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This period started with the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, incorporates the Afghan 

Civil War between initially Soviet-backed communists and Islamists; the Taliban regime 

that emerged victorious from this confrontation; the US-led invasion and war with the 

Taliban; and the most recent war between the Afghan government and the Taliban.

According to Afghans interviewed in Andrea Chiovenda’s Crafting 
Masculinities: Culture, War and Psychodynamics in Afghanistan 
(2020) these conflicts led to both the general deterioration of 
moral principles, and an associated emphasis on violence in the 
construction of masculinities in Afghanistan (2020: 50).

In other words, the routinisation of violence, abuse, incredible hardship and general 

sense of insecurity, privileged certain masculine attributes associated with dominance 

and violence on the one hand, and their role in the “protection” of women and homeland 

on the other. This privileging of violence and other masculine norms and behaviours 

valued by martial institutions has often been described as “military masculinities” 

(Eichler 2014). These operate on both institutional and individual levels, and include the 

foregrounding of such elements as bravery, warrior-like behaviour, and a denigration of 

everything that is deemed feminine (2014: 82). With the Taliban back in power the war is 

In Afghanistan, four 
decades of nearly 
continuous war have 
shaped the construction 
and realisation of manhood. 

The Pashtun term jang (the war) is often used by Afghans 
to describe the whole period between 1978 and the present 
day (Chiovenda 2020: 50). 
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over for now. But military masculinities and highly patriarchal values 

and institutions shaped by decades of war will define the lives of 

Afghans for decades to come. 

However, masculinities, military or otherwise, are also not singular 

in Afghanistan. Feminist scholars have long maintained that military 

masculinities are fluid, constantly shifting, and constructed in 

intersection with other identities (Higate 2003). To begin with, 

Afghanistan is an extremely multi-ethnic and multicultural country, 

where people may speak different languages from one village to the 

next. Although the majority of the population is at least nominally 

Muslim, there are Sunni, Shia and Sufi denominations, and minority 

Sikh, Christian and Hindu populations. In this sense, to assess 

masculinities against the concepts of “Afghan” or “Afghanistan” 

will at best inaccurately represent the way that cultural trends and 

ethnicities influence masculine behaviour, and at worst run the risk 

of essentialising and stereotyping extremely diverse phenomena. 

Thus intersectional caution has to be taken. Different men are 

affected and demonstrate masculine traits differently, based on 

other identities (ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, religion, etc). 

And even the most “hegemonic” forms of masculinity, idealised 

manly behaviours (violence, dominance virility, etc) that present 

other masculine traits as inferior (Connell 2005), are competing 

against other desirable ways to be a man (Demetriou 2001). There 

are great regional differences in gender relations in Afghanistan, 

where in some communities, men and women share political fora 

and take community decisions collaboratively across gender lines 

(Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2009; Ebitkar 2020). And even individual 

men constantly reconstruct their masculinities according to 

outside societal pressures, and adopt different masculinities when 

moving between country and city, for example (Chiovenda 2020; 

Myrttinen 2018). This is to say, that while there are general trends in 

the construction of masculinities in Afghanistan, and war certainly 

is a key factor in that construction, masculinities are also always 

relational, intersectional, and situationally constructed. 
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Honour-Shame and Masculinity 
That being said, it is also undeniable that at least since the 

initial reign of the Taliban, masculinities and gender more 

generally have been shaped by an essentialised notion 

of Pashtun honour codes, or pashtunwali, and Islamic 

piety propagated by the Taliban (Ahsan-Tirmizi 2021: 10). 

Pashtunwali, although an extremely diverse set of codes and 

practices, can be described as “cultural conceptual space 

in which identity is negotiated” (Edwards 2017: 28). In other 

words, it forms boundaries and prescriptions on the moral 

and ethical behaviour of men and women, by proscribing 

correct ways of being male and female. While this shifting 

legal, moral and behavioural code for Afghan tribal society 

had been transmitted verbally for centuries, the code was 

compiled into a book by the public intellectual Qiamuddin 

Khadim (1901–79) in the beginning of the last century. During 

that historical moment, pashtunwali was used to formulate 

a new ethno-nationalism in Afghanistan; one that reified 

normative ideals of pashtunwali and was defined by national 

independence and resistance to outside powers (Wide 2012: 

94). This consolidation also rendered the Afghan state as an 

inherently female entity, and defined Afghan masculinity as 

inherently heterosexual, as opposed to a previous, more fluid 

personate understanding of male sexuality (Ahsan-Tirmizi 

2021: 141). Today, pashtunwali is embedded in governing 

practices, like tribal law, and it was taken into account when 

writing the Afghani constitution. Because of the Taliban’s focus 

on pashtunwali and its codification, its influence on gender 

through the language of honour can be felt far beyond only 

ethnic Pashtun communities (Ahsan-Tirmizi 2021). 

 

Honour (izzat) underpins the social status of individuals and 

families in the Afghan context. Despite the ethnic diversity 

of Afghanistan, on the whole Afghan society is organised 

into a nested set of kin-based relationships in which the 

communal group (qawm) and tribe (qabila) form basic units of 

social organisation (Moghadam 1992). Honour is associated 

with social status or “face” (a’beru or hasyaat) within this 

organisation, in the sense that it requires conformity 

with social norms, religious values and moral codes. 

Conformity with certain honour codes prescribed by Islam 

and pashtunwali are central to the formation of masculine 

identities, or as one of Mosawi’s informants puts it, “A man 

without honour, is no man at all” (2019).

A man’s honour is closely linked to the protection of land and 

community in Afghanistan. Pashtunwali and honour thereby 

play an important role in the jihadi ideology of the Taliban. As 

protection of kin and land, as well as revenge, figures centrally 

in the code of pashtunwali, suicide and martyrdom, if carried 

out against occupiers, can be a great source of honour 

(Poulton 2003: 408), and thereby a source of masculinity. Yet 

further, within Pashtun ritual practice, many young men are 

given guns in rites of passage into manhood, associating the 
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pashtunwali code not only with honour, violence and protection, 

but also with the bearing of arms (Schmeidl 2009). Yousaf, however, 

demonstrates that the representation of pashtunwali as inherently 

violent is a false colonial depiction, and notes that pashtunwali 

equally incorporates an emphasis on hospitality (melmastia) and 

pays great attention to the non-violent management of conflicts 

(Yousaf 2019). 

A man’s honour and manhood are also closely linked to family life. 

In an idealised notion of masculinity, to fully realise one’s manhood, 

a man has to become the head of a household (khana dar), marry 

and become a father, preferably of sons (Poulton 2003). The female 

members of a man’s household (namus) are thereby another 

important source of a man’s honour. Thus, while honour makes a 

man, women are seen as the embodiments of honour maintained 

through chastity and other “honourable” female behaviour, such as 

deference to men (Emadi 2002). The concept of nafaqah (provider) 

mandates male behaviour that protects the honour of the family, 

often by controlling women (Mosawi 2019). Despite the diversity 

discussed above, Moghadam has argued that Afghanistan is part of 

the “belt of classic patriarchy… characterized by male domination, 

son preference, restrictive codes of behaviour for women, and the 

association of family honour with female virtue” (Moghadam 2004: 

143). Thereby the honour and masculinity of the head of the family 

depend crucially on the behaviour of the rest of the family members, 

and especially that of women. The non-conformity with honourable 

codes of men, or family members that men are responsible for, 

places men squarely in a place of shame, and thereby relegates 

them to an inferior social status and inferior manhood (Echavez et 

al 2016). Chiovenda, for example, writes that “those who run astray 

of the social expectations for appropriate masculine behaviour 

often pay a dire price in social rebuttal and reproach, which 

negatively affects their and their family’s claims to respectability and 

honourability” (2020:16). He further demonstrates how this perceived 

lower-rank masculinity can be intergenerational in character, 

transposed inferior masculinity from father to son, and result in lesser 

inheritance and the loss of land, for example. 
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Honour and Gender-Based Violence 

As bearers of men’s honour, women often pay the highest 

price in these honour-shame equations. Regulation of 

women’s honourable behaviour by male kin members can 

result in gender-based violence (GBV), forced marriages and 

in the worst-case scenario, so-called honour killings (Baldry et 

al 2013). While women are the primary targets of GBV, a study 

by Save the Children (2017) found that boys are the more likely 

recipients of violence in the family at the hands of the head 

of household. And while it is much rarer, men in Afghanistan 

can also become victims of forced marriages and honour 

crimes (Mosawi 2019). GBV acceptance varies greatly among 

Afghan men; violence against women is also normalised within 

the family and transmitted inter-generationally (Echavez et 

al 2016). But GBV is also fed by the more general persistence 

of violence within society, its inherent role in the resolution 

of conflict after four decades of war, and its centrality to the 

construction of masculinity (Ahmadi and Stanikzai 2018).  

“The gruesome lynching” of a woman by a pack of at 

least 100 men in Kabul in 2015, showcases the everyday 

acceptance of GBV, and its construction in masculinity in 

Afghanistan, according to Ahmadi and Stanikzai (2018). The 

lynch mob consisted of all kinds of men – shopkeepers, 

students, high-school teachers, security personnel – and 

rather than interfering, ordinary passersby “proceeded to 

participate obediently” in the punishment of the young 

woman (2018). This crystalises the link between patriarchal 

masculinist violence on the battlefield and its translation 

into interpersonal gender relations, often described as the 

“continuum of gendered violence”, both among men and 

between men and women (Cockburn 2004). 

A series of studies have also shown how normative notions 

of masculine and feminine behaviour shaped by notions 

of honour, are also embedded in the law in Afghanistan 

(Baldry et al 2013; Hakimi and Wimpelmann 2018; Mosawi 

2019). Though these are implicit values in Afghanistan’s 

legal apparatus, GBV is often not effectively addressed. 

Baldry et al, for example, found that Afghan police forces 

were permeated by the “culture of masculine honour” (2013: 

363) that normalised GBV and blamed women for domestic 

violence disputes. Similarly, judges pass harsher judgement 

on women in adultery trials in Afghanistan (Wimpelman 2015). 

Women are, of course, not silent victims of these patriarchal 

norms and practices. Yet the ability of individual women to 

express agency, curtail and navigate the constraints placed on 

them by patriarchy is influenced by their life circumstances, 

age, levels of education and familial networks (Partis-Jennings 

2021). Specifically, since the US invasion of Afghanistan, the 

realities of women’s lives have grown more diverse through 

an imposition of a new rights framework and focus on 

women’s liberation. However, both the realities shaped by 

the imposition of these rights, as well as the those shaped by 

notions of honour, are constructed on foundations of military 

masculinities. 

01

9



As bearers of men’s honour, women often pay the highest 
price in these honour-shame equations. Regulation of women’s 

honourable behaviour by male kin members can result in 
gender-based violence (GBV), forced marriages and in the 

worst-case scenario, so-called honour killings (Baldry et al 2013). 



1. Edward Said (1978) reclaimed the term “orientalism” in order to demonstrate 
how Western representations of the East in literature, painting and photography, 
constructed the Orient as an entity in itself. This further rendered the region as a 
traditional and backwards, albeit enticing, territory, legitimising its domination by 
Europe.

The Women’s Rights-Military  
Masculinities Paradox
The original US involvement in Afghanistan as a response 

to the 9/11 attacks, quickly morphed into a peacebuilding 

and state-building project characterised by the imposition 

of a neoliberal free-market economy, and a democratisation 

process in which the nation state was to become the guarantor 

of the rule of law (Dodge 2013). With this shift, the justification 

for the war became one of a civilising mission that put women 

and women’s rights at the centre of the intervention (Partis-

Jennings 2021). Women and their oppression have long 

been a civilisational bargaining chip that allowed Western 

colonial powers to claim cultural superiority over non-Western 

countries, and thereby justify imperialism (Ahmed 1992). The 

continuity of these orientalist1 tropes is astounding, and they 

equally served to justify the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, in 

which military occupation was legitimised with the “liberation” 

of supposedly helpless Muslim women from supposedly 

violent Muslim men (Abu-Lughhod 2013; Al-Ali and Pratt 2009; 

Zulfacar 2006). The US military-led occupation of Afghanistan 

has therefore also served to construct the military masculinities 

of non-Afghan men (Partis-Jennings 2019; Wegner 2021). 

While this is not to distract from the real misogyny of Taliban 

social and political organisation, the liberatory narrative 

allowed Western media to present its soldiers as the “true 

protectors” of Muslim women. Similar to Afghans themselves, 

non-Afghan soldiers could therefore also construct their 

military masculinities, through notions of protection and 

justifiable male violence. The “liberation” of Muslim women 

was thereby used to further a highly masculinist foreign policy 

based on violence, imperialism and military intervention. 

In Afghanistan, the liberal gendered underpinnings of the 

intervention aimed to transpose women from the traditional 

feminised Afghan domestic sphere, to a public sphere in 

which women’s participation in politics, the economy and 

civil society were guaranteed through state-centred rights. 

Despite civilian-military co-operation, the ultimate success of 

women’s liberation, and the neoliberal state-building project 

more generally, which only ever reached certain fragile 

pockets of the country, was underpinned by a hyper-masculine 

military presence. As Partis-Jennings writes, even ordinary 

residences and workspaces in Afghanistan were “laden with 

the symbolism of masculinist militarism and aggression – razor 

wire, high blast-proof walls, guard buildings and watchtowers” 

(2017: 420). In other words, hyper-masculine institutions, and 

military masculinities embodied in international and national 

military and police forces, became the guarantors of the 

Western imperial project of peace, state and liberal publics, 

and therefore also the guarantors of women’s freedoms 

(Chishti 2020). It is because of this paradoxical gender 

relationality, in which military masculinities are projected as 

a perquisite for women’s freedoms and even feminisms, that 

with the pullout of US-led forces, women’s rights are once 
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again under siege in Afghanistan. This is not to say that Afghan 

women and civilian women’s rights organisations have not built 

a space for gender equality in civil society; they have, but those 

rights now have to be defended against another type of militarised 

masculinity, that of the Taliban. As elsewhere in the world, military 

masculinities on one side beget military masculinities on the other, 

in a vicious toxic cycle that emphasises violence to the detriment 

of women and girls, but also boys and men. Therefore several 

scholar-practitioners have called for the integration of masculinities 

into peace operations in Afghanistan, to counter the pervasive 

effects military masculinities, and patriarchal and misogynist political 

regimes. And there was progress. Ahmadi and Stanikzai (2018) for 

example called the attacks on the young woman in Kabul described 

above a “wake-up call for many young men who have since taken 

the initiative to promote peaceful behaviour and say no to violent 

masculinity” (2018). Similarly Henri Myrttinen (2018), talking about 

the furthering of the Women, Peace, and Security Agenda in 

Afghanistan, called for “cautious optimism” (2018:18) in that violence 

on the whole is not condoned on a local level in Afghanistan. 

With the return of the Taliban, even the small pockets of Western-

style liberalism, which guaranteed women’s rights and offered 

a space for open discussions about gender relations, have 

disappeared. The Ministry of Women’s Affairs has been closed, 

and so far, women and girls have not been allowed to return to 

school. Peace as well as gender activists will now have to operate 

within this new reality, to change gender norms and relations, 

and to heal the trauma of the past. Some initiatives have already 

showed a potential way to bargain with patriarchy in Taliban-run 

Afghanistan. The Women Ulema Network, a group of female Islamic 

scholars, for example, has been in contact with the Taliban during 

peace negotiations. Rather than using a liberal Western tradition of 

feminism, these female Islamic scholars confront gender injustices of 

both on the same plane and with the same language as the Taliban. 

Working with male allies, they challenge the Taliban’s stance on 

gender internally through the logic of Islam. Finally, with the retreat of 

the US-led forces and the return of the Taliban, the fighting has also 

stopped. Death and the normalisation of violence no longer need to 

be an everyday reality. With the end of the war can come an end to 

the pressure to live up to idealised notions of military masculinity. 

And as discussed at the outset, masculine identities, as all identities, 

are fluid, intersectional and situational. They can change. 
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Masculine identities, as all identities, are fluid,  
intersectional and situational. They can change.
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