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REPORT

OVERVIEW:

From April 9 - 12, 2009 twenty-six community leaders from Afghanistan gathered in
Dharamsala, India for an intensive dialogue on the preservation of the historical and
social integrity of the Afghan nation. The platform provided a starting point for Afghan
leaders to discuss ways of balancing traditional values with an emerging globalized
culture and the impact of 30 years of civil war on current and future generations.
Through varying exercises and themes, the program introduced dialogue styles that can
be replicated in the local context to help increase the number of Afghans sharing in the
exchange of ideas and proposed solutions started in India.

The dialogue participants represented a cross-range of Afghan society from the academic,
health, civil society, business, religious and government sectors. Two religious mentors
joined the group representing leadership from the community councils, and
representatives from the national ministry and provincial councils were also present.
The gathering reinforced Afghan efforts at the grassroots level to strengthen platforms
for civil participation among a new generation of leadership in Afghanistan, particularly
youth. More than half of the participants were under 40 years of age.

The gathering was organized by the Global Peace Initiative of Women (GPIW) and the
Afghan Institute of Learning (AIL). Funding was provided by Dharma Drum Buddhist
Association and logistical support was provided by Swarajpeeth in India.

PROGRAM SUMMARY

Challenges Facing Afghanistan - The group discussed key factors that threaten
development in Afghanistan today. The loss of cultural identity, due to 30 years of war,
was cited significantly as a primary problem in achieving peace and social cohesion. It
was suggested that advancements in education are salient to balancing the forces that
threaten heritage, overcoming extremism, and sustaining a balanced, transparent society.

Challenging Factors as identified by the group:

Old vs. New — In generations past, parents raised children with unshakable belief, but today, the force of new
ways, economic cultivation, and material distraction threatens culture. The new global culture needs to be
balanced with the traditional values that benefit the whole society. Return to village values of mobilizing for
education despite not having certain facilities.

Lost heritage — Loss of spiritual roots has enabled violence in home and outside to spread. Once upon a time
there was common unity through Islamic principles on the ways of teaching children that evolved a culture of



hospitality and respect. If this is regained, in its true understanding, the peaceful aspect of the religion will
bring outer peace.

Environmental Desecration — Devastated land and infrastructure from war, landmines and misuse of
agriculture through drug cultivation has challenged the external environment.

Inadequate Education — Lack of access to education and the quality of education. Improving these is
important to developing self-awareness about the Afghan culture and other peoples, which would help
create a society that is more tolerant and peaceful inwardly and outwardly.

Corruption — The introduction of a new economic competition has weakened the integrity of Afghan human
values —drugs and violence have become a new phenomenon. This has caused a lack of trust among the
Afghan people.

Identity — Unified nationhood is threatened by the diversity of ethnic groups, varying sects of Islam, and vast
geographic terrain. Some in the group debated that if the Afghan countrymen know who they are as
Muslims, then discovery of a national identity would not be a problem.

Psychological Toll — The mindset of the people focuses heavily on war and struggles. Elevating consciousness
and conversation away from these destructive factors could help to transform the nature of the society from
fear and violence to trust and peace. Reshaping the roles in the family structure — War has created a situation
in which many children support the family because of their accessibility to English and understanding of
changing modes of business; this has made the adult figure obsolete in the home. Employment is needed for
parents and elder siblings to reestablish a traditional family structure.

YOUTH VoICES — Recommendations on constructive ways to address these Challenging Factors:

Families must commit to betterment of the society — Change must first come from the personal and family
level, this will then reflect on the community and national levels.

People must commit to following the TRUE teachings of Islam — Teachings that are deliberate
misinterpretations only satisfy narrow, selfish needs and are hurting the society. Reforming the religious
interpretations is necessary.

A milder transition into new values — The Afghan people must lead in the responsibility of introducing new
values into the Afghan culture. Afghans should determine what’s good for them and at what pace they will
evolve as a culture and must be aware not to relinquish this solely to international or outside forces.

Understanding the Emotional, Psycho-Social and Spiritual Scars of Conflict - This
discussion addressed the personal ways in which the individual suffers in conflict
situations. The dialogue focused on the potential of the individual and the power of the
human spirit as a contributing factor in healing the society.

Testimonial from an international participant from Iraq:

The conflict in Iraq was the result of strange hands manipulating different components of Iragi society. There
was a systematic approach to breaking the fabric of society — targeted killing of professionals and academics
based on identity, which led to the rapid increase of orphans and refugee crisis. In Iraq, one did not know
their enemy — it could be your very friend.

The solution in Iraq is attributed to two factors: people tired of fighting and an active civil society. In 2008 of
the Iraqi conflict, Assawad Community Councils developed throughout Baghdad. The councils comprised of



community members who volunteered to unify in the protection of the local community. The people worked
with the government in this effort to restore balance and peace.

Participants cited the conflict in Afghanistan as gaining momentum because of:

- The Taliban preys on the vulnerability of groups and individuals that feel marginalized by the national
agenda. It claims to help them gain more national rights and visibility if those people help their cause.

-There is a conscious effort to divide Afghan people on a religious basis.

-The civil society in Afghanistan is thriving through provincial councils, but the self-interest of individuals has
prevented this effort from being entirely effective.

Integrating Spiritual Values into Society - This portion of the program was designed to
introduce the difference between religious ideals and spiritual evolution of the
individual in cultivating a peaceful society.

Defining spirituality as different from religion was explained by Sraddhalu Ranade: Throughout evolution
teachers introduce new forms and new branches of the religion because humans have different needs. The
core, however, is forever unchanging—this is the universal, eternal truth. When one truly follows his/her
religion it means going back to the universal truth and the core of experiencing God’s love, not merely the
forms of practice. To live in our deepest truth is what makes a life more spiritual. Every religion represents a
way to know the truth of God.

A dynamic conversation on the nature of spirituality and the value of religion in Afghan society followed
this explanation. Below are the key points of view on spiritual evolution from the youth perspective:

QUESTION: “HOW CAN YOU MAINTAIN THE FORM & STRENGTHEN CORE SPIRITUAL VALUES TO COUNTER EXTREMISM?”
RESPONSES:

e Research is needed to find positive commonalities among the people

e Studying our religion and others we can have such an understanding — more inclusive educational
curriculum.

e Deemphasize distracting media & recreations that prevent people from demanding their rights from
government.

e The power of functioning for human beings is religion. Appropriate guiding practices and instructions
are needed to teach people how to live their lives — cultivating the soul (the software) to be
compatible with the body (the hardware).

e Decrease the wide gap between the religious and secular sectors of society and increase a balance

e Promote moderate religious and social views in society

e Recommendation on ways to uproot extremism: 1. Understand greatest moral values of Islam &
legalize. 2. Reform madrassas (religious schools) that are spreading religious hatred globally and
sectarian hatred within Islam. Regulation of madrassas needed, standardize curriculum, widen
disciplines to include science & literature, give them accreditation status.

e To gain spiritual depth, we need: 1. Preservation of national identity, 2. Preservation of historical
heritage, 3. Gratitude for God’s gifts, 4. Mutual respect among different peoples, 5. Practice of non-
discrimination, 6. Tolerance, patience & respect, 7. Pursuit of knowledge and value education over
material wealth, 8. Developing the capacity of human resources and talent.

QUESTION: “HOW CAN YOU MAINTAIN THE BALANCE BETWEEN THE SPIRITUAL AND MATERIAL LIFE”
RESPONSES:



e They are both interlinked so have to determine what of the material is truly essential

e Islam respects both, and no one should prefer one over the other. God says you are to use all tools
given to you by me.

e Better understanding of the translation and interpretation of the Koran must be given. If people are
given the TRUE teachings then problems such as violence against women and children would not
occur.

e More emphasis placed on the educational system to help people understand the value of their inner
strength.

e We need time to heal. Children born into war and burned out parents need to refocus the time on
the family. Those family structures left neglected develop complexes — children have problems,
youth behavior becomes a problem, parents function from a place of stress.

e Believe and trust in each other (Never give up hope and maintain desires despite difficult history; the
era of reconstruction is in our hands).

e There desire among Afghans to know, learn and do that which is spiritual is very strong — the youth
are looking for ways to pass these notions on to their peers.

e Inclusive elders and traditional views, seek balance between youth generation and experiences to
cultivate their spiritual with less emphasis on merely the form.

The discussion on religion and spirituality became a central theme of the dialogue, as
many of the challenges faced by the Afghan community are influenced by this factor. It
was suggested that in order to cultivate a thriving spiritual, socially sound, and peaceful
society that invidividuals must research between the form (practices) and core (truth);
Undertake comparative study of world religions by looking at different expressions of
the form; Observe and work with someone who is expressing the true core, so that you
can also be this expression. The answers can be found in the book, but the experiences &
knowledge of the truth are achieved by sharing with each other.

Creating Inner Peace for a More Peaceful Community - This included a guided exercise
on how to achieve inner peace by quieting the mind, keeping the body still, closing one’s
eyes, and focusing on breathing. This was specifically recommended to build greater
calm in oneself in order to alleviate personal anxiety and stress induced by conflict
situations. The idea behind this experience, led by Zarko Ancendrevic & Ven. Guo
Chan, was to help participants experience peace in preparation for discussing the
meaning of peace.

Reactions of the participants to this interactive exercise:
e Experiencing breathing in this way reminded and demonstrated the gift of life from God
e Gives one the opportunity to experience the power of God
e Brings you to a pleasant place or helps you envision a loved person
e Some relate this to a yoga experience
e Similar technique used in AlL capacity building exercise
e For asmall instant, many experienced peace

The lesson demonstrated that we can calm our state of mind and alter whatever state we
find ourselves in emotionally and mentally. The facilitators reminded the group that
peace does not just refer to the outer condition. If you are at peace with yourself does not
mean you are passive and shutting out the world. It means the opposite - being



completely present with all that goes on around you, but not being affected the many
fluctuations of the external factors.

Understanding Global Interconnectivity -- A discussion unfolded on the concern that
many Afghans share regarding the influence of foreign presence in the country’s affairs.
Below is an account of the concerns that take priority:

e Doubt that Obama’s Administration understands Pakistan’s influence in the region, and whether it is
really committed to solving the Taliban issue. There is great skepticism of the sincerity of the USA.

e Ifintervention of USA continues to be negative (innocent killing, village raids) then supports for
Taliban will increase. Recommendation for USA to check the authenticity of facts to prevent
innocent suffering. US Administration needs to meet with the real people, not just token figures.

e Give Afghanistan control of the aide money so it can respond to its challenges.

e Address the provincial security concerns equal to the cities.

e Thereis hope in the Obama narrative (triumph over struggle) makes him personally able to
understand the struggle of the Afghan people.

Peacebuilding & Community Peaceful Action - Dr. Niru Vora, Co-Founder of the
Swarajapeeth Center for Gandhian Non-Violence guided the dialogue on the principles
of peaceful civil action, as well as the significance of working in the peace movement
from a gender balanced perspective with active women’s leadership. Dr. Vora
introduced the group to a renowned Tibetan peace advocate, Mr. Tenzin Tsondu. Tenzin
spoke candidly about the struggles of the exiled Tibetans living in India and the impact
of his work from a non-violent perspective. Tenzin & Dr. Vora both imparted the
message that the peace movement takes patience, dedication and looking for new and
creative ways of communication that preserves human value and rights.

HH The Seventeenth Karmapa granted a special meeting with the Afghan participants
and dialogue facilitators. He continued discussing the theme of non-violence that Dr.
Vora shared with the group. He offered these words of wisdom: “Normally when faced with
something unpleasant, we show our dissatisfaction impulsively. Since we are more than capable of
impulsiveness, we need patience. When you show anger, so will others. If you bring guns, so will they. But
down the road, violence cannot solve violence. It is an illusion. In the short run, you may think you have won,
but in the long run, it is not a solution but an illusion.” The Karmapa also touched on the
importance of understanding and valuing other peoples of the world, despite the
challenges one faces. He said: “Given the world as it is, while trying to preserve culture, we also want
to make contribution to the world instead of harm.” The conversation between HH Karmapa and
the Afghan group was significant moment, as he has always felt very close to the people
of Afghanistan in light of their personal and national struggles.

Dialogue Conclusion - GPIW’s Statement of Commitment to Afghanistan: GPIW’s role
is to increase the platform for voices of the Afghan people on the global stage; to show
and highlight the people’s spirituality. For next steps, GPIW aims to find a group of
progressive spiritual/religious leaders from Afghanistan to join the discussion that began




in Dharamsala. GPIW aims to learn from the Afghan people what it can do to mobilize
the positive, moderate voices of Afghan society. A note on America: There are mixed
feelings among Americans on the increase of military presence in Afghanistan because
they recognize the dangerous consequences.

Impressions and Impact of the dialogue:

e “Through sharing and listening to varied Afghan perspectives | received a better understanding of the
Afghan culture and religion as having positive changes/evolution”

e “Learned from the Buddhist and Tibetan perspective the principles of non-violence and peace of
mind and soul”

e “Introduced to ways to implement peace into our society just by observing others”

e “The 10 day experience of the dialogue has been the equivalent to one year of learning”

e “This dialogue awakened my spirit of activism — unlike other youth activities have participated in”

e “The experience reminded me of the nation’s unique diversity — the youth present represented the
variety of fields and backgrounds of Afghanistan”

e “Learned from the Assawad Council (Iraq example) as something that can be implemented directly
when | return home”

e “To be leaders in peace, the group must be together as a cohesive force”

e “If you want peace, you must think in terms of peace and that peace is attainable”

e “It demonstrated that Afghans are capable of solving their own challenges and don’t have to rely on
the international community”

e “The group progressed from the first day acknowledging and defining the challenges to now knowing
ways to solve and approach these problems”

e  “Ways to peace: Remembering brotherhood, respect and using the resource of AlL to pass along the
messages learned in Dharamsala to others”

e “Remember the spiritual presence in this dialogue”

e “Dialogue highlighted the need to reframe the educational system and increase dialogue activity in
schools”

OUTCOMES - Recommendations from GPIW on ways to make the dialogue flourish in
Afghanistan based on experience with previous dialogues:

1. Formulate a Young Leaders Forum / Network— Invite other young leaders to the discussion and
think to yourselves what you can do to reach more people. This means commitment and
coordination.

2. Maintaining the long-term commitment and expanding on the regional dialogue. GPIW envisions
joining the Afghan group in dialogue with community leaders from Pakistan.

3. Continue prayers for Obama that he uses best judgment and listens to the will of the Afghan
people and write letter to President Obama expressing the needs of the Afghan people.

4. Envision a follow-up meeting in Afghanistan, perhaps Bamiyan, as soon as security permits.

5. Along-term partnership was formed between GPIW and AlL to develop programs that would
further the educational opportunities of Afghans and provide a greater global platform for their
voices.

6. Completion of GPIW Follow-Up survey by May 30, 2009.



