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| was drawn to Afghanistan after having visited it for the
first time on assignment for Medecins Sans
Frontieres(MSF) in 1994.Who knows why exactly one
place fascinates and absorbs you and another leaves you
relatively indifferent? All | know was that Afghanistan and
its people got into my blood stream like a virus and drew
me back there again three more times.

| have always been fascinated by that which is different,
far removed from the life and ways | know as a middle-
class Englishman. Photography is my tool for exploring
these different worlds, and Afghanistan was a very
different world: wild, medieval, cruel, clever, beautiful,
gracious, generous and extraordinary.

In my book, Afghanistan, | wrote - it is impossible to be
indifferent to Afghanistan. Its magic and madness rip
through any posture of detachment. | know of nobody
who has been there who does not have strong feelings
generated by the encounter.

Recent events in Afghanistan have given my work there a
new relevance, as my interest and concern with that
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country has become shared by the whole world. People
who never knew Afghanistan existed certainly do now.
People who knew it existed, but never knew where it
was, do now. Yet people still know so little.

What people do know about Afghanistan is that it is a
troubled place, and indeed it has been for a long time, and
is further troubled now. Inevitably the trouble was the
focus of most reporting; that is the nature of journalism. It
is what first brought me there too. But | wanted to look
beyond the troubles, the war, the destruction, and
photograph the wider culture: to look at the way people
worked and lived their lives and the rhythms of the year.
To look at their joys as well as their sorrows. To try to
build a picture of a whole peoples, not simply to reinforce
the stereotype of war.

I could not ignore the war and its immediate
consequences of displacement, sorrow and pain, and did
not do so, but | also wanted to travel in the peaceful areas
- for there were many peaceful areas - and photograph
there too.

Now America and the West have intervened in
Afghanistan and brought more suffering on the people
there; more destruction on the existing destruction; driven
more people from their deserted homes. America
intervened before in 1979 to counter the invasion of the
Soviet Union. Then they had armed and trained the
Afghans and other Islamic opponents of the Soviets -
including their old friend and ally, Osama Bin Ladin.

Then, once their purpose was over, and the Soviets
withdrew in humillation in 1989, the Americans walked
away from their friends and heroes, the Mujahadeen, who
had defeated the Soviet war machine at the cost of
hundreds of thousand of Afghan lives. The American
walked away from their friends for they were no longer
useful to them. Do we wonder that some people do not
like them? They left a power vacuum in which the
Mujahadeen, who had been united in fighting the Soviets,

now fought amongst each other for power, creating chaos.

The chaos of those times laid the groundwork for the rise
of the Taliban, the fundamentalist movement that America
is now fighting, for the Taliban offered the precious
promise of peace to people who desperately wanted it.
Many welcomed these religious warriors, for indeed they
did, initially, bring some peace and stability. Neighboring
Pakistan welcomed them and supported them and so, in
the beginning, did America. The Taliban's extremist ways
were to become as unpalatable as the chaos that they
claimed to replace. The tyranny of religious
fundamentalism replaced the tyranny of anarchy. They
isolated themselves from, and were isolated by, the West.
They became a haven for terrorists. The people that
America had trained to fight the Soviets and called
Freedom Fighter, now turned on the Americans as
imperialists of a different kind from the Soviets.
Imperialists who desecrated their holy islands in Saudi
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Arabia with their weapons, who desecrated the holy lands
of Palestine with their support of the Islaelis in crushing
the Palestinians. That is how some of the Freedom
Fighters, came to see it.

We can only speculate as to what would have happened if
the West had made serious efforts to aid and rebuild
Afghanistan as a stable and reasonably prosperous country.
It could have been done. Afghanistan had a great tradition
for learning and arts, a great culture, which could have
been rebuilt in some form. If America had not walked
away from its friends would the Taliban have come to
power? Would Bin Ladin have found safe haven there?
‘Would Sept 11th have happened?

We cannot change the past, we only have the present and
the dream of the future. What is the future for Afghanistan?
The American seem to see it in terms of returning the
Northern Alliance to power. But the Northern Alliance are
the very people whose corruption and infighting brought the
Taliban power. They have nothing to offer but more of the
same. Will the West give all the promised aid and
assistance it now offers to lavish on Afghanistan once its
purpose of destroying Bin Ladin is over? Wil it really keep
its promises? Can the Afghan people be anything but
cynical over these promises? Can it be any wonder that
people so damaged by the politics of power look inward to
seek the pure hand of a merciful god?

On my first visit to Afghanistan | went to a one legged
bicycle race. It seemed a strange event to me, but then |
realised how many people are one legged due mainly to
land mine explosions. It was a joyful occasion, a rejection
of self-pity for an affirmation of life. | don't know who
won, and | don't think any one cared. Afterwards people
moved to a nearby mosque. They prayed, they read
poems. Afghans love poetry, as they love flowers. |
recorded some as | was firming for a short documentary |
was making for television. A young man, maybe 20 years
old, limped up to the microphone,

This war has taken my legs

Only my hands remain to me.

Like me there are many others;

Some without legs, some without hands,
Day and night | cry for what has happened.
| ask if peace will ever come again?

| want this country to rise from its ashes.
‘We do not want to dig more graves

But we are powerless.

God save us from further destruciton.

In God's name, In God's name, In God's name,
We are tired of this war.

Let us forget war and speak of peace.

Let us be happy again.

Chris Steele-Perkins ~ 23. 10. 2001



