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After the September 11  attacks in 2001 the President of the United States, George W. Bush, declared a global war on terrorism – 
and a war to rescue the Afghan women from their terrorist men. Feminist scholars and activists worldwide criticized the Bush 
government for using feminist rhetoric to justify the war. However, the development of this discourse throughout the tiring years of 
warfare and the co-optation of the U.S. rhetoric by other coalition partner countries have been overlooked in the research. This 
thesis examines the gendered narratives and the women’s rights rhetoric of U.S. and German state officials in 2001−2002 and 
2007−2008. The theoretical framework of this thesis is located on the diverse and interdisciplinary field of feminist security- and 
international relations studies. The research questions are: How was the Afghan war justified through gendered narratives and 
rhetorical tools? How did the deployment of women’s rights rhetoric change during and in-between this period? Were there some 
distinctions in the use of rhetoric and gendered categorizations between the U.S. and German administration officials, two 
countries with very different foreign policy traditions?  
 
The source material of this thesis consists mainly of speeches, press briefings, debates and statements given by the state officials 
from the United States and Germany in 2001−2002 and 2007−2008. The speech material was collected from the online databases 
of the U.S. Department of State, the White House, the German Federal Government and the debate records of the German 
Parliament. The methodological framework of discourse analysis was used for analysing the rhetoric. Especially two tools of 
discourse analysis were utilized: the analysis of hegemonic discourses and the analysis of rhetoric and argumentation. By de-
naturalizing the hegemonic discourses and identifying simplifying narratives, this thesis aims to reveal how discourses can 
consolidate power, essentialize gender roles and situate the human subjects through discourse to unequal positions of power. 
However, women’s rights rhetoric practised by major world leaders is not seen as necessarily positive or negative per se: What 
matters is the framing and the context of the rhetoric. By analyzing the gendered rhetoric, this thesis intends to find more nuanced 
ways of using and manipulating gendered categories to legitimize domination and control.  
 
In the years 2001 and 2002, the first two years of the war, the Bush administration utilized the image of the masculine hero, who 
must protect his country under threat. Even though this hero could be a woman or man, the virtues that he represented were 
congenitally masculine: strength, force, heroism and courage. He had to protect the country from a new type of an enemy: the 
mad, savage- or even animal-like, women-hating terrorist. His sadistic treatment of women was emphasized to show his 
barbarism. The depiction of a normal and civilized Muslim man was almost non-existent in the discourse, the image of the terrorist 
Muslim man was dominant. The corruption and human rights abuses of the Northern Alliance members in the Karzai government 
were left unaddressed. The role of the American woman in this discourse was to be calm, collected and supportive, as embodied 
in the First Lady, Laura Bush. The Afghan women were treated as one singular, homogenic group in the discourse – as objects to 
be saved. In the German discourse the masculine protector was not as celebrated as in the U.S., the discourse of the Afghan 
women was almost identical. The Gerhard Schröder administration also wanted to carry its responsibility towards the women-
liberating West.  
 
By 2007−2008 the war had turned out to be tiring and extremely challenging, but the masculine protector was still standing strong 
in the U.S. discourse. There were no signs of hesitation, regret, admitting mistakes or a change of strategy with Karzai’s 
government, Northern Alliance and its alleged corruption. The situation of Afghanistan’s women was painted as a success story, 
with no real need to talk about the still prevailing misogyny. There were no separate big speeches discussing the still existing 
problems in women’s rights sector. The critical voices from the opposition parties were challenging the discourse of the 
government led by chancellor Angela Merkel in 2007−2008 in Germany. Yet again the German administration utilized the threat of 
Afghan women falling back in the hands of Taliban and women being massacred to silence the war opposers. Critical voices 
coming from Afghan women about the warlordization and corruption of Northern Alliance were still ridiculed or silenced, as 
demonstrated in the case of the Afghan activist and former parliamentarian, Malalai Joya. The voices of silent and grateful women 
were however accepted easily as representing “all” Afghan women. 
 
This thesis sheds new light on the feminist analysis of the War on Terror by demonstrating how easily Bush administration’s 
rhetoric was co-opted by another coalition country. The analysis shows that even after seven years of warfare, women’s rights 
were still strongly utilized in the war legitimizing discourse by both countries under scrutiny. This thesis concludes that the 
utilization of feminist rhetoric by major world powers should not only be criticized but it could also be used to push forward the 
implementation of feminist policies. The deconstruction of the hegemonic war narratives and listening also to criticism and 
contestation could open new discursive spaces for building long-lasting peace in Afghanistan. 
  
Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 
 Women’s rights – discourse analysis – War on Terror – Afghan war – United States – Germany  – feminism 



 

 

 
 

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction 
1.1.   Mapping out the Gendered Rhetoric of the Afghan War ................................................................................ 3 

1.2. “The International is Personal”: Feminist Perspectives on International Relations Theories ....... 11 

1.3.   Choosing the Time Frame ......................................................................................................................................... 15 

1.4.   Source Material ............................................................................................................................................................. 17 

1.5.   Methodological Framework:  Discourse Analysis of Rhetoric ................................................................... 19 

1.6.   Research Questions and Structure ........................................................................................................................ 24 

2. Legitimizing War with Women’s Rights 
2.1. Women and War: Gendering the Nation ............................................................................................................... 25 

2.2. Women’s rights are Human rights? The Problematic Relationship between the Public and the 
Private ..........................................................................................................................................................................................  27 

3. Legitimizing War on Terror in 2001−2002 
3.1. The United States: ”May God Bless the Women and Children of Afghanistan” ..................................... 30 

         3.1.1. Civilized Soldiers and Barbarian Savages................................................................................................ 31 

         3.1.2. Superior Sister and Victimized Others ..................................................................................................... 40 

3.2. Germany: “We owe this not only to the Afghan people – We owe it to our credibility.” ................... 48 

        3.2.1. Joining the Battle as part of the Civilized West ...................................................................................... 50 

        3.2.2. Responsibility towards the “Rescued” Sister .......................................................................................... 53 

4. Legitimizing War on Terror in 2007−2008 
4.1. The United States: The Protector is Still Standing Strong.............................................................................. 58 

4.2. The United States: The Silenced Voices of the Success Stories .................................................................... 62 

4.3. Germany: No Military, no Women’s rights ........................................................................................................... 66 

5. Final Remarks ....................................................................................................................... 72 

References 
Primary Sources ................................................................................................................................................................ .... 79 

Research Literature ............................................................................................................................................................ 83 

      Bibliography ....................................................................................................................................................................... 83 

      Internet Sources ................................................................................................................................................................  86 

 



 
 
 

1 
 
 
 

“America -- America is so proud of our military and our allies, because like the rest of us here, we've seen the 
pictures of joy when we liberated city after city in Afghanistan. And none of us will ever forget the laughter 
and the music and the cheering and the clapping at a stadium that was once used for public execution. 
Children now fly kites and they play games. Women now come out of their homes from house arrest, able to 
walk the streets without chaperons.” 

 
George W. Bush, President of the United States, 12.12.2001.1  

 
 

“My fear today is that despite all the initial good intentions, America’s overreliance on military methods, 
targeted missile strikes, chemical spraying, and imprisoning and torturing suspected militants has turned 
popular opinion in the wrong direction. Combined with an inability to improve the lives of the average 
Afghan by even a small measure, America is now viewed as an occupier, instead of the friend and ally we 
want her to be.” 
 

Sima Wali, Afghan women’s rights advocate and opposer of the Taliban, 2009.2 
 
 

1. Introduction 

On 17th November 2001 something exceptional happened in the political history of the 

United States. The country had just faced the deathliest ever terror attack in its soil, with 

almost 3000 people killed in the September 11 attacks by the Islamist terrorist group Al-

Qaida. Now the First Lady Laura Bush, president George W. Bush’s wife, delivered the 

president’s traditional Weekly Radio Address instead of the president. This was the first time 

in U.S. history, when the First Lady of the United States delivered the address entirely alone.3 

The symbolic value of this deed was significant, considering that this speech is usually 

always delivered by the president in power. It also cemented the position of Laura Bush as 

the motherly, caring voice of the U.S. Government speaking strongly against the oppression 

of women by the Taliban and Al-Qaida terrorist organizations.4 The silent and cautiously 

polite First Lady became the Consoler-in-chief and a serious spokeswoman for women’s 

rights issues in the war against terrorism:5 

                                                             
1 Bush, George W: Remarks by the President at Signing Ceremony for Afghan Women and Children Relief Act of 2001. 
Washington, DC. 12.12.2001. 
2 Roberts, Sam: Sima Wali, Champion of Afghan Women’s Rights, Is Dead at 66. The New York Times, 16.10.2017. 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/16/obituaries/sima-wali-dead-champion-of-afghan-womens-rights.html > 
[Retrieved 31.7.2018.] 
3 Ferguson, Michaele L. (2005): “W” Stands for Women. Feminism and Security Rhetoric in the Post-9/11 Bush 
Administration. Politics and Gender 1, p. 21. 
4Ayotte, Kevin J. and Husain, Mary E. (2005): Securing Afghan Women: Neocolonialism, Epistemic Violence, and the 
Rhetoric of the Veil. NWSA Journal, Volume 17, no 3, Fall 2005, p. 123.  
5 The term Consoler-in-Chief in relation to Laura Bush has been used for example in: Von der Lippe, Berit and 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/16/obituaries/sima-wali-dead-champion-of-afghan-womens-rights.html
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“Afghan women know, through hard experience, what the rest of the world is 

discovering: The brutal oppression of women is a central goal of the terrorists. 

Long before the current war began, the Taliban and its terrorist allies were 

making the lives of children and women in Afghanistan miserable. […] Civilized 

people throughout the world are speaking out in horror -- not only because our 

hearts break for the women and children in Afghanistan, but also because in 

Afghanistan we see the world the terrorists would like to impose on the rest of 

us. All of us have an obligation to speak out. We may come from different 

backgrounds and faiths -- but parents the world over love our children.”6   

The participation in the Afghan war in 2001 became quickly a heated topic of debate in other 

member states of the military alliance NATO (Northern Atlantic Treaty Organization). For the 

first time in the history of the alliance, the Article 5 of the NATO Charter was invoked: Attack 

against a member state is considered as an attack against all member states.7 The oppression 

of the women by the Taliban was brought up as one of the most important legitimizing factors 

for intervention. German development minister Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul from then-

governing SPD-party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands) was quick to point to 

Germany’s global responsibility towards the Afghan women: 

“The Federal Government of Germany will do everything to give back their voices 

and participation rights in political life in Afghanistan to the women, who have 

lost their rights through the Taliban. (…) Our co-operation in development (…) 

will make sure with others, that girls can finally go to school and that women 

have access to work and health care. We owe this together to the millions of 

women, who have been robbed of their rights for many years now.”8   

Women’s rights in Afghanistan and abroad suddenly became a topic of interest for Western 

world powers. The advancement of women’s issues was declared as a “key component of US 

                                                             
Väyrynen, Tarja (2011): Co-opting feminist voices for the war on terror: Laura Bush meets Nordic feminism. The 
European Journal of Women’s Studies, 18, p. 9. 
6 Bush, Laura: The Taliban’s War against Women. Radio Address to the Nation, Crawford, Texas. 17.11.2001. The 
italicizations are added by the writer. 
7 North Atlantic Treaty Organization: Collective Defense – Article 5. NATO: 
<https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_110496.htm.> [Retrieved 16.8.2018].  
8 Translated from German and italicizations added by the writer. Wieczorek-Zeul, Heidimarie: Plenarprotokoll 
14/202, 16.11.2001, 19872 A. 
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domestic and foreign policy under the leadership of President Bush.”9 United States 

proclaimed itself as a “champion of the human rights and well-being of women and minorities 

worldwide.” The German administration officials also declared women as the backbone of the 

society and promised that all the Afghan women can count on “our support.”10 This rhetoric 

sounds feminist and emancipating, finally promising to take women and their suffering 

seriously in matters of war and peace.11  However, the women’s rights rhetoric of the Bush 

government has been rigorously criticized be feminist scholars and activists worldwide. Why 

the opposition? Haven’t feminists all around the world been struggling for decades to be 

taken seriously in security politics and war? Haven’t feminists been fighting relentlessly that 

crimes against women could be considered as war crimes? That women’s rights could be 

considered as human rights?12 The seemingly feminist discourse from the U.S. and German 

governments is a parade example of how feminism and women’s rights can be rhetorically 

used in different ways to justify a certain policy.  

Feminism can be misused, co-opted and framed in various ways, also by 

traditionally “anti-feminist” conservative and nationalist groups.13 As Michaele L. Ferguson 

argues, one should never settle with accepting some rhetoric purely as feminist. Contrarily, 

critical feminist research should always ask: How is the rhetoric feminist?14 

 

1.1. Mapping out the Gendered Rhetoric of the Afghan War 

The historical context of this thesis is “The Global War on Terrorism,” declared by the 

President Bush promptly after the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001.15 As the previous 

quotes from Laura Bush and Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul imply, the War on Terror was 

                                                             
9 Powell, Colin L: Remarks at Reception to Mark International Women's Day. Benjamin Franklin Room, Department 
of State, Washington, DC. 7.3.2002. 
10 Wieczorek-Zeul, Heidemarie: Plenarprotokoll 14/210, 22.12.2001, 20848 B. 
11 There are many different definitions for feminism as a social and political movement, one of most common ones 
being: “The advocacy of women's rights on the ground of the equality of the sexes.” See Feminism. Oxford 
Dictionary: <https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/feminism>. [Retrieved 17.8.2018.] 
12 Kouvo, Sari: Ihmisoikeudet. In: Kantola, Johanna and Valenius, Johanna, edit. (2007): Toinen maailmanpolitiikka. 
10 käsitettä feministiseen kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 264−268. 
13 About the link between feminism and right-wing nationalist groups, see e.g. Farris, Sara R. (2017): In the Name of 
Women’s Rights: The Rise of Femonationalism. Duke University Press, Durham. 
14 Ferguson 2005, p. 12. 
 15 Also known shortly as the “War on Terror”, which is the term mostly used this thesis. The term was used for the 
first time by President George W. Bush on 16th September 2001 while talking to the press upon returning to the 
White House after the 9/11 attacks: Bush, George W.: Remarks by the President upon Arrival. The White House, 
Washington D.C.,16.9.2001.  

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/feminism
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waged not only on the battlefield but with rhetoric and gendered narratives. The general 

nature of the War on Terror was rhetoric-infused per se. While the actual events of the war 

took place in far-away countries, the perception of the domestic audience in the coalition 

countries was constructed by a breath-taking amount of public speeches and media coverage 

on subject of terrorism. In this narrative the terrorist threat was constructed with the notion 

of a “new” type of terrorism, something the world had never witnessed before: Mindless, 

religious fanatics targeting deliberately western civilians to destroy their way of life.16 This 

“politics of fear” also had a gendered sub-narrative: The civilized, Western soldier should 

save the oppressed and victimized woman from their brutal, monster-like terrorist men.17  

This thesis examines the gendered narratives and the women’s rights rhetoric of 

U.S. and German state officials in 2001−2002 and 2007−2008. They key questions are: How 

was this feminized security rhetoric used to legitimize and justify the Afghan war?18 How can 

war be justified through gendered narratives and rhetorical tools? These questions have 

gotten a considerable amount of attention in feminist research, especially in the context of 

the USA and the immediate post-9/11 War on Terror -rallying.19 However, the development 

of this discourse throughout the tiring years of warfare and the co-optation of the U.S. 

rhetoric by other coalition partner countries have been overlooked.  

This thesis sheds new light on the feminist research on War on Terror by asking, 

whether this use of feminized security rhetoric of the U.S. was co-opted by a coalition partner 

country with a very different foreign policy tradition.  An interesting example is presented by 

                                                             
16  Jackson, Richard (2008): The Politics of Fear: Writing the Terrorist Threat in the War on Terror. In: Kassimeris, 
George: Playing Politics with Terrorism. A User’s Guide. Columbia University Press, New York, p. 179−183.  
17 More on the production of this narrative, see: Puar, Jasbir K. And Rai, Amit S. (2002) “Monster, Terrorist, Fag: The 
War on Terrorism and the Production of Docile Patriots”. Social Text Vol.20, No. 3, p. 127; Lorber, Judith (2002): 
Heroes, Warriors, and "Burqas": A Feminist Sociologist's Reflections on September 11. Sociological Forum, Vol. 17, 
No. 3, p. 377-396.  
18 The term feminized security rhetoric derives from Michaele L. Ferguson’s article from 2005. By using the term 
feminized, Ferguson implies that instead of traditional security rhetoric (emphasizing the security conflicts 
between the states and overseeing issues such as gender or race or class), the Bush administration started to pay 
attention to security issues previously deemed as trivial or belonging to the private sphere. By using the term 
feminized instead of feminist, Ferguson avoids the problematic question whether the politics of Bush government 
can really be deemed as feminist or not. Ferguson also pays attention to the positive fact that feminist questions 
were finally considered as a serious security issue in international politics after many years of neglect and 
dismissal. The fact of the matter that neo-conservative government sees feminized security as an effective way to 
win voters, showcases the progress done in feminism and security politics in the last decades. See Ferguson 2005, 
pp. 11-12. 
19 For previous research and points of critique, see p. 6−7.  
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the Federal Republic of Germany: Though an established member state of NATO, Germany 

has had a troubled relationship with foreign military manoeuvres ever since the historical 

burden of World War II and the division of the country during the Cold War. The Kosovo war 

in 1999 was the first time after the ending of the World War II in 1945, when the red-green 

government led by chancellor Gerhard Schröder decided to send Bundeswehr soldiers to 

combat mission – without a mandate from the United Nations.20 The debate about the 

Afghanistan war got heated in the German Bundestag, mostly because chancellor Schroeder 

had decided to use the vote of confidence to get his will of participation through. By doing 

that, he almost failed and got only a marginal win by getting scarcely 336 of the needed 334 

votes.21 Therefore, the German participation in the operation was controversial and debated 

right from the start. Germany also paid a decisive role as the host country and initiator of the 

Bonn Conference deciding the first Afghan Interim government in December 2001. This 

raises the question: How did the administration officials of two major contributing countries, 

USA and Germany, debate about the participation to the Afghanistan operation from a gender 

perspective? Was there a difference in the use of women’s rights rhetoric between USA and 

Germany? How did the use of feminized security rhetoric change throughout the length of the 

war? Were the same gendered arguments deployed as effectively after almost 10 years of 

warfare compared to the climax of the first years?  

The theoretical background for investigating gendered rhetoric of the Afghan 

war is in the multifaceted field of feminist international relations (IR) and security research. 

This thesis was facilitated out of many different motivating factors. One decisive factor was 

the pure lack of women’s visibility in the field of IR and security policy research.22 The 

pioneers of the field have been doing research from the 1960’s and 1970’s onward, but before 

that the field of feminist IR and security research was basically non-existent.23 As Berit von 

                                                             
20 See the timeline of Germany’s military participation and security politics under Chancellor Schröder: War and 
peace. Gerhard-schroeder.de: http://gerhard-schroeder.de/en/war-peace/. [Retrieved 16.08.2018].  
21 Plenarprotokoll 14/202, 16.11.2001. 19893 A. 
22 In this regard it should be acknowledged how immensely important the book Toinen maailmanpolitiikka. 10 
käsitettä feministiseen kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen (edit. Kantola, Johanna and Valenius, Johanna) has 
been for writing this thesis. This in-depth theoretical book analyzes many vital concepts of this thesis, such as 
colonialism, human rights, war, peace and security from a feminist perspective.  
23 Even though the 1960’s and 1970’s have often been set as the starting point for Western academic feminist 
research, it must be stated that women have been writing about war long before, often from a critical point of view. 
Some renowned female critics of war from the early 20th century include Virginia Woolf and Jane Addams, who 
both have been criticized by later scholars for excessive idealism and middle-class moralism. Mäki, Kirsi (2007): 
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der Lippe and Tarja Väyrynen amongst others have stated, the feminist study of rhetoric is 

seldom brought into the sphere of IR studies.24 However, the War on Terror proves to be an 

exception. The deployment of women’s rhetoric by President Bush has gained plenty of 

interest within feminist research, often from a sceptical and critical point of view.25 It is 

apparent that most of this research so far has been made by U.S. scholars about the policies of 

the Bush government.  The feminist research on the German discourse is not as easily found 

as feminist critique on the Bush administration and the Western media. A large majority of 

the studies from German perspective focus on the gendered construction of the Afghan 

women in the German media. 26  One of the few studies examining the rhetoric is from 

Katharina Schoenes, who has analysed the 2001-2009 German Bundestag debates about the 

participation in the Afghanistan operation from a women’s rights perspective.27 A lack of a 

comprehensive, comparative study of the rhetoric by the German and US administrators (let 

alone U.S. and other important coalition partners) was one of the main reasons for choosing 

Germany as the second country of interest for this thesis.28 This thesis contributes to the field 

of feminist IR and War on Terror research by attempting to fill this gap in the previously USA-

centred analysis and by stretching the time frame to the rather unattended years of 

2007−2008. 

Another motivating factor was the question of framing feminism, as elaborated 

                                                             
Sota. In Kantola, Johanna & Valenius, Johanna (edit): Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä feministiseen 
kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 102-103.  
24 Von der Lippe and Väyrynen 2011, p. 4.  
25 See e.g. Finlay, Barbara (2006): George W. Bush and the War on Women. Turning Back the Clock on Progress. Zed 
Books, New York, Eisenstein, Zillah (2007): Sexual Decoys. Gender, Race and War in Imperial Democracy. Zed Books, 
London; Riley, Robin L., Talpade Mohanty, Chandra and Bruce Pratt, Minnie (2008): Feminism and War: Confronting 
U.S. Imperialism. Zed Book, London, Hampshire/Burlington. 
26 See e.g. Maier, Tanja and Stegmann, Stefanie (2004): Unter dem Schleier. Zur Instrumentalisierung von 
Weiblichkeit: mediale Repräsentationen im »Krieg gegen den Terror. Feministische Studien, Volume 21, Issue 1, 
Pages 48–57; Kassel, Susanne (2004): Krieg im Namen der Frauenrechte? Der Beitrag der Medien zur Konstruktion 
einer Legitimationsfigur. In: Aust, Björn/Schloter, Peter/Schweitzer, Christine (Hg.): Demokratien im Krieg. Baden-
Baden, 161-179; Feth, Anja, 2007: Geschlecht und deutsche Außenpolitik. Der Afghanistan-Einsatz der Bundeswehr 
aus feministischer Perspektive. Saarbrücken; Nachtigall, Andrea (2012): Gendering 9/11: Medien, Macht und 
Geschlecht im Kontext des „War on Terror“. Transcript Verlag, Bielefeld.  
27 However, it must be notified that Schoene’s paper is relatively short, only approximately 10 pages and doesn’t 
compare the German Bundestag rhetoric to the US rhetoric, therefore leaving space for a more comprehensive 
study. This has been the only German language study focusing on the rhetorical means of the politicians that I have 
been able to find so far. 
28 One of the few studies where the rhetoric of the Bush government was compared to rhetoric of politicians from 
other countries was the article from von der Lippe and Väyrynen comparing the rhetoric of Laura Bush to Nordic 
female politicians, including the former President of Finland, Tarja Halonen. See Von der Lippe and Väyrynen 2011. 
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by Michele L. Ferguson. This thesis was written in 2018, when big feminist movements such 

as #MeToo and Time’s Up dominate the social media and everyone can buy a t-shirt claiming 

“Feminist” in the local high-street clothing store for a few euros.29 In Sweden we have the 

first ever government in the world to claim itself as a “feminist government.”30  Right-wing 

and nationalist political movements in Europe, such as German Alternative für Deutschland 

and French Front National, have been gaining huge election wins by claiming to protect 

women’s rights from Islam.31 As feminism becomes increasingly mainstream as a political 

movement, appropriated also by neoconservative or nationalistic actors, it is important than 

ever to ask: How is the discourse feminist? Whose rights are being defended and from whom? 

Which voices are dominant in the discourse, which voices are left silenced? Whose world 

view and policies are being defended when talking about women’s rights?32  

As the feminist IR scholar Cynthia Enloe states, war has been traditionally seen 

as something essentially male and masculine and military as the heteronormative nest of 

masculinity.33  Women have been considered as essentially peaceful beings and anti-war-

orientated pacifists. This popular perception of feminism in peace- and conflict studies has 

been called essentialist feminism.34 This dichotomy of men as war-prone and women as war-

                                                             
29 On the critique against so-called capitalist and lifestyle feminism, see e.g. Crispin, Jessa (2017): Why I Am Not a 
Feminist: A Feminist Manifesto. Melville House, New York.  
30 Feminist Government. Government Offices of Sweden: https://www.government.se/government-policy/a-
feminist-government/. [Retrieved 17.8.2018.] 
31  Marine Le Pen wrote a passionate opinion column about protecting women’s rights after the mass sexual 
harassment at Cologne New Year’s Celebrations in 2016. AfD got a huge election victory in the German Bundestag 
election in 2017 by using controversial posters showing women in bikinis stating “Burqas? We stand for Bikinis!”  
Then again, the party has distanced itself harshly from the word feminism with their youth organization launching 
an internet campaign “I am no feminist, because…” See: Chrisafis, Anqelique: ‘We feel very close to her': can 'fake 
feminist' Marine Le Pen win the female vote? The Guardian, 18.3.2017. 
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/18/front-national-anger-marine-le-pen-female-supporters.>;  
Kamann, Matthias: Was setzt die AfD gegen Burkas – Alkohol oder Frauenrechte? Die Welt, 07.06.2017. 
<https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article165297337/Was-setzt-die-AfD-gegen-Burkas-Alkohol-oder-
Frauenrechte.htmlV.>; Gerster, Livia: AfD-Jugend gegen Feminismus: Für Hausfrauen und gegen Vorstandschefinnen. 
Der Tagesspiegel, 13.3.2014. <https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/afd-jugend-gegen-feminismus-fuer-
hausfrauen-und-gegen-vorstandschefinnen/9634926.html.> [ All retrieved 16.8.2018].  
32 About the framing of women’s rights rhetoric, see Ferguson 2005, p. 12−17.  
33 Mäki 2007, p. 107. The military and the army organization as “a nest for heteronormative masculinity” has been 
explored by e.g.; Lindqvist, Minna (2016): Heteroseksuaalisen maskuliinisuuden tyyssija” – homo- ja bi-miesten 
kokemuksia varuskuntapalveluksesta. Master’s thesis, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Helsinki, Helsinki; 
Jokinen, Arto (2000): Panssaroitu maskuliinisuus. Mies, väkivalta ja kultuuri. Tampere University Press, Tampere.  
34 Some of the most notable representatives of the essentialist feminists is the previously mentioned writer and war 
critic Virginia Woolf.  About Woolf and feminist approaches to peace, see Väyrynen, Tarja (2007): Rauha. In: 
Kantola, Johanna & Valenius, Johanna: Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä feministiseen kansainvälisten 
suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 119. 

https://www.government.se/government-policy/a-feminist-government/
https://www.government.se/government-policy/a-feminist-government/
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article165297337/Was-setzt-die-AfD-gegen-Burkas-Alkohol-oder-Frauenrechte.htmlV.
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article165297337/Was-setzt-die-AfD-gegen-Burkas-Alkohol-oder-Frauenrechte.htmlV.
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opposing beings led me to narrow down my research interest to women in military conflicts. 

Why are women considered un-visible in international relations and militarist conflicts? Are 

women the essentially only peaceful and war-opposing actors or the victims? How can gender 

be used in war, military conflicts or nationalist movements? How can concepts from feminist 

and human rights discourse be used in nationalist and militarist rhetoric, also by women 

politicians themselves? 

The war in Afghanistan (2001─ present)35 is an important research topic 

because of its immense complexity and the underlined gender aspect of the conflict. The war 

on terror in Afghanistan began in October 7th, 2001 with Operation Enduring Freedom 

(OEF), launched together by the U.S., United Kingdom and the Afghan Northern Alliance 

Forces. The objective of the invasion was to overthrow the terrorist Taliban regime. Taliban 

had refused to hand out Osama bin Laden and other Al-Qaida terrorists, who were 

responsible for the September 11 attacks. Germany was also participating with a smaller 

volume in OEF from the beginning, e.g. by sending around 100 special forces soldiers to 

Afghanistan. The International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was launched in December 

2001 and mandated by the UN Security Council as a parallel, separate international coalition 

operation in Afghanistan. NATO took the leadership of ISAF after the UK in 2003, with 

Germany considered as the third-biggest contributor in ISAF. Both OEF and ISAF were 

declared officially ended by US President Barack Obama and NATO in 2014.  However, both 

operations are still ongoing in Afghanistan under different names and with a decreased size 

of troops.36 The War in Afghanistan is the longest or the second longest war in United States 

                                                             
35 There are opposing views on the length of the Afghan war: Some see it as continuous conflict starting from the 
Soviet Occupation 1979. Some see it as formally ending in 2014 with the Operation Enduring Freedom and 
International Security Assistance Force, the majority of literature and news media perceive the war still as on-
going. Since my historical focus is on the War on Terror, I opted to use the established time definition of the Afghan 
War starting on October 7th, 2001.  
36 OEF is still on-going as a combat-and non-combat operation in Afghanistan under the name Operation Freedom’s 
Sentinel. ISAF was followed by Operation Resolute Support, providing training and support for the Afghan security 
Forces.  About Germany’s participation in OEF: Kampf gegen den internationalen Terrorismus - OEF (Operation 
ENDURING FREEDOM). Bundeswehr: 
http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrori
smus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-
zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-
uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8Fuj
NjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.; 
About ISAF, see: ISAF’s Mission in Afghanistan (2001-2014). NATO: 
<http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_69366.htm.> [Both retrieved 17.8.2018].  

http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrorismus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8FujNjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.
http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrorismus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8FujNjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.
http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrorismus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8FujNjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.
http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrorismus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8FujNjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.
http://www.einsatz.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/einsatzbw/start/abgeschlossene_einsaetze/kampf_gegen_int_terrorismus/!ut/p/z1/hU5NC4IwGP4tHbzufdGyj9siLMIgKEp3iZlzGmuTtbSf36JTUPTcnk8eYJAB07xrJHeN0Vx5nrP4NJ-k-zSchuFiuRoiHW5SmuAmwiSC478A8zb-AEXYlQJyvzH-uXGIYQcM2IV3_EFaY50SjvDz6yHkNdelEltzpm9hDUwqU7yvU11EEwnMikpYYcnderl2rr3NAgyw73sijZFKkKoJ8FujNjcH2UcQ2mvWYzRSXUoHT9EFmRQ!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL2922DGH40A4MLAF0M30V6.
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history, depending on the perspective of the length of the Vietnam War.37 

The war in Afghanistan has been called in multiple occasions the “war for 

women’s rights” or “the war for women.”38 The largescale oppression of women by the 

Taliban regime (1996─2001) has drawn international outrage and acted along with the 

September 11 attacks as one of the key rhetorical arguments of the U.S. to pursue the military 

operation and to overthrow the Taliban regime. As Laura Bush simply stated: “The fight 

against terrorism is also a fight for the rights and dignity of women.”39 Especially the ISAF-

operation with around 50 contributing nations can be seen as a protype of humane, 

international war: War waged together by the international community and with a UN 

mandate in order to save humanity.40 The Afghan war also fits the definition of a so-called 

new war in the global era, problematized by the British politics scholar Mary Kaldor already 

in 1999. After the ending of the Cold War, traditional state-against-state-wars have been 

replaced by a new type of organized violence, the new wars. The new wars are defined by a 

new type of hybrid warfare, combining elements of terrorism, war, organized criminality and 

human rights violations. These conflicts are usually a mixture of global and local as well as 

public and private actors, making it even more difficult to keep a clear general view on the 

motives behind the war.41 The war in Afghanistan is a parade example of such war: A messy 

tangle of private and public interests, multinational gun trade, international coalitions and 

local war lords, terrorist organizations and NGOs.  When writing this thesis in 2018, the 

ending of the conflict seems as hopeless as ever with a fragile security situation, President 

Trump’s ambiguous Afghanistan strategy and suicide bombings constantly on the rise.42  

                                                             
37 About Afghanistan as one the longest wars in United States history, see e.g. Taylor, Adam: These are America’s 
longest foreign wars. Washington Post, 29.5.2014. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/05/29/these-are-americas-9-longest-foreign-
wars/?utm_term=.177f9b6d8850; Obama Welcomes End of the Longest War in American history. The Huffington 
Post, 29.12.2014: <https://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/2014/12/28/obama-
afghanistan_n_6387378.html?ir=Australia.> [Both retrieved 31.7.2018.] 
38 On Bush administration establishing Afghan war as the war for women’s rights, see e.g.: Ferguson 2005, p. 10, 21-
24; Brenner, Alletta (2009): Speaking of 'Respect for Women': Gender and Politics in U.S. Foreign Policy Discourse, 
2001-2004. Journal of International Women's Studies; Bridgewater Vol. 10, Iss. 3, p.24-26; Flanders, Laura, edit 
(2004): The W Effect: Bush's War on Women. Feminist Press, New York.  
39 Bush, Laura: The Taliban’s War against Women. Radio Address to the Nation, Crawford, Texas. 17.11.2001.  
40 Kotilainen, Noora (2016): Visual Theaters of Suffering: Constituting the Western Spectator in the Age of 
Humanitarian World Politics. Academic Dissertation. Department of Political and Economic Studies, Faculty of Social 
Science, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, p. 141.  
41 Kaldor, Mary (1999): Uudet ja vanhat sodat. Kustannus Oy Taifuuni, 2001, p. 12-25 
42 Tisdall, Simon: The US and Afghanistan: can’t win the war, can’t stop it, can’t leave. The Guardian, 1.5.2018. 
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/01/the-us-and-afghanistan-cant-win-the-war-cant-stop-it-

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/05/29/these-are-americas-9-longest-foreign-wars/?utm_term=.177f9b6d8850
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/05/29/these-are-americas-9-longest-foreign-wars/?utm_term=.177f9b6d8850
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The intent of this thesis is not to deny or understate the factual oppression of 

Afghan women during the Taliban regime. The statistics of human right’s abuses during and 

after the Taliban government speak for themselves.43 Statistics point out as well that women 

are often asymmetrically affected compared to men in situations of war and armed conflict.44 

Neither is the intent to judge whether the military invasion to Afghanistan was indeed a just 

war from the anachronistic viewpoint of today or whether the intentions of the individuals 

supporting the war were truly feminist.45 The foreign military invasion has as also added to a 

lot of promising progress and development in Afghanistan. Especially in the field of health 

care and girl’s education were a lot of promising signs during the first years of war, which 

now tend to be in a declining trend.46  

Instead, the intent of the thesis is to analyse the different narratives of women 

right’s rhetoric used in justifying military action. Inspired by the articles from Michaele L. 

Ferguson, Laura J. Shepherd, Alletta Brenner and Berit von der Lippe and Tarja Väyrynen, this 

thesis intends to uncover how the women’s rights rhetoric was framed in the U.S. and 

German discourse: Which kind of gendered representations and narratives have the U.S and 

German state officials used in their rhetoric to justify war? Does the hegemonic war narrative 

of saviour-victim-monster frame the justification of the war in both countries? Did these 

narratives change throughout the war? How can women’s rights be used rhetorically as an 

ethical impetus to gain acceptance for as military intervention in the eyes of the domestic 

audience? As Laura J. Shepherd specifies: “Critical feminist interjections are not just 

necessary for better understanding of political processes but central to the construction of a 

                                                             
cant-leave> [Retrieved 17.8.2018.] 
43 Humanity Denied. Systematic Violations of Women’s Rights in Afghanistan.  
Human Rights Watch, 29.10.2001: https://www.hrw.org/report/2001/10/29/humanity-denied/systematic-
violations-womens-rights-afghanistan. [Retrieved 31.7.2018.] 
44 Mäki 2007, p. 110; Valenius, Johanna (2007): Turvallisuus. In: Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä 
feministiseen kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 161−163; Women and armed conflict 
2012. Human Rights Watch: <https://www.hrw.org/topic/womens-rights/women-and-armed-conflict. > 
[Retrieved 17.8.2018].  
45 Alletta Brenner asserts, that all rhetoric is at least to some degree drawn from some aspect of genuine conviction: 
Politicians will always relate their arguments to their own belief in way that “affirms their sense of individual and 
national self.” This implies that rhetoric of U.S. and German administrations should not be completely dismissed as 
pure hypocrisy and political calculation but at least to some degree can be seen as reflecting the identities and 
beliefs of the speakers. See Brenner 2009, 28−29.   
46 Despite the promising start, in 2017 there were still millions of girls not attending school in Afghanistan, 
amounting to a total two-thirds of the population. See: “I won’t be a doctor and one day you’ll be sick”: Girl’s Access to 
Education in Afghanistan. Human Rights Watch, 17.10.2017. <https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/10/17/i-wont-
be-doctor-and-one-day-youll-be-sick/girls-access-education-afghanistan> [Retrieved 17.8.2018.] 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2001/10/29/humanity-denied/systematic-violations-womens-rights-afghanistan
https://www.hrw.org/report/2001/10/29/humanity-denied/systematic-violations-womens-rights-afghanistan
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better world and a more vigorous feminist politics.”47 Hence, this thesis attempts to underline 

the need for women’s rights discourse in security politics and conflict solving, not to silence 

or to undermine it. The question is rather: How should the rhetoric be framed to make it 

more empowering and participative? How not to speak constantly vis-à-vis the Afghan 

women?  How to work towards a world, where women’s rights rhetoric is not only 

instrumentalized in claiming a “moral high ground” or in major power politics but where 

women’s rights are really implemented into to policies – supported and accepted also by the 

women affected?48 

 
1.2. “The International is Personal”: Feminist Perspectives on International Relations 
Theories 

 
This thesis is located on the diverse and interdisciplinary field of feminist security- and 

international relations studies. Questions of security and international relations are often 

questions of war and peace. Despite war being academically theorized for over thousands of 

years, all the most well-known theorists of war have been predominantly men and the 

academic field of research has been widely lacking the gender perspective.49 The states were 

the central actors in military conflicts and the gender aspect of the statesmen and 

predominantly male military forces were never problematized. This can be traced back to the 

obviousness of the male gender as the dominant actor deciding on the affairs of the state - in 

war and peace. In traditional approaches to international relations and security, such as in 

realism, the experiences of men are seen as the norm and as representing all human 

experiences, the research was predominantly done by male scholars about men.  

The Cold War and the ever-growing arms race between the United States and the 

Soviet Union activated the field of critical, feminist war and military research.50 The academic 

field of study was very much influenced by anti-war movements and pacifism at its beginning 

in the 1970’s and 1980’s: Men were often depicted as essentially war-crazed and militarist 

and women as essentially pacifist and peace-loving. This theoretical approach of essentialist 

                                                             
47 Shepherd, Laura J. (2006) Veiled references: Constructions of gender in the Bush administration discourse on the 
attacks on Afghanistan post-9/11. International Feminist Journal of Politics, 8:1, p. 35.  
48 The problematics of the some of these questions come up also in Von der Lippe and Väyrynen 2011, p. 18−19 and 
Brenner 2009, p. 30.  
49 See Mäki 2007, p. 99. 
50 Mäki 2007, p. 99−101; Brenner 2009, p. 19.  
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feminism condones the traditional women-peace-protected vs. men-war-protector dichotomy. 

Essentialist feminism has been challenged by the notions of more recent feminist IR research 

by shedding light on the role of women in militarist action and the gendered aspects of war. 

The theoretical approach of this master’s thesis represents one of these critical answers to 

essentialism: postmodern feminism. Contradicting essentialist feminism research and 

drawing from post-structuralist theory, postmodern feminist research aims to deconstruct the 

masculine-feminine-dichotomies and to explore the feminine and masculine agencies and 

discursive constructs in war and peace. Universal single categories of presenting all women 

and all men are often challenged.51 Instead of talking purely about gender, postmodern 

feminist researchers opt to rather use the word gendering or performing gender to pay 

attention to the socially constructed, discursive and political character of gender.52 

In the varied field of feminist military-, war- and conflict-, security and nationalism 

studies, it is easy to get lost in discourse and lose track of the combining elements in the 

discipline. Can you get feminist research from any of these topics with the simple principle of 

“add women and stir?” The selection of research topics and interests of the field can be seen as 

the combining element: They are emancipatory and aim to reveal the gendered aspects of war 

and the gendered asymmetries of power and hierarchy.53 It is almost impossible to explore 

the field of previous research on gender, militarism and nationalism without coming across 

two major pioneers of the field: Cynthia Enloe and Jean Bethke Elshtain. Enloe is one of the 

prominent names of feminist international relations studies and renowned for her influential 

work on gender and militarism.  Enloe was one of the first scholars to ask: Where are the 

women in security and international politics?54 By asking this question, Enloe broke the 

                                                             
51 Väyrynen 2007, 119, 138-140; Peoples, Columba and Vaughan William, Nick: Critical Security Studies. An 
Introduction. Routledge, London and New York, p. 41−43.  
52 Squires, Judith 2004 (1999) Gender in Political Theory. Polity Press, Cambridge p.3, 52; Butler, Judith (1990): 
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the subversion of Identity. Routledge, London, p. 33−34, 173−180.  
53 Mäki 2007, 101−102. 
54 The title of this subchapter “The Personal is International” derives also from Enloe and her classic feminist IR 
theory book Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (1990, revised in 2014). 
Enloe plays with the classic feminist assertion of “The Personal is Political” but clarifies the point of critique by 
stating that our personal relationships and domestic lives are affected by international politics. By reading it the 
other way around “The International is Personal”, Enloe asserts that governments depend on certain type of fixed 
private relationships and family structures to conduct their policies. By implying that U.S.-NATO-military coalition 
depended on certain gendered narratives and gender categories to make the prolongation of the intervention 
justified, this thesis still draws from Enloe’s theories from almost 30 years ago. See Enloe, Cynthia (2014): Bananas, 
Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics. University of California Press, Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, California, p. 327−330.  
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public-private dichotomy keeping the private sphere of women separate from the matters of 

security. The American feminist history scholar Jean Bethke Elshtain has done research on the 

gender roles of war: In her ground-breaking book Women and War she draws attention to 

unattended gendered aspects of war history and war theories. Elshtain analyses e.g. the 

narrative of the ideal woman in ancient Sparta as the war-supporting mother and a “civic 

cheerleader.” Elshtain focuses her gaze on the gendered aspects of the Just War-narrative: the 

masculine Christian ideal image of the Just Warrior (going to war only as the last resort and 

against his will) and his female counterpart the Beautiful Soul (the narrative of the non-

combatant, pure, morally righteous Woman supporting the Just Warrior in all his battles).55 

Enloe and Elshtain have paved the way for exploring the role of gender in the field 

of IR. Therefore, both writers have offered alternative angles to traditional and mainstream 

views of IR research. Exactly this critical gaze is the standpoint in the relatively recent field of 

Critical Security Studies (CSS), serving as the overarching theoretical school of thought for this 

thesis.  CSS is known for bringing different approaches to security studies than the traditional 

state-centred school of thought56, such as feminist and gender-, postcolonial and 

poststructuralist perspectives. It broadens the agenda of security from the state to issues such 

as human security, migration and border security and environment.57  Since this thesis is 

exploring the gendered narratives of Western politicians when talking about the Afghan 

women as objects-to-be-saved, it is combining two approaches from the school of CSS: 

postcolonial and feminist research. Postcolonial feminist research has showcased how 

feminist theory is also not free from discrimination. Women can get marginalized for other 

reasons than their gender, such as race, class and or sexual orientation, questioning the 

universal experience of being a woman. Two important names from the field of postcolonial 

feminist research have acted as theoretical inspiration for this thesis. Firstly, Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty’s article Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses criticizes 

the portrayal of the “Third World Woman” as a singular monolithic subject in Western 

feminist texts. The “Third World Woman” is always often colonized by the Western gaze: 

                                                             
55 Elshtain, Jean Bethke (1987): Women and War. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, p. 140−149.  
56 Traditional approaches to security, such as realism, have focused on political elite and the state-system with a 
top-down approach. state is seen as the referent object of security and military threats regarding the security of the 
state are considered as the most relevant threats. See: Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2010, p. 4-7 
57 Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2010, p. 4−7, 18−21; 22−26.  
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shown as passive victim rather than as an active doer. The average “Third World Woman” is 

constituted vis-à-vis the Western woman, who is perceived as emancipated and in control over 

their own bodies and lives. In this discourse women are an “already constituted and coherent 

group with identical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location.”58 This 

thesis attempts to detach these victimizing and singularizing narratives in the discourse of the 

politicians and to detach thee politicians were positioning themselves in contrast to the 

women in Afghanistan. 

Secondly, this thesis is inspired by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and her article “Can 

the Subaltern Speak?” Spivak addresses the silencing and essentializing of the non-Western 

woman in Western science. Drawing from Antonio Gramsci’s work on subaltern classes, 

Spivak asserts that the subaltern cannot speak – if the structures of oppression are still in 

place. Spivak asks questions in her text, which are also crucial for this thesis: Who can speak 

for whom? Whose voice can be heard in the discourse? Who has the right to represent others? 

Spivak’s language is extremely intricate and complex. However, one can tell from Spivak’s 

position, how important it is to speak about issues of inequality also beyond national borders 

and not only the non-Western woman can speak on her own behalf. The main question is: Are 

you speaking for the other people and therefore also essentializing and silencing them or  are 

you speaking against inequality with them?59  

As a conclusion: How should a Western feminist or a politician then talk about the 

situation of the women in Afghanistan amidst war? Just support in silence and not get too 

actively involved in fear of strengthening discursive colonization? None of the feminist 

scholars listed above are denying the non-Afghan women from talking about the situation of 

the Afghan women. Quite the contrary: They are advising for more cautiousness, 

consideration and sensitivity. Lila Abu-Lughod suggests that instead of using colonialist 

language implying the superiority of the West, one should strive for a more egalitarian 

                                                             
58 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade (1991): Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses. In: 
Mohanty, Chandra Talpade, Russo, Ann, Torres, Lourdes (edit.): Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism. 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis, p. 51─74. It should be noted that Mohanty has been 
criticized for seeing the “West” as equally monolithic as the researchers she is criticizing. See Mattila, Päivi, Vuola, 
Elina (2007): Kehitys. In: Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä feministiseen kansainvälisten suhteiden 
tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 212−213.  
59 Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty (1988): Can the Subaltern Speak? In: Cary Nelson and Grossberg, Lawrence (edit.): 
Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. Urbana, University of Illinois Press, p. 271−313; Mattila and Vuola 2007, 
p. 213; Hirsiaho, Anu (2007): Postkolonialismi. In: Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä feministiseen 
kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 236−240.   
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language of solidarity and alliances.60 Gillian Wylie argues that the key to the emancipation of 

Afghan women is only achievable through facilitating women’s own, autonomous decision-

making: by situating the women’s rights discussion amongst the Afghan women themselves. 

Only then is it possible to establish universal norms of rights that are also sensible to the local 

way of life but exclude cultural practises that cause real harm. There is always contestation 

inside traditions and cultures, but this contestation can’t take place without enabling space for 

dialogue.61 No real space for meaningful discourse is facilitated, when the hegemonic war 

narrative shuts down all other voices – voices, which might bring some unwanted and critical 

tones into the discussion.  

 

1.3.  Choosing the Time Frame  
 
The definition of the time frame for this thesis is based on the timeline of the Afghan war. The 

time frame was chosen according turning points in the war touching both countries under 

scrutiny: USA and Germany. The War on Terror burst into the scene of international politics 

with the September 11 WTC-terror attacks in 2001. This was the point in time, when the 

invasion and participation to the operation was debated conspicuously in the U.S. congress as 

well as the German Bundestag. The years 2001-2002 were the high peak of the global, rhetorical 

rallying for the War on Terror, with the shock of 9/11 still fresh in the memory. Therefore, the 

first two years of the War on Terror are logical as the starting point for the analysis.  

The development of the rhetoric throughout the war has been overlooked in the previous 

research, focusing strongly on the early years. Hence, it was important to pick another period in 

the war as a comparative point in time. This enabled a critical assessment of the development of 

the discourse and to form conclusions of changes in the ideological uses of gender as a rhetorical 

tool. How can war be legitimized with gendered discourse after almost ten years of tiring 

warfare? Were the women’s rights as equally present in the discourse, had some 

representations of gender changed throughout the length of the war? Was the woman’s rights 

rhetoric used differently in different stages of the war? 

I chose the years 2007−2008 as the second period in the war for my analysis. The 

reason for this time frame is the escalation of the war, the shift in the media coverage and 

                                                             
60 Abu-Lughod 2002, p. 789. 
61 Wylie, Gillian: Women’s Rights and a “Righteous War.” Feminist Theory 4 (2), p. 220−222.  
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communication strategies of the war as well as changes in both U.S. and German domestic 

policies.  Firstly, the popularity of the Bush government started to sink into an all-time low, 

losing international as well as domestic support in the support polls. According to a survey by 

the Pew Research Center from 2008, the public opinion about President Bush in Germany sank 

from 78 % approval in 2001 to a mere 31 % in 2008.62 The Bush presidency was slowly coming 

to an end after two terms. The next presidential election was set to take place in November 2008 

with the incumbent president not being able to pursue a third term. There was a new 

charismatic U.S. Senator making waves in the media with his overtly anti-Iraq war campaign and 

peaceful rhetoric, the Democrat Barack Obama. The domestic political situation in Germany was 

also approaching an end of an era: The years 2007−2008 were the last full years in power for 

the first ever administration led by Chancellor Angela Merkel before the 2009 elections. 

Conclusively, both countries under scrutiny were heading towards changes in their foreign and 

domestic policies through administration changes. 

Secondly, since this thesis analyses the rhetorical justification of war and the 

continuation of it, it was consistent to define the time frame before President Obama’s 2011 

announcement of troop withdrawal.63 After this decision the war slipped into a transition 

period, where the operation didn’t have to be legitimatized in the same manner as before - the 

withdrawal was already dawning in the future. The years between 2007-2009 can be largely 

considered as the years of increased violence, with the amount of the U.S. as well as the NATO-

troops increasing.64 During these decisive years the ISAF-operation in the German Bundeswehr 

                                                             
62 At the end of the year 2008 President Bush had only a 29 % approval rate in the U.S. See: Presidential Approval 
Ratings: George W. Bush. News.Gallup.com: <https://news.gallup.com/poll/116500/presidential-approval-ratings-
george-bush.aspx.> On international support: Global Public Opinion in the Bush Years (2001-2008). Pew Research 
Center,18.12.2008: <http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/12/18/global-public-opinion-in-the-bush-years-2001-
2008/>  [Both retrieved 19.8.2018]. 
63 Obama Welcomes End of the Longest War in American history. The Huffington Post, 29.12.2014: 
<https://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/2014/12/28/obama-afghanistan_n_6387378.html?ir=Australia.> [Retrieved 
31.7.2018.] 
64 See: Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan. Icasualties: <http://icasualties.org/>;  
Afghanistan Casualties: Military Forces and Civilians. Congressional Research Service: 
<https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf>; Chronik der Zwischenfälle. Bundeswehr: 
<https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_e
rinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7
c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-
e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4
gkGGPll4SfLKf-
TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0
FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6.> [All retrieved 29.8.2018]. 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/116500/presidential-approval-ratings-george-bush.aspx.%3e
https://news.gallup.com/poll/116500/presidential-approval-ratings-george-bush.aspx.%3e
http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/12/18/global-public-opinion-in-the-bush-years-2001-2008/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2008/12/18/global-public-opinion-in-the-bush-years-2001-2008/
http://icasualties.org/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/in_erinnerung/!ut/p/z1/hY_LCoMwEEX_yImKr6UiBYvYWvtKNiWYYFNsIiGVLvrxTSi4k87iwtw7c4YBAlcgks5ioEYoSUfbYxLfirQ-1kEWBFEQRig_-e02a6sQpSGc4fJvhNgYrVSOoGMcsGUkq4xdDB0QIIx7vZLcODVcGmF10NQo7U1Km9ElL61t4gkGGPll4SfLKf-TNd2mbtMoK6vi4IAPOtP3skt79zTgO5Vs5HvV5z9jem7SpomGL0Nq7j0!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#Z7_B8LTL292252350AU1QJ9QI30O6
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developed from a stabilizing operation into a combat operation. Afghanistan was the therefore 

the first ever combat operation of the Bundeswehr after their re-instalment in 1955.65 There 

started to be a slow, significant shift in the reception and reputation of the Afghan war since 

2007 within the domestic audience, i.e. the populations of the countries taking part in NATO-led 

coalition. The war had lasted at this point for almost 10 years and turned out to be a tiring, 

troublesome and difficult war to win. The popularity of the ISAF-operation had started to sink 

within the domestic audience with ever-decreasing poll rates supporting the mission.66 Even the 

non-NATO member Finland engaged in 2009 in a heated discussion whether it is taking part in a 

peace-keeping operation or rather waging actual war.67 As Noora Kotilainen observes, NATO’s 

strategic communication team drafted out new communication strategies and guidelines to win 

over the support of the domestic audience at the home front. This was executed through 

addressing the domestic home front more directly with increased visual communication 

through websites and focusing more on the humanitarian, soft and defensive sides of the war.68 

This visual rallying of public support and new digital communication strategies combined with 

sinking approval rates awaken the question: Was this shift also reflected in the rhetoric of the 

politicians? Was there an increased need for showcasing the humanitarian and the soft side of 

the war through the rhetoric to regain public support?  

 

1.4.  Source Material  
 
                                                             
65 Rückblick: Der ISAF-Einsatz. Bundeswehr: 
<https://www.bundeswehr.de/portal/a/bwde/start/einsaetze/afghanistan/rueckblick/!ut/p/z1/04_Sj9CPykssy0
xPLMnMz0vMAfIjo8zinSx8QnyMLI2MTF0tzAwcQw0DzcxcLQwN3M30wwkpiAJKG-AAjgb6wSmp-
pFAM8xxmmEBVKQfpR-
VlViWWKFXkF9UkpNaopeYDHKhfmRGYl5KTmpAfrIjRKAgN6LcoNxREQDhbPzf/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#
Z7_B8LTL29225E860AU1Q66E81080> [Retrieved 29.8.2018.] 
66 For U.S. and global opinions of the war: 47-Nation Pew Global Attitudes Survey. Pew Research Center:  
http://www.pewglobal.org/files/pdf/256.pdf>; Good, Chris: When and Why did the Americans turn against the War 
in Afghanistan? The Atlantic, 22.6.2011. https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/06/when-and-why-
did-americans-turn-against-the-war-in-afghanistan/240880/. More on German opinions of the war: Wiegold, 
Thomas: 15 Jahre Bundeswehreinsatz in Afghanistan. Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung, 15.12.2016. 
<https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-verteidigungspolitik/238332/15-jahre-afghanistan-einsatz>;   
Stimmen Sie den folgenden Einsätzen der Bundeswehr im Ausland zu? Statista: 
<https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/161182/umfrage/zustimmung-zu-den-auslandseinsaetzen-der-
bundeswehr-im-zeitvergleich/> [All retrieved 27.8.2018].  
67 Salonius-Pasternak, Charly: Suomi on paraikaa sotaa käyvä maa. 
 Helsingin Sanomat, 24.7. 2009. <https://www.hs.fi/paakirjoitukset/art-2000004667792.html >; Ministerit 
kiistävät: Suomi ei sodi Afghanistanissa. Uusi Suomi, 25.7.2009. <https://www.uusisuomi.fi/ulkomaat/66976-
ministerit-kiistavat-suomi-ei-sodi-afganistanissa.> [Both retrieved 29.8.2018].  
68 Kotilainen 2016, pp. 233−239, 246.  

http://www.pewglobal.org/files/pdf/256.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/06/when-and-why-did-americans-turn-against-the-war-in-afghanistan/240880/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2011/06/when-and-why-did-americans-turn-against-the-war-in-afghanistan/240880/
https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-verteidigungspolitik/238332/15-jahre-afghanistan-einsatz
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The source material of this thesis consists mainly of speeches, press briefings, debates and 

statements given by the state officials from the United States and Germany. However, 

attempting to analyse every single speech containing some references to women’s rights, War 

on Terror or Afghanistan is nearly impossible. Therefore, I decided to focus on specific 

databases providing a cross-cut view on the official foreign policy views of the U.S. and German 

administrations. The U.S. Department of State provides an archived database of the Bush 

government, where all the speeches and statements on foreign policy issues during the two 

Bush terms 2001−2009 are available for public online. The German Federal Government (germ. 

Bundesregierung) also offers a database of the speeches made by the chancellor and government 

officials. This database however doesn’t entail all foreign policy statements made by the 

government officials and the debates about the prolongation of the ISAF- and OEF-operations in 

the Bundestag. These debates and speeches about the Afghanistan operation are found in the 

digital records of the Bundestag (germ. Plenarprotokolle), where the parliament assemblies and 

their written records have been archived online ever since 1949. The slightly different character 

of the U.S. and German source material should also be taken to account: Most of the speeches of 

the Bush administration were carefully prepared speeches intended for a big, international 

audience: The State of the Nation speeches are carefully analysed in the world media, especially 

in the immediate post- 9/11 aftermath the international attention towards the Bush 

government was immense. The character of the German speech material was often more 

spontaneous and sometimes almost tempestuous. The target audience of the speeches wasn’t as 

widespread and international in comparison to the U.S. speeches: Most of the debates were 

strongly connected into the parliamentarian discussion in Germany.  

Since the intension of this thesis is to detach women’s rights and feminist rhetoric 

in connection to the Afghan war, I read all the speeches, statements and records that reflected 

this through their title or topic.69 In order to also include speeches and debates, where the 

connection to women’s rights rhetoric was not obviously identifiable through the title, I also 

included some more generalized speeches such as speeches about humanitarian help to 

Afghanistan, foreign policy strategies or the War on Terror.70 The overall amount of read 

                                                             
69 This was done by filtering the speeches with keywords such as women, girls and Afghanistan.  
70 The State of the Union addresses proved to be helpful sources in the U.S. speech material. They entailed plenty of 
gendered references, despite not always providing a direct link to the Afghan war or women’s rights purely through 
their title. 
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speeches of the Bush administration amounts to approximately 150 speeches from 2001−2002 

and around 110 speeches from 2007−2008. The number of read German parliamentarian 

debates amounts to 60 debates from 2001−2002 and around 90 debates from 2007−2008.  Even 

though the amount of speeches by the Bush government is more extensive than the German 

speeches, they were often considerably shorter than the lengthy German parliamentarian 

debates. 

Once the material was collected and analysed, it was divided into four different 

categories of gendered constructions. Two of the categories are constructions of femininity: The 

Afghan-woman-to-be-saved and the compassionate, liberated Western Woman. The other two 

categories are constructions of masculinity: the strong, Civilized Solider with respect towards 

women and the Barbarian-Twisted-Terrorist man. The analysis part of thesis war written based 

on these categories and the changes and developments in their utilization throughout the war.  

 

1.5.  Methodological Framework:  Discourse Analysis of Rhetoric 
 
Since this thesis explores the rhetoric and argumentation of politicians, I opted to use the 

methodological framework of discourse analysis. It is important to consider, that discourse 

analysis is utilized in this thesis as theoretical-methodological framework: The intention is not 

to do a highly sophisticated and complex deconstruction of language in a strict sense of 

linguistics.71 The core of discourse analysis is in the analysis of discourses, a practice generally 

articulated through language. Discourses not only represent the world but also signify the 

world, hence contribute and construct the world with meaning. The discourses gain their 

meaning through varied systems of signifiers, in metaphors, symbols, narratives and 

conceptualisations. These signifying systems exist parallelly and are constantly contesting one 

another. Thus, in discourse analysis the language not only constructs the objects which they 

speak of but also construct the perception of our reality, therefore having consequences in our 

lives. We signify the world with meaning, re-organize and re-structure and change our reality 

with discourses, therefore discourses are constructing our reality. The constructed nature of the 

                                                             
71 Strictly speaking discourse analysis should not be considered as a research method in the purest sense but rather 
as a loose theoretical framework entailing different methodological choices and focal points. See Jokinen, Arja, 
Juhila, Kirsi, Suoninen, Eero: (2016): Diskurssianalyysi. Teoriat, peruskäsitteet ja käyttö. Vastapaino, Tampere, p. 
21−22.  
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discourses is linked to the idea that the signifying systems are constituted vis-à-vis one another 

and influenced through our social conventions. The theoretical “home base” of discourse 

analysis is therefore in the tradition of social constructivism.72   

When analysing the rhetoric of the U.S. and German politicians, this thesis applies 

two tools of discourse analysis: The analysis of relations of power in discourse, more precisely 

hegemonic discourses and the analysis of rhetorical tools and argumentation. When analysing 

the power relations in the discourse, one must ask firstly: How do some notions get the 

position of truth and which type of subject positions are formed to the people in the discourse? 

In other words: How do some discourses turn hegemonic and which type of ideological 

consequences this might entail? The assumption is that are relations of power affecting 

between and within the discourses. Power is not perceived purely as some force “defining” the 

discourses from the outside or inside, but rather as productive force taking shape in the 

process. The notion of hegemonic discourses, as theorized by Antonio Gramsci and Michel 

Foucault, implies to naturalized assumptions, discourses of unquestionable truth that are 

silencing other discourses. Norman Fairclough defines hegemony in their footsteps as 

“domination across the political, cultural and ideological domains of a society.” 73  Hegemony is 

about constructing alliances and integration: winning over the consent of others through 

hegemonic struggle and ideological forms. Therefore, the study of language should always be 

seen in relation to power and ideology. 74 By studying and analysing the speeches and 

statements of the US and German politicians in relation to the War on Terror, this thesis aims to 

reveal how discourses can consolidate power, essentialize gender roles and put the human 

subjects through discourse to unequal positions of power.  

In this thesis I use the tools of discourse analysis to identify and de-naturalize 

these hegemonic discourses of women’s rights rhetoric.  Hegemonic discourses can often be 

identified not purely by the quantity of the discourse but by analysing in a subtler way: Are 

some specific notions of the discourse always portrayed in the same light? Are some references 

in text presented as obvious or as “common sense?” Such naturalized conceptions often emerge 

in the context of gender: Specific features are portrayed as being natural for men and women 

                                                             
72 Jokinen et al. 2016, 21−22.  
73 Fairclough, Norman (1995) Critical Discourse Analysis: The Critical Study of Language. Longman, London, p. 76.  
74 Locke, Terry (2004): Critical Discourse Analysis. Continuum, London, p. 1; 6−7.  
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because of biological reasons. For women such features are often listed as nurturing, pacifism, 

weakness and emotionality, for men strength, rationality, violence and activity.75 Hence, these 

traits are seen as connected to nature and biology and cannot therefore be deconstructed or 

challenged. Another form of denaturalizing discourse is detaching discourse where the speaker 

positions himself or herself as an expert or as the representative of a certain value community. 

This often emerges in the rhetoric of the politicians, especially in relation to conflict and Third 

World Countries.  

At this point it is important to ask: Can the speaker be perceived as always being 

in control the language? Is there always a conscious objective or strategy?76 Arja Jokinen and 

Kirsi Juhila argue that one can approach discourse as always having some concrete, strategic 

goal, especially when analysing rhetoric of power, e.g. rhetoric of the politicians. However, 

discourse analysis leaves the question of the individual actors’ specific intentions or 

motivations unanswered.77 In this thesis such questions could entail whether Laura Bush was 

“a real feminist” or whether the Bush administration’s politics were made with feminist 

intentions. Instead, this thesis focuses on analysing the construction of a strategic narrative and 

the possible ideological consequences caused by the hegemonic war narrative of the politicians.  

Discourse analysis is not only a useful tool for analysing the language of the ones in power. The 

utilization of discourse often has wider, societal consequences that go beyond the direct frame 

of reference, where the discourse is used. Discourse analysis is useful for analysing these 

possible ideological consequences and for criticizing discourses and practices legitimizing 

certain power relations of domination.78 In the case of women’s rights discourse it would also 

be too simplifying to label the ideological consequences as always being purely negative and 

oppressing. As Alletta Brenner argues, labelling George W. Bush and the politicians supporting 

his policies simply as “anti-woman” would be an oversimplification. It would also ignore how 

ideas and languages can work in the most complex of ways to shape politics.79 However, in the 

case of feminist research one should always strive for better results in gender equality and pay 

attention to the negative aspects that could still be enhanced or improved. 80  

                                                             
75 Väyrynen 2007, p. 130−131.  
76 This point of critique has been brought up in: Fairclough 1995, p. 45−46. 
77 Fairclough 1995, 45-46; Jokinen et al. 2016, p. 71.  
78 Jokinen et al. 2016, p. 74−76.  
79 Brenner 2009, p. 18. 
80 As Ayotte and Husain argue, even the most critical feminist scholars can agree on some level that the life for some 
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Discourse analysis is a useful tool for deconstructing subject positions from e.g. 

institutions of power that can at its worst turn into paralyzing identities. In the case of women’s 

rights and feminism it is especially problematic, if the emancipation is only linked to 

militarization and forces coming from the outside, without facilitating own agency and real 

change within Afghan women’s own revolutionary associations or addressing the still existing 

problems. But as Jokinen and Juhila point out, discourses can have many parallel effects at the 

same time, positive as well as negative. This is what makes the analysis of possible ideological 

consequences so multifaceted: The possible consequences may not be explicitly in the source 

material to be read, but the researcher has to base the analysis not only purely on the source 

material but also use some evaluation of the possible ideological uses of discourses.81  This 

thesis can’t speak for the Afghan women and whether the women’s rights discourse and war 

and occupation has been experienced by them as largely positive or not. But what this thesis 

can do is analyse the different ideological consequences and oppressing effects that might have 

been caused by the “seemingly-beautiful” discourse. Conclusively, women’s rights rhetoric 

practised by major world leaders is never positive or negative per se: What matters is the 

framing and the context of the rhetoric.  

This thesis attempts not only to explore the hegemonial discourses with a critical 

gaze and to deconstruct them, but also to look at the different rhetorical tools of arguing for the 

Afghan war. Therefore, the analysis used is not only critical but also rhetorical discourse 

analysis. This is a useful method used for cutting through the opacity of structural dominance 

and textual, subtle use of domination, manipulation and persuasion. Rhetorical discourse 

analysis analyses different discourses with the aim of revealing how some specific versions of 

reality are made rhetorically convincing and how can the speaker affect and persuade the 

opinions of the audience in one’s own interest. Therefore, speeches and statements of 

politicians are an ideal source material for a critical and rhetorical discourse analysis. 

Argumentation plays a key role in rhetorical analysis, not only in the pure textual sense but 

                                                             
women in Afghanistan has turned better in many ways after the military invasion and new U.S.-backed government.  
However, this notion of improvement and things turning better doesn’t remove the fact that violence and insecurity 
persist in the lives of many Afghan women even today, for some women turning even for the worse after 2001. See 
Ayotte and Husain 2005, p. 126-127; “Killing You Is a Very Easy Thing for Us’: Human Rights Abuses in Southeast 
Afghanistan. Human Rights Watch, 28.7.2003: <https://www.hrw.org/report/2003/07/28/killing-you-very-easy-
thing-us/human-rights-abuses-southeast-afghanistan> [Retrieved 19.6.2018.] 
81 Jokinen et al. 2016, 74−76.   
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also as way of doing, acting and social interaction. The argumentative means of the politicians 

will be examined in this thesis by paying attention to three of the following aspects. Firstly, I 

will be paying attention to the context, where the speaker positions oneself: To which context is 

the discourse linked to? What is its given function and role within this argumentative 

context?82   

Another important aspect of rhetorical discourse analysis is the speaker-audience 

relationship. In the context of this thesis, the speaker-audience relationship is considered as the 

field of tension and interaction between the administration officials arguing for the war and the 

domestic audience. Since my source material of the thesis does not include the reactions of the 

audience recipients but merely the speeches and statements of the politicians in power, the 

only possible way of analysing the speaker-audience relationship is within the text. Thus, when 

analysing the statements and speeches of the politicians, this thesis asks:  Which audience is 

the speech directed to?  Who is the speaker trying to convince and by which rhetorical 

means?83 

The third tool of rhetorical analysis applied in this thesis is the construction of facts 

through gendered categorization. Factual construction is a form of argumentative rhetoric, 

where the speaker intends to present the arguments as undisputable facts, whereby all other 

alternative forms of constructing reality are silenced or unconsidered. This factual construction 

through rhetoric is closely linked to other argumentative measures, such as the speaker 

positioning oneself as an expert or as a representative of universal and civilized values. Here 

should once again be noted that the goal of the researcher is not to dissolve which version of 

reality and facts is the correct one. Instead, one should pay attention to the narratives and 

conceptualizations by which the speakers can present their argumentation as a form of reality 

and truth.84 In the context of the War on Terror, the construction of facts and reality was done 

by gendered categorizations, which labelled the Afghan men and women as a singular, 

                                                             
82 Jokinen et al. 2016, p. 273−274.  
83 Ibid, p. 274−275. Most of the speech material of the U.S. politicians analyzed in this thesis did not include dialogue 
between the different speakers but consisted mainly of speeches of politicians without further interaction. The 
speeches of the German politicians were different, since the typically German tradition of heckling (germ. 
Zwischenrufe) enabled in some cases a very lively and heated dialogue between the speakers, which was taken into 
consideration in the analysis.  
84 Jokinen et al. 2016, p. 285−286.  
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homogeneous group with certain characteristics.85 These different already-constituted 

categories can serve as justifications for political decisions that affect the lives of millions of 

people. Therefore, it should not be considered as irrelevant or unimportant which versions of 

truth prevail and which categories the politicians are using when justifying their actions. 

As a conclusion of the used methodological framework of this thesis: By analysing 

the U.S. and German administration official rhetoric justifying the military invasion to 

Afghanistan, this thesis explores which gendered naturalizations, simplified narratives and 

representations were used in the discourse as means of power and domination. How were the 

politicians using these narratives and categorizations to justify the war and which ideological 

consequences could the discourse possibly entail? This thesis questions the hegemonic 

discourse by finding alternative voices left unaddressed and contradictions in use the women’s 

rights rhetoric. By doing that this thesis intends to find more nuanced ways of using and 

manipulating gender categories to legitimize violence, domination and control. There is a 

prevailing need to analyse gender in conflicts and security more critically and to de-construct 

the gendered structures, which we might not be able to detach at first.  Maybe by doing so we 

can achieve a more multi-faceted and nuanced understanding of how gender and power are 

intertwined in the most complex of ways.  

 
1.6.  Research Questions and Structure 
 
By using the tools of discourse analysis, this thesis intends to find answers to the following 

research questions: 

 

1) How were the U.S. and German administration officials justifying the Afghan military 

intervention with women’s rights rhetoric in 2001−2002 and 2007−2008? 

2) How did the deployment of women’s rights rhetoric change during and in-between this 

period? Was the prolongation and unpopularity of the war reflected in the use of 

gendered rhetoric? 

3) Were there some distinctions and differences in the utilization of rhetoric and gendered 

categorizations between the German and U.S. administration officials? 

                                                             
85 This resonates with the critique of Chandra Talpade Mohanty about the perception of Third World Woman as a 
homogeneous group in the texts of the Western feminist scholars. See Mohanty 1991, p. 51−56.  
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In the next chapter the analysis proceeds by exploring the historical background of justifying 

war with women’s rights. Which gendered assumptions and narratives upkeep the myth of war? 

Why has it been so problematic to consider the crimes endured typically by women as war 

crimes? Why has it been so difficult to define women’s rights as human rights? These questions 

are crucially important to answer, when attempting to understand the exceptional character of 

the Afghan war’s rhetoric. Next, the thesis proceeds to the analysis of the source material and 

the war-legitimizing rhetoric. First, I will examine the rhetoric deployed by the U.S. and German 

heads of state and government officials about the Afghanistan operation in 2001−2002, when 

the War on Terror began. To draw conclusions on the development of the rhetoric, I turn next to 

the years 2007−2008, the years of increased violence and a shift in public perception and 

strategic communication.  Finally, in the concluding section of final remarks I conclude the thesis 

with the results found in the research process. I compare the discourses and representations 

found in U.S. and German discourse and ask how they had evolved throughout the length of the 

war. At the very end I examine the possible ideological consequences of justifying the Afghan 

war and continuing military presence with women’s rights. I intend to examine some 

alternative, opposing discourses of the war and reflect on what can be learned from the 

deployment of women’s rights rhetoric and feminism by major world powers. How could it be 

utilized for pushing the feminist agenda, not merely for co-opting it? 

 

 

 

 

2. Legitimizing War with Women’s Rights 
 
2.1. Women and War: Gendering the Nation 
 

 
War is merely the continuation of politics by other means. […] War therefore is an act of violence to 

compel our opponent to fulfil our will.86 

      Carl von Clausewitz 
 

                                                             
86 von Clausewitz, Carl (1981): Sodasta – Valikoima ajatelmia. Suom. Erkki Hannula. WSOY, Juva, p. 7.  
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There are numerous ways of justifying military action – be it economic, biological, cultural, 

nationalist, historical or humanitarian. As demonstrated in the first chapter, war and its 

theorization has often been considered as an ultimately male area: War is waged man against 

man, commanded ultimately by a male military commander. Woman are left on the side: As 

mothers, wives, supporters or victims. Nevertheless, the whole imaginary of war is filled with 

gendered categorizations and rigid gender roles. In nationalist imaginary the nation is often 

embodied in the form of a woman, therefore the female form representing the collective honour 

of the nation.87 The “nation as a woman” iconography is particularly strong times of war: The 

Woman as a mother and the motherland become the one and the same.88 The violent attack 

against civilians and penetration of national borders is considered as a collective humiliation for 

the whole nation for failing to protect its borders. The aspects of humiliation are often linked 

with feminization – to be lowered and humiliated in status equals to be feminized. Humiliation 

and feminization make the state seem weak, powerless and penetrable – when the state should 

be offering its citizens masculine values of security, protection and power.89 The national 

humiliation of penetrated borders is often referred to as an act of national rape.  

After 9/11 metaphors of rape and humiliation were circulating strongly in the U.S. 

media discourse: The terrorists had raped the national consciousness and stripped America of 

its purity and invincibility; hence the name “the day the US lost its virginity”.90 Similar imaginary 

of the female body embodying the nation can at its most brutal form lead to rape being used as a 

conscious military strategy. Sexual violence towards women has been used as symbolical 

gesture to violate the whole nation. This was tragically witnessed in the Bosnian and Kosovo 

wars in 1990’s, where strategic mass sexual violence was practised towards women with an 

ethnic motivation. By raping the Muslim women and making them give birth to Serbian children, 

the ethnic identity of the women was questioned: What happens to the ethnicity of the women if 

                                                             
87 Marttila, Anna-Maria (2007): Nationalismi. In: Toinen maailmanpolitiikka: 10 käsitettä feministiseen 
kansainvälisten suhteiden tutkimukseen. Vastapaino, Tampere p. 77−78. 
88 Repo, Jemima (2006) Gendering the Militarisation of the War on Terrorism. Discourses and Representations of 
Masculinities and Femininities. Master’s Thesis, University of Helsinki, Department of Political Science, World 
Politics, p. 28. In some nationalist discourses the nation can also be connoted as male in the form of the Fatherland, 
e.g. Vaterland in German or Patria in Latin.  
89 Fattah, Khaled and Fierke, Karin (2009): A Clash of Emotions: The Politics of Humiliation and Political Violence in 
the Middle East. European Journal of International Relations. Vol 15, Issue 1, p. 71−73; Repo 2006, p. 48; Marttila 
2007, p. 77−81.  
90 Repo 2006, p. 48. Similar sexualized rhetoric was used in the Iraq-Kuwait war of 1990 with the international 
press naming the attack the “rape of Kuwait.” See Marttila 2007, p. 78.  
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they were giving birth to “enemy” children? 91 Rape can be considered an assault against the 

nation but especially the men, who failed to protect ”their women” from assault. The female 

body turns into a symbolic battleground of war.  

As demonstrated, gender roles and gendered imaginaries of the nation are no 

strangers in the narratives of warfare. The mass rapes of the Yugoslavian wars in the 1990’s can 

be considered as a turning point for public debate about gender-targeted violence in war and its 

asymmetrical effects for women.92 As a comparison, the mass rapes of German women by the 

Soviet Red Army soldiers in 1945 was a complete taboo for decades, emerging largely into the 

public discussion through the bestseller book Berlin: The Downfall 1945 by historian Anthony 

Beevor as late as 2002.93 Hence, war is by no mean a neutral (read: masculine) terrain free from 

gender categories. It is built on gendered narratives and metaphors that appeal to our emotions 

and justify the need for protection, violence and domination. These gendered narratives of war 

are essential in understanding the metaphors and gendered imaginary of the Afghan war. 

 

2.2. Women’s rights are Human rights? The Problematic Relationship between the Public 
and the Private 

 

Interestingly enough, legitimizing military action with women’s rights has been a rather scarcely 

used justification for war.94 This may derive from the hardship of defining women’s rights as 

human rights.95 As Sari Kouvo has stated, human rights were created to protect the individuals 

from the oppression of the state, excluding the state from meddling into private sphere of life. 

This private sphere mainly consists of home and the family unit, where women have traditionally 

been restricted to. The discrimination of women is taking place mainly in this private sphere by 

families and supported by local communities, resulting in the state often watching passively 

from the side. This prompts the question: How much can a state-system, military or laws do to 

                                                             
91 Marttila 2007, p. 79-81, Fattah and Fierke 2009, p. 73.  
92 Valenius 2007, p. 161−162. 
93 Beevor, Anthony: “They raped every German woman from eight to 80.” The Guardian, 1.5.2002: 
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/01/news.features11> . [Retrieved 30.8.2018] 
94 One of the few exceptions were the NATO bombings in the Kosovo in 1999, which were justified with the 
existence of Serbian rape camps. The existence of these camps during the Kosovo war was later disputed, however 
they were known to exist during the Bosnian war in 1992−1995. See Valenius 2007, p. 151. 
95 Even some feminist scholars are known for having a problematic relationship with human rights: Some liberal 
feminists are opposing the categorizations of women as a singular group, not as individuals. Post-colonial feminist 
scholars have criticized universal human rights as only fitting into the norms of the Western world. See Kouvo 
2007, p. 252.  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/may/01/news.features11
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change the long-rooted harmful practises towards women? Can you expect the attitudes to be 

changed in an instant by implementing laws?96  The Western societies are a good example of the 

slow shifting of attitudes: Important breakthroughs in the traditional private-public-dichotomy 

in the Western world have taken place as late as 1979 and 1993. 

The United Nations Treaty Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1979 started the slow process of acknowledging 

women’s rights as human rights. This treaty can be considered as the most comprehensive 

international agreement on the human rights of women, often referred to as the “Bill of Rights” 

for women. The treaty seeks to end all forms of discrimination against women by focusing on 

three key areas of civil rights, reproductive rights and gender relations and has been ratified by 

189 states. United States has signed the treaty but is the only country in the Western 

hemisphere and the only industrialized democracy that hasn’t ratified the treaty. Other non-

signatory countries include Iran, Somalia and Sudan.97 Around the Vienna Human Rights 

Conference in 1993 another important break-through took place. Violence against women, also 

by non-state actors, was acknowledged as a violation of the human rights of the women. Rape 

was defined as a crime against humanity by the International Criminal Court (ICC). Because of 

the increased awareness campaign by women’s rights organizations, the Declaration on the 

Elimination of Violence Against Women (DEVAW) was created. This declaration was 

revolutionary in blurring the lines between the public and the private sphere, widening the 

understanding of violence against women to matters of the household, such as marital rape and 

violence within the family. Hence, DEWAW calls for a state intervention in matters of domestic 

violence happening within the private family sphere.98 This resonates with the demands of 

critical security studies to broaden the agenda of security to matters of human security, rather 

than the traditional state-centred approach. 

But the abolition of the borders between the public and the private in women’s 

rights rights discourse is not completely without difficulties. The War on Terror is an excellent 

example: The international community with the lead of U.S. intervening in affairs of a Third-

                                                             
96 Kotilainen 2016, p. 273.  
97 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. United Nations, 20.6.2016: 
<https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/CEDAW/OHCHR_Map_CEDAW.pdf>; A Fact Sheet on CEDAW: 
Treaty of Rights for Women. Amnesty USA, 25.8.2005: 
<https://www.amnestyusa.org/files/pdfs/cedaw_fact_sheet.pdf> [Both retrieved 30.8.2018]  
98  Kouvo 2007, p. 266–267. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/CEDAW/OHCHR_Map_CEDAW.pdf
https://www.amnestyusa.org/files/pdfs/cedaw_fact_sheet.pdf
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Party state in the name of common humanity, while at the same time violating human rights and 

the rule of law.99 However, justifying the war on terror in Muslim countries with the oppression 

of women has proven to be an effective argument, still used effectively in the legitimization 

against withdrawal after 10 years of warfare.100 This discourse mixes up in an interesting 

manner notions of feminist discourse by promising to secure the rights of women and ensure 

their full access to society but with a strong dose of masculine protection and chivalry. Cynthia 

Enloe writes about womenandchildren, the innocent and the weak ones to be protected, who 

motivate the men to fight and die at the battlefield.101 This iconography was already utilized in 

World War I: Great Britain used propaganda posters stating: “Women of Britain say: Go!”102 It 

was an appeal to motivate the men to enlist in the army, otherwise facing accusations and 

discrimination from women and other men. The notion of protecting “our” women from the 

Other men is not only strong in discourse of war but also utilized in many traditionally anti-

feminist, anti-Islam and xenophobic movements, merging into an interesting mixture of 

femonationalism. In the femonationalist discourse gender inequality largely as a 

“migrant/Muslim women-only issue” or at least as a “non-Western issue”. This has led to 

women’s rights questions evolving into an ideological battleground between the “civilized-

emancipatory West” and the “women-oppressing Third World”. This has been demonstrated by 

recent campaigns of right-wing parties in Italy, France and the Netherlands using the gender 

equality lexicon to advance xenophobic agendas.103 On the other hand, many Muslim- and 

postcolonial feminist scholars have demonstrated the colonialist and superior attitudes of 

Western feminists in their research and demonstrated diverse ways of practising feminism in 

non-Western countries.104 The utilization of women’s rights rhetoric and feminist ideas by 

                                                             
99 Human Rights, Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights, July 2008: <https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Factsheet32EN.pdf.> [Retrieved 30.8.2018]. 
100 Terkel, Amanda: George W. Bush Warns Against Withdrawal from Afghanistan: Women would suffer. The 
Huffington Post, 04.01.2011. <https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/01/bush-withdrawal-afghanistan-
women-suffer_n_843537.html> [Retrieved 30.8.2018].  
101 Enloe, Cynthia (1993): The Morning After: The Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War. University of California 
Press, Berkeley, p. 165−167.  
102 Elshtain 1987, p. 140.  
103 Sarah Farris has examined this “un-holy alliance” of utilizing women’s rights rhetoric by  right-wing, nationalist 
parties with the examples of Party for Freedom in the Netherlands, Lega Nord in Italy and Front National in France. 
See Farris 2017, p. 22−53.  
104 See e.g. Mohanty 1991; Ahmed, Leila (1992): Women and Gender in Islam. Historical Roots of a Modern Debate. 
Yale University Press, New Haven; Abu-Lughod, Lila, 2002: Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological 
Reflections on Cultural Relativism and Its Others. American Anthropologist. 104 (3), 783-790.  

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Factsheet32EN.pdf
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/01/bush-withdrawal-afghanistan-women-suffer_n_843537.html%3e%20Retrieved%2021.8.2018
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/04/01/bush-withdrawal-afghanistan-women-suffer_n_843537.html%3e%20Retrieved%2021.8.2018
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different political movements shows how political and ductile different gender categorizations 

are. In the times of globalization, refugee crisis and growing popularity for right-wing-

nationalist parties in Europe, the old feminist slogan of “Personal is Political” seems to be more 

actual than ever. 

 

3. Legitimizing War on Terror in 2001−2002 
 

3.1. The United States: ”May God Bless the Women and Children of Afghanistan” 
  
 
Americans prefer to picture the evil that was there and from which the United States – a unique 

nation, one without any certifiably wicked leaders throughout its entire history – is exempt.105 

Susan Sontag 

 

The dust of the fallen World Trade Centre twin towers had barely set after the 9/11-attacks, 

when Afghanistan was suddenly the word on every U.S. state official’s lips. This rural country in 

South-Central Asia received relatively little attention in the U.S. government rhetoric before 

9/11. Now major government officials were talking about overthrowing the Taliban government 

and finding the main culprit behind the 9/11-attacks, Osama bin Laden, supposedly hiding in 

Afghanistan.106 The Bush government had to demonstrate strength, resilience and sense of 

retaliation. The terror attacks were outlined as violent acts of aggression and declaration of war 

against the American way of life and moral values, and this was not to go unanswered.107 The 

speeches from the U.S. state officials in the aftermath of 9/11 were trying to demonstrate this 

response to the terrorist threat: Recurring themes were perceptions of the terrorist enemy and 

the right countermeasures against the terrorists to prevent similar attacks. One of the prevailing 

questions was: Who did this and why do they hate us so much?  

                                                             
105 Sontag, Susan (2003): Regarding the Pain of Others. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, p. 87−88.   
106 During the brief period of approximately three months in post-9/11 in 2001, the word Afghanistan was 
mentioned as the title of Bush’s foreign policy official’s speeches 21 times, the word terror 63 times. The increasing 
amount of mentions is demonstrated by comparing it to the numbers before the 9/11 attacks in January-August 
2001: Afghanistan was mentioned in the topic only 4 times and the word terror 7 times.  The number of search 
results with the key words “Afghanistan and women” in the U.S. congressional records jumped from 124 results in 
1999−2000 to 724 results in 2001−2002. 
107 Richard Jackson has made an interesting observation about Bush utilizing the old Cold War narrative of the 
enemy by describing terrorism repeatedly as a “threat to our way of life.” During the Cold War the threat was a 
communist, now turned into a terrorist. See Jackson 2008, p. 181.  
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3.1.1. Civilized Soldiers and Barbarian Savages 
 
Demonstrations of the barbarity of the enemy and their brutal treatment of women started 

already in the first major public speeches by President Bush after 9/11.108 The core of these 

early speeches is in dividing the world into a black and white-dichotomy of good and evil, the 

civilized world and the savage. The American people are described as “courageous,” loving”, 

“giving” from nature: They are saying prayers, giving blood, grieving dead strangers and lighting 

candles, therefore representing humane values and compassion. The heroes of 9/11 were 

predominantly masculine: They were the firefighters, police forces and the male group of 

passengers of the United Flight 93 bringing down the terrorists. The names mentioned in the 

speech by Bush as examples of heroism is one these passengers Todd Beamer, the Governor and 

Mayor of New York George Pataki and Rudolph Giuliani, a line of all-male leading politicians 

from the U.S. Congress and a police officer George Howard. Tom Ridge was appointed as the 

head of national security and described as “a military veteran, an effective governor, a true 

patriot, a trusted friend.”109 So, as Cynthia Enloe would state the question: Where are the 

women? Women mentioned by name by Bush are: Lisa Beamer, the mourning wife of deceased 

Todd Beamer and Arlene, the proud mom of the deceased police officer Howard. The 

distribution of the gender roles was clear: The robust, strong man as the All-American hero and 

the comforting and cheering woman as the supportive cheerleader. The role of the cheerleader 

can be taken by a woman or a little girl, nevertheless representing feminine values of care and 

support. Bush recites a little girl writing him: “’As much as I don't want my Dad to fight,’ she 

wrote, ‘I'm willing to give him to you.’ This is a precious gift, the greatest she could give. This 

young girl knows what America is all about.”110 The role of the civic cheerleader can be taken by 

a grown woman or a little girl, nevertheless representing feminine values of care and emotional 

support. In this discourse women are not essentially peaceful, but rather the silent supporters of 

                                                             
108 The three key speeches from Bush after 9/11 were: Bush, George W.: Address to a Joint Session of Congress and 
the American People. United States Capitol, Washington, DC, 20.9.2001; Bush, George W.: Presidential Address to the 
Nation. The Treaty Room, Washington, DC, 7.10.2001; Bush, George W.: President Discusses War on Terrorism. 
World Congress Center, Atlanta, Georgia. 8.11.2001. 
109 Bush, George W.: Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American People. United States Capitol 
Washington, DC, 20.9.2001. 
110 Bush, George W.: Presidential Address to the Nation. The Treaty Room, Washington, DC, 7.10.2001.  
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war, recognizing that the cause of the nation has to go beyond one’s own wishes. 111     

The depiction of American citizens draws a strong contrast to the enemy, who was 

given a name and a face. It was the Al-Qaida terrorist network and the Taliban, offering Al-Qaida 

a training ground and a safe haven in Afghanistan. In Bush’s rhetoric there is no real distinction 

between the Al-Qaida and the Taliban: In Taliban-ruled Afghanistan we see “Al-Qaida’s vision of 

the world.” Hence, Taliban and Al-Qaida merge into a singular, terrorist threat. 

Immediately after 9/11 Bush compares the terrorists to totalitarian movements of the 20th 

Century, such as Nazism and fascism: “They are the heirs of all the murderous ideologies of the 

20th century. […] they follow in the path of fascism, and Nazism, and totalitarianism.”112 But 

after the outbreak of the war on October 7th, Bush describes the terrorist threat as suddenly 

representing a completely new type of an enemy, taking distance to more predictable and 

traditional state-like actors. Bush describes this new threat as the antithesis to all of the values 

the Americans represent: 

“This new enemy seeks to destroy our freedom and impose its views.  We value life; 

the terrorists ruthlessly destroy it.  We value education; the terrorists do not believe 

women should be educated or should have health care or should leave their homes.  

We value the right to speak our minds; for the terrorists, free expression can be 

grounds for execution.  We respect people of all faiths and welcome the free 

practice of religion; our enemy wants to dictate how to think and how to worship 

even to their fellow Muslims.”113 

Bush describes terrorism as an existential threat to the whole civilized world. With this rhetoric 

he creates politics of fear: hysteria and panic and need for military protection and law and 

order. The politics of fear was constructed by emphasizing the following notions: The terrorists 

are especially targeting civilians, they are not motivated by politics but by more fanaticism and 

they are using new types of weapons of mass destruction, such as chemical weapons.114 

Bush uses the Afghan society as a mirror image of the world order that could 

                                                             
111 This notion of “giving” the soldiers to the nation on behalf of the women was also strongly present in the Finnish 
war discourse during World War II. In this discourse women are essential to the military organization as the birth 
givers, supporters and motivators of the soldiers. See Mäki 2007, p. 117.  
112 Bush, George W.: Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American People. United States Capitol, 
Washington, DC, 20.9.2001.  
113 Bush, George W.: President Discusses War on Terrorism. Congress Center, Atlanta, Georgia. 8.11.2001. 
Italicizations added by the writer. 
114 Jackson 2008, p. 179−181. 
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become reality – if we don’t destroy the terrorists: “Afghanistan's people have been brutalized -- 

many are starving, and many have fled.  Women are not allowed to attend school.  You can be 

jailed for owning a television.  Religion can be practiced only as their leaders dictate.  A man can 

be jailed in Afghanistan if his beard is not long enough.”115 The threat was not only somewhere 

far away: If the terrorists will win, this “global medieval caliphate” will be imposed on us.116 The 

backwardness and un-development of the Taliban was demonstrated by the lack of all of the 

modern features of civilization that the Americans do have. On one absurd occasion, the 

Americans are recalled to imagine themselves in the place of the Afghanis: "Imagine waking up 

and discovering that overnight Congress had outlawed television, movies, video games, music, 

dancing, tape recorders and cassettes, children's toys including dolls and kites, card and board 

games, wedding parties, New Year celebrations, picnics, mixed sex gatherings of any kind, 

cameras, photographs and paintings of people and animals, cigarettes and alcohol, magazines 

and newspapers, and most books -- even pet parakeets."117 These concepts are listed as 

universal attributes of modernity and progress and the backwardness of the terrorists is 

demonstrated by the strict denial of them. It was now America’s mission to defend all their 

values under threat, especially the mission of the masculine Civilized Soldier. Survival of 

civilization was dependent on the outcome of the War on terror: 

“And in our grief and anger we have found our mission and our moment.  Freedom 

and fear are at war.  The advance of human freedom -- the great achievement of our 

time, and the great hope of every time -- now depends on us.  Our nation -- this 

generation -- will lift a dark threat of violence from our people and our future.118 

In Bush’s rhetoric the Civilized Soldier does not only represent masculine values of strength and 

protection but also values of humanitarianism and civilization. In this civilized soldier the 

boundaries between war and a humanitarianism fade out. He is not only battling the enemy in 

an aggressive manner but is rather depicted as a helper and civilizer. The new warriors of today 

are humane and helpful, making the life of the local population better by saving them. One can 

easily forget that Bush is talking about war: After the outbreak of the war in October 2001, the 

                                                             
115 Bush, George W.: President Discusses War on Terrorism. World Congress Center, Atlanta, Georgia. 8.11.2001.  
116 Jackson 2008, p. 183.  
117 Palmerlee, April W.: The Situation of Women in Afghanistan, Macomb, Illinois, 28.3.2002.  
118 Bush, George W.: Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American People. United States Capitol, 
Washington, DC, 20.9.2001. 
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U.S. has helped Afghanistan avert mass starvation, has repaired its roads and bridges, has rebuilt 

its health clinics and schools and has re-opened education for girls.119 This new warrior 

represents the humanitarian international order and the spirit of the Western-led world 

politics.120 In the words of President Bush: “We're doing what we can to help alleviate the 

suffering. In the month of November, the United Nations World Food Program, with our strong 

support, provided enough supplies to feed 4.3 million Afghans. The Defence Department will 

continue to make sure that food is delivered in remote regions of that impoverished, poor, 

starving country.”121 The Defence Department is no longer just firing rockets and killing enemies 

but bringing bread to the poor. This distracts the listener from the fact that during the speech 

massive air strikes were taking place in the battle of Tora Bora.122  

The Civilized Soldier does not only feed the poor and weak but most of all respects 

the women. The recurrent utilization of the phrase respect towards the women or respect 

towards our mothers, sisters and daughters by the Bush government is fascinating. Bush listed 

respect for women as one of the non-negotiable demands of human dignity that America will 

defend everywhere in the world. As Michele L. Ferguson points out, the notion of respect is tied 

to chivalry protection and civilization: Those who respect women are civilized, those who do not 

are uncontrollable barbarians. Interestingly the Bush government had been emphasizing 

respect towards women also before the 9/11-attacks. A good example of this are Bush’s 

religious and faith-based educational initiatives, such as the Young Gentlemen’s Club, where 

values such as abstinence and respect towards women were emphasized.123 Bush expresses 

interestingly no concerns of the women being barbarian or uncivilized. As mothers and care-

takers they are considered peaceful from nature. Only the men are considered as posing a real 

threat in this scenario as the political actors and citizens.124  

The monstrosity of the Taliban terrorist was demonstrated by the narrative of a 

                                                             
119 Bush, George W: Radio Address by the President to the Nation, Washington, DC, 16.3.2002.  
120 More on the image of the humanitarian ISAF-soldier in the visual communication of NATO, see: Kotilainen 2016, 
p. 243−247. 
121 Bush, George W: Remarks by the President at Signing Ceremony for Afghan Women and Children Relief Act of 2001. 
Washington, DC. 12.12.2001. 
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sudden loss of women’s rights in Afghanistan. Women having constitutional rights and 

contributing to a significant amount of the country’s teaching and medical staff were repeatedly 

emphasized, making the sudden loss of these rights in 1996 through the Taliban-regime all the 

more dramatical. The administration officials demonstrated strongly by presenting numbers 

and statistics of the promising women’s rights situation of the past: 

“Today, the world is helping Afghan women return to the lives they once knew. 

Women were once important contributors to Afghan society, and they had the right 

to vote as early as the 1920s. Many women were professions -- they were teachers, 

doctors, and lawyers. And today many will be returning to those professions.”125  

 

“This is very difficult for us to imagine today, but societally New Zealand did not 

feel that much different from Kabul in those days. So for -- if you look back in 

Afghan history, certainly pre- Taliban, certainly if you go all the way back to the 

1960s, this was actually a relatively -- certainly in the Islamic world, a relatively 

liberal country.” 126  

 

“You know, life in Afghanistan wasn't always this way. Before the Taliban came, 

women played an incredibly important part of that society. Seventy percent of the 

nation's teachers were women. Half of the government workers in Afghanistan 

were women, and 40 percent of the doctors in the capital of Kabul were women. 

The Taliban destroyed that progress.”127 

 This narrative of sudden change implies that there used to be civilized, Western-like Afghan 

men, who respected their women. But then came the Taliban government and destroyed all the 

promising development. This leads easily into the scenario: getting rid of Taliban equals getting 

rid of misogyny. This once again acts as a strong imperative for the military intervention. 

Unfortunately, woman’s rights situation in Afghanistan seems to be a lot more complex than 

that. The stagnant development of women’s rights in the rural areas is left unmentioned, while 
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the liberalization in the 1960’s Kabul is emphasized.128 Shahnaz Khan states the women’s rights 

in Afghanistan have been affected by the local and international agendas in the region and the 

worsening was not only one ahistorical turn by the misogynist Taliban. The U.S. politicians were 

most often using the example the liberal period around the 1960’s monarchy. But the U.S. 

officials don’t celebrate in the same manner the strong women’s rights movement in the 1970’s 

Marxist group People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan.129  

The Bush government conceals the situation in the USA-backed mujahideen 

resistance movement, were the role of the woman was strictly limited and controlled. The 

mujahideen-warlord era before Taliban’s rise to power was known as an era of chaos for 

women: Sexual assaults and rape and violence were widely reported.130 As it is undisputable 

that Taliban controlled women’s rights in the most rigorous way, one can hardly get a 

multifaceted view of the Afghan history with such a simplified narrative. The narrative offers an 

easy solution: Since the Taliban is the source of women’s oppression in Afghanistan, getting rid 

of them will restore women’s rights.  

President Bush’s State of the Union Address from 2002 presents a black-and-white 

world of heroes and villains. He starts with the heroes, the civilized yet masculine soldier 

embodied in the United States. This hero is not afraid to capture, arrest and destroy the 

terrorists, while at the same time comforting, saving the starving and freeing nations. The 

barbarian, savage enemy is destroyed, the Taliban had fallen: “Terrorists who once occupied 

Afghanistan now occupy cells at Guantanamo Bay. And terrorist leaders who urged followers to 

sacrifice their lives are running for their own.” Bush demonstrates the greatness and strength of 

the United States, while describing the enemy as a cowardly, humiliated figure hiding in the 

caves: “Even 7,000 miles away, across oceans and continents, on mountaintops and in caves -- 

you will not escape the justice of this nation.”131  

Not only is the villain defeated, but the women have been saved by the Civilized 

Soldier as well: “The last time we met in this chamber, the mothers and daughters of 
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Afghanistan were captives in their own homes, forbidden from working or going to school. 

Today women are free and are part of Afghanistan's new government.”132 Bush declares all 

Afghan women liberated by the U.S. and introduces the Minister of Women's Affairs, Doctor 

Sima Samar as an evidence. This works as a statement: If we have a minister dedicated for 

women’s affairs in the government, then women must be participating fully in the government. 

However, there is evidence showing that despite the Ministry for Women’s Affair and women 

having constitutional rights equal to men in Afghanistan, the women are often not able to fully 

access these rights promised to them by law and the Islamist-traditional warlords have a strong 

grip on the parliament.133 

Bush utilizes the narrative of the saviour and the victim, one of the main points of 

criticism for feminist scholars. Michaele Ferguson has detached this in the rhetoric of chivalrous 

respect of the Bush government: The international coalition against terror is asked to imagine 

itself as knights in shining armour defeating the terrorists and saving the vulnerable women. 

The rhetoric of respect is only contingently connected to women’s rights: It does not specify the 

rights that every woman should have but simply calls for respect. By describing the women first 

and foremost as victims in need of protection and United States as the masculine world power 

willing to provide it, it inevitably reinforces traditional gender roles.134 Alletta Brenner comes to 

similar conclusions: The U.S. painted the invasion to Afghanistan not only as an act of rescue but 

also as an act of solidarity for the women. Hereby Brenner refers to the controversy of the U.S. 

army acting as vessel for emancipation. Solidarity and rescue cannot be pursued at the same 

time since they are two contradictory things: Solidarity refers to empowerment, while the 

notion of rescue is inevitably patronizing. Though delivered in the name of Afghan women, the 

very same women were not always supporting the bombings and military attacks, fearing a 

possible anti-Western backlash and an escalation of violence.135  

The Civilized Soldier in Bush’s rhetoric can be a man or woman, but the attributes 

and examples of heroism Bush takes up are inherently masculine: He recalls a retired firefighter 

returning to Ground Zero to remember his dead sons and a little boy leaving a football with a 

touching note to his dead father at a memorial service: “Dear Daddy, please take this to heaven. I 
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don't want to play football until I can play with you again someday.” He describes admirably an 

American hero, a CIA-officer and Marine man who died in Afghanistan. His wife Sharon is cast in 

the role of the mourning Beautiful Soul, through her tears still whispering the motto of the U.S. 

Marine Corps: “Semper fi”, always loyal. Despite her pain, she knows that her husband died for a 

bigger cause, for the nation. The feelings of loss are mixed with feelings of pride and honour. 

President Bush as the commander-in-chief is encouraging the women to give their loved ones 

for a bigger cause: “Shannon, I assure you and all who have lost a loved one that our cause is 

just, and our country will never forget the debt we owe Michael and all who gave their lives for 

freedom.”136 

President Bush is the father of nation and heroic leader of the family. With his 

strong commands and moral values, he represents the historical heritage of patriarchal 

leadership in America: Great leaders are often described as “national fathers” and “political 

father figures.”137 President Bush’s masculine leadership is embodied in the slogan of “Let’s 

roll”:  

“For too long our culture has said, ‘If it feels good, do it.’ Now America is embracing 

a new ethic and a new creed: ‘Let's roll.’ In the sacrifice of soldiers, the fierce 

brotherhood of firefighters, and the bravery and generosity of ordinary citizens, we 

have glimpsed what a new culture of responsibility could look like. We want to be a 

nation that serves goals larger than self.”138 

In these few short sentences Bush utilizes the typical nationalist lexicon of sacrificing soldiers 

and masculine brotherhood. These men are loyal to another and are even willing to kill for 

another, therefore glorifying the notion of brotherhood and male friendship and loyalty.139 He 

also defines a new ethic and culture of responsibility of “Let’s roll” in contrast to a more 

reflective and ponderous “If it feels good, do it.” Jemima Repo asserts this slogan representing a 

new way of leadership with an act-don’t-think-mentality: The masculine leader is not afraid to 
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think quick and use the power at his hand, sometimes ruthlessly. 140 The masculine leader is the 

defender of the “right and true and unchanging” values – value applying to people everywhere. 

The Secretary of State Colin Powell declared America as the “Great Protector” rather than the 

Great Satan.”141 The Great Satan, however, is easily found:  

“Our discoveries in Afghanistan confirmed our worst fears. […] We have seen the 

depth of our enemies' hatred in videos, where they laugh about the loss of innocent 

life. And the depth of their hatred is equaled by the madness of the destruction they 

design. […] Thousands of dangerous killers, schooled in the methods of murder, 

often supported by outlaw regimes, are now spread throughout the world like 

ticking time bombs, set to go off without warning. […] Our enemies send other 

people's children on missions of suicide and murder. They embrace tyranny and 

death as a cause and a creed. We stand for a different choice, made long ago, on the 

day of our founding.”142  

By using the words fear, hatred, madness, dangerous killers, murder, tyranny and death Bush 

paints a terrifying picture: This enemy is something so barbarian and primitive that America has 

never encountered anything similar before, even sending children on suicide missions. The 

rhetoric of fear is enforced by the image of this uncontrollable force of violence being spread 

around the world and ticking like time bombs: No place is safe and therefore the war in 

Afghanistan is also a guarantee for America’s national security. The demonization of the enemy 

goes further: Bush describers a terrorist underworld, operating and hiding in remote jungles 

and deserts. In the same speech to the “terrorist parasites” that need to be eliminated, like 

cancer or an uncontrollable viral disease.143 

This all adds up to the politics of fear: President Bush resorts to a range of western 

cultural taboos and fears, such as fear of disease and the fear of the “wild man” and the figure of 

the “mad mullah.” Terrorism is de-politized: They are not driven by a rational political ideology 

                                                             
140 Repo 2006, p. 55−57.  
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but simply driven by pure fanatics and madness. They represent anti-modern and anti-Western 

fundamentalism and seek to destroy all civilization. Therefore, there is no room for political 

negotiation or compromises: The only possible solution is to respond through large-scale 

counter-violence, the only possible solution is war.144  

 
3.1.2. Superior Sister and Victimized Others 
 

After demonstrating the masculine strength of the nation after 9/11 and launching the military 

attacks on Afghanistan, it was time for the American war-supporting woman to step in. This 

voice of the compassionate and caring woman on the side was embodied in Laura Bush. The 

previously rather undetectable First Lady became the voice for the worried women of the West 

and a spokesperson for the suffering of the Afghan women. This raises the question: Why 

especially Laura Bush’s voice was so visible in the discourse? Why don’t we hear about the 

plight of the Afghan women from Condoleezza Rice, the national security advisor for President 

Bush? Michaele Ferguson suggests this to be a possible strategic choice. As Rice represented an 

ambitious career-woman with no children, Laura Bush represented ultimately a wife and a 

mother, who gave up her career to support her husband.145 Therefore, even though Laura Bush 

talked actively about women’s rights for education, health care and respect, her view posed no 

actual threat to traditional, rigid gender roles.146  

The transformation of Laura Bush started with the historical radio address to the 

nation in November 2001. This address kicked off a large awareness campaign of Taliban’s 

brutality against women in connection to the military operations. The timing was important, 

since the Taliban regime had just collapsed in October 2001, triggering a sense of new 

beginnings in Afghanistan. The talks and preparations were running for the Bonn Conference in 

Germany in December, which also served later as the basis for the UN Resolution  mandating the 

ISAF-operation.147 In the speech Lara Bush paints a gleeful picture of the women’s rights 
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situation in Afghanistan right after the fall of the Taliban. Woman are rejoicing in the streets, 

listening to music and teaching their daughters without the fear of punishment. In the same 

manner as her husband in the previous addresses to nation and to the congress, Mrs. Bush is 

describing the brutality faced by the women in Afghanistan as a concrete threat facing America. 

The message is clear: No one is safe and if the terrorists win this war, this suffering could 

happen to you: 

“Long before the current war began, the Taliban and its terrorist allies were making 

the lives of children and women in Afghanistan miserable. Seventy percent of the 

Afghan people are malnourished. One in every four children won't live past the age 

of five because health care is not available. Women have been denied access to 

doctors when they're sick.  Life under the Taliban is so hard and repressive, even 

small displays of joy are outlawed -- children aren't allowed to fly kites; their 

mothers face beatings for laughing out loud. Women cannot work outside the home, 

or even leave their homes by themselves.”148 

Laura J. Shepherd refers to this gendering of the enemy woman abroad as the “Helpless Victim.” 

Fitting within the conceptualizations of Mohanty’s average “Third World Woman” this narrative 

of victimized women turns easily into a “sum of its most desperate parts”: A brutalized, beaten, 

pregnant, illicit, traditional and family-orientated woman without a voice. These narratives of 

the Afghan women are utilized in contrast to the image of the U.S. as the leader of civilized and 

free nations. It works as an imperative for feminists in the West to stop whining about woman’s 

rights in their privileged positions: “Look, things could be so much worse!” And lastly, it makes it 

seem as if misogyny and women’s rights issues would only be a problem “out there.” The 

problem is somewhere far away, not in our door steps.149 

The notion of women facing violence and beatings for laughing out loud and 

children being denied the act of flying the kite appeal to human emotions. Children playing and 

sounds of woman’s laughter are something intimate and personal, awakening the need for 

protection and shelter. This arouses the need for masculine protection. The role of the protector 

is inherently masculine, even though the voice encouraging that protection is female. Even 
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though the ones in need of protection are not “our women”, they are still child-like, weak and 

without an agency. The notion of womenandchildren is often used by statesmen (in this case also 

stateswomen) to demonstrate the helplessness of the women and using this passivity and 

helplessness to justify the violence: Any intervention is easily justifiable with feminized 

victims.150   

The infantilizing effects of this Laura Bush’s rhetoric have been pointed out e.g. by 

Laura J. Shepherd. Women are nearly always mentioned in the same context with children: “the 

brutality against women and children”; “the brutal degradation of women and children”, the 

plight of women and children.” On one occasion President Bush even blessed the Afghan women 

and children with the same blessings as his “own” American people: “May God Bless the women 

and children of Afghanistan.”151 Hence, he closes the Afghan women and children inside the 

“imagined community” of the American nation.152 Women and children are used so often in the 

same context, they start merging together to one singular, helpless identity with no agency. 153  

The same effect happens with Al-Qaida and Taliban, in the same manner as in the 

rhetoric of George W. Bush. Al-Qaida is referred to simply as the terrorists and the main culprits 

of the women’s suffering are not only Taliban but also terrorists: “Taliban and its terrorist allies 

were making the lives of children and women in Afghanistan miserable”, “only the terrorists and 

the Taliban forbid education to women”. One loses track quickly on the motivations behind the 

intervention: Taliban merges into being responsible for planning 9/11 and the Al-Qaida for the 

oppressive Taliban rule. The politics of fear is enforced even though the Taliban has fallen: “Yet 

the terrorists who helped rule that country now plot and plan in many countries.”154 This 

creates an image where the Taliban-terrorist is plotting to establish a similar repressive world 

order all around the world. 

Laura Bush ends her speech by returning from the voiceless victim back to the 

Western woman, the compassionate motherly figure. She holds her family closer during the 

traditional American celebrations of Thanksgiving and is thankful for “all the blessings of 
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American life.” The speech is obviously made with the principle of “a-woman-talking-to-other 

women.” Talking as a mother, Laura Bush makes the message of women’s rights abuses much 

more powerful and credible as when delivered by a man or a single, careerwoman with no 

children (read: Condoleezza Rice). Therefore, the message of holding your family closer and 

cherishing the American values are directed first and foremost to the female listeners. The 

blessings of American life in this discourse are first and foremost rooted in the family values. It 

also refers to being thankful for the fact that gender inequality doesn’t seem to exist anymore in 

America, unlike there in faraway Afghanistan. After all, in America women can get educated and 

are allowed to work.155 We should be thankful for achieving those rights, but there is no 

continuous need for a feminist struggle in the United States. Laura Bush ends the speech by 

asking the Americans to give their support for her family in insuring the dignity of the women in 

Afghanistan. Therefore, Laura Bush is asking support for her husband’s policies in Afghanistan. 

On that account, support for the military operation equals support for the dignity of the Afghan 

women.156  

The linking of women and children continued with the Afghan Women and Children 

Relief Act. This act provided education and medical assistance to the Afghan women and 

children – in the middle of the harsh military manoeuvres in December 2001. The brutal 

treatment of the women by the Taliban is once again graphically described, waking up emotions 

of pity and aggression: 

“Afghan women were banned from speaking or laughing loudly. They were banned 

from riding bicycles or attending school. They were denied basic health care and 

were killed on suspicion of adultery. One news magazine reports, "It's hard to find a 

woman in Kabul who does not remember a beating at the hands of the Taliban." In 

Afghanistan, America not only fights for our security, but we fight for values we hold 

dear. We strongly reject the Taliban way. We strongly reject their brutality toward 

women and children. They not only violate basic human rights, they are barbaric in 
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their indefensible meting of justice. It is wrong.”157 

Discourses do indeed construct our reality, since the recipient’s head is filled with graphic 

images of violence in the Kabul streets after listening to the speeches of Laura Bush and 

President Bush. When Laura Bush rolls out the words of “threaten to pull out women’s 

fingernails for wearing nail polish”, it has a strong impact on the audience. As Michele L. 

Ferguson states, it creates a kind of Rousseauean pity at the pain of another.158 This explicit 

rhetoric awakes violent images in the listener’s head, fascinating and making it impossible to 

turn away. When one imagines women’s fingernails being pulled off by the brutal terrorists, it 

resonates with pictures of violence, war and suffering seen in the media. Narratives of suffering 

young, beautiful women or children have often the strongest the effect, since they appeal the 

most to the human emotions of pity and empathy.159  The effect is immediate and the audience is 

addressed directly: If you are condoning the withdrawal of the troops in Afghanistan, you are 

accepting the suffering of these poor women – maybe even taking part in the mutilation in some 

level. This is the effect of the graphic description of the crimes and sufferings endured by the 

Afghan women: When connected to the legitimization of the war, they throw a direct accusation 

at the listener and appeal to our emotions by descriptions and portrayals of violence: You are 

letting this violence happen, if you don’t support the military operation. As President Bush 

stated: “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”160 

The voices speaking mostly for the women in Afghanistan were the President and 

the First Lady and Senior Coordinator for International Women's Issues, April Palmerlee. One 
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might wonder not only the absence of Condoleezza Rice but also the silence of the Secretary of 

State, Colin L. Powell. Powell did indeed bring up the Afghan women, but this happened mainly 

as brief side remarks while discussing the political participation in the future government.161 

There may have been some strategic role distribution in the background, as in the case of 

Condoleezza Rice. Laura Bush was in most cases referred to, cited or directly present, when the 

education of the Afghan women was addressed.162 First Lady Bush was a credible speaker on 

“soft issues”, such as education, children and teaching girls to read.163 Secretary of State Powell 

was responsible for the building of the future Afghan government and therefore a credible 

speaker on the political participation of the women.  

Powell’s rhetoric was punctual and clean, almost machine-like and reflecting his 

military career past with a strong humanitarian and diplomatic twist. The Afghan war was 

depicted as a largely successful and clinical humanitarian operation, whereas the brutal sides of 

war are nowhere to be seen.  One of the few speeches from Powell focusing solely on the Afghan 

women was at conference on Afghan women in November 2001. Powell starts the speech in a 

similar manner to Laura Bush, be demonstrating the hardship of the Afghan women: 

“Denied education, denied health care, denied the opportunity to work and feed 

their families, denied the most basic forms of self-expression, the women of 

Afghanistan were made prisoners in their own country, even in their own homes.  The 

conditions under which the women of Afghanistan have been forced to live are 

unimaginable.”164  

                                                             
161 See e.g. Powell, Colin L. “Interview on ABC's "This Week". Washington, DC, 18.11.2001: 
“We will say to the Afghan leaders that if you truly want a representative government that will be respected in the 
eyes of the world and that reflects the aspirations of all the Afghan people, you have to include women in this 
political structure.” See also Powell, Colin L.: Remarks at a Conference on Women in Afghanistan. Eisenhower 
Executive Office Building, Washington, DC. 19.11.2001: “The new government of Afghanistan must be broad-based 
and representational, and that means it must include women.  It must respect the rights of Afghan women to choose 
how they will participate in their society.” 
162 Good examples of such initiatives are: Bush, George W.: President, First Lady Announce Partnership to Help 
Afghan Children Prepare for School. Alexandria, Virginia, 20.3.2002; Bush, George W: Remarks by the President at 
Signing Ceremony for Afghan Women and Children Relief Act of 2001. Washington, DC. 12.12.2001. 
163 On International Women’s Day in 2002, Laura Bush held a lengthy speech to the U.N. Commission on the Status 
of Women. She talks exclusively about humanitarian and educational help sent to Afghanistan, demonstrating the 
efforts that U.S. has made to the Afghani society by sending textbooks and backpacks filled with toys.  War or 
military action is not mentioned until the very end, when she states: “The United Sates, the United Nations and our 
allies will prove that the forces of terror can't stop the momentum of freedom.” Humanitarian help is therefore 
connected to war. But Laura Bush as the First Lady can only talk about the “soft” sides of the operation. Bush, Laura: 
Remarks to the U.N. Commission on the Status of Women. New York, NY, 8.3.2002. 
164 This conference was held in Washington a few days after Laura Bush’s radio address to the nation. Powell, Colin 
L.: Remarks at a Conference on Women in Afghanistan. Eisenhower Executive Office Building, Washington, DC. 
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Powell continues to demonstrate the sudden liberation of women through the military 

intervention and removal of the Taliban regime by two examples transmitted by the news 

media: A picture of a woman in a newspaper coming out with her children she had been 

teaching secretly at home and the images of television station opening again with two female 

anchors.165 Once again the Western audience is satisfied and relieved, as when seeing the 

pictures of the smiling Afghan girls in the visual communication of NATO.166 Powell paints a 

picture of the women’s rights fight in Afghanistan as an eternal fight between light and dark, 

good and evil. The “total” emancipation of the Afghan women is almost achieved, depicting a fast 

change with the help of U.S. soldiers: “That day is near, very near.  In fact, the dawn has broken.  

And when the light is fully shed throughout all of Afghanistan, the United States is committed to 

working to ensure not only that the women of Afghanistan regain their place in the sun, but they 

have a place in their future government as well.” Despite these oversimplifications of women’s 

rights situation in Afghanistan, it dawns quickly why Powell’s rhetoric has not been scrutinized 

by feminist scholars in the same way as the rhetoric of Laura Bush. Powell states to “not to be 

worried about Afghan women taking care of themselves”.  He doesn’t refer to them only as 

mothers, sisters, wives and teachers but also as “lawyers, doctors, nurses, teachers and civic 

leaders.” He stresses that the new broad-based government must respect “the rights of Afghan 

women to choose how they will participate in their society.”167 There is an obvious difference to 

Laura Bush’s pitying rhetoric. But Powell still blends the reality of war into a humanitarian 

rescue operation and frames the full freedom of Afghan women’s rights only achievable through 

U.S. military presence and support. 

The victimized Afghan woman was constructed in the speeches of the U.S. 

                                                             
November 19, 2001.  
165 This same anecdote about the two female anchors was repeated by Secretary Powell later in an interview on 
National Public Radio’s All things considered on November 21st, when asked an uncomfortable question about 
possibly no Afghan female representatives taking part in the Bonn Conference in Germany: “I don't know who all 
the attendees are.  But even if there are no women attendees at that meeting in Germany, I think we have made the 
point that in order for a government to be representative and to get the blessings, frankly, of the international 
community, it really should represent all the people.  There are many talented, educated, Afghan women, 
professional women and others who can contribute to the rebuilding of Afghan society. I was pleased to see, when 
the television station opened again the other day, that there were two women commentators talking to the people 
of Afghanistan.  I think that's the kind of society we would like to see reflected in the government of Afghanistan.” 
The Bonn Conference took place in Germany on December 5th, 2001 with in the end only three female delegates. See 
Powell, Colin L.: “Interview on National Public Radio's "All Things Considered", Washington, DC, 21.11.2001. 
166 Kotilainen 2016, p. 272−273.  
167 Powell, Colin L.: Remarks at a Conference on Women in Afghanistan. Eisenhower Executive Office Building 
Washington, DC. 19.11. 2001.  
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politicians with the rhetoric of the veil, which is an important point of critique brought up by 

especially postcolonial feminist scholars. This refers to the Western fascination and fixation with 

the burqa. This garment covering the whole body except a piece of mesh around the eyes is 

worn especially by Afghan women in the more traditional and rural areas. During the Taliban 

regime women were not allowed to leave their homes without wearing the burqa. The burqa has 

been frequently romanticized by both sides of the debate: by the defenders of the burqa as a 

symbol of cultural-national resistance and by the opposers of the burqa as an Orientalized-

sexualized weapon for oppressing women. The burqa has been banned in numerous European 

countries: The German chancellor Merkel also caused controversy in 2016 by endorsing for the 

first time a burqa ban “wherever legally possible.”168 The burqa became the symbol for the 

oppression of women in Afghanistan after 9/11 with vast media coverage and biographical 

books feasting with the visual symbolic of showing women as prisoners in full-body burqas.169  

This has led to an oversimplified view of the woman unveiled as a truly emancipated and 

liberated woman. Simplifying the image of the Afghan woman to a mere veiled object in plight 

has been criticized harshly by feminist scholars. Ayotte and Husain have underlined that the 

material oppression of Afghan women shouldn’t be reduced to only one signifier: Neither 

supporting or resisting the veiling practices in Islam, Ayotte and Husain demonstrate how 

simply equalizing different veiling practices to the universal oppression of women in all Muslim 

countries can often ignore the different traditions and motivations in the background. By the 

feasting with the image of the Taliban-imposed burqa in the Western media after 9/11, the 

misogyny of Taliban threatens to be reduced into only one practice.170 Even though wearing the 

burqa is not enforced by law in current Afghanistan, many women continue to wear it, either out 

of free will or because of safety reasons. This demonstrates how complex of an issue the burqa 

                                                             
168 This might have been a possible political move to win back voters from the right-wing Alternative für 
Deutschland. Merkel lost a lot of his support to the party after her liberal refugee policies in 2015. See: Angela 
Merkel endorses burka ban “wherever legally possible.” BBC News, 6.12.2016: <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
europe-38226081>; Oltermann, Philip: Angela Merkel endorses party’s call for partial ban on burqa and niqab. The 
Guardian, 6.12.2016: <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/06/angela-merkel-cdu-partial-ban-burqa-
niqab-german> [Both retrieved 30.8.2018].    
169 Jemima Repo recalls the hegemonic narrative in numerous biographical and autobiographical books published 
after 9/11, telling the tragic stories of the burqa-clad women. Repo demonstrates how these images simultaneously 
represented oppression and tried to give voice to the faceless women, however often generating emotions of 
patronizing pity towards the victims and violent anger towards their oppressors. The veiled woman is undeniably 
under the Western gaze: “The veiled woman romanticizes the Oriental female; it is hidden, forbidden, yet an object 
of desire – the desire to unveil.” Repo 2006, p. 60−63.   
170 Ayotte and Husain 2005, p. 115─121.  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-38226081
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-38226081
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/06/angela-merkel-cdu-partial-ban-burqa-niqab-german
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/06/angela-merkel-cdu-partial-ban-burqa-niqab-german
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still is and therefore should not be reduced into simplified narratives and symbolisms.  

 President Bush described the willingness of American Christian and Jewish women 

in “helping women of cover, Arab American women go shop because they're afraid to leave their 

home.”171 The “women in cover” are depicted in this rhetoric as a group of intimidated and 

fearful women, in need of help and support from their emancipated Christian and Jewish sisters 

when entering the public space. President Bush repeated the same story in a news conference a 

few days later, with an even stronger emphasis on “the women of cover” being afraid to leave 

their homes alone and the Christian and Jewish women representing “friendship, support” and 

“the true nature of America.”172  

This rhetoric has at least two gendered implications: Firstly, it implies that the 

Muslim men are not protecting their fearful women going shopping and taking care of the 

household. Secondly, it depicts Christian and Jewish women as the emancipated sisters, stepping 

in to protect the fearful women of cover, when their male companions are failing in doing so. 

This discourse also limits women to features associated with traditional gender roles: “Mother, 

care, shop and support.”173 The role of the U.S. woman in this narrative was to function as 

consolidating, superior “big sisters”, who have already reached emancipation and liberation in 

Western society.  The Superior Sister is embodied in Laura Bush, who represents attributes of 

strength, calmness and comfort. As Bush called her: “She's a pretty calm voice in a time  --  in 

turbulent times for our country.”174 In this context, strength seems to imply more to resilience 

and patience than strength as active doing. The Superior Sister is not active hero but rather the 

calm and collected supporter next to him.  

 

3.2. Germany: “We owe this not only to the Afghan people – We owe it to our credibility.” 
 
When the 9/11-terror attacks shook the world, NATO-allies and other co-operation partners of 

the United States were quick to declare their solidarity and support on the Global War on 

Terror. The Chancellor of Germany and head of red-green government, Gerhard Schröder, was 

                                                             
171 Bush, George W.: President Directs Humanitarian Aid to Afghanistan. U.S. State Department , Washington, DC. 
4.10.2001.  
172 Bush, George W.: President Holds Prime Time News Conference. The East Room, Washington, DC, 11.10. 2001.  
173 More on the feminine category of the Happy Shopper, see Shepherd 2006, p. 24.  
174Bush, George W.: State of the Union Address. The United States Capitol. Washington, DC. 29.1.2002; Bush, George 
W.: President, First Lady Announce Partnership to Help Afghan Children Prepare for School. Alexandria, Virginia, 
20.3.2002.  
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ready to take a strong position already on the next day after the attacks: On September 12th 

2001Schröder declared unrestricted solidarity towards the United States at the Bundestag.175 

This was a brave position from the leader of country that had been reluctant to take a more 

visible role in international politics after its re-unification in 1990.  

In 2001 the Taliban, terrorism and the participation in Afghan war were discussed 

intensively in three different occasions. Firstly, immediately after the 9/11-attacks in 

September-October and later in the parliament meetings November and December, when the 

participation in the Operation Enduring Freedom as well as the ISAF-operation were finalized.  

Ever since the Bundestag voted annually about the prolongation of the mandates, usually in late 

fall or winter. Unlike the Bush administration’s speeches, majority of German administration’s 

speeches were held in front of the parliament, the Bundestag. There is a rich culture of heckling 

and interrupting in the German Bundestag. Even when reading the speeches of only government 

officials, one can still sense a variety of the voices. However, in the case of the Afghan war these 

voices were surprisingly unanimous: In 2001-2002 all the political parties were defending the 

military intervention with notable exception of the leftist PDS (Partei des Demokratischen 

Sozialismus) and a small minority of the green party Bündnis 90/Die Grünen.176  

The upsurge of the Afghanistan rhetoric in the speeches by the Federal Government 

as well as the parliament members was significant in 2001−2002.177 Whether to participate in 

the War on Terror was never really questioned by the government. The state officials presented 

this in the discourse as something natural and self-explanatory: If you want to stand on the side 

of light against dark, this war is a necessary one, with no alternatives. Schröder and the foreign 

minister, Joseph Fischer, were not shying away from identifying themselves with the United 

States. They called the U.S. Germany’s most important ally and the historical significance of the 

U.S. helping Germany after World War II was recalled. Schröder and Fischer made the 

participation in the operation into a key security and foreign policy issue. Can we leave our most 

                                                             
175 The quote from Schröder in German: „Meine Damen und Herren, ich habe dem amerikanischen Präsidenten das 
tief empfundene Beileid des gesamten deutschen Volkes ausgesprochen. Ich habe ihm auch die uneingeschränkte – 
ich betone: die uneingeschränkte – Solidarität Deutschlands zugesichert. Ich bin sicher, unser aller Gedanken sind bei 
den Opfern und ihren Angehörigen.“ Schröder, Gerhard: Plenarprotokoll 14/186, 12893 D 12.9.2001.  
176 PDS emerged from the former Socialist Unity Party in the German Democratic Republic (DDR).  
177 In the speeches given by the Schröder administration officials in 2001−2002 Afghanistan was mentioned 
altogether 66 times, when in 1999−2002 the numbers were only 13 results.  In the records of the Bundestag-
debates, one could find 60 documents in from September 2001−December 2002 with the key words Afghanistan 
and Frauen, when the same keywords gave only 13 results from 1999−2000. 
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important NATO-partner alone in need and if yes, what will this tell of our sense of 

responsibility and our reliability as a partner?178   

 

3.2.1. Joining the Battle as part of the Civilized West 
 
The Bush administration presented the Afghan war as the ultimate battle between good and evil, 

with the U.S. Civilized Soldier as the masculine hero and the epitome of these values.  In the 

German discourse there is no distinct hero in the nationalist sense: The greatness of German 

values over others is not emphasized, there is no nationalist discourse. But there is a hero and 

protector in the sense of the international community, NATO and the values of Western 

civilization. When the Civilized Soldier in the U.S. discourse is inseparably American, the hero in 

the German discourse is not necessarily German but represents the humanitarian, Western-led 

world order.179 There is no-overarchingly masculine praising of the bravery of the German 

soldier. The soldiers are on a peace mission, they are being thanked for their hard work for 

everyone, stabilization and bringing security in rather sobering words.180 The celebration of the 

masculine and heroic soldier figure is clearly avoided, most likely because of historical reasons. 

After the Second World II manifestations of nationalism have been evaded and a sense of 

collective of collective guilt and historical responsibility have influenced key moments of 

German political history.181 Hence, in the discourse was a strong sense of responsibility towards 

NATO and international coalition but no strong declarations strong masculinity.  

If the heroic soldier was not congenitally German or as fiercely masculine as the 

U.S. counterpart, the savage-like enemy was still easily detectible. When arguing for the 

participation in OEF in November 2001 at the Bundestag, Schröder painted a strong picture of 

the enemy that the international community was fighting against: The terrorists were described 

as “unscrupulous”, “cold-blooded”, “barbaric”. Schröder asked members of Bundestag to 

remember and never to forget that the Taliban was responsible for the death of thousands of 

                                                             
178 Fischer, Joseph, Plenarprotokoll 14/198, 8.11.2001, 19293 C; Schröder, Gerhard: Plenarprotokoll 14/198, 
8.11.2001, 19283 D.  
179 Kotilainen 2016, p. 247−249. 
180 Schröder, Gerhard: Plenarprotokoll 14/210, 22.12.2001, 20823 C; Scharping, Rudolf: Plenarprotokoll 14/210, 
22.12.2001, 20840 C.   
181 These key moments include the iconic 1970 picture of Chancellor Willy Brandt kneeing in humility towards the 
victims of Warsaw uprising. Joseph Fischer’s 1999 speech on the participation in the Kosovo war was argued for 
with a strong sense of guilt and responsibility: “Never again Auschwitz, never again genocide.” Fischer, Joseph: Rede 
auf dem Außerordentlichen Parteitag in Bielefeld, 13.5.1999.  
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Afghanis, especially women and children, and acts of cultural barbarism.182  This co-opts the 

dominant discourse of womenandchildren, which is present in the discourse of Laura and George 

W. Bush.  

The foreign minister of Schröder administration, the green party member Joschka 

Fischer, continued with the discourse of womenandchildren: The world had closed its eyes for 

over 20 years from a humanitarian disaster, where especially women and children have suffered. 

The listener is asked to recall, who the force of evil and facilitator of the conflict is:  

“Civil war, human rights violations and bitter suffering were the breeding ground 

for the formation of an unparalleled symbiosis between the Al-Qaida terrorists and 

the Taliban regime. From there one can see the direct traces to the bloody attacks in 

the USA. As hard as the decision is: Without a military operation this danger cannot 

be averted. We cannot forget, that the suffering of the people in Afghanistan is first 

and foremost the work of Taliban. It was them, who were already a long time before 

the 11th of September preventing effective humanitarian help, taking all of the 

rights from women and girls, supporting terrorism actively also with the target of 

un-stabilizing Arab and Muslim states.”183  

The rhetoric of Fischer causes at least two impressions. Firstly, it reminds the listener that the 

aggressor is not the U.S. but the collective cast of Taliban-terrorists, merging together into one 

big monstrous identity.  He doesn’t distinguish properly between Taliban, Al-Qaida and Osama 

bin Laden or their political motivations. Their goal is to cause destruction and suffering to 

civilian populations and cause mass destruction, growing in a vacuum with no connection to 

international power politics and its influence on Afghanistan. Secondly, since the aggressor is 

the Taliban, the international coalition has acted in self-defense. To destroy terrorism, enable 

humanitarian help and restore women’s rights, the West must retaliate with a military 

operation. There is no possibility for negotiation, one cannot have a discussion with such 

mindless fanatics. 

 The Schröder administration also instrumentalized the hope of sudden 

emancipation for the women in the speeches in November, when the first vote about the 

German participation in OEF took place.184 Schröder quickly pointed out the latest success 

                                                             
182 Schröder, Gerhard: Plenarprotokoll 14/198, 8.11.2001, 19283 D.  
183 Fischer, Joseph: Rede vor der 56. Generalversammlung der Vereinten Nationen. New York, 12.11,2001.   
184 This was a decisive moment for the red-green administration, since the Chancellor had linked the decision of 
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stories of the Afghan war: The Taliban regime had recently collapsed, and the people of 

Afghanistan were finally free from the oppression and brutality. This was only possible through 

a military intervention that enabled humanitarian help and the discussion for a new Afghan 

interim government. Now Germany was once again in debt, not only towards the Afghani people 

but the U.S. led-coalition fighting the Global War on Terror. Schröder points to the pictures of 

the people celebrating in the streets of Kabul after the retreat of the Taliban – especially to the 

pictures of the “women, who are finally free to move publicly in the streets.” 185 Whoever had 

seen these pictures of the women without the burqa, should not hesitate about evaluating the 

meaning of the military strikes for the people of the Afghanistan. A clear line is drawn: Schröder 

utilized the image of the saved, unveiled woman as an argument for the military operation.  

Other politicians from governing SPD and Green parties incorporated the picture of 

the saved woman strongly in the discourse. A hopeful picture is drawn in the discourse: Finally, 

“anti-women torturers can be removed, music can be played in the streets and the youth can 

wish for a better future.” The situation in Afghanistan had “radically changed and “millions of 

people, especially the women are free from terror.”186 Even the few war-opposing members of 

the Green party admitted being happy about the pictures of “the liberated, laughing, dancing 

people in the streets, the women without the burqa”- despite opposing the participation.187 The 

justification of the war was not only about solidarity to the NATO-partner U.S. It was also 

strongly a question saving and protecting the Afghan womenandchildren. Hence, Germany was 

appropriating the savior-victim discourse of the U.S., only camouflaged in the image of the 

collective and humanitarian Western world order.  

The narrative of the humanitarian international front saving the women was 

utilized again in the debate about the participation in the ISAF-operation. The foreign minister 

Fischer pointed out that if it wasn’t for the military operation, the humanitarian crisis and 

especially the oppression of women and girls would still be going on.188 Chancellor Schröder 

                                                             
participation to a Motion of Confidence. Therefore, the whole future of the government was at stake and the 
participation had to be argued for rigorously. The biggest opposition from the Bundestag was against Schröder’s 
decision to connect the Motion of Confidence and the mandate of OEF, not against the actual participation per se. 
Schröder’s decision was described as an “evidence of incapacity” (germ. Armutszeugnis) and “parliamentary not the 
best decision. See critique e.g. from Gerhardt, Wolfgang (FDP): Plenarprotokoll 14/22, 16.11.2001, 19866 C.  
185 Schröder, Gerhard: Plenarprotokoll 14/22, 16.11.2001, 19856 D.  
186 Lemke, Steffi: PlenarprotokolL 14/202, 16.11.2001,19887 D, Nachtwei, Winfred: PlenarprotokolL 14/202, 
16.11.2001 19903 C.  
187 Voß, Syliva: PlenarprotokolL 14/202, 16.11.2001, 19911 D. 
188 Fischer, Joseph: Plenarprotokoll 14/202, 22.12.2001, 20826 D.  



 
 
 

53 
 
 
 

quotes a speech from Hamid Karzai, who had just been appointed as the new head of 

government in Afghanistan. In this speech Karzai promises to guarantee peace in Afghanistan 

and to “respect the women, who make the half of our nation and we will give them their 

rights.”189 Schröder states it as the bitter truth that the only way to achieve this promising peace 

was through the medium of war. More innocent (read: womenandchildren) would suffer through 

the absence of democratically legitimized counterviolence. This discourse naturalizes the notion 

of war, it turns it into something necessary and needed: the only language the barbarian 

terrorists understand. The restoration of women’s rights is only possible through military 

presence.  

 

3.2.2. Responsibility towards the “Rescued” Sister 
 
The counterpart of Laura Bush in the German war-legitimizing discourse was the Minister for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul from SPD. She also takes 

the position of motherly figure or a “big sister” in the discourse. As the Development Minister 

she is a credible speaker on “softer issues”, such as women’s right, when other dominant voices 

in the discourse came from the male-dominated field of foreign and defense policy. In debates of 

the military operation and the participation in the Bundestag, she is the voice talking about 

humanitarian help, building schools and educating girls, therefore giving the war legitimizing 

discourse its humanitarian twist. Co-opting the rhetoric of Laura Bush, she declares: 

“The Federal Government of Germany will do everything to give back their voices and 

participation rights in political life in Afghanistan to the women, who have lost their 

rights through the Taliban. This is also a demand for the Northern Alliance and the 

Future Government of Afghanistan. They will be evaluated according to how well 

they treat women’s rights, human rights and rights of minorities. Our co-operation 

in development (…) will make sure with our actors, that girls can finally go to 

school and that women have access to work and health care. We owe this together 

to the millions of women, who have been robbed of their rights for many years 

now.”190  

This discourse brings about at least three issues: Firstly, the Afghan women have lost their voice 

                                                             
189 Schröder, Gerhard: PlenarprotokolL 14/202, 22.12.2001, 20821 D.  
190 Wieczorek-Zeul, Heidemarie: Plenarprotokoll 14/22, 16.11.2001, 19872 A.   
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through the harsh oppression of Taliban. Therefore, the West and international community 

must now speak for them and the only way to give their voices back is through the military 

presence. Secondly, it conceals the dark human right’s history of the Northern Alliance and turns 

a blank page: They will be measured by the success of their future actions, not their past. Then 

again, it also works as warning for the future: We will be watching you. Thirdly, it includes a 

strong sense of guilt and debt towards the women who have been suffering for all too long in 

Afghanistan. In Wieczorek-Zeul’s discourse the war is absent: Even though the discussion was 

about the participation in OEF with a combat-nature, the effects of military conflict for women 

are not mentioned. It creates an illusion of pure humanitarian operation of building schools for 

little girls and enabling health care for women. The big economic investments in humanitarian 

help and reconstruction are also repeatedly emphasized as an evidence that Germany takes care 

of women’s rights. The war is clinical, clean and humanitarian, the effects of armed conflict and 

militarization in the lives of the women are not problematized.191 What strikes again from the 

rhetoric is the deployment of the term debt, implying that the Western women are already 

emancipated and therefore responsible for the emancipation of women all over the world. 

 In contrast to the Bush administration, Chancellor Schröder mentioned the work of 

the Revolutionary Association for the Women in Afghanistan, RAWA.192 The chancellor praised 

the bravery of the RAWA women for organizing education for girls in secrecy with their own 

lives at stake. By bringing up RAWA Schröder does not only speak of women as the victims but 

also as independent actors and active doers.  He brings up the women’s rights work done by the 

Afghan women themselves. However, Schröder only mentions the educational work done by 

RAWA and does so only briefly.193  It is worth a mention, that the speech was held at an event on 

“The International Years of Volunteers” to draw more attention to voluntary work done 

worldwide. The context wasn’t therefore explicitly the German participation in the war. This 

                                                             
191  Shahnaz Khan has demonstrated, how the insecurity in Afghan women’s lives has in many ways increased after 
2001, p. 166−168.  
192 RAWA was founded in 1977 in Kabul by a student and women’s rights activist Meena Keswhar Kamal 
(assisinated in 1987) and it has been fighting for human rights and social justice in Afghanistan ever since. The 
RAWA has been vocal in its opposition against the Soviet invasion as well as the fundamentalist Taliban regime and 
the War on Terror, which it views as an “U.S. and Nato-occupation”. RAWA criticizes the co-operation with the 
Northern Alliance. The RAWA views democracy, human rights and secularism as values that can’t be donated but 
have to won by the people themselves. See: About RAWA. Revolutionary Association for Women in Afghanistan: 
<http://www.rawa.org/rawa.html.> [Retrieved 27.8.2018]. 
193 RAWA is known for its political and social activities, such as organizing demonstrations, holding press 
conferences and running refugee camps. See RAWA’s Social Activities. Revolutionary Association for Women in 
Afghanistan: <http://www.rawa.org/s.html.> Retrieved 27.8.2018.  
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leaves one to wonder: Were the more victimizing narratives of women deployed strategically in 

the Bundestag-debates when justifying the war, since they were more effective? 

The Afghan women and their rights were heavily discussed after the Bonn 

conference in December 2001. All political parties filed their shared proposal “Participation of 

the Women in The Afghan Peace process”, besides the Christian-conservative CDU/CSU, who 

decided on filing their own proposal. Even though the Bundestag was not voting on the 

participation, arguments for and against the military operation through women rights were still 

present. SPD’s Angelika Graf used the rhetoric of the veil as a symbol to the suppression of the 

women in the Afghan society: “The burqa, that makes it impossible for the women to move 

themselves unhindered, that takes away the breath for breathing, can certainly be seen as a 

symbol, sort of a personal prison in where these women are detained.”194 She plays with the 

Western view of seeing the burqa as nets or cages, imprisoning the women’s bodies and robbing 

them of sexuality.195 As Laura J. Shepherd affirms, the symbolic power of the burqa was utilized 

in gendering not only the enemy woman but also the whole intervention. The images of burqa-

clad woman invoked the need for infusing “hard” military initiatives to “softer” humanitarian 

politics. This camouflages the image of Afghan war into a humane war, where the boundaries 

between rigorous war (targeted killings and civilian casualties) and humanitarianism (building 

schools for girls and providing clean drinking water) fade out.196 

The rhetoric of the veil and the Western fascination with the burqa is rooted in the 

construction of the average “Third World Woman”, as problematized by Mohanty. This woman 

leads a troubled life based on her gender and the civilized, emancipated Western sisters should 

feel pity towards them and save them by spreading liberal, to-the-core Western values.197 The 

motivations behind this thinking may be egalitarian, but the case of the burqa in Afghanistan is 

more complex. As Noora Kotilainen demonstrates, Afghan women are shown in the visual 

communication of the ISAF-forces as liberated and emancipated, “freed from the shackles of an 

oppressive, traditional Islamic order, by the help of the military operation.” However, this might 

not tell so much about the current women’s rights situation in Afghanistan. The images are 

meant for the Western eyes, for the Western audience. The Western spectator is left relieved, 
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when seeing pictures of young girls playing football: The military operation was necessary, the 

prolongation of the military presence is indeed necessary. After all, we are making a difference 

in the girl’s lives – as visible in the consolidating pictures. These pictures are showing the reality, 

at least partly: Kotilainen criticizes the false perception of immediate effect on the women’s 

lives. Afghan women are truly emancipated only according to Western principles, when they are 

shown as liberated, Western-style women. This implies that it is easier to detach gender 

inequality in “less-developed areas of the world” than to identify the structural problems in 

one’s own culture.198 As Leila Ahmed states, even the feminism-opposing and patriarchal 

Victorian man was willing to co-opt the language of the women’s rights movement for the 

colonial cause and against the Other man.199 Once again, this doesn’t mean that women’s rights 

would not be insufficient in Afghanistan: It should only awaken the spectator to realize the bias 

of the Western gaze. 

When reading the rhetoric of Schröder administration officials, it is evident that the 

women have indeed been saved.  The politicians are rejoicing the return of the women back to 

work in their clinics and schools. The women have experienced a true liberation –only possible 

through the War on Terror. Hereby the decision to send German soldiers to Afghanistan is 

directly linked with women and their fate in Afghanistan: If we don’t support this military 

operation, this promising peace process and improvement of women’s rights might just collapse. 

Wieczorek-Zeul co-opts the rhetoric of the veil: She talks about the women’s veils being partially 

lifted, only to reveal the suffered unjustice and the suffered injuries.200 This healing process will 

still last a very long time and therefore the collective we (read: The West/German 

government/International coalition) cannot give up on fighting for their rights. As von der Lippe 

and Väyrynen state, the all-embracing we/the West is a non-gendered actor but still constituted 

vis-à-vis the Afghan women: “We need to contribute […] that women’s rights will finally be 

secured […] In everything that we do, we need to make sure that the rights and participation of 

the women are be overseen.”201  

The discourse of hope and new beginnings of a purely humanitarian war is strongly 
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present in the speeches of the members of the parliament in the turn of 2001 and 2002.  

Reoccurring themes in the discourse were women getting their human dignity back, little girls 

for the first time going to school, children getting warm clothing and school books and the 

women’s bakeries shut down by Taliban being opened again in Kabul.202 People were able to 

sing again and go to the movies. The appointments of Sima Samar as the Minister for Women’s 

Rights Affairs and Suhaila Seddiqi as Minister of Health were rejoiced. 203 The re-opening of the 

schools for girls and the activity of the women are mentioned as signs of success: Almost 5 % 

quantity of women at the big council and a 35-year old women candidate for the presidency are 

depicted as promising signs for the right direction of the country.204 The government officials 

speak to the domestic audience and try to establish a sense of relief and happiness: Women’s 

rights are truly getting restored. 

But the nature of these important wins was repeatedly emphasized as being fragile 

and dependent on the military presence. When the Bundestag members discussed about the 

prolongation of the ISAF-mandate in 2002, they were repeatedly describing the progress for the 

emancipation of the women as being fragile and dependent on the military presence. The 

Minister of Defense of the red-green government, Rudolf Scharping rejoiced about Afghanistan 

“being in the way to a future without terror, without war, without violence. […] In this country 

the women, especially the girls, will again have access to public life, to school and education and 

to the cultural richness of the country and the whole region. […] This advancement is however 

completely unsecured. […] We want to particularly prevent, that Afghanistan falls back into the 

times of oppression and civil war.”205 Music can be listened to again in the streets, women can 

walk freely in the streets without the weight of the burqa and sports stadiums are used for 

sports, not executions: All of this would not have been possible just through peace appeals but 

because of the military presence.206 The U.S. co-operation with the warlords and insecurity 

caused to women by the ongoing conflict were hidden in vague phrases, such as: “There is still 

much to be done” or “There is still a long road ahead.” The future of the girls is connected 

indispensably to the military operation and its continuation.  
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4. Legitimizing War on Terror in 2007−2008 
 

4.1. The United States: The Protector is Still Standing Strong 
 
By 2007, America was entangled in two messy wars on terror: The Afghan war was facing a 

difficult Taliban insurgency and the controversial 2003 decision to invade Iraq was made 

without the mandate from the UN Security Council.207 The image of the strong, American good-

doer had slowly started to crumble. Nevertheless, constructions of heroic masculinity were still 

utilized in the discourse, albeit not as strongly as in the feverish first years of the War on Terror. 

The justification of the military presence in Afghanistan was now connected to the development 

on the women’s rights front compared to the times of the Taliban regime. When in 2001-2002 

the soldier had to save the women, now it was his duty to make sure that the successes achieved 

would stay. The pattern in the speeches repeats itself: Firstly, the brutal and completely 

hopeless situation of women under the Taliban regime is recalled in mind in a graphic manner: 

Girls could not go to school, women were publicly whipped, executions took place at the Kabul 

soccer stadium, women were stoned to death and acid was poured on their faces.208  Muslim 

men are in the role of the sadists, getting sexual pleasure from inflicting pain on their women. 

The Western audience is called to feel anger and frustration towards the aggressor.  

After the brutalities, the numbers and statistics of success stories are listed in a 

breath-taking manner. The first ever female governor appointed, 40 % of Afghan women voting, 

2 million Afghan girls attending school, child mortality rate diminishing, microfinance-projects 

enabling women entrepreneurship, the Afghan elections are described as peaceful and 

democratic.209 This leads to the conclusion, that Afghan women have been truly saved, meaning 

there is no need for such a vivid discussion about their rights as in 2001−2002. The 

improvements in the numbers are considered as evidence strong enough to point, that the 

voices of criticism are redundant. The domestic audience, once again, is invited to feel a sense of 

happiness and relief. If the rights of women have indeed improved so radically, the intervention 
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must have been for the better. 

In 2001-2002, the United States was beaming with nationalist pride, embodied in 

the figure of the strong soldier saving the Afghan women. The fierce brotherhood of the 

firefighters, the sacrifices of the soldiers and their  supportive wives were celebrated. But 

throughout the years, this masculine soldier had encountered a Taliban insurgency in 

Afghanistan and harsh critique on the conduct of the Iraq war. President Bush’s public 

perception in the U.S. and internationally was in an all-time low.210 How was the masculine 

solider fighting terror constructed in the discourse after the setbacks and critique? In the State 

of the Union address from 2007, President Bush tries to strengthen the faith. He demonstrates 

the success of the war on terror by listing things that have been prevented: “We stopped an Al-

Qaida-plot”, “We broke up a Southeast Asian terror cell”, “We uncovered an al Qaeda cell 

developing anthrax.” Americans are described as representing “strength” and “generosity”, 

“heroic kindness”, “courage” and “self-sacrifice.”211 The attributes attached to the all-American 

hero were still the same as in 2001−2002: A Civilized Soldier with compassion towards 

everyone else - but the enemy. The enemy is as twisted and barbarian as he was in 2001, if not 

even more twisted: 

“[…] These past five years have given us a much clearer view of the nature of this 

enemy. Al Qaeda and its followers are Sunni extremists, possessed by hatred and 

commanded by a harsh and narrow ideology. Take almost any principle of 

civilization, and their goal is the opposite. They preach with threats, instruct with 

bullets and bombs, and promise paradise for the murder of the innocent.” 212 

 

“It's an interesting enemy, isn't it? An enemy that can't stand the thought of 

somebody being able to live a peaceful life, a life of hope, an optimistic life. And it's 

an enemy we've got to take seriously.”213 

The politics of fear is present: The terrorists are the opposite of civilization and not driven by 

political goals but by hatred and a harsh and narrow ideology. The goal of the terrorists is to kill 
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innocent people and stop people from living a free, optimistic and peaceful life. If America 

retreats, the terrorists are free to spread their ideology. Therefore, military action against them 

is the only way to retaliate: “The evil that inspired and rejoiced in 9/11 is still at work in the 

world. And so long as that's the case, America is still a nation at war.”214 War will be over only 

when radical terrorism all over the world is defeated. Bush feasts on the figure of the “mad 

mullah” by recalling quotes from terrorist leaders: "We will sacrifice our blood and bodies to put 

an end to your dreams, and what is coming is even worse.[…]: "Death is better than living on this 

Earth with the unbelievers among us." Rhetorical use of words such as blood, bodies, death and 

unbelievers create a strong sense of fear and need for united community, protection and shelter. 

Bush recalls a need for a collective identity, a kind of “imagined community”, led by strong 

Father of the Nation.215 

President Bush ends the speech by giving examples of heroic behaviour and 

American spirit. There is the story of Wesley Autrey, who saved man from the train track with 

his “Let’s roll-“Act-don’t-think”-mentality. Despite this heroic act, Autrey is fast to deny his 

heroism: "We got guys and girls overseas dying for us to have our freedoms. We have got to 

show each other some love." He is the humble man-of-action but who is willing to acknowledge 

the even bigger heroes: The soldiers sacrificing themselves overseas for the country. Another 

heroic narrative is the story of a U.S. Army sergeant, who refused medical help and stayed in 

combat to protect his fellow comrades. These both examples of masculine heroism are framed 

with words such as bravery, respect and gratitude. So, where are the examples of female heroes?  

Of course, there are guys and girls overseas dying for the freedom of the U.S. But apart from that, 

heroic kindness of women is embodied in Julie Aigner-Clark, who started filming children’s 

videos in her basement. She represents the “great enterprising spirit of America” and believes 

that children have the right to live in a safe world.216 Women are inseparably tied to children but 

then again, entrepreneurship and economic empowerment of women is celebrated.217  The fact 

that president Bush brings up these stories of heroism is fascinating: When the masculine 

heroes are saving people under trains and fighting for the U.S. abroad, the feminine counterpart 
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is taking care of the children while at the same time providing economic growth. 

In the 2008 State of the Union address, the war in Afghanistan is overshadowed by 

the war in Iraq and mentioned only in few occasions. The war in Afghanistan is presented as 

successful mission and the country as liberated: “ A nation that was once a safe haven for al 

Qaeda is now a young democracy where boys and girls are going to school, new roads and 

hospitals are being built, and people are looking to the future with new hope.”218 But this 

success has to be secured by a growing military presence and Bush announces a surge of 3200 

Marine soldiers in Afghanistan. Even though the country has been declared as liberated in 

multiple occasions, the military presence still has to grow to secure the progress made.  This 

leads into a dead-end: In Bush’s rhetoric Afghanistan has been liberated, but to keep the 

progress the amount of military in the country has to grow. The masculine protector cannot 

retreat, until the enemy is defeated.  

 The backwardness and anti-civilized attitudes of the terrorist enemy is 

emphasized, albeit not as explicitly as in 2001−2002: “Evil men who despise freedom, despise 

America, and aim to subject millions to their violent rule.[…] We are engaged in the defining 

ideological struggle of the 21st century. The terrorists oppose every principle of humanity and 

decency that we hold dear.” The collective identity of American nation is held as the mirror 

reflection of the ideology of the terrorists: America is “most powerful nation on Earth”; “beacon 

of hope for millions”; “a great and noble nation.”219 The mission of Bush’s America seems to be 

to secure the participation of women and women’s rights all over the world: “All over the globe 

women are backed with strong support from the United States government – from the American 

people, women and men alike. […] We believe that advancing democracy, prosperity and 

security worldwide cannot be possible without the empowerment of women. The United States 

is not only committed to the advancement of women worldwide, but we are invested in 

improving women's equality and empowerment.”220 Hence, women’s rights are not necessarily 

that important per se but because that is seen as a prerequisite for democratic growth and 

peaceful development in developing countries, therefore turning it into a national security 

question for the United States. Countries with strong women’s rights are not considered as such 
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threats to America. 

The greatness of United States was demonstrated in 2007−2008 with the example 

of success in Afghanistan and especially with the notion of “saving” the women. The situation in 

Afghanistan seems stable and secure. It is not only the women, who are rescued but the whole 

Afghanistan is declared as being free and liberated: “In today's Afghanistan, people are free to 

speak their minds, they're free to begin to realize dreams. […] In today's Afghanistan, the 

terrorists who once oppressed the Afghan people and threatened our country are being 

captured and killed by NATO forces and soldiers and police of a free Afghanistan; “I am really 

proud that our nation helped liberate the 25 million people of that country. We should be proud 

to stand alongside the people of Afghanistan, the newly liberated Afghanistan.“221 So, even 

though the country has been “rescued” and “liberated”, the fight must go on until every terrorist 

is destroyed. This narrative of Afghanistan being “rescued” is however being contested by many 

voices, especially from Afghan women - but this critique is not taken here into account.222 

Admitting mistakes, failed missions or wrong alliances would not fit into the narrative of the 

strong, masculine nation.  

 

4.2. The United States: The Silenced Voices of the Success Stories 
 
The years between 2001-2002 were filled with conferences on Afghan women and  different 

events held by the U.S.-Afghan-Women’s Council. Just to name a few: The signing of Afghan 

Women and Children Relief Act,  U.S.-Afghan Women's Council's "Women in Government" 

Reception and the celebrations of International Women’s Day in the name of the Afghan women. 

In 2007-2008 the rights of Afghan women were no longer brought up in separate statements or 

speeches. They came up as side remarks when talking about gender equality and empowering 

women in developing countries. In these speeches the story of the Afghan women is taken as a 

success story of the military operation and the promising progress done on women’s rights 

sector is repeatedly mentioned in relation to the intervention. This brings up the question: If the 

first years of war were filled with celebrations of women being finally liberated, why still 

legitimize the presence of the military with women’s rights? Military presence and women’s 
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rights seem to be in symbiosis: Women’s rights are fragile and dependent on the military and 

would be demolished if the military presence is gone. Therefore, there is no other option but to 

stay. 

One of the landmark moments was Laura Bush giving a speech during her visit to 

Kabul in June 2008.  The year 2008 was the deadliest year for the U.S. forces as well as for many 

European countries since the start of the war, marking also the year when the violence spilled 

over the Pakistani border.223 This is however hardly noticed when listening to the speech of the 

First Lady in Kabul. She talks about the massive improvements that have happened in the 

women’s rights sector in Afghanistan, starting with the Women’s Teacher Training Institute and 

the initiatives of the U.S.-Afghan-Women’s Council. With a quick glance the rhetoric seems 

overtly feminist and supportive of women’s rights. She talks about meeting the only female 

Afghan governor, empowering men, women and children with education and new learning 

center for disadvantaged kids initiated by the U.S-Afghan Women’s Council: 

“From computer sciences to basic skills, education is the key to empowering the 

men, the women, and the children of Afghanistan. […] Through this initiative, 

women are given access to education and health care as they earn money by selling 

hand-crafted rugs. We actually have two of them at the White House, and one 

custom-made rug that the President and I bought from ARZU for our ranch.”224 

When comparing this speech to Laura Bush’s key speech in November 2001, the gendered 

narratives are not as exaggerated as they used to be. Gone are the strong comparisons of us 

against them, the terrorists and their brutal treatment of women are left almost unmentioned. 

Even though the focus is on women and children, she also mentions the importance of educating 

men. Her focus is in the already-made promising progress in the women’s rights sector and the 

strong role of the USA as the financial supporter behind it. Her narrative shows the United States 

as the torchbearer of civilization and liberty – more importantly as the securer of these values 

abroad.  

Another key speech is from the Director of the International Office for Women’s 

Rights, Andrea G. Bottner from March 2008. In her discourse the future of the Afghan women is 

positive and bright. Women are taking on leadership role’s in politics, Afghanistan’s child 
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mortality rate is dropping, and 2 million girls are attending school. Interestingly, neither she or 

Laura Bush mention the number of girls still not enrolled to school: For example, the statistics of 

Human Rights Watch from 2009 majority of girls did not go to primary school, only 11 percent 

of secondary-school-age girls were enrolled in grades 7-9 and 4 % in grades 10−12.225  The 

development in Afghanistan is painted largely as positive and the development made so far is 

strongly emphasized: 

“In 2002, Presidents Bush and Karzai created the United States-Afghan Women’s 

Council, a public-private partnership with a mission to assist Afghan women in 

gaining the skills and education they need to fulfill their rightful role in society. The 

Council continues to flourish today. All of these developments are bringing hope to 

the people of Afghanistan and are successes we unfortunately don’t hear enough 

about in the public arena. Of course, that is not to say we do not acknowledge there 

are still many challenges before us. Rural areas in Afghanistan lack the basic 

infrastructure of roads, irrigation and electricity. […] Despite these obvious 

challenges, the progress made thus far is undeniable.”226 

Words such as flourish, hope, success and progress are utilized to give a sense of optimism to 

the domestic audience. Bottner does acknowledge that there are still challenges ahead but they 

are mainly linked to rural areas and their lack the basic infrastructure of roads, irrigation and 

electricity: Afghanistan seems to be living an era of peace, hope and reconstruction, not of war. It 

is naturalized in the discourse that women’s issues come together in the same context with the 

traditional areas of women’s life: health, nurturing, education of children and handcrafts. Laura 

Bush demonstrates her commitment to the Afghan women with the anecdote of buying hand-

made rugs made by the Afghan women to the White House. When listening to the speeches of 

both Laura Bush and Bottner, it is hard to remember that there is a war going in the country, let 

alone one of the deathliest years for civilian casualties of the war so far.227 The war is something 

humanitarian and soft, the military presence and air strikes something vital for future of the 
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Afghan women. Both Bottner and Laura Bush base the liberation of the women in numbers, 

statistics and hard facts, which sometimes have only little to do with the wide variety of 

everyday life of Afghan women with different backgrounds and different life stories. As Shahnaz 

Khan demonstrates, even though Afghan women have legal rights they didn’t enjoy during the 

Taliban rule, it still doesn’t automatically mean that women would be able to access them.228  

Even though the victimization was not as strong as in the beginning of the war, 

there were still brief moments of positioning Western women as the model of superiority. Such 

was the case in a speech from Karen Hughes, the Under Secretary for Public Diplomacy and 

Public Affairs: 

“I’ll never forget visiting a reading program in Afghanistan after the fall of the 

Taliban and meeting a young girl who said she hoped to write a book someday. I 

told her I would put something on her behalf in mine. She told me, "Women should 

be free to go to school and work and choose their own husbands." She was 13 years 

old. As I was leaving, the translator came after me. "She wants to tell you something 

else. Please don’t forget them. Please help them live in freedom.” The eyes of that 

young girl followed me home and still follow me today."229 

The Afghan woman is embodied in the figure of a young girl, almost a child, who is asking the 

Western women to not to forget them and help them live in freedom. This awakens a strong 

sense of pity, empathy, compassion and responsibility towards the Afghan women. This brings 

us again to the question: Whose voice is being heard in the discourse? Which discourses become 

hegemonic? In the discourse of the Bush administration’s officials the voice of the Afghan 

woman is embodied in this young girl, almost a woman, pleading and asking help from their 

Western counterparts. These are the voices that the U.S. officials were willing to hear because it 

fits into their self-perception as the representors and defenders of modernity and freedom. 

Therefore, these voices of savior-helper vs sufferer-victim become hegemonic in the U.S. 

official’s discourse. This is not to say that the hegemonic voices would be any less true. But they 

give a one-sided, simplified view of a complex and diverse situation of women in Afghanistan. 

The rhetoric of Laura Bush, Bottner and Hughes are all outstanding examples of co-

optation of feminism or embedded feminism. These terms refer to the appropriation of feminist 
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lexicon to drive a militarist agenda, which might end up reversing women’s rights in the war-

affected countries. Krista Hunt uses the term embedded feminism to describe the use of feminist 

rhetoric by the Bush government to shape the public opinion of the home front. Hunt defines 

embedded feminism as the “incorporation of feminist discourse and feminist activists into 

political projects that claim to serve the interests of women but ultimately subordinate and/or 

subvert that goal.” Hunt takes the case of U.S. Feminist Majority Foundation’s support for Bush’s 

policies as an example of embedded feminism. But she asserts through studies and historical 

examples that feminists in nationalist or colonialist projects often end up rather serving the 

political cause than advancing the struggle for women’s rights.230 Hence, they rather end up as 

mascots for the nationalist-conservative political cause.  Berit von der Lippe and Tarja Väyrynen 

call the same phenomenon of utilizing feminist lexicon the co-optation of feminist discourse. By 

studying the Afghan war rhetoric of Laura Bush in comparison to Nordic feminist politicians, 

they conclude that also the Nordic female politicians were co-opting the hegemonic war rhetoric 

of Laura Bush, albeit representing very different attitudes on feminism and women’s rights. 

What binds Laura Bush and the Nordic female politicians together is the struggle to hear the 

sometimes unsettling and critical voices of the Afghan woman – the very same voices they are so 

desperately trying to hear.231   

By 2008, after seven years of warfare and even after all of the major 

accomplishment listed by the U.S. administration officials, the rights of women in Afghanistan 

are still described as being in fragile ground. Since women’s rights are secured and given in this 

discourse by the U.S.-NATO-coalition, their presence in the country is vital for the continuation 

of women’s rights. The voices of the critical, strong and potent Afghan women are still nowhere 

to be heard.  

 

 
4.3. Germany: No Military, no Women’s rights 
 
As in the U.S., the political situation in Germany by 2007 had also changed since the beginning of 

the war. Germany was now governed by Chancellor Angela Merkel, the first female Chancellor 

ever in the Federal Republic of Germany. The constellation of the government had changed:  
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Merkel’s union of CDU/CSU (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands and Christlich-Soziale 

Union in Bayern) formed a coalition with SPD-party leaving the Green party, FDP and the leftist 

Die Linke (the successor of PDS) in the opposition.  

The German participation in Afghanistan had lasted already for seven years. It had 

been shaken for example by the so-called “Skull scandal” in 2006, in which German soldiers 

posed with head skulls for pictures.232 The amount of the troops had been steadily rising ever 

since 2003, with now over 3000 German soldiers stationed in Afghanistan.233 2008 also proved 

to be the most dangerous year for the German soldiers in Afghanistan. The number of German 

soldiers wounded in action grew from 11 in 2007 to 32 in 2008. 234 The public opinion about the 

Bundeswehr-operation in Afghanistan had been relatively negative from the beginning, with 

almost 60 % of the population supporting a swift withdrawal of the troops by 2009.235 Hence, 

the arguing for the prolongation of the mandate was hot-tempered and passionate.  

An interesting voice in the discourse of 2007−2008 is understandably the voice of 

the Chancellor of Germany, Angela Merkel. Merkel is a controversial figure in the feminist 

discourse: On one hand proving with her example and leadership that a woman can reach the 

most important position in the German politics, on the other hand staying relatively quiet about 

gender issues, condoning traditional gendered family politics of her CDU-party and refusing to 

label herself as a feminist in several occasions.236 During 2007−2008 Merkel held several 

speeches on security politics and the Afghan war. However, she mentioned the situation of the 

Afghan women seldomly, if not at all. In November 2008, chancellor Merkel held a speech at a 

NATO-event in Berlin on the importance of Afghanistan for NATO and mentioned in a quick side 
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remark many young women being active in professional life as a sign of progress achieved by 

NATO. Despite this quick mention, Merkel’s rhetoric stays factual, sober and dispassionate and 

at a relatively abstract level, with vague terms such as cross-linked security, mutual drafts of 

security and synergy effects dominating the discourse.237 

At the German Bundestag the tone of the debates was a lot more heated than could 

be predicted e.g. from the relatively understated tones of Chancellor Merkel. Many of the 

debates were held because of proposals by the opposition parties. The Afghanistan operation 

was debated conspicuously: The theme of Afghanistan was discussed in the debates several 

times in a month. Members of the CDU/CSU-parties recalled the extreme conditions faced by the 

women and children from the Taliban to demonstrate the type of a criminal regime and chaos 

would return automatically to Afghanistan without the West. They legitimized the military 

presence further with the notion of civilized democracies like Germany not being able to look 

away in such situations. The solidarity of all democracies is also brought up. A sense of 

responsibility to bring civilization to “failed states” and undeveloped nations is strongly present 

in their discourse. 

However, the German administration officials utilized the rhetoric of suffering 

women and children a similar manner to the Bush administration when discussing about the 

participation in the ISAF-operation in 2007. Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul had continued her post 

as the Minister for Economic Co-Operation and Development. She used the women and children 

as a straight accusation to the leftist Die Linke-party the only party asking for an immediate 

withdrawal of troops. Wieczorek-Zeul declares that the withdrawal of the troops would lead 

into an immediate oppression of women. She uses the case example of the Afghan Minister for 

Women’s Affairs: Without mentioning her name or her spesific background, she refers to her 

being held as captive in her own cellar for six years without being able to leave it. By doing that 

she throws a straight accusation to Die Linke: “Do you want to allow that women are once again 

being oppressed? Do you want to allow massive human rights abuses? No, we cannot allow 

that.”238 

Another member of the governing SPD-party used the similar argumentation 

towards a doubtful member of the Green party: “What would be the consequence [of troop 
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withdrawal]? Afghanistan would again fall back to the hands of the Taliban. Dear colleague 

Ströbele [one of the few members of the Green Party opposing the war], is that what you 

want?[…] That is why I am once again asking you to carefully consider, whether a ‘No’ to the 

operation might still offer terrorism the chance to implant itself, to offend people and oppress 

the women?”239  Therefore,  he draws a black-and-white division: The Western powers are 

responsible for the women’s rights in Afghanistan and Die Linke as a strictly anti-militarist party 

is partially contributing to the suffering of the women by supporting the withdrawal of the 

troops. 

In October 2008, the Bundestag decided on the prolongation of the ISAF-mandate. 

At this point some members of the Green-party demanded a change of strategy and also 

criticized loudly the Karzai-government for corruption and supporting the warlords. Minister 

Wieczorek-Zeul once again utilized the argument of womenandchildren. She admits that the 

situation has gotten more serious but sees no alternative to the military operation. She talks 

about a personal promise she has made to the Afghan women: 

“It has gotten more difficult, that is correct. But we can’t just withdraw [our troops] 

at once; that cannot happen. The consequences of a withdrawal would be […] a civil 

war, in which also women would be massacred. I have promised in 2001, that we will 

stand at the side of the Afghan women and will also stay there. I am standing to this 

commitment and feel myself obliged to it.”240  

She continues with an obvious dab to direction of Die Linke, who had been keeping a strict anti-

militarist front with the Afghan war:  

“If I may say so: Being leftist means from my perspective, to contribute to the 

freedom of the people, wherever they might live. If that should happen in 

Afghanistan, that means to contribute to the fact that no one who has been robbed 

of their rights, also not the women, shall get massacred.”241 

This proves a difficult argument to deny, because it appeals to naturalized notions: Of course, we 

should prevent a massacre of women, we should prevent the comeback of Taliban, we should 

stay. In this discourse the withdrawal of the Western forces would mean an automatic chaotic 

situation in Afghanistan, where the women would be the first victims, as demonstrated by the 
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brutalities of the Taliban. This makes any other alternative narrative seem naïve and foolish. 

The one who condones the withdrawal of U.S.-NATO-troops is also condoning the killing of the 

innocent women. The presence of the U.S.-NATO-troops equals security for the women, meaning 

the surge of troops equals more security for the women. This rhetoric naturalizes the presence 

of foreign military troops in the country; it is something that stabilizes and keeps the country in 

the natural condition, in contrast to the unnatural chaos that would occur upon withdrawal. 

Hence, the withdrawal of the coalition would automatically lead into the suffering of the 

women.242 This discourse was also co-opted by members of the opposition parties, for example 

the Greens. As one member of the Greens declared: “I vote with a yes, because as the members 

of the Bundestag tell us, many women have naked fear in their eyes, when they think about the 

return of the Taliban on power.”243 The image of fearful women as victims is effective. 

Wieczorek-Zeul also makes the women’s rights in Afghanistan a personal issue, 

something that she has personally promised to the Afghan women and cannot give up on that 

promise. Hence, she positions as the motherly figure responsible for the Afghan women. The 

Third World Woman of this hegemonic discourse is still in need of support from its Western big 

sisters and predominantly the object, not the subject.  

 This brings us again to the key questions: Which voices are heard or hegemonic in 

the discourse? Who can voice criticism, which voices are taken seriously? These questions are 

evident in the case of Malalai Joya. Joya is a political activist, women’s rights campaigner and a 

writer from Afghanistan, who also served as a parliamentarian in the Afghan parliament from 

2005 to early 2007.  She was dismissed from the Afghan parliament for criticizing the 

“warlordization” and the corruption of the parliament. While doing that, she got physically 

assaulted, called a prostitute and threatened with rape by conservative male members of the 

Afghan parliament.244 The opposition party Die Linke brought up the case of Joya in multiple 

                                                             
242 This was also the rhetoric arguing used by George W. Bush also after the ending of his presidency. In 2011, Bush 
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occasions in the Bundestag to demonstrate critical voices from Afghan women. In October 2007, 

Die Linke quoted her statement criticizing the U.S. collaboration with the warlords.  

Green-party member Renate Künast countered Die Linke: Together with many 

female parliamentarians in Kabul, she, Künast, does not accept the way Die Linke offers Joya as a 

“chief witness.” Künast talks of all the female parliamentarian in Kabul as one singular group, 

who are “horrified” over Joya’s statements. She recites Joya calling the Afghan parliament a 

stable and accuses her of destroying the discussion channels with her disrespectful language. 

She ends the speech by calling Joya a “dubious witness” for the situation in Afghanistan. This 

discourse implies that there would exist some singular, one and true voice of Afghan women, 

that is representing all of them.  The governing parties CDU/CSU and SPD applauded and hailed 

Künast’s statement with shouted remarks, such as “Very true!”245 

 Joya gets diminished into one dubious, disrespectful activist, whose voice does not 

represent the “true voice” of the Afghan women. The more silent, accepting and thankful voices 

are easily accepted as representing the situation in Afghanistan, when critical voices are 

ridiculed. Joya’s voice is unsettling and doesn’t fit into the narrative of women being “rescued”, 

therefore it is easier to ignore it. 

In February 2008 Joya visited Berlin to listen to the debates of the Bundestag.  

When a member of Die Linke, Heike Hänsel, introduces her, she gets interrupted several times 

by mainly members of the governing parties SPD and CDU/CSU. She gets accused for 

instrumentalizing Joya for her propaganda and asked to state clearly, whether Joya wants the 

German troops to withdraw.246 Hänsel’s speech gets further disrupted by one of the CDU/CSU-

politicians shouting: “The only reason you have female parliamentarians in Afghanistan is 

because we are there!”247 This applies to the age-old notion of colonialist men kindly granting 

more freedom to the women, whereby the “Third World Woman” should stay silent and only 

express only gratitude, not critique. 

This rhetoric discredits completely the long struggle and agency of the women in 

Afghanistan, making it seem that their political activity and agency is completely dependent on 
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the U.S-NATO-coalition.  It also ignores completely the decade-long work done by organizations 

such as RAWA working for women’s rights under Soviet occupation, the Mujahideen as well the 

Taliban era. The aggressive reactions towards Joya imply that even though Western politicians 

claim to be listening to the Afghan women, some voices prove too unsettling to hear.  

 

5. Final Remarks 
 

By taking on a comparative approach between the women’s rights rhetoric utilized by the U.S. 

and German politicians in the Afghan war, this thesis sheds light on some previously 

unanswered questions: How was the utilization of the gendered narratives different between 

the U.S. and German politicians and how did the utilization of the rhetoric change between 

2001−2008? The Bush administration of 2001−2002 utilized the image of the strong, masculine 

hero, who must protect his country under threat. Even though the hero can be a woman or man, 

the values that he represents are congenitally masculine: protection, strength, force, heroism 

and courage. He must protect the country from a new type of an enemy: the mad, savage-like, 

women-hating terrorist. Not only is the all-American hero courageous and self-sacrificing 

enough to die for his country and for the “fierce brotherhood”, he is also saving the “damsel-in-

distress” from the sadistic, monstrous terrorists. The narrative of womenandchildren was 

employed repeatedly in the discourse, awakening a strong sense of masculine protection. The 

masculine protector is strong and sometimes ruthless towards the enemy but has respect for 

women and the Western values of modernity and civilization. The masculine protector was 

depicted as inherently American, since the United States was the defender and pioneer of the 

Western, democratic values. 

Militarized masculinity requires a counterpart of either weak and helpless 

femininity or twisted, marginal and wrong masculinity. The twisted masculinity came in the 

form of the terrorist man, which was vaguely defined as one big monstrous identity of Taliban, 

al-Qaida and Muslim men. They were demonized in the discourse into almost animal-like, 

primitive beings with the objective of causing mass civilian casualties and destroying the 

American way of life. Therefore, the terrorists were de-politized: The only objective of the 

enemy is to cause chaos, death and anarchy. The evilness of the terrorists grows inside them, as 

in a vacuum. However, the most evident proof of the Other’s backwardness is their brutal 

treatment of their women: The whipping, beating, stoning and covering of the Afghan women is 
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relished in the discourse as an evidence of the Other men having to be disciplined and taught a 

lesson. “Normal”, civilized or Western-like Muslim men are mostly absent in the discourse, with 

the one notable exception of Hamid Karzai. The absence of civilized and respectful Muslim men 

in in the discourse leads to the image of the terrorist dominating the discourse of Muslim men. 

The War on Terror is depicted as the ultimate battle of ideologies: light versus dark, good versus 

evil. As Joanne Nagel frames: “Real men fight wars, and they often fight them against pansies or 

perverts.”248  

The role of the American woman in the narrative was to be calm, collected and 

supportive, as embodied in Laura Bush’s discourse. When the fierce firefighters were fighting 

their battles, the ideal woman is the silent supporter and care-taker on the side. Nevertheless, in 

the U.S. discourse the American woman also has a mission: to liberate and offer support to the 

child-like, victimized Afghan women. This support is however not offered in an egalitarian, 

solidary or dialogue-opening manner, but rather as proclamations of superiority and pity. The 

Afghan women are treated as one singular, homogenic group with similar wishes and 

experiences of life. 

In the German discourse the masculine protector of women was more subdued. The 

hero was not necessarily German or representing German, nationalist values per se but belonged 

to the international community of humanitarian, Western values. There was a strong sense of 

responsibility towards the partners of alliance, first the U.S. and later NATO.  The Schröder 

administration was demonstrating willingness to carry their responsibility as part of NATO, as 

part of the West. The past of National Socialism was present as a sense of global responsibility 

and debt towards the West. The soldiers were not glorified, in fact they were often thanked with 

rather sobering words. The protector in the German official’s discourse was depicted as 

humanitarian, yet strong: Building schools and wells but fighting terrorists on the side. The 

twisted image of the enemy Other was utilized as well, often with the example of their sadistic 

treatment of women. 

The Afghan women were referred to by the German administration as a child-like 

and brutalized singular group, in a similar manner to the U.S. discourse. Hence, even though the 

masculine protector was not as celebrated in the German discourse as in the U.S., the discourse 

of the Afghan women was almost identical. The pictures from late 2001 and 2002 of women 
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walking freely without burqa on the streets were utilized as sign of women being finally 

“rescued.” The Schröder administration also wanted to carry its responsibility towards the 

women-liberating West, to be on the side of the “good guys.” Bush’s discourse of “Either you are 

with us or with the terrorists” had been effective. The military operation was depicted largely as 

a humanitarian, soft operation with a strong focus on spreading education and securing 

women’s rights. The nature of the German ISAF-troops was indeed more stabilizing at the first 

years of war, slowly evolving into a combat-operation by 2008.249  

Besides from the differences of German U.S. discourse, this thesis also looked for 

differences and development in the discourse between 2001−2002 and 2007−2008. In the U.S. 

discourse the masculine protector was still standing strong. There were no signs of hesitation, 

regret, admitting mistakes or a change of strategy with Karzai’s government, Northern Alliance 

and its alleged corruption. Afghanistan was declared as rescued and liberated in multiple 

occasions. But to keep the achieved progress the number of U.S. troops must increase constantly. 

The masculine images of soldiers fighting abroad were glorified and the notion of Afghan 

women being saved was utilized to prove the success of the operation. In the key speeches from 

Laura Bush, Andrea G. Bottner and Karen Hughes the situation of Afghanistan’s women was 

painted as a success story, with no real need to talk about the still prevailing issues and 

misogyny. There were no separate big speeches discussing the still existing problems in 

women’s rights sector. The liberation was already on its way, there has been progress and that 

should be secured further by the military. Critical voices of women were nowhere to be heard. 

In the German discourse of 2007−2008 the Afghan war was debated tempestuously 

and critical voices from the opposition parties were challenging the discourse of the government 

led by chancellor Merkel. The discourse of womenandchildren was utilized in the same manner 

as in 2001−2002: The threat of Afghan women falling back in the hands of Taliban and women 

being massacred was so strong, it could be thrown to the direction of the war-opposers to 

silence them. And it did work very well indeed: Often the war-opposing members of Die Linke or 

some few of the Green party did not respond to these accusations. The threat of 
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womenandchildren suffering was effective as a direct accusation towards the war-opposers: If 

you support the withdrawal of the troops, you are also supporting and taking part in the 

suffering of the women and children. The Development minister Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul 

declared the support of Afghan women as a personal promise she had made vis-à-vis all Afghan 

women.  Critical voices coming from Afghan women about the warlordization and corruption of 

Northern Alliance were still ridiculed or silenced, as in the case of Malalai Joya. She was not 

perceived as a “real” voice of the Afghan women, but as an ungrateful, disrespectful activist. The 

voices of silent and grateful women were however accepted easily as representing “all” Afghan 

women. 

As a conclusion: Was the whole Afghan war just about stealing terms from the 

feminist vocabulary to please the public? Political calculation? All just a hoax? Nothing else but 

an appropriation of feminism turning back the clocks on progress? Some feminist scholars have 

indeed perceived the utilization of feminized security rhetoric in War on Terror as purely 

political calculation and claimed Bush’s “War for Women” as actually being a war against 

women.”250 Then again, other feminist scholars have taken it as chance to take use of the fact 

that feminist themes and women’s rights are finally considered as a serious security issue and 

are talked about.251 The politician’s declarations of securing women’s rights could be utilized by 

feminists to put pressure on them to prove that and to implement feminist politics in domestic 

as well as foreign politics. As Ferguson has demonstrated: If feminists can frame their demands 

and concerns as national security issues, they could be able to widen their agenda and their 

audience.252  This thesis celebrates the fact that feminism is longer seen as something trivial or 

unimportant, but as a serious issue related to economic growth, democracy, demographics and 

security. The fact that Sweden is the first country to declare its government and foreign policy 
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252 Ferguson 2005, p. 34−35.  
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openly feminist is a major step forward.  

As Alletta Brenner claims, there remains a tension between the discursive claims of 

the U.S. politicians and the actual ends of the policies.253 If major world powers, such as 

Germany and U.S., claim to support women’s rights all over the world, they should also be 

expected to support them at home. Otherwise the credibility of securing women’s rights abroad 

is in danger.  This could be used as a way put pressure on U.S. to ratify the U.N.'s Convention to 

Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, something that the Bush government did 

not mention at all when talking about U.S. being the champion for women’s rights. In Germany, 

the declarations of standing for women’s rights abroad could also be used to put pressure on the 

politicians stand for women’s rights at home. Pressure could be put e.g. on the abortion laws: In 

Germany, abortion is still technically prohibited by law and the paragraph 219a from German 

criminal code prohibits the doctors from giving information to their clients about the possibility 

for abortion.254 Germany also has in EU-comparison one of the lowest percentages of women in 

leading positions in the job market.255 Rather than claiming to a be role model for women’s 

rights all over the world, the steps still to be taken at home should also be taken into account. 

This could make the discourse more egalitarian and solidary. Otherwise women’s rights can get 

easily framed as pure “non-Western” issue.  

This brings us to the question: Are women’s rights only taken seriously in security 

politics, when it involves the patriarchal notion of saving and protecting the weak? Are 

politicians comfortable talking about women’s rights only when it confirms the notion of 

modernity and superiority at home? While writing this thesis, further questions started to 

emerge: Whose suffering matters enough to start a huge international, NATO-led military 

operation to overthrow the women-oppressing regimes? Whose suffering matters enough to 

become hegemonic in the discourse and to become the topic of bestseller books?  In the case of 

the Taliban and Al-Qaida, they were representing an existential threat and a security issue to the 

West after 9/11.  The tragedy of 9/11 was the incident that brought the plight of the Afghan 

                                                             
253 Brenner 2009, p. 30. 
254 Warkentin, Natalia: Das Problem mit Paragraf 219a. Frankfurter Allgemeine, 22.2.2018. 
<http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/abtreibung-bundestag-diskutiert-ueber-werbeverbot-
15461125.html.> [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
255 Frauen in Führungspositionen: Deutschland im EU-Vergleich weit hinten. Europäische Komission: Vertretung in 
Deutschland, 7.3.2017. <https://ec.europa.eu/germany/news/frauen-führungspositionen-deutschland-im-eu-
vergleich-weit-hinten_de.> [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
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women into the foreground of Western medias. As a comparison: ISIS, the extremist-militant 

Islamist terrorist organization, has abducted over 3000 women from the Yazidi minority, using 

rape as a strategic weapon and keeping the women in sexual slavery. According to UN, the 

crimes of ISIS are likely to fill the official requirements of a genocide.256 The plight of the Yazidi 

women has not gotten the same attention and international rallying in the rhetoric of the major 

Western politicians, though pleadings from NGO’s have had positive effects.257  And even though 

women’s rights and the threat of terrorism is used as a justification for war, they still might not 

be reasons good enough to grant asylums in Western countries.258 This seems to imply that 

there aren’t always purely humanitarian interests at play - but also other instruments of power 

politics. Therefore, some human right’s abuses end up causing public uproar and rallying from 

the politicians, whereas others are left unmentioned or ignored. 

So, why is it still important to talk about the rhetoric of Western politicians and 

Afghan women, after almost 20 years since the start of the war? Let us fast-forward to the 

current situation: Afghanistan in 2018. There are around 16 000 international troops still in 

Afghanistan with no concrete exit-strategy or time plan.259 The war is considered to have cost 

around $800 billion to the U.S. Department of Defence. Around 111 000 people have lost their 

lives, 31 000 of the killed were Afghani civilians. The large majority of the civilians have been 

killed by anti-government-militant forces, such as the Taliban. However, the number of civilians 

killed by pro-government and international forces has been on the rise, amounting 18 % of all 

civilian casualties on 2014.260 Taliban is estimated to either control or to be openly active in 70 

                                                             
256 Report of the Office of the United Nations Human Rights Commissioner on the human rights situation in Iraq in the 
light of abuses committed by the so-called Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant and associated groups. United Nation 
Human Rights Council, 15.3.2015, 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session28/Documents/A_HRC_28_18_AUV.doc 
[Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
257 Save the Yazidis: The World has to Act Now. Defendinternational.org, 5.9.2014. 
http://defendinternational.org/save-the-yazidis-the-world-has-to-act-now/; Blackburn-Dwyer, Brandon: The 
Obama administration finally calls ISIS killing Yazidis a genocide. Global Citizen, 17.3.2016. 
<https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/the-obama-administration-finally-calls-isis-killin/> [Retrieved 
31.8.2018] 
258  See e.g.: Keine Abschiebungen nach Afghanistan! Amnesty International, 
<https://www.amnesty.de/mitmachen/petition/keine-abschiebungen-nach-afghanistan> [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
259 Resolute Support Mission (RSM): Key Facts and Figures.  NATO: 
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_07/20180706_2018-07-RSM-Placemat.pdf. 
[Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
260 Crawford, Neta C.: Update on the Human Costs of War for Afghanistan and Pakistan. Watson Institute for 
International and Public Affairs, Brown University, August 2016. 
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2016/War%20in%20Afghanistan%20and%20Pak
istan%20UPDATE_FINAL_corrected%20date.pdf  [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
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% of Afghanistan’s area. ISIS is considered to be more active than ever in Afghanistan.261 The 

security situation has reportedly deteriorated in the recent years according to the Afghanis 

themselves.262 

Then again, there have many promising signs of change: By 2017, 28 % of the seats 

in the Afghan parliament were held by women.263 Though the exact numbers are disputed, 

millions of girls who never had a chance to go to school under Taliban, have now had some type 

of education.  Nevertheless, the number of girls going to school in Afghanistan has never went 

above 50 %.264 Conclusively, the situation can hardly be considered as a pure success story or 

the women as “saved” but rather as a tangled mess of different international and local agendas. 

If the Afghanistan operation would have indeed been a success story for women, democracy and 

peace, there wouldn’t still be the similar need to problematize the rhetoric utilized by the U.S. 

and its allies.  

This thesis contributes to the feminist Afghan war research by demonstrating how 

easily the hegemonic war-rhetoric of the U.S. was co-opted by Germany, despite differing 

traditions of foreign policy and nationalism. Both countries still utilized women’s rights rhetoric 

in a similar patronizing manner not only at the beginning of the war, but also in the contested 

years of 2007−2008. This demonstrates the effectiveness of the women’s rights rhetoric in 

justifying war. The hegemonic discourse of the U.S. and German politicians painted the 

Afghanistan operation as largely successful: The woman had been liberated or at least liberation 

was on its way. However, the numbers demonstrated before and the allegations towards the 

Northern Alliance cast some serious doubt on these statements.  As in most armed conflicts, 

there are no simple answers. But at least by deconstructing the hegemonic gender narratives 

and simplified notions we can start looking for more complex solutions. If the voices of criticism 

are ridiculed and silenced by the hegemonic ones, there will never be real space for 

contestation, dialogue and long-lasting peace.  

                                                             
261 Sharifi, Shoaib and Adamou, Louise: Taliban threaten 70% of Afghanistan, BBC finds. BBC World Service, 
31.1.2018.  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-42863116. [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
262 Crawford, Neta C.: Update on the Human Costs of War for Afghanistan and Pakistan. Watson Institute for 
International and Public Affairs, Brown University, August 2016. [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
263 However, the trend has been rather stagnant since 2005. See Proportion of seats held by women in national 
parliaments (%): Afghanistan. The World Bank Data, 2017. 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS?locations=AF&name_desc=false. [Retrieved 31.8.2018] 
264  “I won’t be a doctor and one day you’ll be sick”: Girl’s Access to Education in Afghanistan. Human Rights Watch, 
17.10.2017. https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/10/17/i-wont-be-doctor-and-one-day-youll-be-sick/girls-access-
education-afghanistan. [Retrieved 17.8.2018].  
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