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ABSTRACT Ongoing resistance to gender equality in Muslim societies, despite considerable
industrialisation and development in many of them, has supported the assumption that Islam,
itself, poses a formidable barrier to gender equality. In recent years, the treatment of Afghan
women by the Taliban has only reinforced that assumption. However, it happens that certain
social transformations have taken place in some Muslim societies, sometimes in unlikely corners,
which deserve our close attention. There are lessons that we can draw from them regarding
strategies for the further promotion of gender equity and women’s empowerment. This paper
reviews the experience of Afghan refugee women whose exposure to different visions of Islam in
the Islamic Republic of Iran led them to embrace a different vision of Islam and ‘Muslim-ness’.
The internalisation of this new Islamic understanding empowered Afghan women, first, to
envisage a different and transformed Afghan community. This vision led to the creation of an
educational movement in which tens of thousands of Afghan boys and girls – but also adults –
were educated without external financial or institutional support. It is a process very different
from previous Afghan governments’ top-down educational policies, or transplanted international
agencies’ programs, or other elite-based movements. A vibrant civil society has been created and
the women, themselves, have changed. This educational movement transformed gender roles in
ways that few social scientists or policy makers could foresee. Significantly, new configurations of
various levels of empowerment at personal, community and transnational levels have arisen.
Analysis of this case suggests that perhaps development practitioners and policy makers need to
re-examine the potential for Muslim women, using their indigenous resources, to challenge their
exclusion from the power structure of their communities and to transform their cultures and
societies. Given the experience of once rightless, disempowered Afghan refugee women, why
should we assume that, given the right circumstances, other Muslim women could not internalise a
more egalitarian vision of Islam empowering them to take charge of their own lives and
embarking on a process of societal development?

I. Introduction

Ongoing resistance to gender equality in Muslim societies, despite considerable
industrialisation and development in many, has reinforced the assumption that Islam
itself poses a formidable barrier to gender equality (Afkhami, 1995; Fish, 2002;
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Inglehart and Norris, 2003; Inglehart, 2004). The history of development and social
change in the Middle East largely supports this assumption; in this predominantly
Muslim region, gender disparities are amongst the widest in the world, and most
national attempts to address female oppression, (such as policies targeting child and
forced marriages, or the exclusion of women from the labor market and from
political participation), have been resisted in the name of Islam (Sharabi, 1988;
Mernissi, 1992; Moghadam, 1993; Paidar, 1995). The few attempts at introducing
more woman-friendly interpretations of Islamic law in the early twentieth century
were quickly and harshly silenced by the conservatives.1 The pervasive images of the
fully bundled women of Taliban Islam that filled our television screens post-9/11
have only reinforced the idea of Islam as incompatible with gender equality.
However, some transpired development and social transformation in the Muslim
societies, sometimes in unlikely corners, deserve our closer attention, if only for the
lessons that we can draw from them for the strategies promoting gender equity and
women’s empowerment.
The development literature argues that women’s empowerment requires structural

change and an enabling environment. In conjunction with women’s ability to make
transformative choices these affect not only women’s individual lives but the very
structures and institutions that have denied them agency in the past (Kabeer, 2001;
Saadallah, 2001). This paradigm presents a considerable challenge given that many
of the values and norms limiting women’s choices in Muslim societies are
underwritten by Islamic assumptions and thus are assumed to be beyond discourse
and argumentation (Kabeer, 2001; Shaheed, 1997). The internalisation of oppressive
values legitimated through their association to Islam results in women themselves
participating in and reproducing the very institutions and ideals that serve to
disempower them. In such conditions the key to women’s empowerment may well
remain within Islam, not only as a force for reshaping cultural, social and political
institutions, which in any case are themselves in flux, but also in terms of legitimising
such changes. Privileging and promoting more liberal interpretations of Islamic texts
and re-examining what it means to be Muslim, within an enabling environments can
potentially empower women to make choices that can change gender relations,
reshape social institutions and pave the way for a more equitable and democratic
community and society.
Through a review of the Afghan refugee educational movement in Iran this paper

outlines the processes that culminated in the empowerment of Afghan refugee
women in ways that have substantially transformed women’s roles and gender
relations in Iranian Afghan refugee communities. Forced migration and settlement
policies in Iran led to the dispersal of Afghan refugees to different cities and regions
in search of employment. This, combined with the highly politicised Islam of post-
revolutionary Iran, created an environment that has enabled this transformation. In
some ways forced migration has made it possible for Afghans to break away from
traditional social institutions, many of which are unfavorable to gender equity; as
well, the experiences of Afghan refugees in Iran have engendered new conceptions of
Islam and of being Muslim.
The majority of Afghan refugees in Iran came from poorer, less educated, largely

rural segments of Afghan society.2 Initially after the Russian invasion, most fled
their country to ‘save’ the honor of their families and their daughters from the
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perceived ‘menaces of compulsory education and reform of marriage laws’ 2(Durpee,
1984; Moghadam, 1993; Centlivres-Demont, 1994; Hoodfar, 2004). However, upon
arrival in Iran – seen as a paradigmatic Islamic government in the eyes of many anti-
communist Afghans – the refugees found themselves in the midst of an ongoing,
intense national campaign for universal education, particularly regarding the
education of girls. This paper provides a systematic review of the experiences that,
within a decade, led Afghan refugees to embrace a different vision of Islam and
‘Muslim-ness’, and shows how the internalisation of this new Islamic understanding
not only empowered Afghan women, but also led to the creation of an educational
movement by Afghan women themselves in a process very different from previous
top-down Afghan government policies and elite-based movements.3 This educational
movement transformed gender roles in ways that few social scientists or policy
makers could foresee. Significant in this process are new configurations of various
levels of empowerment at personal, community and transnational levels.

II. Background and Context

Afghanistan’s attempts to develop and modernise have been frustrated by inter-
ethnic distrust, top-down government policies and a lack of democracy (Griffiths,
1967; Mousavi, 1998; Shahrani, 1998a, b). Education and literacy in particular have
been arenas of tension between modernising government forces and ethnic and tribal
leaders,4 and Afghanistan has continued to have one of the lowest literacy rates in
the region (UNHDR, 2000). To address this, in 1978 the Soviet-backed government
introduced a drastic compulsory education policy (Moghadam, 1993; Centlivres-
Demont, 1994). Opposition and tribal leaders mobilised the population against the
initiative by popularising the idea that modern education, particularly for girls, was
un-Islamic, and by promoting the belief that the Soviet Union was determined to
dishonor Afghans in requiring formal education of their children, including
daughters, thus undermining Islam and eroding Afghan religious life (Moghadam,
1993; Durpee, 1984; Tapper, 1984; Christensen and Wolf, 1988; Christensen, 1990).
By 1989, there were more than five million Afghan refugees in the neighboring
countries of Iran and Pakistan. Along with war, the major reasons they cited for
fleeing Afghanistan were compulsory education and the reform of family law
(Durpee, 1984; Hoodfar, 2004).

However, the experience of living in exile in other Muslim nations, particularly the
Islamic Republic of Iran (where in 1979 an Islamic revolution overthrew the
modernising regime of the Shah), had unexpected consequences in terms of Afghan
refugees’ views on the relationship between education and Islam. Initially the
incredibly successful campaign by the Islamic Republic to eradicate illiteracy – a
campaign it framed as a Jihad (holy war) – seemed unbelievable to most refugees
(Mahran, 1989, 1990, 1991 3). Through huge city billboards, radio and television
programs and broadcasted sermons, the religious–political leaders insisted that
literacy was a crucial aspect of being a ‘good Muslim’, which came as a shock to
Afghan refugees in Iran. On the one hand, Afghans in Iran, the majority of whom
are Hazara people sharing both language and the Shi’i religion with Iranians,
admired the Islamic regime as the ideal opposite of the Soviet-backed regime in
Afghanistan. On the other hand, the Iranian propaganda on education, apart from
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including some references to Islam and Muslims, was not unlike that of the regime
they had fled. However within a few years, Afghans in Iran gradually came to accept
the Islamic Republic’s view of education as a necessary component of being a good
Muslim. They struggled hard to send their children to school. Many adults,
particularly women, joined Quranic and literacy classes in order to, as they told us,
‘becoming better Muslim mothers’ (Hoodfar, 20044 ). ‘To educate oneself is at least as
important as going to Mecca’, one middle-aged woman graduate of an adult literacy
program in Mashhad asserted proudly.
Thus, in a complete reversal of previous reasons for leaving in the 1980s, in 1996

when the Taliban came to power in Afghanistan and closed all girls’ schools and
other educational institutions to women, many Afghans who had returned to
Afghanistan from Iran after the defeat of the Russians, enduring civil war from
1992–1995, returned again to Iran to ensure their children would get the education
they now believed crucial to becoming a good Muslim.5

The irony of this situation was that by the 1990s the post-Khomeini regime had
reverted to more nationalistic policies and distanced itself from pan-Islamic slogans
and solidarity and promotion of the ideal of the Ummeh (community of Muslims).
Tired of fending for over two million Afghan refugees for over two decades with
little contribution from the international community, Iran had begun devising
policies to force Afghan refugees to repatriate, despite the Republic’s criticism of and
antagonism toward the Taliban regime, which they accused of defaming Islam
through backward understandings and practices.6 Iran has not issued, except on very
rare occasions, any new refugee ID cards since 1996, and has made it illegal
for undocumented refugees to hold employment (Rajaee, 2000).7 By conservative
estimates the number of undocumented refugees, (illegal according to the government
as of 2001), was close to one million, representing about 75 per cent of all Afghans in
Iran. This policy has wrought great economic hardship and insecurity among the
Afghan refugee population in Iran, the majority of which were Hazara (Hoodfar,
2004). A religious and racial minority, the Hazara people have suffered repeated
persecution under various Pushto governments in Afghanistan (Mosavim, 1998) and
then at the hands of the Taliban regime which targeted Shi’a Muslims as heretics not
worthy of life. The Hazara people suffered the majority of civilian casualties during
the Afghan civil war of 1992–94 when various Mujahadeen factions battled for
political power. Thus, those in Iran have been reluctant to leave until their security in
Afghanistan could be assured. The Iranian government’s crackdown on the informal
economy, in which most Afghan refugees worked, greatly increased their insecurity.
But it was not a very successful measure in forcing Afghan refugees back to
Afghanistan.
The Iranian regime was aware of the increasing value Afghan parents in Iran were

placing on their children’s education. As part of its strategy to force the Afghan
refugees out, the government banned the schools (all of which are publicly-funded
and state-controlled) from accepting children of undocumented Afghan refugees and
those whose refugee identification cards were issued for a different city.8 This caused
great distress in the Afghan refugee community where many had returned to Iran
after Taliban came to power, primarily in hopes of educating their children
(Hoodfar, 2002, 2004). To simply deny a future to the children of a community that
had already suffered so much was beyond comprehension for many Afghans in Iran,
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who despite some harsh treatment by Iranian authorities continued to view the
Islamic Republic as a model of good Islamic governance. The denial of education to
its children was seen by the community as a major catastrophe whose impacts were
not dissimilar to those of the Taliban regime.

III. Community Responses

The Afghan community was not about to accept this new calamity complacently.
After all, as one young woman teacher said, ‘Afghans managed to defeat the
imperial powers of Britain and Russia. They were not going to let the future of their
children slip away without a struggle’. Initially families used individual strategies;
parents went directly to teachers and principals and pleaded for their children to be
allowed to register, or at least sit in the classroom, and some agreed. In fact, many
teachers, school authorities and Ministry of Education officials did not support the
government policy dreamt up by the Home Office’s powerful Bureau of Aliens and
Foreign Immigrant Affairs (BAFIA) for the sole purpose of pushing their policy of
Afghan repatriation. In interviews schoolmasters and key figures in the Ministry of
Education expressed either implicit or outright dismay at the policy. One educational
officer with years of experience made the following comment:

There are limited windows of opportunity where we can reach out and enrich
the life of a child to ensure him or her a better future. If we miss these
opportunities we will all be in trouble. We as the host country will be in trouble,
because for the most part the Afghan children born or brought here will likely
stay, because as unskilled workers they will find better jobs here, at least for next
few decades, given the level of development and political unrest in Afghanistan.
In fact, if we educate the Afghan children and expand their future options we
might also enhance the chances of them returning to Afghanistan in the future
as conditions improve and opportunities open up. If they are going to be in Iran
it is better for us that they have at least primary education. If it is a question of
cost and other pressures on the schools, we [the Ministry of Education] could
have been consulted to look for cost-effective, middle ground solutions that
don’t ransom the future of Afghan children as does the shortsighted vision of
the Home Office and BAFIA.

Another Iranian educator noted:

We encouraged them to come, and convinced them education was a necessary
part of being Muslim, and now we say to them you cannot get an education
because you do not have the required documents. Our policies are confused and
irresponsible.

Others called the attitude of the education policy and others policies designed to
‘encourage’ Afghan repatriation ‘un-Iranian’, ‘un-Islamic’ and contrary to interna-
tional human rights agreements (given that Iran is signatory to the convention on the
rights of the child). However, these objections had no effect on the policies regarding
Afghan refugees – though notably the half million or more Iraqi refugees in Iran at
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the time of our research (2001), were not subject to these policies and were allowed to
control their own education and the language of instruction.
As the individual requests of Afghan parents (mostly mothers) increased, teachers

and schoolmasters had to turn them down because of the legal consequences for
school authorities. As well, many parents were concerned that if their children
attended school ‘unofficially’ but did not receive any kind of certificate they would be
unable to continue with secondary or post-secondary education.
As the situation continued to impact more and more children,9 some families used

ID cards borrowed from friends or family to register their children for school. Others
borrowed birth certificates from Iranian friends. Initially many Iranians tried to help
their Afghan friends, believing the policy went entirely against what the Islamic
republic had been preaching for two decades, and because the consequences for them
personally were negligible since they could always deny knowledge of anyone using
their certificates illegally. Though these strategies also meant a certificate of
graduation would not have the actual name of the student, for many it was the
education itself that mattered most.
However, the scale of the problem through the second half of the 1990s and into

the new millennium grew much larger than these ad hoc strategies, even when they
worked, could address. Returning to Afghanistan under an increasingly more
confidant and militant Taliban was not an option; the situation worsened
considerably from 1996, particularly for the Hazara ethnic/religious minority.
Clearly the community needed a collective strategy. Some community members were
aware that Afghan refugees in Pakistan had established their own schools, albeit
often substandard, and that in Pakistan the presence of international agencies such
as Save the Children and UNICEF meant some funding was available for
educational initiatives. However, the situation in Iran was very different; the few
international agencies present were strictly controlled and limited in their functions
by the Iranian government and most left after a few years frustrated at the
constraints that left them relatively ineffective.
Realising the seriousness of the legal limitations it faced the Afghan community

soon engaged in a collective, if somewhat diffuse, effort towards self-supported and
self-directed Afghan schools. Initially this involved setting up home-based schools on
a neighborhood basis, mostly in isolation from one another. However, through word
of mouth and because of the similar conditions faced in all the Afghan
neighborhoods, the number of schools increased rapidly, with hundreds of them
being set up in a relatively short time in the late 1990s.
What is most significant and interesting regarding this phenomenon was the mere

fact of an Afghan educational movement and, within this, the leading role played by
women. Because women refused to accept the denial of education for their children
they initiated a movement that quickly evolved into what became known as
madaress-e-khood gardan-e Afghani (the self-funded and self-governed Afghan
schools). Not only have tens of thousands of Afghan youths been educated through
this system: in the process, a major shift in gender roles and gender relations has
occurred, with considerable consequences for women, family structures and the
future of Afghanistan.
A larger problem, somewhat under the radar of the Afghan community at the time

when these schools first evolved, was that unlike the situation of the large Afghan
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community in Pakistan, in Iran education is entirely public and the running of
alternative/private schools is illegal. Thus the possibility of legally establishing
schools for Afghan children did not exist. As discussed below, when this became
evident, women began obtaining permits to establish and teach Quranic classes, an
honorable endeavor very difficult for the authorities to object to. Astonishingly,
many hundreds of these self-directed, informal Afghan schools have now been set up
and managed by women, constituting the first large-scale, independent Afghan
educational movement, involving hundreds of teachers and tens of thousands of
students.10

Interviews with founding members of these schools in Tehran, Mashhad and Qom
clearly indicate that their development emerged through a process of trial and error
and did not start with a master plan. This proved to be a strength of the process as it
allowed teachers and school principals to iron out glitches as they became apparent,
and, of equal importance allowed for each community and neighborhood to make
the adjustments necessary to their own particular circumstances.

Overall, the Afghan community has remained very patriarchal: traditional gender
roles and relations have historically been key markers of identity, and to date men
have had a much higher rate of literacy than women, particularly among low-income
communities. This begs the question as to why women and not men started the
Afghan educational movement in Iran. Our interviews point to several factors.
Ironically, women’s lack of familiarity with the legal and bureaucratic structure of
Iran, due in part to their primarily domestic sphere of activity meant they did not
appreciate and thus were not intimidated by the enormity of the problem. Their
husbands, wiser to the challenges of dealing with Iranian bureaucracies and
authorities were more hesitant, if not overwhelmed by the idea of taking on the
system. Secondly, women did not see themselves in defiance of the Iranian
government, but rather viewed themselves as attempting to practice and live by the
values that the Islamic Republic had instilled in them, namely ‘a good Muslim is an
educated Muslim’, a phrase repeated to us many time in the course of our research.
Thirdly, at least initially the women believed it their role and duty as Muslim
mothers to find ways to give a basic education to their children, and thus did not
view their activities as challenging the BAFIA or Ministry of Education; at least at
first, they did not imagine that their efforts could be interpreted as such. In fact the
original founders of the informal, home-based schools were for the most part
illiterate women or women who had studied adult literacy only after coming to Iran.
Their insistence and encouragement of younger and educated women were the
driving force in pushing ahead with these schools. Perhaps another crucial factor was
that their children were their raison d’etre and these mothers were not willing to risk
postponing or jeopardising their children’s futures for vague possibilities somewhere
down the road in Afghanistan. Mrs Husseini’s story below is typical of many that we
heard:

I did not sleep the night before the school started. My eldest daughter would
have been going to Grade 3 and the younger one would have been started her
first year of school. I was not sent to school and my vow was to make sure my
children and especially my daughters will be educated. That year despite my
tears and pleas the school principal had refused to register them because they
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did not have the refugee card. That morning my daughter stood behind the
widow and cried as her friends went to school, wearing their new uniforms, and
some even waved to her. My daughter continued to cry and curse her luck for
being born Afghani. That day for me was more bitter than the day that I had to
escape Kabul and leave everything behind. I cried for hours, and prayed to God.
By the evening I started to plan and think of different scenarios. There were all
these young Afghan women who had gone to Iranian school and could teach
our children. But I had to think and plan it carefully. I paid many visits to
young women and said they just had to do something about this. I told them
that every Muslim must pay a zakat [Islamicly required alms] for the benefit that
God gives them and the zakat for the education that they received is to educate
our children. That is how our local school and many other local schools started.

Another woman told me that her son desperately wanted to go to school like his
older friends but he was only 5-years-old. By the time he was old enough the Iranian
schools had become restricted and would not register him or even let him attend
informally:

The first day of the school when all the children, less a few Afghani kids, left
happily to school, my son cried and screamed, asking me why did I give birth to
him as an Afghani, why didn’t I bring him to this world as an Irani! He was too
young and innocent to realise that I had no choice in the matter. He told me he
did not want to be an Afghan if it means he cannot go to school like his
playmates. That day, may such a day not fall even on one’s enemy, my heart
was cut to a thousand pieces. I have lost so many people in the war, my brother,
my father and all I have are these three children whom I swore I am going to
protect and educate. I knew I had to do something. So I went with two other
Afghan mothers to another family who had two educated daughters and
pleaded with them for the sake of God and Fatemeh [the Prophet’s daughter
and a key role model for Shi’a Muslim women] to teach our children, and that is
how it first started.

Aqlima Khanoum, a bright and unassuming woman, told me:

I never though of myself as a capable woman. But being a refugee forces you to
discover abilities you never knew you had. Realising that education is the only
asset no one can take away from you, I was determined to educate my children,
so they would not suffer the way me and my generation did. When Iranian
schools banned our children, I went to Miss Khavari who had finished high
school and told her she must teach our children or she will carry the sin of their
misery all her life. I told her that her refusal would mean condemnation of our
children to the burden of illiteracy, and ruin their future, but that if she agrees to
teach them we all pray for her and her family every day and God would bless
her with rewards in this world and the next.

Heart-wrenching scenarios such as those described above encouraged ordinary
women to seek solutions. In many situations the initial impetus for the Afghan
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school movement in Iran came from women who themselves had little or no
education. Though mostly unfamiliar with the language of conventional modernity,
they used religious idioms and ideas to carry their efforts, much as the Taliban and
Mujihadeen did to deny these same women education in the name of Islam.

IV. Collective Strategies

Home-based schools emerged in every Afghan neighborhood, and younger and more
educated women of the community, many still students themselves, found a new role
and purpose. At the outset the goal was simply to help children continue their
studies; organisational details and potential complications were not given much
consideration. Initially the home-based schools consisted of groups of children of
various educational levels meeting in a neighborhood house to be tutored by young
women, some still in high-school themselves. Within a few short months it became
clear that the approach needed some refining. Although each of these informal,
home-based schools started with a handful of children, word spread and each day
more children appeared. ‘How could we turn them down?’ a young teacher asked.
But as the number of students grew it became increasingly difficult to address the
needs of students of different levels. Moreover, the small one or two-room rented
dwellings often shared facilities with other neighbors, and they and landlords began
complaining about the coming and going of large numbers of children.

To deal with some of these challenges the young teachers in each neighborhood
divided the students by grade, each tasking a different level, and limited the number
of students in each class. The home-based system was however not always adequate
and was disruptive to the families living in dwellings serving as classrooms, so in
some neighborhoods groups of teachers rented a room to use for classes, and a small
salary was arranged for them. This meant parents had to pay a small fee to cover
rent and expenses. Teachers worked in two- or three-hour shifts, allowing students of
different grades to come at different times. These arrangements required some
coordination and accounting; such responsibilities were generally taken on by one or
more of the mothers.

However, rented rooms did not provide enough space to meet educational needs,
and teachers recognised that schooling consisted of more than just teaching children
to read and write. Mothers began seeking resources for setting up proper schools for
their children. Some approached small neighborhood mosques to host the schools,
but usually without much success; they also looked for space in local small factories
and workshops. Ms Ibrahimi, an energetic young woman who had not completed
her own schooling when she began teaching, asked the sympathetic principal of a
local Iranian school for the use of her school in the evenings and being good hearted
she agreed. On the day of registration they anticipated 50 to 60 students; however,
hundreds of parents lined up to register their children and when the doors were
closed in an attempt to control the crowd, people jumped over the walls.

Ms Ibrahimi recalled how one middle-aged woman climbed the wall to make sure
her daughters would be registered.

In one way it was heartwarming, because until my generation most Afghan
women, at least in my social and kin group, had never gone to school. Just less
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than a generation ago it was almost heresy for a family to send their daughter
to school. Now women were climbing walls for the chance to enroll their
daughters. But it was also heartbreaking that for such a basic right Afghans
have to climb walls in hopes of being given half a chance.

By the time registration closed there were many more enrolled students than
anticipated, and three times as many had been turned away. Once classes started,
however, a rumor spread that the Iranian principal had taken money from Afghans
to let them use the school. The distraught principal was forced to cancel the
arrangements and the Afghan students were again without classes. The tears of the
children impelled Ms. Ibrahimi to organise an Afghan school and to help others do
the same. A year later she convinced her father and brothers to use all their savings
as a down-payment to rent a building to start her school – kabotaran-e-Mohajer
[Migratory Dove]. Because the establishment of a private school, even an informal
one, is against Iranian law, the school was registered as an institute of Quranic
learning.
In cities across Iran women approached officials and pleaded for access to

education for their children in the name of Islam, avoiding the discourse of children’s
or refugee rights, even when they were aware of its possible relevance. They sought
support from the authorities to help them to educate their children. They insisted it
would be un-Islamic to deny their children schooling, arguing that Ayatollah
Khomeini himself had declared it a responsibility of all Muslim parents, and in
particular mothers, to raise their children to be good Muslims, and that by definition
this required an education. Clearly, many authorities were well aware that these
schools were more than Quaranic classes – within a couple of years some of the
Afghan schools were serving more than 800 students each, in various shifts. But the
officials who authorised these ‘classes’ were sympathetic to the situation and did not
support BAFIA’s strategies. Other decision-makers were glad to provide loopholes
for the Afghan community, particularly since many viewed sending Shi’a Muslims
back to face the Taliban regime as tantamount to participating in torture, if not
murder. Having an official permit for Quranic classes helped those involved avoid
harassment by police to some extent, and also made it possible for landlords to
legally rent out buildings for educational activities.
Given the generally high rents in urban Iran, even in outlying areas of the cities,

most Afghan schools were housed in basements with few or no windows, or in
uninhabitable buildings, some without running water. Nonetheless every one of these
often wretched-looking schools represented a major achievement not only in terms
of nurturing future generations of Afghans and fostering self-sufficiency in the
Afghan community; most significantly, however, these schools are the emblematic
result of women breaking through longstanding and deeply embedded structural
limitations of custom and convention in order to create new realities for their
children and their community. Through this course of action they have found
themselves forever changed.
One thing that is especially remarkable in this process is the appropriation by these

Afghan women of the principles and language of Islam – a rhetoric that for centuries
excluded them from participating in public life – to achieve change. Through their
approach these Afghan women have empowered themselves and subverted the very
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structure that had rendered them powerless. They have legitimised their new roles as
educational advocates for their children in terms of being good Muslim mothers.
Frequently in conversations reflecting on events in their lives women we interviewed
emphasised the ‘blessing’ of being refugees in Iran and coming to know, as they put
it, ‘true Islam’ and ‘God’s way’. The women firmly believe that previous generations
have been gravely mistaken in religiously justifying depriving women of education,
access to the mosque and other thoroughly Muslim rights. While in this case it was
the political rhetoric of the Iranian government that has provided the impetus for the
women’s new interpretation of their Islamic rights, it is important to note there is a
much more wide spread movement of Muslim women in as diverse societies as
Malaysia, Egypt, Morocco, Nigeria, France and Britain. They use a more women
centric interpretation of Islamic texts and claim their rights, not under international
covenants, but through a more familiar idiom and understanding of Islam.11

V. Fundraising

Simply renting space, even a room or two in a shared house or apartment building, is
particularly difficult for most members of the Afghan community, in large part due
to their status as undocumented refugees. Greedy landlords, knowing Afghans have
little recourse to the Iranian justice system, often charge them twice the going rate
and demand large deposits which are often never returned. Renting space to set up
schools has been even more challenging for the generally low-income Afghan
communities given the illegality of such schools; landlords charge outrageous sums
for substandard spaces knowing the communities have no other options.

School directors and principals, usually neophyte teachers with little experience in
fundraising, devised various strategies to find funding. Some approached charity
organisations and more well-to-do members of the community to put down the rent
deposit. In some cases sympathetic Iranians agreed to support school initiatives by
providing the necessary cash deposit, which ran anywhere from 1–3,000 dollars.
Some school principals approached Iranian and Afghan expatriates living in Europe
and North America for donations towards the deposit. Usually a larger deposit
meant lower and thus more affordable rent, along with increased security since
landlords generally spend these ‘deposits’ and thus cannot easily cancel the lease.
Those running the schools often tried to find Iranians to actually sign the leases, as
landlords were less likely to cheat them or fail to return deposits. The advantages of
having the initial rent deposit money provided by influential community members or
Iranians as described above are clear; at the same time the limited financial
involvement of outsiders also meant that the schools were not totally dependent on
external funding and thus did not compromise their independence.

Of course raising capital for rent deposits was not always successful, particularly
in urban Afghan neighborhoods under closer scrutiny by police. In such cases,
Afghan mothers sometimes asked their Iranian neighbors to act as teachers for their
children. For example, in one neighborhood a high school graduate and daughter of
the caretaker of a small, one-room mosque, agreed to teach Afghan children in the
mosque. In that school alone, 50 children from every primary level studied each
weekday morning from 9 am until noon, paying up to three dollars each per month.
When we interviewed the teacher she told us she had the best job: firstly because God
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would recognise her savab (good deed) in educating these Afghan children; secondly
her earnings were much higher than for any other jobs she had been offered, and
finally she avoided traveling through city traffic to go to work, which is a prominent
feature of life in urban Iran. Her parents were pleased as their daughter’s work was
recognised in the community as a good deed, thus bringing them prestige. The
Afghan parents were relieved to have their children in school at a mosque run by an
Iranian family as such a school generally does not fall under scrutiny by the
authorities.
One extremely energetic young woman, the first literate member of her extended

family, could not bear the thought of her nieces and nephews remaining illiterate and
decided to set up a school in her neighborhood. Khanoum Rezaie, as we will call her,
was unable to raise the capital necessary for the deposit and minimal basic
furnishings such as a blackboard and some tables and chairs, so she approached the
public relations arm of an Afghan political party. They agreed to help and provided
her with a loan equal to about 1,000 dollars. Khanoum Rezaie soon realised that
strings were attached to the loan; the party leaders intended to use the school as a
base from which to reach out to the community for political support. Recognising
that this would create problems within the ethnically-mixed local Afghan
community,12 as well as with the Iranian authorities, and firmly believing that
political parties have no place in the schools, she refused to accommodate her
funders. The party demanded the money back, leaving her scrambling to find a way
to repay the loan and avoid closing the school. Some of the neighborhood women
helped out by selling the few pieces of jewelry that represented their life savings and
future security; through a collective effort the loan was repaid. Within two years
Khanoum Rezaie had also repaid all the money lent by women in the community.
Reflecting on this experience, she commented, ‘It was a major lesson for me and
other school founders; we know that to succeed we have to guard our independence
from partisan politics’. On the other hand Khanoum Rezaie felt the experience
brought her closer to the community, which now saw the school as their project and
not ‘Khanoum Rezaie’s school’.
In another case, the husband of a founder of one school on the outskirts of Tehran

had done some repairs for an employee of the Japanese embassy and told this man
about the school movement and the hardships involved. The embassy employee
expressed great interest and paid a visit to the school; after observing the children
sitting on the floor he arranged to provide the school with tables and chairs. This was
a fairly exceptional situation. Generally school principals and organisers have been
reluctant to approach foreign embassies, avoiding at all costs the appearance of
alliances with ‘the West’ (and the subsequent consequences for individual schools
and the entire movement), given the political atmosphere in Iran and the general
distrust of westerners by the Afghan community in Iran. But, unlike other wealthy,
industrialised nations, Japan is not perceived as a colonial power meddling in
Iranian politics or trying to export its culture and values to Iran. However, this case
was predicated entirely on a connection between individuals; Japan has no mandate
to engage in any kind of charitable work in Iran.
It is important to note that though the schools were managed by the individuals

who established them, they were nevertheless very much community projects. For
example, every time a school had to change location, and this could and did happen
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frequently due to either police harassment or greedy landlords, parents and
community members would help with the move. This was a significant undertaking
that often included dismantling partition walls and doors, restoring the former
location to its original configuration, and painting and preparing the new location.
Families generally helped with the upkeep of the school; school furniture often
consisted of junkyard discards continuously in need of repair, as were windows that
were frequently broken by hostile neighbors. The schools could not function without
parental participation, and one father referred to the local Afghan school his
children attended as ‘the community’s child’.

VI. School Fees and Salaries

Clearly the schools could not rely entirely on the goodwill of teachers volunteering
their time; regular teaching, even by those who were not required to contribute
financially to their own households, involved expenses such as bus fare, clothing and
other incidental expenses. The schools, especially initially, were in no position to pay
proper salaries. However, by 2001 most of the Afghan schools in Tehran provided a
small monthly teacher’s salary of about 15,000 touman (17 dollars); the salaries in
other cities were somewhat lower, and many teachers – mostly high school or
university students – continued to work part time as volunteers to help their
communities.

All money for rent, utilities, salaries, basic necessities and the occasional bribe to
an official or police officer derived from student monthly fees, which varied from
1,000 to 2,500 touman (between $1.20 and $3.00) and slightly more for secondary
or high school. In the initial years of the Afghan schools, parents decided jointly
with school administrators on the amount of the fees. Most families had very little
disposable income and could simply not afford to educate all their school-age
children, which meant parents had to choose which children would stay home
and which would go to school. In some cases parents sent different children
on alternate years, ensuring that all of them would get at least some education.
School principals tended to find this strategy unacceptable, and searched for
alternatives.

One principal, Khanoum Khavari, came up with a solution that was later adopted
by other schools. She invited mothers to join in an association to establish an
income-generating project. Afghan women are renowned for their delicate needle-
work (in both Iran and Pakistan there is a saying that the guns of Afghan men have
brought ruin to Afghanistan but women’s needles have kept home and hearth
together). The school invested in cloth and thread and some patterns, and the
mothers made cushion covers, which were then sold at social functions involving
embassy personnel and wealthy and more westernised Iranians. Each small cushion
generated enough profit to pay the monthly school fee for one child. According to
Khanoum Khavari this not only enabled mothers to send all their children to school,
it also gave them the potential to earn extra income and possibly do more things for
themselves. Many of the women would have worked if there were jobs in the
neighborhood; living on the outskirts of main urban centers, the time and cost
involved made it close to impossible for women with young children to travel to
work, making the only option piecework at home.
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Other widely adopted school policies for helping families deal with fees included
free tuition for subsequent children of families already paying for two children in
school. As well, children without wage-earning fathers were not required to pay
school fees (given the years of war and conflict endured by Afghans many children in
the Afghan refugee community were fatherless or had fathers unable to work due to
injuries). Often children old enough to work tried to find jobs outside school hours to
help with household expenses and school fees.
Teachers and school administrators cultivated links with Iranians, many of whom

regularly give zakat, (alms) as part of their Islamic obligations;13 this provided a
service to the alms givers by identifying those in need, helped needy households and
helped ensure the payment of school fees by poorer families. Through these networks
school personnel also managed to organise occasional extra curricular activities for
students.
During the summer of 2001 I participated in a meeting with several female school

principals who wanted to discuss the possibility of identifying needy children and
mobilising the network of Afghan and Iranian expatriates to support these children
by paying their annual zakat toward the school expenses at a cost of about 25 to 30
dollars a year per child. Every Afghan and Iranian household in Europe and
America is able to support at least one child at this level, and many do send their
zakat to relatives in Iran or Afghanistan to buy food to distribute among the poor.
The principles felt certain that many would agree that paying their zakat to support
children’s education would be a more effective way of helping the poor. The
administrators envisioned the payments being made directly to either the child’s
family or to the school. The depth of discussion and the assessment of the
implications of such an initiative on behalf of Afghan refugee children displayed
amazing sophistication among a group of women who just two or three years earlier
had no experience of community activism and no inkling they would soon be fully
immersed in an educational movement.
The women discussed the importance of establishing trust between supporters,

the schools and the households involved. They agreed that this was best served by
having the schools act as brokers providing information to donors, and to the
families being helped, with the money going to the households, rather than directly
to the schools. It was also recognised that the money should be transferred through
a network of contributors and their friends, since most Iranians and Afghans living
abroad travel themselves and have relatives and friends who regularly travel to
Iran.
It was noted in this meeting that the initiative will facilitate communication within

the scattered Afghan diasporas, cultivating a sense of Afghan identity and
community, and that this might help build bridges between different Afghan ethnic
communities which have rarely collaborated in the past. None of the participants at
this meeting had any familiarity with NGO movements, or programs like World
Vision. Generating these ideas and pondering their implications spoke volumes
about the potential for a vibrant and independent emerging civil society among the
Afghans in dispora. In the aftermath of September 11, 2001, I am not sure what
happened to this well-designed project. The restrictions placed on funds transferred
to Iran and other Muslim countries have hampered this initiative, though we do not
know to what extent.
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VII. Capacity and Institution Building

Within a couple of years, as the number of Afghan schools increased and their
existence became an open secret, the need for expanded coordination between
schools to foster institutional consistency, quality teaching and a coherent
curriculum grew apparent to directors and teachers. Although the Afghan schools
attempted to follow the Iranian school curriculum, the need to establish baseline
pedagogical goals for students receiving only three classroom hours per day, and set
universal standards among the schools, was essential, especially since the mobility of
the Afghan population due to unstable job and housing markets regularly resulted in
students changing schools over the course of a year. Thus, a group of school
directors in Tehran began meeting to try and coordinate their teaching programs and
share experiences, problems and solutions. Khanoum Karimi started with 30
students in unused storage space at an old workshop, but within two years had over
160 students:

I desperately wanted to consult with other teachers and make sure I was
doing the right thing. Running a large school and teaching were not professions
I had any training for. When I started I thought I would help out by teaching
a few kids. I was sure the Iranian authorities would soon change their minds
and let the Afghan kids back in the public school system. When I first looked
for support people suggested I join the women’s wing of Vahadat Party
[an ethnic-based Afghan political party which has had some active members
in Iran]. The general opinion was that teaching was a ‘women’s issue’ since at
the time all the Afghan schools were run by women, and the Vahadat women’s
wing was the only Afghan women’s organisation in the community. I did not
want to get involved with politics; I think the Afghan political parties have
mostly caused destruction, killings, and distrust between ethnic communities.
And like most of the women working in the Afghan schools I did not agree with
bringing politics into our schools. But I was desperate for some support so I
joined the women’s wing and paid the small membership fee. But they offered
no services for the school and had no interest in helping us; they simply wanted
to use our school occasionally for their political activities. So I quit the women’s
wing and spread the news so that other teachers wouldn’t make the same
mistake.

Clearly we needed to do something ourselves. With a few other teachers and
directors from seven schools in our district we created a coordinating council for
the Afghan schools in Tehran. First we outlined our needs, and designed a
report card with the Council letterhead plus a place for each school to put its
name, similar to the report cards issued by the Iranian schools. Together we
decided that the school year should be divided into three terms, and we agreed
on the minimum that we should cover with students each term. We also agreed
that students would write standard end-of-term exams in all the required
subjects. We agreed on a similar exam schedule so that all the students would
write their exams at around the same time. We discussed the content of exams,
and while this all seems straightforward when I tell it to you, for days we could
not sleep. We felt very responsible, wanting to do the right thing for our
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students, and for the parents who worked so hard and suffered ill-treatment as
unwanted refugees all to ensure a better future for their children, and perhaps
one day for Afghanistan. I asked God over and over to guide me and give me
strength to do well. We sought out people who had some experience in
education in Afghanistan, and we went to some Iranian teachers and school
administrators for advice as well, but we could not trust every one, and had to
be careful lest we be reported to the authorities.

At first the council just met at different schools or member’s homes. We
divided tasks and once we sorted out some basics and made some progress we
decided to try and reach out, especially to smaller one-room schools we knew
could benefit by sharing their problems and learning from our experiences. We
also knew a broader membership could bring in new ideas. Within six months
we were dreaming of setting up a small library for teachers, with teacher
training resources and the occasional invited expert to come in and hold
workshops or conferences. As we talked about these possibilities we could not
believe ourselves! It felt so empowering and we felt that step-by-step we could
solve all kind of problems. Before we started the schools, none of us had ever
had a job; most of us had not even finished high school. Our husbands and
fathers were supportive of the school initiative but warned us not to get
carried away with big dreams. But some of us felt we should do everything
possible to improve our skills. None of this was easy. Resources were so hard
to come by, and we were always wondering when Iranian authorities would
close down the schools.

Stories like Khanoum Karimi’s illustrate the incredible process of empowerment
and the discovery of abilities experienced by Afghan women in Iran because of the
need to provide their children with education. As the Afghan school movement
continued to burgeon, similar developments took place in other districts and cities.
Coordinating councils had from 10 to 45 member schools. While some rivalry
developed between different coordinating bodies there was considerable sharing as
well. Aside from basic curriculum development and teaching guidelines they
organised teacher training and school management workshops. The delicate and
ever-present issue of ethnic relations was also the focus of several workshops for
teachers.
Given that the Afghan community has been largely illiterate, the relationship

between parents and school administrators and teachers was a delicate one. The
schools generally requested help from students’ fathers for renovations and
improvements to classrooms and schools, which accorded with traditional gender
roles and expertise. Teachers generally preferred to involve mothers around issues of
student well-being and academic performance, perhaps because most of the teachers
were themselves female. But mothers also responded to new demands created by the
Afghan school movement, taking on new responsibilities. In effect a new network
developed, drawing on the civic engagement of everyone involved, and particularly
notable were situations where mothers for the first time took on extra-household
economic activities to earn school fees for their children.
The need to develop some expertise in dealing with students identified as ‘problem

kids’ was also an issue. Many Afghan children have been traumatised by their
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experiences of chaos, war and violence in Afghanistan, as well as dealing daily with
insecurity, financial hardship and social discrimination in Iran. Not surprisingly
some students exhibited anti-social behaviors; one teacher noted how others just sat
silently for hours: ‘It breaks your heart. They just sit and watch, without a trace of
any childish desire or happiness in their eyes. We wanted to help but did not know
how’. Several workshops were organised to help teachers learn how to address these
needs and share strategies.

By summer 2001 some of the coordinating councils were running regular teacher
training courses – either two-week intensives or longer-term, part time. These were
mostly given by volunteers, though in some cases teachers actually paid a small fee
for the trainers. The courses were always wait-listed.14 With the help of concerned
experts the councils also prepared and distributed notes and working papers on
pedagogy. Many of the coordinating bodies worked together informally. There were
also occasional newsletters produced by various groups for distribution to teachers.
Reflecting on these developments one of our interviewees said:

To you these may be small gains. For us, considering that we started empty-
handed and had no support from the UN or any organisations or institutions
this is a big achievement. And you must understand what it means for us to have
a group of teachers made up of Hazaras, Tajiks, Ghezelbash, Sayd, and
Uzbecks all together, sitting in the same workshops and talking together. We
often say to each other that finally in Iran we are learning to feel like a nation,
and not like members of only our own tribe. We think this is a huge gain.

The coordination councils lobbied tirelessly to convince the Iranian Ministry of
Education to certify their school reports or create a final exam through which
successful Afghan students returning to Afghanistan could obtain an official
graduation certificate, but to no avail. They had more success with officials at the
Afghan Embassy, who after many meetings detailing procedures agreed to certify the
academic reports of those returning to Afghanistan so that they could continue their
studies at home. This went a long way towards addressing the anxieties of students in
the process of being repatriated.

VIII. Persistence and Change in Gender Relations

While there is definite agreement that the Afghan educational movement in Iran was
a women’s initiative, with at least 75 per cent of the schools founded and now
managed by women, as the coordinating school councils developed the emerging
‘system’ grew increasingly under the control of men. The councils were formed on a
modern, voluntary organisational framework, with elections and regular ‘board’
meetings. They held general assemblies to outline plans of action and strategies
for improvement at least once a year, and often more frequently (since the uncer-
tain situation and the fluctuation in Iranian authorities’ attitudes towards the
repatriation policy made long-term planning very difficult). Despite the genesis of the
Afghan education initiative, it was generally men who put themselves forward
as candidates and were elected as chairs and treasurers. While factors such as the
ease with which men can travel the city at night and men’s lack of domestic
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responsibilities played a role, it is clear that Afghan men more than women perceive
and present themselves as leaders and organisers. Despite their pivotal roles in the
Afghan educational movement Afghan women have tended to underestimate their
contributions and as urgency diminished somewhat and a more conventional,
organised atmosphere developed, the idea of competing with men for positions was
difficult for them to embrace. In contrast, the men, despite being latecomers to the
movement were most comfortable in presenting themselves as leaders taking up the
task of serving their community and Afghanistan. None of the male teachers or
school founders we interviewed ever referred to women’s contributions unless these
were presented to them, in which case they simply agreed and moved on.
While most of the coordinating bodies developed democratically as a result of the

collective needs of school directors and teachers, many schools also had to resist
attempts by opportunistic members of the community seeking self-promotion and
personal, financial or political gain. In one instance, in a neighborhood we were
researching, a man who felt quite secure as a documented resident married to an
Iranian woman with connections to the local police, set up his own ‘coordination
center’ for area schools. He used various schemes to solicit members, including
sending police to schools that refused to join ‘his’ school coordination council. His
most controversial plan was the establishment of a personal bank account in his
name (which on the surface appeared logical since the coordination councils had no
actual legal status) for collecting school fees, which would be passed on to member
directors once his salary and expenses were deducted. He planned to issue report
cards, design exams and set exam dates, collecting a salary for all this. This was
clearly unacceptable to school directors, many of whom barely made an income and
some of whom regularly contributed out-of-pocket just to keep their schools afloat.
Khanoum Ibrahimi, an articulate young school director passionately explained

why this council was unacceptable:

Firstly it was undemocratic from the start. All the other councils started with a
group of school directors wanting to coordinate in order to solve problems and
improve the schools. Mr G just appointed himself to head up a council – he
wasn’t part of any school and had no idea what our problems and needs were.
Secondly, what has made our schools successful are that they are friendly and
informal, and we have face-to-face relationships with parents and neighbors.
Afghan families here move a lot because of job and housing problems and
children often have to change schools. Many students’ families have trouble
paying the fees, because they have many children, or because no one is working,
or because there is no father in the household. We devise ways to deal with these
things and we try to find solutions. I can list so many problems, and he has no
interest in knowing about any of them.

Furthermore he is oblivious to the fact that most of the Afghans could not
and would not go to the bank. They are considered illegal persons. They have
no ID cards, and you need one to deal with the bank. Anyway most Afghan
people here would just rather not deal with these institutions if they can avoid it,
because of the way they are badly treated. Most people in our community,
particularly the women and they are the ones who oversee the children’s
schooling, are illiterate. They cannot go to the bank and fill forms and all that.
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A person would have to be blind not to take note of these things when they plan
for the community. With his rigid structure he wants to take away the flexibility
we have created in our school systems. He wants to build an empire for himself,
out of our efforts and risk taking, and on the backs of our children. There is no
way that I, or most of the women directors I know, agree with that.

A few small schools reluctantly joined this council under threats of police closure;
other schools in the area closed or reduced their activities. But most found ways to
resist. One principal decided to rent a building from the Jihad organisation (a
parallel government organisation functioning directly under Iran’s religious leader
and therefore immune to police authority) though she paid a higher rent:

Last year due to the police harassment I had to move three times, this year I
went to Jihad and explained what we are doing and that we do have a license for
Quranic classes and they rented me this building. It is rather expensive but it is
worth it. Now our students don’t get harassed and police cannot threaten the
landlord to push us out. It has all worked out. Now that we have space we even
started evening literacy classes for both men and women.

Some self-appointed male leaders found other insidious ways to subvert women
school directors to their own authority. When we interviewed one such individual in
the course of exploring his vision for the schools he had this to say:

It is terrible what goes on in the name of education. Women do not understand
what education should be. Women often have their babies with them in class
and change their dirty nappies in the class, and just tell students not to look. Or
because they have guests coming for lunch or dinner they send students home
and tell them ‘I can not teach today, come tomorrow’. This happens particularly
when they use their home as school . . .

While on occasion a teacher is unable to hold her class due to illness or the arrest
of a father or husband (a fairly common occurrence for Afghans in Iran) they usually
arrange for substitutes. There is absolutely no evidence that there is more
absenteeism for females than for males. In fact in the course of our research with
the Afghan schools from 1999–2003, the individual quoted above was the only
person who complained about babies and dirty diapers in the classroom. Our team
only once saw a baby in a director’s office; the director was back at work less than
two weeks after the birth of her second child. In actual fact, most men are reluctant
to teach, claiming teaching schoolchildren is a nurturing endeavor more suitable for
women. What is not mentioned is that teachers’ salaries are so low that men are
loathe to work in education, while women accept these jobs for reasons beyond
money.

In Tehran there was generally a great deal of interaction between the coordinating
councils and teachers. While the councils were typically associations of school
directors, usually one or two teachers from each member school attended meetings.
This ensured that everyone involved kept abreast of developments and could
contribute to debates and discussions and make suggestions. The teachers thus
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viewed the coordinating councils as very much their own organisations. However,
the situation was different in Mashhad where the school associations or councils
were not as proactive as those in Tehran and Qom, in part because there were
fewer large schools (we identified 30 but there were many smaller one-room
neighborhood schools as well). In Mashhad university students, many active in
the Afghan University Students Association, made up a significant proportion of
the teachers. They genuinely wanted to improve the level of teaching and provide
extra-curricular activities for students, however, the councils of directors preferred
to keep a low profile and focus on teaching the curriculum. The teachers initiated
their own association, claiming that this would provide a forum for sharing
teaching experiences, networking, organising training workshops and providing
professional representation. There is no evidence that the teachers’ initiative, which
was not welcomed by the coordinating councils, was antagonistic or intended to
undermine the councils. The teachers simply felt that through a formal association
they could better organise and perhaps convince the Ministry of Education and
UNHCR to provide resources and documentation of their professional qualifica-
tions or teaching experience. In fact the association had parallels with a trade
union, but with a focus on training and credentials as opposed to salaries and
working conditions.

IX. School Books

There was a tacit agreement that all schools would follow the Iranian school
curriculum, as it was available and tested. The large majority of the teachers had
themselves been educated in Iran, and had little knowledge of any previous Afghan
school curricula. The possibility of finding or reproducing Afghan schoolbooks was
highly unlikely. With little or no expertise in this area there was no option of
developing a more specific curriculum of Afghan content, and in any case from the
outset parents, teachers and principals had hoped and imagined that the restriction
on their children would be temporary and they would be back in the Iranian school
system before long. Thus there was an initial flurry to find secondhand schoolbooks;
since schoolbooks in Iran are publicly funded and so are not for sale in the market,
the community, mothers in particular, mobilised a wide network to collect and
distribute used books. However, as the years went by, school directors, aware that
the Ministry of Education was not entirely comfortable with the exclusion of Afghan
children from Iranian schools, developed informal agreements to purchase unused
books from the Ministry. This meant that the books were received only after all the
Iranian schools were supplied, which also meant that during the first month of
school many Afghan students had no books.
With each passing year the informal Afghan schools increasingly fostered a sense

of Afghan identity, generating more and more interest in Afghanistan on the
part of students. Some teachers began providing lessons on the history and geogra-
phy of Afghanistan. In 2000 an energetic young high-school graduate, Shokrieh
Rezabakhsh took the initiative of writing a book on the geography and history of
Afghanistan for school children. However, neither the UN nor the Iranian Ministry
of Education would fund its publication, and it took three years before it was
published by a local NGO and made available at a nominal price to students. Shortly
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thereafter, another set of Afghan history and geography books, too costly to use in
the school curriculum, was also published.

X. Transformative Nature of the Movement

In addition to the implications of formally educating a generation of youth from a
recently mostly illiterate community with little history of female education, the
Afghan education movement has had considerable impact on gender roles and
relations, and has fostered a sense of Afghan identity among a community
historically characterised by deep ethnic and tribal divisions. A major obstacle for
development in Afghanistan has been a lack of trust, along with ever-present
tensions, between diverse ethnic groups (Shahrani, 1998a, b, 2001; Ingerhart, 1999).
But because of the collaborative nature of the education initiative, forged under the
banner of Islam in a context of shared discrimination and reaction to the denial of a
right to education for their children, tensions between Afghan ethnic groups have
been greatly reduced in Iran. In their place a sense of Afghan nationalism,
superceding ethnic and tribal solidarity, has emerged. The schools themselves have
also been instrumental in preparing young Afghans who have little or no memory of
Afghanistan for eventual repatriation (Hoodfar, in press).

XI. Islam and Changing Gender Roles

Although the schools initially operated on a volunteer basis, most eventually
provided teachers with small salaries. The Afghan school initiative represented
employment opportunities for hundreds of Afghan teachers, the vast majority of
whom are women. Many of these are not only the first generation of literate women
in their extended families and communities, but also the first generation of women,
particularly unmarried women, to be employed outside the home, something that
prior to the education movement in Iran was considered unacceptable. Given that
this revolutionary change occurred in the context of educating Muslim children in
the name of Islam, parents and elders could hardly object. Regardless, this process
has greatly impacted gender roles and family structure as women, especially younger,
unmarried women, have spent more and more time outside their homes and in the
service of their wider communities, interacting in both the greater Afghan
community and the wider Iranian society.

Although poverty and lack of financial capital are often presented as the primary
problems of developing nations, in reality human and social capital are just as crucial
to development (Putman, 1994; Gelinas, 1998). In the process of establishing and
running the Afghan schools the women developed knowledge and expertise in a
variety of areas, including resource and financial planning and management. They
discovered that their situation required community involvement and a focus beyond
their individual schools, and developed networks such as the coordinating councils;
in the language of development, they established community trust and developed
capacity building, characteristics that are considered basic, not only to development
but to fostering democracy (Gelinas, 1998; Ingelhart, 1999). Paradoxically, mostly
illiterate Afghan mothers drew upon traditional roles and skills in revolutionary
ways, using needlework to generate income to help pay for their children’s

945

950

955

960

965

970

975

980

985

Women, Religion and Education in Iran 285



education. In the process, these women gained confidence and a belief in their
abilities to help their children have a better future, empowering themselves, their
children and, ultimately, their community. There are few community development
projects anywhere that have achieved such gains with barely any input from outside
the community.
Extra-community and extra-national linkages are generally considered important

elements for sustaining the transformative nature of women’s empowerment
(Saadalleh, 2001). However in the shaping of this success story key factors have
been of a somewhat different nature than those usually discussed in the literature
(such as international organisations, UN agencies and other NGOs). Firstly, it is
arguable that living in Iran, despite its considerable restrictions on women, exposed
the Afghan community to an alternative way of being Muslim, and particularly of
being a Muslim woman. This extra-national exposure paved the way for the Afghan
community to begin to break away from some of its misogynist beliefs and practices
legitimised in the name of Islam. Secondly, the ideology of the ummeh, the
community of Muslims without borders, promoted by Ayatollah Khomeini,
provided a sense of entitlement to Afghans living in Iran; at the same time this
ideology framed the women’s defiance of the Iranian authorities’ withdrawal of the
right to education for their children. Thirdly, their plan to contact Afghan and
Iranian expatriates (and perhaps through them, other Muslims in the west) to fund
the education of less fortunate Muslim children suggests the capitalisation of a
transnational network, but with an ‘indigenous’ twist. Directing this socio-religious
source of capital in the Muslim community into a significant transformative force
can without doubt hasten the betterment of individual lives, the Muslim community
and the nation of Afghanistan.15

In terms of gender relations there have been several unexpected changes. Our
records indicate that there is gender balance in all the Afghan primary schools, and
surprisingly, at secondary and high school levels the number of female students
compares favorably to that of males; in fact in some cases enrollment of girls
exceeded that of boys by as much as 30 per cent. Given that Afghanistan has
historically had one of the largest gender gap in education, this is remarkable. This
can be explained in part by the poverty of many Afghan households in Iran; boys
were encouraged to work as soon as they were able. Most older schoolboys had the
challenge of both working and studying; often the boys did not perform as well
academically as the girls for this reason. Since the Afghan schools are not segregated,
this worked as a disincentive for boys. For these reasons boys have a higher dropout
rate than girls at the upper levels. As well, expectations concerning future gender
roles contribute to the smaller number of male refugee youths in secondary school.
Since the ‘informal’ graduation certificate provided by the Afghan schools is not
valid for entry into university, it makes little difference as far as future employment
opportunities. Boys often opted for gaining work experience and skills based on the
demands of the labor market, in order to secure a better income to provide for their
future families.
Female students contended with different parameters than males, in part because

of more limited options in the job market. A diploma, even from an informal Afghan
school, allowed them to become teachers themselves, and teaching is considered
one of the most respectable and acceptable jobs for women. Many of our female
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interviewees told us they hoped to pass the university entrance exam and, barring
financial difficulties, continue on in subjects such as medicine, chemistry, literature,
education, Islamic studies and sociology. Although given the circumstances of the
Afghan community such hopes may never be realised, the very fact that these young
women dare to dream of such futures is remarkable and is certainly a gateway to
social change.

Families wished to see their daughters graduate and qualify to teach in Afghan
schools, thus bringing respect to the family. In many cases it was mothers who
supported their daughters’ educations, hoping to ensure them a more secure future.
The following statement by a 41-year-old mother of three daughters and two sons is
very representative of what we heard from many other mothers in the community.

. . . the history of war in Afghanistan shows one never knows the future. The
best defense for any woman is her education, because wherever she goes it will
be an asset for her, and if she loses her parents and her husband she can
honorably work and provide for herself and children.

Most of the young women, almost all the first formally literate generation in their
families, viewed education as a means for change, not only in terms of increased job
opportunities, but also as a way to enhance their contributions to their families and
society, and to gain recognition and respect as role models for future generations of
women. Some told us that studying was a way to prove the capability and
endowments of Muslim women.

Given the importance of Islam as a legitimising force in these deeply religious
communities, our interviewees frequently referred to Islamic discourse and religion
as the framework for their unconventional (by traditional Afghan standards)
activities and dreams. They held as their ideal the educated Muslim woman, living in
accordance with the Quran, and with a deep understanding of Islam. Thus, while
parents viewed education, particularly for girls, in pragmatic terms as the most
important means to access appropriate jobs and achieve social mobility, the girls
themselves hoped that by working in visible and respected jobs they would help
restructure women’s position in the family and in Afghan society. Many of the
women and young girls acknowledged that much had changed in their families, and
they worried that these still tenuous changes might be reversed in the process of
repatriation (Hoodfar, in press).

XII. Afghan Schools and Youth Identity

Children and youths constitute the majority of the over two million Afghan refugees
Iran has hosted since the 1980s, yet neither Iranian authorities nor Afghan
community leaders ever gave much attention to this particular constituency. It was
assumed that refugee children and youths would attend Iranian schools and be
educated by the host country, eventually returning to Afghanistan as the situation
there improved. Given their shared linguistic, and to a large degree cultural/
historical framework, this policy was assumed to be non-problematic. However
when Iran banned undocumented Afghan children from school in the mid 1990s,
blaming Afghan refugees, rather than the regime’s earlier pro-natal policies
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(Hoodfar, 1996) for overcrowded schools and strained resources, this left children
without any institutional structures in an environment of social exclusion and
discrimination. In this context, Afghan schools would provide not only education,
but also a safe haven for young Afghans.
The situation of Afghan youths in Iran over the last 15 years or so engendered

alienation, uncertainty and identity confusion on the part of many Afghan youths.
‘We were reminded every day in a hundred ways that we do not belong and we were
not wanted. It did not mater how well we did in school and how friendly and
accommodating we were to our fellow students,’ said one 17-year-old reflecting on
his earlier experiences in the Iranian schools.

Before the Afghan schools we had nowhere we felt we belonged. Even in our
homes we didn’t quite belong. We were different from our parents and when we
had disagreements with them they said we had become Iranians and had no
respect for our elders. We really felt lost and homeless.

Despite the large numbers of Afghan youths in Iran no Afghan youth centers were
ever established. As one community leader explained ‘the basic needs of our
community have been so huge that to even consider a rudimentary youth center
seemed to us to be almost sinful’. The informal schools have thus afforded young
Afghans in Iran a safe space, where they need not watch what they say, and where
they do not have to pretend they have not heard the condescending comments
made by teachers and students about Afghans. They share their experiences of
discrimination and try to analyse and understand the reasons behind their treatment.
They discuss war and being refugees, the ideas of borders and nations and the
concept of the ummeh (Hoodfar, in press). The schools have also served to bring
together Afghans from every ethnic group, leading students and teachers to question
the ethnic rivalries and tensions prevalent among their elders. Through the schools
they have constructed a sense of ‘Afghan-ness’ over and above ethnicity. And, in
light of the aggressive drive to repatriate Afghan refugees (PRIO, 2004) to post-
Taliban Afghanistan, and in the absence of any program to help refugees youths
prepare themselves for repatriation, the schools also provide a forum for sharing
their anxieties about ‘returning’ to a country that most of them have never seem or
have no recollection of.
Being together in the Afghan schools has spurred student’s desire to know more

about their history, and has bestowed on them a sense of confidence and a pride in
their heritage. They hope to be able to help their culture to flourish, and help
cultivate the dreams of future generations.

XIII. Conclusion

The assumption, supported by certain facts on the ground in most Muslim societies,
that Islam creates a formidable barrier to gender equality may have discouraged
researchers from examining the structural and ideological institutions that help to
reproduce resistance to gender equality. However this assumption overlooks the fact
that the interpretations and practices of Islam, like those of all other religions, are
meditated through particular cultures at particular historical moments. The diversity
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of Muslim cultures, laws, practices and social institutions are indicative of this
dialectic. In reviewing the roles of women in setting in motion what has come to be
known as the Afghan educational movement in Iran, this paper has argued that in
some Muslim societies the master key to women’s empowerment may well be found
within Islam itself. Privileging and promoting more liberal and woman-centered
interpretations of Islamic texts, and of what it means to be Muslim, can potentially
empower women to act in ways that, along with social policies, can change gender
relations, reshape social institutions and pave the way for more equitable and
democratic communities and societies.

Afghan refugees living in Iran were exposed to an interpretation of Islam that
elevated education for Muslims on par with adherence to the five pillars of Islam.
Having internalised this principle, Afghan women refused to accept the Iranian
state’s decision to bar Afghan children from Iranian schools as a means of pressuring
Afghans to repatriate. Intent on meeting the Islamic requirement of education
for their children, which they had recently come to understand, Afghan women
mobilised to establish hundreds of informal schools for the youth of their
community.

The organisation of these schools was accomplished in the absence of any previous
experience. The women involved managed to self finance the schools through small
fees and other initiatives, an achievement in itself, given that the few national NGOs
in Iran have very small budgets and many Iranian problems to address, and there
were no international organisations operating in Iran to help with funding. In just a
few short years they learned to organise democratically and established coordinating
bodies to oversee the quality of the education. They held teacher-training courses,
they produced newsletters, and they networked to access human, social and material
resources. They negotiated with Iranian authorities, including the police who
constantly harassed them, and with community leaders and social justice activists.
They lobbied the Afghan embassy to ensure that their students would be accredited
when they returned home even if Iran’s Ministry of Education would not recognise
their report cards and graduation certificates. In short, by refusing to accept the
Iranian state’s denial of education for their children, the women helped to create not
only an educational movement, but one of the most vibrant and large-scale
independent civil societies that Afghan nationals have ever experienced. Through
their resourcefulness and resilience, using Islam and religion as their shield, they have
implemented fundamental changes in their community.

The schools ultimately have provided employment for hundreds of female Afghan
teachers. Many are the first generation of literate women in their families, as well as
the first women in their families to be employed outside the home. These are
significant developments in a community that until recently considered women in the
labor market and public sphere disreputable. By choosing to work to help improve
the futures of young people, in the context of shaping ‘good Muslims’, these mostly
young Afghan women have circumvented objections by even the most conventional
and conservative members of their community. In the process of acting outside of
their homes, in the service of their wider community, the women have essentially
reshaped perspectives on gender roles and engendered change in the family structure.

Though the initiative started out with the simple intention of providing youth with
primary education, there have been other unintended and unforeseen consequences.
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As the school movement evolved, it quickly became evident that the schools were
fulfilling a crucial and previously overlooked need of Afghan youth for a space
where they felt a sense of belonging. Despite the very basic if not rundown facilities,
the youths found a space where they did not need to apologise for being Afghan, and
where they were not demeaned as outsiders by their teachers and Iranian peers. This
provided a major boost to their self-confidence and fostered a growing sense of
collective identity. For many the schools provided their first experience of
membership in an Afghan community beyond their families and ethnic groups.
Here they got to know Afghans from other ethnic backgrounds and dissolved
stereotyped preconceptions stemming from a long history of hostility and distrust
between different Afghan ethnic groups (Mousavi, 1998; Shahrani, 2001). According
to community leaders this in itself is a significant development, with long-term
implications for the emergence of a broader Afghan national identity – the ingredient
whose absence has played a major role in recent civil wars and has challenged the
development of Afghan democracy. Within a few years of the establishment of the
Afghan schools in Iran this emergent pan-Afghan identity was in ever-greater
evidence, and many students requested that the history and geography of
Afghanistan be added to the curriculum that heretofore mirrored that of the
Iranian schools. This situation bodes well for the future of Afghanistan, potentially
preparing these youths, the majority of whom were born and/or brought up in Iran,
to return to Afghanistan and help create a more peaceful and tolerant society. In the
encounter with an alternative vision of Islam and ‘Muslim-ness’ Afghan women in
exile have empowered themselves to reshape their lives and, ultimately, their nation.
Gender inequality and the persistence of gender disempowerment in Muslim

contexts has remained a major concern for experts and agencies dealing with human
development (Fish, 2002; Inglehart and Norris, 2003; Inglehart, 2004). However, in
the reams of theory and policy few have seriously re-examined the indigenous
resources that Muslim women may potentially have at their disposal in challenging
their exclusion from the power structures and decision-making bodies of their
community. These potentialities might enable a societal transformation and
empowerment of women without alienating them from their community. There is
a vibrant and lively local and international Muslim women’s movement reclaiming
Islam primarily through a rereading and reinterpretation of Quranic and other
Islamic texts. This movement has articulated a powerful critique of patriarchal
practices in the name of Islam (Mernissi, 1992, 1996; Hassan, 1996; Wadud, 19995 ;
Barlas, 2002; Othman, 2005) and has provided the impetus for an indigenous and
culturally acceptable avenue for change. Yet, the relevance of such a movement to
development and to the empowerment of women has not been sufficiently researched
and incorporated into theoretical frameworks concerned with these matters.
Although the above case study was developed in isolation from international
Muslim women’s discourse, it is important to note that Afghan women in Iran have
been exposed to many of the debates since the question of women’s rights and role in
society, the meaning of Muslimness, and modernity and development have been
amongst the most politicised topics in post revolutionary Iran. While these debates
had not been intended to cater to the Afghan community, Afghan women
nonetheless managed to incorporate them successfully in their daily narratives to
empower themselves and their community. There is little reason for us to assume
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that, given the right circumstances, other Muslim women would not chose to
internalise a more egalitarian visions of Islam which would empower them to take
charge of their own and their children’s lives and enhance the process of societal
development.

Notes

1. For instance, Nazira Zin al-Din, daughter of an influential Muslim judge in Lebanon, published two

books in the 1920s showing that many of the limitations imposed on women were not in fact based on

the Quran. She was silenced and to this day few reformist scholars even refer to her (Shaaban, 1995).

Similarly Tahar al-Haddad, a Tunisian religious intellectual, published Our women in law and society

in 1930. However, anti-reformist feelings were so strong that he was banished from the university

where he taught, and died alone and in poverty. Nonetheless, in 1956 it was his interpretation that

informed the creation of a reformed Tunisian family law, which is often cited as the most liberal of

Muslim family laws (Borrmas, 1979).

2. An estimated 75 per cent of Afghan refugees in Iran are Hazara, an ethnic and religious

minority group that as a result of considerable discrimination, constitutes the poorest, least

educated and least urbanised segment of the Afghan population (Mousavi, 1998; Shahrani, 1998,

A&B).

3. The core of the data presented here were collected in 2000–01, when, under the auspices of Alternative

Links for Training and Development, I focused specifically on informal Afghan schools in Iran

(funded by Concordia University). In this project, 100 Afghan teachers and school directors, along

with many other activist women and some men who worked in and contributed to the schools in

Tehran, Mashhad and Qom, were interviewed. However, I also draw on an earlier study (1998–2001)

of the impact of militarisation on Afghan refugee women in Iran (Tehran, Mashhad and Zaboul), and

Pakistan (Peshawar and Quette) conducted under the joint auspices of Women Living Under Muslim

Laws and Law and Policy Program, Columbia University. In this study 450 households, as well as

many formal and informal Afghan women’s organisations and NGOs, were interviewed. In 2002–03 in

collaboration with the Refugee Study Center, Oxford University, I carried out a third study (Tehran

and Mashhad) focusing on youth, particularly girls between the ages of 8–18. The last two studies were

funded by the Mellon Foundation.

4. Indeed even today a primary Taliban strategy for striking out against the government is to shoot and

kill teachers and students and set schools on fire. The latest attack of this nature was reported by the

New York Times, 8 January 2006.

5. Clearly the reasons people choose to go into exile are complex and rarely involve only one factor.

However, the fact that most refugees, and in particular second-time refugees we interviewed in Iran

(1998–2001 stated the closure of girls’ school and education of their children as their reason for exile is

a very interesting development, not least because it is the reverse of the reasoning behind exile in the

early 1980s.

6. During the past 20 years Iran hosted the largest refugee population in the world. Refugees (mostly

Afghani and Iraqi) who sought safe haven in Iran peaked at 4.5 million people in 1991–92 (UNHCR,

1999, Country profile: Islamic Republic of Iran: 1).

7. However, some, particularly those who had returned to Iran for a second time initially received a

temporary card, usually valid only for one year.

8. The Home Office began considering the exclusion of undocumented Afghan refugees in 1992 but it was

only in 1997 that they rigidly implemented this law.

9. It does seem that in the more rural villages where the number of Afghan families was small these

exclusionary policies were rarely put into practice.

10. Because of the illegality of these schools as well as their fluid nature, there are no exact numbers. When

we first became aware of the schools government officials denied their existence but within two months

simply though informal questioning we identified 45 schools in and around Tehran.

11. Muslim intellectuals have been for some time engaged in providing information and arguments with a

considerable impact on the advancement of a women centered rights approach to Islam (Mernissi,

1992, 1996; Hassan, 1996; Wadud, 1999; Barlas, 2002; Othman, 2005).

12. Most political parties in Afghanistan are ethnically-based or affiliated.
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13. Zakat, or annual alms-giving, is one of the five pillars of Islam and usually even non-practicing

Muslims observe this requirement.

14. Though, after much lobbying the UNHCR did run some teacher training programs, nominally for

people planning to eventually return Afghanistan. Theoretically these were accessible to the teachers

working in the informal Afghan schools, but during the entire research we came across only one

teacher who had managed to enroll in one of the early courses.

15. Regrettably, the launch of this initiative occurred just prior to September 11, 2001, and the

subsequent restriction on the movement of funds, no matter how small the amount, has meant this

initiative has not had a chance to mature. Moreover, in the post-Taliban era much of the expatriate

attention has been directed inside Afghanistan. Nevertheless, the idea of this initiative suggests how

independent communities can draw on existing social and financial mechanisms as tools for

development.
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