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, 2008, Kabul  

 

I arrived safely in Kabul on Monday, May 5
th

, my suitcase finally today, with my 

computer power cord.  The internet is working in my hotel room. I have electricity, light 

and hot water thanks to a diesel generator. Dust and diesel here too.    

 

But why the hell am I here? Why am I writing poems about war in Afghanistan?  

 

This is the first time I’ve had the experience as a writer where the material has chosen me 

rather than I have chosen the material. I’m beginning to understand the dictum “write 

what you know” might be an urging to know more. 

   *  *   *   

One evening last fall, I ended up in a heated discussion with my stepson, completely 

surprised that I was arguing there was possibly a good reason for Canada and the 

Canadian Forces to be in Afghanistan. I was raised a pacifist Mennonite. My dad was a 

CO in World War II. I had to think a minute about where this was coming from, and 

whether it just wasn’t just a chance to argue with a stepchild to be contrary. 

 

Later it occurred to me, that this might have something to do with my mother who passed 

away in 2000. She was raised in a fundamentalist conservative Mennonite family with 10 

children in the 30s and 40s in southern Manitoba where the priorities for women were 

considered to be “Kinder, Kirche, Kueche,” – “kids, church and the kitchen.”  She was 

the only one of the five sisters to get more than a Grade eight education. She was the only 

one of the 10 children to complete her Grade 12. Her father supported her in her drive for 

an education, but he died when she was 14. She faced a barrage of criticism from family 

for continuing her studies, but persevered eventually getting her B.A. and B.Ed. and 

becoming the first woman high school science teacher in southern Manitoba. 

 

To be honest, I resented it and was an unhappy kid because my mother went to work, 

when it was an uncommon thing to do.   It wasn’t until many years later that I realized 

she had been a proto-feminist achieving independence through education and working as 

a teacher. I came to admire her for buying her first car when she was 19 and always 

buying her own cars all her life, and for having made her own life as a free and 

independent woman. 

 

The connection here is that this is something not usually available to women in 

Afghanistan now. What I’m trying to sort out is whether there are “universal” human 

rights that trump history beyond buying cars, or cultural tradition and tribalism. Whether 

there is something in democracy and modernity that should be available to all humans, 

not just the lucky sods like me who live in North America or Western Europe. 

 

*   *   * 

 

 

Some of my friends on the left are horrified that I would write poems in the voice of 

soldiers that are trained to fight and kill, and that I might in any way, support an 



imperialist adventure in a country so far away as to be meaningless. Meanwhile I try to 

understand whether there are values and principles worth fighting for; whether it is ever   

right to kill others who are depriving their mothers, sisters and wives of basic human 

rights including freedom of movement and education.   

 

So I am on the road to find out.  

 

*    *   * 

 

 

These two weeks I’m collecting stories from Afghans. I plan to write some poems, taking 

what I’ve heard, manipulating the material, finding its emotional truth, and 

communicating it to readers. Sounds simple enough.  It’s my job.  I’ve never felt guilty 

about transforming my experiences into poetry; though they involve lovers, wives, 

children, all the usual subjects. Why am I worried now? 

 

*    *    * 

 

My family moved to Winnipeg in 1968, the realization of my small town dreams. I lasted 

a year in Westgate that included a dip in the river, hip surgery, and serving as a 

successful campaign manager for a  middle school president, before I asked my parents to 

if I could go back to the Mennonite Collegiate Institute , the private school in Gretna, a 

village of 500 where I grew up. 

 

While I had been disdainful of village life after I moved to the city  I missed my friends, 

my tribe, no matter how hard they could be on someone who didn’t quite fit in. It took 

about three months to find  in a clique of preacher’s kids with who I could feel 

comfortable.  The village was changing then with the arrival of radio and  television. The 

world, from which some Mennonites were trying to set themselves apart was 

encroaching. It is even more different  now , with the whole wide world at everyone’s 

fingertips through the internet. 

 

     * *   * 

I am not going to any villages during this visit to Afghanistan, feeling safe enough  in 

Kabul,  but not willing to take many chances to explore the countryside. I’m sure there 

are villages within 100 kilometres of Kabul that would show me another side of 

Afghanistan from another century. 

 

I’ve just met Farida, probably the only Afghan woman I will get to talk to while I’m here,  

and always,  of course with a chaperone. She grew up in Kapisa an hour’s drive from 

Kabul.  Her family moved to the city, but she couldn’t leave the house or go to school 

during the time the Taliban where in power. Her father had to leave to find work and 

Farida supported the family by sewing the all-covering burqas that women were required 

to wear outside the house. 

 



Once the Taliban were driven away she was able to go to school and finish her education.  

In Kabul this was possible but not out in the country. She trained as a midwife and works 

now, full-time in a Kabul hospital. She is an exception, an exception only possible in the 

city. 

 

*  *  * 

Tomorrow I’m spending the day with Abdul, my guide and interpreter. He is a 

contemporary Afghan male wearing western clothing  and has a television and computer 

at home. He has always lived in Kabul and has the advantage of being a male. He worked 

hard in school in enrolled in private courses to learn English and computer skills. 

 

The most basic education is still not available outside of the cities. The old ways live on 

in much of the country because the only learning there is, is that passed from generation 

to the next, as the assumption is that those tribal and family values are all they need to 

survive.  These survival skills usually do not include reading and writing. Illiteracy is a 

huge problem with only 50% of the male population and 20% of the female population, 

literate in Afghanistan. 

 

The modern world  is going to come to rural Afghanistan, as it did to southern  Manitoba, 

but it is going to come much more slowly. The schools still need  to be built and made 

secure from bombings. Teachers still need to be trained, and acceptable teaching 

materials need to be produced.   

 

It’s not only literacy and education that leads to modernity.  Media play a key role, and 

without electricity there can be no radio or television.  Media is not always a benign 

influence, something the Taliban, like some conservative Mennonites in the 1960’s, 

understand. 

 

The war in Afghanistan is sometimes portrayed as a clash of civilizations by the hawks, 

the religious right in the United States, which is certainly how the Taliban see it. But it is 

also the resistance to modernity, and a desire to maintain the tribal traditions, It is the 

resistance of the country to the influences offered by the city 

. 

Even Kabul may not be enough for some Afghans impatient for change.  Farida and 

Abdul, both in their 20s, want to emigrate to Canada where they believe the modern 

world is ready-made and safe , leaving their tribes and families, to forge new ones.  It will 

be Afghanistan’s challenge to  offer opportunities to this younger generation so they will 

stay to rebuild a shattered country.    

 

May 12
th

 

 

Ask ten Afghan men what Afghanistan needs now and you are liable to get ten different 

answers.  Security, water, health services, electricity, food aid, sanitation, jobs,  

education, small business loans, and a government more concerned with the people rather 

than with lining their own pockets, all might make the list. Human rights, democracy, and 



the liberation of women are usually only mentioned by westerners and the one Afghan 

woman I’ve found to talk to. 

 

 

How do you set priorities in a country that needs so much, and who chooses them? A 

striking feature of my conversations with Afghan men is the complete sense of 

powerlessness they feel over what is happening to them.     

 

Yesterday I had the good fortune to have a traditional Afghan lunch with Hakim, an 81 

year-old carpet merchant, who had sold me a beautiful hand-woven silk and wool 

Bamiyan shawl two days before, two sons, my interpreter and our driver. The merchant 

has done well in his 60 years in the business. He argued it was only that by being good to 

other humans, would goodness come to you through the beneficence of Allah. 

 

An amazing story-teller throwing his whole body into the tale he told two parables from 

the Koran which in a Biblical context would have been “turn the other cheek,” and “as 

you sow, so shall you reap.” In the first instance it was about a Christian throwing dirt on 

Mohammed every time he passed on his way to prayers in the morning, but Mohammed 

returning to heal the man when he fell sick and no longer was able to harass him. This 

showed the Christian the true way and he converted to Islam. 

 

Though they were pitching me, the parable was told in the context of American 

domination, clearly indicating the U.S. bombings and civilian killings were the dirt that 

good Muslims would repay with kindness. Within minutes, though he was implying that 

the Americans would reap evil from the evil they were sowing in the country. 

 

The key, everyone around the lunch , agreed, was that anyone trying to help Afghanistan, 

or occupying the country to be less kind, had to respect  the dignity of the Afghan people. 

If the dignity of the Afghan people was not respected all Afghans would unite to drive 

out the intruders as they had the Russians and the British before.  I asked whether 

elections and new leadership would make a difference. They said not likely since it was  

G.W. Bush or the next U.S.  President  would decide who the next “king” of Afghanistan 

would be. They went back to the parable suggesting it was because of the corruption of 

the government that Allah was allowing the country to suffer another occupation and the 

continual cycle of war and poverty. 

 

*    *   * 

 

 In the evening I met Safi accompanied by his uncle visiting from Canada. Their take on 

the situation was a little different.Safi works from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 and then attends 

university from 5:00 p.m. until 8:00 p.m. returning home for dinner at 9:00 then straight 

to bed six days a week.  He spends his Friday holiday, the one day a week most people 

have off, doing his homework assignments and whatever chores there may be around the 

house. He is the main breadwinner for a household of five. 

 



Safi says clearly the most important thing to his future is his security and the security of 

his family. His family returned from Pakistan, like so many Afghans after the Taliban 

were driven out of Kabul. He is pleased by the changes he sees and is working his butt 

off to get ahead, but thinks it may not be enough. He and his uncle don’t see the current 

situation as an American occupation .They stress repeatedly that it is NATO that is here, 

not just the U.S. and they must finish what they have begun if the country is to have any 

kind of the future. 

 

According to Safi and his uncle, a representative government of all the many ethnicities 

is needed, and for security; a strong well-trained army,  a good,  honest police force , and 

a national security service.  This must come first they say, otherwise how can any 

rebuilding take place, like the development of water resources and power so crucial to 

Afghanistan. 

 

The international community is trying to make a difference. But with so many competing 

needs, and so many countries involved, developing a focus is nearly impossible.  The two 

dozen countries and 100 NGOs struggle on all fronts, with progress excruciatingly slow.  

The progress is so slow, the corruption rampant, and the overheads so high, the average 

Afghan can’t see any progress at all, except the rich getting richer and the poor getting 

poorer every day. 

 

Safi also feels he has little or no power in the development of the country, indicating 

NATO must take responsibility for security and the development of Afghanistan. Then he 

looks over at his uncle who is staying with him for two months. He has a much easier 

life, enjoys peace and safety of person Safi has never known in his young life. Safi’s 

choices are ones I’m glad my children will never have to make.  

  

*   *   * 

 

There’s something spooky about Kabul and it’s not the danger of an errant Taliban 

suicide bomber blowing himself up on the street, or the number of ex-patriates garrisoned 

in their compounds and only going from compound to compound protected by their 

English speaking drivers.  

 

 It’s the near absence of women from the life of the city. Men are everywhere. The staff 

of the hotel is completely male, in fact so are the guests.  Even the majority of foreigners 

here are men, as few women are willing to come to live in such a repressive society.  For 

many Afghan men, relationships with each other will be their most important 

relationships and ones where the word ‘love’ might have some meaning.  Men are 

affectionate with each other and it’s not unusual to see policemen or soldiers holding 

hands. 

 

It’s as if women are a different species. Men love their mothers and respect their fathers 

Obedience is expected, and the family is possibly the strongest social unit in the city, 

where the tribal influences are less prominent.  As far as I can see most Afghan women 



are still at home, protected from the lavicious gaze of men who are not their close 

relatives.   

 

This is changing, and some are defensive about the slow progress women are making to 

take their rightful place in the community. There are women working with women as this 

is accepted and necessary as it is still considered improper for a man to touch a woman 

who is not his wife. So the midwives, girls school teachers, hairdressers work with 

women and are nearly invisible as they are rarely in the street. 

While some women are beginning to be seen on the street with just a headscarf, there are 

still more wearing burqas led by a male relative because its nearly impossible to see 

where they  are going, the relative often a young son as they go to the market. If she is 

living a conservative tradition she is not to conduct business with a male shopkeeper, so 

the boy must handle the transaction. All shopkeepers and street vendors are male, and 

you will usually only see men in the shops or buying from the vendors as a result. If 

women are on the street it is usually because they are going to visit someone.  

There are also many beggar-women in dusty burqas, some with infants, walking between 

the cars in traffic imploring those inside to spare a few coins or Afghani’s so they can eat. 

Many husbands have been killed in the 25 years of war and others may take up to four 

wives and decide to divorce one they’re finding troublesome in the household. Widows 

and divorced women have no means of support unless their  families of origin take them 

in. Most will be illiterate and not prepared for any job which they would be discouraged 

from taking anyway.  

There is some progress as you can see girls in headscarves going to school. I’ve been told 

the desire for boys and girls to get together, despite the restrictions  they face, is also 

known here. Cell phones have replaced letters as the preferred method of communication. 

Afghanistan has only about 60,000 land lines, while there are 600,000 cell phones active 

at any given time. The strategy most often is for the boy to follow the girl, who may drop 

a note with her phone number, an indication she will communicate with him, though they 

may never manage to get an unsupervised moment. There are no social opportunities for 

them to get together and no dating as we understand it in the west. This is unfortunate as 

contact with more women who are not mothers , sisters and wives  might develop a better 

understanding between the sexes. 

 

An expatriate woman working for an NGO said they were careful not to be heavy handed 

with a women’s rights agenda. Their approach was subtle, especially since most of their 

work was in rural villages. Their female field staff  are training women in horticulture so 

they  learn to grow produce which can be sold to others in their villages or be taken to 

market in Kabul.  The women are keeping their earning s rather than  turning them over 

to their husbands; and secondly their husbands are eager to learn from their wives to keep 

up.  Like anywhere else in the world, money and knowledge provide power to those that 

have it, and will be one of the keys to a better life for Afghan women. 

 
- VICTOR  ENNS 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


