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Abstract 

During Canada’s military engagement in Afghanistan between 2001 and 2011, an 

overarching and persistent narrative of a Canadian salvation of Afghan women from the 

repression of the Taliban shaped the public understanding of the war. However, this 

discourse emerged primarily among the federal government and national media for the 

sake of accruing support for the mission. The experience of the war within Afghanistan 

was starkly distinct from this rhetoric, especially for Afghan women. This thesis argues 

that Canada’s role in Afghanistan was adopted into the national consciousness in terms of 

a gendered narrative that did not accurately reflect the reality of the war, especially after 

the 2005 decision to move into Kandahar province. As the narrative of the war and the 

military reality became increasingly irreconcilable, no alternate discourse was able to 

successfully replace the women-focused rhetoric, forcing the Government of Canada to 

end the active combat phase of the war as public support waned. 
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Introduction – Canada’s War in Afghanistan in Its Historical Context 

On September 10th, 2001, Afghan women were a world away from Canada. They 

had never been central to the Canadian cultural sphere, and there was little reason in the 

minds of Canadians to care about their plight.1 By September 11th of that year, this trend 

suddenly changed. Following the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001, (9/11 

henceforth), Afghan women became central to Canadians’ understanding of their place in 

the international community. The women of Afghanistan, who had begun as nonentities 

in the minds of Canadians, were suddenly dubbed “the most oppressed […] people in the 

world”2 in Canadian newspapers. Their suffering was worthy of Canada sending its 

troops to Afghanistan, risking life and limb to ensure they could go to school and take off 

their veils. On the surface, this venture sounded rather noble. It proved to be quite the 

opposite. The ‘women and children’ narrative – the popular account of the war that 

argued Canada’s mission in Afghanistan was done in service of liberating oppressed 

Afghan women and children from the Islamic fundamentalism of the Taliban in order to 

ensure their human rights – dominated because it was politically convenient and widely 

appealing in a period of great upheaval following 9/11. This narrative became irrevocably 

interconnected with the war, to such an extent that the emergence of evidence challenging 

this version of the war narrative caused a collapse of public support for the mission. The 

political expediency of the war was lost, as another narrative was unable to take its place. 

 

 

1 See Margaret Wente, “The Taliban’s Forgotten War on Women,” Globe and Mail, September 20, 2001, 
www.proquest.com/hnpglobeandmail/historical-newspapers/talibans-forgotten-war-on-
women/docview/1125775721/sem-2?accountid=14611. 
2 Wente, “The Taliban’s Forgotten War on Women.” 
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The ‘women and children’ narrative was the basis for the war in the minds of Canadians, 

and in its absence, the war could not persist. 

This thesis contributes to the growing scholarship on Canada’s place in the Global 

War on Terrorism (GWOT) that offers a critical perspective on the country’s role in 

Afghanistan. Recent research in the field has proven highly contentious, as for instance, 

the 2022 three-volume publication by Sean Maloney, The Canadian Army in 

Afghanistan, caused controversy within the CAF for challenging previous official 

government narratives. Maloney reported that, before publishing, he was warned by a 

colonel not to “contradict an established Canadian position, for political reasons.”3 

However, Maloney’s work is an account of military action within Afghanistan, and does 

not investigate the messaging surrounding the war. In fact, this area in the Canadian 

historiography of Afghanistan remains extremely sparse, as the bulk of recent scholarship 

has been from a defence studies perspective. Andrea Charron, Alexander Moens, and 

Stéphane Roussel’s 2023 edited volume, The Legacy of 9/11: Views from North America, 

for example, considers how the attacks of September 11th, 2001 impacted the joint 

security space of Canada, the United States, and Mexico. Others, such as Stephen 

Saideman in his 2016 Adapting in the Dust: Lessons Learned from Canada’s War in 

Afghanistan, inquire what effects the military outcomes of the war had on the 

governments that oversaw it. The issue of a strict military focus in the scholarship is 

further complicated by the fact that a substantial proportion of the extant work on 

 

 

3 Murray Brewster, “Canada Now Has Its Own History of the Afghan War – Good Luck Finding a Copy,” 
CBC News, November 10, 2023, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/afghanistan-canada-canadian-forces-
history-1.7023872. 
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Afghanistan was published while the war, which ended for Canada in 2014, was still 

ongoing. Gordon Smith’s Canada in Afghanistan: Is it Working?, Peter Pigott’s Canada 

in Afghanistan: The War So Far, and Rick Casson’s Canadian Forces in Afghanistan 

were all published in 2007, and Lee Windsor, David Charters, and Brent Wilson’s 

Kandahar Tour: The Turning Point in Canada’s Afghan Mission was published in 2008, 

yet these remain important sources. Much of the research available in the scholarship of 

the war is thus incomplete, with a significant proportion of the work in the field coming 

from those outside the discipline of history. Some publications, such as Casson’s report, 

are additionally problematic due to being produced on behalf of the federal government, 

and all the accounts in this area are highly limited by the amount of sources available to 

researchers at their time of writing, with a large volume of the primary documentation of 

the war remaining classified. 

In comparison to the Canadian scholarship on Afghanistan, the United States 

(U.S.) GWOT scholarship offers rich and engaging perspectives on the conflict’s 

messaging. Political scientist Wojtek Mackiewicz Wolfe’s Winning the War of Words: 

Selling the War on Terror from Afghanistan to Iraq, for instance, applies big data to 

critical discourse analysis by comparing trends in U.S. President George W. Bush’s 

rhetoric, such as periods with greater usage of terms including “terrorism” and 

“homeland security”, with polls of the President’s public approval rating.4 This allowed 

him to chart correlations between messaging and public opinion, discerning how effective 

 

 

4 Wojtek Mackiewicz Wolfe, Winning the War of Words: Selling the War on Terror from Afghanistan to Iraq 
(Manchester University Press, 2008), 37, https://unb.on.worldcat.org/oclc/213819306. 
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governmental narratives were. However, the U.S. scholarship shares the problem that its 

sources were largely created during the conflict it studies. Wolfe’s Winning the War of 

Words was published in 2008, and other key sources in this area, including media studies 

scholar Jeff Lewis’ Language Wars: The Role of Media and Culture in Global Terror 

and Political Violence (2005) and conflict studies scholar Richard Jackson’s Writing the 

War on Terrorism: Language, Politics, and Counter-Terrorism (2005), were published in 

a similar time frame. The only major sources in the field written after the United States 

withdrew from Iraq are political scientist Anthony Dimaggio’s 2015 Selling War, Selling 

Hope: Presidential Rhetoric, the News Media, and US Foreign Policy since 9/11, and 

Iraq veteran Caleb S. Cage’s War Narratives: Shaping Beliefs, Blurring Truths in the 

Middle East, from 2019. Thus, even in the American context, greater attention is needed 

by an historian to provide a fuller perspective on the extant scholarship, especially given 

that the majority of U.S. works written during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were not 

by historians. Regardless, the methodology set out in the American context is sound, as it 

incorporates varied analytical techniques which expand beyond a strict focus on military 

concerns, and offers an exemplar of the insight that a broader methodological approach 

can bring to Canada. 

While relatively little has been written thus far on the Canadian cultural context of 

the war, there is some research available on the subject, though it intermixes with 

political scientists and security scholars writing during the war itself. One such piece that 

this thesis disrupts is the 2010 article “Hijacking a Policy? Assessing Quebec’s ‘Undue’ 

Influence on Canada’s Afghan Policy” by Justin Massie, Jean-Christophe Boucher, and 

Stéphane Roussel. This is one of the few articles published specifically on Québec’s 
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influence over the war in Afghanistan, and is presented as a foreign policy analysis that 

touches on cultural issues without fully dissecting them. The authors stated that their aim 

was 

to counter the conventional wisdom surrounding Quebec’s ‘undue’ 

influence on Canada’s international security policy. Focusing on the war 

in Afghanistan, it argues, first, that this influence is substantially 

exaggerated and, second, that if Quebec’s distinct attitudes have had an 

influence on Canada’s Afghan policy, they have actually contributed to 

strengthening rather than hampering its legitimacy.5 

The first part of their argument, being that Québec’s influence has been “substantially 

exaggerated,”6 is disputed by the research in this thesis, as evidence consulted in 

accordance with their strict policy focus can be counterbalanced with cultural and 

discursive evidence. Chapter 1 will demonstrate that the ‘women and children’ narrative 

originated largely from Québécois sources, having a great deal of influence over rhetoric 

as opposed to directly shaping policy. 

Massie, Boucher, and Roussel also push back against historian J.L. Granatstein, 

who had written in 2007 that “‘French-speaking Canadians have largely shaped 

[Canadian foreign and defense policy] since 1968’ – that is, since Pierre E. Trudeau took 

 

 

5 Justin Massie, Jean-Christophe Boucher, and Stéphane Roussel, “Hijacking a Policy?: Assessing Quebec’s 
‘Undue’ Influence on Canada’s Afghan Policy,” American Review of Canadian Studies 40, no. 2 (2010): 
260, DOI: 10.1080/02722011003734738. 
6 Massie, Boucher, and Roussel, “Hijacking a Policy?,” 260. 
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office […] because of Quebecers’ distinct ‘pacifism’ and ‘antimilitarism.’”7 This thesis 

likewise disagrees with Granatstein’s findings as they apply to Afghanistan, as while a 

strict defense policy analysis might yield these results, an analysis of the cultural and 

discursive influence of Québécois rhetoric finds that Francophone sources were aligned 

with Anglophone sources in encouraging the nation to go to war by the end of 2001, 

which was a critical decision making stage.8 Furthermore, the “Hijacking a Policy?” 

authors point to a “set of assumptions” described by public policy scholar Jean-Sébastien 

Rioux wherein “Quebecers […] oppose increases in defence spending; [are] against 

military interventions overseas; and […] favour using the Canadian Forces (CF) only in 

humanitarian or peacekeeping roles.”9 This thesis will modify such an understanding, 

demonstrating that the Québécois public did want humanitarian or peacekeeping roles, 

but in image only. Instead, French-Canadian rhetoric pushed this ideal onto the CAF’s 

purpose for the engagement without actually advocating for peacekeeping per se. As 

such, Québec did not immediately oppose the war based on pacifistic ideals. Instead, 

arguments in Parliament indicate that Québec had a role in shaping the war into its 

desired form. 

Other works by Granatstein, who remains a prominent voice in the history of 

Canada’s war in Afghanistan, also have their findings contested in this thesis. For 

instance, as of 2021, Granatstein viewed the national narrative of the war as being that of 

 

 

7 Massie, Boucher, and Roussel, “Hijacking a Policy?,” 261. 
8 See Chapter 1. 
9 Massie, Boucher, and Roussel, “Hijacking a Policy?,” 262. 
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“an American war, a direct response to the al Qaeda terror attacks of 9/11,” which leads 

him to posit that this 

may have been correct in 2002, when the aim was to drive from power the 

Taliban government that had sheltered al Qaeda. But the aim of the war 

had shifted to assisting an elected government, weak and corrupt as it may 

have been, to establish itself in the face of attacks from Taliban remnants. 

At the same time, much effort was put into educating girls and helping 

women, alongside development projects big and small. Nation-building, in 

other words. Unfortunately, none of this appeared to matter to most 

Canadians.10 

There are a few issues with this line of reasoning. Firstly, propping up the new Afghan 

government to prevent the Taliban from returning still fits into the general narrative of 

the U.S. 9/11 response. Using this as evidence of a deviation from American rhetoric 

unnecessarily complicates the separation of the ‘women and children’ narrative from the 

GWOT narrative. Furthermore, Granatstein observes that nation-building happened but 

did not appeal to Canadians. This thesis argues for an inverse scenario. Chapter 4 will 

prove that nation-building was minimal, and Chapters 2 and 3 will demonstrate that the 

perceived lack of nation-building was a major reason of the war was met with increasing 

disillusionment by Canadians. The issue was not that Canada made valuable 

humanitarian efforts in Afghanistan and was met by public apathy, but rather, that the 

 

 

10 J.L. Granatstein, Canada’s Army: Waging War and Keeping the Peace, 3rd ed. (University of Toronto 
Press, 2021), 527, http://public.eblib.com/choice/PublicFullRecord.aspx?p=6717008. 
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public cared so deeply about this issue that Canada’s efforts were not seen as being 

enough. 

 In order to provide social and cultural evidence that illustrates Canadians’ 

perceptions of the war, the method herein is informed by the discourse-historical 

approach. This approach applies the critical theory of discourse to historical study, while 

also incorporating other interdisciplinary approaches.11 The study of discourse 

traditionally has its earliest roots outside the field of history. Publishing in 1916,12 Swiss 

linguist Ferdinand de Saussure examined the foundations of academic thought regarding 

language and word use. His Course in General Linguistics remains a seminal work in this 

field, and influenced later theorists such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida.13 

Saussure’s innovative study divides language into signs (indicators such as words) and 

significations (the concepts indicated by signs), which he referred to as semiology.14 

Critically, he argued that language carries meanings, which have been instilled within it 

by “institutions” such as churches and schools that have influenced the development of 

language.15 He found this to be especially true of what he dubbed “literary language,” 

 

 

11 Ruth Wodak, “Critical Discourse Analysis, Discourse-Historical Approach,” in The International 
Encyclopedia of Language and Social Interaction, ed. Karen Tracy, Cornelia Ilie, and Todd Sandel (John 
Wiley and Sons, 2015), 1. 
12 This was a posthumous publication of Saussure’s work, as he died in 1911. 
13 Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, “Introduction: Saussure and His Contexts,” in Course in General 
Linguistics, eds. Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, trans. Wade Baskin (Columbia University Press, 2011), 
xvi, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&A
N=584611&site=ehost-live&scope=site&ebv=EB&ppid=pp_xv. 
14 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, eds. Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, trans. Wade 
Baskin (Columbia University Press, 2011), 65-67, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&A
N=584611&site=ehost-live&scope=site&ebv=EB&ppid=pp_xv. 
15 Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 21. 
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arguing that unlike the spoken word, it was “the product of culture.”16 Consequently, he 

insisted that language must be placed within a sociocultural context, in order to ask how 

it came to be developed.17 In sum, Saussure’s work established a basis for discourse 

theory by demonstrating that words are coloured by external social influences, and are 

thereby not value-neutral. 

 The understandings of language offered by Saussure become crucial in the study 

of discourse, as is best illustrated by discourse scholar Teun van Dijk’s Discourse and 

Power. Van Dijk takes discourse as a “specific ‘textual’ form of language use in the 

social context” and considers this in relation to power structures.18 The theory of 

discourse, he insists, asks who has the right to communicate ideas, to whom, and when, 

as well as who has “control” or “access” to the channels of discursive communication.19 

Those who hold the most power in society, he concludes, have the greatest level of 

control over discourse.20 This process holds political implications that reveal “attitudes 

and ideologies.”21 According to scholar of the discourse-historical approach Ruth Wodak, 

interrogating this practice “demystif[ies] the—manifest or latent—persuasive or 

‘manipulative’ character of discursive practices,” thereby uncovering the ways in which 

discourse is used to shape popular understanding.22 

 

 

16 Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 21. 
17 Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 72. 
18 Teun A. Van Dijk, Discourse and Power (Palgrave MacMillan, 2008), 28. 
19 Van Dijk, Discourse and Power, 31. 
20 Van Dijk, Discourse and Power, 31. 
21 Van Dijk, Discourse and Power, 53. 
22 Wodak, “Critical Discourse Analysis,” 3. 
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 Other scholars of discourse have applied similar theories to examine specific 

channels of communication. In 1992, for instance, Ellen Seiter turned her gaze toward 

television as a mode of discursive knowledge. She argued that television developed its 

own signs and significations, which became so commonplace that they were understood 

by audiences in the same ways as language.23 Viewers were socially conditioned to 

understand discourse on television without questioning the message.24 With this in mind, 

discursive dissemination through the news media begins with Saussure’s semiotic 

system. The televising of sudden, major events, such as terrorist attacks, generates its 

own signs and significations, which rapidly evolve to create new meanings. An early 

example of this was the explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger in 1986.25 The 

Challenger’s visual image on television was a sign that signified crucial American 

cultural messages such as “‘scientific progress,’ ‘manifest destiny in space,’ and ‘U.S. 

superiority over the Soviet Union in the cold war.’”26 Its sudden explosion on live 

television immediately upended these significations, reshaping the discourse in a matter 

of seconds.27 The images of 9/11 carried the same impact. The Twin Towers of the World 

Trade Center in New York City had long been steadfast representations of American core 

values of economic freedom, global financial dominance, and perhaps even the 

‘American dream’, yet in the span of only a few hours, these symbols quite literally came 

 

 

23 Ellen Seiter, “Semiotics, Structuralism, and Television,” in Channels of Discourse, Reassembled: 
Television and Contemporary Criticism, ed. Robert C. Allen (University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 37, 
https://unb.on.worldcat.org/oclc/593295720. 
24 Seiter, “Semiotics, Structuralism, and Television,” 37. 
25 Seiter, “Semiotics, Structuralism, and Television,” 37. 
26 Seiter, “Semiotics, Structuralism, and Television,” 37. 
27 Seiter, “Semiotics, Structuralism, and Television,” 37. 
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crashing down on live television. According to media scholar Jeff Lewis, Ground Zero 

became a “yawning gap in the semiotic system of ‘America’ itself.”28 This likewise gave 

rise to a ‘semiotic emptiness’ within Canada: the absence of meaningful signs from 

which Canadians could extract signification in the wake of the attacks. In order to resolve 

this emptiness, new signs would be required, thus transitioning Canadians into accepting 

different representations of their own values. The visual of veiled Afghan women, this 

thesis will demonstrate, became a key sign in this regard. 

Despite the attacks of 9/11 occurring within American borders, the semiotic 

emptiness that emerged from them is nonetheless applicable to Canada given the strong 

connection between the two countries. For instance, Canadian security scholars Andrea 

Charron, Alexander Moens, and Stéphane Roussel noted in 2023 that “September [11th] 

2001 [was] the day North America was attacked by Al Qaeda operatives,” rather than 

merely an attack on the United States.29 With this understanding, 9/11 exists in Canadian 

scholarship as a local event, explained at very least by joint Canadian-U.S. aerospace 

collaboration via the North American Aerospace Defense Command, as well as Article 5 

of the North Atlantic Treaty stating that “the Parties,” which Canada and the U.S. both 

were, “agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North 

America shall be considered an attack against them all.”30  It is also worthwhile to note 

 

 

28 Jeff Lewis, Language Wars: the Role of Media and Culture in Global Terror and Political Violence 
(Pluto, 2005), 94, https://unb.on.worldcat.org/oclc/666933170. 
29 Andrea Charron, Alexander Moens, and Stéphane Roussel, “Introduction,” in The Legacy of 9/11: Views 
from North America, ed. Andrea Charron, Alexander Moens, and Stéphane Roussel (McGill-Queens 
University Press, 2023), 21, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unb/reader.action?docID=30533078&ppg=21. 
30 “The North Atlantic Treaty,” North Atlantic Treaty Organization, last modified October 19, 2023, 
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that twenty-four Canadian citizens perished in the attacks,31 with at least 120 more 

present in the World Trade Center on its lower floors that morning.32 However, certain 

elements of Canada’s relationship with the U.S. and other international powers were 

unclear to the Canadian public during the war, as the sheer volume and information and 

shifting coalition structures meant that the context of the International Security 

Assistance Force, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the United States’ 

Operation Enduring Freedom were often blurred together into a monolith that was rarely 

separated. Similarly, the nature of the ‘enemy’ was at times equally unclear, with the 

Taliban, Al-Qaeda, and nameless, faceless insurgents appearing and disappearing at 

various points in the war to relatively little fanfare. As such, the discursive concept of the 

war existed in the Canadian public understanding as being merely an amorphous war 

against a poorly-defined enemy, yet for a very clear purpose of women’s salvation. 

In the aftermath of 9/11, as the semiotic emptiness emerging from the attacks 

created an absence of meaning in the discursive system,33 the rhetoric of the GWOT 

filled these gaps. In so doing, this new discourse served to “normalise” the actions of the 

war, presenting it as a logical extension of preexisting narratives.34 However, this 

approach manifested in distinctly different forms in the U.S. and Canada. As Reed 

Johnson and Mary McNamara of the Los Angeles Times noted, the process of filling the 

 

 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm. 
31 Charron, Moens, and Roussel, “Introduction,” 21. 
32 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 15, 2001, 1305 (Ms. Francine Lalonde, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-94/hansard. 
33 Lewis, Language Wars, 94. 
34 Richard Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism: Language, Politics, and Counter-Terrorism (Manchester 
University Press, 2005), 2, https://unb.on.worldcat.org/oclc/57529172. 
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semiotic void after 9/11 manifested in American popular thought “like emergency 

workers sifting through rubble for survivors” as “the country began searching through 

history, memory[,] and metaphor in an attempt to interpret and cope with Tuesday 

[September 11th]’s horrific events.”35 

While Americans found themselves bonded by a collective trauma, crafting 

significance out of unspeakable horror, Canadians took on their own unique approach to 

September 11th, impacting the rhetoric emerging from that day. Many in Canada took 

great meaning from the story of Gander, Newfoundland, where transatlantic airline 

passengers stranded by airspace closures on 9/11 were housed by a massive volunteer 

effort in a small Newfoundland town. Gander’s place in Canadian history became 

entrenched, while Americans scrambled to sort the world into allies and enemies.36 The 

community’s welcome of stranded passengers created a Canadian counter-narrative of a 

worldwide fraternity. In the wake of 9/11, the actions of Gander’s citizens portrayed 

Canadians as saviours, not avengers, which ultimately left the nation in a discursive 

position to attempt to paint itself as rescuers of foreign women and children from a 

despotic regime. In fact, Canadians were so committed to the analogy of Canada-as-

liberator that a contributor to the Globe and Mail compared the situation in Gander to 

Second World War “displaced persons’ camps.”37 Chapter 1 will further examine the 

 

 

35 Diana Gonçalves, 9/11: Culture, Catastrophe and the Critique of Singularity (De Gruyter, 2016), 3, 
https://www.degruyter.com/openurl?genre=book&isbn=9783110477689. 
36 Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism, 59.; Gonçalves, 9/11, 6. 
37 Steven Chase, “Canada Rolls Down Security Shutters,” Globe and Mail, September 12, 2001, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-newspapers/canada-rolls-
down-security-shutters/docview/1125488162/se-2. 
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ways in which the commitment in the Canadian popular consciousness to historical 

narratives of Canada-as-liberator and Canada-as-peacekeeper were co-opted to craft new 

significance out of the looming war in Afghanistan. 

Focusing upon the dissemination of new signs and significations to the populace 

is critical when going forth to analyse the impact of discourse on public opinion, as it 

raises the question of how these discursive patterns affect perceptions. Discourse theory, 

on its own, is limited by the fact that its arguments are rather difficult to prove. While 

scholars of discourse can question how societal messaging is disseminated, the theory 

struggles to discern what a populace actually believes. This is why the inclusion of 

quantification as an additional method is essential. 

 One of the most straightforward techniques to quantify discourse is public opinion 

polling. This method holds some longevity in the scholarship, as it was used by Brigitte 

Nacos to discern public responses to terrorism even before the attacks of 9/11.38 

Likewise, in this thesis, public opinion polling is used to measure support for Canada’s 

war in Afghanistan over time. While polling data allows historians to estimate the 

impacts that discourse had on the public’s support for various political initiatives, it is not 

without its flaws. Oftentimes, the questions posed by pollsters are vague, leaving 

respondents to determine the meaning of contested terms, such as terrorism, for 

themselves. This can cause results to vary from respondent to respondent, based on 

interpretations of the question. Polling questions whose language is deliberately leading, 

 

 

38 See Brigitte L. Nacos, Terrorism & the Media: From the Iran Hostage Crisis to the Oklahoma City 
Bombing (Princeton University Press, 1995), 75-79. 
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rather than vague, are especially problematic in this regard. A further concern is the 

degree to which selected respondents accurately represent the population as a whole, as 

the decision to answer a public opinion poll is swayed by various factors which could 

lead certain demographics to become over- or underrepresented.39 This is additionally 

complicated by the fact that responses to polls do not guarantee that real-world action by 

respondents will align with the views they expressed.40 

Advocates of polling believe that the concerns of skewed results are greatly 

overstated. While such pitfalls do exist, most pollsters ensure that they are minimized in 

order to yield the most accurate results.41 The goal of statisticians is to generate the most 

accurate data possible, as biased responses offer little benefit outside of propaganda.42 

Even when polling is done on behalf of political clients, the desire for proper 

representation remains; politicians recognize that they should not make decisions based 

on false information.43 

 An additional quantitative method that serves to demystify the theory of discourse 

is the study of word use frequency. By examining which keywords were being used most 

heavily at various instances over a period of study, this analysis reveals what issues the 

 

 

39 For instance, retirees may be overrepresented in polling, as surveys take time to complete, and those who 
are retired tend to have greater amounts of available time than the working population. Conversely, 
newcomers may be underrepresented in polls conducted in languages that they do not understand. 
40 David Allen and Matthew Connelly, “Diplomatic History After the Big Bang: Using Computational 
Methods to Explore the Infinite Archive,” in Explaining the History of U.S. Foreign Relations, 3rd ed., eds. 
Frank Costigliola and Michael J. Hogan (Cambridge University Press, 2016), 95. 
41 Emmanuel Didier, America by the Numbers: Quantification, Democracy, and the Birth of National 
Statistics, trans. Priya Vari Sen (MIT Press, 2020), 345-346, 
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=2399414. 
42 Didier, America by the Numbers, 345-346. 
43 Didier, America by the Numbers, 345-346. 
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government and media focused on at which points in time. For this study, this approach 

involved tabulating the annual number of uses of keywords referring to Afghanistan and 

Afghan women in the federal Parliamentary record and in the national media, which was 

used to determine a periodization of the discourse able to be compared with major events 

occurring in Canada and Afghanistan in order to discern whether a possibility of 

correlation existed. This study yielded findings that separated Parliamentary discourses 

into phases of piqued interest surrounding scandals, but found a different pattern among 

the media, with varying levels of interest during the early war (2001-2004), mid-war 

(2004-2006), and late war (2007-2011). This reflects a big data approach, as 1,158 days 

of Parliamentary records and 12,996 news articles were consulted to yield these findings. 

While the risk offered by word use frequency is lower than that of polling, as it 

comes with a far stronger guarantee of objectivity, its reward is also lower. It does not 

offer much in the way of understanding the impact of discourse on the populace, and 

instead provides a quantitative metric of how the government and media shaped 

discourse. However, word use frequency is still valuable, especially in revealing when 

politicians and reporters aligned on the issues, versus points where they may have 

disagreed. For sociologist and political scientist Stefan Geiß, this data answers five 

crucial questions: 

(1) How intensively do the media cover the issue in general (intensity)? 

(2) How stable or volatile is this normal level of coverage (volatility)? 

(3) How often do extraordinary spikes occur (number of spikes)? 

(4) Do such spikes occur throughout the year or are they 
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concentrated in a short time-span (event-span)?  

(5)  How event-centred is the coverage of that issue (event- 

centredness)?44 

Ultimately, these points provide a useful overview of patterns of discourse, and reveal 

how messaging was disseminated throughout the GWOT. When this and other 

quantitative methods are applied, the study of the rhetoric surrounding terrorism is 

grounded in firm evidence, lending support to the more abstract theory of discourse. In 

this thesis, such an approach is reflected in a base of evidence that includes measures of 

the proportion of rhetoric on Afghanistan concerning women as compared to the war as a 

whole, and consideration of rates of gendered discussion over time. 

In addition to a quantified discourse-historical approach, this thesis borrows 

certain theoretical concepts from interdisciplinary fields, most notably, the idea of 

cultural relativism from the discipline of anthropology. Cultural relativism, having been 

first theorized by Franz Boas in the late nineteenth century, argues that cultures are equal 

to one another, and cultures other than the scholar’s own ought not to be studied as lesser 

than.45 In the case of Afghanistan, this is applicable in its noted absence in the discourse, 

as numerous facets of Afghan culture were consistently portrayed by Canadian sources as 

being ‘antiquated’ or ‘backward,’ despite their acceptance by Afghans. This thesis 

 

 

44 Stefan Geiß, “The Dynamics of Media Attention to Issues,” in From Media Hype to Twitter Storm: News 
Explosions and Their Impact on Issues, Crises and Public Opinion, ed. Peter Vasterman (Amsterdam 
University Press, 2018), 95, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt21215m0. 
45 Giuliana B. Prato, “Introduction – Beyond Multiculturalism: Anthropology at the Intersections Between 
the Local, the National and the Global” in Beyond Multiculturalism: Views from Anthropology ed. Giuliana 
B. Prato (Routledge, 2009), 18, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unb/detail.action?docID=446459. 
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demonstrates how failure to observe cultural relativism proved problematic, especially in 

chapter 4. Cultural relativism is thus contrasted with the concept of cultural imperialism, 

as taken from the field of sociology, with a notable monograph on the subject written by 

John Tomlinson. While the definition of cultural imperialism remains contested, one 

school of thought argues that it is the enforcement of a cultural message that “‘exalt[s] 

and spread[s]’ values” at the expense of one’s own “native” cultural values,46 and is 

sometimes met with animosity by the recipient audience.47 This, as seen in chapter 4, 

represents Canada’s approach to Afghan culture, especially in areas where cultural 

relativism was lacking. 

This thesis is organized into four chapters which consider governmental, media, 

military, and Afghan perspectives. Chapter 1 examines how 9/11 created an absence of 

meaning that was filled by the construction of a narrative that proposed saving women 

and children, revealing how this new gendered discourse succeeded based on its political 

and cultural appeal. Chapter 2 focuses on federal government accounts of Afghanistan, 

arguing that the war failed because the government continually attempted to push the 

‘women and children’ narrative while policy increasingly drifted away from this rhetoric. 

This will be contrasted with media perspectives in Chapter 3, which contends that the 

press likewise portrayed the war as a failure because it could no longer reconcile the 

narrative with the news emerging from Afghanistan. Lastly, Chapter 4 investigates the 

 

 

46 John Tomlinson, Cultural Imperialism (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 3. 
47 Mark T. Gilderhus and Michael E. Neagle, “Culture and the Cold War: U.S.-Latin American 
Historiography since 1995,” in America and the World: The Historiography of American Foreign Relations 
since 1941, 2nd ed., ed. Frank Costigliola and Michael J. Hogan (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 193. 
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experience of the war in Afghanistan, both for the Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) and for 

Afghans. It finds that not only did the narrative not conform to their lived realities, but 

that attempts to implement it distracted from their needs and further complicated their 

situation. Chapter 4, however, does not interrogate the mission as a whole, but rather, 

aspects of the mission related to the perceptions of gender that existed in Canada at the 

time. While this thesis does not contend with the entirety of the Afghan mission, and 

rather, focuses on the connections between the mission and discourse surrounding 

Afghan women, a timeline of the mission and a list of Ministers of National Defence and 

Chiefs of the Defence Staff who oversaw the conflict are nonetheless attached as 

appendices for interested readers. 

The primary sources that have informed this study can largely be sorted into three 

distinct categories. The first are governmental sources, most notably the federal Hansard. 

Debates in the Hansard reveal the distinct attitudes of the federal political parties as they 

were shaped and reformed between 2001 and 2011, as well as several individual 

politicians who played key roles in the decision-making surrounding Afghanistan. This is 

fruitful in discerning the points of contention surrounding Afghanistan, as opposed to 

public speeches which had a tendency to be overly placatory and lacked much nuance 

concerning policy. Formal government publications and reports are likewise used, though 

these are sparse for the first half of the war, only being produced in significant numbers 

after 2007. The second category of sources contains newspapers used to represent the 

national media. Most of this evidence is taken from the Globe and Mail, as the federal 

paper of record, and La Presse, used to represent a distinct Québécois voice that disrupts 

conceptions of an uninvolved French-Canadian populace. An important consideration in 
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the use of this evidence is that journalists were limited in the information they had access 

to as the war was ongoing, meaning that intent to ‘spin’ narratives cannot be reasonably 

inferred. Finally, the third category of sources concerns monographs published during the 

war or in its immediate aftermath, written largely by journalists and scholars who were 

present in Afghanistan during the conflict. Notable among these is Canadian Press 

defence correspondent Murray Brewster’s The Savage War (2011), Globe and Mail 

foreign correspondent Graeme Smith’s The Dogs are Eating Them Now (2013), and 

historian Sean Maloney’s Fighting for Afghanistan (2011). Nonetheless, journalistic 

sources, such as those by Brewster and Smith, do come with limitations, as they are, by 

convention, far more secretive about their sources than are scholars. Nonetheless, for the 

purposes of this study, their contributions as eyewitnesses to war are accepted as reliable. 

Many sources in this field rely on interviews conducted during the war, with several, 

including Elaheh Rostami-Povey’s Afghan Women, Lina AbiRafeh’s Freedom on the 

Frontlines, and Sally Kitch’s Contested Terrain, being based on oral testimony from 

Afghan women. This provides an Afghan perspective, adding to a highly limited number 

of reliable Afghan sources, mostly provided by the Afghan Independent Human Rights 

Commission. Given the fact that many of the sources written during the war were 

scholarly monographs, the line between primary and secondary source in this field is 

heavily blurred. Nonetheless, these works offer insights unavailable anywhere else, and 

thereby warrant attention as an important base of evidence. 

While Afghan women were a world away in 2001, a study of the discourse that 

emerged after 9/11 reveals just how they were brought into the Canadian consciousness. 

A national tragedy made Canadians desperate for meaning, grasping at others’ personal 
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tragedies to fill the sense of emptiness that pervaded the country. Canadians projected 

their own grief onto the women of Afghanistan with little understanding of the culture 

they were both embracing and fighting back against, bringing about a war narrative that 

was politically convenient in its power to unite a broken nation but at the same time was 

largely untrue. While Canadians believed the coming war would save Afghan women 

from a life of misery, their illusions were soon dashed as they realized the only thing war 

could offer was more grief. 
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Chapter 1 – Tyrants and Cranks: 9/11, 2001, and the Establishment of a 

Narrative 

Canada’s war in Afghanistan started in the rubble of the Twin Towers of New 

York City’s World Trade Center.48 The war was ushered in on September 11th, 2001, as 

nineteen hijackers affiliated with the Islamic militant group al-Qaeda took control of four 

commercial airliners, piloting them in suicide attacks on the North and South Towers of 

the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and a thwarted strike on the U.S. Capitol 

building.49 Ceaseless images circulated of planes screaming across a cloudless blue sky, 

fireballs erupting from the side of the Twin Towers as those inside hung out of windows 

clinging to a hope of life while others plummeted downwards to their deaths, and the 

collapse of the Towers into immense clouds of dust and paper. These moments were 

seared into the minds of Canadians, affecting them as though they, too, were 

Americans.50 

Consequently, then-Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s Liberal government elected to 

join a U.S.-led coalition in Afghanistan to root out al-Qaeda and topple the 

fundamentalist Afghan government, the Taliban, who were alleged to harbour al-Qaeda’s 

 

 

48 A scholarly consensus exists on this issue, though further discursive analysis is warranted to discern why 
this point is contentious among the public.  
49 United Airlines Flight 93 did not reach its hijack target at the Capitol Building, though the U.S. 
government has concluded using evidence from the 2006 trial of Zacarias Moussaoui “that the Capitol 
Building was the most-likely target for Flight 93,” and it is commonly believed that this was the fourth 
intended attack site. See: “The Target,” Flight 93 National Memorial, National Park Service, last modified 
January 3, 2025, https://www.nps.gov/places/the-target.htm. 
50 Kent Roach, September 11: Consequences for Canada (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003), 5, 
https://www.deslibris.ca/ID/400169. 
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commanders, including its notorious leader Osama bin Laden. Chrétien called for a 

mission in the country on October 7, 2001, supporting American initiatives.51 Operation 

APOLLO commenced the following day, deploying Canadians who had been stationed in 

Dubai since October 1st.52 By late November,53 mere weeks after the coalition invaded, 

the Taliban government had fallen. However, the proclamations of freedom that appeared 

in the Canadian media took a tone that was detached from the attacks of 9/11. “The 

women have thrown off their shrouds. We saw their faces, and they were radiant,” 

proclaimed columnist Margaret Wente, writing for the Globe and Mail.54 In the two 

months since the September 11 attacks, the narrative of the war had changed drastically. 

Canada would no longer invade Afghanistan solely to fight international terrorism.55 

According to Canadian media stories, the CAF were fighting to save Afghan women. 

How did this narrative emerge so rapidly? What did Canadians come to believe in the 

dust and rubble of the World Trade Center that shaped their views of the impending war? 

Ultimately, the gendered rhetoric of the mission in Afghanistan proved to be useful to 

 

 

51 David A. Charters, Canadian Military Intelligence: Operations and Evolution from the October Crisis to 
the War in Afghanistan (Georgetown University Press, 2022), 245, https://muse.jhu.edu/book/101043/. 
52 Charters, Canadian Miliary Intelligence, 245. 
53 There is not a firm date for the fall of the Taliban given that it transpired over the course of a few days, 
with the Globe and Mail pointing to a span between November 17th and 20th, 2001. It is, of course, 
worthwhile to note that this does not account for a full removal of the Taliban from Afghanistan. See, for 
example: N.A., “Why the Taliban Had to be Fought,” Globe and Mail, November 17, 2001, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/hnpglobeandmail/historical-
newspapers/why-taliban-had-be-fought/docview/1125500943/sem-2?accountid=14611.; Margaret Wente, 
“Will We Sell Out Afghan Women?,” Globe and Mail, November 24, 2001, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/hnpglobeandmail/historical-
newspapers/will-we-sell-out-afghan-women/docview/1125501532/sem-2?accountid=14611. 
54 Wente, “Will We Sell Out Afghan Women?.” 
55 For more information on the military nature of the Canadian mission in Afghanistan in these early stages, 
see Sean Maloney, The Canadian Army in Afghanistan, Volume I: A Nation Under Fire, 2001-2006 (Army 
Publishing Office, 2022), 12-30. 
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both the government and the media because it conveniently synthesized extant 

understandings of the Canadian military’s international role with the new circumstances 

of the changing world, appealing broadly across the country to disparate cultural and 

political groups. 

An explanation for the rapid change in narrative Canadians witnessed in autumn 

2001 can be ascribed to the semiotic emptiness that emerged in the wake of the attacks. 

After 9/11, the public grappled with an absence of meaning, not being able to wholly 

understand the attacks, how to speak of them, or how to make sense of a world in which 

they had happened. To fill the void that emerged from the losses of 9/11, nations turned 

to calls to history, attempting to create a semblance of continuity with the past, offsetting 

the massive change that was best symbolized by the gaping hole in the New York City 

skyline.56 

For Canada, this return to the country’s past was found in the image of the 

peacekeeper. The nation’s involvement in the GWOT in Afghanistan was to be Canada’s 

first active combat ground war since the Korean War of the 1950s, creating a need to find 

a sense of normalcy in international military involvement when many Canadians had no 

memory of the last war.57 Thus, it became useful for those crafting the discourse to 

 

 

56 Aditi Bhatia, “The Discursive Portrayals of Osama bin Laden,” in Covering bin Laden: Global Media 
and the World’s Most Wanted Man, eds. Susan Jeffords and Fahed Yahya Al-Sumait (University of Illinois 
Press, 2015), 26, https://unb.on.worldcat.org/oclc/901292349. 
57 Though Canada’s peacekeeping engagements in Bosnia and Somalia in the 1990s represented a shift to 
“forceful peacekeeping” demonstrating an increased militarism, combat roles remained defensive, such as 
guarding convoys and “designated ‘safe areas’,” rather than the offensive roles associated with previous 
wars such as Korea. Duane Bratt, “Bosnia: From Failed State to Functioning State,” in From Kinshasha to 
Kandahar: Canada and Fragile States in Historical Perspective, ed. Michael K. Carroll and Greg Donaghy 
(University of Calgary Press, 2016), 145-146. 
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consider Canada in its late-twentieth-century role as international peacekeeper. Though 

Afghanistan was an active war and not a peacekeeping mission, the division between the 

two was able to be softened through the media and government presentation of Canada’s 

intentions as being for the greater good of humanity and benefiting the international 

community. Afghan women became a useful narrative tool in this approach; a mission to 

liberate oppressed women fit better into the boundaries of humanitarian peacemaking 

than did American anti-extremist GWOT discourses. Ultimately, this narrative was 

promoted by both the federal government and the print media because its popular appeal 

maximized public support for the nation’s involvement in Afghanistan, especially to 

groups that might otherwise have opposed the war. This trend is visible in the immediate 

response to 9/11, and expands as it proceeds through 2001 in governmental and media 

accounts. 

Not all Canadians agreed on the form of ‘saviour’ Canada would take in the 

narrative of the war to come, as their elected representatives in the federal government 

made clear early on. When Parliament reconvened for the first time after the attacks on 

September 17th, 2001, the leaders of the right-leaning Canadian Alliance (CA),58 

Stockwell Day, and Québec nationalist Bloc Québécois (BQ), Gilles Duceppe, provided 

 

 

58 The Canadian Alliance was a short-lived right-wing party popular in Western Canada, having descended 
in 2000 from the late-20th century Reform Party. The CA would go on to merge with the Progressive 
Conservatives into the new Conservative Party of Canada in 2003. At the time, it was Canada’s dominant 
conservative-leaning party, serving as the official opposition for its entire existence. For more on the 
Canadian Alliance and its public image as a Canadian conservative party, see: Alex Marland and Tom 
Flanagan, “Brand New Party: Political Branding and the 
 Conservative Party of Canada,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 46, no. 4 (2013): 951-972, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43298397. 
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contrasting opinions on the response to the attack, revealing the disparate attitudes of 

their voter bases. For Day, who represented anglophone Western Canada, the Taliban 

warranted attention because it “sheltered, if not aided and abetted,” Osama bin Laden, 

thus bringing Canada into war. This remark carried heavy discursive weight, as Day 

referred to war, not potential war, despite Canada not having declared any sort of military 

commitment at that time. “This is a war […],” he said in no uncertain terms.59 Duceppe, 

conversely, spoke of the people of Afghanistan, and their suffering “under the yoke of 

tyrants and cranks” in the Taliban government, claiming that 9/11 reflected a threat to 

democracy and freedom worldwide.60 As such, the two parties began the post-9/11 era 

with vastly different understandings of the nature of Canada’s opposition to the Taliban, 

which would go on to shape the way they would craft their war narratives. 

As September went on, Duceppe referred to Afghan civilians as “the first victims 

of terrorism” under the Taliban, which stripped the U.S. of the right to claim sole 

victimhood in the discourse; they were not the only nation harmed, and thus, for 

Duceppe, Canada did not exclusively have to answer to their national interests in the 

GWOT. He explained the state of Afghan victimhood by blaming international tyranny 

for giving rise to attacks such as 9/11.61 This was the first assertion made in Parliament 

suggesting that the Taliban not only sheltered terrorists, but radicalized them under their 

 

 

59 Canada. House of Commons Debates, September 17, 2001, 1130 (Mr. Stockwell Day, CA). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-79/hansard. 
60 Canada. House of Commons Debates, September 17, 2001, 1200 (Mr. Gilles Duceppe, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-79/hansard. 
61 Canada. House of Commons Debates, September 20, 2001, 2050 (Mr. Gilles Duceppe, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-82/hansard. 
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system of governance. Even Day sympathized with the Afghan populace, albeit in an 

Americanized sense. When he noted the Taliban’s mistreatment of its citizens, he did so 

by quoting U.S. President George Bush’s comments on the matter.62 Day’s approach was 

couched in the terms of the Bush administration, and thus fit into a U.S. GWOT context. 

Nonetheless, his rhetoric attempted to appeal to the issues Canadians had historically 

been encouraged to prioritize, with the nation’s commitment to peacekeeping meaning 

that its military engagements would help victimized peoples elsewhere in the world. 

With September ending and a middle ground appearing to form between the BQ 

and CA, a Liberal position on the looming war solidified. While the left-leaning New 

Democratic Party (NDP) largely excused themselves from the crafting of the war 

narrative due to their staunch opposition to the conflict, the Liberals increasingly 

supported a militaristic approach, as did the CA, but couched it in friendlier terms of 

global liberation, as did the BQ. For instance, on October 2nd, the Liberal Member of 

Parliament (MP) for Mississauga South, Paul Szabo, challenged the NDP’s stance, asking 

“Should we pursue peaceful solutions with Saddam Hussein, Slobodan Milosevic, Osama 

bin Laden or the Taliban which treats women like non-entities? The NDP should explain 

to the House how we can have peaceful solutions.”63 While Szabo’s approach to 

Afghanistan’s Taliban government appeared hawkish, he rationalized it based on the 

status of Afghan women, and not solely the 9/11 attacks. Likewise, by October 15th, with 

 

 

62 Canada. House of Commons Debates, September 26, 2001, 1520 (Mr. Stockwell Day, CA). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-86/hansard. 
63 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 2, 2001, 1035 (Mr. Paul Szabo, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-90/hansard. 
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Canada’s commitment in Afghanistan having begun the week prior, Prime Minister 

Chrétien echoed this moderate stance. He sought to separate the Afghan people from their 

government in his rhetoric, telling the House that “our dispute is with the Taliban 

regime,” and not average Afghan citizens.64 He kept some aspects of the Americanized 

GWOT narrative in his statement, indicating that the Taliban harbored international 

terrorists, but also incorporated elements of humanitarian efforts, noting that the global 

community was united to improve the lives of Afghans.65 The military mission and 

humanitarian effort were, as he presented it, two complementary aspects of the same 

operation. 

In fact, according to Laval East’s Liberal MP Carole-Marie Allard on October 

29th, empowering Afghan women could serve to topple the Taliban, as she argued that 

factors such as female illiteracy kept the Taliban in power, “control[ling] the 

population.”66 While the Liberals opposed the Taliban for sheltering terrorists, 

humanitarian effort could, according to this logic, prove useful in opposing terrorism. An 

emphasis on education in Afghanistan also fit within the appeal to history approach, as 

Liberal Minister for International Cooperation Maria Minna emphasized Canada’s 

alleged longstanding support of Afghan civilians. She claimed that the Canadian 

International Development Agency (CIDA) had been operating schools in Afghanistan 

 

 

64 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 15, 2001, 1910 (Right Hon. Jean Chrétien, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-94/hansard. 
65 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 15, 2001, 1910 (Right Hon. Jean Chrétien, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-94/hansard. 
66 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 29, 2001, 1635 (Ms. Carole-Marie Allard, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-104/hansard. 
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for the past decade, educating 10,000 children over that time, including 4,000 girls.67 Her 

rhetoric indicated a continuity in the gender-based approach to Afghanistan. While 

Canada’s decision to go to war would be novel, it would nonetheless be for the same 

reasons that Canadians had long been involved in Afghanistan. In this sense, little would 

change. 

Even within the Liberals’ emphasis on aid and education, the counterterrorist 

GWOT narrative continued to hold significant sway for the party throughout October. 

For instance, John Harvard, Liberal member for Charleswood-St. James-Assiniboia, 

remarked on October 15th that the Taliban’s “repression of women alone [was] enough 

cause for its removal, but its complicity in hiding Osama bin Laden and his gang of 

evildoers [made] its removal imperative[.]” While the plight of Afghan women carried 

discursive weight for the Liberals, they would not yet identify it as their primary 

motivator. Minister of National Defence (MND) Art Eggleton echoed this sentiment, 

noting that while the government prioritized “help[ing] Afghanistan get back on its 

feet,”68 the sole purpose of the engagement in that country was to fight terrorism.69 

Despite the Liberals’ focus on the emerging war, however, they still sought to 

distinguish themselves from the Americans, especially the U.S. decision to couch the 

 

 

67 There is no available evidence supporting the veracity of this claim whatsoever. For an overview of the 
state of girls’ education in Afghanistan during the Taliban rule, see Chapter 4. Canada. House of Commons 
Debates, October 15, 2001, 1210 (Hon. Maria Minna, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-94/hansard. 
68 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 22, 2001, 1455 (Hon. Art Eggleton, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-99/hansard. 
69 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 19, 2001, 1125 (Hon. Art Eggleton, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-98/hansard. 
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GWOT in terms of religion “because the terrorists defined it that way,” as described by 

Newsweek.70 Both Paul Szabo and Brent St. Denis, MP for Algoma-Manitoulin, argued 

that Canada would not be fighting an ethnic group, country, or religion, but would be 

combating terror.71 The Liberals thereby sought to cut Islam out of the narrative entirely. 

Their rhetoric was echoed by the CA as early as November 2001. The American narrative 

of the GWOT did not fit into a rhetorical space where Canadians considered themselves 

to have a commitment to diversity and equality;72 even the U.S.-sympathetic CA came to 

agree with the Liberals that the war in Afghanistan would not be fought on the basis of 

race, ethnicity, or religion. For instance, CA Esquimalt-Juan de Fuca MP Keith Martin 

alleged that the war would fit into the broader national history, wherein “we do not have 

a history of colonialism. We are respected internationally as a fair player.”73 Afghanistan 

thereby could not be a colonial or imperial conflict, indicating a separation from 

American narratives in order to align with the perspectives of the Canadian populace. 

The Progressive Conservatives (PCs), small though the party was at the time, also 

began incorporating humanitarian concerns into their rhetoric by October. The PCs were 

careful to maintain a pro-war stance while incorporating these ideas, staying true to their 

 

 

70 Joseph Margulies, What Changed When Everything Changed: 9/11 and the Making of National Identity 
(Yale University Press, 2013), 65, https://www.degruyter.com/doi/book/10.12987/9780300195200. 
71 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 16, 2001, 2055 (Mr. Brent St. Denis, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-95/hansard.; Canada. House of 
Commons Debates, October 16, 2001, 2120 (Mr. Paul Szabo, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-95/hansard. 
72 On Canadians’ belief of their nation’s commitment to diversity, see: Wilfrid Greaves, “Security Culture 
and Social Change in Canada and the United States since 9/11,” in The Legacy of 9/11: Views from North 
America, ed. Andrea Charron, Alexander Moens, and Stéphane Roussel (McGill-Queens University Press, 
2023), 174, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/unb/reader.action?docID=30533078&ppg=199. 
73 Canada. House of Commons Debates, November 22, 2001, 1230 (Mr. Keith Martin, CA). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-1/house/sitting-117/hansard. 
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support for the U.S. GWOT by fitting these more compassionate approaches within a 

strongly militaristic language. Former Prime Minister Joe Clark epitomized this approach 

in his argument that humanitarian work in Afghanistan was necessary because it 

cultivated an understanding of cultures wherein terrorism blossomed for the purposes of 

intelligence gathering. While the former Prime Minister viewed aid as necessary, he 

found it to be a means to a military end, rather than an equally critical aspect of the 

engagement as it was for the Liberals.74 

Just as the CA and PC stances drew nearer to the more moderate Liberal stances 

in autumn 2001, so too did the BQ show elements of similarity as the year went on. In 

mid-October, Francine Lalonde of Mercier noted that focusing on human rights would 

stop terrorism entirely. Lalonde stated that terrorists were radicalized because they lived 

in societies where they did not have “hope,” referring to supports such as education and 

healthcare.75 In this, he agreed with Liberal Carole-Marie Allard who similarly argued 

that promoting literacy would defeat the Taliban.76 BQ MP Stéphan Tremblay of Lac-

Saint-Jean-Saguenay echoed Lalonde’s idea days later, claiming that 9/11 proved this 

path to radicalization, directly connecting the attacks with insecurity in Afghanistan.77 

 

 

74 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 15, 2001, 1140 (Right Hon. Joe Clark, PC). 
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75 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 15, 2001, 1305 (Ms. Francine Lalonde, BQ). 
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76 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 29, 2001, 1635 (Ms. Carole-Marie Allard, Lib.). 
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77 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 18, 2001, 1045 (Mr. Stéphan Tremblay, BQ). 
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The similarity of Lalonde’s theory to Allard’s cannot be said to represent a 

softening of BQ stances from where they had been in September. The party’s rhetoric 

distinguished itself from the more moderate Liberal Party in its use of provocative 

language, which carried a discursive meaning that made it clear the BQ would remain the 

most forceful on the issue of Afghan civilian life. For instance, Antoine Dubé of Lévis-et-

Chutes-de-la-Chaudière opined on October 29th that “A victim, whether in Afghanistan or 

anywhere else in the world, remains a victim.”78 This was an extremely inflammatory 

statement to make a mere month after 9/11, when the semiotic value of American 

victimhood remained paramount. The BQ’s refusal to soften their language is thus 

indicative of an unwavering commitment to their position on the humanitarian issue. 

Lalonde herself used inflammatory language in a similar way, ambiguously claiming on 

October 15th that “the Taliban government [made] women live in cages.”79 Whether she 

was referring to the practice of women being kept in the home, the wearing of the 

traditional chaddari,80 or a literal use of cages remains unclear, and that uncertainly 

allows for interpretation. This made the situation in Afghanistan seem worse than it was, 

as there is no record that anyone was kept in an actual cage. 

 

 

78 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 29, 2001, 1745 (Mr. Antoine Dubé, BQ). 
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80 The chaddari, more commonly known in Canada by its Arabic name burqa, is the Dari name for a 
women’s garment commonly worn in Afghanistan that covers the entire body, with a mesh screen over the 
eyes. The author has chosen to use the term chaddari because it is the term used by Afghans to refer to the 
garment, though burqa will be used when referring to Canadian understandings of the garment due to its 
near-universal usage in Canada. 
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The reason for the BQ’s intense rhetoric can be ascribed to the fact that polling 

indicated “that in Quebec there is less support for military action that anywhere else in 

Canada.”81 The BQ thus had to be cautious about their approach to the war, couching it in 

other terms. As noted by Bernard Bigras, BQ MP for Rosemont-Petite-Patrie, Québec 

residents wanted military intervention in Afghanistan, but had a higher level of concern 

for civilians than those living elsewhere in Canada.82 Québec’s lower support for the 

GWOT can potentially be linked to province-specific responses to 9/11, as a poll from 

October 22nd, 2001 found that while Canadians everywhere reported higher levels of 

stress and anxiety after the attacks, this impact was most pronounced in Québec, with 

thirty percent of Québécois respondents reporting “always or often” experiencing stress-

related symptoms. 83 Similarly, a mid-October Ipsos poll found that Canadian women 

were substantially more concerned about future attacks than men – 77 to 54 percent.84 It 

is certainly worthwhile to note that the two groups to which the the humanitarian, gender-

equality narrative crafted by the BQ most appealed were those reporting to be the most 

affected by the attacks. This offers a potential explanation for the success of the BQ’s 

rhetoric, as it may have managed to fill a specific discursive emptiness for those groups. 

The tailoring of this narrative to those who reported the highest level of concern about 
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terrorism was not necessarily intentional on the part of the BQ, but it does explain why 

the narrative originally created by a Québec separatist party with limited national 

influence ultimately succeeded in becoming a pan-Canadian narrative. 

A further explanation for this theory can be found in the fact that the Liberals also 

had to contend with Québec issues at a federal level, having thirty-six seats in the 

province to the BQ’s thirty-eight.85 The CA and NDP had no seats in Québec, and the 

PCs held only one. Thus, with the Liberals having a significant proportion of its 

electorate in Québec, it follows that the Liberal Party had little choice but to contend with 

both Québécois and English Canadian opinions. The Liberals had a unique voter base that 

no other party shared at the time, due in large part to the regionality of the CA and the 

BQ. Their large number of seats in Québec led them to synthesize narratives of 

Afghanistan, appealing to their national voter base. This would prove to be a reason for 

the success of the BQ’s original stances, as the Liberals sought to appeal to a 

geographically diverse voter base, thus giving Québec and the stances of the BQ 

disproportionate sway on the national stage. 

Despite the CA moderating their stances as autumn 2001 proceeded, they did not 

embrace the symbolism of Afghan women to the extent that the BQ and the Liberals did. 

Instead, they used the incident in Gander, Newfoundland as their call to history, with 

Peter Goldring of Edmonton Centre-East remarking upon the good deeds done on 9/11 to 
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35 

help the displaced.86 For Goldring, Canadians were already performing good deeds on the 

global stage, as was demonstrated on September 11th. He saw little need to prove any 

further what Canadians already knew to be true of themselves. Yet, despite the difference 

in approach, the CA’s narrative still served the same goal: emphasizing to Canadians that 

the country’s international identity remained intact. 

Though the CA sought a similar result from their arguments as the BQ, they 

nonetheless took explicit issue with BQ stances. Monte Solberg of Medicine Hat dubbed 

the BQ “reluctant” on October 18th, despite their support of Canada’s involvement in 

Afghanistan, citing a need for support of the “war against terrorism.” 87 His quarrel, as his 

word choice indicates, was that the BQ was detracting from the explicit counterterrorism 

element of the war. Keith Martin also took issue with the Liberal and BQ theory that 

inequality in Afghanistan was responsible for extremism and fundamentalism, arguing 

that Osama bin Laden’s personal wealth did not offset his involvement in terrorism, but 

instead, facilitated it.88 As such, addressing poverty in Afghanistan could not, in his view, 

aid Canada in its national security interests. 

With the parties’ respective positions beginning to solidify by the beginning of 

November 2001, it became more difficult for the Liberals to continue holding a middle 

ground between the humanitarian-and-women-focused Québec and the hawkish West, 
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especially as the first scandal of the war came to light. The concern was that coalition 

cluster bombs were in the same colour packaging as airdrops of food and supplies to 

Afghan citizens, resulting in deaths, especially of children. As MND, Art Eggleton was 

forced to defend the CAF in Parliament, despite the CAF not being responsible for the 

bombings. When BQ members called the issue into question on November 5th, Eggleton 

replied that “they [were] changing the colour of the packages so that in fact there can be 

no misunderstanding, because we want to help the Afghan people (emphasis added).”89 

Even after bombing deaths of civilians, Eggleton attempted to maintain a sense of 

nobility around the country’s intentions in Afghanistan. As coalition bombs were falling, 

Canada was nonetheless in Afghanistan to help. This was only possible because of the 

double-sided Liberal approach to the war wherein combat and aid could coexist. 

The Liberals’ dual narrative drew increasing ire from the BQ, with the Bloc 

coming to openly criticize it on November 27th, 2001. During that day’s parliamentary 

session, Christiane Gagnon, BQ MP for the riding of Québec, argued approaches that 

treated counterterrorism as an equal partner of women’s liberation were disappointing. 

She insisted that the association between the war on terror and Canada’s presence in 

Afghanistan must be undone, though she did not explicitly blame the Liberals for serving 

as proponents of this rhetoric.90 In the BQ version of events, Canada was in Afghanistan 

strictly for women, for equality, and for human rights. The mission there was entirely 
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separate from the American GWOT. This anti-GWOT sentiment can be explained, in 

part, by the fact that 9/11 and its aftermath was largely communicated through popular 

media, most notably television,91 which did not have the same impact in Québec due to 

low viewership of American broadcasting given the difference in language.92 As such, 

numerous analysts noted that the GWOT had given rise to an anti-American sentiment in 

Québec as political opinion diverged.93 

It was not until December 2001 that the Liberals began to ease counterterrorism 

out of their narrative, coming to focus more clearly on the liberation of Afghan women. 

On December 10th, for instance, Minister of Foreign Affairs John Manley focused his 

statements on the new government in Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban, centering 

on his hopes for the role of women in a restructured Afghan society.94 By that time, the 

Taliban threat was considered to be removed; it became possible for the Liberals to push 

aside the traditional GWOT narrative as they wholly took on the image of peacemaker in 

a troubled Afghanistan, a prospect that was appealing in its consistency with Canadian 

history. Manley even noted that developments in Afghanistan were something with which 

“the House should be pleased,” indicating that Canada had done right by its international 
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obligations.95 Canadians could once again take pride in their country’s global efforts, 

providing a comfortable rhetoric to fill the semiotic emptiness of 9/11. By the end of 

2001, this change in Liberal attitudes left them aligned with the BQ in the development of 

discourse focused on women in the war in Afghanistan, creating a foundation for the 

nationwide dominance of this narrative going forward into 2002 and beyond. 

 
Figure 1: Mentions of Afghan Women in the Hansard by Party, 2001 

The number of times Afghan women were mentioned in Canada’s Parliament from 
September 11th, 2001 to the end of the year, sorted by party affiliation. It is worthwhile to 
note that the Bloc Québécois had 38 seats compared to the Liberals’ 172 seats in 2001. 

 

 

95 Canada. House of Commons Debates, December 10, 2001, 1440 (Hon. John Manley, Lib.). 
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Figure 2: Mentions of Afghan Women in the Hansard, Weighted by Seats Held in 

Parliament, 2001 
The number of times Afghan women were mentioned in Canada’s Parliament from 
September 11th, 2001 to the end of the year, sorted by party affiliation and divided by the 
number of seats each party held in Parliament. For instance, a weighted score of 1 would 
mean that, on average, each member of the party mentioned Afghan women once. 
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Figure 3: Word Use Frequency - Afghan Women in Canada's Hansard, 2001 

The proportion of mentions of Afghanistan in Canada’s parliament as a ratio with 
mentions of Afghan women. For instance, a ratio of 50% would mean that for every two 
mentions of Afghanistan, there was one mention of Afghan women. The sharp increase 
of mentions of Afghan women in mid-December is indicative of the majority Liberal 
government coming into alignment with the BQ. 

While the CA continued to cling to the counterterrorist GWOT narrative through 

the end of 2001, they were in a distinct minority in the House, with the ruling Liberals 

and the vocal BQ both emphasizing the discursive importance of liberating Afghan 

women. These two parties combined to offer the vast majority of discussion on Afghan 

women in the House of Commons (see Figure 1), and its frequency increased as the year 

went on (see Figure 2). With the Liberals holding a majority government, this narrative 

ultimately became Ottawa’s official line. 

Despite the government’s overwhelming influence in shaping the narrative of its 

own war, Parliament did not have sole control over the national discourse. The media had 

a rival influence, as public policy scholars contend that public perceptions of government 
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policy are shaped more strongly by the media than any other state or nonstate actor.96 

This gave the press both explicit and implicit sway over policy decisions.97 Yet, unlike 

the House of Commons, the media faced little pressure to find a consensus between 

Anglo- and Franco-Canadian narratives as each linguistic group had its own outlets. 

In the immediate wake of 9/11, however, the news media did not attempt to 

directly influence policy. Instead, journalists attempted to make sense of the events that 

had just transpired, bringing some meaning into a state of meaninglessness. The direct 

coverage of 9/11 in the English language paper of record, the Globe and Mail, and 

Québec paper of record, La Presse,98 began their accounts differently in their 

considerations of the Taliban. On September 11th, in a special edition released after the 

attacks, La Presse took the word of the Taliban and bin Laden at face value, reporting 

that bin Laden claimed he was not involved in the attacks, and that the Taliban 

government decried these acts of terrorism.99 This can be ascribed to La Presse’s decision 

to publish on the day of the attacks, making them reliant upon the flow of information as 

it was happening. Regardless of intent, the choice to release a special edition on 

September 11th created a different starting point for the narrative in Québec than in the 

rest of Canada. The Globe and Mail, conversely, released its report of the attacks on the 
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morning of September 12th. At that time, additional information on culpability for the 

attacks was available, and the Globe thus linked bin Laden, who it named as the main 

suspect in the attacks, to the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. It claimed that the Taliban 

was sheltering bin Laden.100 This meant that for those reading English-language news, 

the connection between Afghanistan and 9/11 was far clearer than those reading French-

language news. 

As a consequence of the early dissemination of information, by September 13th, 

La Presse was friendly toward Afghanistan and opposed intervention there. It argued that 

life in Afghanistan had been devastated by earlier war, and “reprisals” would only worsen 

the situation because humanitarian organizations and diplomatic corps were fleeing a 

country that desperately needed them.101 It described hungry children and women in 

“dirty and torn” veils – the emphasis being on the fact that the women are in unclean and 

tattered clothing, and not yet on the fact that they were wearing the chaddari.102 

According to this logic, Canada ought not to go to war in Afghanistan for the sake of 

saving Afghan civilians, regardless of the Taliban government. 

While La Presse was sympathetic to Afghans’ plight, the Globe and Mail 

approached its inquiries into Afghanistan by interrogating interpretations of Islam held by 

various groups in the country. On September 17th, for instance, the Globe profiled rebel 
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leader Ahmed Shah Masood, who had been the victim of an assassination attempt two 

days before 9/11, dying of his wounds on September 16th.103  The article quoted unproven 

allegations that Al-Qaeda and the Taliban united to eliminate Masood, presenting him as 

a moderate Muslim leader as compared to the ruling Taliban.104 The author differentiates 

the Taliban’s beheading of thieves, banning of television, and forcing of women to wear 

the burqa, from Masood’s pro-woman views.105 With this distinction, the Globe author 

asserted that the treatment of women was thus what made Islam radical. 

This connection was repeated on September 24th in a profile of another rebel, 

described as “a moderate Muslim who opposes the Taliban doctrine of banning girls from 

school and women from work.”106 This repeated rhetoric allowed for the treatment of 

women to be interpreted as the indicator of whether a Muslim was moderate or extremist, 

thereby being believed to be a potential terrorist within the discourse. This explains, in 

part, why the treatment of women in Afghanistan became a focus in the media, as it 

allowed for an assessment of terror risk. This women-terror connection was starkly 

different than the one presented in Parliament, which claimed that the mistreatment of 

women could give rise to terrorism and gender equality could prevent extremism, 

encouraging greater rights for women as a way to stop further attacks.  The media’s 
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account, rather, presented the treatment of women as a litmus test for Afghan leaders, 

indicating an inverse perspective wherein the source of future attacks could be predicted 

by the state of women’s rights. However, both the English-language media and the 

federal government agreed, as they presented the situation to the public, that Afghan 

women were an important consideration in the impending GWOT. 

By September 20th, Globe and Mail columnist Margaret Wente revised the 

women-terror connection in a way that more closely aligned with the views presented by 

the Liberal government, being that women and the counterterrorist war were intangibly 

interconnected. She argued Canadians were disinterested in Afghan women until 9/11,107 

and thus, while the public was motivated by women, its care for them was rooted in the 

national response to terrorism. 

While the Globe and Mail drew nearer to official government stances, its contrast 

with the arguments presented in La Presse remained stark. A key point of contention in 

autumn 2001 concerned the chaddari. On September 27th, the Globe and Mail listed the 

burqa as a tool of oppression, using it as a symbol of Afghan female victimhood.108 

Contrarily, on October 9th, La Presse was openly friendly to the chaddari, analyzing the 

pre-Taliban history of the garment, calling by its proper name.109 The significance of this 
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linguistic choice cannot be overstated, as neither the Globe and Mail nor any MP, 

regardless of party, used the term chaddari. Likewise, La Presse did not argue that the 

chaddari necessitated intervention to save Afghan women. 

The sympathetic rhetoric in La Presse was notably distinct not only from the 

English-language media and anglophone politicians, but also from the narratives crafted 

by the BQ, with Francine Lalonde’s reference to women in cages being made a mere six 

days after La Presse’s chaddari report. La Presse would thus abandon this approach 

relatively quickly, likely because openness to the chaddari was unpopular in Québec, and 

the newspaper was subject to public pressure. Québec’s animosity toward the chaddari 

was made evident to the province’s media in an uproar that emerged in mid-October. In 

that incident, Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) war correspondent Céline 

Galipeau wore a headscarf while reporting from Pakistan to “cater[…] to local Muslim 

sensibilities.” CBC’s French-language side was met with a deluge of complaints, 

including claims of supporting the Taliban and “humiliat[ing]” Canadians back home.110 

In this state of furor within Québec, it is unsurprising that La Presse was driven toward 

more appealing stances on the issue. 

Despite warnings from Afghan women’s activist Zuhra Sahar in the Globe and 

Mail on October 13th that “the West puts too much emphasis on their traditional dress 
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when other, more important, issues demand attention,”111 the state of nationwide panic 

about the burqa meant that neither the English- nor French-language media, nor the 

government, abated on the issue. When the nation was grappling to navigate 9/11’s 

semiotic emptiness, there was little choice but to lean on the symbols available, no matter 

how accurate the sign was to its signification. 

This symbolism of the burqa remained consistent in the English-language press, 

unlike the change seen in Québec. By November 10th, the Globe and Mail repeated its 

anti-burqa stances, despite noting that the burqa’s symbolic connection to the Taliban 

mostly existed in the West.112 The article that made this claim was entitled “Under the 

Cover of Darkness,” seeming to indicate that the burqa was preventing an Afghan 

women’s enlightenment, and its arguments remained staunchly anti-burqa, even with full 

knowledge that the symbolism of burqa as oppressive tool emerged in the West, and not 

in Afghanistan.113 There was, throughout November, a consistent push to eliminate the 

burqa, as the Globe and Mail explained that women continued to wear the garment after 

the ousting of the Taliban government because of cultural pressure, which the author 

posited would remain a problem that needed to be solved.114 This reasoning provided a 

discursive justification for Canada to remain in Afghanistan beyond the fall of the 
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Taliban; the mission was not merely to change a government, but in pursuit of cultural 

imperialism.115 

Another of the key symbols used to fill September 11th’s semiotic emptiness, 

Canada’s military history as a peacekeeper, witnessed a drastic rhetorical strengthening in 

mid-October 2001. The Globe’s Margaret Wente opined on October 16th that those who 

did not support the war in Afghanistan were little better than pre-Second World War Nazi 

sympathizers in Britain who refused to oppose Hitler.116 This was a heavily weighted call 

to history, and one that, despite its unabashed use of the strongest available metaphor, did 

align with the deductions that were being made in Parliament. This was not simply a war 

for revenge. It presented a moral imperative to prevent a greater evil – that of female 

oppression. Canadian soldiers, still acting almost as peacekeepers, were able to ‘save’ 

these oppressed women, making the war digestible to the public.117 As the language used 

in the discourse became stronger, it increasingly moralized the war, indicating that 

Canada’s military would defend the oppressed, whether this was Jews in Nazi Germany 

or women in Afghanistan. 
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Canadians’ worry of disrupting the pattern of national military history was not the 

only fear that manifested itself in the months after 9/11. According to an Ipsos-Reid poll 

conducted in mid-October 2001, Canadians reported stress levels that reflected strongly 

upon the fear of future terrorist attacks.118 The English-language media thus used its 

reporting to feed these fears without directly advocating for support for the war, but 

garnering it nonetheless. For instance, the Globe and Mail expressed concern for a future 

rife with “other previously unthinkable acts – a terrorist infected with smallpox, a nuclear 

bomb in a suitcase, a global holy war – and made us rethink the way we balance safety 

and liberty.” 119 At a time when the Twin Towers falling had very recently seemed just as 

unthinkable as these proposed attacks, this level of fear over nigh-impossible outcomes 

serves as a profound insight into the anxiety response elicited from the public after 9/11. 

Columnist Margaret Wente alleged that the media exacerbated these fears in their 

reporting as to sensationalize and sell newspapers, cyclically worsening the situation.120 

This coaxed Globe and Mail readers toward a dual narrative similar to the one the federal 

Liberals devised, with this approach initially popular likely because of its convenience: it 

successfully synthesized two seemingly disparate lines of reasoning about the war, and 

allowed for both of them to persist for the time being. While fears about the burqa 
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119 N.A., “Remembrance Day, 2001,” Globe and Mail, November 10, 2001, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/hnpglobeandmail/historical-
newspapers/remembrance-day-2001/docview/1126314073/sem-2?accountid=14611. 
120 Margaret Wente, “Remember, Knowledge is Power: All Terror, All the Time,” Globe and Mail, 
November 1, 2001, 
https://login.proxy.hil.unb.ca/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/hnpglobeandmail/newspapers/remember
-knowledge-is-power-all-terror-time/docview/1125625993/sem-2?accountid=14611. 



 

49 

necessitated intervention in Afghanistan, concern over future attacks called for a 

counterterrorist element to the mission, as well. 

The Québec media was more hesitant to adopt the dual narrative. La Presse’s 

antiwar sentiment led in an opposite direction, but was still shaped by the same 

influences. If Québec was to reject the war, then it too must reject Afghan women, as the 

two were becoming inextricably discursively linked. On November 18th, La Presse began 

to present the Afghan women narrative as being a rhetorical part of the GWOT. It 

attributed the claims that terrorists’ goals were to oppress women to U.S. First Lady 

Laura Bush, arguing that it was the Americans who were invested in saving Afghan 

women.121 However, this diverged from BQ statements in the House, which had claimed 

that the improvement of Afghan women’s lives was a moral imperative. Given the high 

levels of stress over terrorist threat in Québec, as well as an overwhelming support for the 

war, with one October 2001 Leger Marketing poll placing support at 78%,122 La Presse’s 

line of reasoning appears not to have resonated with the public. 

While La Presse struggled to find acceptance for its opposition to the war, the 

Globe and Mail remained open to the Afghan mission through December, despite 

beginning a December 22nd article with the dubious claim that “The war in Afghanistan 
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[was] essentially over,” seeing as the Taliban had fallen the month prior.123 The war, 

according the Globe, had been a success. Yet, if Canada had won by defeating the 

Taliban, why was the engagement continuing? In order to resolve this question moving 

forward out of 2001, the definition of victory had to be expanded and the narrative 

changed in order to justify why the CAF remained in Afghanistan. Even with the Taliban 

removed from government, women continued to be a useful discursive tool because they 

still appeared to need saving. A December 10th Globe article hinted at this, noting that 

even after the removal of the Taliban government, the burqa continued to “symbolize[…] 

the Taliban’s attitude toward women.”124 The persistent need to eliminate the burqa, 

rather than the Taliban government, established a foundation for a war of cultural 

imperialism. As both the media and the government repeatedly argued that the GWOT 

would not resemble prior wars because the enemy was amorphous, not a state,125 the 

narrative was thus set to make a culture and a religion this proposed enemy. 

As 2001 drew to a close, La Presse came into far closer alignment with the 

English-language media and with the government. December 31st demonstrated a major 

change in the narratives provided by La Presse with the release of an article on Afghan 

women that criticized the burqa, using the term burqa instead of chaddari.126 While the 
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article did argue that Afghan women wore the burqa out of choice, it ascribed this 

decision to undereducation, and focused on calls to remove the burqa.127 Though a mere 

month prior, La Presse connected these calls to decidedly conservative figures such as 

Laura Bush, it was now terming them “feminist,” in what proved to be a major tone 

shift.128 On the very last day of 2001, Québec, English Canada, the press, and the 

government had all come into alignment. Partisan divides, Anglo-Franco tensions, and 

other distinctions that typically caused conflict within Canada were temporarily set aside 

as the country hesitantly agreed on its response to 9/11. The narrative of the war was set. 

As Margaret Wente observed in the Globe and Mail on November 21st, 2001, 

“The US didn’t give a damn about the rights of women (or anyone else) when it was 

helping arm Mr. Rabbani129 and his gang against the Soviets. Does it now?”130 The 

United States had not prioritized the rights of women when it was working to arm 

militants, and despite the new, post-9/11, rhetoric that emerged in Canada, it remained 

unclear whether the coalition would act any differently. Ultimately, the Global War on 

Terror found itself in a strange contrast within the discourse, but not an impossible one. It 

purported to bring international feminism into force via an American exceptionalist 

armed conflict led by George W. Bush. Wente noted that feminists were not comfortable 

with the thought of Bush as figurehead of women’s salvation,131 but political and 
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rhetorical compromise necessitated it. It was a narrative set up for failure in its intention 

to unite two fundamentally opposed worldviews, but when the world Canadians knew 

had just ceased to exist with 9/11, it was all many had left to cling onto. 
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Chapter 2 – A Defensive Minister and the Minister of Vengeance: 

Government Narratives, 2002-2011 

One could argue that the narrative of saving women and children in Afghanistan 

was too successful. The discourse that posited that this was the reason for Canada’s 

involvement in Afghanistan was widely accepted as 2001 turned to 2002, making it a 

useful tool for the federal government. After all, the war in Afghanistan rested in the 

hands of the state, and national understandings of the conflict thus had direct reflections 

upon the government itself. It was imperative that the war was kept palatable for the 

public, but this would prove impossible as the CAF’s involvement in Afghanistan wore 

on. While the power of the ‘women and children’ narrative was strong in the early years 

of the war, it became increasingly unrealistic in conjunction with the realities of the 

operation in Afghanistan as policy diverged. Attempts to change the discourse proved 

ineffective given that it had been overwhelmingly accepted. In the wake of a period of 

repeated scandal in the late years of the war, the government was no longer able to 

maintain the gendered understanding of the conflict. With this rhetoric in question, a total 

collapse of support for the war soon followed. The narrative of saving Afghan women 

failed for the Government of Canada because the federal government was unable to 

properly adjust the image of the war as military circumstances changed in Afghanistan. 

While this messaging received initial support across the country, policy changes under 

Prime Minister Paul Martin and General Rick Hillier compromised its relevance, and 

poor image control by the governments of Prime Ministers Paul Martin (2003-2006) and 

Stephen Harper (2006-2015) left the federal government mired in scandal that could not 
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be escaped, forcing the government’s hand into ending the active combat phase of the 

war. 

 In early 2002, the narrative of rescuing Afghan women from fundamentalist 

oppression, which emerged in the House of Commons after 9/11 due in large part to the 

rhetoric of the Bloc Québécois, had become the dominant party line for the ruling 

Liberals. During the House’s first sitting of 2002, on January 28th, Liberal MPs Steve 

Mahoney, Susan Whelan, and Irwin Cotler all noted their prioritization of Afghan women 

as efforts in the country moved forward.132 However, this view was not universal in the 

Liberal Party. There was one notable dissenter to the gendered rhetoric of Afghanistan 

within the party: Minister of National Defence Art Eggleton. Eggleton instead relied on 

the Liberals’ older two-sided approach, which equally prioritized counterterrorism in the 

vein of the American GWOT and humanitarian efforts for Afghan civilians. If anything, 

Eggleton’s rationale leaned more strongly into the militaristic facet of the rhetoric, as he 

cited a response to 9/11 and the prevention of future attacks as being the reasons Canada 

was involved in Afghanistan, with “reconstruction and rehabilitation” being useful 

insofar only as they promoted peace in the country and thereby stabilized it.133 While on 

the surface, Eggleton’s divergence from the majority of Liberal MPs who spoke on the 
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issue may appear easily ascribed to the inherent militarism of his Cabinet position, a 

scandal that personally enveloped him by February 2002 indicates that more may have 

been at play. 

At the end of 2001, public support for engagement in Afghanistan had been high, 

hovering around 80% nationwide by October.134 Yet, by January 2002, an Ipsos-Reid poll 

found support at 66%, with Québec having less than 50% of respondents reporting a 

positive view of the mission.135 Eggleton’s unrelenting militarism became a subject of 

criticism in the House from the antiwar NDP, with MP Peter Stoffer dubbing the MND 

“an apologist for the Americans” who “sounds exactly like [U.S. Secretary of Defense 

Donald] Rumsfeld does.” Stoffer noted that if Canadian Forces engaged in the same 

activities in Afghanistan as the U.S., public support for the war would vanish. Instead, he 

demanded a greater focus on women.136 However, Eggleton merely repeated his earlier 

talking points later that week, straying from the typical Liberal narrative in a way that 

drew the rhetoric more strongly toward a GWOT narrative resembling the one that 

existed in the U.S.137 
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A possible explanation for Eggleton’s unusual behaviour appeared on the front 

page of the Globe and Mail on January 22nd. A photograph of Canadian soldiers, 

mistakenly identified as Americans, taking Afghan prisoners was published in the Globe 

that day.138 However, Eggleton had previously told Parliament that the CAF were not 

taking any prisoners in the country. This single image called the narrative of the war into 

question, as the CAF were seen capturing Taliban fighters rather than aiding women. 

Eggleton had been made aware that this was happening, but after the scandal broke, he 

claimed that he had misunderstood the information he was given.139 It is because of this 

awareness that Eggleton’s use of narrative can be linked to the scandal, as his 

presentation of the conflict as a counterterrorist mission rather than a humanitarian one 

created a discourse wherein the taking of prisoners, and by extension his role in that 

practice, was acceptable. Regardless of whether this was intentional on Eggleton’s part, 

the result was nonetheless the same. 

The scandal rested entirely on Eggleton’s shoulders, who was smeared as largely 

incompetent, or possibly, as a single bad actor within an otherwise functional system. 

This pattern is best exemplified by a satirical column published in the Globe and Mail 

entitled “Diary of a Defensive Minister.” The column was presented as a fictional diary 
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written by Eggleton, wherein the MND was portrayed as a foolhardy bureaucrat more 

concerned with recording what he had eaten for breakfast than he was with Afghanistan. 

The Prime Minister and CAF brass, conversely, were portrayed as competent individuals 

skeptical of Eggleton’s naïveté or fed up with him entirely. For instance, the entry for 

Saturday recorded an imagined phone call between himself and the Prime Minister. 

“Sausage, fried eggs,” it read, before the fictional version of Eggleton concluded he was 

confused as to what he was eating. 

No, wait, boiled eggs. And ham, not sausage. Prime Minister phoned. 

Wanted to know if I knew what hypothetical meant. Told him I’d look it 

up and get back to him. Then he wanted to know if I had ever heard of the 

Geneva Convention. I asked him when it was and should I attend. He 

laughed, said ‘Great joke’ and hung up. Wonder what he meant.140 

As Eggleton was smeared nationwide as being completely clueless, the rest of the 

government was spared the fallout of the scandal. The problem lay with the MND; it was 

not systemic. Canada’s actions in Afghanistan were thus not morally reprehensible, but 

rather, were well-intentioned though hampered by innocent mistakes. The narrative of a 

humanitarian mission was not at risk because of Eggleton’s personal shortcomings, and 

could still reasonably be portrayed as truth. 
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 By late 2002, the ‘women and children’ narrative managed to persist despite the 

proof that Canadian soldiers were taking prisoners. Even the CA, which had opposed this 

rhetoric in 2001, were beginning to come into line with it, albeit in their own hawkish 

way. Jason Kenney and Stockwell Day both made references to girls’ education in 

Afghanistan in autumn of 2002, citing the persistent need to establish schools for girls in 

the country as a reason to continue on with war there.141 This can be explained, in part, by 

the fact that a majority of MPs, CA and Liberal alike, mistook the conflict in Afghanistan 

for being over, leaving only the women issue unsettled. Liberal MP Jim Karygiannis said 

this outright in October 2002, claiming that “although the war in Afghanistan is long 

over, the battle to rebuild the nation has only just begun,” with Canadians being 

international leaders in aiding Afghan women.142 The nation had already tasted success, 

and with the mission having become equivalent to a humanitarian effort, it was well-

insulated against criticism. 

 However, by 2003, the BQ once again became vocal on the issue in the House of 

Commons, with many MPs unhappy that the ‘women and children’ rhetoric, which they 

had crafted two years prior, had been co-opted across the political spectrum and utilized 

in ways that the Bloc could no longer support. BQ MPs Francine Lalonde, Diane 

Bourgeois, Jean-Yves Roy, and party leader Gilles Duceppe all spoke out against the 
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implementation of gendered priorities in Afghanistan, noting that the Canadian presence 

in the country had not tangibly improved the lives of women and children. Even with the 

Taliban removed from power, they argued, women still wore the burqa due to pressure 

from the country’s new leadership under the Northern Alliance,143 and innocent civilians’ 

deaths tainted the mission.144 According to Diane Bourgeois, even aid funding being 

given to Afghanistan was being misplaced, as it ended up in the hands of warlords.145 The 

BQ was, in essence, reformatting the narrative into a critique. Women were no longer a 

reason why Canada ought to go to Afghanistan, as they were in 2001, but instead, women 

became evidence that the engagement there was being improperly executed. For the 

Liberals, this new BQ position was unacceptable, with MP André Harvey going so far as 

to call it “extremist.”146 To challenge the government’s established position on women,147 

at this point in the war, was unthinkable. 

In fact, on the ground in Afghanistan, even CAF personnel were feeling pressure 

to conform to the narrative. In one infamous incident, a public affairs officer for the 

 

 

143 For a definition of the Northern Alliance, see chapter 1, footnote 129. 
144 Canada. House of Commons Debates, February 6, 2003, 1155 (Ms. Francine Lalonde, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-54/hansard.; Canada. House of 
Commons Debates, March 18, 2003, 1455 (Ms. Diane Bourgeois, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-72/hansard.; Canada. House of 
Commons Debates, March 20, 2003, 1040 (Mr. Gilles Duceppe, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-74/hansard.; Canada. House of 
Commons Debates, March 20, 2003, 1455 (Ms. Diane Bourgeois, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-74/hansard. 
145 Canada. House of Commons Debates, March 20, 2003, 1455 (Ms. Diane Bourgeois, BQ). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-74/hansard. 
146 Canada. House of Commons Debates, March 24, 2003, 1825 (Mr. André Harvey, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/37-2/house/sitting-76/hansard. 
147 While criticism of opponents is a central habit of politics, the issues being criticized are nonetheless 
revealing. For instance, while the BQ focused on gender, the CA was critical in different areas at this time, 
instead focusing largely on the uniforms issued to the CAF in Afghanistan. Thus, while both parties were 
critical of the Liberals, their critiques nonetheless fit within their own established discourses. 



 

60 

Forces was in close proximity to a battle when he received a phone call from a federal 

representative in Canada, asking him to encourage embedded reporters to focus more on 

aid and less on the war. The officer held his phone out to the sound of exploding mortars 

and soaring rockets, then replied, “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.”148 For the CAF, consistent 

efforts by the government to spin the war so that it had a more palatable image was near 

equivalent to asking them to deny the truth. 

 As the BQ continued to lambaste the government for the CAF’s failing to uphold 

the narrative Parliamentarians touted, a sudden and jarring tone shift began to take hold 

among the Liberals. In spring 2003, members of the Liberal party, most notably Prime 

Minister Chrétien, revived the counterterrorist GWOT rhetoric that was closely 

associated with the United States.149 Unlike Art Eggleton’s attempts to sway the 

discourse the year prior, this was not one individual diverting course. This was an 

overarching change that impacted not only the government, but the multinational 

organizations it worked with in Afghanistan. As M. Jean Fournet, Assistant Secretary 

General of NATO for Public Diplomacy remarked at a speech given at the Royal 

Canadian Military Institute, NATO viewed Canada’s understanding of the conflict in 

Afghanistan as part of a pan-North American context inextricably linked with the United 
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States, with specific concerns prominently including the issue of global terror.150 While 

Canadians may have been unhappy to think of themselves as being similar to Americans, 

the international community saw both nations as holding a shared vision of the GWOT. 

 Within the House of Commons, the narrative likewise shifted to focus more on 

militarism and less on international gender equality. Christian Jobin and Dominic 

LeBlanc, Liberal MPs from Québec and New Brunswick, respectively, both called for 

public support of the CAF, touting progress in Afghanistan and $250 million in funds 

being sent to the country without acknowledging the BQ’s concerns about the hands that 

money would end up in.151 It appeared to some insiders as though the Liberals were 

overwhelmed with Afghanistan, and lacked confidence that they would be able to execute 

solutions to culturally sensitive issues, thus explaining the shift in tone. Dr. Kenneth 

Calder, assistant deputy minister of the policy branch of the Department of National 

Defence (DND), is reported to have remarked in 2003 that “we don’t know anything 

about this country.”152 

 Shortly thereafter, in December 2003, a transition of power occurred within the 

Liberal Party. Paul Martin became Prime Minister, replacing Jean Chrétien, and by early 
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2004, Martin began to leave his own unique mark on the discourse. At a speech given at 

New Brunswick’s 5th Canadian Division Support Base Gagetown in April of that year, 

Martin interwove the global equality narrative with a counterterrorist GWOT approach, 

announcing that there was “no question that by helping to bring peace, stability and 

prosperity to countries such as Afghanistan we are enhancing significantly the safety and 

security of Canadians here at home.” This, he added, was done equally for “humanitarian 

reasons and at the same time ensuring that [Afghanistan] cannot be used as a base of 

operations for terrorists.”153 As he presented it, aid in Afghanistan was necessary because 

it prevented terrorist organizations from finding footing in the country, indicating that 

even with the Liberals’ change in leadership, the emerging trend that brought militarism 

back to the fore would remain consistent going forward. 

 The BQ’s criticism of the engagement in Afghanistan escalated in mid-2004, as 

MP Francine Lalonde levied an accusation that CAF personnel were potential war 

criminals, with MP Stéphane Bergeron echoing similar concerns.154 Citing the American 

scandal at Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison,155 she feared that the CAF’s reputation for 

transferring prisoners to American authorities meant that captives taken by the Canadian 

military were at risk of being tortured.156 Such a serious allegation called into question 
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the CAF’s ability to carry out a mission with an overarching moral imperative – that of 

liberating oppressed Afghan women – if they, themselves, could not be trusted to act 

morally. By 2005, a resistance to criticism of the CAF solidified among the Liberals and 

the Conservative Party of Canada (CPC), the successor party to the defunct CA. Both 

parties, united across partisan divides, had members express their pride in the troops’ 

accomplishments and their hopes for nationwide recognition of the CAF’s efforts. 

According to various CPC representatives, this sentiment was at least somewhat 

supported by the public, most profoundly in the West. They reported fundraising efforts 

and letter-writing campaigns by civilians who were deeply moved by the bravery of the 

Forces, with support even coming from what they claimed were deeply patriotic 

schoolchildren.157 For the Liberals, however, this correlated with a sudden rise in 

discourses on Afghan women and children,158 as well as anti-Americanism.159 One 

possible explanation for this phenomenon is a diversification of rhetoric, preserving 

support for the Liberals if the ‘support the troops’ push did not succeed. 

 There was good reason for the Liberals to fear failure of their efforts, as 2005 saw 

a major shift in Canada’s approach to Afghanistan. That year, the CAF were deployed to 

Kandahar region, one of the most dangerous locales in the country, notable as a persistent 

site of combat and one of the last strongholds of conservative fundamentalists.160 
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According to journalist Murray Brewster, who covered Canada’s engagement in 

Afghanistan extensively, the decision to move into Kandahar centered on positioning 

Canada within an international discourse. The decision was political, and not based on 

the status of women in the region.161 Instead, it was a calculated choice to raise the 

reputation of Canada within the American imagination after Ottawa elected not to join 

U.S. Forces in Iraq.162 Political scientist Stephen Saideman noted that Canada’s choices 

during this period were regularly marked by “the desire to support international 

institutions like NATO and maintain a good relationship with the United States.”163 This 

view was echoed by CPC MP Peter MacKay, who became MND in 2007. MacKay stated 

that, based on briefings given to him, the deployment to Kandahar was decided on the 

grounds of saving face over non-involvement in Iraq.164 Ultimately, the decision appears 

to have been conciliatory in nature, as well as serving as image management for Canada 

on the world stage. 

 Crucially, the decision to move into Kandahar was heavily influenced by Chief of 

the Defence Staff (CDS), Rick Hillier. He explicitly described the choice as being 

influenced by Kandahar’s status as “the only high-profile NATO assignment left”, which 

would lift the reputation of the CAF, as “it demonstrated to our allies that Canada was a 

reliable international partner.”165 However, this international posturing was not reported 
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to Parliament, which was instead given promises of “providing stability and good 

government.”166 Even Paul Martin appears to have been duped by Hillier, as the Prime 

Minister reflected in 2007 that Hillier had not presented the Kandahar mission to him as 

counter-insurgency, but as reconstruction.167 “I had no sense that it was war,” Martin 

remarked to political scientist Janice Gross-Stein in no uncertain terms.168 

The harsh militarism of Hillier’s rhetoric offered little help to the government in 

finding an appealing angle to present the change in policy. In July 2005, Hillier gave a 

public speech announcing that the CAF would enter Kandahar to fight “murderers and 

scumbags,” notably al-Qaeda and the Taliban.169 To the public, this represented a break 

from the earlier governmental narratives focusing on women, leading many to fear 

“Americanization” of the approach to Afghanistan, according to the recollections of then-

MND Bill Graham.170 Hillier did not show any public concern about this issue, however, 

and instead, continued on with increasingly violent rhetoric. Also in 2005, while on a 

speaking tour, Hillier remarked that “Being a soldier means that you go out and bayonet 

somebody. We are not the public service of Canada. We are not just another Department. 

We are the Canadian Forces and our job is to kill people.”171 This line of reasoning 
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directly contrasted the image of soldier-as-peacekeeper that had been popular in 

Parliamentary discourses,172 as Hillier likewise spoke on behalf of the government. 

Though he was affiliated with the CAF, and was not an elected representative, it was 

nonetheless his responsibility as CDS to advise the Prime Minister and the Cabinet on 

military matters, making Hillier inextricably linked to the decisions made in Ottawa and 

the public presentation of these choices. Hillier’s word carried significance, and could not 

easily be disconnected from government messaging. 

With the CAF deployed to Kandahar, a notable increase in Canadian military 

fatalities began in 2006. Many of the deceased were honoured in Parliament, with MPs 

presenting their stories in particularly emotional ways. For instance, Liberal MP Paul 

Steckle read aloud a letter from the father of Corporal Matthew Dinning, which asked for 

greater recognition of deceased soldiers. The letter ended with a postscript that read “I 

hope and pray that you won’t have to lower the flag but since Afghanistan is a war zone 

the likelihood exists that more soldiers could die.” Steckle then explained that “this letter 

[was] even more poignant as the next Canadian soldier killed in Afghanistan [after the 

letter was sent] was Mr. Dinning’s own son.”173 It was a moving moment, but one that 

carried a discursive meaning. Soldiers like Corporal Dinning had sacrificed their lives for 

something greater than themselves, and a reverence to their commitment went inherently 
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alongside a reverence of Canada’s actions in Afghanistan. However, this approach within 

the government was based on a misplaced understanding of the public’s approach toward 

CAF casualties. According to a University of Laval study, Canadians’ attitudes toward 

the war were not impacted positively or negatively by fatalities, but a “perception of a 

perception” nonetheless circulated in Ottawa.174 This drew away from the popular 

‘women and children’ narrative, leading the discourse down a new, less widely appealing 

path. 

2006 was likewise a year of major overhaul for the government, as the CPC won a 

general election on January 23 of that year, making Stephen Harper the Prime Minister of 

Canada. Along with this power shift came a pronounced change in the House, as the 

CPC, Liberals, and even BQ suddenly came into alignment with their rhetoric, with 

overarching support for a counterterrorist narrative of Kandahar.175 The NDP, which had 

to this point been skeptical about the war, remained opposed to working with the United 

States under Operation Enduring Freedom, but its members expressed support for the 

idea of continuing the same mission, unchanged, under a NATO umbrella.176 The names 

and titles associated with the mission mattered to the NDP, as the U.S. GWOT came with 

unwanted discursive baggage. The actual engagement, however, was met with universal 

support in the House, despite deviance from the gendered narrative, and despite the 

variety of viewpoints circulating among MPs prior to the CPC’s election. Even the 
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federal Crown corporation responsible for television broadcasting,177 the CBC, began, at 

this time, to aggressively promote public support for the war, transforming its most 

popular programming, Hockey Night in Canada, into a machine for “thinly veiled 

military propaganda.”178 

Once this overarching rhetorical shift had been undertaken, however, it proved 

nearly impossible to undo. With public support for the war being reported in various polls 

as approximately fifty percent, with some a few points higher and others a few points 

lower throughout 2006,179 it was apparent that the public was no longer as enthusiastic 

about Afghanistan as they had been at the outset of the mission. An anonymous staffer 

with the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) reported that at the time, there were attempts to 

change the discourse. “We were trying to figure out how to transition the 

communications politically from a hard terrorism message to, you know, about women 

voting and all that stuff,” the PMO official remarked.180 However, they were unable to 

successfully move the narrative back.181 Discussions of aid in Afghanistan were quickly 

disproven in the House. In one instance in May 2006, CPC Minister of International 

Cooperation Josée Verner proudly announced a $200 million donation to “address the 
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issues of development and poverty” in Afghanistan.182 Liberal MP Keith Martin rose in 

response, clarifying that this was “the [aid] budget for [all of] Afghanistan,” with no 

specific designations made at all for Kandahar, despite Canada’s involvement in the 

region.183 The CPC’s allocation of funds proved worrisome to Martin as it did little to 

ensure development in the areas wherein Canadian soldiers were risking their lives. This 

raised serious concerns about their commitment to “women voting and all that stuff”184 in 

Kandahar, the very region that the government had sworn to work within. 

In the House of Commons, the “hard terrorism message”185 persisted, though 

dissent against it was challenged with the ‘women and children’ narrative. MPs who 

questioned the mission in Kandahar, mainly members of the NDP, were smeared as 

failing to support Afghan women, despite the engagement in Kandahar not being 

explicitly presented in gendered terms.186 When this was not successful, CPC members 

began attacking Liberals for failing to support the troops, even when the Liberal MPs 

were not criticizing the war in Afghanistan. In one instance, a Liberal MP was accused of 

not supporting the CAF in the midst of a discussion on aircraft procurement, with the 

CPC accuser’s rationale being that the MP had voted against extending the war in 

Afghanistan during a prior session.187 With this approach, support for the troops became 
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equal with support for the war. Bringing the troops home was not supporting them. 

However, this rhetoric harmed public support, as Liberal voters tended to follow their 

party’s official stance when assessing the war.188 With the Liberal Party being painted as 

increasingly anti-war, Liberal supporters took on anti-war beliefs themselves.189 

An additional concern that arose at this time was whether Canadians – both the 

government and the CAF – were themselves moral enough to claim that they waged war 

in Afghanistan on moral grounds. In the House, this manifested through an October 2006 

incident of misogyny against Liberal MP Belinda Stronach, who had crossed the floor 

from the CPC the year prior. During a question about animals posed to the Minister of the 

Environment, a Liberal MP shouted out “What about Peter’s dog?,” referring to then-

Minister of Foreign Affairs Peter MacKay. MacKay responded “You already have her,” 

gesturing toward Stronach.190 For Liberal MP Ralph Goodale, this incident called 

McKay’s ability to handle the sensitive, gendered aspects of Afghanistan into question. 

“After depicting a woman as his dog,” Goodale asked, “how can the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs pretend to promote women’s rights in Afghanistan or anywhere else?”191 The 

narrative surrounding Afghan women had become abstract enough that any immorality 

called its veracity into question. 

 

 

188 Saideman, Adapting in the Dust, 110. 
189 Saideman, Adapting in the Dust, 110. 
190 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 19, 2006, 1510 (Hon. Denis Coderre, Lib, and Mr. Mark 
Holland, Lib.). https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/39-1/house/sitting-65/hansard. 
191 Canada. House of Commons Debates, October 20, 2006, 1115 (Hon. Ralph Goodale, Lib.). 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/documentviewer/en/39-1/house/sitting-66/hansard. 



 

71 

By early 2007, the uniformity seen between the Liberals and CPC had all but 

dissolved due, in large part, to the conduct of CPC ministers. In January of that year, 

Liberal MP Lucienne Robillard rose to criticize the MND, Gordon O’Connor, putting 

personal blame onto O’Connor for shifting the narrative from humanitarian aid, as 

understood by Canadians, to a militaristic “retribution” for 9/11.192 Liberal MP Dennis 

Codere agreed with this critique, offering a new nickname for O’Connor: “the minister of 

vengeance.”193 Though the Liberals had initially been open to a shift in the discourse 

following the decision to move into Kandahar, the party was growing increasingly 

antiwar as the conflict persisted. 

Nonetheless, the Conservative government was beginning to realize that the lofty 

goal of ending gender discrimination in Afghanistan could not be achieved through 

military means. According to a June 2007 Standing Committee report, the CAF had “no 

direct role in [the status of women in Afghanistan]”, recommending instead that it be left 

to CIDA.194 This shift of understanding meant that the war could no longer be portrayed 

as a mission to save women with any expectation of accuracy. However, the Standing 

Committee did not have a clear sense of their own recommendation, as their report also 

noted that having the CAF in Afghanistan would be necessary to improve women’s 
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lives.195 It was thus unclear, at the time of this report, where the CPC would choose to 

take the narrative next. 

As it happened, there was not much choice remaining for the Conservatives, as in 

February 2007, a new scandal had emerged which called the entirety of the Afghan 

mission into question. According to the BQ and the Liberals, the CAF had transferred 

prisoners to the Afghan authorities, resulting in the abuse of those detainees.196 This 

echoed the concerns from 2004 that Canadian Forces were sending prisoners to the 

Americans to be tortured. This accusation was particularly concerning in terms of its 

relation to Afghan women, as part of the torture allegations brought forth by the BQ 

contended that female and child detainees were being systemically sexually abused in 

Afghan prisons.197 In response to these allegations, MND O’Connor leaned further into 

the ‘support the troops’ angle, demanding that the MPs making these claims issue an 

immediate apology to the CAF.198 For much of 2007, this story remained in the 

background of discussions of Afghanistan, and did not come to a head until November. 

By November 2007, the allegations of Afghan forces abusing prisoners 

transferred by the Canadians (the ‘prisoner transfer scandal’ henceforth) appeared 
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undeniable.199 Yet, the CPC continued pressing the matter of supporting the troops, with 

British Columbia MP Colin Mayes praising a local kettle corn manufacturer for sending 

“2,600 commemorative bags of fresh kettle korn to the troops in Afghanistan,” while the 

rest of the House was discussing the possibility of torture.200 Likewise, on days with CAF 

fatalities in Afghanistan, the CPC rebuffed any questions on the prisoner transfer scandal, 

with Harper claiming that these inquiries were inappropriate when Canadian soldiers had 

just given their lives for their country.201 The rationale behind this staunch patriotism was 

explained by Harper while speaking on a panel with Afghan President Hamid Karzai. The 

‘women and children’ narrative maintained a firm grip on the public, as the Prime 

Minister claimed that “when you argue our self-interest [preventing terrorism], that’s 

actually less appealing to Canadian public opinion than the argument that we are actually 

concretely helping the Afghan people with their lives.”202 Harper was informed of this by 

a 2007 report prepared for Foreign Affairs, which found that the phrases “rebuilding,” 

“enhancing the lives of women and children,” and, perhaps alarmingly, “peacekeeping,” 

resonated more effectively with the public than “fighting terrorism” or references to 

9/11.203 Thus, the CPC had to defend the image of the CAF as being saviours in 

Afghanistan, billing them as peacekeepers despite not being such in any capacity, as any 
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representation of the Forces as doing harm to the Afghan people would compromise the 

image of the mission. 

 

Figure 4: Word Use Frequency - Afghan Women in Canada's Hansard, 2002-2011 
The proportion of mentions of Afghanistan in Canada’s parliament as a ratio with 

mentions of Afghan women. The sharp increases of mentions of Afghan women in 2003, 

2005, and 2008 each coincide with major events affecting the discourse: the BQ’s 

questioning of the narrative, the decision to move into Kandahar, and the prisoner 

transfer scandal, respectively. Discussing women was a safe fallback for periods of 

conflict, as noted by Harper’s comments on “actually concretely helping the Afghan 

people with their lives.” 204 

However, the image of promoting equality in Afghanistan was more a façade than 

a reality. In 2008, the government’s Independent Panel on Canada’s Future Role in 

Afghanistan, chaired by John Manley, released its final report to Parliament, commonly 
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known as the Manley Report. The silences of the Manley Report are significant. For a 

government that had spent years claiming to promote women’s rights in Afghanistan, the 

documents informing its policy205 had remarkably little to say on matters of gender. Its 

description of the Taliban noted that “their mistreatment of women [was] particularly 

notorious,” but provided no further details on what the Taliban had done to women, nor 

how the situation of women could be improved.206 Mentioning women in this capacity 

offered little concrete meaning to the report, merely using them as a rhetorical tool. The 

only other discussion of women in the Report is an assessment of Afghan women’s 

literacy rates, used as the sole indicator of female oppression in the country,207 thus 

explaining the focus on schools in the governmental discourse. 

Likewise in 2008, the CPC’s denial of the prisoner transfer scandal persisted. MPs 

for the party pushed back against the credibility of torture allegations raised against the 

Kandahar governor.208 Peter McKay, who had become MND following a Cabinet shuffle, 

committed a gaffe in response to these claims. “We absolutely condone the use of 

torture,” he remarked, meaning the opposite but not bothering to correct himself.209 

Ultimately, however, the CPC’s lax attitude toward handing the scandal only harmed 
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their reputation. Support for the war in various polls from 2008 hovered just above 40%, 

marking a continued decline.210 

The CPC continued to deny allegations of torture throughout 2009, but by 

December of that year, the Liberals brought new evidence to the house based on sworn 

testimony of CAF officials claiming that torture had, in fact, been inflicted on transferred 

prisoners.211 Peter MacKay claimed that the entire story, including sworn testimony, was 

a ruse concocted by the Taliban, as tortured detainees could not be trusted since they 

were the sort of people who “thr[e]w acid in the face of schoolgirls,” using a narrative of 

female education to bolster his point.212 Conservative Cabinet Minister John Baird told 

the House that the CPC stood by its statement from two years prior that no torture had 

occurred in Afghanistan. Instead of providing evidence to back up this claim, however, 

Baird merely requested another apology to the troops.213 He continued to push the 

‘support the troops’ rhetoric, as he apparently lacked any other basis to defend the CPC 

from allegations of misconduct, thus relying on an extant discourse to bolster his stance. 

The CPC did not, and could not, provide evidence debunking claims of torture, and 

instead relied on emotional calls to support the Forces. 
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Unfortunately for Baird, however, the over-reliance on supporting the troops in 

situations where CAF conduct appeared immoral ultimately tainted the image of the 

troops. The CAF had become a scapegoat in a rather unpalatable discussion of torture, 

with a December 2009 EKOS poll finding that most Canadians believed that prisoners 

taken by the CAF had been tortured in Afghanistan.214 Eighty-three percent of those 

believing torture occurred also agreed that the government was aware of it.215 The public 

did not trust what the CPC were telling them, and the Conservatives’ CAF-centric 

rhetoric placed the Canadian Forces even more centrally within the scandal. If torture 

claims were a slight toward the CAF, then those who believed these claims to be true 

could not as easily place fault wholly with the Afghan National Directorate of Security 

(NDS), the organization responsible for performing the alleged torture. 

Also in 2009, the Liberals began presenting specific cases of prisoner 

mistreatment and requesting that the CPC explain the circumstances in which they 

occurred. In one case, Judy Foote, a Liberal MP, quoted from a CAF field diary written in 

2006 describing a prisoner undergoing questioning by Canadian Forces as bleeding from 

his head. She requested that MND Peter MacKay explain why, if the CAF did not 

mistreat prisoners and did not send them into situations of abuse, this man was bleeding 

from his head. MacKay was unable to provide a satisfactory answer to that question, 

merely explaining that this person was undergoing questioning, and was not officially 
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detained by the CAF.216 He was attempting to evade the question on the grounds of a 

technicality. Ultimately, there could be no satisfactory answer given, leading MND 

MacKay and others in the CPC to evade as much responsibility as they could in an effort 

to manage their image as the scandal grew out of control. 

By 2010, the BQ likewise brought forth more evidence. MP Claude Bachand 

reported a claim from an Afghan translator who stated that when the CAF did not get the 

answers that it desired out of a particular detainee, that individual would be handed over 

to Afghan forces in order for torture to be used on them so as to extract the desired 

information without the CAF having to actually engage in torture themselves.217 “In 

short,” he remarked, “we contracted out torture.”218 Peter MacKay counteracted this point 

by saying that the claim was only hearsay based on the translator’s word. He criticized 

Bachand for having low standards of questioning, demeaning his character rather than 

dealing with the issue at hand.219 A few days later, Bachand returned with even more 

evidence, undermining MacKay’s allegations of his poor credibility. This time, he cited a 

confidential CAF report, which described a recommendation of transfer to the Afghan 

NDS for a handful of prisoners believed to have more information than they were letting 

on.220 This was proof of the translator’s allegation, which MacKay had called hearsay. 
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MacKay denied that document was a reflection of CAF policy, instead pointing to a letter 

from then-CDS Walt Natynczyk that stated the CAF did not transfer prisoners for 

intelligence gathering.221 The CPC seemed hopeful that its own evidence would be seen 

as equally or more credible than that brought in by the BQ, causing doubt about the 

veracity of the torture claims.  

Despite the seemingly endless torture-related debate in the House, by 2011, only 

the BQ appeared intent on taking any concrete action against torture in Afghanistan. A 

2011 parliamentary report included an addendum by the BQ requesting a 

recommendation mentioning “the risk of torture in Afghan prisons”, but this was not 

supported by the other parties.222 It appears as though only the BQ had any policy interest 

in preventing torture, and the other parties merely used it as a rhetorical tool to gain or 

detract from support for the mission. 

Part of the reason for growing concern over support of the mission came in 2009 

as mistrust of the Karzai government began to take shape within the House of Commons. 

Between allegations of aid money once again being sent to warlords223 and reports of the 

arrest of a student journalist for promoting women’s equality,224 the new Afghan 

government was already held in uneasy terms in Canadian parliament. The most damning 
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news, however, emerged in March 2009, with the creation of a piece of Afghan 

legislation dubbed by many MPs as the ‘rape law.’ More aptly, they were referring to the 

Shia Family Law or the Shia Personal Status Law passed by the Karzai government, 

which among other changes, legalized marital rape for members of the Shia minority in 

Afghanistan.225 This, ultimately, would prove to be the final proverbial nail in the coffin 

of the ‘women and children’ war narrative. While the CPC initially tried to deny the 

existence of the law,226 it was quickly proven to be true and condemned universally 

across the Canadian government. A CPC-authored spring 2010 report expressed that the 

government of Canada was concerned about the impacts this law would have on Afghan 

women.227 However, the report noted that in March 2010, the law had been rejected by 

the lower House of Afghanistan’s parliament, thus indicating to the CPC that this issue 

would no longer persist, without interrogating systemic issues that created the ideas 

reflected within the bill.228 Regardless, this law came following a mission that had been 

sold to the Canadian public as being for women. The results, nearly 10 years into the 

conflict, proved time and again that there would be no change for Afghan women. As a 

consequence, public support of the war in Afghanistan fell to 39 and 36 percent in 

various polls in 2010.229 Tolerance for the mission was growing thin. In the House, the 
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CPC made it clear that the ‘rape law’ could not be the representation of the Karzai 

government the CAF had worked to install and uphold in Afghanistan. The deaths of the 

Canadian soldiers who perished in Afghanistan “must not be in vain,” Deepak Obhrai, 

Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, remarked.230 Canada’s legacy 

in Afghanistan, as the war was coming to a close, had to be a positive one. 

By 2011, when the government was beginning to plan the extraction of the CAF 

from its direct combat role in Afghanistan, its reports reflected an intense reliance on the 

Afghan government’s Ministry of Women’s Affairs in order to ensure appropriate 

considerations for women would still be made in the absence of the Canadian Forces.231 

However, this came well after the attempt to pass the Shia Family Law, with full 

evidence warning that the Afghan government could not be trusted on women’s issues. 

Another report, which laid out recommendations for Afghanistan post-2011, was even 

clearer in its representation of intention versus result. While it recommended that “the 

advancement of women’s rights” be a top-five priority after the combat mission ended,232 

it likewise noted that nothing done for women’s rights in the country had been any better 

than “ad hoc and inconsistent.”233 At this point in the mission, policymakers knew that 

they were repeating an approach that had a decade of failure behind it. Yet, the women 
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narrative had been the government of Canada’s only lasting success in shaping the 

rhetoric of the war, and Ottawa appears to have been forced by the pressure of public 

opinion to uphold it even when it was evident that there would be no saving Afghan 

women. 

According to journalist Murray Brewster, “doing the right thing and living up to 

international obligations in Afghanistan were always part of the equation, the insiders 

insisted, but the domestic political calculation was just as important.”234 Yet, the constant 

political positioning “poisoned the discourse[, becoming] one of the reasons debate 

throughout the war, with painfully few exceptions, never rose above narrow political self-

interest.”235 The narrative had been set up for failure by its lack of connection to actual 

policy in Afghanistan, focusing more on posturing in the House of Commons than any 

tangible change for Afghan women. By 2011, the narrative had collapsed completely. 

Several NDP MPs came to the House with petitions from their constituents demanding an 

end to the war, as public upset was mounting.236 The Canadian government could no 

longer pretend to be moral saviours in Afghanistan. The mission was not what it was 

presented as in the smoke and ash of 9/11. The smoke and ash remained, but it was no 

longer the rubble of the World Trade Center. It instead came from the destruction of the 
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lives of Afghan women and children, their homes, their schools, even their bodies. 

Canada had brought this death upon them. 
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Chapter 3 –  Gendercide: Media Narratives, 2002-2011 

While the government struggled to maintain its image of the war in Afghanistan 

in the years leading up to 2011, it was not alone in facing this challenge. Going back in 

time to the beginning of the conflict, a similar pattern can be traced among the Canadian 

media throughout the war. As 2001 came to an end, the Canadian media was in 

agreement: a war in Afghanistan was the right choice. This consensus did not last long. 

The narrative of the war grew increasingly critical as time went on, and the stories that 

became news began to portray the mission in a negative light. While military policy and 

practice diverged further from the widespread notion of saving Afghan women and 

children following the decision to move into the Kandahar region in 2005, the news 

emerging from the war front detracted from this carefully-crafted, gendered messaging. 

With minimal image control exercised by the federal government and CAF, the media 

began to question how and why the war had reached a point where it no longer resembled 

what the overarching rhetoric had purported. National and regional newspapers did not 

have an alternative discourse to rely on. Since the war no longer fit into the ‘women and 

children’ lens, the mission was ultimately portrayed as a failure. While the press’ 

approach to Afghanistan remained largely hopeful for improvement in the early years of 

the war, a transitional period emerged around the time that Canadians took control of 

Kandahar in 2006, as progress in the country became less clear. Finally, once it became 

evident to the media that the combat situation in Kandahar was fundamentally 

incompatible with the prioritization of gender equality as the mission’s primary goal, the 

narrative was turned on its head; a Canadian presence in Afghanistan was not helping 

people, but rather, it was harming people. 
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The early period of media coverage, which dominated from 2002 to 2004, most 

strongly represents an ‘improvement’ narrative: one that argued Canada was making 

positive change in Afghanistan and the public ought to be glad that the troops were there, 

with stories highlighting such developments as the return of Afghan girls to school after 

the fall of the Taliban.237 Nevertheless, 2002’s first major news story on Afghanistan was 

not a positive one, though it was spun in a way that preserved the narrative. At the end of 

January 2002, the Globe and Mail accidentally ran a photograph on its front page of 

Canadian soldiers taking prisoners in Afghanistan, mistaking them for Americans.238 The 

following day, even before the scandal broke in Parliament239 and before the public 

learned that the soldiers pictured were Canadian, the Globe followed up with a 

seemingly-conciliatory article stating that prisoners taken by the U.S. were well-treated in 

the detention facility at Guantánamo Bay (GTMO henceforth), despite evidence to the 

contrary from human rights groups.240 This laid a foundation for a subtext indicating that 

the Afghan mission was still moral and still capable of achieving a net good in the 

country. The timing of this article, whether purposeful or coincidental, insulated the 

Canadian mission as the scandal was set to break, as prisoners taken by Canadians were 
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handed over to U.S. authorities and ended up in American detention facilities such as 

GTMO at this point in the war. Similar stories with far clearer intentionality continued to 

circulate in the Globe after the scandal broke, indicating to readers that there was little 

need to worry about the prisoners. Columnist Rex Murphy, for instance, argued that these 

prisoners were al-Qaeda members, whose organization killed twenty-four Canadians 

mere months ago. With 9/11 still fresh in the minds of Canadians in early 2002, Murphy 

saw it fitting that the nation “wring […] no hands for prisoners,” alleging that Canada 

was a victim of al-Qaeda, acting against these prisoners out of necessity.241 

Subsequent post-scandal stories in early February put blame for the incident on 

MND Art Eggleton, who the media portrayed as clueless, but in a way that did not affect 

the troops’ reputation in Afghanistan.242 Even if his behaviour as an individual crossed 

over from stupidity to immorality, the mission as a whole still retained its morality.243 In 

Québec, however, La Presse took on a rather different approach. In their coverage of the 

scandal, Eggleton did not get the benefit of the doubt that he merely misunderstood 

because of incompetence. He, along with then-Deputy Prime Minister John Manley and 

then-Minister of Foreign Affairs Bill Graham, both of whom were not central in the 

national narrative, were smeared as American puppets.244 This marked a beginning to 
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what would become part of a uniquely Québécois approach to the early period of the war, 

where the French-language media argued that an improvement should happen in 

Afghanistan, thus vaguely hopeful that the situation in the country was fixable, but 

remained critical of what was actually being done. In this case, Canada’s government 

should have had higher moral standards if they desired to save Afghan women, but they 

would first need to stop doing the Americans’ bidding. 

The Eggleton scandal was an outlier. Other stories between 2002 and 2004 were 

far more positive in their views on the war. A common thread through 2002 was coverage 

of girls’ education, with reports of schools opening being consistent headline-makers. 

Schools were described as “oas[e]s of hope” despite having no heating, no furniture, 

unpaid teachers, and not enough food for their students.245 However, because the media 

used women and education as a marker of its trust in the country, this was taken as a net 

positive. By 2003, La Presse reflected on this praise, remaining critical of the focus on 

education in Afghanistan, while pointing to government corruption, collaboration with 

warlords, and wealth inequality.246 In essence, it argued that the issues needing to be 

managed in Afghanistan were not being properly addressed, and instead, contended that 

the national rhetoric distracted from this. While La Presse likewise advocated for girls’ 

education, it wanted the process to be done properly, and not merely to be a distraction 

from widespread inequality within the country. 
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For the English-language media, any efforts toward gender equality were a sign of 

progress, and as such, the Globe focused on Afghan women wherever they could be 

found, resulting in a rather overarching cultural imposition of Afghan women in 

Canadian public life. From 2002 to 2004, the Globe and Mail ran stories on such 

trivialities as a meatloaf-making competition that would donate its proceeds to Afghan 

women, guest speakers visiting schools to teach children about how their fundraisers 

improved lives for girls in Afghanistan, and a columnist’s Moroccan-themed dinner party 

that contributed money to female Afghan teachers’ salaries.247 These efforts were well-

meaning but largely uninformed, with the Moroccan dinner party’s host remarking that 

her “quasi-Moroccan” meal and North African music “would keep the evening on track 

with Afghanistan [given its Islamic origin].”248 This case demonstrates a fundamental 

lack of understanding about Afghanistan, its culture, and the Islamic world as a whole, 

but nonetheless, a desire to engage with it. A separate facet of this cultural imposition 

also included the persistence of calls to history, as were seen after 9/11, as a way to 

merge Afghanistan into the extant cultural sphere. The Globe revisited narratives of the 

Second World War to accomplish this, quoting a Trudeau-era political aide saying “the 
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Taliban […] turned Afghanistan into one large concentration camp for women.”249 With 

the Second World War existing in public memory as a just war in which Canada took on 

the role of liberator, the war in Afghanistan could be couched in the same acceptable, 

moral reasons, with women taking on the role formerly held by Jews and other groups 

persecuted during the Holocaust. 

Discussions on women’s oppression persisted in the media throughout this early 

period, with burqa politics taking the fore. Both the Québec and national media agreed 

that the burqa was a problem to be solved, necessitating a culture change in Afghanistan. 

Because of this, La Presse remained skeptical of progress in Afghanistan, with columnist 

Alain Bommenel writing that «Depuis le renversement du régime, en décembre, et la 

nomination d’un gouvernement intérimaire, tout a changé. En théorie.»250 That change 

was only theoretical, however, because the burqa persisted, and Bommenel presented its 

removal as Canada’s next step to save women, one which would need to be achieved in 

order for progress to occur. Would it be reached? The optimistic English-language media 

was confident that it would. When the loya jirga251 gathered in Kabul in 2002, the Globe 

praised that 200 of the 1600 delegates were women and, specifically, that they were not 

wearing burqas. The women themselves complained of tokenism and stated that the 
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burqa was not the problem to be focused on, with female loya jirga delegate Adeena 

Niazi remarking that “the burqas are not an issue for us right now because there are so 

many other issues.”252 Nonetheless, the article continued to circle around it, not heeding 

the very words it quoted.253 Further encouraging burqa removal in 2004, the Globe 

profiled two beauticians who travelled to Afghanistan to provide a course in makeup 

application for women. They believed this would help women find employment as 

makeup artists, as well as to Westernize them.254 These beauticians were shedding the 

burqa and cultural relativism simultaneously – the Globe showed no understanding of the 

concept of Afghan culture in this profile, merely wanting the burqa gone as to fit women 

into perceived Canadian conceptions of female liberation. 

Despite the high hopes that burqas would come off, girls would be educated, and 

Afghanistan would come to resemble the west, there was some limited dissent in the 

national media from the ‘improvement’ narrative in the early period, centering primarily 

on the issue of warlords. Several articles emerged at this time criticizing the structure of 

the Northern Alliance, describing Afghanistan’s “real rulers” as “whoever has men and 

guns.”255 Even President Hamid Karzai was not immune to this criticism, as he allied 
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himself with warlords and was responsible for ousting a prominent female physician, 

Sima Samar, from the government to placate fundamentalists.256 When warlords’ troops 

looted four villages in October 2002, committing numerous rapes in the process, it 

became clear that this situation was a serious danger for all women, though this 

revelation was relegated to one paragraph in a recurring column that summarized various 

international stories into short, digestible blurbs.257 Concerns about warlords were kept 

relatively quiet, as they were not of utmost importance at a time when Canada was 

supposedly winning the war and saving women. In Québec, however, concern over 

warlords was not a dissenting opinion, instead being merged into stories such as those on 

female education,258 which called for a correction to the attempts being made to improve 

women’s life in Afghanistan. 

By 2004, reports of improvement in Afghanistan began to overlap with a more 

mixed narrative that came to full prominence in 2005, serving as a transitional discourse 

as the war grew more violent and complex, before fading from prominence in 2006. At 

this time, hopes for improvement remained, but with a prominent thread indicating that 

the current situation in Afhghanistan was not conducive to progress. The first major news 

story to fit into this category was a rash of self-immolations among women in Herat 
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province from 2004 to 2005. Reporting on the subject was largely similar between 

English- and French-language media, with both accounting for high numbers of deaths by 

suicide via self-immolation, and ascribing this trend to rates of domestic violence in the 

country.259 The Globe and Mail explained, in a March 2004 article, that domestic abuse 

was common not because of fundamentalist repression or a failure to remove Taliban-era 

policies, but instead, because of the commonality of forced marriage.260 Merely toppling 

the Taliban, which had formerly been a marker of victory, would no longer be enough to 

consider Afghan women ‘saved.’ However, despite the evident problems these cases 

illustrated, no media outlet took this issue to its fullest extent: that forced marriages were 

typically caused by poverty, which was being exacerbated by the war.261 The Canadian 

presence in Afghanistan was indirectly contributing to women’s decisions to set 

themselves ablaze. While the headlines the media offered were obviously troubling, the 

narrative remained transitional as there had yet been no conclusion drawn that the war 

was worsening Afghan women’s lives. 

Perhaps the most thoroughly-documented news story of the transitional period 

was women’s suffrage during Afghanistan’s 2004 presidential election. Reports 

throughout the year covered female voter registration, highlighting Bamyan province as a 
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pinnacle of progress where women’s suffrage was prioritized.262 Yet, this was contrasted 

with accounts from the rest of the country detailing bombings, murders, and rapes 

perpetrated against female voter registration staff, threats toward women voters, and 

husbands discouraging their wives from becoming politically active.263 La Presse 

likewise noted that election irregularities such as the resale of voter cards appeared 

commonplace, yet contrasted this with a perception that the Afghan people seemed to be 

pleased with the opportunity to participate in democracy.264 

The mixed narrative surrounding Afghans voting, which struggled to separate the 

benefits of women’s suffrage from the carnage surrounding elections, persisted into 2005, 

as the nation hosted a parliamentary election. The Globe and Mail proudly proclaimed 

that women would be elected to sixty-eight seats specifically reserved for them, though 

simultaneously noted that 208 male candidates were barred from the election for 

belonging to unlawful militant groups. Worse yet, after appeals, only eleven of these 

controversial candidates were actually held off the ballot.265 As a consequence, several 
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parliamentary seats went to warlords and even former Taliban members.266 A Taliban 

return to governance was difficult for the Globe to portray positively, but even with this 

considered, sixty-eight women in the nation’s parliament was an achievement to be 

lauded. This combination of high praise and grave concern led the Globe to present both 

positive and negative equally. Despite reporting that nineteen polling stations had been 

shot at on the 2005 election day, with three injuries, and ten deaths around the country, 

the Globe nonetheless quoted a United Nations representative calling the election “a great 

step towards a good democracy.”267 While the media had revealed a glimpse of the 

country’s difficulties as the situation there grew increasingly grave, it was not yet clear 

how to best address it. The conflict between extant sentiments of hope and the increasing 

fears that these hopes were misplaced is best summed up in a quote from 2006 in the 

Globe, reflecting, a year later, about the state of the newly-elected Afghan government: 

“We will not create Western-style parliamentary democracy there. We will not 

emancipate Afghan women, although we can help.”268 While it became increasingly 
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evident Canada could not achieve the lofty goals initially hoped for in 2002, surely 

something could still be achieved in Afghanistan. 

While it became increasingly clear throughout this transitional period that the 

hopes of the early conflict would not be realized, the national media adopted a pattern of 

profiling great, ‘liberated’ Afghan women, albeit in a specific circumstance: in death. The 

Globe took it upon itself to report on women who had made progress in Afghan public 

life, such as television host Shaima Rezayee or education activist Safia Ama Jan, and 

proceeded then to announce how they had been murdered for their contributions. 

Rezayee, for instance, was shot dead in her home following criticism from “conservative 

clerics,”269 whereas Ama Jan was shot and killed by a former Taliban commander while 

going to work.270 Even those who were not killed for their actions, such as 

parliamentarian-elect Shinkai Karokhail, noted that they expected their murders to be 

imminent. “I feel so scared. So much, believe me. Maybe I will be killed in the first 

month of the parliament,” Karokhail remarked.271 However, despite the fact that 

Karokhail was to be made to serve alongside warlords and fundamentalists in the Afghan 
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Wolesi Jirga (House of Representatives of the People),272 it was nonetheless a sign of 

progress that women were to be there. The murders and death threats perpetrated against 

‘liberated’ women were a reminder that while women were coming out of the shadows, 

they were not yet fully safe. 

As the war intensified by 2006, it became increasingly clear among the media that 

the onslaught of tragic news stories coming from Afghanistan was fundamentally 

incompatible with the hope that women’s situation in the country would improve. From 

2006 to 2010, the press came to realize that the mission was not improving conditions for 

Afghan women, but rather, was harming them. This was accompanied with a reduction of 

support for the war within journalistic discourses, as the media began to present the 

engagement as a quagmire, necessitating withdrawal. The quotes selected from Afghan 

women in reporting from this period encapsulate these concerns poignantly: “we’re going 

backward again,” concluded an anonymous Afghan woman who would not provide her 

name, fearing for her safety.273 While national media coverage of Afghan women had 

been steadily declining since 2001 (see Figure 1), the chaos of 2006 saw a resurgence of 

coverage, leaving that year with the highest number of stories on Afghan women of any 

point in the war. A renewed interest in Afghan women was present in the Globe until the 

end of this period in 2010, with the number of articles not dipping below 2002 levels. 
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Figure 5: Articles Mentioning Afghan Women in the Globe and Mail by year 
The number of articles published in the Globe and Mail mentioning Afghan women by 
year, from 2001 to 2011. 
 

 
Figure 6: Ratio of Globe and Mail Articles on Afghanistan That Mention Women by 

Year 
Notably, the ratio of articles published about Afghan women as compared to those 
published about the war as a whole remained remarkably consistent throughout the war, 
remaining at 25% ±3 for the entire period of 2001-2011. This means that for every four 
articles written about the war, one would consistently be written about Afghan women. 
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One of the most worrying concerns that emerged in the press during this period 

was Canada’s support of President Hamid Karzai’s government. While Canada’s efforts 

to install this democratic government and replace the Taliban had been central to 

narratives of improvement earlier in the war, this effort was beginning to seem in vain as 

numerous failures of the Karzai administration, most notably for women and for human 

rights, came to light. For instance, while Karzai was purported to be the man who would 

save Afghan women from decades of darkness under fundamentalist rule, Afghan 

women’s affairs minister, Soraya Rahim Sobhrang,274 did not mince words when it came 

to criticizing the president’s approach to women’s issues. “Karzai just doesn’t care,” 

Sobhrang, the only woman in Karzai’s cabinet, told the Globe in 2006.275 In fact, she 

alleged, the only reason women were in Karzai’s government at all was merely to 

“impress the foreign aid donors.”276 

Decisions made by Karzai throughout 2006 reaffirmed for the media that he was 

not the great women’s liberator that he had been portrayed as thus far. In July, the Globe 

criticized him for reinstating the Taliban-era Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and 
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Prevention of Vice,277 despite objection from human rights groups.278 By November, the 

Afghan government was again under fire for allowing women’s rights to be the first 

negotiable given away in discussions with fundamentalist groups including the 

Taliban.279 The situation was growing so dire that Globe columnist Lauryn Oates280 used 

the term “gendercide” to describe Afghan women’s plight.281 

By 2007, Québécois journalists were likewise shifting their approach from hopes 

that a misguided war would achieve its aims to an outright animosity for the mission. 

Lysiane Gagnon, a contributor with the Globe who covered Québec news, noted that 

many Québécois were hesitant to support a war that killed Québécois soldiers without 

contributing any value to Québec’s national282 interests.283 Worse yet, she presented the 

war as supporting an Afghan state that was fundamentally incompatible with the pro-

woman vision proposed in the aftermath of 9/11. “Why spill blood to support Hamid 
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Karzai’s corrupt government?,” Gagnon quoted, taken from a letter to La Presse by 

writer François Avard.284 

The Karzai government’s immorality, as it was perceived throughout the 

Canadian media, became undeniable in its abject disregard for women with the 2009 

‘rape law.’285 The Globe and Mail took an unwavering stance in its approach: the law 

represented what Afghan democracy stood for, and this was the best it could offer.286 

Afghanistan would never improve, no matter how much “hubristic imperial overreach” 

Canada poured into the country.287 According to one Globe columnist, “Canadian troops 

[were] fighting for an Afghanistan that legalizes rape within marriage.”288 Even the 

letters-to-editor selected to appear in the Globe followed this trend, as Toronto-based 

reader Eli Malinsky wrote in to the newspaper that “The moral justification for this war 

has been lost. Bring our troops home.”289 There was no question, from the firm rhetoric 

appearing throughout the Globe and Mail, that the war could possibly continue, for it was 

not the women’s liberation crusade it was once thought to be. La Presse echoed this, with 

an April 2009 article directly correlating the bill with the Taliban, a government that was 
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supposedly toppled nearly a decade before.290 However, La Presse began at this time to 

take a new approach that was unique to Québec: outward anti-Islam sentiment. The 

French-language newspaper thus blamed the country’s conservative religious background 

for its inability to succeed in matters of women’s rights.291 

The Canadian government’s complicity in the ‘rape law,’ however, went beyond 

mere support for the government that had enacted it, in the eyes of the media. According 

to Jessica Leeder of the Globe, the law had been publicly proposed in 2007, and at that 

time, legal activists in Kabul had attempted to alert the international community. Canada 

and its allies ignored this warning and allowed the situation to proceed unabated.292 This 

was a major stain on the moral nature of the mission, and indicated that the government 

was not as motivated by women’s issues as it seemed to be from external appearances. 

Not all blame for the deteriorating situation in Afghanistan post-2006, however, 

could be placed on the Karzai government and Canada’s support thereof. Numerous 

attacks on girls’ education likewise made headlines, revealing an increase in insurgent, 

anti-woman activity. From 2006 through 2008, the Globe and La Presse both reported 

hundreds of schools burned down, murders of schoolteachers, and acid attacks on 
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chaddari-clad girls attending school in the Canadian-held province of Kandahar.293 La 

Presse’s unique pattern of anti-Islam discourses likewise appeared in these reports. While 

the English-language media typically referred to school attackers as ‘insurgents,’ the term 

«islamistes» (Islamists or radical Islamists) appeared instead in La Presse.294 This 

linguistic choice inherently connected Islam to the attacks in a way that the English-

language media did not. If those responsible for the attacks were Islamists, rather than 

insurgents, being Muslim was thus connected with a desire to throw acid on schoolgirls. 

Such a representation of Islam further served a narrative that Canada’s presence in the 

country was pointless and should be ended, for Muslims could not be saved from 

themselves. 

Criticisms of the war itself, as opposed to those of the Afghan state, grew only 

more scathing in February 2007, as news broke that CAF members were alleged to have 

beaten one to three detainees during an interrogation the year prior.295 The story emerged 

nationally on February 6th in the Globe, and by February 7th, La Presse had offered its 
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own interpretation. Gilles Toupin of La Presse compared the situation to the 1993 case in 

Somalia wherein Canadian peacekeepers beat a teenager to death.296 This was a call to 

history that made condemnation of the CAF’s actions in Afghanistan even harsher. The 

Globe likewise strengthened their rhetoric as the days went on, and by February 9th, the 

newspaper portrayed Hiller and MND Bill Graham as personally culpable, giving faces to 

the scandal. Paul Koring alleged that Hillier and Graham had been briefed on detainee 

injuries dating back to 2005, indicating that they were aware of the situation and ignored 

it.297 While in 2002, Art Eggleton had been scapegoated as a single bad actor in a notably 

similar scandal, by this point in the war, it was becoming evident that the problem was 

systemic. 

By spring 2007, headlines changed from beatings of detainees to one of the most 

serious allegations that can made against a military: torture. In March, the Globe revealed 

that the CAF was handing over prisoners the Afghan NDS.298 The prisons operated by the 

NDS violated human rights with torture and other abuse, according to an American 

report. It was, at the time, unclear if the prisoners taken by the CAF were included in 

those tortured, though the allegations of “pulling out fingernails and toenails, burning 

with hot oil, beatings, sexual humiliation, and sodomy” were nonetheless harrowing.299 
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La Presse echoed these concerns, arguing that it reflected poorly on the government that 

the CAF were still actively transferring prisoners to the NDS, with full awareness of the 

situation in their prisons.300 

The discourse grew increasingly hostile to the war as the prisoner transfer scandal 

evolved, with the Globe noting in 2008 that the Supreme Court of Canada considered 

torture a form of “terror.”301 Even if those who were subject to torture were Taliban 

members and terrorists, who, freshly after 9/11, Globe readers were not meant to “wring 

[…] hands”302 for, Canada’s national sense of victimhood was evaporating, and little 

moral high ground remained. According to the Supreme Court, Canada had been 

complicit in terror in Afghan prisons, and thus could not use prisoners’ terrorist 

affiliations as an excuse. 

By 2010, the press saw it as undeniable that Canada’s government and military 

did not care about preventing prisoner torture. The Globe, for its part, highlighted a new 

report from the Americans, which noted that knowingly transferring prisoners into 

conditions of torture was a war crime.303 Canada, at this time, still transferred a majority 

of its detainees to the NDS, being complicit in an ongoing war crime.304 Complicating 
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this even further in light of Canada’s public image was the fact that Afghan women fared 

particularly poorly in NDS prisons. Women and children were subject to rape as a form 

of torture in the prisons.305 In Québec, La Presse reflected this issue onto the CPC 

government in particular, following an interview with Tom Flanagan, former advisor to 

Stephen Harper. Flanagan told La Presse that «On ne peut pas contrôler [la torture].»306 

In fact, he compared the situation to the rate of domestic abuse in Afghanistan, claiming 

that this was likewise a form of torture, but one that was common in the lives of Afghan 

women.307 His flippancy toward the gravity of these allegations made the CPC seem 

unmoved by human suffering in Afghanistan, and potentially called their morality into 

question. 

Morality, as it happened, was a highly-discussed issue in this late period. This 

concern was tied to the CAF in particular, which struggled with its public image and 

perceptions of its ethics that harmed the face of the war. The problem emerged on a small 

scale in 2008, when a contractor for the CAF, Richmond, Ontario’s Gear Up Motors, 

posted several offensive images to its website.308 These included a picture of actor John 

Wayne with the caption “Jihad? I’ll give you a Jihad you miserable, rag-headed, heathen, 

bastard!,” and one that read “One day, long, long ago, there was a woman who 
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surprisingly did not whine, bitch[,] or nag. But this was a long time ago. …And it was 

just for one day. The end.”309 The website also identified them as “a proud supplier of the 

Canadian Armed Forces,”310 making the xenophobia and misogyny concentrated within 

their web environment seem especially damning for the Forces, when the mission in 

Afghanistan was meant to save Muslim women, not degrade them. 

The image of the CAF’s immorality quickly spiralled out of control, as public 

relations crises moved from the relatively harmless sphere of ‘jokes’ in poor taste on a 

contractor’s website to widespread, systemic problems that reflected poorly on the Armed 

Forces as a whole. By November 2008, the Globe reported on acts of pederasty, known 

as bacha bazi (‘boy play’, in Dari), among the Afghan Armed Forces, which was alleged 

to have been witnessed by Canadian soldiers. The soldiers were told to ignore the rapes 

of young boys.311 When the mission had been sold to the public in terms of women and 

children, this was damning. The following year, Corporal Travis Schouten came forward 

in the Ottawa Citizen to speak on his experiences with bacha bazi, offering a harrowing, 

humanizing account of a 2006 incident that he witnessed on a CAF base, wherein two 

men raped a boy at knifepoint. “‘We’re telling people that we’re trying to build a nation 

there and we let this happen?’,” Schouten reflected. According to Department of Defence 

records cited by the Ottawa Citizen, CAF officers met in 2007 to discuss the prevalence 

of Afghan soldiers “having anal sex with young boys,” which some soldiers report was 
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jokingly referred to as “Man Love Thursdays,” but focused primarily on how they would 

keep the press from discovering that this was transpiring.312 It seemed to the media as 

though the CAF wished to preserve an image of morality, even when they knew they 

were acting immorally. 

Ultimately, as the conflict drew on and the CAF’s public image continued to 

worsen, attention turned toward the Forces’ brass, with numerous scandals in 2010 

calling military leadership into ethical question. While in February 2010, the Globe 

remarked that Afghanistan had been meant to restore the CAF’s reputation after pre-

GWOT failures during deployments in Somalia, Rwanda, and Bosnia, its public image 

had been newly compromised by the Russell Williams case.313 In 2010, Colonel Russell 

Williams, commander of CFB Trenton, esteemed Air Force pilot, and bearer of the 

South-West Asia Service Medal with Afghanistan Bar,314 was arrested for the rape and 

murder of two women, one of whom was a CAF service member, in the area around 

Trenton, Ontario.315 While this did not occur in Afghanistan or affect the war in any 

meaningful way, the gendered nature of these violent crimes, committed by a high-

ranking and highly-visible member of the CAF caused “lingering doubts about the 
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military” in the central Ontario region where Williams’ crimes took place.316 Williams’ 

officer status was crucial to the discourse, as he was often referred to merely as ‘the 

Colonel.’317 The CAF could not be trusted to save women in Afghanistan if its leaders 

were killing women at home in Canada. 

CAF leadership also came under fire for immoral actions within Afghanistan, 

however, as in 2010, Brigadier-General Daniel Ménard was accused of engaging in a 

sexual relationship with a subordinate while on deployment. This was strictly banned 

within the CAF due to its threats to cohesion and discipline, with a military source telling 

the Globe that “you cannot cross that line ever.”318 The fact that the Williams and Ménard 

scandals both happened in the first half of 2010 dealt a serious double-blow to the CAF 

brass’ reputation,319 with media coverage of the Armed Forces’ leadership raising serious 

questions of whether the CAF could act as moral saviours of women in Afghanistan. This 

was worsened by the fact that, later in 2010, Ménard attempted to obstruct justice by 

asking the subordinate to retract her statements and delete emails.320 
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La Presse was particularly harsh on the CAF during these scandals, as it saw the 

reputation crisis of 2010 as part of a broader pattern of criminality within the Forces. One 

article connected the high-profile crimes committed by Williams with rates of illegal 

activity on bases, such as drunk driving. It found a correlation between CAF bases in 

Canada with the highest rates of drunk driving and those that sent the most troops to 

Afghanistan, hinting that the soldiers being sent to defend human rights were perhaps not 

the most upstanding individuals.321 

In light of the intense criticism of the CAF and its actions in Afghanistan, the war 

narrative of saving women and children could no longer persist. Canadians could not 

achieve this goal if their presence in the country menaced the very people they claimed to 

protect. With the press no longer supporting the war, and an end to the active combat 

phase scheduled for 2011, the discourse took one final turn back to hope: that the war 

ending would finally be the improvement the media longed for. A new transitional, 

mixed narrative emerged in 2011, highlighting a deeply troubled Afghanistan that could 

potentially be saved through non-combat involvement. The Globe began to highlight 

women’s shelter organizations, training of the Afghan army in literacy, math, and human 

rights, and the Karzai government’s reversal of controversial decisions following public 

outcry.322 These stories followed a pattern of Afghanization, wherein international actors, 
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including Canada, prepared the Afghan people to take control in their own nation, which 

the Globe wrote “could be Canada’s greatest legacy in the country.”323 Hopes were high 

that this time, Canada would get it right. The exception to this pattern was Québec. In 

2011, La Presse interviewed a Taliban member, who argued that NATO was losing the 

war. The Canadians, he alleged, were secretly helping the Taliban.324 This rhetoric is 

rather disparate from the return of hope seen in the English-language media, but it 

nonetheless fit into the same narrative seen nationwide: the Afghan mission could not 

persist. The war was finally over, and by leaving, for the first time in a long time, Canada 

had done the right thing. 
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Chapter 4 – “Worse than the Taliban”: Experiencing Canada’s War in 

Afghanistan, 2001-2011 

At the time of the 2001 invasion, the dominant Canadian war narrative co-opted 

women’s issues in Afghanistan as a justification for the mission,325 a façade desperately 

propped up by the government and thoroughly dissected by the media for the next 

decade. Was it true? Ultimately, neither the government nor the press fully captured the 

scope of the difficulties facing Afghanistan, instead allowing the ‘saving women and 

children’ discourse to distract from the actual face of the war. Attempts to enforce this 

narrative within Afghanistan caused more harm than good, primarily because it was an 

approach devised half a world away, which considered domestic political interests and 

public appeal far more than it did Afghan realities. In large part because of the dominance 

of the ‘women and children’ narrative, the Canadian Forces’ success in Afghanistan – 

both in establishing security in the country and in providing humanitarian aid326 – was 

stifled by misunderstanding and frustration. This pattern is visible among the experiences 

of CAF service members and of the Afghan people, especially women. 

CDS Rick Hillier promised that deployment to Kandahar would bring about a 

new, reinvigorated identity for the CAF.327 The high-visibility posting was supposed to 
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serve, in this plan, as an opportunity to recover the Forces’ image following several less-

than-ideal deployments over the past two decades that had compromised its reputation.328 

Despite these high hopes, however, the sentiment on the ground among coalition partners 

in Afghanistan did not align with Hillier’s vision. Canada consistently had the highest 

NATO casualty rate, with a higher proportion of Canadians consistently dying for the 

cause than any other country throughout the war. Yet, according to journalist Murray 

Brewster, a majority of American and British troops stationed in Afghanistan were 

completely unaware that Canada was even participating.329 If Canada was to be making a 

meaningful difference in Afghanistan and sacrificing more lives for it, but that 

contribution went unnoticed, the purpose of the initiative became unclear. The casualty 

rate, which sparked fears of the effort’s futility, prompted an embedded Canadian 

photographer to remark “Why do we keep showing up at these things just to get bitch-

slapped?”330 This question is an evocative reminder of the emotion that those on the 

ground were forced to grapple with. With the move to Kandahar, Hillier had promised a 

change. Yet, the plan to recoup the Forces’ image did not offer much sense of meaning to 

CAF members. Instead, it merely aided Hillier and the government with managing the 

public reception of the war, which was far from unprecedented; much of Canadian 

military policy had been shaped by domestic political need at home since the era of the 
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Second World War.331 By continuing this pattern, Hillier’s promise of change delivered 

little tangible difference for the Armed Forces, instead offering them merely more of the 

same. 

Despite the worries that the CAF’s actions were going unrecognized on the world 

stage, this was not the gravest concern regarding Canada’s image in Afghanistan. The 

CAF likewise had to contend with the opinions of their military adversary, the Taliban. 

This proved troubling, as Taliban leadership viewed Canada as “NATO’s weak link,” the 

easiest invading force to defeat.332 In fact, one Taliban interviewee, Qari Yousef Ahmedi, 

told journalist Murray Brewster that “the Taliban respected and feared the Americans, but 

considered Canadians to be ‘women’.”333 There is a grim irony to be found in this 

statement, in light of Canada’s women narrative. The mission had made so few inroads in 

the country that by the time of that interview in 2006, the CAF was not only considered 

an easy target for the Taliban, but the criticism of it came in terms of a gendered 

discourse that used womanhood as the exemplar of being the lowest of the low. This 

singular comment is a poignant reminder of the shortcomings of the women narrative. 

For the Canadian soldiers actually involved in fighting the war, the gendered 

rhetoric of the conflict became increasingly unimportant, as any sense that this mission 

was for human rights and liberation dwindled as violence escalated.334 Scholars began to 
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point to this issue as early as 2007, as Gordon Smith at the Canadian Defence and 

Foreign Affairs Institute noted that military involvement would not be able to make the 

desired change in Afghanistan.335 Yet, instead of adjusting course, CAF leadership 

moved to conceal this reality, preventing the media and the public from learning 

information that they found unflattering.336 As a consequence, these on-the-ground 

frustrations with a failing approach were silenced. However, hints of dissatisfaction were 

nonetheless occasionally revealed. For instance, journalist Graeme Smith sat down with 

NATO commander Brigadier-General David Fraser in April 2007 to discuss the prisoner 

transfer scandal. “[…] you’re not ignorant of these things,” Smith told him. “You know 

where these guys end up. And you know that where these guys end up isn’t up to 

international standards, by any means.”337 The Brigadier-General did not deny this 

allegation, and the attached press officer soon ended the interview after the Brigadier-

General hinted that he and other CAF members were not “comfortable” that they were 

“doing the right thing.”338 This feeling was incompatible with the narrative, and so, it was 

stifled. Though this careful, curated image was supposed to find public support for the 

CAF and save their reputation, it merely led to a sense of confusion and public 

dissatisfaction, only worsening the military’s extant public relations problems.339 
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The CAF’s image issues were compounded by the prisoner transfer scandal in 

particular, as CAF leadership and the federal government demonstrated a repeated 

inability to manage it. The Conservative government denied the vast majority of 

allegations, while the media debated who had known what, and how early they had 

known it. The reality was far more troubling than was presented to Canadians. The CAF 

was informed by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) that there were 

issues with tracking their prisoners in spring 2006, as the information they gave to the 

ICRC for their mandatory inspections was poor.340 That same spring, the U.S. State 

Department likewise produced a report concerning torture in NDS prisons,341 indicating 

that the lack of inspections was a problem. This concern came to a zenith in June 2006, as 

the ICRC met with Canadian foreign service officer Richard Colvin and in “coded 

diplomatic language,” made the first allegations of torture of transferred Canadian 

prisoners.342 This was reflected in Colvin’s memos, which journalist Murray Brewster 

saw uncensored. Colvin did not explicitly use the word torture, but implied it.343 

According to the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC),344 at that 
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time, about a third of Canadian-captured prisoners handed over to the Afghan forces were 

being tortured.345 

This problem came about, in part, because Canada’s December 2005 prisoner 

transfer agreement with the Afghans, known in official terms as a memorandum of 

understanding (MOU), differed from that of the other NATO allies because Canada did 

not include a clause to keep track of prisoners post-transfer or observe their conditions.346 

This shows a damning disregard for human rights as part of a mission that was presented 

as being about saving people from oppression, not sending them into it. Especially 

concerning was the fact that this absence from the MOU was intentional on the part of 

Rick Hillier. Hillier personally ignored various government departments’ requests for the 

inclusion of this clause, as he wished to absolve the CAF of as much responsibility over 

prisoners as possible.347 Though Afghanistan was meant to be a moral war, with Hillier in 

charge, the moral option never carried as much weight as the easy option. 

A commitment to convenience over human rights was likewise visible in other 

decisions throughout the war, as Canadian leadership was offered opportunities to change 

its approach. In one instance in 2006, the Canadian foreign service received a secret 

diplomatic cable from President Karzai, offering to change Kandahar’s provincial 

leadership from the current rule-by-warlord. The Canadian diplomats declined, preferring 
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what they called “the devil they knew.”348 These warlords, it is likewise worthy to note, 

had been propped up by Operation Enduring Freedom, the American coalition mission on 

which Canada served, as a temporary measure against the Taliban that proved, in the end, 

not to be temporary.349 Later that year, Canadian leadership received hints that the 

provincial leadership was operating “black site[…]” prisons without ICRC access.350 

Again, they opted not to act because the allegations were unproven, which the CPC 

echoed in Parliament several years later in 2008.351 However, the link between Canada’s 

acceptance of warlords and the use of torture in Afghan black sites was proven as early as 

April 2007, when a prisoner handed over by Canadians to the Afghan authorities alleged 

that he was beaten and electrocuted in custody by Kandahar’s own governor,352 who 

maintained his own personal black site.353 The memo regarding this incident was 

circulated thoroughly within the Canadian government.354 There could be little doubt, at 

this point, that prisoners taken by the CAF were claiming to have been tortured. 

Worsening the image of Afghanistan’s human rights situation, which thoroughly 

discredited Canada’s claims of saving Afghans from oppression, was the fact that many 

of the tortured prisoners were not insurgents. Canadians had been told repeatedly by their 
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government and media that the prisoners were dangerous terrorists or Taliban 

fundamentalists, and Canadians thus should not “wring […] hands” for them.355 By 2007, 

however, the idea that the Taliban still existed in the form that they did in 2001 was 

incorrect.356 They instead relied on mercenaries to fill their ranks, or by using violence 

and intimidation to gain loyalty.357 When they did recruit voluntarily, “they appealed to 

the sense of injustice many Muslims felt” at a time when their nation and way of life was 

being torn asunder by war.358 Given this recruitment strategy, the ‘Taliban prisoners’ that 

the Canadian public were told were the worst of the worst were, in large part, ordinary 

farmers and labourers.359 Worse yet, some of the detainees the CAF took in and handed 

over were not Taliban-affiliated at all, merely “fighting-age males” who were located 

near areas of insurgent activity. 360 They were tortured nonetheless.361 

With the exposure of the detainee problem to the Canadian public in 2007, 

diplomats scrambled to create a new MOU, which included supervision of transferred 

prisoners.362 The CAF leadership further threatened its officers with prosecution should 

they be found to have been a party to torture.363 However, this last-minute image rehab 
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attempt was not actually enforced on the ground, as the Afghan authorities had a 

tendency not to meet the new MOU’s requirements.364 

In addition to the issues presented by the CAF’s relationship with the Afghan 

NDS, there were likewise lesser-known cases of torture in which Canada was complicit. 

The hangar at Bagram Air Force base, a U.S. facility where Canadians sent detainees 

early in the war, was likewise a black site without ICRC access.365 Records exist of 

prisoners there dying as a result of their treatment, ruled as homicide by an American 

medical examiner.366 Likewise, when prisoners from Bagram were moved to GTMO, 

where individuals such as underage Canadian citizen Omar Khadr were kept, additional 

allegations of torture emerged. When Canadian authorities visited Khadr at GTMO in 

2003, he claimed to have informed them of torture he endured there, using the word 

torture, and noting that he had given the Americans false information under duress.367 

Instead of acting to stop this, Khadr was questioned by Canadians in a fashion that the 

Supreme Court of Canada ruled in 2010 had “violated his rights.”368 Rather than saving 

women and children as promised, Omar Khadr’s case indicates a willingness on the part 

of Canadian authorities to strip children of their most fundamental human rights for 

intelligence-gathering purposes, indicating that, despite claiming nothing was more 

important than improving Afghans’ lives, other priorities took precedent. 
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It remains unclear when the CAF stopped transferring detainees to the NDS. 

Gender studies scholar Sherene H. Razack claims the practice ended in late 2007,369 but 

by 2010, the Globe and Mail reported that it was still ongoing and widespread.370 

Regardless of the exact date of termination, however, there was at least a span from June 

2006 to the end of 2007, and perhaps beyond, when the Canadian government and the 

CAF knowingly transferred prisoners into situations of torture: 371 a war crime.372 Some, 

such as Canadian legal scholar Amir Attaran, contend that this was done purposefully, 

with the intent of having torture performed on Canada’s behalf.373 Irrespective of the 

veracity of this claim, the allegation nonetheless had a place in legal discourses of 

Canada’s role in Afghanistan, indicating a significant divergence from the popular notion 

of humanitarian salvation. The Canadian foreign service was aware of the threat this 

would pose to the overarching narrative, circulating in December 2006 a confidential 

memorandum noting fears that a national backlash about the torture story could “kill the 

whole mission.”374 They were aware that the narrative was upholding Canada’s public 

support for being involved in Afghanistan, and would do anything they could to maintain 

it, shy of actually conforming to the rhetoric they promoted. According to testimony from 

Colvin in 2009, however, public perception was not the only issue the prisoner transfer 
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scandal caused for Canadian Forces in Afghanistan. Knowledge of the situation among 

Afghans was serving to bolster support for the insurgency, deteriorating the security 

situation in the country.375 

While an alternative rhetoric for the war dealt with the establishment of order in 

Afghanistan and the prevention of future terrorist attacks, the lack of attention to human 

rights that bolstered the insurgency contributed to an “Iraqification” of Afghanistan by 

2007, a term that notes a lack of successful reconstruction and a rise in suicide attacks 

within Afghanistan.376 The ‘women and children’ narrative was supposed to set Canada’s 

Afghan mission apart from American efforts in Iraq, but in reality, the ‘good war versus 

bad war’ dichotomy not only did not exist, but efforts to establish that rhetoric led the 

conflict in Afghanistan to become more similar to the one in Iraq. This was problematic 

because there was thus no ‘bad war’ to hide Afghanistan behind, deteriorating the public 

perception of the conflict.377 Afghanistan became Canada’s Iraq. 

The Iraqification of Afghanistan caused a substantial harm to the state of security 

in the country, especially in regions controlled by Canada, with Brigadier-General Denis 

Thompson reflecting in 2009 that “ordinary residents of Kandahar felt dramatically less 

safe than when the mission had begun.”378 For women, safety and security was a 

particularly worrisome concern, as by 2007, levels of violence against women were 
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increasing from their rates under Taliban rule in 2001, not decreasing.379 A partial 

explanation for this phenomenon can be found in the fact that Canadian understandings 

of women’s lives under the Taliban were negatively skewed based on a media 

sensationalism that made it seem like women had not resisted at all during this period. In 

fact, women did push back against Taliban edicts, for instance by running underground 

schools with some teachers having up to 800 pupils and teaching in fields as advanced as 

“biology, chemistry, engineering, English, German, Arabic, [and] Qur’anic studies 

[…].”380 Twelve percent of elementary-school-aged girls were being educated under the 

Taliban.381 This did, of course, run the risk of arrest and torture, but when the security 

situation deteriorated as the war accelerated and girls going to school were facing acid 

attacks by insurgents,382 it became clearer that the Taliban era was not all that much 

darker than the GWOT era. 

Women’s resistance continued after the fall of the Taliban, though it took on 

different forms, many of which were more appealing on the surface to Canadian 

sensibilities, but were less effective. Much pushback took place through democratic 

governmental channels, wherein female MPs used a strategy called “speak[ing] 

gently.”383 This, an anonymous female office-holder explained, was designed to keep 
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male government members from growing hostile to women’s perspectives, gradually 

changing their minds.384 While such an approach may sound favourable on the surface, 

especially when the government and media heavily promoted images of women in 

Afghan democracy, the reality of the strategy meant they felt unable to speak up on issues 

affecting them most, such as the Shia Personal Status Law (‘the rape law,’ as it was often 

called in Canada).385 One female parliamentarian described the law as “worse than the 

Taliban” given its passage by a house of representatives that contained eighty-nine 

women.386 Afghanistan operated under of the guise of democracy, yet women’s voices 

were still silenced. 

Not all those elected women had Western ideals of gender issues at heart, as 

former parliamentarian Malalai Joya387 noted that the majority of female representatives 

were “pro-warlord,”388 collaborating with fundamentalists and attempting to use their 

high public standing as evidence that the status of Afghan women as a whole did not 

require improvement.389 The ‘democratic’ nature of the Afghan government that Canada 

supported ‘for the benefit of women’ was also tenuous, as elections overseen by 
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Canadian Forces indicate a high level of voter fraud conducted by men, at the expense of 

female voters. In a 2009 election, for instance, reports of strong female turnout turned to 

skepticism as the number of women voters was dubbed entirely impossible.390 Instead, 

women were found to have been registered by male family members, who then voted on 

their behalf.391 Some women that were allegedly registered to vote in Kandahar, such as 

American singer Britney Spears, indicate that female personas were being crafted for the 

sake of voter fraud.392 

With women’s safety gradually being eroded as Afghanistan’s state of security 

worsened, it could be reasonable to assume from the national narrative that the CAF 

would thus prioritize preventing gender-based violence (GBV). However, the stories that 

emerged of good deeds by the Forces in Afghanistan did not concern protecting women 

from violence, but instead, centered on moments such as a 2002 incident when Canadian 

Coyote patrol vehicles determined that a group of Afghan civilians were not a threat, 

warning other units against attacking them, and thereby preserving harmony between 

Afghan civilians and coalition forces.393 The best that Canada was able to offer for 

Afghan civilians was merely not killing them; it was a passive good, not an active one. 

While this might have served the security environment well, it did not successfully 
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bolster the narrative, leading the media to continually request what historian Sean 

Maloney dubbed a “cart-before-the-horse” approach that, as early as 2006, demanded a 

greater focus on development and aid than security activity.394 Maloney contends that 

Ottawa felt pressured by this, and began demanding development in Kandahar from the 

CAF before the security situation was stabilized, complicating the mission more than 

necessary.395 

For all the focus on aid among the government and media, however, the situation 

in Afghanistan was complex enough that the humanitarian goals set out for the country 

were never truly achieved. While the federal government did contribute funds as 

promised, its allocation was troubling. A $4.9 million donation given to the United 

Nations (UN) World Food Programme midway through the war,396 for instance, was 

doled out so ineffectually that civilians would need to walk up to twenty kilometers to 

register with the Programme.397 As a consequence of this bureaucratic process, 4,400 

tonnes of food purchased for starving civilians was left undistributed in Kandahar 

warehouses.398 In another incident, Canada sent a gift of reconstruction material to an 

unnamed village. The gift comprised paint, lumber, and lightbulbs, which were of little 

use for the village’s unelectrified, mud-walled homes.399 Little inroads were made with 
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the villagers as a consequence of this gift, as most responded with abject confusion.400 

Nonetheless, perplexing a village’s residents with a donation that ultimately proved to be 

wasteful was far from the most damaging aspect of Canada’s failed aid attempts. In 2010, 

Canada encouraged the mayor of Kandahar city to install solar-powered streetlights. The 

project cost the Canadian government $1.9 million, but a poor choice of contractor for the 

project meant that holes dug for the lampposts were left unattended overnight, becoming 

buried mines by morning due to Taliban activity. One such mine was detonated.401 

Particularly damaging to Canada’s aid efforts in Afghanistan throughout the war 

was the bureaucracy of CIDA. In 2002, for instance, CAF Lieutenant Colonel Pat 

Stogran, the commanding officer of the 3rd Battalion of the Princess Patricia’s Canadian 

Light Infantry in Kandahar, came to CIDA with a request for fifty thousand dollars for 

well drilling and school projects. He was firmly denied, as CIDA “refused to have 

anything to do with the Canadian Forces in Afghanistan.”402 The project was eventually 

financed by a group of Afghan expatriates working in the business sector in Dubai.403 

While the federal government repeatedly claimed that it was financing aid, the projects 

that the CAF were actually completing were being funded by Afghans. In fact, of 

seventy-four projects identified by the CAF as necessary for both aid and sustainability of 

the mission by the end of 2003, including initiatives for clean water, schools, and medical 

 

 

400 Brewster, The Savage War, 134. 
401 Brewster, The Savage War, 324. 
402 Maloney, The Canadian Army in Afghanistan, Volume I, 53. 
403 Maloney, The Canadian Army in Afghanistan, Volume I, 53. 



 

127 

care, only eighteen were completed because CIDA intentionally blocked the necessary 

funds.404 

Even when CIDA did agree to finance projects, this money often did not reach the 

Forces in Afghanistan.405 CAF members grew increasingly irate about the situation, with 

Command Task Force Kabul writing an angry note to CIDA in its October 13-26, 2003 

report: 

My proposed message to CIDA is quite simple…‘Us semi-literate ground 

apes want money to dig deep holes for water and fix smashed schools so 

locals not hurt us and we do good. You give money to us, we use to make 

life better for poor people. This makes big boss of Canada happy. This 

makes us happy. This makes locals happy. You CIDA persons get off 

derriere and give us small bag of gold toot-sweet (bilingual content for 

extra points) or we think nasty thoughts about you for two hands of 

years.’406 

The emotion in this passage is palpable, with CIDA’s disregard for the Forces’ aid 

initiatives drawing ire, while simultaneously detracting from the CAF’s ability to fulfil 

the narrative that the “big boss of Canada”407 had been promoting. 

When CIDA did provide funds to the CAF, the monies had an unusual tendency 

to disappear. In 2008, for example, CIDA informed the CAF that it had funded projects in 
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Maiwand district, Kandahar province, but no one with the CAF was aware of this.408 As a 

result, a CAF team assigned to Maiwand searched the area for evidence of said projects, 

finding none that had even begun construction, despite a wealth of funds having allegedly 

been used in their completion.409 Other monies were funneled into projects that could not 

be maintained long-term. While school construction was funded via the Commander’s 

Emergency Response Program, for instance, only the erection of the building was 

financed. As a consequence, there was no provision of supplies, staff, or security, 

resulting in the constructed schools invariably being burned to the ground. Authorities in 

Canada did not act to prevent this fate, as the construction of the doomed schools were a 

useful statistic to be reported at home, benefiting the narrative while making the reported 

numbers of operating schools wildly unreliable.410 Thus, despite the metrics being 

reported, by 2005, the number of girls in higher education, as well as the number of 

female teachers, were lower than under the Taliban.411 According to the AIHRC’s 2006 

report, girls represented only three percent of students in Afghanistan, with eighty-five 

percent of women remaining illiterate.412 As scholars Bruno Charbonneau and Geneviève 

Parent put it best, “we shall probably never know how many Afghan girls were being 
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clandestinely educated before 2001, but we do not actually know either how many 

Afghan girls are being educated in Canadian-built schools now. All that we know is that 

there is more violence, war, and death than before.”413 This violence was the tangible 

change, and this was Canada’s legacy. 

When specifically considering the gender issues that the federal government 

claimed to be prioritizing, CIDA was totally lost. After moving into Kandahar, CIDA was 

tasked with developing a gender strategy. While international development scholar Nipa 

Banerjee contends that “gender analysis requires in-depth cultural sensitivity and 

understanding, gender policy development must take place in a realistic cultural setting,” 

CIDA avoided cultural considerations, instead working on the policy at a meeting based 

in a five-star hotel in Delhi, India, without input from Afghans.414 This lack of on-the-

ground insight resulted in aid projects failing. For instance, many girls were unable to 

take advantage of educational programs because the distance between their communities 

and the schools was too great.415 The issue arose because foreign agencies such as CIDA 

failed to consult on where schools ought to be placed.416 

CIDA, however, was far from the only roadblock in Canada’s aid efforts. 

International organizations proved little better in their ability to work with the CAF, as is 
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evidenced by one incident from 2008. When Canada’s Provincial Reconstruction Team 

(PRT)417 in Kandahar was contacted by a refugee camp in Panjwayi District for 

humanitarian aid, the PRT informed the camp staff that they would hand the task off to 

the UN.418 The response the PRT received was a resounding protest, as the camp had 

“very little faith in the UN coming to their assistance.”419 A number of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), in fact, came under criticism throughout the war. Many of those 

sponsored within Canada, such as Women 4 Women, proved problematic in their 

humanitarian stances, as they worked alongside the government and were thus disinclined 

to critique any aspect of the war that may have actually been harming women.420 

For Malalai Joya, the presence of NGOs in the country was comparable to the 

ongoing rule-by-warlord, as both took funds away from actual community needs, and 

detracted from Afghan citizens’ ability to advocate for themselves.421 An anonymous 

woman interviewed before 2007 under the name Tajbanoo likewise reflected on this, 

noting that the lack of Afghans in international aid projects indicated that there would be 

little long-term success. “Why don’t they employ Afghan specialists?,” she asked. “We 

have doctors and engineers and all kinds of specialists, even if there are shortages of 

Afghan specialists; why don’t they […] train us? They are not helping us, they are 
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helping themselves. They have ruined our country in the name of reconstruction. I hope 

that history will show the truth one day.”422 A large proportion of the aid that was enacted 

effectively in Afghanistan during the war was completed by Afghan NGOs such as the 

Afghan Women Network, the Afghan Women Council, and the Revolutionary 

Association of the Women of Afghanistan.423 Just as under the Taliban, the greatest 

support for Afghan women came from Afghan women mobilizing to help themselves. 

As Afghans struggled to stay afloat while Canada waged a war in their country 

under the dubious guise of human rights, perceptions of the foreign presence in the 

country soured. By October 2006, the CAF found itself in conflict with elders in 

Kandahar Province’s Panjwayi District, who were incensed that the CAF had recently 

killed sixty civilians in the area.424 While Sean Maloney could not find evidence that any 

civilians in Panjwayi had been killed, this incident nonetheless points to a perception 

across Kandahar that the CAF were far too liberal in their use of force toward Afghans, 

even early on into the engagement in the province.425 The CAF’s poor reputation among 

Afghans stemmed from a pattern of behaviour that was far less noble than was portrayed 

at home in Canada. In fact, soldiers became infamous for beating and cursing at civilians 

in public, to such an extent that a substantial number of Afghan men adopted the term 

“motherfucker” to refer to the soldiers, having heard it often from them without knowing 

its definition.426 They understood, however, that the term was meant to be a slight, given 
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the way that the Forces used it toward them.427 This tension led many Kandaharis to align 

with the Taliban in 2006, having grown disillusioned with the Karzai government and the 

international coalition due to worsening conflict and stagnating aid.428 

This new Taliban, however, did not take the same form as it did in 2001 and the 

years preceding. Instead, its base of support came in large part from “traditionalists,” 

especially Pashtuns, who were displeased with the trajectory that had been forced upon 

their country.429 However, this did not make the new Taliban less dangerous than in 

2001, as by 2006, the Taliban had merged many of its “structures” with al-Qaeda, dealing 

a double-blow to the coalition fighting against them.430 

Part of the reason that traditionalists were unhappy with Canada’s presence in 

Afghanistan was due to the CAF’s failure to uphold cultural norms, especially 

surrounding gender. In November 2009, for instance, controversy arose in Kandahar city 

when balloons were launched from the CAF’s Camp Nathan Smith using cameras that 

allowed their operators to see into civilian compounds.431 This violated the practice of 

purdah, a traditional “seclusion of women”432 by allowing balloon operators to see 

women in their homes, when they were not wearing chaddari.433 Attempts were made to 
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bridge the gap of understanding between Afghan civilians and the Canadian military, but 

were not successful. In one such effort, psychological warfare units were deployed 

against the civilian populace, using popular media, most notably radio, to communicate 

to the public that the Taliban were the real threat, not the CAF.434 The Taliban, who had 

access to the radio and were able to hear this messaging, responded with their own 

arguments, which proved more effective due to their significantly better grasp on the 

local language and culture.435 According to anthropologist Alexei Gavriel, this was a 

matter of what he terms “cultural intelligence,” a subset of intelligence gathering “that 

analyzes cultural knowledge to assess or interpret the impact it has on the operating 

environment, adversary, and operational planning considerations.”436 The CAF was 

lacking in this form of insight, preventing them from fully achieving harmony with the 

civilian populace. This disconnect between soldiers and civilians can explain, in part, 

why many Afghans were hopeful that the coalition would leave their country, with eighty 

percent of respondents to a 2009 British Broadcasting Corporation poll reporting that 

they viewed a withdrawal of international forces positively.437 

Perhaps nowhere were Canadians’ difficulties adapting to local culture more 

evident than in their methods of working with Afghan women, which represented a 

“Western-oriented individualistic approach” rather than a locally-informed 
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understanding.438 Interviewed Afghan women made it clear that they viewed this strategy 

as an unnecessary “separat[ion]” of women and men,439 as best exemplified by women’s 

employment strategies. Canada’s promises of careers for women meant that many men 

were turned away from jobs reserved strictly for female applicants.440 As a consequence, 

this led to increased GBV due to a heightened “frustration” toward women, resulting in a 

net harm due to poor cultural understanding.441 

As a consequence of the gendered effects of both the war and various 

development attempts, women grew just as disillusioned with the invasion as did men. 

Perceptions of the conflict were in stark contrast to what they had been at the war’s outset 

in 2001, when the coalition had been welcomed by women with “rejoic[ing] in the streets 

of Kabul.”442 This positive sentiment had dissolved quickly when a widespread 

realization set in that the imposition of Karzai, the Northern Alliance, and local warlords 

in place of the Taliban did nothing to counteract violence against women, including 

sexual violence.443 In addition to widespread GBV, women were likewise vulnerable in 

the context of war given that the deaths of their husbands left many widowed and with 

limited options to provide for themselves and their families.444 It is thus of little surprise 
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that most of the Afghans consulted by development studies scholar Elaheh Rostami-

Povey by 2007 despised the PRTs.445 

Likewise, invading forces’ attempts at cultural imperialism wore away at any 

distinction that may have existed between the coalition and the Taliban in the eyes of 

Afghan women, as both were forcing their understandings of gender onto women.446 This 

was especially prominent as it came to removal of the chaddari. According to one 

interviewed woman under the pseudonym Farida, the focus on unveiling was a mere 

distraction from the actual difficulties plaguing women. “‘All I hear since the fall of the 

Taliban is chaddari, chaddari, chaddari,’” she remarked. “‘My problem is not chaddari; 

my problem is that I don’t have any food to feed myself and my children.’”447 Another, 

using the name Nasira, argued that “‘To be pressured by the West to take off our 

chaddari is as bad as the Taliban imposing [it] on us [in the first place].’”448 In reality, 

the chaddari actually contributed to women’s safety, hence why many desired to keep 

wearing it. The garment permitted wearers to secretly carry whatever they desired with 

them, allowing them to protect themselves with weapons and resist the ideals imposed on 

them by carrying books or other writings.449 However, the chaddari had to be removed in 

the eyes of Canadians, as its existence was fundamentally incompatible with the narrative 

that controlled Canada’s national understanding of Afghanistan. The burqa, as it was 

known in Canada, was a discursive symbol, a semiotic sign that became useful as it filled 
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the emptiness of 9/11 with an image powerful enough to counteract the collapse of the 

Twin Towers.450 Women had to be seen as helpless, because if women could help 

themselves, then there was no reason for Canada to be in Afghanistan.451 

After the attacks of 9/11, Canada needed a new victim. There was an emptiness in 

the discourse that could only be filled by someone hurting just as badly as the Canadian 

nation in the wake of these terrorist attacks, who, unlike the victims of 9/11, could be 

saved. Canadians had to imagine themselves as heroes on the world stage, reminding the 

nation of what it truly stood for, and who Canadians were at a time when they thought 

everything was lost. The Afghan woman became that person for many Canadians, an 

imagined damsel in distress, still and unmoving in her chaddari. She was a nameless, 

faceless person with no thoughts of her own, no opinions, and no agency, merely waiting 

for Canada to save her from everything that she knew. To rescue this figment of the 

national imagination, Canada went to war, passing its semiotic emptiness on to 

Afghanistan. The Canadian war in Afghanistan took away Afghan meanings to replace 

them with Canada’s own, tearing apart the country and tearing down that same imaginary 

Afghan woman, leaving her choking in the dust, widowed, abused, raped, and tortured. 

These consequences were to be acceptable, as such action nonetheless made Canadians 

feel better about their place in the world. Afghan women were only a cover for this 

national self-interest, and Canada never truly helped them. While efforts were made to 

save them, Canada came into Afghanistan so underprepared, unfamiliar with the land and 

 

 

450 See, for the usefulness of the chaddari as a symbol to the media in discourse, AbiRafeh, Freedom on the 
Frontlines, 27-28. 
451 O’Keefe, “Bringing Ottawa’s Warmakers to Heel,” 426. 
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its people that it purported to save, that its presence only worsened the situation, and even 

knowing this, persisted. The war was only the narrative: it did not deal in reality. Yet, that 

Afghan woman that Canadians imagined did exist in reality. She was not one woman, 

awaiting a hero to save her. She was millions of women, with real lives, real experiences, 

real emotions, and whose realities Canada ignored. The woman in Canada’s national 

dreams and the women in real life were one and the same, but Canadians failed to see 

this. The nation could not force itself to see beyond the aura of the chaddari. 
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Conclusion – The Last Flight out of Kabul: Canada’s Legacy in 

Afghanistan 

Just as Canada’s entry into the war in Afghanistan was heralded by the imagery of 

a plane screaming across a cloudless blue sky in New York City in September 2001, so 

too was Canada’s exit from Afghanistan marked by a similar visual. The imagery of 9/11 

gave rise to not only a war in Afghanistan, but to the ‘women and children’ narrative. 

Nearly twenty years later, on August 16th, 2021,452 the hopes that this narrative would 

someday be realized were extinguished. On that day, Canadians were once again 

confronted with the image of a plane in a bright blue sky, this time being shared across 

social media platforms that did not exist in 2001. A tiny dot, hardly visible in the image, 

was a person falling to their death: one of several who died in such a manner that day.453 

The person pictured had been clinging to the side of an American military aircraft, 

attempting to stow away on an evacuation flight out of Kabul.454 The reason for this act 

of desperation, which led to such a troubling image, stemmed from the same government 

that Canada had aided in overthrowing nearly twenty years prior. Kabul had just fallen to 

the Taliban, and the remainder of the Western forces in the country were fleeing. The 

Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul descended into chaos, as thousands of 

panicked people, terrified of a life under the renewed fundamentalism of the Taliban 

 

 

452 N.A., “7 Dead in Chaos at Kabul Airport as Afghans Desperately Try to Flee the Country,” CBC News, 
August 16, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/afghanistan-kabul-taliban-august16-2021-1.6142098. 
453 N.A., “7 Dead in Chaos at Kabul Airport.” 
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regime, sought escape.455 At least seven were killed.456 Former President Hamid Karzai’s 

name on the airport served as grim reminder of hopes for democracy in the country, and 

the troubled legacy that the Karzai government carried. The name fit into a broader 

discourse on Western-backed Afghan politics, but was also symbolic in the airlift, as the 

airport was the last way out for some, but for others, it sealed their fate in the country’s 

backslide into totalitarianism. Many Canadians believed that Afghan democracy would 

end repression, but actions to support it had not prevented the Taliban’s eventual return. 

By the end of 2021, Human Rights Watch noted that this regime change resulted in 

Afghan citizens being murdered or forcibly disappeared by their government, rollbacks of 

women’s rights, and restrictions of freedoms of the press and free speech.457 

Canada’s participation in the Kabul airlift ended on August 26th, 2021, when the 

last Canadian plane took off from Hamid Karzai International Airport. 458 Canada’s airlift 

evacuated CAF personnel and as many as 3,700 fleeing Afghans.459 However, many 

more remained stranded, including “Canadian citizens, permanent residents, their 

families, and applicants under programs for Afghans.”460 These were people whom it 

appeared Canada had a responsibility to protect, now left under the rule of the Taliban. 

The then-leader of the federal NDP, Jagmeet Singh, did not mince words when he 
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reflected on the government’s effort to evacuate Canadians and their allies. “[It is] with a 

heavy heart we now see thousands of our allies, people that put their lives at risk to 

support our troops, are now being left behind,” Singh remarked. “[It is] sad to say that 

Canada has failed.”461 This was one in a long line of Canadian failures that proceeded 

after the 2011 conclusion to the active combat mission. 

Among those left behind in Afghanistan were interpreters and their families, who 

were awaiting Canadian visas.462 One interpreter told CBC News that he blamed 

Canadian bureaucracy for leaving him at the airport without a clear path out of the 

country, as he felt his life was now at risk.463 He had good reason to be fearful, as the 

Taliban had, by that point, begun seeking out those who were who had aided foreign 

powers during the war.464 An immigration program for interpreters had been created in 

2009,465 but many were still waiting in Kabul by the time immigration became 

impossible. These individuals had made great personal sacrifices, with six interpreters in 

CAF employ killed in action between 2006 and 2011, and many being abandoned by 

their families for fear of Taliban retribution.466 

It was in this state of chaos and hopelessness that Canada’s presence in 

Afghanistan finally came to a complete end, almost exactly twenty years after the first 
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boots touched the ground in 2001. As such, Canada’s legacy in the country was coloured 

by the Taliban’s resurgence. If Canada was truly there to fight the oppression of women, 

as gender inequality was embodied by the Taliban, then the Taliban’s return to 

governance would indicate that little lasting change was engendered. In fact, by 2021, the 

press began to hint that the war had failed because of reasons connected to narrative. 

Aaron Wherry of CBC News noted that the 2008-2011 Special Committee on 

Afghanistan in the House of Commons was unable to adequately assess the success or 

failure of the war as a whole because it was so consumed with the prisoner transfer 

scandal,467 which was of grave concern to the government because of its place in the 

discourse. This pattern is supported by the evidence of Chapter 4, which contends that an 

aggressive prioritization of human rights and gender issues before the stabilization of the 

state of security in Kandahar led to a more difficult military mission.468 

The findings of this thesis trace the ‘women and children’ narrative from its 

inception through to the collapse of this rhetoric and its role in the end to the active 

combat mission. Beginning on 9/11, it examines an effort among the government and 

media to respond to the attacks in a way that made sense of these events and appealed to 

the public, simultaneously balancing this approach with military commitments. This gave 

rise to the ‘women and children’ war narrative. However, the government could not 

maintain this narrative as military decision-making drifted away from its gendered tenets, 

and the media, for its part, was struggling to balance its stories with the image it had 

 

 

467 Aaron Wherry, “What We’re Not Talking About When We Talk About Afghanistan,” CBC News, August 
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cultivated. This was, in part, because the narrative did not reflect reality for either the 

CAF or Afghan civilians, but created a Canadian façade for the war that was not seen on 

the ground in Afghanistan. Overall, this pattern reveals that the narrative and war had 

become inseparable in Canada, leading to a misrepresentation that ultimately turned the 

public against the conflict when the façade began to crumble. 

The collapse of the ‘women and children’ narrative, in conjunction with the 

legacy left behind in Afghanistan that culminated in the 2021 Kabul airlift, left Canada in 

a tricky discursive position in terms of framing its involvement in the war. The end to the 

conflict was heavily blurred, especially as Canadians lost a sense of meaning for the war 

with growing skepticism toward the ‘women and children’ narrative. Had the conflict 

truly ended in 2011 when the active combat mission concluded? Had it ended in 2014, 

when training initiatives with NATO were completed? Had it ended in 2021 when 

Canada left the country as it fell back into the hands of the Taliban? Is it still ongoing, to 

remain unsettled until the bygone dreams of democracy and human rights are achieved in 

the country? The answer is unclear, as Afghanistan remains a fragile state. Furthermore, 

the Canadian perspective on the nature of the war was likewise uncertain during the 

length of the nation’s commitment, with the designations between peacekeeping and 

combat, and between victory and defeat, heavily blurred. Part of the problem was the 

disconnect between what the government and media claimed the war would achieve for 

women, and the actual counterterrorist, counterinsurgent mission. It is nearly impossible 

to assign a standard of victory or defeat in Afghanistan when a clear goal for the 

engagement was never universally established in Canadian discourses. 
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With this in mind, it is rather unsurprising that the Canadian public oftentimes 

found itself confused regarding the messaging on Afghanistan when the sources 

themselves were inconsistent in their rhetoric. While the press sought to report what it 

saw as the truth of the war, journalists’ hands were often forced by military censorship, as 

exemplified by Graeme Smith’s interview with a Brigadier-General being cut short when 

the officer departed from official military stances.469 Government sources were often 

more beholden to domestic politics than Afghans’ best interests, as is demonstrated in 

Chapters 1 and 2. Complicating this problem is that the full story of the war remains 

locked away, as many sources are still classified, especially from the military perspective. 

However, this points to a hope that future research will be better able to resolve these 

questions. Scholars going forward, writing after declassification happens in the coming 

decades, will better be able to analyse the connections between the narrative and military 

realities and assess the extent to which the CAF was actually attempting to implement 

gendered priorities. More evidence should come to light about the relationship between 

the Canadian Forces and Afghan women. In advance of that, however, there remain 

several areas to be studied that provide avenues for upcoming scholarship. An analysis, 

for instance, of how Canadian messaging of the GWOT differed from American 

messaging, can be used to interrogate each country’s national identity as it relates to 

military matters. Likewise, a future scholar could create an oral history among CAF 

members, deducing how they were affected by the narrative, and whether it impacted 

decisions to enlist, actions in Afghanistan, or attitudes toward their military service as a 
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whole.470 Another could focus more strongly on the government and media, profiling the 

people who directly shaped the narrative, questioning where their priorities came from as 

individuals. For instance, such a study could investigate what proportions of the 

politicians and journalists covering this issue were women, how many were Muslim, and 

how these identities crafted perspectives not only of the war, but of what it meant to be a 

Canadian in a time of war. In fact, an analysis of the impact of this narrative on Muslim 

women in Canada, and especially Afghan women, also ought to be conducted. 

Afghanistan is often referred to, perhaps with good reason, as “the graveyard of 

empires.”471 As with many wars that came before the GWOT, Afghanistan proved an 

impossible locale onto which Canada hoped to foist its cultural imperialism. Its result 

proved disappointing for Canadian civilians and the CAF, and devastating for Afghan 

women. For a mission that was supposed to save the CAF from a compromised 

reputation after a number of less-than-ideal military engagements in the 1990s, to provide 

a positive countermeasure to the death and destruction of 9/11, and to desperately remind 

the world of what Canada truly stood for, it achieved remarkably little in any of those 

ways. The ‘women and children’ narrative was merely a smokescreen for more of the 

same. More torture, just as had happened in Somalia. More deaths of Canadians and 

Afghan civilians. More destruction, more instability, more moral questions. War crimes 

 

 

470 It is worthwhile to note that there is a range of attitudes expressed by CAF members and affiliates 
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and scandals abounded. This war had been presented as something of which all 

Canadians could be proud. That pride, as it turned out, was hard to find in Afghanistan, 

yet shame was easy to come by. 
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Appendix I: Sean Maloney’s Timeline of Canada’s War in 
Afghanistan472 

2001-2002: The removal of the Taliban regime and strategic intelligence exploitation 

efforts versus Al Qaeda through Operation ENDURING FREEDOM. 

2003-2004: The stabilization of Kabul and the prevention of a renewed civil war through 

the medium of the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). 

2005: Initial efforts to identify problems in and stabilize Kandahar Province. 

2006: The defence of Kandahar City and environs, the prevention of the collapse of the 

international effort in Helmand province, and the facilitation of ISAF expansion. 

2007-2009: The disruption of expanded enemy efforts on the approaches to Kandahar 

City and the shielding of development efforts in Kandahar Province. 

2009-2010: The influx of American reinforcements and retraction of the Canadian area of 

responsibility. 

2011: The withdrawal of Canadian forces from Kandahar. 

2011-2014: The Canadian commitment to the NATO training mission in Afghanistan. 

 

 

 

 

 

472 This timeline is taken in its entirety from Sean Maloney, The Canadian Army in Afghanistan, Volume I: 
A Nation Under Fire, 2001-2006 (Army Publishing Office, 2022), pg. xix. 
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Appendix II: List of Ministers of National Defence and Chiefs of the 
Defence Staff, 2001-2011 

Ministers of National Defence 

Arthur “Art” Eggleton: Liberal - Chrétien, 1997-2002 

John McCallum: Liberal - Chrétien, 2002-2003 

David Pratt: Liberal - Martin, 2003-2004 

William “Bill” Graham: Liberal - Martin, 2004-2006 

Gordon O’Connor: Conservative - Harper, 2006-2007 

Peter MacKay: Conservative - Harper, 2007-2013 

 

Chiefs of the Defence Staff 

General Raymond Henault: Air Command, 2001-2005 

General Rick Hillier: Land Force Command, 2005-2008 

General Walter “Walt” Natynczyk: Land Force Command, 2008-2012
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