





















100 Notes – 100 Thoughts / 100 Notizen – 100 Gedanken


 


Nº029: Mariam & Ashraf Ghani


Afghanistan: A Lexicon


 


dOCUMENTA (13), 9/6/2012 – 16/9/2012


Artistic Director / Künstlerische Leiterin: Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev


Member of Core Agent Group, Head of Department /


Mitglied der Agenten-Kerngruppe, Leiterin der Abteilung: Chus Martínez


Head of Publications / Leiterin der Publikationsabteilung: Bettina Funcke


 


Managing Editor / Redaktion und Lektorat: Katrin Sauerländer


Editorial Assistant / Redaktionsassistentin: Cordelia Marten


English Copyediting / Englisches Lektorat: Melissa Larner


English Proofreading / Englisches Korrektorat: Sam Frank


Graphic Design / Grafische Gestaltung: Leftloft


Production / Verlagsherstellung: Christine Emter


E-Book Implementation / E-Book-Produktion: LVD GmbH, Berlin


 


© 2011 documenta und Museum Fridericianum Veranstaltungs-GmbH, Kassel;


Hatje Cantz Verlag, Ostfildern; Ashraf Ghani; Mariam Ghani


 


Illustrations / Abbildungen: p. / S. 1: Dar ul-Aman Palace, 2010 (detail / Detail), © Mariam Ghani; all other images: see image credits p. 47 / alle anderen Abbildungen: siehe Bildnachweis S. 47


 


documenta und Museum Fridericianum


Veranstaltungs-GmbH


Friedrichsplatz 18, 34117 Kassel


Germany / Deutschland


Tel. +49 561 70727-0


Fax +49 561 70727-39


www.documenta.de


Chief Executive Officer / Geschäftsführer: Bernd Leifeld


 


Published by / Erschienen im


Hatje Cantz Verlag


Zeppelinstrasse 32, 73760 Ostfildern


Germany / Deutschland


Tel. +49 711 4405-200


Fax +49 711 4405-220


www.hatjecantz.com


 


ISBN 978-3-7757-3058-7 (E-Book)


ISBN 978-3-7757-2878-2 (Print)


 


Gefördert durch die


[image: ksb_SW.ai] 


funded by the German Federal


Cultural Foundation


 


We cannot be held responsible for external links; the content of external links is the full responsibility of the operators of these sites. / Für externe Links können wir keine Haftung übernehmen. Die Inhalte der verlinkten Seiten sind ausschließlich von deren Betreiber zu verantworten.






















Mariam


& Ashraf Ghani
 Afghanistan:


A Lexicon*


 







(*selective; associative; may include myth, speculation, and rumor as well as facts)


 


 


 


 







Afghanistan: A Lexicon* uses the form of a lexicon to present a nonlinear narrative of twentieth-century Afghan history as a recursive loop of modernization attempts, revolts, collapses, and recoveries. The lexicon covers seventy-one terms, most illustrated by archival and original images, including: vocabulary unique to Afghan politics, like bi-tarafi, jirga, and nizamnamah; terms that have specific meanings or resonances in the Afghan context, like “infidel,” “martyr,” and spetsnaz; key players and places, from Bacha-i-Saqqao to Hizb-i-Islami and from the Bala Hissar to the Microrayan; and special entries on recurrent events and themes that form the weft and warp of the century, like constitutions, coup d’état, exile, fire, invasion, opposites, reform, unfinished, and vanishing. The lexicon begins with a close reading of the reign of King Amanullah (1919–29), whose successes and failures set the pattern for subsequent Afghan reformers. Amanullah’s influence is followed through, among other things, a series of entries linked to his Dar ul-Aman Palace and the larger plan for a “new city” of which it was a part, tracing how Dar ul-Aman shapes the spatial politics of the twentieth century—as space of exception, site of contention, prototype for future plans, and symbol of past failures.














Amanullah
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Amanullah ruled Afghanistan from 1919 to 1929, first as amir and then, after he changed his own title, as king. During his brief reign, Amanullah launched an ambitious program of modernization from above, which was cut off prematurely by a revolt from below. After inheriting autocratic power built through immense repression by his grandfather Abdur Rahman, who had reigned from 1880 to 1901, and his father, Habibullah, who had ruled from 1901 to 1919, he attempted to turn that power toward transforming the organization of both state and society. His many reforms included promulgating rule of law through Afghanistan’s first constitution and the wide-ranging regulations of the nizamnamah; investing in education through literacy programs, study abroad, and the building of primary, secondary, and technical schools; promoting unveiling and the end of purdah (the separation of women from society); encouraging intellectual exchange by fostering an active press, literary societies, and archaeological missions; transforming the traditional institution of the Loya Jirga, or Grand Council, into a mechanism for public consultation; winning Afghanistan’s independence from Britain, and forging new relationships with Europe and the Soviet Union; and large-scale urban planning, represented in theory by the regulations for Laghman, Paghman, and Dar ul-Aman and in practice by the partial completion of the “new city” of Dar ul-Aman, just to the west of Kabul.


While he accomplished a remarkable amount during his ten years in power, Amanullah did not succeed in permanently changing Afghanistan, since his ultimate failure to forge a broad political consensus for his reforms left him vulnerable to rural rebellion. After returning from a prolonged European tour, he attempted to speed up modernization by arguing for more radical reforms in a marathon speech at a 1928 Loya Jirga, after which his previous base of support among the elite was fractured, fragmented, and finally weakened beyond repair. In 1929, a relatively minor revolt (possibly fomented by British agents and factions of the divided elite) forced Amanullah out of the capital and ultimately into exile, and put into power a new dynasty that reversed many of his most innovative initiatives. Amanullah spent the rest of his life in Europe, where he brooded over what had gone wrong. Both his reforms and his failures have set the pattern for successive generations of Afghan modernizers, who have returned again and again to his unfinished project, only to succumb to their own blind spots and collapse in their own ways.


 


Arg
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In the revolt of 1929, much of the fighting took place around the Arg, the palace built by Amanullah’s grandfather Abdur Rahman after the fall of the Bala Hissar. When Habibullah Kalakani and his rebels took Kabul from Amanullah and when Habibullah was overthrown, scant months later, by Nadir Khan and his Musahiban brothers, the scenes of conflict centered around the Arg. Amanullah’s new city of Dar ul-Aman and its new royal palace were (perhaps because they were situated outside the city center) left out of the conflict entirely. When Nadir became the new king, Amanullah’s plans to move into the new city and the never-quite-completed Tajbeg, or Queen’s Palace, were scrapped, and the royal family retreated behind the walls and gates of the Arg. Today, the president occupies the Arg, and its gates are further reinforced by a system of concrete blocks and barricades, checkpoints, and scanners. The Arg is in one of contemporary Kabul’s no-photo zones, the military and diplomatic quarters where no camera can go, so we must look at it instead as it was in the 1960s, when Zahir Shah was king.


 


Bacha-i-Saqqao
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Habibullah Kalakani or Ghazi, the Tajik who led the rural revolt against Amanullah, is colloquially known as Bacha-i-Saqqao, or the “son of the water carrier.” Depending on who uses this epithet, it may be meant as an insult or as the title of a folk hero. The distinction may be drawn from the alignment each speaker chooses relative to the photograph shown to the right. Would he have sympathized with the rebels executed by hanging in a public square, or would he have been in the crowd of watchers, applauding with sangfroid or schadenfreude as the temporary king and his entourage met their deaths?


 


Bala Hissar
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A fortress marks boundaries of exclusion through its walls, gates, and parapets. Both the Arg and the Bala Hissar are, to different degrees, fortresses. To reach the actual building inside the boundaries, you must pass through a series of walls with ceremonial gates, while simultaneously traversing a ladder of hierarchies. In the Bala Hissar, these layers of hierarchy were further reinforced by its strategic position on top of the “emerald mountain,” which physically dominates the landscape of the city of Kabul. It was built to withstand sieges and to support an entire khanadan, a household or retinue, in the feudal sense—everyone from the lowest to the highest, every hour of the day. The Bala Hissar construes a holder of power who is outside and above the daily affairs of the state, but also confined to the space of the fortress and contracted to its defense. Because the fortress is closed, as a space of power or politics it cannot support a social contract in any modern sense; it implies a legitimacy secured by other means. The fortress itself seems to have been constructed and reconstructed through a process of accretion; no exact dates mark the beginnings or stages of its usage. The photograph you see here was taken by John Burke as he accompanied Anglo-Indian army columns deployed in the Second Anglo-Afghan War (1878–80), during which the Bala Hissar was first occupied and then destroyed by the British.


 


Bi-tarafi
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The foundation of classical Afghan politics, bi-tarafi could be translated as “non-aligned,” or as “playing both sides against the middle” in order to gain the greatest advantage or maintain the most independence. Afghanistan’s bi-tarafi stance in the nineteenth century was derived from its position as the Central Asian buffer state between two imperial powers in the Great Game of the British and Russian Empires. Bi-tarafi was revived in the twentieth century as Afghanistan, particularly under Prime Minister Daoud, used Cold War competition to bring flows of aid into the country from both the U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R. The climax of bi-tarafi may have been reached when Afghanistan maneuvered the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A. into de facto cooperation to build a highway system. The U.S.S.R. built the northern sections, the U.S.A. the southern sections, and they met in the middle. (The Soviets later used the system they built to send tanks south to Kabul in 1979; the tunnels, bridges, and roads were all built to the precise specifications of the Soviet military machine.) Some Afghans believe that Afghanistan was lost at the moment it abandoned bi-tarafi. However, they rarely agree on precisely when that occurred.


 


Bourgeoisie
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The bourgeoisie, in Afghanistan, has never really overlapped with the “middle class” in any traditional sense, perhaps because Afghanistan still does not really have a middle class. In Afghanistan, the bourgeoisie was not a merchant class that emerged between the aristocracy and the peasantry. Instead, it was a cultural category that emanated from Amanullah’s royal palace and from the households of the Mohammadzai royal lineage, some of whom had experienced long periods of exile in India or the Ottoman Empire. Within these households, first men and then women adopted Western dress and what they thought were modern manners. When Amanullah modernized education and professionalized government bureaucracy, these styles and habits expanded beyond the original bourgeoisie, the royal family, to the growing civil service. The bazaar and its merchants, however, largely retained their own cultural forms. One side effect of this condition is that Afghanistan did not have an avant-garde who tried to épater la bourgeoisie, but rather a bourgeoisie who usually managed to épater everyone else.


 


Bureaucracy
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While the Bala Hissar takes advantage of its position overlooking the city to construct itself as a space of domination and hierarchy, the Dar ul-Aman Palace is deliberately constructed as a space of intersection and connection. Four roads lead to the palace, which is slightly elevated on an artificial mound, but whose position is not marked by major natural barriers or hills. Dar ul-Aman’s hierarchy is not based on physical domination; instead, it derives from and depends on bureaucracy. The spatial plan of the building—for example, the separation of rooms by governmental function—is delineated by a series of rules, just as Amanullah’s larger vision for Afghanistan was governed by the rules and procedures of the nizamnamah. Similarly, Dar ul-Aman projects its authority into the open space surrounding it through the contractual order of urban planning rather than the physical fact of fortification. Randomness is removed from the new city, which is made up of straight lines and geometric forms, because the map of this new space precedes its physical construction, and its regulations prohibit deviations from the plans embodied in that map. As both the civil service and the educational systems were modernized and expanded under Amanullah, his regulations simultaneously created the class of bureaucrats that would fill the spaces of the bureaucratic order.


 


Communists
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Just as Amanullah had an image of the West derived from books and short visits, the Afghan Communists had a bookish vision of Communism mediated through the writings of the Iranian Tudeh Party and the Indian Communists, and expressed through their literary journals, Khalq (The People) and Parcham (The Flag). Both journals died quick deaths under the ambiguously written and ambivalently enforced “Free Press Law” of the 1960s, but bequeathed their names to the two wings of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). Their internal rivalry both before and especially after taking power in the “Saur Revolution” of 1978 (named after the month in which it took place) became the driver for a series of bloody assassinations, coups, and purges. Political parties grew in strange ways in twentieth-century Afghanistan, perhaps because they were only ever officially legalized in one-party systems—not unlike the experience of the Soviets who would invade in 1979, carrying their party cards (whose childhood photographs bore mute witness to mandated registration) in their army backpacks.


 


Constitutions
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A constitution, defined as a set of written rules that defines the order of a society, is an idea formulated in eighteenth-century Europe and the U.S. During the twentieth century, this Western idea became nearly universal. In Afghanistan, Amanullah’s foundational constitution of 1923 was followed by Nadir’s in 1931, which reiterated the same principles in a slightly weaker form. The “decade of democracy” (1963–73) soon saw the new constitution of 1964, which introduced a constitutional monarchy and enabled a man from outside the royal lineage, Dr. Yusuf, to become prime minister for the first time since 1929. After Prince Daoud’s coup in 1973, a new constitution was prepared and approved by a Loya Jirga in 1976–77. The Communist coup of 1978 brought a series of new attempts at constitution-making, with successive drafts ratified by the Revolutionary Council in 1980 and 1985, and a more conciliatory amendment introduced by the Najibullah regime in 1990 and ratified by a jirga. The current constitution has been in force since 2004. An appointed Constitutional Commission prepared a draft, which was subjected to intense public debate and then discussed and amended by a Constitutional Loya Jirga until consensus was reached. Because the political culture of Afghanistan is deeply embedded in Islam (historically the factor that unified the disparate regions and groups of the country), every constitution has contained clauses that define Afghanistan as an Islamic republic or articulate the primacy of Islam as the religion of its citizens, at least 99 percent of whom are in fact Muslims. Regardless of faith, period, or iteration, however, the constitutionally guaranteed rights of citizens have always been more aspired to in words than realized in fact.


 


Construction
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The construction of Amanullah’s new city of Dar ul-Aman represented a radical break with traditional building design, materials, and techniques. Government-contracted architects and engineers prepared a set number of standardized plans for private villas, and plots of land were sold along with a choice of house plan. Instead of mud and unbaked bricks, solid wood and stone were procured by the government and sold to plot owners at low cost. The government also formed a private construction company that specialized in building the new houses. While many Germans collaborated on the project, it was funded entirely by Afghan resources, without international assistance, since Amanullah’s reign represents the only period in Afghan history when the country subsisted without foreign aid. Considering the lack of technical sophistication in Afghanistan at the time construction began, Dar ul-Aman’s first quarter and two central palaces were constructed with remarkable speed. In the full, unrealized plan, each quarter of Dar ul-Aman was mapped out to include a mix of public and private space, including public parks and other green spaces. Private villas were also regulated to include substantial gardens and front (but not back) walls low enough for neighbors to see each other’s front gardens. The integrated plan also provided for a public commons made up of new government buildings, an urban district, warehouses and factories, a train line from the city center, and the widest roads in the city. The very few buildings that were constructed and still survive speak to the strength of this underlying conception. Unfortunately, Amanullah’s innovative alignment of theory and practice, vision and mobilization, innovation and managerial capacity, was not followed up by the new dynasty. Some of the principles pioneered by Dar ul-Aman gradually resurfaced in the public housing projects of the 1930s to the 1950s, however, perhaps due to the influence of Nawruz Khan, who served as the Afghan project manager of Dar ul-Aman from 1927 to 1929 and subsequently rose to be minister of finance and speaker of Parliament.


 


Continuity
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Until the twentieth century, occupations were organized and inherited through an informal structure reminiscent of professional guilds. The artisanal skills of the building trade were passed down from father to son, while literacy was largely confined to the religious establishment, from which it was passed on only to royals or aristocrats or to those exceptional students who gained the attention of the ulema (Muslim scholars, although the term is sometimes used to denote all religious leaders) in the network of mosques and madrassas (religious schools). The officer class of the military was generally linked to the royal family, and the rest of the army was either volunteer (often whole kinship-linked units fighting together) or conscripted (with tribal elders responsible for picking the conscripts). The high schools and military schools established by Habibullah and expanded by Amanullah, along with the professionalization of the civil service, military, and construction industry under Amanullah, radically changed these traditional structures and created new ties and paths that can be traced through the subsequent century. For example, seven hundred Afghans were trained as skilled craftsmen during the construction of Dar ul-Aman. Although no histories of their lives have yet been written, we can imagine these craftsmen as the one element of continuity that persists through all the disruptions and ruptures of the early twentieth century, since their skills must have been deployed in a whole series of construction and housing projects that, though small by comparison with the grand vision of Dar ul-Aman, gradually expanded and reshaped Kabul from the beginning of the 1930s up to the end of the 1950s. In a parallel thread, the architects who designed the projects, like Karteseh mastermind Abdullah Breshna (son of Abdul Ghafur Breshna, the German-trained painter and founder of the Afghan Academy of Fine Arts), were trained at the technical schools built by the self-styled Darulaman-Herren, the German architects and engineers of Dar ul-Aman. Other submerged continuities include the generations of Afghan students whose political futures were shaped by their education abroad, including the military officers trained in the U.S.S.R. during the Daoud era, who later became allies of the Afghan Communists and helped bring about Daoud’s downfall.


 


Coup d’état
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The three decades of conflict that decimated Afghanistan were precipitated by a series of coups d’état. The “bloodless” coup of 1973, which ended the monarchy, seemed at first like a palace revolution, as Prince Daoud, the first cousin and brother-in-law of the king, overthrew him without violent conflict and assumed power as the head of a republic. The coalitions into which Daoud had entered to engineer his coup, however, provided the seed of the very bloody coup of April 1978, which brought the PDPA, the Communist party of Afghanistan, to power. Daoud was violently overthrown; he and his entire family were murdered and secretly buried in the courtyard of Pul-e-Charkhi prison. Palace intrigues became a feature of the Communist regime, resulting in the killing of its first head of state, Nur Mohammed Taraki, in 1978; the assassination of its second leader, Hafizullah Amin, during the Soviet invasion of 1979; and then the more peaceful easing out of Babrak Karmal by Dr. Najib in 1985. After the Red Army withdrew in 1989, Tanai, Najib’s minister of defense, launched an unsuccessful coup from Dar ul-Aman, which served at the time as the seat of his ministry. After the defeat of his coup, Tanai fled to Pakistan to join the mujahidin. Meanwhile, Najib’s power collapsed when his party members and the militias he had armed to fight the mujahidin joined forces to overthrow him. The mujahidin government that came to power in 1992 formally retained continuity until 2001; the disputes among its constituent parts, however, engulfed the country in intense conflict and created an opening for the Taliban, who from 1994 to 2001 managed to expand their sway over most of the territory of the country, leaving the formally recognized government of Burhanuddin Rabbani confined to a small territory. After the ousting of the Taliban in 2001, the Bonn Agreement provided for a peaceful transfer of power between the Rabbani government and a new interim authority headed by Hamid Karzai, followed by presidential elections in 2005 and 2009. Twenty-first-century Afghanistan has so far been spared any coups, which can probably be attributed equally to the continued presence of international forces in the country, and the overwhelming desire for stability after years of political unrest.


 


Dams
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Afghans have always had to build irrigation systems to make agriculture possible, and since ancient times all of Afghanistan’s major cities have been built on river basins. From small karez, underground canals, to entire rivers, Afghanistan’s precious water supplies are regulated by complex social systems devised for their communal operation, maintenance, and use. However, the current population explosion, propelled by the return of millions of refugees, has put immense pressure on irrigation systems already overtaxed by the neglect and destruction of the war years. The rules have begun to break down, and rural conflicts over water rights often erupt into violence. Today, only 10 percent of Afghanistan’s water is managed through modern dams, and only some of those dams generate electric power; less than 10 percent of the population have access to state-generated electricity. In the 1950s, however, a forgotten generation of technocrats dreamed of mastering the Helmand river. Using millions of USAID dollars, they set up a U.S.-Afghan Helmand-Arghandab Valley Authority (modeled on the Tennessee Valley Authority) and remade the Ghaznavid garrison town Lashkar Gah in the image of an American suburb to provide housing for Morrison-Knudsen engineers, who called it “Little America.” From 1957 to 1979, hundreds of small projects extended irrigation from the floodplain of the river out into the desert beyond, where new towns were constructed and people enticed or, in the case of nomads, forcibly re-settled to populate them. The early years of farming the new land proved quite difficult, and as in many large-scale water projects, subsidies had to be offered to the settlers. (During the war years, most of the region came under the control of a mujahidin commander and was replanted with opium poppies; it now produces roughly 40 percent of the world’s opium supply, despite all American efforts to spray, burn, or otherwise eradicate the crops.) The crown jewel of the HAVA was the giant Kajaki Dam, meant to generate power for both Lashkar Gah and Kandahar. The dam had not yet been completed, however, when U.S. aid and personnel withdrew from Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion of 1979. It fell into disrepair during the war years, but was put back into use by the Taliban just before being carpet-bombed by the U.S. in 2001. Since 2004, U.S. and British forces have been trying to rehabilitate the dam, but progress is extremely slow due to resistance from the Taliban. Since the U.S. Army is vast and the Taliban of today (a convenient name for a Hydra-headed insurgency) is not precisely the Taliban of yesteryear (a more organized and coherent force that was, by 2001, able to function as a government), it seems unlikely that the same men who once repaired the dam now try to destroy it, while the same men who once destroyed the dam try to repair it. But in Afghanistan the ironies of history can be particularly acute.
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