(Nadra, a Parcham adherent)

The massive refugee wave to Pakistan and Iran between 1978 and 1992 can be linked to the events around the
1978 coup, the Russian invasion in 1979, the introduction of new national military service regulations in 1981-
82 as well as several attempts by the Kabul government to destroy opposition bases (Connor 1989: 918). The
obligatory education of women and other communist policies forcing the emancipation of women were other
reasons for Afghans to flee the country in the winter of 1978-79, in order to protect the honour of their female
kin (Centlivres-Demont 1994: 346). A peak was reached in 1981 (Dupree 1990: 2-3). After the withdrawal of the
Russians in 1989 and the taking of power by the Mujaheddin in 1992, many of them returned to Afghanistan. For
example, in the year 1992 alone, 1.6 million Afghans left Iran and Pakistan (Haut Commissariat des Nations
Unies pour les Réfugies 2000: 19).

The peak of the elite migration to the West which is of importance to this study, probably occurred in the first
three years, in the wake of the Marxist coup and Soviet invasion. Afghans that sought refuge in Germany and
other Western countries between 1978 and 1989 belonged to a westernised intelligentsia of professors, high
functionaries, rich merchants and university students who did not support the Marxists (Gehrig 1999: 184;
Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 156). Often, these were prominent Pashtuns whose families resided in
the DVPA-controlled cities of Kabul, Qandahar and Jalalabad (Naby 2005: 173). Many of them had been
educated in one of the schools and universities linked to Western countries and where the language of instruction

had been English, French or German; others had received a scholarship to study abroad. Some had worked for
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American enterprises or organisations that where present in Afghanistan during the monarchy or the period of
Daoud (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 156). The shifts in the communist regimes subsequently
evoked the flight of Maoists, Khalgis and Parchamis (Naby 2005: 177).

1992-1996: The Mujaheddin in Power — A Second Wave of Refugees

“When the war started, life became very difficult. When the Mujaheddin conquered the city [Kabul], we
were locked in at home. We were frightened of the rockets. We armoured all windows with blankets. At
the beginning, we cooked by oil; when that had run out, we used wood. For two months, we didn’t eat
any meat. Once we peeled potatoes and discovered the Mujaheddin had injected them with poison.
They did the same to fruit and vegetables. In any case, it was too dangerous to leave the house and buy
fresh vegetables. When the quarter [Mikrorayan, Kabul] was taken over by [the Uzbek Mujahed]
Dostum, life became a bit better. For a while, people were able to go on the streets. | had to wear a
chadri [large headscarf]. When, for a few days, there was a truce, everybody escaped from Mikrorayan.
We fled to Kart-e Chahar [another Kabuli quarter], where we lived for a while. We all were afraid of
the Mujaheddin. They could enter the house by force and steal all wooden doors, cupboards and other
things made of wood. They sold the wood on the market and walked off with the money.”

(Ziba)
The second wave of refugees to the West took place between 1992 and 1996. After the fall of Najibullah, an
interim government was formed, headed by the Tajik Burhannudin Rabbani. The violent war between the
communist regime, its Soviet backers and the resistance fighters had devastated many parts of the country, but
spared Kabul. Now that their common enemy had been defeated, the different Mujaheddin groups, who had
never united politically and whose members had become accustomed to an existence as warriors began to fight
each other, and Kabul became the stage of intense fighting. The Pashtun groups in particular were very divided
among themselves. Furthermore, Pakistan’s favourite Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s Hezb-e Islami, Dostum’s
Jombesh-e Melli and the Hezb-e Wahdat of the Hazara Karim Khalili did not accept the dominant position of
Rabbani and Ahmad Shah Massud, both Tajiks from the Jamiat-e Islami, and refused to acknowledge the interim
government. Many parts of the city were completely destroyed, each Mujaheddin group having taken position in
a different quarter of the city. Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries each supported its own favourite group. The
government’s authority outside Kabul was trifling. The north-western part of Afghanistan remained in control of
Dostum, while warlord Ismael Khan had much influence in and around Herat and local Pashtun warlords and
drug barons fought each other in the southeast (Vogelsang 2002: 22-23; Website Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs; Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 36-40).

“l have learned a lot, because | was allowed to experience a lot... From every bomb, from every night
that | spent awake, because it was raining rockets, from every moment that | feared for the life of my
family and of myself, from every scream of the poor Qala-ye Zamankhanis, that sought shelter in the
cellars of Makrorayan [Kabul], because Qalai Zamankhana [Kabul] was set on fire, from the tears of
which many dried in my eyes and many covered my face... Desperate mothers, crying for their
children, despaired fathers that came home empty-handed, and their children that didn’t have anything
to eat.”

(Roya, at that time a child, in an email)

The fear of the bombs and rockets, as well as the risk of being accused of having supported the communist and
‘atheist’ enemy prompted those affiliated with the Khalg or Parcham regime or employed as civil servants to
seek refuge in the West. Not having taken up arms or having joined a resistance party could be enough reason for
civilians to be suspected of communist loyalties. During the same period, many Afghan students at universities

in the former Soviet Union and Eastern bloc countries moved to Western countries when the Berlin Wall fell.
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Many Afghan employees of international non-governmental organisations also managed to escape to Western
countries (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 156; Gehrig 1999: 184; Gehrig and Monsutti 2003: 11).

1994-2001: The Rise of the Taliban — A Third Wave of Refugees

“Why are the Taliban in Afghanistan? Why couldn’t they just be somewhere else?”
(Nazhla, 12)

A third wave of refugees to Western countries arose when the Taliban captured Kabul in 1996. The Taliban,
literally ‘religious students’, were originally young Pashtuns from the countryside. They had gathered around the
charismatic Mullah Mohammed Omar Akhund from Qandahar. Most of them had been raised in local Islamic
schools in the Afghan-Pakistani border areas, estranged from the mitigating influence of women, family and
village. In those schools, they had been educated in a rigid Wahhabist or Deoband Sunni interpretation of Islam
and shari’a, religious law. In 1994, the Taliban established themselves in Qandahar. Pakistan realised that the
group it had been supporting for years, Hekmatyar’s Hezb-e Islami, would never be able to capture Kabul and
bring peace to Afghanistan. Support was therefore shifted to the Taliban. The Taliban promised to end the
fighting and restore law and order under the shari’a. Rapidly, the Taliban were able to take command in large
parts of the country. Financial and military support from Pakistan and Arab countries, as well as the fact that
most Afghans longed for peace and stability, played a role in this quick advance. In September 1995, Herat’s
warlord Ismael Khan was defeated and in September 1996, the Taliban took Kabul. Two years later, Mazar-e
Sharif fell into their hands; the local governor Dostum sought shelter abroad. From out of their stronghold in the
Panjshir valley, Massud and Rabbani continued to fight against the Taliban, but they could not escape seeing

their territory diminishing quickly (Vogelsang 2002: 23-24; Immig and Van Heugten 2000: 41-67).

Wherever they gained control, the Taliban disarmed local warlords and imposed their rigid laws, based on their
literal interpretation of the shari’a. Trespassers of the law were punished by amputation, stoning and execution.
Women were banned from public life, and girls were no longer allowed to follow an education. Music,
television, images of living beings and kite flying were forbidden, and strict dress codes for both men and
women were introduced. Within the rural Pashtun dominated provinces, the ideas of the Taliban did not meet
much resistance. In Kabul and other cities where life styles were more liberal, the Taliban rules were conceived
of as alien. The United States turned a blind eye on their repressive practices, in the hope that they would
provide access to the mineral reserves of Central Asia. Afghanistan disappeared from the international agenda of
policy makers and donor countries. At the end of 1997, however, when the Taliban refused to hand over the
Saudi multi-millionaire Osama Bin Laden who was in residence in Afghanistan and who was held responsible
for attacks on American embassies in Tanzania and Kenya and on an American military ship in Yemen, the
United States officially took position against them and bombed several of Bin Laden’s training camps. The
United Nations proclaimed a growing number of sanctions against Afghanistan, which isolated the country more
and more from the outer world. In the spring of 2001, the Taliban caught the attention of the world by destroying
two ancient Buddha statues in Bamian, Central-Afghanistan. Two days before the attack on New York’s World
Trade Towers which shocked the world community, Massud was killed in a suicide attack by two supporters of
Bin Laden (Vogelsang 2002: 24-25, 27; Website Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Immig and Van Heugten
2000: 76-88).
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Afghans that fled to the West during this period were middle-class urban educated Afghans that felt themselves
forced to flee because of the alien and repressive Taliban measures that posed security concerns, as well as the
lack of livelihood and education opportunities. A number of them had been employed by international NGO’s. In
addition, ethnic and religious minorities, particularly Shiite Hazara and Ismaelis, persecuted by the Taliban
sought their way out of Afghanistan. The latter were assisted by their richer co-religionists in Pakistan and by
organisations of their wealthy religious leader, the Aga Khan (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 157;
Gehrig 1999: 184). There was also a considerable group of less educated middle-class Afghans that fled to the
West to join their relatives there (Tietjens 2002: 8).

2001 Until Now: The Karzai Era

“My uncle flew over Pakistan to Kabul. When he returned, he had negative stories. In the beginning,
when the Taliban were gone, there was euphoria: now there is freedom, America is supporting us! But
then we came back to earth again. Those who return [on a visit] are rich; they can spend lots of money.
But for the people who live there, from their view, it’s totally different. They don’t have money and
work.”

(Javad)

Immediately after the ‘9/11” events, Afghanistan was placed on the
world map again as the hotbed of terrorism. The ‘War against
Terrorism’ that was launched by the United States and their allies
brought a quick end to the Taliban era. The oppositional forces that
were amalgamated under the name of the Northern Alliance and
controlled only 5% of Afghanistan at that moment, received American
support in the form of weaponry, intelligence and advisors. At the same
time, American airplanes bombed alleged Taliban and Al-Qaida
positions. On the 9" of November, Mazar-e Sharif fell, and three days
later Herat. On the 13" of November, the Taliban retreated from Kabul.
Qandahar was taken over on the 7" of December. In December 2001, an

international conference was held in the German city of Bonn.

Participants of this conference were representatives of the anti-Taliban
AT militia forces that assisted the Allied Forces, representatives of the
The flag of the Islamic Republic of

Afghanistan for sale at a seminar (Photo:  former king Zahir Shah, and representatives of other groups of exiled
Marije Braakman)
Afghans. They elected the Pashtun Hamid Karzai, a U.S. national, as

head of the interim government (Vogelsang 2002: 25-28).

Several militia leaders and remnants of past military forces who had assisted the Allied Forces in bringing down
the Taliban were granted important positions within the government. Among them were the Uzbek commandant
Dostum, the self-appointed Emir of Herat Ismael Khan and the Tajik Marshal Fahim, who at the same time
undermined central authority and peace by maintaining their local strongholds and private militias. At the time of
my interviews, this power of warlords was a major concern of many Afghans inside and outside Afghanistan. In
both 2002 and 2003, a Loya Jirga, or National Council, took place. A new constitution was put into force in
January 2004. In the summer of 2004, Karzai managed to diminish the power of two important warlords. Fahim

was dismissed from his post as vice president and Khan as the governor of Herat. In many areas, however, local
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and regional leaders are still more powerful than the government. Clashes between regional leaders frequently
occur. Local military and police forces, even in Kabul, have been involved in killings, arbitrary arrests, property
confiscation, human rights abuses, rapes of women, girls and boys, bribery, kidnapping etcetera. The economy is
still dominated by the opium trade. In the south and south-east Taliban remnants and other antigovernment
forces are active (Website Human Rights Watch). The International Security Assistance Force troops are
stationed in Kabul, Kunduz and Faizabad (Website Bundesregierung Online). American military forces are still

active in other parts of Afghanistan, hunting down affiliates of the Taliban and Al-Qaida.

Karzai was re-elected during Afghanistan’s first-ever presidential election, which took place on October the 9th
2004 (Website HRW). In December 2004, Karzai announced a new cabinet of 26 ministers. With the exception
of Ismael Khan who has been given a relatively weak post as minister of energy, the new ministers are relatively
undisputed technocrats rather than warlords. The most important posts are occupied by Pashtuns. Tajiks and
Hazaras are well represented, whereas Uzbeks are underrepresented. Three ministers are women. Parliamentary
elections are scheduled for September 2005. Despite some minor improvements, Afghanistan continues to suffer
from serious instability, violent outbursts and extremely low living standards (Website Dutch Ministry of
Foreign Affairs). Twenty-four years of war have created a practically uneducated generation that is used to war
and violence. All Afghans have relatives and friends that are either deceased, exiled or handicapped. The country
has not enough capacity, in the form of housing, food, drinking water and health care, to absorb all the returning
refugees. Although the international community has promised to donate millions of aid dollars, just a part of that
amount has actually been transferred. Reconstruction and redevelopment efforts have started to take shape in
some areas, but these form only the beginning. The infrastructure, economy, industry, education and health care
systems are completely devastated, agricultural land is covered by live landmines and almost all educated

Afghans reside abroad. All in all, the future of Afghanistan is still extremely insecure.

Afghans continue to form the largest refugee population worldwide, with the exception of the Palestinians. The
U.S. bombings and a severe drought uprooted thousands of Afghans. Since 2002 however, more than 2.5 million
Afghans have returned from Pakistan and more than 1.2 million from Iran. In Pakistan, just under a million
Afghan camp refugees are registered by the UNHCR. In addition, an estimated 1.9 million Afghans live an
independent life in urban areas in Pakistan. Around a million Afghans have remained in Iran. The number of
asylum applications in Western countries sank dramatically during the last years. Those who do claim asylum do
not have much chance of being accepted. In Germany, the number of asylum applications has decreased from
5.850 in 2001 to 900 in 2004 (Website UNHCR).

1.4 DESTINATION GERMANY

The Relationship between Afghanistan and Germany

“l came here because | thought that Afghanistan and Germany are friendly nations. Intimate friends,

for already 200 years. We share the same blood, as Aryans.®”
(Rafiqg Jan)

& Afghanistan’s historical name is Aryana, land of the Aryans. Before Hitler, Aryan was a synonym for Indo-Germanic. Because of the
misuse of the term by national-socialists, who used the term to refer to a Germanic superior race, for Europeans the word Aryan has taken on
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“| originate from Zazai, a village in Pakhtia. There is a blood bond between the Germans and us: we are
Aryub.” And my father was a car dealer. He had been to Germany several times and told us many good

things about the country. | would have a good future over there.”
(Akbar)

A main reason why Germany became a favoured destination for Afghans on the run was the historical
relationship between the two nations, dating back to the 1920’s. Until the Soviet invasion, Germany played a
considerable role in Afghanistan’s modernisation processes. In Kabul in 1924, the Amani secondary school
opened its doors. Education took place in German and teachers from Germany were employed. A number of

graduates were able to continue their studies in Germany. German experts were active in the fields of road

building, water supply, electricity, construction, telecommunication and radio (Najibi and Hamed 1986: 12).
18 After a short intermission during the Second World War, in
which Afghanistan retained its neutral position, amicable co-
operation between Afghanistan and Western Germany was
intensified. Between 1950 and 1978, substantial numbers of
Afghan students received an education at the BRD (Najibi and
Hamed 1986: 12-13). Afghan traders settled in Hamburg and

The Armani secondary school in Kabu,(st)um: Munich (Hamed 2003: 5). The Soviet invasion brought decades
http://www.zfa-kabul.dasan.de)

of co-operation to a quick end. German experts, diplomats and
teachers at the Amani high school left the country (Najibi and Hamed 1986: 11). During the communist
occupation, Western Germany offered humanitarian aid to the needy Afghans in Afghanistan and abroad
(Hamed 2003: 10). During this period, Eastern Germany granted a number of Afghans scholarships (Bindemann
1994: 20-21). Considering these historical ties between Afghanistan and Germany, it was no more than logical
that when war broke out in Afghanistan and Afghans had to escape, a number of them choose to come to

Germany.

The Journey to Germany

Although the flight was forced, many Afghans anticipated and planned it. In order the meet the gachagbar’s
[smuggler] demands, important sums of money® had to be collected, with the help of relatives and other contacts
residing in Afghanistan or abroad (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b: 158). Many families became
dispersed, as they were not able to escape all together. Many times, a young man was sent first in order to pave
the way for the rest of the family (Zulfacar 1998: 108-109). This explains the higher percentage of men among
the total Afghan population in Germany: 56% in 2001 (Tietjens 2002: 10). Family reunions depend on the
conditions of immigration and installation in the different receiving countries, on intermediates and on the
possibilities of acquiring financial means (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000b; 158-161; Gehrig 1999: 184-
185). For example, the first Afghans arriving in Northern California in the 1980s were part of the wealthy and
highly educated elite. Family reunion brought their less educated middle-class relatives and even a small group
with a traditional and rural background (Omidian and Lipson 1997: 112). In the majority of cases, it is

impossible for the entire extended family to re-settle together all in one country or city. Family and kinship ties

another meaning. Afghans do not attach the notion to Hitler’s atrocities and use it in the original sense. | met several Afghans who proudly
declared themselves Aryans. Afghanistan’s national airlines company is called Ariana, and Aryan is a common male name.
" The Aryub are a Pashto tribe.
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have thus moved to a global space, and Afghans find that their most important kin and friends are just as likely
to be living on the other side of the world as close by them (Centlivres, Centlivres-Demont and Gehrig 2000:
274). They are often able to actively maintain these spatially extended relations. Afghans in Western countries
are often morally obligated to financially support kin in Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Only a lucky few of the Afghans now residing in Germany arrived directly at Frankfurt Airport. The majority of
the Afghans | talked to had a long route behind them. During the flight, intermediate stops had to be made,

sometimes lasting up to months or years. Only a small minority Shabi unja, sahar inja

: ; ; : Pedar unja, pesar inja
managed to reach the West directly, without first passing through and Hama dast be dawa'i ko
spending some time in Pakistan, Russia, Iran, India, Eastern Europe, khoda jan key shawim yak ja
Central Asia or an Arab country.® | even met Afghans who had spent There in the evening, here by dawn

There the father, here the son
time in China, Egypt and Malaysia. The final destination did not always Let us all pray

.. .. . . Dear God, when will we all be at one place?
correspond to the initial decision (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont

. . (Fragment of a song by Ahmad Parwez)
2000b: 160-161). Germany was just meant to be an in-between stop on

the way to England, the States or Canada for some refugees (Zulfacar 1998: 91). Some deliberately chose to
come to Germany, while others did not know exactly where they were heading. Below, five short flight

narratives are presented.

28-year old Faranaz, born and raised in Herat, had travelled greatly before she and her family finally reached
Germany:

“We really had a good life in Afghanistan. Much better than in Germany. We had a very big house. My
father was a carpet-dealer and earned a lot of money. But during the war, my father died. My mother
stayed alone with me, my sisters and two little brothers. In Afghanistan, a woman alone cannot survive.
We escaped to Pakistan. When we came there, my mother called my uncle and asked him to come to
Pakistan too, to protect the family. He had to work for us, but he wasn’t able to provide for two
families. It was said that the situation in Afghanistan had improved. We decided to return, but
Afghanistan turned out to be very dangerous. Our house and the carpet shop were robbed completely.
For two weeks, the whole family sat in one room, while outside rockets were smashing in. We were in
constant fear. The toilet was outside, but we didn’t use it out of fear to leave the house. Again we
escaped to Pakistan. Like this, we commuted between Afghanistan and Pakistan a few times, every time
a few weeks here and then a few weeks there,” Faranaz recounts. “We couldn’t believe the situation to
become better soon. And in Pakistan, my uncle couldn’t provide for the whole family. We asked my
relatives in Holland to lend us money. They didn’t have it and lent it from another man. After arrival [in
Europe], we would have to work and earn back the money.”

Almost all Shiite Herati families | have met had lived in Iran for several years. Their children were often born in
Iran. As the situation of Afghan refugees in Iran worsened, Afghans were in constant fear of being arrested and

deported, and therefore they decided to move westward.

Ali Reza (27) left Herat when he was only a few years old. He grew up in Masshad, an Iranian city near
the border with Afghanistan where a large Afghan community can be found: “Iranians are Shiites too,
but they do unbelievable stuff against Afghans. They [Afghans] can’t go to school and can only work
black. I grew up in Masshad, went to school over there, but | knew | wouldn’t be able to continue my
studies. | played soccer too, but to continue on a higher level | needed a passport.” An uncle in Berlin

8 For a ‘trip” from Kabul to Germany, $3.000 (via countries which made up the former Soviet Union) or $6.000 (via Pakistan) had to be paid
per person in October 2002. Children younger than 11 paid 50% (Tietjens 2002: 19).

® Such intermediate stays were often concealed when applying for asylum in Germany. Like most Western countries, Germany does not
accept asylum seekers that passed through a safe ‘third country’. During interviews, respondents without a secure legal status were often
reluctant to talk about intermediate stays, afraid it would endanger them. When they did not bring the flight route up themselves, | never
asked respondents about it.
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prepared his flight. He is determined not to stay in Germany. His dream destination is either
Afghanistan or Canada.

Asil (27) tells me the following story:

“In 1988, me and my three brothers fled to India. We knew the Soviets would retreat and the
Mujaheddin would take over the city and we were afraid. We wanted to return to Kabul after the change
would have taken place. But after a year we saw it wouldn’t become better.” I ask Asil why they did not
stay in India. “In India, foreigners were not allowed to work, to go to school or to receive training.
There only were private schools, which were very expensive. Until 1990, the UNHCR supported
refugees, after that not any more.” Why did he come to Germany? “I had been in the Armani-school
and one of my brothers already lived in Germany. We came semi-legally. We had bought a ticket India-
Rome-Amsterdam-Prague. We had difficulties in Rome, they didn’t want us to fly to Amsterdam and
we were held for two days before we could continue our journey. We deplaned in Amsterdam. Our
brother came by car to pick us up,” Asil tells me. “I cried as I left Afghanistan. When | left India, | cried
too, as | thought by myself ‘now | go far away from Afghanistan’.” A few years after the flight, Asil’s
mother was able to join her sons. Four months after the interview I tried to contact Asil. | found he had
moved to Poland to set up a business there and to live there with his Polish girlfriend and her family. He
had never felt at home in Germany. One of his brothers had moved to Canada in 1992, the year
Germany started to threaten Afghans with expulsion.

The young Nazhla and her family left Kabul in Taliban-time:

“My father carried a lot of money with him when we escaped. Everywhere he had to give money to
men who said: ‘Give me your money or I’ll take your children and kill them’. We travelled in the back
of a truck and | couldn’t see anything. When we arrived in Moscow, we were out of money. We
organised a second-hand market and sold all our things. With some other families, we stayed in a
deserted house. It was very cold and we hardly had any clothes. The children were not allowed to cry,
otherwise the man would...” Nazhla, now 12 years old, puts her hands on her mouth, showing the way
the Russian smuggler would have smothered a child that would make a noise. “There were women with
babies. All children got tablets to make them quiet and let them fall asleep. In the truck we were many
people. There was a tiny air hole and it was completely dark. | kept on falling on the floor and | was
trampled. My father repeatedly called ‘Where are you?’”

Beltun tells me the story of a family that currently faces the threat of expulsion to Afghanistan:

“The man was picked up on the street by the Russians and sent to the frontier for eight years. The roar
of the guns damaged his ears. His first wife died and his young son survived. He remarried had another
child. He wanted to find peace and security, and brought his wife and two children from Peshawar to
Karachi and then Peking. There, he worked and collected money. On his own, he went to Moscow,
where he worked for two years. He sent the money he earned to Peking for his wife and children to join
him. In temperatures of minus 30 degrees, the children sold tea and bolani, vegetable-stuffed pancakes,
on the street. Then he sent one child to Germany. The child disappeared somewhere along the road and
the father and mother cried for half a year. Next, they sent the second child, and after that, they
themselves came to Germany. They went looking for the son that had disappeared. The Red Cross
found out that a nice woman had taken him into her home. He was now taken to Hamburg where the
family was finally reunited. He himself is illiterate; the children attend school here. He says: ‘I did
everything to save my children. | don’t go back to the darkness, where there is no security’.”

Upon arrival in Germany, the subjects of these narratives had to apply for asylum, just like thousands of others.
The next chapter elaborates on the situation of Afghans within the complex German asylum system and
considers some demographical and social characteristics of the Afghan population in Germany.
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Chapter 2

AFGHANS IN GERMANY

“Germany is a wonderful country. Here, | enjoy the security of being at home. Germany is a very humane
country that offers me the possibility to lead a simple, pleasant, uncomplicated life.”” — “However,” she curtails
herself after thinking shortly, ““I can only speak for myself. In the meantime, for homeless people that are looking
for a new anchor over here, it has become very difficult.”

Mariam Notten & Erica Fischer Ich wahlte die Freiheit (2003: 286; translated from German by MB)

2.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter offers a profile of the Afghan .
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dary

asylum applicants. They still face an uncertain
future, and the threat of forced repatriation. The second part of this chapter offers a social profile of the Afghan
population in Hamburg. After a paragraph on the regional distribution of Afghans over Germany, it touches upon

socio-cultural life in Hamburg and offers some statistical data.

2.2 THE INFLUX OF AFGHANS

“When we arrived in Germany, everything was new for us. We didn’t know the language and didn’t
have a place to spend the night. It was almost like Adam and Eve, when they were expelled from the
Garden of Eden and were now thrown on themselves.”

(Trabzadah 2003; translation MB)

22



Although before 1979 German population statistics Figure 2.1 Afghans in Germany
included some Afghan students and merchants, it was

80
not until the Soviet invasion that considerable streams ’““%’
4} 60 ¢
of Afghans found their way into Germany. Many % .
4} 40 v
students that were already residing in Germany decided § R4
: . . Fo20 *
to remain there when war broke out in Afghanistan. o ¢
. . . 01— : :
One of them is Rahim, now a man around sixty: 1975 1085 1995 2005

Rahim came to Germany in 1963 as a student.
He had graduated from the German Amani-
school. “Scholarships for Germany were only given to graduates with good relations to the government,
and to graduates that scored high on their final examinations. This second group still had to fight [...]. |
just managed to get a scholarship to study, and afterwards | was supposed to return to Afghanistan. But
my life took a different road.” He became involved in the German left-wing political scene and the
student movement of that time. He founded an Afghan student organisation as well as an aid
organisation and supported anti-governmental actions; at first against the Shah, and afterwards against
Daoud and the communist regime. Going back would have been too dangerous: “If | would have
returned, | would have been put into prison straight away.”
Afghan refugees travelling by air entered Germany at Frankfurt Airport. In the early 1980s, most Afghans
entered Germany this way, and applied for asylum in the cities where relatives or other social connections were
already residing, mostly Frankfurt, Hamburg, Cologne and Bonn. Hamburg Harbour was a major point of entry
as well. The socio-economic background of Afghan asylum seekers changed over time from rich to poor. The
extreme rich sought refuge mostly in Canada and the USA, but the first asylum seekers in Germany also
belonged to the elite and privileged families of the pre-communist regime. Later refugees were mainly from the
moderate middle class. Less well-off Afghans found their way into Germany too, but generally after an overland
journey full of hardships. These Afghans travelling over land generally came in later years and entered Germany
through the Eastern border. Many of them arrived empty handed, as all their capital had to be spent on travelling

and smugglers’ expenses (Zulfacar 1998: 107, 109).

Table 2.1 Years of residence of the Afghan population in Germany (31.12.2003)

Years of residence in

Germany Less 1-4 4-6 (6 -|8 -[10 -]15 -]|20 - |25 - [ Morethan | Total

than 1 8 10 15 20 25 30 30

Number of Afghans in
thousands 2.1 131 |89 |95 |110[150 |35 |23 |03 [02 65.8

(Source: Bundesamt fir Migration und Fliichtlinge)

As can be seen in figure 2.1, the number of Afghans in Germany has risen considerably in the last two and a half
decades.’ By the end of 2003, Germany hosted 65.800 Afghans. Almost 8.300 of them were born in Germany
(Website Statistisches Bundesamt). Figure 2.1 and table 2.1 do not include those Afghans that gained German
nationality. These numbered at least 36.800 by the end of 2003 ? (Tietjens 2002: 10; Statistisches Bundesamt).
Thus, it is estimated that more than 100 thousand Afghans reside in Germany.?

1 A large number of sources were used to collect these data. Among them: Statistisches Bundesamt; Auslanderbeauftragte; Info4Alien; Link
2000: 13; Orywal 1993-4: 17-19.

2 Between 1990 and 2001, 27.122 Afghans were naturalised (Tietjens 2002: 12). In 2002, an additional 4750 Afghans changed their
nationality, and in 2003 a further 4948, which makes a total of 36.820 naturalisations (Statistisches Bundesamt). | have not been able to find
statistical information about naturalisations before 1990, but these figures will probably not be very high.

% Statistical data about Afghans only includes those people who did not gain the German nationality. Officially, Germany does not allow dual
citizenship. In the case of Afghanistan, however, de-naturalisation is complicated and therefore most Afghans could uphold their Afghan
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2.3 ASYLUM

“When we arrived in Germany we didn’t have any shoes. Only second-hand plastic slippers and old
clothes that we had bought in Russia. We lived on a boat [in the city part called Altona] for two years;
first a green one and then a blue one. | was afraid of the water. | was afraid to fall in. The stairs were
very shaky. My mother was very scared of the water too. She always cooked eggs for me, as she was
afraid to go shopping. Dangerous men were living on the boat. | couldn’t speak any German [...]. The
neighbours from Yugoslavia brought us food. We ate pork but we didn’t know. Then we moved to this
camp. At first we lived with six persons in a room. Now we have three rooms.”

(Nazhla, 12)
Recognition or Rejection
Upon arrival in Germany, asylum had to be applied for. The right to asylum is guaranteed in article 16 of the
German Constitution, which states that ‘persons persecuted for political reasons enjoy the right of asylum’
(Bosswick 2000: 44). For years, the number of asylum applicants from Afghanistan were in the top ten of
asylum applications. Between 1980 and 1990, the yearly number of asylum applications varied between 700 and
3.600 (Kothen 2002: 27). Rates of acceptance have varied enormously in time. This depended not only on the
changing situation in Afghanistan, but above all on the asylum policy of the German Bundesamt. In the 70’s and
early 80’s, the total number of asylum applications was comparatively low, and in this Cold War era, the German
government was generous in granting asylum statuses to those who had fled from countries like Afghanistan that
were ruled by communist regimes (Kothen 2002: 28). Between 1979 and 1982, Afghans that applied for asylum
were accepted generously, and asylum was granted within a few months. Mahmud’s family, introduced in
Chapter 1, arrived in Germany in 1980:

Upon arrival at Frankfurt Airport, Mahmud’s family applied for asylum. The interpreter knew the
family and immediately said that this family could not be sent back. Mahmud’s mother was accepted as
a refugee within a year. Mahmud’s application was turned down. His second asylum procedure proved
to be more successful. They lived in a camp in the south for a few years, before they moved to a village
near Cologne, where his uncle resided. Mahmud, now 30, has only been living in Hamburg for a few
months. “I didn’t have any difficulties [in the refugee camp]. The camp was relatively new and we
received a hearty welcome. My classmates helped me a lot at school. In the camp there were a lot of
Afghan children who were as old as me. It was a nice period. The youth played soccer and volleyball
and the women gathered every evening. There was a lot of cordiality, both from the Afghans and from
the caretakers of the camp; they were very tolerant. The Afghans were just delighted to be out of the
war zone.”
The climate changed quickly. In 1980, asylum became a prominent topic in electoral campaigns. Coinciding
with a public debate, the first attacks on asylum seekers and shelters took place. This violence against foreigners
flared up every few years until the end of the 1990s. The new liberal-conservative government introduced a
series of measures and laws to embank the number of asylum seekers, and adopted a new Asylum Procedure
Code [Asylverfahrensgesetz] in 1982. The possibilities of appeal were restricted, expulsions were facilitated and
welfare allowances reduced (Bosswick 2000: 46). Procedures took much longer, and the percentage of rejections
increased dramatically (Zulfacar 1998: 92). Still, between 1984 and 1986, 61 to 72% of the asylum applications
by Afghans were accepted (Kothen 2002: 28). Further restrictive regulations were implemented in 1987. Asylum
seekers who had spent some time in a so-called safe state before entering Germany were barred from asylum and

could be forced to return to that third country. In 1988, the percentage of accepted Afghan asylum applications

citizenship next to the German one. Anyhow, exiles from Afghan origin generally declare themselves to be Afghans spontaneously, even if
their official nationality is German (see Chapter 4 and 5).
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dropped to 26% (Bosswick 2000: 46; Zulfacar 1998: 92). The fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 and the
reunification of Western and Eastern Germany in 1990 triggered a mass immigration of ethnic Germans to
Germany, and of former East German citizens into West Germany. Tensions between the local population and
foreigners rose, especially in the former East Germany. The government claimed that decreasing the number of
asylum seekers was necessary to combat the violence.
“When we were living in a refugee camp, there were reports about fires being set in refugee camps. We
were so scared that something like that would happen to us as well.”
(Aryan)
In 1991, the restrictive Aliens Act came into law (Bosswick 2000: 48). Two years later, the right to asylum was
removed for all those who entered Germany over land, as they had passed a neighbouring state where they could
have applied for asylum. Shahram applied for asylum in 1991;

“In the past, it was very easy for Afghans to get a passport in
Germany, a house, a work permit. | came in 1991. | was 16. At that
time, there were many asylum seekers, from numerous countries. |
had very bad experiences. First of all, because | was only allowed to
travel in a circle of 20 km [...]. | wasn’t allowed to work, wasn’t
allowed to go to school [...]. After a lot of trouble | got a permission
to work in 1994. But only for six months at a time [...]. My asylum
application was still in procedure. Every time | received refusals and
made an appeal.”
For Afghan asylum seekers, there was an additional problem. Cases of
individual persecution and human rights abuses are only recognised if they are
of a clearly political nature and committed by state representatives. Thus, an
applicant has to show persecution by the ruling government. Since the fall of
Najibullah’s regime in 1992, Afghanistan did not have an authoritative
government. It follows that since 1992, Afghans hardly had any chance to be
accepted as refugees (Kothen 2002: 30-31). Around 90% of the Afghan
asylum applications were rejected. In 1999, only 1.6% and in 2000, only 0.8%

of the asylum-seeking Afghans were granted refugee status (Website

. 4 . . Mother and daughter (Photo: Marije
Statistisches Bundesamt).” In 2000 the court ordered a modification of this  Braakmam

asylum policy: persecution by a state-like organisation should be eligible for asylum as well. The court
recognised the Taliban as a quasi-governmental movement. Following this order, some old cases were reviewed
and the quota of recognised refugees rose to 61% between May and October 2001, to decline sharply again to
almost 0% after the fall of the Taliban (Kopp 2002: 8; Zimmermann 2001). All in all, most of those people that

fled to Germany after the take-over by the Mujaheddin in 1992 have still not been recognised.

Other Residence Titles
The above sub-paragraph focused on the acceptance or rejection of Afghans as political refugees. Those whose
asylum applications are accepted enjoy protection based on the German right to asylum. This grants the Afghan

refugees full rights under the German constitution, short of citizenship and participation in elections. This is the

* In comparison, in the same period, Denmark, France and Austria accepted 51 to 89% of the Afghan asylum claims (Statistisches
Bundesamt).
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so-called Groges Asyl or Big Asylum. However, there are more levels of legal protection. Appendix | offers a
detailed description of the different residence titles.

The German right to asylum is related to political ~ Table 2.2 Number and type of residence permits

. . L. granted to Afghans in Germany (30.06.2004)
persecution of individuals by the state of origin. A

significant number of asylum seekers do not meet these

Aufenthaltserlaubnis 10.021
strict demands, but are still allowed to stay in Germany befristet (temporary)
according to the broader refugee concept of the Geneva Aufenthaltserlaubnls 12.901
unbefristet (permanent)
Convention. The Kleines Asyl or Small Asylum is a Aufenthaltsberechtigung 268
form of protection on humanitarian grounds or pressing Aufenthaltsbewnhgung 263
Aufenthaltsbefugnis 18.109
political grounds for particular categories of people that Duldung 7.846
face group persecution, or for people from countries | Aufenthaltsgestattung (still | 12.041
o in asylum procedure).
that are too dangerous to return to because of (civil) And other
war. It can also be granted to those that can prove Total 61.449

. . (Source: Bundesamt fiir Migration und Fliichtlinge)
individual persecution but passed another secure state

on their way to Germany. | German passport | >36.820 |

Robina arrived in Frankfurt by airplane. Due to a certain incident, she did not or could not apply for
asylum right away. She called her brother in Hamburg who came to pick her up. There she applied for
asylum. This was in the summer of 2001, the short period in which Afghans had a chance to be
accepted. Unfortunately, only those who claimed asylum at the airport were eligible for a Big Asylum.
All others were supposed to have passed secure states on their way. The Bundesamt argued that she
could not prove to have arrived by air. She remembered she had left a bag in the police office at
Frankfurt Airport. A call was made to the airport where indeed her bag was found. But because it was
shortly after September 11" her lawyer advised her not to make an appeal, as there was a high risk of
losing the Small Asylum as well. She spent two months in a refugee centre in Liibeck before she could
join her brothers in Hamburg. She has a Befugnis that has to be renewed every two years. She is
struggling to find a job, as she fears losing her Befugnis and receiving a Duldung instead.

The name of the temporarily residence permit tied to the Small Asylum is Befugnis, that has to be renewed every
one or two years. If the conditions in the homeland have changed, the Befugnis might be withdrawn and changed
into a so-called Duldung or an order to leave the country. Shahram who was first mentioned in the former
paragraph climbed up from a Befugnis to German citizenship:

“When I was here for eight years, | withdrew my asylum application. Because | had worked and wasn’t

dependent on social aid, and had paid taxes, | was granted a two-years visa [Befugnis]. When | was here

for ten years, | received an Unbefristet and immediately I applied for German nationality.”
However, in the period my research took place, the Hamburger foreign police were reluctant to issue
Befugnissen. Several Afghans that were dependent on social aid and went to the foreign police in Hamburg to
renew their Befugnis merely received a Duldung instead. Receiving a Duldung puts one in the most precarious
position. It is not a residence permit, as it does not legalize one’s presence in Germany. It merely delays
deportation until further notice. Due to the several legal and practical obstacles for deportation, those Afghans
that did not qualify for the Big or Small Asylum did not face a forced return to Afghanistan. Instead, these
Afghans were temporarily tolerated, ‘geduldet’. The Duldung is a piece of paper glued into an Afghan’s passport
and is valid for a few days to a maximum of six months. Employment and mobility are severely restricted.
Children are only allowed to attend primary and secondary school. There is another specific category of

temporarily tolerated Afghans. Instead of applying for asylum and being randomly dispatched to another region
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in Germany, they preferred to apply for a Duldung and find cultural, financial and social support around their
friends and relatives in Hamburg or another city. Afghans usually refer to them as mehman or guest. Nasim is
one of them, although rumour has it that he escaped to France a month after we met for an interview:
“Here are Afghans. | didn’t want to be sent to some remote place. | knew people here and wanted to
stay in Hamburg.”
This type of Duldung can never be ‘upgraded’ into a more secure status. Even if at some time the German

government would adopt a settlement for ‘old comers’, it would not apply to this category.

. The Threat of Deportation
S

For many years, legal and practical obstacles prevented the government
to carry out forced returns to Afghanistan. However, since the Taliban
were removed from power and Afghanistan was deemed ‘liberated’, the
topic of repatriation has appeared on the agendas of the Federal States’
meetings, the InnerMinisterium Konferenz (IMK). The Federal States of
Hamburg and Hessen are strongly in favour of a rigid deportation
policy. Other Federal States argue that Afghanistan’s political situation
is still too fragile and advocate a stimulation of voluntary repatriation.
Repeatedly, the IMK launched short-term moratoria on deportations,
after which forced repatriations could be initiated, causing panic and
anxiety among all those Afghans without a secure status. Rumors
circulated that in Hamburg between 5 and 11 thousand Afghans would
\ be forcefully removed. Pressure on Hamburg’s Afghans to sign up for

Demonstration against the forced-‘.r'eturn to
Afghanistan, October 2003 (Photo: Marije

Braakman) in twenty-three years took place in June 2003. The subject was a man

‘voluntary’ return increased continuously. The first forced repatriation

who had committed a criminal offence in Germany (Die Welt, 20. June
2003). During the following two years, only lawbreakers were deported. In May 2005, Hamburg started
repatriating Afghan single male Duldung-holders aged between 18 and 60 (Die Welt, 6. June 2005). Thousands
of Afghans remain in an extremely insecure situation, not knowing how much longer they will be able to renew

their permits.

2.4 REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION

“There is no better city in Germany than Hamburg. It is a big city, with people from 160 different

countries, with a strong economy and, above all, a large Afghan community.”
(Farshid)

“l didn’t mind where | was going to, but in Germany, especially in Hamburg, there were many more

Afghans and relatives, and people I knew”
(Samay)

Afghans are very unequally distributed over Germany. The largest community, about a quarter of all Afghans in

Germany, is found in Hamburg (Tietjens 2002: 10). The concentration of Afghans in Hamburg can be explained
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historically by the old trade relations and the liberal traditions of the Hanseaic merchants. The Free Hanseaic
City of Hamburg is known as the Tor zur Welt, the Gateway to the World. Situated in north-western Germany at
about a hundred kilometres from the open sea and facilitating the world’s biggest shipping company, Hamburg
used to function as a transit port for emigrants, goods and slaves. Until the outbreak of the Second World War,
Hamburg attracted many traders, students and diplomats from Asia and Africa. A considerable colony of
merchants settled down in Hamburg and traded carpets, silk, tea, tobacco, cotton, dried fruits, spices and
handcrafts (Kaifa s.a.). Numerous successful Afghan businessmen, among them many carpet dealers, already
resided in Hamburg prior to 1979 (Zulfacar 1998: 93, 111). While less than 4% of Hamburg’s population are
non-Germans in 1970, by the end of 2003, the population of Hamburg consisted of 1.7 million people, of which
14.6% did not have German nationality. Only in the cities Berlin and Munich were the proportions of immigrants
higher® (Kaifa s.a.; Website Statistikamt Nord). People belonging to 184 different countries of origin were

residing in Hamburg.®

Besides the more than 20 thousand Afghans in Hamburg,
nearly another quarter of the total Afghan population in
Germany are found in Bundesland Hessen, predominantly
in the city of Frankfurt, as many Afghans entered the
country at Frankfurt International Airport. Bundeslander
Baden-Wrttemberg (Stuttgart) and Nordrhein-Westfalen
(KélIn, Bonn and Bochum) together host another 30%. The

remaining 22% are scattered over the other twelve

Bundeslander’ (Tietiens 2002: 10). Afghans generally o M. i, -

Oriental carpets for sale in the old Speicherstadt area of

prefer to live in the larger cities of Germany where their ~ Hamburg. Many carpet dealers are Afghans (Source:
. . . http://www.hhla.de)

relatives already live, where there is more tolerance towards

minorities and employment opportunities are much better (Zulfacar 1998: 110-111). In larger cities, Afghan
shops, mosques, restaurants, car-repair shops, wedding parlours and cultural and political organisations are
available (Zulfacar 1998: 49). Asylum applicants are randomly dispatched over the various Federal States, but as
soon as their legal situation allows it many move to cities where they have a social network. After his arrival in
Germany, Sobair lived in a refugee camp near Essen for two months before he could come to Hamburg:
“l wanted to go to Hamburg and so was one of the lucky ones who were sent there. Everybody is afraid
to be sent to Eastern Germany.”
The Nikzada family, however, has been less lucky:

I meet the Nikzada family, father, mother and daughter Nazanin, while I am on holiday in the Black
Forest in the south of German. They have been living in a ramshackle refugee camp outside a tiny
village for five years already and they are the only Afghans in the whole area. They feel completely
isolated and both husband and wife are suffering from depression. All the close relatives of both sides
stay in Hamburg, but the family is not allowed to leave the district they are confined to. Every now and
then they decide to run the risk of being caught and secretly travel to Hamburg to visit their relatives.

® When speaking about immigrants or non-Germans it is meant those persons that have a nationality other than the German one.

® The bulk of immigrants originated from other European countries (71%), especially from Eastern Europe. The biggest immigrant group
were the Turks who accounted for 4% of all Hamburg’s inhabitants and 26% of all foreigners in 1997. This was followed by people from the
former Yugoslavia, Poland, Afghanistan, Iran and Portugal (Auslanderbeauftragte 1999: 5).

" Exact percentages at 31 December 2001 (excluding Afghans with German nationality) were: Hamburg 25.2%, Hessen 23.4%, Nordrhein-
Westfalen 17.2% and Baden-Wirttemberg 12.5%. The percentages of Afghans in the remaining Bundeslénder ranged between almost 0%
and 6.4% (Tietjens 2002: 10).
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Hamburg’s Afghan population is very heterogeneous, as is the Afghan community in Frankfurt. According to
Kaifa (s.a.), most Afghans in Hamburg are ethnic Tajiks® and originate from Kabul and Herat. According to
another source, 40% of the Hamburger Afghans are ethnic Pashtuns and another 40% are Tajiks. The remaining
20% are Hazaras, Uzbeks, Hindus and others (Wagner 2001). The largest community of Herati’s in Europe is
found in Hamburg. Frankfurt contains a relatively large number of Qandahari’s, and is favoured by business-
oriented Afghans. Both Hamburg and Frankfurt host a considerable community of Afghan Hindus. In Nord-
Rhein-Westfalia, the ‘old Afghan establishment’ with ties to the University of Bochum is said to be found.
Berlin is the residence of a number of former students who came to Germany in the 1960s, and of former
students who were sent to Eastern Germany during the 1980s (Zulfacar 1998: 93, 108).

2.4 HAMBURG, ‘THE KABUL OF EUROPE’

A Socio-Cultural Profile
Hamburg is one of the most preferred places to live in for Afghans, because of the large Afghan community and
its Afghan-based economic, religious and cultural strongholds. The harbour city also offers good employment
opportunities, including in the flourishing black market. (Zulfacar 1998: 111). A number of Afghans that
formerly worked as bazaris on one of Afghanistan’s markets run fast food restaurants and various kinds of shops
selling vegetables and different foods, as well as traditional arts, crafts and antiques. Afghan Internet and call
agencies connect Afghans in Hamburg with relatives and friends all over the world, and Afghan and Indian
music and videos are sold at a number of
locations. Most of these shops are located in a
part of the city called St. Georg, directly
behind the central station. Some taxi
companies have predominantly Afghan
drivers. Carpet dealers form a rich elite. Carpet
shops are concentrated in the old Speicherstadt
area, especially in the streets of Sandtorkai,
Kehrwieder, Brook, and Neuen and Alten
Wandrahm. Sandtorkai even has the nickname
Afghanenstrage, Street of Afghans (Stroux
2002: 8). There are two Sunnite and one Shiite

Afghan mosque. The Hindu community has @  Numerous Afghan businesses are concentrated in and around Steindamm

big temple and runs a cultural association in a Street in the city part of St. Georg (Source: hamburg.de)
part of the city called Rothenburg-Ost. On weekends, five Afghan wedding parlours host large weddings,
engagements and concerts. Just as in the old days, in summer many Afghan families go on a mella, picnic, to one
of Hamburg’s large parks, bringing carpets to sit on, thermoses full of tea and barbecues to grill kebab and

chicken.

® This over-representation of Tajiks contrasts with the overall situation in Europe, where ethnic Pashtuns form the biggest ethnic group
(Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 2000a: 427).
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Society in Afghanistan is highly stratified, as are the communities of exiled Afghans. Due to differences in
ethnicity, classes, language groups and religions, Afghans in Hamburg do not form a homogeneous community.
Community life is based on divisions and continually changing coalitions instead of on unity and togetherness.
Class, regional, political and ethnical divisions continue to affect how Afghans interact with one another and
cope with life in Hamburg.

“There are too many Afghans over here. Small communities have more cohesion. The Afghans over
here are not unified. In former days, in the time when we came here, there were not so many Afghans
yet, and families hanged together much more and did things together; holidays and outings. Now
contacts are based on kinship. Because there are so many Afghans here, one doesn’t have the eagerness
to get to know Afghans, preferably as few as possible,” Asil tells me.

Samira visits me in Hamburg. She does not want to stroll through the quarter where the Afghan shops
are found. She does not want to run the risk of bumping into the man that murdered her father when she
was still a child.
There often is a considerable deal of mistrust and suspicion towards Afghans outside the own social network.
This network consists mainly of kinship and friendship ties that already existed back in Afghanistan. The
organisational level of Afghans is low. Although numerous Afghan associations and clubs exist, attempts to
build up a representative umbrella organisation have so far been unsuccessful. Public gatherings and concerts

regularly end up in fighting.

Afghans range from comfortable to just above the breadline. Most Afghans experience an extreme loss of social,
economic and professional status in exile. Out of a probability sample of Afghans in Hamburg, 61% had finished
secondary or tertiary education outside Germany (Auslénderbeauftragte 2001c: 38). However, Afghan diplomas
are rarely acknowledged and the kind of employment these people are able to find in exile are generally much
lower in comparison to the higher positions most of them occupied in Afghanistan. A considerable part of the
Afghans in Hamburg belonged to the better-off and educated sections of Afghanistan, and now many find
themselves at the bottom of the social ladder. For men especially it can be difficult and humiliating to accept the
‘lower-class’ employment. In order to regain a part of their former status Afghans have to start all over again,
learning a new language, getting re-qualified or learning new skills. Only a few are willing and able, let alone
allowed - by legal status - to start again. The loss of status and honour of the first generation of exiled Afghans is
often compensated by an attachment of much value and importance to the education of their children, to allow
for the next generation to bring economic reclassification (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 1998: 224; Dadfar
1994: 134). Afghan men in particular experience a certain loss of authority, formerly related to their age and
their position within the extended family and the community. The hierarchy in which elder generations are
placed on top can turn upside down as parents become dependent on their children, who master the language of
the host country much quicker (Centlivres and Centlivres-Demont 1998: 224).

“My husband was a chemistry master at the University of Kabul”, Reyhana tells me. “He has studied in
Iran and America [...]. When he finally received a labour permit, he applied for a number of jobs, but
after a while he said: ‘I give up, it makes me crazy to stare at the post-box every day’. Now he works in
the import and export sector and most of his clients are Afghans, Iranians and Indians. He works a lot.”
A few of the Afghans that were awarded the refugee or a temporary residence status and therefore hold a labour
permit have been able to build a secure existence and acquire a certain level of welfare. Among the old-comers

there are a number of successful businessmen, and some have acquired good positions in, for example, the
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medical field. However, unemployment among immigrants in Hamburg is very high and Afghans seem to be
affected as well, especially those who are prohibited by law to find permanent employment. In 1999, 35.8% of a
sample group of adult Afghans were said to be unemployed and 1.4% was self-employed. This unemployment
rate of over a third was significantly higher than unemployment among other immigrant groups
(Auslanderbeauftragte 2001c: 38, 40). Like other immigrants, many Afghans rely on social welfare, or find

positions as assistant employees in the corporate and service industries. A number of Afghan women in my

research group took care of elderly German citizens.

(Photo: Marije Braakman)

Statistical Information

As shown in figure 2.2, the number of Afghans residing in Hamburg rose significantly between 1970 and 2000,
from 177 individuals to more than 16.4 thousand. After 2000, a decrease is shown. This decrease might be
related to the recent decrease of asylum applicants in Germany, but the main reason is the increasing number of
naturalisations. Between 1981 and 2003, Hamburg has naturalised 7.857 Afghans. These Afghans are no longer
included in the statistics on Afghans in Hamburg. It is not known how many of them are still residing in
Hamburg, or how many naturalised Afghans have moved to Hamburg from elsewhere. As figure 2.3 on the next
page shows, most of those naturalisations took place from 2000 onwards, after the relaxation of the
naturalisation law. Table 2.3 shows that by the end of 2001, 36.9% of the Afghans living in Hamburg were
below eighteen and 6.3% were sixty years or older. At that time, boys and men made up 54.0% and girls and

women 46.0% (Website Auslanderbeauftragte).
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Figure 2.2 Afghan population in Hamburg

(Source: Statistisches Amt fur Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein)
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Figure 2.3 Naturalisations of Afghans in Hamburg per year
(Source: Statistiches Amt fur Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein)
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Table 2.3 Age distribution among the Afghan population in Hamburg (31.12.2001)
Age 03[3-6 |6-12 |12-18 |18-20 |20-30 |30-45 |45-60 |e0-65 | 6> and | Towl
older population

Number
of 714 | 837 2.006 2.215 814 3.152 3.346 1.588 344 645 15.661
Afghans

(Source: Website Auslanderbeauftragte)

The Afghan population is not equally distributed over Hamburg. Hamburg is divided into seven districts
[Bezirge], subdivided further into Stadtteile [city parts], which in turn can be divided into 180 Ortsteile.” The
districts of Wandsbek and Hamburg-Mitte both accommodate approximately a quarter of the Afghan population,
as seen in table 2.4. The other half is distributed among the districts of Hamburg-Nord, Eimsbdittel, Harburg,

Altona and Bergedorf (Auslanderbeauftragte 2001a: 10). Especially many Afghans live in the eastern Ortsteil

° For a map of Hamburg, see Appendix 11.
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Table 2.4: Distribution of Afghan and other

immigrants in Hamburg’s districts (31.12.2001)

Districts Number Number | Total

of Afghans | of immi- | population

in district | grantsin | in district

district

Hamburg-
Mitte 3.386 59.211 227.199
Altona

1.382 41,131 240.972
Eimsbuttel

1.304 35.329 245.491
Hamburg-
Nord 2.009 37.929 276.326
Wandsbek

4.198 44,118 406.506
Bergedorf

4.198 11.311 116.038
Harburg

1.609 39.737 198.400
Total

15.661 268.766 | 1.710.932

(Source: Website Auslanderbeauftragte)

Mimmelmansberg. Painted on the viaduct that
one passes on entering Mummelmansberg is a
reference to the Qalai Zamankhan quarter in
Kabul. It says: “Khosh amadid ba Qala-ye
Zamankhan” or “Welcome to Qalai Zamankhan.”

For a few months in 2003, the ‘Kabul of Europe’
became the setting for my fieldwork. The lengths
I went to gain acceptance by the Afghan
population to collect data, and the problems |
encountered in the process will be described in
the next chapter.

Two nieces, born in Germany (Photo: Marije Braakman)
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Chapter 3

REFLECTIONS ON THE FIELDWORK

“Experiences follow patterns, which repeat themselves again and again. In our tradition, stories can help you
recognize the shape of an experience, to make sense of and to deal with it. So, you see, what you may take for
mere snippets of myth and legend encapsulate what you need to know to guide you on your way anywhere among
Afghans."

Saira Shah’s The Storyteller’s Daughter (2003: 8)

3.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes the processes of fieldwork, including my entrée to the Afghan population, research
methods and techniques, and my personal experiences and reflections. My stay in Hamburg started in March,
with a one-and-a-half month intensive German course. The actual fieldwork took place between the 15" of April
and the 25" of October 2003, with three interruptions of four weeks in total, which were spent outside Germany.
Therefore, a total of almost five and a half months were spent collecting research data. When | told people | was
not going to Africa or Asia, but would just cross the Dutch-German border, many raised their eyebrows and
might have thought | was going to carry out my fieldwork training ‘the easy way’. Indeed, | did not suffer from a
jetlag or a culture shock and
did not have to worry about
sterilizing my drinking water
or taking my daily anti-malaria
tablets. However, conducting
research in a metropolis where
only one percent of its
population belong to my
research group, and where my
presence was not noticed the
way it would have been in a
small village in a far-away
country, was certainly not easy
and raised some specific
methodical issues and
difficulties. These will be  Kakal)

addressed in this chapter.

My research has been explorative as well as qualitative in nature. An explorative study can “provide a beginning
familiarity with a topic. This purpose is typical when a researcher is examining a new interest or when the

subject of study is itself relatively new and unstudied” (Babbie 1995: 84). An important advantage of an
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explorative type of study is its flexibility: the research design can be modified at any time, according to newly
gained insights (Dechering 1997: 10). | considered it difficult and undesirable to define detailed concepts and
relevant variables before starting the fieldwork, because so far very little research has been conducted among
Afghans in Hamburg and about their feelings of belonging. This flexibility and ability to adapt the research
design to accommodate fit in unexpected data was further enhanced by choosing a qualitative rather than a
quantitative approach (Chadwick 1984: 222). Furthermore, the strong emphasis placed on Afghans’ personal
constructions of meaning and of experiences would not have been easy to accommaodate in statistical procedures.
In qualitative research, however, the meaning is of central concern and the insiders’ or emic view is highly
valued. The goal is to understand the world of others from their perspective, in their own words and context,
rather than categorizing their experiences from the researcher’s own view (Omidian 2000: 42; Bodgan and
Biklen 1986: 2, 29).

3.2 PROBLEMS EXPECTED AND ENCOUNTERED

“You want to research Afghans? Well... good luck to you!”
(Khaybar)

Shortly after my arrival in Hamburg, | told an Afghan boy about my research plans. He jokingly called me an
“FBl-agent” and told me not to expect too much cooperation from Afghans, but instead reckon with suspicion.
Already before coming to Germany, Afghans had said to me that researching Afghans would be impossible.
“Never trust an Afghan” and “all Afghans are lying,” were phrases | heard over and over again. However, these
quotations might not so much reflect the supposed attitudes of Afghans towards researchers, but a general
aloofness and lack of trust towards other Afghans. Among Afghans, there is a strong sense of mistrust in
interpersonal relationships, and individuals are always on guard to protect themselves and their family. Trusting
relationships mainly exist with family members and life-long friends. Within the community, gossip is a
pervasive and feared means of social control, pressing individuals to conform to community norms. In this sense,
being a non-Afghan could even have been an advantage: “You | can trust, because you are not an Afghan,” a girl
once said to me. As somebody outside the community, | could offer a space for venting, although it happened

once that a girl refused to meet me, because | “knew too many Afghans.”

Overcoming Distrust

“In the field of refugee research,” Omidian (2000: 42) argues, “we cannot afford to lose our humanity, and the
data we gather must be credible, since the people we work with are often so incredibly at risk.” In order to be
able to gather credible information, the development of a certain level of trust of the research population towards
the researcher is required. But especially in the case of refugees, this trust seems particularly difficult to foster,
Afghans not being an exception (Omidian 2000: 60). The same author (Omidian 2000: 45) states that in “the
Afghan refugee community with its distrust of outsiders, it is more important to gain the trust and openness of a
few reliable informants, than to interview many people, and often receive incorrect answers,” a guideline | took
as a premise in my research. Afghans are hesitant to share their private lives with outsiders. A high importance is

given to family privacy and an outsider intruding into this privacy is encountered with suspicion (Zulfacar 1998:
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48). The notion of ‘shame’ and the desire to ‘save face’ are particularly strong among Afghans, Iranians and
Arabs and are reflected into the unwillingness to disclose negative information about oneself and one’s family;
as long as the researcher is not trusted fully, the chance of receiving socially desired answers is considerable
(Lipson and Meleis 1989: 107).

Suspicion of inquisitive strangers may indeed be common among people from war torn countries with severe
political schisms or from countries where one has to be aware of government spies (Lipson and Meleis 1989:
106) and where universities are not independent of the government. Afghans too have experienced a police state
where they always had to be aware of spies (Omidian 1996: 37). Bloch (1999: 379) noted that refugees feared
that research information would go to the authorities. Refugees who were not sure about their immigration status
were particularly afraid of repercussions. Omidian (1994: 153-155) also noticed a distrust of foreigners, of
inquiries by government representatives and of people who ask many questions. In my research, most reluctance
and evading answers were experienced during interviews or conversations with Afghans who were still in the
asylum procedure, notwithstanding the fact that | always emphasized that the informant’s identities would be
protected and | only used the data for my university. “Case-e mara kharab mekoni — you are destroying my
[asylum] case,” one respondent commented. Another respondent had already told me about his life in Pakistan,
but during the interview, he pretended to have come from Afghanistan straight away. He explained his
disinclination to reveal such facts that could threaten his asylum procedure with a metaphor. “A thief is not
going to stand on a high mountain,” he said, meaning that somebody who has done something wrong or illegal
will not do anything to attract attention to that fact.

(Photo: Marije Braakman)

Explaining Research Purposes
Lipson and Meleis (1989: 106) state that many refugees do not understand the purpose of research and are
reluctant to participate as long as it does not benefit their family directly. Sometimes, | found it hard to make my

intentions clear. Some people whom | asked to cooperate answered that | should not ask them, because they did
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not possess the sought-after knowledge. Often, they suggested to me that I should contact Afghan academics and
principals of Afghan organisations. Some Afghans offered their help enthusiastically, stating they had many
books on Afghanistan, or they knew everything about the history of Afghanistan. That | was more interested in
their personal stories, opinions and experiences was often hard to communicate, as Afghans had problems
connecting these with science, which in their eyes is all about objective knowledge. The example of Mahmud,
talking with me on the phone about his younger cousin that | was about to interview, illustrates this view on
research:
“He was born in a hospital in Bonn. Don’t let him tell you anything about Afghanistan, because he
doesn’t know a thing. It will only be lies. And | don’t want something like that to come into your thesis.
Your professors will notice it for sure. They will say: but that doesn’t tally at all, does it? He doesn’t
know but a stone from Afghanistan. What could he tell you about Afghanistan?”
Instead of a direct and ‘impolite’ refusal, “give me your number and 1 will call you as soon as | have time for an
interview” proved to be one of the Afghan ways of saying an interview was not wished for. After a while, | came
to realise that promises, invitations or offers for help are easily made, but should often be taken merely as
expressions of politeness, that cannot be taken too literally. Zulfacar (1998: 48) too noted that her requests for
interviews did not receive straightforward denials, but polite refutations “due to lack of time or the constraints of
work schedules.” | always tried to assure respondents that the information they gave would be rendered
anonymous. | was also always willing to answer counter-questions about myself. | exploited the fact that | had
worked with ill and injured Afghan children, as this seemed to bring about a certain level of sympathy and
trustworthiness and a feeling that | was ‘on their side’. Other strategies | employed to gain trust are reflected in
the following paragraphs. They include referral by mutual friends and spending much time within the
community. Having heard many statements by Afghans about the impossibility of my research, and having
studied the literature on refugee research described above, and thus prepared for the worst, on the whole | was

happily surprised about the amount of direct and personal answers | received, especially from younger people.

3.3 FINDING ENTRANCE TO THE RESEARCH GROUP

Snowball Sampling

Refugee research often uses snowball sampling to locate respondents, because refugees are difficult to access
and identify using other means (Bloch 1999: 371). Snowball sampling is a technique that starts with a few
relevant respondents and expands the sample through referral (Babbie 1995: 287). In identifying respondents for
my interviews, | relied less on this method than | had envisaged. At the end of most interviews, | asked the
respondent, if he or she could put me in touch with other possible respondents. Out of Afghan politeness, most of
them agreed, but only four actually did so. One respondent told me: “Sorry, | asked a few families, but they
refused. They are scared.” A more informal and uncontrolled form of snowball sampling, however, was of high
importance to expand my social networks. For example, when | was invited to someone’s house, very often other

visitors would pass by and in this way new acquaintances were made.

Representativeness
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A danger in snowball sampling is that there could be an over-dependence on a certain network, while excluding
others; the sample may not be a representation of the whole target community (Bloch 1999: 372). In a
community as large, heterogeneous and scattered as in the case of Hamburger Afghans, this danger should not be
overlooked. To avoid leaning disproportionately on one network, | therefore used different strategies to build
contacts and strived explicitly to find entrance to different networks. It would be false to claim that my sample
included all possible sub-groups. Still, | believe to have accomplished a great deal of variation among my
Afghan networks, on different levels. A mix of male and female respondents was sought, as well as some
variation in years of residence in Germany, age, socio-economical status in Germany and regional, ethnic,
religious and political background. Nevertheless, although the data collected stems from a range of individuals
with differing backgrounds, this study is not meant to be a quantitative survey based upon a representative
sample, speaking for the Afghan community in Hamburg as a whole, but is one which relies upon the stories of
those Afghans | became acquainted with.

Reflecting the Hamburger Afghan population in general, most respondents came from Kabul, and in the second
place from Herat. Others came from Mazar-e Sharif, Ghazni, Qandahar and smaller places. The majority were
ethnic Pashtuns and Tajiks. | spoke to a few Hazara and one Uzbek, and also some respondents with a mixed
ethnic background. All my respondents had a Sunni or a Shiite Muslim background, but there was considerable
variation in the degree to which the Islam was practised.! Both Afghans who are accepted as refugees or had
gained the German nationality, and who therefore are not Afghans any more in a legal sense, and Afghans whose
residence in Germany is insecure and temporal have been included. Almost all respondents were born in
Afghanistan. There residence in Germany ranged from 2 to 41 years. Furthermore, | sought contact with a
number of persons who had visited Afghanistan in recent times. My Afghan respondents were disproportionally
around my own age as they were easier to make contact with, and generally more open in their answers.
Moreover, their negotiations of identity and spaces of belonging proved to be of particular interest for my
research topics. Although | had planned to select respondents over eighteen, |1 had some interesting and

enlightening spontaneous conversations with teenagers under eighteen years of age.

Network Building

Finding access to the research population proved to be
a time-consuming process, which started at a
discouragingly slow pace but speeded up
exponentially towards the end. Different strategies
were used for network building. Initially introduced to
by a fellow anthropologist, I was able to build up
several contacts to women and families who were

connected through the Council of Afghan Women.

Through this network, I was often invited to houses,

k: arts and crafts with a g

rou
f Af ildren from one of Hamburg’s refugee centres (Photo: = . . . . .
%Ayag— §h|}ﬂ§1 ake up or?ly a few pue esnt 0?%?9%%ntlstzsin(Ps population. Hamburg however hosts a considerable Hindu community. This
community hardly interacts with those of Muslim Afghans. Although | have had some contacts with Hindus, no interviews have taken place.

Their bond to Afghanistan might differ from that of Muslim Afghans to such an extent, that it would be better to conduct a separate research
among them.

Combining fieldwork and social worl
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private and public meetings and celebrations. A second network of contacts was established through one of the
three Afghan mosques. One afternoon a week over a period of a few months, | taught German to adults. On
Saturdays, | went to the Persian school and sat in a class with Afghan children. | was also invited to attend a
nazr, a religious celebration held when a wish has been granted. Two women | met in the mosque invited me
over to their houses. A third network was developed by my volunteer work in a refugee centre where around 250
Afghans resided. Initially, | helped out with leisure activities and homework classes for children. Through an
enthusiastic German teacher, | was able to come in contact with several of the Afghan women. In July 2003 and
August 2004, | was given the opportunity to accompany a group of women and children from this centre on a
five-day holiday to a village near Hamburg. During my last week in Hamburg, | conducted a group interview
with women from this refugee centre. Every second week, | took part in a social gathering of German and
foreign women, organised by a church. While consuming coffee, tea and home-baked cake, the foreign women
had the opportunity to improve their German. Among them were always some Afghan women; most of them

were living in the refugee centre where | did volunteer work.

| distributed leaflets, in which | asked for respondents and explained my intentions and my background in
German and Dari, at the university, in language schools and in Afghan shops. These resulted in only three
responses, but through these, a number of other respondents were found. Another very important source through
which | established contacts were Afghan websites
(see par. 3.4). Most of these Afghans were in their
twenties, but there was a great deal of variety in
other characteristics. About ten interviews were
conducted with youngsters | had met on the Net.
Three virtual acquaintances from Hamburg
introduced me to their families, which | visited

regularly. Furthermore, | participated in a one-week

) : ‘ Afghanistan-seminar in a village close to Hamburg,
Ethnic Pashfuns dancing the atan at a seminar (Photof Marije
Braakman)

as well as in a weekend seminar in Iserlohn and a
meeting of Afghans and Germans in Disseldorf. At
these encounters, a wide range of themes were dealt with, ranging from the juridical situation of Afghan refugees
to aid projects in Afghanistan, and from generational conflicts among Afghan exiles to the history of Pashtun
literature. During the workshops and informal conversations, my insight on several themes was considerably

expanded.

3.4 APPROACHES FOR DATA COLLECTION

Qualitative research requires the use of multiple and flexible methods of data collection. The validity? of the
research findings is enhanced by triangulation, the cross-checking of results by using different research methods

(Omidian 2000: 54; Lipson and Meleis 1989: 112-113). | relied on participant observation, unstructured

2 Validity refers to the correctness and trustworthiness of data, research instruments and research findings (Bernard 1995: 38).
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interviews, casual conversations as well as discussion groups. In addition to that, | collected articles and statistics

on the Internet and in the university library, and followed discussions on German-Afghan Internet forums.

Note taking was restricted to more formal interview settings; | developed a quick way of noting down the
respondent’s words as literally as possible. In other cases, | recorded the information afterwards. | tried to train
my memory by memorizing and repeating quotations. Travelling home by the underground or bus, | often had
plenty of opportunity to note down the most important points. At home, | would type down an account of the
conversations, observations and events of that day. Most Afghans were used to the fact that | wrote down new
Dari words and expressions in a small notebook that | always carried with me, which sometimes gave me the
opportunity to note some important other points as well. | only made use of a tape recorder at the seminar.
Throughout this thesis, a large amount of quotations are used, giving the impression that all of them are literal
translations of what my informants have said. However, | cannot escape the fact that some of them are no more
than approximate renderings of my informants’ words, due to the fact they were recorded afterwards. | am
uneasy with using observations, personal narratives, and other stories collected in a private setting as research
data. Although people knew | was conducting research, in the process of spending time together and becoming
friends, they tended to forget the main reason why | was with them and disclosed personal information to me as a
friend, information they would not have told a researcher.® To deal with this dilemma ethically, | have tried to
conceal all identities, by changing all respondent’s names and some characteristics or facts. | deliberately choose
not to use certain information that | consider to be too personal, even if it would have contributed to the
arguments of this thesis.

Young Afghans attending Dari and Koran classes at the Shiite mosque (Photo: Tina Gehrig)

% One could argue, as Omidian (2000: 55-56) does, that it is the anthropologist’s methodology of participatory observation itself that creates
this dilemma.
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Participant Observation

“Don’t talk to them, they won’t tell you the truth. You should mix with them and observe them by

yourself.”
(Massud)

By the participant observation technique, the researcher gets an idea of what people actually do, rather than
what, in interviews, they say they do. It is therefore an important instrument to cross-check information gathered
from interviews, making them more reliable. At the same time, it is an important means of establishing contacts
and trust. It involves spending a great deal of time in a community, observing and, to a certain extent, taking part
in everyday interactions. However, this is less easily done in an urban environment, where Afghans are scattered
throughout the city and where | lived separately from my research group, than in more traditional
anthropological settings. | devoted considerable time and effort to gaining access to the Afghan community,
socialising and ‘hanging out” with them.* In this way, Afghans became accustomed to my presence and got to
know me, while at the same time, | gained more and more insights into their private and community lives, and |
was able to establish bonds of friendship and trust. As has been argued, this is of paramount importance when
researching Afghans and other refugee communities, although | will never know how informants would have
acted and what they would have said had | not been around them. In other words, my presence influenced the
course of things. Beside the activities already mentioned in the former paragraph, | had the opportunity to attend
three weddings, an engagement party and a few concerts. | have experienced a fatiha, a memorial service in the
mosque, and a Sunday celebration at the Hindu temple. | was present at a considerable number of action and
information meetings on the imminent expulsion of Afghan asylum seekers as well as at a few information
gatherings on voluntary return and about the actual situation in Afghanistan and | also visited a few literary

events. Furthermore, | was regularly invited to dinners and to grills and picnics in the park.

Unstructured Interviews

The most suitable type of interview to explore an unknown topic is the unstructured one. An unstructured
interview is “an interaction between an interviewer and a respondent in which the interviewer has a general plan
of inquiry but not a specific set of questions that must be asked in particular words or in a particular order. An
unstructured interview is essentially a conversation in which the interviewer establishes a general direction for
the conversation and pursues specific topics raised by the respondent” (Babbie 1995: 289). Although they are
based on a clear plan, they are characterised “by a minimum of control over the informant’s responses” (Bernard
1994: 209). According to Omidian (2000: 47), “Afghans are more open to questionnaires that ask open-ended
questions and allow for lengthy explanations, and indirect questions work much better than direct questions.”
This was especially appropriate when collecting data from boys and men, and also chairpersons from Afghan

organisations, where a certain formality and distance was sought after. Although | aimed at creating an

* Once a personal relationship is established, the anthropologist can expect to be asked favours, some of which might raise dilemmas for the
researcher (Lipson and Meleis 1989: 108, 112). According to Omidian and Lipson, amicable relationships with Afghans require a balanced
reciprocity. | found myself translating letters from mail order houses, assisting Afghans to doctors and hospitals to interpret, finding German
courses, calling lawyers and writing letters to housing associations, but this has never brought me into dilemma’s. On the contrary, at the
same time, these were occasions that enlarged my understanding of the lives of my respondents. Furthermore, | was glad to be able to ‘repay’
the immense hospitality and sumptuous Afghan dinners. | felt honoured when, for example, an Afghan woman called me to find her a
Persian-speaking gynaecologist, something she could not have asked her male relatives. Volunteering in a refugee centre and a mosque were
ways to expand my social network and collect useful data. On Afghans’ patron-client relationships with strangers as opposed to a more
balanced reciprocity among relatives and friends, see Omidian and Lipson (1996: 356-358). Omidian found herself providing a lot of
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atmosphere of trust and openness, it was obvious to both me and the respondent that an interview was taking
place; that | was in the role of a researcher, taking notes and asking questions. As it is culturally not appropriate
to associate with the opposite sex, | was reluctant to build close friendships with males. Coincidentally, men and

boys were more easily accessible than women for interviews with no preliminary acquaintance.

Ten interviews took place with respondents | had not met before. An interview was always preceded by an ‘ice-
breaking process’, an informal acquaintance and mutual introduction. The other ten were conducted with
respondents that | had met before at least once. | usually arranged interviews to take place in a public place: a
café, a mosque, a fast food restaurant or the university. A total of twenty in-depth interviews were conducted,
lasting from one and a half to five hours. Mostly, | let the interview take its own course, giving it a push in the
right direction every now and then. As a consequence, every interview had its own character and focus.
Questions arose naturally during the conversation, and sidelines could be explored leisurely, which sometimes
offered more valid conclusions and new insights. To my delight, in almost all cases, my respondents did not need
much encouragement to narrate. | avoided breaking the flow of conversation when stories seemed not to be
directly related to my topics. Sometimes it proved to be precisely these stories that deepened my understanding
of their situation and lives; they offered me a framework in which the other research data could be placed. A
disadvantage of this open-ended, conversational manner of interviewing is that data is difficult to standardise or
quantify, but that is not what qualitative research aims at. The great advantage of this method is that topics could
be explored that would not have come up using a more structured type of interview. A list was constructed of
topics to be covered, and offered a welcome handhold, especially in the first few interviews. Although | always

took the list with me, I hardly consulted it during later interviews.

Casual Conversations

A large amount of useful research information surfaced during unplanned, casual conversations with a high
number of informants throughout a wider variety of contexts. Lipson and Meleis (1989: 106) acknowledge that
in their research, sometimes the most useful data was gathered during chats before and after the formal
interview. | used these casual conversations as an independent research method. Sometimes, these casual
conversations were as extended as a formal interview, the biggest difference being that I was not taking notes —
at least not constantly. Mostly, they focussed on one or more particular topics, raised either by me or by the
interlocutor. Although they were aware of the fact that | was a researcher, conversations were personal, relaxed
and natural. With many of the people that | established good relationships with, especially women, | have never
conducted a formal interview. | might have been too hesitant or shy asking people to do an interview, and settled
instead for more casual conversations, as a formal interview, from my point of view, required the difficult

shifting of roles from “friend’ to the more distant ‘researcher’.

Informal Discussion Groups
Omidian realised that “for people who are group or collectivist focused, imposition of an individualistic model of

privacy and personal interviewing may not let them be comfortable enough to make up for loss of the chance to

advocacy for individuals, for example in the field of legal matters or health care (Omidian 2000: 60). Mirdal also had the impression that she
conducted more social work than data collection in a traditional sense (Mirdal 1984: 987).
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hear “secrets’.” Inviting the researcher to their home but excluding the presence of other family members would
be strange for most Afghans. She finally gave in to this “cultural style based on family collectivity” and came to
consider discussion groups to be “the most natural of the data collection situations and often the most fruitful”
(Omidian 2000: 51-52). I mostly conducted individual interviews, but also used this method of discussion
groups. Some individual interviews turned into group discussions spontaneously, as other family members or
visitors would join in. The most fruitful casual conversations took place with more than one person. One group
interview was planned in advance, with a group of women from a refugee centre. This discussion group did not
yield remarkable results, as the women did not elaborate much on their answers. Indeed, one disadvantage of
group discussions, as noted by Dechering (1997: 77), is that respondents may curtail each other’s views and give
more socially desirable and less personal information.® Furthermore, not all respondents contribute equally to the
discussion and it is difficult to register and analyse what is being said. At the same time, however, it was
interesting to observe how the women reacted to each other, agreeing, disagreeing and discussing with one
another. One advantage of group discussions is indeed that respondents may stimulate each other and the
researcher is able to collect more views at the same time (Dechering 1997: 77). Group discussions can offer “a
wonderful opportunity for the researcher to get a sense of the range of “acceptable’ opinions,” as Omidian (2000:
51) states.

Internethnography

Internet is one of the means by which Afghans residing in different continents get in touch with one another. An
increasing number of Afghans in Germany meet each other in virtual meeting places. On several discussion
forums world wide, views on numerous issues related to topics such as culture, entertainment, politics, religion
are exchanged, and in chat rooms, communication ranges from chit-chat and flirting to more serious discussions.
I regularly visited three German-based discussion forums and one chat room.? In the chat room, | was an active
participator, not hiding my personal background. On the forums, | remained an invisible observer for most of the
time. Some discussion threads gave me more insight into topics such as return and identity. In all three forums, |

started one thread, sharing my research findings, doubts and questions and asking for reactions, which I received.

This method of ‘internetnography’, as Tapper (2001: 15) has named it, is not very common yet and might raise
questions of credibility. It is true that most online Afghans mask their identity, but I agree with the opinion of
Tapper: “I am reasonably sure that, even if some identities are disguised, all are ‘real’ individuals, dealing with
real problems and issues.” | have the impression that exactly because they are able to remain anonymous, they
can be more open about their opinions and feelings than in real life, where their speech is curtailed by social
control and the duty to uphold the family honour. According to Tapper, they are “just as “credible’, if not more

s0.” Moreover, some virtual informants did not remain virtual. | participated in two ‘live’ gatherings of forum

® Other explanations for their relative reserve might be that it concerned a group of women from a refugee centre; as | have said before,
Afghans whose status was pending generally were less open respondents. Furthermore, a Japanese journalist who heard about the group
interview asked permission to be present as well, which was granted by both the women and myself. The discussion proceeded less fluently,
however, as all what was said had to be translated, and basic facts about Afghanistan had to be explained.

® The chat room | participated in was the German section of Afghansite, called Aus Germany. The three discussion forums were the largest
communities of German Afghans on the net: AfghanMania (more than 15 thousand members), Afghanchat (the largest number of monthly
visitors and the most active members, according to its administrators) and Afghan-German Online (around 600 members). The webmasters
of the first two reside in Hamburg, but members are scattered all over Germany. | estimate that most participants are between 15 and 30
years of age.
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members, found a few respondents for an interview and established a number of friendships, some of them

lasting until today.

3.5 THE ANTHROPOLOGIST AS RESEARCH INSTRUMENT

In anthropological research, the anthropologist self is the most important instrument for both data collection and
analysis (Bernard 1994: 144-145). It is therefore very important to realise that personal characteristics
undoubtedly make a difference in fieldwork. Several aspects of my identity, such as my gender, origins,
character, looks, age and marital state, influenced the nature of my social relationships with the research
population, and thus the type of research | was able to carry out and the data | was able to collect (see Abu-
Lughod 1986: 16). It is probably inherent in the
methods of anthropology, whereby relatively
close relationships with the group being
researched are established, that anthropologists
come to struggle with finding balances and
dealing with frictions between being a
participant and an observer, between distance
and involvement, between ‘going native’ and
being an outsider, between being a friend and a

researcher, switching back and forward between

P

the insiders’ view and that of an analyst. | too e
The anthropologist at a wedding in Nordrhein-Westfalen

found it difficult at times to find a balance and to
shift roles according to context. In this paragraph, a few of the consequences of using myself as a research tool

are dealt with.

“I couldn’t talk to you on the phone, because my uncle was sitting next to me. You know how things

are in our culture, I cannot talk to girls.”
(Ali, calling back)

Most ethnographic literature about Islamic communities places female anthropologists in an advantaged position.
Western women are said to be able to enter both the women’s and men’s world, where they are said to be
considered an ‘honorary man’. The fact that | am a single female certainly had consequences for the kind of data
I was able to collect, and raised some specific dilemmas. Finding the proper gender role for myself was not
always easy. In how far should I live up to Afghan gender rules? To what extent should I live up to what
Afghans thought of as appropriate conduct for a girl, and to what extent was |, as a Western researcher, excused
from such norms? Young unmarried males were the easiest category to recruit as respondents, but in general, as |

described before, | tried to keep my contacts to boys and men more distant.” My initial hope to get to know

7 Once, | have found myself in a situation | regret strongly. An Afghan boy | trusted invited me to his uncle’s house to conduct interviews
with the uncle and a few of his friends. | reasoned that that boy would never have proposed the visit if it would not have been culturally
appropriate. This turned out to be a large misconception. Although the uncle had lived in Germany for about twenty years, he projected his
particular image of European girls to me, and offered me strong alcoholic beverages and massages. It took me some effort to escape the
house.
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families through such boys scattered quickly. Interactions are highly disapproved of between boys and girls who
are not from the same family. | know that most boys that | interviewed met me secretly, without their family
knowing. The more intimate relationships | established were
almost exclusively with women. Over and over again, | was
asked when | was going to marry, as most Afghans girls at my
age are already married. Some even hatched plans to marry me
off to an Afghan. When | explained, with some exaggeration,
that in our culture, we do things differently, they reacted: “But
you are like an Afghan, you know all about our culture.”
Incidents like this show that the research population might not

always have known how to label me: of course, | was not an

R Afghan, but the fact that | spent much time with them, spoke
‘Going native’: the anthropologist in traditional - i

Afghan clothes Dari®, did not have the looks of a stereotypical North European
girl, and had some understanding of Afghan manners and culture set me apart from Germans and the way they
were expected to behave. Knowledge of, and an interest in Afghanistan, and a polite conforming to cultural rules
could easily be taken as a wish to ‘go native’. | myself had some problems too defining my position between

being an insider and an outsider and the level of adaption.

The fact that | was also a foreigner, a non-German, could have been of some importance. In a way, | was a little
bit like them, a stranger in Germany. “I called you up because you are a stranger here too,” an Afghan once gave
as an explanation for his telephone call. This made it easier to actuate conversations about such topics as
homesickness and their stance towards German society. | received many positive reactions when | said | came
from Holland. In the 1990’s, Afghan asylum seekers were generally better off in Holland than in Germany, and
among many Afghans in Hamburg, the Dutch seemed to have the reputation of being more tolerant and warm-
hearted than the Germans. Sometimes, | encountered suspicion about my origins and motives. Why did | know
so much about Afghanistan? Why was | so interested in them and why did | understand their language?
According to many Afghans, people from Holland should have blond hair and a light skin. My dark hair and
eyes made me less noticeable in a crowd of Afghans, a fact | enjoyed. It made some people think that | was
Afghan or half-Afghan. A disadvantage is that doubts about my origins might have had implications for
respondents’ own openness towards me. “I wanted to ask you something, but | don’t, because | know you are not

Dutch,” a boy once said during an interview.

In October 2003, I returned to Leiden with a suitcase filled with research material and a mind filled with
memories and impressions. | experienced the lengthy and lonely phase of writing, structuring, interpreting,

sifting and reflecting upon this enormous amount of research information, of which this thesis is the end result. |

8 | did not work with an interpreter. | agree strongly with what one of my respondents claimed: “Language is the key to a society.” According
to my beliefs, a language is a reflection of the culture and system of meanings it is attached to. Interviews and conversations were conducted
in German or Dari, and sometimes in a mixture of both. | certainly missed some important information, as | do not speak Dari fluently.
However, | am convinced that the fact that | knew some Dari had a large influence on the results of my research. Besides from the fact that |
could communicate better and understand what was going on around me, | am sure that | was accepted into the community more easily, as it
possibly showed my genuine interest in Afghanistan. Moreover, | am sure that some crucial meanings and factors would have been
overlooked if | had only used German. Had | not known the word watan for example, the end result of this thesis would have been very
different. However, | am aware of the fact that my research has a strong Dari bias, as | could speak Dari but not the second language Pashto.
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found this to be an even more arduous undertaking than the actual fieldwork among the Hamburger Afghans.
Like every anthropologist, | became, as Bruner (1984: 6) so righteously stated, “painfully aware of the

discrepancy between the richness of the lived field experience and the paucity of the language to characterize it.”

Accompanied by harmonia and tabla, a group of men perform the atan dance (Photo: Marije Braakman)
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SPACES OF BELONGING
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Chapter 4

HOME AND HOMELAND IN A WORLD OF
MOVEMENT

Time has caught up at last with my family. | am no longer alone. Four million Afghan refugees have been
exiled from their homes for two decades. A whole generation has grown up outside Afghanistan. They have never
lost their Afghan identity, because they have never been offered another in its place. They have learned, through
bitter experience, the value of a myth.

If you have a myth, you can be proud of where you come from. You cannot be proud of a shred of a tent in the
dustbowl that is a refugee camp in Pakistan. If you have a myth, you can hold your head high when the lowliest
locals call you a dirty Afghani and accuse you of trying to take their jobs. If you have a myth, you can quote back
at them the great Afghan poet Jalaluddin Rumi: ““A royal falcon landed among owls. They hooted at him in
danger. He replied: ‘Oh, foolish ones — you think | am trying to usurp your homes, but my true place is on the
wrist of a king!””’

Saira Shah’s The Storyteller’s Daughter (2003: 31-32)

4.1 INTRODUCTION

What is the connection between a diaspora and its country of origin?* How do people in diaspora negotiate
senses of belonging and non-belonging to the so-called ‘homeland’, and how do these relate to issues of return? |
aspired to find an answer to these questions in the case of a particular diaspora: the Afghans living in Hamburg.
The concept of ‘home’, regularly occurring in studies of refugees and other migrants, appeared to be a suitable

analytical tool to acquire a comprehension of such issues of belonging.

The more | read and pondered about the notion of ‘home’, the more | became aware of its complex and
ambiguous nature. There is no consensus among scholars about what ‘home” really is. As an analytical tool,
‘home’” might sometimes obscure more than it clarifies. Moreover, the ultimate decision of what will, or will not
be classified under the etic concept of ‘home” lies in the hands of the researcher.? In the languages that were used
during my research, an unambiguous equivalent of the English ‘home’ could not be found. A whole range of
belongings were encountered, which I could, or could not have translated as ‘home’. | felt that these multiple,
and sometimes conflicting senses of belonging that the respondents experienced could not be caught in, and

classified under, a single etic concept of ‘home’; at least not without an unnecessary loss of research data. |

! The word “diaspora’ is based on the Greek speiro, which means ‘to sow’ and the preposition dia, meaning ‘over’ or ‘across’. The ancient
Greeks used it to describe their spreading all over the then known world (Braziel & Mannur 2003: 1; Lewellen 2002: 160). Later in history,
the word Diaspora, written with a capital D, was reserved for the exile of Jews and their dispersal throughout the world (Safran 1991: 83).
The Armenians and Africans adopted the term. Today, the word is commonly used for diverse groups around the globe that are displaced
from their original territory due to the movements of migration or exile (Braziel & Mannur 2003: 1). The criteria of what defines a diaspora
and which groups may be called diaspora are contestable. Some scholars make a rigid distinction between people who live in diaspora and
those in exile. Ghorashi (2001), for example, distinguishes between a “diasporic’ and an ‘exilic’ approach to home and homeland. | believe
that this distinction is difficult to maintain in practice. Cohen (1997: X) has suggested a typology of diasporas, based on the motives for
leaving the country or region of origin. One of the most common types, and also the category that Afghan refugees could be placed in, is the
‘victim diaspora’, by others called ‘conflict-generated diaspora’, where dispersal is caused by extreme repression, forced exile or natural
disaster. This forced dispersal becomes a key aspect of collective memory, identity and ideology.

2 The opposites emic, insiders’ or culturally specific view, and etic, outsiders’ or universal/academic view, are developed by the linguistic
anthropologist Pike. According to Pike (1967: 38) “Descriptions or analyses from the etic standpoint are “alien’ in view, with criteria external
to the system. Emic descriptions provide an internal view, with criteria chosen from within the system.” The anthropologist’s conventional
task is to penetrate into an emic world and present the academic public with an etic translation of it.
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therefore decided to use the word ‘home’ with a certain care. | often preferred to use so-called emic terminology,

used by respondents themselves, that have cognhate meanings but are not clear equivalents of ‘home’.

After a consideration of the connection between people, place and culture in earlier studies of displacement,
paragraph 3 and 4 describe the Dari concept of khana in its meaning of both ‘house’ and ‘home’. The Dari word
khana is the best equivalent of the English word ‘home’. However, this word was only useful to examine a small
and territorialized sense of belonging: that of the family house. Although this analysis touches upon many
themes that are linked to issues of belonging and return, the concept of khana or its Pashto counterpart kur did
not qualify as a main principle guiding my research. The analysis will be followed by a theoretical discussion of
the concept of ‘home’, showing its complexities and limitations for research purposes. In paragraph 7, some
implicit assumptions regarding the notion of ‘homeland” will be critically analysed. Finally, the use of emic

terminology and its translation into etic concepts will be discussed.

4.2 PEOPLE AND PLACE IN EARLIER STUDIES

Recent studies on refugees and diasporas criticise static views on identity, belonging and home, and try to show
the multiplicity of loyalties and belongings. However, there is a long academic tradition of perceiving the
national borders of the country left-behind as “not only the normal but the ideal habitat for any person”
(Appadurai 1988 in: Malkki 1995a: 509). This place of origin is referred to as ‘home’ or ‘homeland’. It is
considered the ultimate wish of all displaced people to return to, and hence belong to, where they came from.
This desire is referred to as the “myth of return’. People who are forced to leave their country of origin remain
homeless until the time they are able to return ‘home’ (Ghorashi 2001: 180). These viewpoints are closely
related to assumptions of culture and community as territorialized units. Ethnic, local and national belonging and
identity have often been assumed to be static and bound to a specific territory. The condition of being
‘deterritorialized’ is becoming ‘normal’ for an increasing number of people. Nonetheless, ‘uprootedness’ is still
seen as profoundly unnatural in common sense and also in many studies. According to Malkki (1992: 27), these
“widely held commonsense assumptions linking people to place, nation to territory, are not simply
territorializing, but deeply metaphysical.” She argues that arboreal metaphors are intimately related to such ideas
of kinship and national identity. Malkki introduced the term ‘the national order of things’ to refer to this
classification of the world into territorially separated nations that are conceived of as naturally given. Botanical
metaphors such as ‘roots’, ‘land’ and “soil’ as well as metaphors of kinship such as ‘motherland’, ‘fatherland’
and “family tree’ suggest a nation to be conceived of as naturally given, “a grand genealogical tree, rooted in the

soil that nourishes it” (Malkki 1992: 28). Uprooting threatens this ‘national order of things’.?

® Turner’s (1974) concept of ‘liminality’, a transitional and ambiguous period from one state to another, is often used to describe the exilic
condition. According to Malkki (1995b: 6), “[t]he [anthropological] work done on classifications and rites de passage, liminality and
pollution [...] is remarkably applicable to the study of the ways in which order and liminality are constituted in the national order of things”.
In works on classification systems, aberrations to categories are considered polluting and dangerous. Malkki (1995b: 7-8) compares this to
the way in which refugees and immigrants, aberrations in the ‘natural order of things’, are always seen as a ‘problem’, as a threat to national
security and identity (Malkki 1992: 28-34; 1995b: 1-8).
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In numerous studies, it is assumed that because culture and people ‘belonging’ to this culture are thought to be
bound to a specific territory, people that become ‘uprooted’ from that territory are automatically striped of their
culture and identity (Malkki 1995b: 9).* The transitional phase should either be followed by total incorporation
into the host society, or by a return to the country of origin (Barrett 1998: 5; Malkki 1995b: 9). Other studies
view displacement in a different but related way. People are forever tied to the culture they belong to, so that
migrants are seen as having brought their primordial homeland identities and cultural values along with them.
People from a particular country are often seen as a static homogeneous group with similar needs (Barrett 1998:

5). A return ‘home’ is the only preferable solution.

The assumption that all refugees and members of diasporas long to return ‘home’ - home being their country of
origin that they belong to automatically - is still frequently encountered. At the same time, however, the body of
anthropological literature questioning the localisation and meanings of ‘home’ is steadily growing. In this thesis,
I will frequently argue that the changes that both exiles and their country of origin undergo complicate questions
of where and what ‘home’ is. It is however important to realise that an impossibility to call the country of origin
one’s ‘home’ is not necessarily the result of living in exile. Feelings of non-belonging might have developed
prior to the flight. Many refugees leave their country precisely because they have already lost their homes there -
in a physical as well as emotional sense - and feel like strangers within their own countries, because the
government they identified with has, for example, been replaced by a regime which is hostile towards them
(Ghorashi 2001: 111).

Many Afghans have faced an ‘otherness’ and alienation inside Afghanistan during the course of ethnic
cleansings, violence and other traumatic experiences. People who they considered their own might have turned
against them. Afkhami (1994: 128) interviewed an Afghan woman belonging to the extended family that had
ruled Afghanistan for decades, and her life became endangered when the communists took over and she was
taken away for interrogation: “This land and these people were fast becoming foreign to me. My dress, my
culture, my language, my past, my name were all perceived as other, and incomprehensible. My exile began that
afternoon in my own country.” Mahdi and his family experienced alienation from Afghanistan as discrimination
against their ethnic group grew:

“l had always thought that all Afghans were the same. My world collapsed when | heard that that was
not the case. When | was little, a boy asked me: “Where are you from?” ‘Afghanistan’, | replied. The
boy said: ‘No, that is not what | mean’. ‘I am from Kabul’, | said. “No, what is your origin? Are you
Tajik or Pashtun or Turkmen?’ | didn’t know,” Mahdi recounts. “That night, | asked my mother: ‘What
am 1?” She was surprised about my question, but told me we were Hazara. | didn’t rack my brains about
it. In the years that followed, the war became more severe. | noticed that my friends started to
discriminate against each other. More and more | became aware of the fact that we belonged to the filth
of society. My parents strengthened this feeling because they were so depressed. They knew more than
I did. They knew they weren’t worth a thing. In the case of my parents, this depression and fear turned
into hatred against others. | have managed to free myself from my parents’ opinion in the meantime.”

The following examination of one of the levels of ‘home’, that of the family house, will further refute simplistic

views on returning ‘home’.

* This may also lead to the universalisation and generalisation of the figure of ‘the refugee’ as a special kind of person. Refugees are often
depicted as helpless, powerless and mentally distressed victims. Various references can be found of for example ‘the refugee women’ and
‘the refugee experience’. In this way, refugees have almost become, as Malkki (1995a: 511) states, “an essentialized anthropological “tribe’”
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4.3 KHANA: THE HOUSE AS HOME

The Dari word khana can be translated as ‘house’ or ‘home’.® Both the English home and the Dari khana - as
well as the Pashto kur - are associated in the first place with the house one lives in. Just as the English word
home, the word khana can be used to refer to larger and more abstract units than the house.® However, that use is
less common than in English, and khana has a less powerful intrinsic emotional value than the emic word for
‘homeland’, watan (see Chapter 5). Life in Afghanistan evolved around the house.” In nostalgic memories,
houses often play an important role. When respondents claimed to have had a better life in Afghanistan than they
will ever have in Germany, they always refer to the house they used to live in. For many, the former house has
become a symbol of a ‘dowran-e gozashta’, a period that is no more, of childhood memories and a time that

family and friends were still together and alive, and where guests came and went.

Like many scholars who occupied themselves with the concept of home, Papastergiadis (1998: 2) sees home as
entailing both a physical place and a symbolic space: “The ideal home is not just a house which offers shelter
[...]. Apart from this physical protection and market value, a home is a place where personal and social meaning
are grounded.” A house is not merely a place of residence, but is infused with meaning. Ideally, it is the lived
space one feels most at ease or ‘at home,” where one is surrounded by family, memories and familiar things, and
which offers a sense of warmth, security and shelter. Khattak (2002: 106) contends that the house symbolizes a
way of life, a culture, a feeling of belonging, and is decorated and furnished in such a way that it forms a
reflection of the people who inhibit it. Fletcher (1999: 5) argues that the house is an “icon of community and
family values, the heart of daily life where people redefine their own power to construct culture.” The house can
be seen as the smallest unit of a territorialized sense of belonging. Leaving that house to become a refugee means
leaving one’s familiar and comfortable ways of life. “Leaving home becomes symbolic of the larger insecurity
where one is unable to guard against the outside and therefore is forced to abandon the most sacred of places —
the home,” according to Khattak (2002: 107).® One could however argue that in the case of most refugees, home
is lost before the house is: it is often precisely because the house partly loses its meaning of home, in the sense of
a place offering protection and safety against malicious outsiders, that it has to be left in search for a new safe

home.

of persons sharing a common culture, nature and identity, thereby bypassing the political, historical and cultural contexts (Malkki 1995a:
511; 1995h: 8-14).

® Pashto speakers use the word kur, but because of my Dari bias, only the Dari word will be taken into consideration here. However, kur can
also be translated as both ‘house’ and ‘home’, and just like khana, its connotations can reach beyond the level of the house. Two less
common Dari words for house, asian(a) [nest, abode, den] and kashana [(small) house, abode, dwelling] can also be used for the meaning of
home, a place one feels to belong. Khattak (2002: 106) claims that Afghan refugees in Peshawar used the word watan not only to refer to the
homeland Afghanistan, but also to refer to their old home, their former house.

® One can say for example “Afghanestan khana-ye ma-st” — Afghanistan is our home.

" Examples of the central importance of the house can be discovered in the Dari language. An expression used to thank somebody is khana
abad (bashad) — may your house flourish, in the same way as khana kharab — having a ruined house - is used to insult someone. To guests,
one often says “khana-ye khodetan ast — make yourself at home” [literally: it is your own house].

8 | do not agree with Khattak on every point. Her way of speaking about house and home often reflects older and essentialist notions of
home, in which it is the ultimate dream of all displaced persons to ‘return home’, a home that cannot be established elsewhere, and in which
the original house and home are used as synonyms. In the same was as a country has to be infused with feelings of security, protection and
belonging in order to be considered a homeland, a house has to be infused with the same feelings in order to make it a home. It is important
to keep in mind that Afghan interfamilial relations are hardly as idyllic as communicated to the external world. Bhattacharjee and other
feminist anthropologists emphasize that the home is not necessary a cozy place, attached with positive feelings. It can be a site of repression
and also violence, especially for women (Bhattacharjee 1997: 308). One could argue that in such cases, the word home should perhaps not
be used. Another point of critic to Khattak’s argumentation is that she identifies only one true home for Afghan women in exile, as if inside
Afghanistan they never changed residence. Leaving the house is not an exceptional experience, only connected to the exilic condition. At the
time of marriage, all Afghan women have to leave the parental house to take residence in that of her family-in-law.
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Khana is closely associated with family life. It could be argued that the house and the family are not only the
smallest, but also often the most essential level of identification. Most Afghans feel first of all connected and
loyal to their family and relatives, and through their Kin with the larger ‘family’, the community, and only in the
last place with the nation. Shagofa tells me:
“House, khana, means life. [In Afghanistan,] family members live together in a house. The life inside
the house is more important than life outside.”
The association of house with family is found in the Dari language. The word khanawada, containing the word
khana, is a word for close family, although the most often used word is famil. ‘Having a house,” khanadar,
means ‘being married, having a family, being settled’. In a figurative sense, it is even possible for a man to refer

to his wife as khana.

The House in Afghanistan and in Exile

In Afghanistan, many Afghans have lived in much larger houses, often with a sizeable, walled compound and a
garden full of fruit trees. The house sometimes consisted of several quarters where a large number of relatives
lived together. One room, with a floor covered by Persian carpets and large pillows leaning against the walls,
was especially reserved for the reception of guests. In Kabul, modern housing blocks had sprung up, housing
nuclear families. Most wealthy families had servants for cooking, gardening, gate keeping, driving and the
laundry, or even more than one house. As a result of the war, however, numerous houses have been destroyed.
Moreover, many Afghans had to sell their house and property in order to be able to pay the costly flight out of
Afghanistan. Afghans who left Afghanistan in the later years faired particularly badly and hardly have any
property left; if at all. This is probably connected to the fact that the people who escaped later were generally less
well off as those who left earlier, combined with the fact that smugglers’ expenses increased considerably. The
bitter fact is that exactly these Afghans are under the threat of being send back to Afghanistan, with no place or

property to return to.

Their former residences stand in great contrast to the crowded refugee centres in Germany, where a whole family
resides in one or two rooms. But even those who are self-settled usually live in smaller residences than Germans,
although at the same time their household consists of more members.® | have not spoken to any respondent that
valued the new house more than the former house in Afghanistan. Mahbuba:

“In Afghanistan, we had a nice and clean room especially for guests. It was locked and was opened only
when guests came. My room now [a one-room apartment], is a guest room, bedroom and living room
all at the same time. When visitors arrive, | have to quickly tidy up my things.”

Ziba and Ghasem try to convince me that life in Kabul as they knew it — they were from high-class
families — used to be very European-like and progressive, and much better than their life in Germany.
When | ask about the reasons, Ziba first compares residences: “Our house is so small.” However, it is
better than the room in the refugee center they used to live in: a shipping container that was so humid
and damp that both of them developed serious health problems. She narrates at length about her parental
house in Afghanistan: “My father was a doctor and very rich. We had a very big living room with
beautiful furniture and a large dinette.” They had a gardener, cook, cleaner and driver; a refrigerator,
washing machine and a car. Many evenings, the gardener brought chairs out into the garden and guests

® Research among self-settled Afghans and other immigrants has shown that half of the Afghan households in the sample (51.7%) consisted
of five or more members, whereas more than half of the German households (64.0%) were composed of one or two persons. The average
size of the houses Germans lived in was 82.8 square metres, compared with 69.2 square metres in the case of Afghans. Almost all Afghans in
the sample (94.4%) rented or sub-rented a house (Auslanderbeauftragte 2001b: 33).
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came that stayed until ten ‘o clock at night. “We ate, told each other stories and jokes, and we laughed a
lot.” After leaving the parental house, the couple lived in Mikrorayan, where they had central heating
and hot water two days a week. “In Mikrorayan, our house was smaller, but my sister and other family
members lived in the same quarter.” That house had to be left in the course of the civil war, when
barricades did not offer enough protection any more against warriors and rockets, and home became
less and less home.
Shagofa mourns about the loss in exile of the house as a symbol of family closeness:
“Some [Afghans] have adopted a European lifestyle, and live together in one house, but not with each
other. Their house is only to sleep and eat in.”
Furniture and decoration can contribute to the transformation of the house into a home, and these habitually
include some objects that establish a link to the country of origin and facilitating a sense of closeness to relatives
living far away. In European eyes, Afghan houses are sparsely decorated. Some items were encountered in
almost all houses 1 visited. Besides a Persian or Afghan carpet on the floor, these were a relatively large musical
installation and a television set with video and DVD dominating the living room. The musical installation often
played Afghan music, whereas the television screen repeatedly showed Bollywood musicals, wedding videos
and recordings of home videos in which relatives living on the other side of the world appeared. Often, pictures
of relatives living far away were found hanging on the wall or standing on the sideboard. Although my
respondents seemed to attach great value to a house furnished in a stately style, this alone is not enough to
transform it into a home.

Habib has spent a lot of money decorating his house luxuriously with a glass table and cupboard, and
impressive leather couches but it does not feel like or represent home to him. “l have everything.
Khana-ye khodam ra jor kardom — I fixed my house — ama hich delam khosh nist - but my heart is not
happy at all [...]. I have a house full of new things, but what is the use of it? For what? For whom? | am
alone here.” He longs to return to what he considers his ‘real home’, his father, mother and fiancée in
Afghanistan. He now spends more time at the house of his brother and his wife than in his own house.
Home to him is the place where he is surrounded by close kin, or at least by fellow Afghans: “If my
brother’s wife would have been German, who would have cooked my food and washed my clothes?”
The house he is living in now can only be transformed into a home if he would be able to bring his
fiancée Sahar over, which his legal status does not allow.

The house as a home, a stable place to feel ‘at home’, ideally combines material comfort, a sense of safety and

shelter, and people - preferably family - one feels close to.

4.4 RETURNING TO THE OLD HOUSE

“O my God, it looks so small!” A television crew follows Sima Calkin into the house she left 23 years
ago before taking refuge in America. Although it is an office now, Sima’s mother still cherishes the
papers proving their owner’s rights. Sima has been asked by her brother, who is considering moving
back, to take a look. The viewer sees Sima asking the chowkidar [gatekeeper] permission to enter the
compound. Totally overwhelmed by emotions, she wanders through the garden and the rooms of the
house. “Even the light switches are the same!”

(Netwerk broadcasting 3. Februari 2004)
Research by the University of Hamburg showed that 40% of its respondents still owned a piece of ground or
ground with a house on it. 9% owned arable land and 3% livestock (Tietjens 2002: 9). An important motivation

to visit Afghanistan, is to renovate, secure or reclaim the house. The ownership of a house or relatives in

Afghanistan gives the emotional attachment to Afghanistan a material and concrete dimension. A substantial
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difference between the dreams of returning by those without, and those
with real estate in Afghanistan cannot be claimed on the basis of my
research findings. Nevertheless, when it comes to realisation of such
dreams, Afghans who have such a tangible ‘base” are more inclined to
actually visit Afghanistan or make concrete plans for a permanent
return. For some, imaginations of that house still represent home, a

place infused with feelings of nostalgic longing, the scene of memories,

or a symbol of a lost period and order. Many Afghans visiting
: 5 AT o
Kabul 2004 (Source:

htto://mwww .epinhvtes.net)

Afghanistan go to see the place where they have lived. This is a visit
that can evoke a range of emotions. When asked about the places in
Afghanistan they would like to see again, many mention their old house and neighbourhood:

I ask Nasim where he would go first as soon as he would set foot in Afghanistan. “I would go to
Khairkhana, the quarter [in Kabul] where we lived. | would be so happy. But at the same time, | would
have sad memories. | was there with my family. Now | don’t know who is living in our house.”

Ali Reza (27) left his birthplace Herat at the age of ten: “I want to know what our house looks like now,
and | miss my aunt and uncle. | would like to see how everything looks now. Just to take a walk through
the streets. | want to see everything at once, but of course that is impossible. Who is living in our house
now? What does our shop look like? | wasn’t there for ten or eleven years, but | can remember
everything. | will never forget it; I live in these thoughts.”

The Old House as Home?
For some, the old house represents the lost home, whereas for others, ‘house’ and ‘home’ are not synonyms any
more. There are those who play with the thought of moving back, for example Abdurrahman:

Abdurrahman tells me that he, a brother and some cousins recently met to talk about rebuilding their old
house. He takes a piece of paper out of a dresser, a map of the place, carefully drawn and measured out.
“It is 130 by 60 meter, in one of the best areas of Kabul [...]. All of us want to return.” On the large
walled compound of the
extended family, all the nuclear
families had their own house. In
the past, there used to be a
beautiful garden, a swimming
pool and a place to grill. The
garden was so enormous, that, by
bribing the gardener, he could
grill and swim with his girlfriend
without anybody noticing. The
floors of the house were made of
marble. A large contrast with the
flat he lives in now: “Here | am
living in a dirty pigsty.” First of
all, they are collecting money to
rebuild the demolished wall. One L : A
of his cousins has already An Afghan man living in Switzerland visits the house where he spent his
returned with his family from childhood (Source: http://www.photopera.com)

Pakistan to build a small

dwelling in the middle of the compound, in which he now lives with his family. One day a commandant
came and showed him a letter, claiming he had bought the residence. Had it not been for the cousin
guarding the property, it would have been taken by a third party.

The impression that Abdurrahman’s plans have taken on quite concrete forms already might be
misleading. At the moment it is too dangerous for Abdurrahman to return, because of his left-wing
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political affiliations. Moreover, he has not found a solution for his own family. He does not want to
imprison his German wife and his daughter in a ‘golden cage’ in Kabul, but fears that he would be
unable to support them financially if they were to stay behind in Germany. Behind his dreams of return
and his concrete efforts to reconstruct the old house might be a longing to restore the past, a past
evolving around that house: “When 1 return, | return to my memories. 1 might very well become
shocked. In a way, it is naivety. | [want to] return to our garden, although I know it isn’t there any more.
It’s an illusion that one has in mind. | have built that house with my own hands, and when | see it
doesn’t exist any more, it might be a big shock for me.”
Many do not talk about their old house in such a nostalgic way as Abdurrahman does. Their return to the old
house is predominantly incited by financial motives as they try to sell or let the house. Because house rents and
prices are extra-ordinary high, especially in Kabul, many exiles are able to leave Afghanistan with a large sum of
money. It is however not always easy to reclaim the old house or land. Some returnees find that their
applications to build or rebuild houses are delayed by bureaucracy (Traces 2002); some are said to have been
forced to pay a few thousand dollars to General Fahim to get their land title deeds recognised (Tietjens: personal
communication). Abdurrahman recounts:

“A friend of mine was in Afghanistan for three months, trying to reclaim his house. He didn’t succeed.”

Beltun tells me about a Hindu from London that went to Kabul: “He had to pay a bribe to get his house

and garden back, but in the end it didn’t succeed.”
For most Afghans, an important reason why Afghanistan does not qualify anymore as a home, a place to live, is
that they “don’t have anything there any more,” a house being one of those things. Afghans in fear of forced
return often called out to me in distress: “Where should we live? We don’t have a house any more.” Because of
the influx of returnees from neighbouring countries as well as war destruction, housing is scarce, especially in
the capital. International organisations and their staff paid high prices or rents for houses at good locations,
which has caused exorbitant inflation. According to the journalist Beltun:

“Rents in the centre are 1000 to 5000 dollar. An apartment in Mikrorayan for which nobody would pay
3000 dollars two years ago, is being sold for 40.000 dollars. The cheapest houses in Khairkhana for
example, for which nobody wanted to pay 10 dollars a month, now cost 500.”
Most importantly, even if Afghans would return and shift their residence from Germany to Afghanistan, the
question remains open-ended if they would be able to transform their former of newly acquired khana from

merely a house to a home.

At this concrete and small-scale level of the khana as a house and a family home, the concept of home was quite
suitable to address certain themes related to issues of belonging and return. However, home not only refers to the
family house. As the next paragraph will demonstrate, it can involve many levels of meaning and is becoming an
increasingly tortuous concept. The lack of clarity surrounding the concept of home illustrates just how difficult

and fraught it is to pin down abstract notions and lived experiences of what a home actually is.

4.5 THE POST-MODERN HOME

Traditional conceptions of home considered it to be the “stable, physical centre of one’s universe”, a safe and
territorially fixed place to leave and return to, a space under one’s own control and of familiarity (Rapport and

Dawson 1998: 7). Apart from this physical place of dwelling, home has commonly been defined at three levels:

56



the domestic sphere of the family or household, the community and the nation (Al-Ali and Koser 2002: 6;
Bhattacharjee 1997: 314-315).

Home

-A dwelling-place, house, abode; the fixed residence of a family or household; the seat of domestic life and interests; one's
own house; the dwelling in which one habitually lives, or which one regards as one's proper abode. Sometimes including the
members of a family collectively; the home-circle or household.

- The place of one's dwelling or nurturing, with the conditions, circumstances, and feelings which naturally and properly
attach to it, and are associated with it. a home from home, a place away from home which provides home-like
accommodation or amenities; also (outside Britain), a home away from home.

- fig. In various connexions, referring to the grave, or future state: the ‘long’ or ‘last’ home.

- A place, region, or state to which one properly belongs, in which one's affections centre, or where one finds refuge, rest, or
satisfaction.

- One's own country, one's native land.

- The seat, centre, or native habitat; the place or region where a thing is native, indigenous, or most common.

- An institution providing refuge or rest for the destitute, the afflicted, the infirm, etc., or for those who either have no home
of their own, or are obliged by their vocation to live at a distance from the home of their family.

At home

- Ator in one's own house, or place of abode.

- In one's own neighbourhood, town, country, etc.; in one's native land.

- At one's ease, as if in one's own home; in one's element. Hence, Unconstrained, unembarrassed; familiar.

(A selection of meanings, Oxford English Dictionary)

In this era of global refugee movements and displacement it is clear that the concept of home has become a
complicated one. Is home the place that displaced people originated from, or can a new home be established
elsewhere? Are displaced people necessarily ‘homeless’ or can they have more than one home? As Malkki
(1995a: 509) argues, “if home is where one feels most safe and at ease, instead of some point on the map, then it
is far from clear that returning to where one fled from is the same thing as ‘going home’”. Definitions of home
can shift across a number of registers. Although one could seriously question if a fixed and stable home has ever
existed, in a generalized way, the ‘leaving home’ could be seen as a breaking apart of the coexistence of these
registers of home (Ahmed 1999: 338). There is a growing awareness that notions of home are the outcomes of

dynamic processes, evolving over time and varying from individual to individual (Al-Ali and Koser 2002; 6).

An ongoing tension between definitions of home can be spotted in the literature on the matter between
definitions that refer to physical places and those that refer to symbolic spaces. Many scholars would agree that

Khanadar rayak khana ~ NOMe entails a dual meaning of both a concrete physical space and an emotional

Bikhanarasadkhana  an4 personal space of identification and feelings of belonging (e.g. Demuth 2000:

2’;}323;23 ‘;((’)rntlg‘s* ?gﬂﬁg o 24; Olwig 1998: 225). Besides a geographical aspect, home is emotionally charged
withoutahome  \yijth a rather diffuse ‘feeling of home’: where one belongs or wants to belong.

(Afghan proverb)  Graham and Khosravi (1997: 130) define home as “a place as well as a culture to

which one belongs.” Brah and Ahmed distinguish between two types of homes for the migrant: the first is the
place of origin, and the second type is a home as “the lived experience of locality, its sounds and smells” (Brah
1996: 192) or “home as the sensory world of everyday experience” (Ahmed 1999: 341). The home as a place of
origin in Brah’s vision is “a mythic place of desire in the diasporic imagination. In this sense, it is a place of no
return, even if it is possible to visit the geographical territory that is seen as the place of ‘origin’” (Brah 1996:

192).
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In this post-modernist era, more and more emphasis seems to be placed on the plurilocality, mobility and
flexibility of homes. Rapport and Dawson (1998: 9) stress the fluidity and ambiguity of home and define it very

broadly as “where one best knows oneself.” They maintain that people are “always and yet never ‘at home’”, as
places do not exist in isolation and people live in movement, transition and transgression. Berger (1984: 64)
argues that contemporary people are more ‘at home’ in “words, jokes, opinions, gestures, actions, even the way

one wears a hat.” Some make a distinction between ‘feeling at home’ and calling a place home.

A tendency seems to develop to question the concept of home and its meanings to such an extent, that in my
opinion, a hollow and unusable concept remains. An overall theoretical framework is still lacking and each
anthropologist seems to utilize his or her own and not always explicitly stated definition of home. This makes
debates quite confusing. It all seems to be a matter of decisions and definitions made by individual researchers,
about what becomes translated as home and what not. A home will always be ‘not-home’ at another level, or
according to another definition. For example, Bhattacharjee and other feminist anthropologists emphasize that
home is not necessary a cosy place, attached with positive feelings. It can also be a site of repression and
violence (Bhattacharjee 1997: 308). A number of others would argue that such places should not be called
home. Di Stefano (2002) suggests that for many displaced people, the notion of home might be understood as a
sense of being between places. This feeling of in-between-ness could be called a condition of homelessness by
others, while someone else would in this case identify multiple homes. Especially confusing is the fact that the
word home is often employed without a clear definition. A researcher’s choice concerning what to call home and
what not is even more complicated in cases where interviews and other forms of data collection have taken place
in a language in which there is no clear equivalent for the English word home, so that it really seems to be up to
the researcher to interpret what home is and what not. This problem will be discussed in paragraph 7. The
concept of home has been dismantled to such an extent that, | feel it is hardly usable anymore as a research tool.

The concept of homeland, on the contrary, has hardly been questioned.

4.6 HOMELAND: IMPLICIT ASSUMPTIONS

One cannot talk about refugees, migrants, exiles or diasporas without
I am a stranger in this world, and in my
referring to the place they came from, because it is exactly this place of  exile there is a severe solitude and
L. i . . . . painful lonesomeness. | am alone, but in
origin that they are defined against. Without a history of dispersal from 1y aloneness I contemplate about an
this place of origin, there would be no refugee and no diaspora. This bare ;‘h”e"sgc’vr”e”f,:c??ong”aﬁ',,Ca:n;“’[ﬂifn”ﬁ' Vsﬂﬂ
phantoms of a great and remote land

fact, however, does not say anything about the nature of this relationship - T G392 202 WD S5,

between a place of origin and the people who left. The nature of this (Khalil Gibran's The Storm [1993];

particular link has long been taken for granted as an affective and  Quoted [in German] by an Afghan boy
on an Internet forum, statlng:

emotional one. The supposition that the place of origin automatically “Considering the notion of Heimat, |

) ) have the following verse in mind.”)
represents home - and hence a place of longing and belonging has been
falsified in recent years. However, | want to argue that similar assumptions still live on in the concept of

‘homeland’.
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Homeland is the word that is used to refer to a place of origin. Especially in diaspora studies, it is a notion of
central importance.’® Because it contains the word home, it encompasses connotations of ‘a place they, refugees
and diasporas, belong to naturally” and “a place they themselves long to be’. Definitions of diaspora may vary,
but the most-agreed upon aspect of diaspora is the emotional relationship to some sort of homeland (Lewellen
2002: 166). This is coupled to an idea of a collective identity formed around this homeland that has a
sentimental, emotive meaning (Lewellen 2002: 161). According to Al-Rasheed (1994: 201), the construction of a
place as homeland “not only includes the physical drawing, locating and describing of a geographical centre
from which people claim to have originated, but also involves a strong emotive element.” Refugees’ discourses
about their homeland are not objective descriptions of the place they came from, but rather “a strong assertion
linked to national and ethnic belonging” (Al-Rasheed 1994: 202). A well-known but quite narrowly defined
characterization of diaspora is given by Safran (1991: 83-84). Firstly, they or their ancestors were dispersed from
a specific original centre to at least two foreign regions; and secondly, there is a collective memory or myth
about their original homeland. Thirdly, they believe that there are not fully accepted by the host country and feel
partly alienated from it; and fourthly, the ancestral homeland is considered to be the true, ideal home and the
place they or their descendants should eventually return to when conditions are appropriate. A fifth point is that
they are committed to the restoration or maintenance of the homeland and to its safety and prosperity; and the
sixth and last point is that one way or another, be it personally or vicariously, they continue to relate to the
homeland, and this relationship plays an important role in the definition of their ethno-communal consciousness
and solidarity.

In my opinion, it is inaccurate to presuppose such sentimental links to the homeland. Instead, | would like to
suggest thoughtful evaluations of what this place of origin really means to individuals that do not live there any
more. However, if one casts such doubts on the existence of an inescapable emotional link between a displaced
person and his place of origin, some interesting theoretical questions arise, that | have not previously
encountered. If a homeland is A) a place of origin and B) of sentimental significance for a displaced person, one
could argue whether or not the word could still be used in case only one of those elements is present. Firstly,
could a place that is not a place of origin but to which an individual has developed a sense of belonging (B
without A) be called a homeland? In such cases, not homeland but the word home seems to be employed. | have
only once encountered the word homeland being used for countries of resettlement: Barnes (2001: 409) speaks
of an original and a new homeland, or a previous and current homeland, for Vietnamese in Australia. Secondly,
can the place an individual’s forefathers originate from, but he or she does not feel emotionally connected to (A
without B), be called homeland? Tsuda implicitly touches on these issues when he distinguishes between two
places of origin for second and next generations: a country of natal and one of ethnic origin, from which only the
one that is “imbued with positive emotional affect as a place of desire and longing to which the individual feels a
strong sense of personal attachment and affiliation” (Tsuda 2000: 6) becomes conceptualised as a real

homeland.™ Like the word home, | try to treat homeland with a certain care. | have chosen to use the word only

191t is not the case that none of the implicit assumptions regarding the notion of homeland have been criticised. The word was often used by
anthropologists and others in reference to a country of origin and its national borders. Several scholars have argued that a homeland does not
have to be congruent with an existing nation-state, nor do its borders have to be precisely defined. For example, ethnic Kurds from Turkey,
Irag, Syria and Iran might talk about their homeland Kurdistan, Indian Sikhs dream about their own homeland Khalistan and Christian
Assyrian Iragi’s who do not identify themselves with the Iragi nation-state refer to a territory called Mesapotamia as their homeland. Bearing
this point in mind, | will occasionally criticise my own use of the nation-state Afghanistan as the level of homeland.

1 For that matter, in diaspora theory a natal place of origin is only called a homeland if it is also the place of ancestral origin.
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for places of ancestral origin. Many times, | have avoided using the word, and have used ‘place of origin’ or an

emic term instead.

I would suggest a differentiation between two different perspectives on homeland: a more collective versus a
more individual one. People who are part of a diaspora construct and imagine the homeland as semi-collectives
as well as individuals and these levels are related dialectically. On a collective level one finds the homeland of
diaspora theory functioning as a unifying symbol and an anchor of community for dispersed Afghans by the
creation of emotive discourses that emphasize the significance of ‘roots’. Such collective discourses on the
homeland, however, do not tell much about the actual emotional attachment of its individual members to
Afghanistan. Thus, against this macro-scale perspective, a particularized perspective can be placed, accentuating
the actual emotional attachment of individual members of the diaspora to Afghanistan and to other places. In
Chapter 5, with its focus on ‘roots’ and origins, the collective level is the most important, while in Chapter 6 the
main emphasis will be placed on individual and ambiguous outcomes of struggles to find spaces of belonging
between ‘roots’ and ‘routes’.

4.7 EMIC AND ETIC CONCEPTS

If one would try to translate homeland in Dari and Pashto, watan would be the most appropriate word. In

German, one would probably choose Heimat.*

Home could be best translated in Dari as khana, and in German
as Heim or Zuhause. In Dari, it is more usual to speak in a negative sense of home as ‘not strange’. To feel at
home would be translated as not having ehsas-e bigana, a feeling of estrangement. However, as | have stated in
the introduction of this chapter, one has to