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Abstract

This paper critically examines the challenges and dynamics of conducting fieldwork in Afghani-
stan through a feminist and decolonial lens. Drawing on experiences from fieldwork undertaken 
between 2014 and 2019, it explores how identity, positionality and power relations shape the 
practice of research in a conflict-affected setting. The analysis considers the intersection of the 
researcher’s positionality with complex local, national and international dynamics, highlighting 
the importance of ethical engagement and relational accountability in knowledge production. 
By interrogating the colonial legacies embedded in research practices and advocating for inclu-
sivity, the paper contributes to broader debates on decolonising methodologies and feminist 
praxis in political science. Ultimately, it calls for a re-evaluation of research practices to amplify 
marginalised voices and promote more equitable knowledge exchange across academic and policy 
arenas. 
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Fieldwork is often viewed as a colonial enterprise, carrying with it gendered, 
racialised and imperial legacies (Smith 2012,  Asad 2011, Connell 2007). In 
her influential work Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai Smith  describes Western research as a tool of colonial-
ism, one that lacks neutrality and objectivism while serving imperial projects 
(Smith 2012). She extends this observation to a wide range of social sciences 
and humanities, such as psychology, sociology, education, anthropology and 
history. According to Smith, research and fieldwork in the above disciplines 
have been tailored towards extracting knowledge from indigenous communi-
ties, while misrepresenting these communities and positioning them as “objects” 
of study rather than as thinking and knowing subjects (ibid.). Similar critiques 
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have been launched against Western feminist scholars, despite their claim to 
be cognizant of the voices of women. Chandra Talpade Mohanty (Mohanty 
1984), for example, asserts that Western feminist scholarship treats “Third 
World women” as a single uniform group that is universally oppressed by cul-
ture, religion or tradition, while ignoring internal diversities such as class, caste, 
race, region, etc. and especially the global power relations that influence, shape 
and create such diversities. 

This is particularly evident in conflict and peacebuilding contexts, where 
external actors such as “peacebuilders” and “democratisers” interact closely 
with local communities (Boer Cueva et al. 2024: 1). These encounters engender 
dynamic and often contentious relationships among international, national, 
and local actors. Conducting research in such complex and often unpredictable 
environments gives rise to a range of methodological challenges, ethical dilem-
mas and opportunities for reflexive engagement. It is therefore essential for 
researchers to engage critically with the contextual specificities and relational 
dynamics that shape how knowledge is produced. 

In an edited volume presenting rich personal narratives and experiences of 
scholars who have worked in conflict zones and societies, Mac Ginty et al. 
highlight real experiences, ethical dilemmas, challenges and lessons learned in 
the field, particularly where violence, insecurity and political tensions shape 
research conditions (Mac Ginty et al. 2021). For example, as Meera Sabarat-
nam (2017: 7) argues, understanding intervention policies requires attention 
to the “experiences, interpretations and historical conditions” that inform them. 

Political scientists often provide limited methodological transparency about 
how they have arrived at their claims (Carpenter 2012, Isaac 2015). Similar 
critiques have been directed at International Relations (IR) scholarship, which 
tends to pay insufficient attention to methodological and ethical questions 
(Routley / Wright 2021a). Peace and conflict studies are not immune from this 
criticism either. Kelli Te Maihāroa and colleagues (2022), for example, chal-
lenge the dominance of Western epistemologies and methodologies in peace 
and conflict studies and call for research to centre on indigenous knowledge 
systems, research practices and lived experiences. Such an approach, the authors 
add, is essential for decolonising academic disciplines.  

Reflexivity, while well established in many of the social sciences, remains 
largely absent in political science and IR, as observed by scholars such as Laura 
Routley and Katharine Wright (2021). Nonetheless, recent scholarship in Inter-
national Relations and Peace and Conflict Studies has deepened this methodo-
logical critique, urging researchers to question the hierarchies embedded in 
knowledge production. Routley and Wright problematise IR’s reification of 
fieldwork against the backdrop of structural hierarchies and the wider impli-
cations of simply recognising who can do fieldwork – given that the ability of 
IR scholars to conduct fieldwork in remote places is affected by race, gender, 
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sexuality, class, health and training (Routley / Wright 2021b). Mahdis Azar
mandi (2024: 397), as another example, calls for rethinking the power structure 
inherent within and beyond the “academic industrial complex”, while Sladjana 
Lazić and Elena B. Stavrevska (2024: 368) describe this critical engagement as 
an ongoing process of unlearning and re-learning. However, the process of learn-
ing and unlearning is not a simple one, as the unpacking of multiple silences 
generates its own discomforts (D’Costa 2021). Reflecting on her experience as 
an IR scholar, Bina D’Costa (ibid.) observes that scholarly efforts to forge 
feminist relationships, debate race and racism, and decolonise knowledge in 
academia are compounded and complicated by the everyday life and struggles 
of the researcher.

Contextualised within these disciplinary debates, in this article I reflect on 
my own positionality as a female political scientist operating within, and at 
times across, multiple lines of power. This exercise in reflectivity makes it pos-
sible to rethink key concepts, including “the researcher”, “the research partici-
pant”, “expertise” and what constitutes “data” (Boer Cueva et al. 2024: 2). 
According to Pierre Bourdieu, reflexivity is an essential part of the research 
process. It acts as an “ironic gaze that unveils and unmasks”, bringing to light 
the often-hidden dimensions of our research experiences (Bourdieu 2004: 4). 
Reflexivity enables researchers to remain mindful of their own positionality as 
well as that of their participants. By exposing the methodological and experien-
tial choices embedded in the research process, it illuminates how social back-
ground, presuppositions and behaviours influence both the conduct and the 
outcomes of research (Finlay / Gough 2008: ix). 

In the fields of IR, political science and security studies, researchers often 
present their findings through a positivist lens1 rather than problematising them 
and taking a reflective approach. While reflexivity is not inherently a decolonial 
feminist practice, it is an indispensable component of it (Boer Cueva et al. 2024: 
10) and a necessary condition for conducting ethical research (D’Arcangelis 
2018: 340). For reflexivity to truly embody feminist praxis, however, it must 
move beyond the notion of knowledge as individual property and embrace the 
idea of knowledge as relational and co-produced (Wilson 2001: 177, Boer 
Cueva et al. 2024: 10). In other words, recognising that knowledge is not creat-
ed in isolation but emerges through interactions, relationships and power dy-
namics between researchers and participants, as well as between human beings 
and their broader social and historical contexts.

This article is an attempt to investigate these concepts in the context of 
Afghanistan, a country characterised by prolonged conflicts, security issues 
and deep-seated patriarchal norms and values. I outline the methodological 
approach adopted and the strategies used to navigate access, positionality and 

1	 Cf. Boer Cueva et al. 2024, Malejacq / Mukhopadhyay 2016: 1012.
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power, and reflect on how these dynamics shaped my research process and 
outcomes. Rather than proposing new methodological tools, the article offers 
a critical reflection on my own experiences as a political scientist, contributing 
to ongoing efforts to advance reflexivity within the discipline.2 In doing so, I 
aim to highlight how my identity as a female researcher is constructed and 
perceived in the field, and how these interactions unfold within a colonial sys-
tem of knowledge production. Critically observing, the type of knowledge 
production that continues to reproduce distinctions between Western academics 
and those from the Global South, distinctions that are palpable and frequently 
reinforced. While these accounts are context-specific and not necessarily gener-
alisable to other settings, embedding them within the broader literature illus-
trates experiences that resonate with other fieldwork contexts.

I begin in section one by discussing some of the security challenges I faced 
while conducting fieldwork in Afghanistan. In narrating these challenges, this 
section highlights the relational dynamics, such as power relations, that unfold 
at the local level. Section two addresses another important theme: the issue of 
the researcher’s identity. In analysing identity, this section brings to the fore 
(a) the structural advantages and disadvantages embedded in conducting re-
search in conflict zones, and (b) the affective forces that shape how researchers 
and participants perceive each other. Fieldwork in a conflict zone is not devoid 
of emotions, which are explored in section three through a reflective account. 
Finally, section four discusses how I was perceived in academic and policy 
circles outside Afghanistan. This section highlights structural inequalities in 
knowledge production and the marginalisation of knowledge from the Global 
South, to borrow Boaventura de Sousa Santos’s words (2015). However, prior 
to delving deep into these topics, I would like to briefly discuss the analytical 
lenses I have employed in the process of analysing my experiences and en-
counters.

To capture the nuances of conducting fieldwork on sensitive issues in a con-
flict zone, I have found that a critical feminist approach offers a particularly 
relevant and rigorous lens through which to navigate such complexities. This 
lens provides the necessary tools with which to investigate issues such as iden-
tity, belonging and power dynamics shaped by overlapping contextual layers 
of local and international intervention, including state building and peace-
building efforts. However, these concepts and contexts should not be taken at 
face value. 

Crucially, a critical feminist perspective also problematises fieldwork by 
foregrounding reflexivity and attending to power dynamics at multiple levels. 
Routley and Wright argue that field practices are “often bound up with mas-
culinist and colonial logics” (Routley / Wright 2021: 87). The authors contend 

2	 Cf. Corstange 2016, Teele 2014, Carpenter 2012.
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that field work and related practices often privilege traits culturally associated 
with masculinity, such as physical endurance, desire for dominance and hier-
archical authority. Such norms are widely recognised for sidelining women 
and other marginalised groups. Likewise, colonial logics – characterised by 
ways of thinking and acting that reproduce power imbalances, such as assum-
ing the right to access, study, manage or intervene in communities without 
accounting for local knowledge systems or histories of exploitation – reinforce 
these same dynamics (Smith 2012). The tools and techniques of fieldwork 
have historically been shaped by, and developed through, colonial expansion 
(Kuklick 2011), thereby perpetuating unequal power relations through the 
construction of knowledge about the West’s many “Others” (Routley / Wright 
2021: 4). Lila Abu-Lughod (2006) asserts that such binary divides of self/other 
are rooted in a conventional notion of culture (Lila Abu-Lughod 2006).

Conflict contexts and power relations in fieldwork 

For researchers, understanding context and relational dynamics is important. 
Pierre Bourdieu (1992) reminds us that the meanings of “discourse” and “prac-
tice” emerge from their use within a particular field – a social space in which 
actors interact, compete, struggle and cooperate according to specific “rules of 
the game” (Bourdieu 1992: 53). In a field characterised by ongoing conflict 
and insecurity, and with diverse actors operating at local, regional and inter-
national levels, relational dynamics are particularly complex and profoundly 
influence the research process itself. At the heart of such complexities lies the 
issue of power relations influenced by security issues and concerns, which is 
an endemic aspect of conflict contexts.

Working and researching in a conflict zone is fraught with security concerns 
for the researchers and participants. In some contexts, research can subject 
participants to real danger, making hierarchies and disparities of power all the 
more pressing and vital as Foucault (1980: 82) describes, subjugated knowl-
edges are those “disqualified as inadequate or insufficiently elaborated”, situat-
ed “low down on the hierarchy” beneath the sanctioned level of scientificity. 
Participants – or interlocutors – may face not only excessive drains on time 
and energy, but also risks to their personal safety (ibid.). My fieldwork expe-
rience in Afghanistan from 2014 to 2019 was marked by constant worries and 
fears regarding security issues. Threats from the Taliban, as an insurgent or 
terrorist group, were not the only common concern. Rogue government offi-
cials, commanders and militias operating within the formal structures of the 
state were often legitimate sources of concern and even threats. 
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In some provinces, strongmen enjoyed substantial autonomy from the cen-
tral government and exercised control or influence over armed forces, posing 
significant threats to researchers and practitioners in Afghanistan. Romain 
Malejacq and Dipali Mukhopadhyay, for example, report multiple incidents 
in which they witnessed displays of power and control by the strongmen and 
“warlords” who were subjects of their case studies (Malejacq / Mukhopadhyay 
2016). The authors write that “as visitors to their [warlords’] lavish palaces, 
we felt intimidated and excited by proximity to such blatant manifestation of 
power. We were also disarmed by the adeptness with which these strongmen 
engaged us” (Malejacq / Mukhopadhyay 2016: 1019).

While travelling to the south of the country to study a strongman governor 
who wielded significant power over the province and often defied the authority 
of the central government, I constantly felt under his watchful eye. Fieldwork 
in this province proved difficult, as respondents I had contacted prior to de-
parting from Kabul were reluctant to speak or were worried that they were 
being followed by the governor’s informants. The group of researchers I was 
travelling with, under the auspices of a local NGO, also observed that our 
vehicles were followed throughout the city. On one occasion, despite being in 
close physical proximity to the team’s location, a respondent, suspecting he 
was being followed, preferred to conduct the interview over the phone. 

When discussing the governor’s economic activities and businesses with an-
other respondent, my interlocutor stated, “You can say anything about the 
governor and his human rights violation records; it won’t affect him much 
because he knows nobody can touch him. But if he feels that his economic 
interests are threatened, that is when it becomes a serious issue.”3 My research 
topic, focused on the “economic activities of warlords”, could indeed have 
touched a sensitive nerve. Similarly, in other provinces, encounters with un-
known individuals made it clear that I was being watched.  

Such experiences clearly influenced my approach in the field. Occasionally, 
I had to change the venue and route I had chosen, or delay or cancel an inter-
view, to avoid raising suspicions in case I was under surveillance. I had to revise 
my research questions so as not to directly request any sensitive information 
on topics that could potentially cause problems. This indirect way of posing 
questions was time-consuming, to say the least, and it might also have given 
respondents a different impression of me and the focus of my research project. 
However, revising my research questions was not my only concern. I soon real-
ised that I had to reflect deeply on how to answer questions asked about me.

3	 Interview, Mazar-e-Sharif, March, 2012.
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“Where are you from?”

Feminist and critical scholars have expanded our understanding of multiple 
subjectivities and identity issues in the field. Marsha Giselle Henry, for exam-
ple, refers to these as “multiplex subjectivities” (Henry 2003: 239). She illus-
trates that some of the categories and identity labels available for researchers 
in the field can be problematic (ibid.: 240). For instance, the binary concept of 
insider versus outsider can oversimplify positionalities. A researcher may be 
considered an insider due to shared language or ethnicity yet still be perceived 
as an outsider because of differences in education, class or national affiliation. 
Likewise, a young female researcher may not be taken seriously in a male-
dominated setting or may face sexualised or protective paternalism. Researchers 
who navigate both inside and outside a culture may find it difficult to define 
their positionality in simple terms. 

Issues such as language, ethnicity, caste, accent, disability, education, reli-
gion and gender all become important in conducting fieldwork (Gordon 2021). 
As Routley and Wright (2021: 5) observe, multiple intersecting markers of 
identity are as relevant in fieldwork as they are in every other dimension of 
social and professional practice. This section therefore focuses on these com-
plex sets of identities to illustrate the murky dividing lines between researchers 
and their subjects in the field. 

I identify as a female researcher and practitioner. Born and raised in Afghan-
istan, I have a deep familiarity with the country, as well as strong personal and 
professional ties to it. Like millions of Afghans in the mid-1990s, my family 
was forced to flee the country due to the Taliban’s restrictions on girls’ education. 
We initially relocated to Pakistan, and I later had the opportunity to continue 
my education in Canada, completing my undergraduate studies at the Univer-
sity of Toronto. I was then fortunate to pursue further graduate studies at the 
Universities of Oxford, Kent and Cambridge.

Living through war in Afghanistan, navigating life as a refugee in Pakistan 
and striving to access education as a woman under oppressive conditions have 
profoundly shaped my perspectives. Between my academic degrees and during 
my PhD, I collaborated with local NGOs in Afghanistan on critical issues, 
such as corruption, human rights violations and war crimes. These experiences 
have made me acutely aware of the intersecting challenges of marginalisation 
through displacement, minority status or gendered oppression. Equally, they 
have informed both my academic and activist paths. For example, engaging 
with NGOs reinforced my commitment to justice and ethical research, as well 
as the importance of ensuring that academic enquiry yields tangible benefits 
for participants and those affected by it. The issue of “ethical research”, centred 
on analysing risks, ensuring safety and protecting everyone involved, becomes 
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particularly important in a conflict zone (Bliesemann de Guevara / Poopuu 
2021).

Consequently, adopting a critical decolonial feminist approach closely aligns 
with my research agenda. Decolonial feminist praxis foregrounds community, 
kinship and collective responsibility, urging us to ask: How can these values 
be integrated into our research methods? How can we collaborate to address 
injustice and inequality without reproducing the systems that created them?

These reflections on decolonial feminist praxis have also prompted me to 
consider how my own research practices may reproduce, challenge or negotiate 
the boundaries between “us” and “them”. As political scientists, sociologists, 
scholars of international studies or theorists, we cannot feign ignorance of the 
workings of power and exclusion inherent in the identification of an “us” and 
a “them”. “Them” often refers to the locals, the subjects or the “other”. A 
particular form of this dichotomisation occurs along the lines of “insider” and 
“outsider” divisions. Coming from the same cultural background and having 
lived and worked in Afghanistan initially gave me the false perception that I 
was an insider. However, during my first field trip to Jalalabad, I realised that 
being an Afghan native does not automatically confer “insider” status and that 
the insider/outsider dichotomy does not neatly capture the complexities of so-
cial relations in the field. The assumption that national origin alone secures 
insider status overlooks the intricate and layered nature of social positioning 
in fieldwork. 

In practice, multiple layers of identity come into play when negotiating ac-
cess and belonging within a group. Factors such as ethnicity, language, gender 
and urban-rural background all shaped both how I was perceived and how I 
perceived myself in relation to those around me. For example, while I may have 
been regarded as a cultural “insider” in some respects, my accent, academic 
background and urban upbringing marked me as an “outsider” in others. In 
this sense, being an “insider” is not a fixed or inherent status but a relational 
and context-dependent position, which is constantly in flux and mediated by 
power dynamics and social norms. 

Such experiences can potentially influence the process of conducting re-
search, as observed by Marsha Giselle Henry, who notes that how researchers 
“represent” themselves to participants can shape both the research process 
and its outcomes (Henry 2003: 229). Henry recounts that she was frequently 
asked, “Where are you really from?” during her fieldwork – a question familiar 
to many researchers, especially those of diasporic backgrounds, like myself. 
Representing oneself is not straightforward. Presenting oneself at “home” (re-
gardless of geographical location or nationality) is a process that is “located 
within complicated social and historical contexts” (ibid.: 232). Henry’s account 
illustrates how her parental birthplace and her identity as a first-generation 
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Canadian with parents from Pakistan influenced how she was perceived by 
her research respondents. 

Sharing a similar experience, I have often been asked, “Where are you orig-
inally from?” after my initial response to the question “Where are you from?”. 
My strategy at times has been to avoid mentioning “Afghanistan” when outside 
the country, to steer clear of discussions about the Taliban or, earlier in the 
2000s, being asked about the whereabouts of Bin Laden. Inside Afghanistan, 
I encountered the same question phrased differently: “Which part of the country 
are you from?” Given that different regions of the country speak various lan-
guages, distinct accents can indicate localities. When my accent did not reveal 
my origins, the follow-up comment was often “You do not have a Herati accent”. 

While such questions and comments might seem like mundane small talk, 
in a conflict zone where tensions exist along ethnic, linguistic and sectarian 
lines, they can cause discomfort and uneasiness – especially if raised early in 
field contact or interviews before a rapport has been established. As Kamala 
Visweswaran writes, “the question ‘Where are you from?’ is never an innocent 
one, yet not all subjects have equal difficulty answering” (Visweswaran 1994: 
115). While the degree of difficulty varies among researchers, some of us find 
solace in adopting a “hybrid” approach, navigating the realm of ambiguity and 
fluidity while striving for a degree of authenticity (Henry 2003: 233). Adding 
the gender dimension, navigating these relational dynamics becomes even more 
difficult.

As a young female scholar in the field, travelling with male colleagues to 
various parts of the country, I realised that younger men showed considerably 
more reverence and respect toward my male colleagues of the same age than 
toward me, often reflected subtly in their choice of language. In Afghan culture, 
language (Dari/Farsi) conveys not only grammar but also formality, respect and 
social hierarchy. This is most clearly expressed in the way people are addressed 
– something that in English would always be rendered simply as “you”. The 
informal “you” (or تو / tu) is used with close friends, family members, children 
or people of lower status in hierarchical or traditional contexts. It implies fa-
miliarity, intimacy or, depending on the situation, it can be condescending. The 
more formal “you” ( شما / shomâ) is reserved for strangers, elders, superiors 
and individuals of higher status, signalling respect, politeness or social dis-
tance. Using tu instead of shomâ with someone who expects formal respect 
(such as a woman, elder or guest) can therefore be perceived as rude, disre-
spectful or patronising. 

On one occasion, I was travelling with three male colleagues to a village in 
Bamyan. We stopped at a restaurant for a late lunch. The waiter, a young man 
of about eighteen, greeted us warmly. As he took our orders, he addressed each 
of my male colleagues with polite and respectful language, using the formal 



Weeda Mehran178

form of “you” common in Persian. When he turned to me, however, his tone 
shifted noticeably, and he addressed me more bluntly, using the informal tu. 
The contrast in how he spoke to me versus my male colleagues was striking – 
an unmistakable signal of diminished respect, perhaps subconsciously.

After placing my order, drawing on my roles as a social scientist, feminist 
and activist, I decided to challenge the traditional norms of hospitality and the 
expectation that one should not speak back to a host. Politely but directly, I 
asked him, “Why did you use shomâ for my colleagues and address me as tu?” 
He was visibly taken aback, clearly not expecting such a question, especially 
from a woman. He asked me to repeat what I had said, which I did. While I do 
not clearly recall his exact response – whether it was an excuse or an apology – 
I vividly remember the expression on his face: the unmistakable surprise of 
being questioned by a young woman.  

Accounts such as the above inevitably underscore the complexity of “iden-
tity”, within which multiple countries, regions and classes converge (Narayan 
1993: 673). This complexity has been a focal point for intersectional scholars. 
According to Benita Bunjun, intersectionality, as both a theory and concept, 
revolves around the “interaction between diverse positions of marginality and 
dominance as social processes while exposing how these processes become in-
voked within and across power relations” (Bunjun 2010: 116). This perspec-
tive sheds light on the “interactions of colonialism, patriarchy and capitalism, 
and how such interactions are invoked, reinforced, and contested” (ibid.). 

Such dynamics are captured by intersectional perspectives, which examine 
how interconnected systems of oppression and domination shape the experi-
ences of girls and women, particularly those in marginalised positions. Inter-
sectionality work also highlights power relations. For instance, Martina A. 
Caretta and Johanna C. Jokinen (2017: 277) argue that “multiple axes of both 
advantage and disadvantage are in fact intrinsic in the interaction with partici-
pants”. Expanding on an intersectional approach, critical feminist scholars 
further apply this framework to the study of marginalised groups and the power 
dynamics associated with them. 

Affective forces 

Taking a feminist and decolonial approach also means taking account of the 
affective dimensions of fieldwork, including emotions such as loneliness, shame, 
fear, discomfort and uncertainty,4 as well as “multiple subjectivities”, i.e., iden-
tities (Brigden 2021). Acknowledging emotions is crucial in feminist method-
ology particularly because emotions and affect can be rooted in underlying power 

4	 Cf. Beban / Schoenberger 2019, Goerisch 2017, Billo / Hiemstra 2013.
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asymmetries. Caroline Faria and Sharlene Mollett (2013), for example, state 
that the acknowledgement of emotions and affect demonstrates how racial 
power is experienced in the field. This approach provides a comprehensive set 
of analytical tools and perspectives for dissecting the heuristics of conducting 
fieldwork in environments fraught with security challenges and populated by 
diverse actors, local, national and international, whose interactions are shaped 
by complex relational dynamics. This praxis of reflexivity is being increasingly 
adopted among political scientists.

As a political scientist carrying out fieldwork in Afghanistan, I have found 
fieldwork to be a profoundly emotive process, as I have worked on issues that 
are deeply personal. For example, while researching war crimes, I was often 
overcome with emotion, unable to hold back tears at the pain and suffering 
experienced by many Afghans during the wars. Furthermore, to this day, I 
vividly remember some of the women I interviewed in hospitals during my 
very first fieldwork, which focused on self-immolation among women. 

Reflecting on my positionality and lived experiences as a woman and scholar 
– lucky enough to have survived the long wars and privileged enough to pursue 
an education and career – I am acutely aware of my relative advantage com-
pared to many of my research respondents in Afghanistan. As hinted above, 
many suffered losses and atrocities during the wars, while countless others con-
tinue to experience injustice, marginalisation and discrimination. While I could 
relate to the respondents’ suffering and misfortunates, I also felt privileged in 
comparison to their lives and experiences. 

This awareness stirred a mix of emotions, such as empathy, discomfort, guilt 
and even a sense of helplessness in my inability to have any positive impact on 
their lives. I felt a deep emotional resonance with their stories, particularly when 
they spoke of fear or injustice. Yet, I was fully aware that I could leave the 
field and return to relative safety and stability, whereas the respondents’ lives 
were shaped by structural disadvantages   from which I was generally spared. 
At times, this led to a strong feeling of hopelessness and frustration; feelings 
that I experienced far too often outside the country and beyond the fieldwork 
context, in academic and policy settings as well. These points are further ex-
plored in the following section, which primarily focuses on how indigenous 
voices are received by the broader academic and policy contexts. 

“One of you is enough” – Colonial approaches

Feminist researchers have long examined the various ways in which gender 
shapes research and fieldwork.5 Gendered roles often accentuate power rela-

5	 Cf. Abu-Lughod 1988, Henry 2003, Caretta / Jokinen 2017, Beban / Schoenberger 2019.
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tions and social divides. In a strictly patriarchal society such as Afghanistan, 
power is deeply intertwined with gender, to the extent that gender frequently 
overrides other societal classifications, such as age. While both older men and 
women are generally revered as sources of wisdom, and the younger genera-
tion is expected to show them respect and reverence, this cultural norm does 
not mitigate underlying gender disparities.

Gendered norms and perceptions are not confined to countries within what 
is often referred to as the “patriarchal belt”. I encountered similar experiences 
while attending conferences on security at venues outside Afghanistan, where 
officers preparing for deployment to Afghanistan received briefings on various 
topics related to the country. In male-dominated fields like security, I was often 
one of only a handful of women in auditoriums of more than 2,000 men. Despite 
my being an expert on the subject of security, event organisers frequently placed 
me on panels discussing topics such as women, education or health, simply be-
cause I was a woman, even though my research and PhD work focused on war-
lordism and security. This bias was so pervasive that, at one point, an Afghan 
male colleague from the Ministry of Education was invited to join a panel on 
security threats during elections, while I was automatically assigned to a panel 
on culture and education in Afghanistan. Furthermore, I have lost count of the 
number of times I was shushed, or when my raised hand was overlooked in 
settings dominated by men – particularly Western men.

These observations eerily and literally resonate with the core concerns raised 
by Gayatri C. Spivak (1988) in Can the Subaltern Speak? where she questions 
whether marginalised voices can ever truly be heard within dominant frame-
works of knowledge and representation. Similarly, Michel Foucault under-
scores how modern systems of knowledge actively marginalise what he terms 
“subjugated knowledges”, forms of understanding dismissed as overly sim-
plistic, locally situated or lacking scientific legitimacy (Gordon et al. 1980). 
Such exclusions are not incidental but arise from deeper epistemological struc-
tures that privilege detached, individualised modes of knowledge production 
and elevate the liberal Western academic as the ideal knower (Boer Cueva et 
al. 2024: 11).  

On another occasion, when both I and another female scholar from Af-
ghanistan expressed interest in participating in a panel to which we felt we 
could make a significant contribution, the organiser remarked, “One of you is 
enough, we need diverse opinions.” The panel comprised five participants, four 
of whom were men, two white men and two men from Afghanistan. The re-
mark revealed the assumption that two Afghan women would offer identical 
perspectives, and that “diversity” required male representation rather than 
plural female or Global South voices. This incident exemplifies what feminist 
scholars describe as tokenism, the inclusion of a single woman or minority 
representative as a stand-in for an entire group (Ahmed 2012, D’Costa 2021), 
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or performative inclusion – focusing on appearing inclusive rather than enacting 
real change (Ahmed 2020). Miranda Fricker’s notion of “testimonial injustice” 
is equally applicable here, defined as when a speaker’s credibility is undermined 
due to prejudice. For example, a woman’s testimony might be dismissed because 
of gendered bias (Fricker 2007). An observation by Chandra Talpade Mohanty 
(1984) is relevant and telling here: while criticising dominant strands of Western 
feminist scholarship, the author observes that “third world women” are seen 
as a homogenous, oppressed and ahistorical group. According to the author, 
such an approach mirrors colonial discourses that construct the non-Western 
“other” in simplistic and essentialised ways. The above anecdote about the panel 
organiser epitomises the homogeneous categorisation and simplistic view of 
Afghan women.

Such experiences are not isolated. In both academic and policy fields, research-
ers from the Global South are often positioned as “secondary” – to borrow 
Susanne Schmeidl’s term (2023) – to their counterparts from the North. As 
Schmeidl observes, Afghan knowledge is frequently treated as “raw data” to 
be analysed and validated by non-Afghan experts. This dynamic reflects en-
trenched epistemic hierarchies in which the “other” is excluded as a legitimate 
knower (Manion / Shah 2019: 447, Santos 2015). Decolonial and feminist 
scholars have long critiqued such hierarchies as manifestations of epistemic 
injustice (Fricker 2007, Spivak 1988), where gender, geography and colonial 
histories intersect to determine whose knowledge counts.  

Reflecting on my experience as both a researcher and an Afghan woman work-
ing within international policy spaces, I have often been reminded of Gayatri 
Spivak’s question: Can the Subaltern Speak? The persistence of hierarchies of 
knowledge – who is authorised to speak, and whose voice is heard – remains 
striking. As Foucault describes, subjugated knowledges are those “disqualified 
as inadequate or insufficiently elaborated”, situated “low down on the hierarchy” 
beneath the sanctioned level of scientificity (in Gordon et al. 1980: 82). These 
hierarchies manifest in the binary between the “knower” and the “known”, 
separating knowledge from its social context and privileging the liberal, au-
tonomous subject as the ideal producer of knowledge (Boer Cueva et al. 2024: 11).

Afghanistan’s two decades of international intervention revealed this epis-
temic order in practice. The rhetoric of “Afghan-led” and “Afghan-owned” 
approaches became ubiquitous across peacebuilding and security discourses. 
Yet, when international funding dictated agendas and foreign military forces 
controlled security, Afghan leadership often remained symbolic. The vocabu-
lary of “local ownership” masked enduring colonial hierarchies of expertise 
– what Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2015) terms epistemicide: the systematic 
devaluation of local knowledge. I recall a policy meeting in 2012 that epito-
mised this dynamic. Among dozens of participants – donor representatives, in-
ternational think-tank analysts and Afghan officials – only five were Afghans, 
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and I was the sole Afghan woman. Fresh from fieldwork and interviews on the 
Afghan Local Police (ALP), I hoped to share concerns raised by communities, 
particularly women, about the predatory behaviour of these forces. Yet, in a 
space dominated by men and framed as a “security” discussion, there was little 
room for such perspectives. The ALP, financed and promoted by international 
actors as a “local solution”, was shielded from criticism that challenged its 
legitimacy. Ironically, throughout the meeting, the phrases “Afghan voices” 
and “Afghan-led” were invoked repeatedly – often by those least willing to 
listen to either.

This experience underscored for me how colonial logics of authority persist 
even within frameworks that claim to empower the local. As Raewyn Connell 
(2007) and Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2015) argue, Global South knowl-
edge is frequently positioned as fieldwork data to be processed by Northern 
experts. The voice of the “other” – whether local researcher, practitioner or 
participant – becomes background noise to the dominant epistemic script. 
Shedding these inherited hierarchies, even when intentions are good, is not a 
simple process. Consciously or subconsciously, the voices of those deemed 
“too close” to the subject continue to be filtered, disciplined or dismissed. In 
the process, indigenous voices are silenced and colonial power structures are 
further reinforced (Smith 2012). 

Concluding thoughts

In summary, conducting research in conflict zones is inseparable from perva-
sive security concerns that affect both researchers and participants, making 
acknowledging hierarchies and disparities of power all the more pressing and 
vital (Boer Cueva et al. 2024: 5). This paper shows that fieldwork in Afghan-
istan was shaped by constant fears related not only to insurgent violence, but 
also to threats posed by actors operating within formal state structures, in-
cluding government officials, commanders and militias. These security risks, 
in turn, intensified existing power asymmetries and required careful ethical and 
methodological adjustments, including the reformulation of research questions 
to avoid sensitive topics that could endanger participants. Such adaptations, 
although necessary, were time-consuming and occasionally altered how the 
research and myself as a researcher were perceived in the field. However, such 
observations are by no means unique to Afghanistan.  

These reflections further reveal that my lived experiences, of war, displace-
ment, gendered oppression and collaboration with local civil society organisa-
tions, profoundly shaped both the research process and analytical perspective. 
These experiences heightened awareness of intersecting forms of marginalisa-
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tion linked to gender, displacement, minority status and political vulnerability, 
reinforcing the inseparability of personal history, academic enquiry and activist 
engagement.

Furthermore, the analysis of fieldwork experiences in this paper, also highlight 
the significance of intersecting identity markers, such as; language, ethnicity, 
gender, education, accent and urban/rural background in shaping access, be-
longing and perception in the field (Gordon 2021). As Routley and Wright 
(2021: 5) observe, multiple intersecting markers of identity are as relevant in 
fieldwork as they are in every other dimension of social and professional practice. 
My own lived experiences showed that insider/outsider status is neither fixed 
nor singular, but relational and context-dependent, shifting across settings and 
mediated by power relations and social norms. While cultural familiarity fa-
cilitated access in some contexts, other attributes simultaneously marked me 
as an outsider.

Additionally, my fieldwork experiences underscore the deeply emotive nature 
of fieldwork in conflict settings. Researching issues such as war crimes and 
gender-based violence elicits strong emotional responses, illustrating how af-
fect and embodiment are integral to the research process rather than peripheral 
to it. The analysis of gendered experiences beyond Afghanistan demonstrates 
how dominant knowledge and policy frameworks marginalise indigenous knowl-
edges and silence local voices, illustrating whose experiences are legitimised and 
whose are rendered invisible within contemporary systems of knowledge pro-
duction.

Afghanistan, in particular, provides a striking example of how power dy-
namics shape whose knowledge is recognised and legitimised. Despite decades 
of international involvement framed as “Afghan-led” development or prioritis-
ing “Afghan voices,” authority over knowledge and decision-making largely 
remained with external actors. The mere fact that the United States negotiated 
and struck a deal with the Taliban without the presence of the Afghan govern-
ment at the table is emblematic of the performative nature of the “Afghan-led” 
and “Afghan voices” rhetoric at the highest policy levels. At the local level, 
genuine input was constrained by geopolitical interests, security considerations, 
and entrenched institutional hierarchies. Even when Afghan perspectives were 
included, particularly those critical of dominant narratives around security, 
governance, or development, they were often ignored, dismissed, or reframed 
to align with pre-existing policy agendas. My own gendered experience of 
marginalisation in male-dominated spaces reflected this broader pattern: op-
portunities to speak did not necessarily translate into being heard. As Spivak 
(1988) warns, asymmetric power structures can render subaltern voices inau-
dible.

Finally, taken together, these accounts underline the value of a postcolonial-
feminist approach to fieldwork, which enables critical reflection on power, 
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positionality, knowledge production, and the ethical responsibilities inherent 
in conducting research in conflict zones. A feminist and postcolonial lens illus-
trates that field research is far from a neutral act; it is shaped by positionality, 
privilege, and broader structures of exclusion. Therefore, recognising and ac-
knowledging the relational and contested nature of knowledge is crucial to 
conducting more ethical, reflexive, and inclusive scholarship. In this context, 
reflexivity is not merely a methodological tool but a transformative practice 
that can potentially disrupt entrenched hierarchies of knowledge production 
and cultivate more inclusive and accountable ways of producing knowledge. 
As illustrated throughout this paper, such an approach is particularly fruitful 
when conducting research in conflict zones, where inequalities and power asym-
metries are both heightened and consequential. To conclude, I draw on Barthwal-
Datta’s (2023) assertion that navigating and writing about such embodied expe-
riences can become potent forms of resistance.
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