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3. Purdah and Namus (gender boundaries)

Namus can be defined as that which is defended for honor to be upheld, instead of acted upon to

achieve honor (such as hospitality). If someone offends the rules of the gendered order, then

there is reason to act in defense of one’s namus. Namus is thus an important institution for

maintaining the gender segregated order of the society, which is often called purdah, Urdu for

“veil,” the veil or a curtain often being the boundary between men and women’s physical space.

In Pashtu expressions it is recommended that both men and women conceptually apply purdah,

and doing so is a sign of dignity for both men and women.

Despite its applying to both genders, however, anthropologists have found that Pashtuns

commonly identify namus as “defense of the honor of women,”20 and men often think of purdah

as a way of controlling women, even though it also controls men. In other words, men are as

bound by the rules of namus, and are thus as restricted from stepping into space reserved for

women as women are from entry into men’s space. For example, if a man who is unrelated to
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any of the women present walks into a woman’s compound, especially among the qalang

landowning class, he will be beaten, accused of dishonor, and even perhaps expelled from the

community.

The boundaries of purdah vary among the Pashtun, differing also between the nang and

qalang groups. There is a full spectrum of variance on where the boundaries lie between men’s

and women’s space. On one end are the Kuchi nomads, where women do not veil in public and

are often left to care for the household while the men are out shepherding the flocks for days and

weeks. When a male guest comes, he often sits separately with the men, especially separate from

the young unmarried women of the family. In the middle of the spectrum are the nang groups

who are semi-pastoral and semi-agriculturist, changing with the seasons. Women partially cover

their faces when they leave the house or out of respect for elders. They visit within the

neighborhood, but men and women have separate visiting quarters. Still, a male family friend

might visit with the married women and female heads of the household. On the extreme opposite

end are the qalang groups, where only elderly women and female children are allowed to leave

the household compound without being completely veiled, especially among the large

landowning classes of Khans. Physical space is highly segregated compared to the other groups

and only the elderly, men and women, as well as male and female children are allowed to move

freely between the highly segregated spaces. A daughter-in-law must cover her face for her

father-in-law and brother-in-law and these men must be careful to give ample warning when

about to walk through the women’s space of their own compound. Extreme purdah can lead to

many restrictions for women but segregated spaces also allow for freedom from male

interference.

The negative impact of extreme purdah can lead, however, to women being barred from

education and health care. Purdah prevents women from going on journeys alone. Gender

boundaries tend to be much stricter when families live mostly among strangers rather than

relatives, as those who moved to the cities do.21 This can be observed most acutely in refugee

camps for the internally displaced as well as refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran, where women

who do not usually wear a boghra in their village will wear it in the refugee setting.22

While it is commonly believed that the boghra came from India, the concept of purdah

was a much more widespread phenomenon of the cultures that surrounded and conquered

Afghanistan. Byzantine, Greek, and Persian societies maintained similar boundaries, especially

in their urban settings.23 One such example, similar to Pashtunwali’s gender boundaries, is the

classical Greek period in Athens, where free women were “secluded” and only men who were

related to them could visit them. However, “some women were even too modest to be seen by

men who were relatives, and for a strange man to intrude upon a free woman in the house of

another man was tantamount to a criminal act.”24 Urban and qalang practices of Pashtunwali

could have been influenced by the cultures in their region that had urbanized and become

agriculturalist before the Pashtuns.25
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