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Rescuing Women and Children 

Emily S. Rosenberg 

Nine weeks after planes hit the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, on November 
17, 2001, Laura Bush became the first First Lady to deliver the president's Saturday 
morning radio address to the nation. "The brutal oppression of women is a central 
goal of the terrorists," she explained. "Women have been denied access to doctors" in 
Afghanistan under Taliban rule, and they "face beatings for laughing. The Taliban 
threaten to pull out women's fingernails for wearing nail polish," she said. The day 
before, the Department of State had hosted Eleanor Smeal, head of the Feminist 
Majority Foundation, and representatives of several other women's groups to help 
publicize the release of its "Report on the Taliban's War against Women," which 
emphasized that the U.S. war against terrorism was, in part, a war on behalf of 
women and children. The report detailed measures put in place by the Taliban- 
controlled Afghan goverment-the enforced wearing of the burka (a loose gown that 
drapes the entire body), the prohibitions against women's driving or even taking taxis 
unaccompanied by a male, the ban on educating women over the age of eight, and 
the heavily restricted access to health care. "With one of the world's worst human 
rights records, the Taliban has perpetrated egregious acts of violence against women, 
including rape, abduction, and forced marriage."' 

The First Lady's speech and the State Department's report joined a broader cam- 
paign-long waged by a diverse array of Afghan, American, and transnational 
women's groups-against the Taliban's rule in Afghanistan. Three weeks later, when 
signing the Afghan Women and Children Relief Act (a bill that had been sponsored 
by thirteen women senators led by the Republican Kay Bailey Hutchison of Texas), 
President George W. Bush received standing ovations when speaking to an audience 
of women activists.2 Who, before September 11, could have imagined such a scene of 
common endeavor between the Bush administration and feminist leaders? 

Emily S. Rosenberg is DeWitt Wallace Professor of History at Macalester College. 
I wish to thank Ann Laura Stoler, Joanne Meyerowitz, and, especially, Norman Rosenberg for valuable cri- 

tiques. 
Readers may contact Rosenberg at <rosenberg@macalester.edu>. 

1 Laura Bush, "Radio Address to the Nation," Nov. 17, 2001 <http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/ 
2001/11/20011117.html> (an. 2, 2002); "The Bushies Unveil the Women's Issue," Newsweek, Nov. 26, 2001, p. 
7; Feminist Majority Foundation, "The Taliban & Afghan Women: Background" <http://www.feminist.org/ 
afghan/facts.html> Uune 25, 2002); U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 
"Report on the Taliban's War against Women," Nov. 17, 2001 <http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/ 
index.cfm?id=4804> (an. 2, 2002). 

2 White House, "President Signs Afghan Women and Children Relief Act" <http://www.whitehouse.gov/ 
news/releases/2001/12/20011212-9.html> (an. 15, 2002); U.S. Department of State, "Senate Passes Afghan 
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During the next several weeks, the U.S. media embraced this theme of overthrow- 
ing the Taliban in order to rescue Afghan women and children. The same day as the 
First Lady's address, CNN premiered a new documentary by the much celebrated team 
that had produced Beneath the Veil. First shown in June 2001, Beneath the Veil fea- 
tures Saira Shah, an Afghan now living in London. Shah, assisted by underground 
activists associated with the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan 
(RAWA), had smuggled cameras into Afghanistan to document the plight of women 
and children. In a particularly dramatic scene that RAWA had filmed earlier, a Taliban 
official stood in the middle of a public arena in Kabul and executed a kneeling 
woman, shrouded in a burka, for a seemingly minor infraction of the Taliban's 
restrictive laws. The successor, CNN-sponsored documentary that premiered on the 
day of the First Ladys address, called Unholy War, had been filmed in October in the 
midst of the United States/Northern Alliance fight against the Taliban. Like Beneath 
the Veil, it mixed an adventure tale of Shahs dangerous journey into Afghanistan with 
an expose of the Taliban's victimization of women and children. Adding an explicit 
theme of rescue, the central drama of this film was Shah's quest to find and assist 
three girls, featured in the earlier documentary, who had been traumatized by seeing 
their mother killed. Both documentaries played repeatedly in the weeks following. 
Major news magazines and newspapers that week also featured stories that paralleled, 
and drew from, the State Department reports on the plight of women; news talk 
shows brimmed with stories of women's sufferings; and on November 21 the PBS 

show The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer featured a panel of three Afghan women who 
discussed the recent history of restriction and abuse.3 

The government and media focus on Afghan women and children, which became 
especially intense for the several weeks after Laura Bush's address, prompts reflection 
on the historical interrelationships between gender and U.S. foreign policy, an issue 
that has stirred considerable debate in the field of U.S. foreign relations. I want to 
suggest that the gender-based appeals of late November rested on, and drew reso- 
nance from, differing and often competing traditions that historians have recently 
illuminated. First, the trope of rescuing women and children may be viewed as 
emerging from a social imaginary dominated by a masculinized national state that 
casts itself in a paternal role, saving those who are abused by rival men and nations. 
Second, it may be seen as resting within the imaginary of transcultural and transna- 
tional networks (within what Charles S. Maier has called a world of declining "terri- 
toriality") that cast themselves as working in culturally diverse ways to challenge 
locally specific abuses based on gender. By highlighting these two imaginaries as a 
heuristic device, I do not mean to suggest that they constitute the only ones compet- 
ing for people's allegiances, nor that they exist in completely separate realms of either 
rhetorical or social construction. In particular representations-such as Laura Bush's 

Women and Children Relief Act" <http://usinfo.state.gov/topical/pol/terror/01111610.htm> (an. 15, 2002). 
3 Beneath the Veil, dir. Cassian Harrison (Hardcash Productions, 2001); Unholy War, dir. James Miller (Hard- 

cash Productions, 2002); The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer (PBS, Nov. 21, 2001). The panelists were Rina Amiri, 
Nafissa Mahmood Ghorwal, and Tahmeena Faryal. 
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speech, the Afghan Women and Children Relief Act, Saira Shahs documentary, or 
the NewsHour panel-these two imaginaries both blur together and clash.4 

Untangling their genealogies, however, may highlight how language and images 
involving gender and rescue represent no single, settled meaning in policy discussions 
but, rather, present a continually contested process of meaning formation. In other 
words, the language and images of rescue offer a potentially unstable set of signifiers 
that generate debates in which diverse parties try both to legitimate and contest 
assumptions and programs (although the playing field on which meanings are con- 
tested is hardly level). The imaginaries central to this analysis will each be explored in 

greater depth, as late November's emphasis on saving Afghan women and children is 
examined in the context of the historical literature on gender and foreign relations. 

Striving to save women and children from the grasp of barbaric, premodern men, 
and then to uplift them, is a familiar theme to historians, though it seems that gener- 
ations of Americans have repetitively advanced it as fresh and unique testimony to 
their own special enlightenment. A growing number of historical studies elaborate 
the ways Western evolutionary science of the late nineteenth century postulated a 

strong correlation between the evolved status of any group and the condition of the 
women belonging to it. International reformers in the United States and elsewhere 
often linked the eradication of male oppression (whether in the form of drunkenness, 
domestic violence, polygamy, patriarchal economic control, or harmful factory labor 
conditions) to the notion of a maternalist order-one in which women's supposedly 
"natural" gifts for civilizing and purifying the social order would uplift the entire 
nation. Reformers dedicated to americanizing new immigrants to the United States 

frequently targeted what they regarded as old-country patterns of gender oppression. 
U.S. missionaries in China, India, and Africa (as well as among American Indians at 
home) often made the case for Westernization and Americanization by highlighting 
the most visible signs of women's subordinated status, such as foot binding, suttee, 
and load carrying.5 

4 Panels on gender and cultural approaches have, over the past five years, become regular features of the annual 
meetings of the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations, and they have sparked healthy-and some- 
times heated-discussions and disagreements. I adapt the phrase "social imaginary" using Charles Taylor's defini- 
tion: "the social imaginary is ... what enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society." See Charles 
Taylor, "Modern Social Imaginaries," Public Culture, 14 (Winter 2002), 90. On the rise and decline of"territorial- 
ity," see Charles S. Maier, "Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative Narratives for the Modern 
Era," American Historical Review, 105 (June 2000), 807-31. 

5 These ideas are developed, for example, in Ian R. Tyrrell, Woman's World/Womans Empire: The Woman's 
Christian Temperance Union in International Perspective, 1800-1930 (Chapel Hill, 1991); Jane Hunter, The Gospel 
of Gentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China (New Haven, 1984); Mary Taylor Huber 
and Nancy C. Lutkehaus, eds., Gendered Missions: Women and Men in Missionary Discourse and Practice (Ann 
Arbor, 1999); Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign Peoples at Home 
and Abroad, 1876-1917 (New York, 2000); and Laura Wexler, Tender Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of US. 
Imperialism (Chapel Hill, 2000). For an introduction to these themes domestically, see Gail Bederman, Manliness 
and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880-1917 (Chicago, 1995); Louise 
Michele Newman, White Womens Rights: The Racial Origins of Feminism in the United States (New York, 1999); 
and Linda Gordon, The GreatArizona Orphan Abduction (Cambridge, Mass., 1999). For examples of how Ameri- 
can women also have become symbols in international cultural contests over alternative futures, see Emily S. 
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Such historical studies, read together with seminal works of feminist criticism, 
suggest that the identification of Americanization with modernization and humani- 
tarian uplift, often in the form of liberating downtrodden women both at home and 
abroad, has constituted a persistent trope of American exceptionalism. The almost 
obsessive focus on the burka recalls other practice that, in the West, emerged earlier 
as central symbols of barbarism and implicitly suggested the superiority of Western, 
Christian ways and the need for modernization (and Western nations) as women's 
saviors. Gayatry Chakravorty Spivak's and Chandra Talpade Mohanty's critiques of 
the construction of so-called Third World women in Western cultures (and within 
the cultures of Western feminism as well) illuminate the representations of the burka. 
Drawing from Spivak and Mohanty, the sociologist Shahnaz Khan argues that in 
American media displays, veiled women often become symbols of an invisible, pas- 
sive, and undifferentiated "other." She analyzes a 1998 People Weekly magazine photo 
in which Mavis Leno (the wife of the talk show host Jay Leno), who had taken up the 
cause of Afghan women, stands next to a burka-clad woman, "its juxtaposition of 
two women, one veiled the other unveiled, suggesting other binaries as well: east/ 
west; liberated/oppressed; and forceful/passive." The photo caption quotes Jay Leno 
saying "I am proud of her," but no mention is made of the anonymous woman in the 
burka.6 The vision of Afghan women as passive victims (symbolized by their dress) 
emphasizes their need for rescue by outsiders and may, implicitly, work against the 
visibility of the many Afghan women activists who have struggled for years to achieve 
a hearing internationally. It may also connect the mistreatment of women primarily 
to an Eastern, Islamic tradition, obscuring the context of the twenty years of warfare 
in which forces from so many nations (including those in the West) played a part. 
The visual focus on the burka, in short, may reinforce an orientalist perspective that 
renders some people as exotic and wholly foreign while mobilizing the domestic 
emotions of humanitarian sympathy to buttress American exceptionalism. 

Discourses of gender disorder and the necessity of "civilized" nations' setting 
things aright, recent studies suggest, can become especially emotive rallying cries in 
times of war. In 1898 William Randolph Hearst and other expansionists urged 
Americans to rescue Cuban women from Spanish brutes, and popular iconography 
often represented the island of Cuba as a damsel in distress. During World War I, 
with the Wilson administration's blessing, Hollywood portrayed Germans ravaging 
women and tossing children out of windows. The idea that both victimized women 
and brutal men assumed "improper" gender roles constituted an ever present theme 

Rosenberg, "Consuming Women: Images of Americanization in the 'American Century,"' Diplomatic History, 23 
(Summer 1999), 479-97. 

6 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1999), 312-421; Chandra Talpade Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and 
Colonial Discourses," in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminism, ed. Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann 
Russo, and Lourdes Torres (Bloomington, 1991), 51-80; Shahnaz Khan, "Between Here and There: Feminist Sol- 
idarity and Afghan Women," Genders, 33 (2001) <http://www.genders.org/g33/g33_kahn.html>, esp. para. 9 
(April 9, 2002). See also Edward Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London, 1979). On women 
in the Islamic world, see Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate (New 
Haven, 1992); and Mahnaz Afkhami, ed., Faith and Freedom in Womens Human Rights in the Muslim World (Syr- 
acuse, 1995). 
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of imperial enterprises during the early-twentieth-century military occupations of the 

Philippines, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti by the United States. Going into 
battle to preserve civilization and to bring the blessings of modernity, in short, often 

foregrounded the rescue of women and children from a social order that oppressed 
them.7 

Historians have recognized that the rescue theme often works to display and rein- 
force notions of the superior manliness of the rescuer nation, indeed, to cast the 
nation itself in a manly role. The nation, in effect, is summoned to provide protec- 
tion to women or to a country-emblematically feminized-that rival men are vio- 

lating. A memorable moment in Beneath the Veil highlights the traumatized little girls 
who had lost their mother. The director of the film, Cassian Harrison, stated in a 

Larry King Live interview that this image of the three girls "became a metaphor for 

Afghanistan." As he made that statement, an image from the documentary lingered 
on the TV screen, showing a full close-up of one of the little girls, her beatific face 

punctuated by dark brown eyes brimming with tears. The picture also appears on 
Web sites and promotional material dealing with the film. Such a visual identifica- 
tion of country/woman/child/trauma seems to echo the histories of images of trau- 
matized and brutalized women/children that have been deployed during previous 
wars. (Think of the harrowing images of Spanish brutality in Cuba in 1898, the 

"rape" of Belgium by Germany during World War I, the "rape" of Nanking by Japan 
during World War II, and the allegedly widespread rapes by Iraqis in Kuwait in 1991 
that received coverage in the U.S. media but proved untrue.) Symbolically rendering 
a country as a vulnerable woman or a child without proper or effective protectors 
reinforces the paternalistic nationalism of the rescuer-nation and dramatizes its moral 
mission.8 

Scholarship related to such gendered images implicitly suggests one way of view- 

ing the governmental and media focus on Afghan women during late November 
2001. Osama bin Laden and the Taliban had for several years claimed that they were 

protecting women from the ravages of the infidel West's culture of exposure and 

7 On issues of gender and American imperialism, see, for example, Kristin Hoganson, Fighting for American 
Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven, 1998); 
Amy Kaplan and Donald E. Pease, eds., Cultures of United States Imperialism (Durham, 1993); Gilbert M. Joseph, 
Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo D. Salvatore, eds., Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of 
U.S.-Latin American Relations (Durham, 1998); Mary A. Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Cul- 
ture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940 (Chapel Hill, 2001); Eileen J. Suarez Findlay, Imposing Decency: The Politics 

of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 1870-1920 (Durham, 1999); Vicente L. Rafael, White Love and Other Events 
in Filipino History (Durham, 2000); and Emily S. Rosenberg, Financial Missionaries to the World: The Politics and 
Culture ofDollar Diplomacy (Cambridge, Mass., 1999). For other literature on gender and colonialism, begin with 
Antoinette Burton, ed., Gender, Sexuality, and Colonial Modernities (New York, 1999); and Ann Laura Stoler, 
"Tense and Tender Ties: The Politics of Comparison in North American History and (Post) Colonial Studies," 
Journal ofAmerican History, 88 (Dec. 2001), 829-65. 

8 Larry King Live (CNN, Dec. 26, 2001). Seminal works on gender and nationality include Anne McClintock, 
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York, 1995); Anne McClintock, Aamir 
Mufti, and Ella Shohat, eds., Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives (Minneapolis, 
1997); Cynthia H. Enloe, Bananas, Beaches, and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics (London, 
1989); and Cynthia H. Enloe, The Morning After: Sexual Politics at the End ofthe Cold War (Berkeley, 1993). Stud- 
ies that highlight American inattention to abuse of foreign women by U.S. troops include Katharine H. S. Moon, 
Sex amongAllies: Military Prostitution in U.S.-Korean Relations (New York, 1997); and Ruth Ann Keyso, Women of 
Okinawa: Nine Voicesfrom a Garrison Island (Ithaca, 2000). 
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derided Americans and the ruling family of Saudi Arabia as cowardly and unmanly, 
especially in view of women's service in the U.S. military, which had been stationed 
in Saudi Arabia since the Gulf War of 1991. In an interview with Al-Jazeera televi- 
sion, bin Laden elaborated one of his favorite themes: "We believe that we are 
men.... We do not want American women soldiers defending [Mecca].... Muslim 
women refuse to be defended by these American and Jewish prostitutes." The Bush 
administration, in turn, claimed to be saving women from the medievalism of an 
extremist form of Islamic fundamentalism. Framed as a fight over who had the power 
to free women from what each considered to be the predatory goals of rivals, the con- 
flict assumed attributes of masculine display. The discourse of rescue, then, may cast 
women as emblems or pawns in a male rivalry to determine which men (or nations) 
have the power to save them, to restrict or expand the boundaries of their lives, and 
to preside over how present and future social orders will be organized.9 

A historical analysis of how war mobilization efforts have deployed gender mes- 
sages that reinforce masculinity while accentuating the dependence of women and 
children does not deny the real suffering and oppression of women in places where 
American soldiers have fought, such as Afghanistan. Nor does it demean larger war- 
time goals, which may certainly be independently justified on grounds of national 
interest or morality. But it does call attention to the provenance and the representa- 
tional construction of such concerns. Where on the U.S. foreign policy agenda is the 
status of women and children (including reproductive health, the spread of AIDS 
[acquired immune deficiency syndrome], traffic in women, and education) when 
Americans survey foreign assistance priorities? Indeed, how secure are women and 
children (whose numbers have come to dominate homeless populations and poverty 
rolls) in the United States? Of course, no U.S. policy can provide social safety nets for 
every person on the planet nor dictate social arrangements to a culturally diverse 
world. But in a world where there is much brutality, it seems worth asking why the 
equality and well-being of women become highly visible on foreign policy agendas in 
particular times and places and invisible in others. It is also worth inquiring how seri- 
ously those agendas are pursued once they have been advanced. 

Histories of the discourse of rescue suggest that it often operates to shore up 
visions of superior U.S. social arrangements-visions essential to rallying wartime 
nationalism and to presenting citizens with a sense of their nation's special benevo- 
lence. Often drawn from the imaginary of a maternalist (purified) social order and a 
male-coded (powerful) state, the call to rescue women and children may rework tra- 
ditional sentiments of humanitarian uplift in ways that reinforce and update gender 
hierarchies in both domestic and foreign policies. 

9 Osama bin Laden interview with Al-Jazeera television network, Dec. 1998, quoted in Tony Judt, "America 
and the War," New York Review of Books, Nov. 15, 2001, p. 4. On the impact of militarism on women's lives, see 
Cynthia Enloe, Maneuvers (Berkeley, 2000); and Lois Ann Lorentzen and Jennifer Turpin, eds., The Women and 
War Reader (New York, 1998). Recent books on women in Afghanistan include Deborah Ellis, Women of the 
Afghan War (New York, 2000); Rosemarie Skaine, The Women ofAfghanistan under the Taliban (Jefferson, 2002); 
and Julie A. Mertus, Wars Offensive on Women: The Humanitarian Challenge in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan 
(West Hartford, 2000). 
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Discourses of gender and rescue, however, are not settled things but may be seen as 
continually contested processes with shifting, unsettled meanings. Although they 
have helped establish an arena for masculine performance and an identity between 
the nation-state and masculine power, it would nonetheless be absurd to imagine that 
every call for bettering the condition of women and children encodes only some ver- 
sion of gender inequality or the masculinized state. Another body of historical schol- 
arship on gender and foreign policy has emphasized ways in which both women and 
men have struggled to form transnational networks concerned with enlarging the 
voice, the power, and the agency of diverse groups of women. Such networks attempt 
to make victimization visible in order to play a different game, rooted in a different 
global imaginary. 

Many historical studies chart the growing influence of groups that have worked 
transnationally for ideas of universal human rights and locally for culturally specific 
strategies of women's empowerment. Recent studies of social activists during the 
1940s, for example, show how World War II represented, in part, a struggle against a 
patriarchal, fascist regime that envisioned women's highest calling as reproducing sol- 
diers for the state. Fascism's promotion of hypermasculinity and restrictively repro- 
ductive roles for women helped Eleanor Roosevelt and others argue that women's 
rights deserved a place on postwar agendas as a logical accompaniment to antifas- 
cism, democratization, and peace. In the spring of 1944 the First Lady and represen- 
tatives of thirteen leading women's organizations organized a national conference on 
women in postwar planning. They subsequently assembled a "roster of qualified 
women" for use by the president and the secretary of state. The First Lady then pro- 
moted the plan in her "My Day" columns in the New York Times. (She wryly com- 
mented that men fail to appoint women, not because they oppose doing so, but 
because they forget. The roster would provide a reminder.) Eleanor Roosevelt and 
other women persistently agitated for greater representation of women in conferences 
planning the postwar international order and later championed creation of the 
United Nations (UN) and the new UN-sponsored Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948) as ways of globally advancing women's participation as equal citizens. 
Although they were not completely free of maternalist or exceptionalist justifications, 
many of those efforts nonetheless went a long way toward imagining a world in 
which new forms of organization could enable women throughout the world to 
speak and act on their own behalf.10 

Although those who supported such transnational networks remained a relatively 
small group in the world's most powerful country, with its long cultural tradition of 
constructing national superiority through depictions of exoticized others, historians 
have charted a rapid worldwide growth of transnational women's activism after 
World War II. Four UN World Conferences on Women, at Mexico City (1975), 

10 Judy Barrett Litoff and David C. Smith, eds., What Kind of a World Do We Want?American Women Plan for 
Peace (Wilmington, 2000), 16-17; Mary Ann Glendon, A World Made New: Eleanor Roosevelt and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (New York, 2001); Joan Hoff-Wilson and Marjorie Lightman, eds., Without Prece- 
dent: The Life and Career of Eleanor Roosevelt (Bloomington, 1984); Jason Berger, A New Deal for the World: 
Eleanor Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy (New York, 1981); "Universal Declaration of Human Rights" 
<http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html> (April 8, 2002). 
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Copenhagen (1980), Nairobi (1985), and Beijing (1995), and the UN Conference on 
Population at Cairo (1994) highlighted an often conflicting variety of feminist con- 
cerns and strategies-tensions that belie any notion of a single "women's agenda." 
There have been persistent disagreements between those who wish a place "at the 
table" and those who want to overturn the table altogether. Still, emphasis on greater 
localized empowerment of women represents a constant theme in literature about the 
wide variety of women's activisms. In an elaborating network, women from all over 
the world now head many UN agencies, governmental bureaus, NGOs (nongovern- 
mental organizations), and community networks that address issues relevant to 
women and children. Many organizations in this network had, long before Septem- 
ber 11, mounted an anti-Taliban campaign."1 

Scholarship on transnational activism related to women and children suggests 
that, as during World War II, the heightened visibility stimulated by the U.S. war 
against the Taliban may help those who have spent years organizing and pushing for 
change. Saira Shah's wide television exposure paralleled the U.S. government's infor- 
mational campaign against the Taliban, for example, but Shah and other Afghan 
women then used the media spotlight to push for broader, transnational goals. 
Applauding the Taliban's overthrow, they stressed the overriding importance of main- 
taining a steady postwar commitment to women's empowerment (opening new 
schools, clinics, and jobs) within a reconstructed Afghanistan, a process that the over- 
throw of the Taliban and the repeal of its restrictions would only barely begin. They 
warned that U.S.-allied warlords often upheld similar restrictive policies toward 
women and suggested the difficulties of improving the lives of women and children 
amid the enormous instabilities wrought by war and armed warlords.12 Advocates 
such as Sima Wali, president of Refugee Women in Development, an international 
group aiding refugee, displaced, and returnee women, and others used the new visi- 
bility of the women's issue to press for representation of women in the new interim 
government of Afghanistan. 

Another example of an attempt to seize the momentary media attention to Afghan 
women to advance broader goals involved activism on behalf of the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). This 
"women's human rights treaty" has been ratified by 168 countries, with the United 

11 On UN conferences, see John W Foster and Anita Anand, eds., Whose World Is It Anyway? Civil Society, the 
United Nations, and the Multilateral Future (Ottawa, 1999); "United Nations Division for the Advancement of 
Women" <http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/index.html> (April 29, 2002); and "United Nations Interna- 
tional Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)" <http://www.iisd.ca/linkages/cairo.html> (April 29, 
2002). Akira Iriye, Global Community: The Role of International Organizations in the Making of the Contemporary 
World (Berkeley, 2002). On women in U.S. foreign relations, see Leila J. Rupp, Worlds of Women: The Making of 
an International Womens Movement (Princeton, 1997); Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones, Changing Differences: Women in the 
Shaping of American Foreign Policy (Rutgers, 1995); Edward P. Crapol, ed., Women in Foreign Policy: Lobbyists, 
Critics, and Insiders (Wilmington, 1992); and Estelle B. Freedman, No Turning Back: The History of Feminism and 
the Future of Women (New York, 2002). For essays on diverse topics related to women and guidance to further cita- 
tions regarding activism around women's issues, see Rita Mae Kelly, ed., Gender, Globalization, and Democratiza- 
tion (Lanham, 2001). On activism by the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) over 
the past quarter century, see Cheryl Benard, Veiled Courage: Inside the Afghan Women's Resistance (New York, 
2002). 

12 Larry King Live (CNN, Dec. 26, 2001); NewsHour (PBS, Nov. 21, 2001). 
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States remaining one of the few holdouts, along with Iran and Afghanistan (despite 
attached reservations that assure the treaty's neutrality on abortion and that prohibit 
it from impinging on any domestic laws). On December 18, 2001, the twenty- 
second anniversary of the UN's unanimous adoption of CEDAW, a coalition of women's 
and human rights organizations issued an open letter asking for Senate ratification. 

Alluding to the U.S. struggle against the Taliban, the letter invoked President Bush's 

promise to "always be the world's leader in support of human rights," and it asked 

Congress and the president to act. "CEDAW is critical to ensuring that the future of 

Afghanistan will have a democratic government that includes equal rights for 
women."'3 These small examples, which take their place within a larger historical tra- 
dition of women's transnational organizing, illustrate how contested and unstable sig- 
nifiers related to gender and rescue can give rise to reformulations of the language of 
nationalism and paternalism on behalf of a transnational approach to achieving 
greater gender equity. 

Such examples, however, also may illustrate the limitations of such openings. Gov- 
ernment-led media campaigns can highlight issues but may also quickly erase them. 
Will the journalists who eagerly photographed women removing burkas on the 
streets of Kabul return to interview women about their social conditions? If a recon- 
structed Afghanistan remains a U.S. ally, will the many women's advocates and activ- 
ists continue to find open access to CNN and the White House? National emergencies 
that call up rescue themes have tended to shore up the remasculinized state, project- 
ing around-the-clock images of male-dominated military machines and relegating 
social conditions to a secondary, less visible arena. Even the discourse of rescue itself, 
connoting an act rather than a prolonged process, can diminish the attention paid to 

cooperative, international commitments. The scholarship on gender and foreign rela- 
tions, in short, may illuminate the historical context of ongoing cultural contests over 
how to imagine both gender norms and world orders, but it certainly does not imply 
that such contests are staged on equal ground. 

With the informational offensive launched during the week of November 17, 2001, 
the Bush administration briefly thrust the issue of women's and children's well-being 
into the public arena. "At long last, efforts to protect and advance women's rights are 
where they belong-in the mainstream of American foreign policy," proclaimed the 
State Department's Web site.14 U.S. relief acts authorized dedication of special funds 
to women and children; the Afghan interim government appointed Sima Samar as 
minister of women's affairs and Suhaila Seddiqi, the country's most respected sur- 

geon, as minister of health; and the interim government began to restore basic legal 
rights to women. 

13 "An Open Letter to the Senate on Ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis- 
crimination against Women (CEDAW)" <http://www.amnesty-usa.org/news/2001/usal2102001.html> (an. 2, 
2002). For the history and the text of, and updates to, CEDAW, see "United Nations Convention on the Elimina- 
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against Women" <http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/> (April 29, 
2002). 

14 U.S. Department of State, "International Women's Issues" <http://www.state.gov/g/wi/> (an. 2, 2002). 
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The genealogy and the current meanings of such proclamations and actions, how- 
ever, remain complicated. Drawing upon recent scholarship related to gender and 
foreign relations, it is possible to position calls for the assistance of women and chil- 
dren within two different historical imaginaries. One of these arises from a tradition 
marked by nationalism, maternalist assumptions, claims of Western cultural superi- 
ority, and masculine display. In a struggle between groups of men (or male-coded 
nations), women and children make cameo appearances as emblems whose symbols 
of oppression (the burka, for example) can rally sentimentalized, self-congratulatory 
support. Another arises from a largely twentieth-century tradition of transnational 
networks, which emphasize both global issues and locally specific concerns related to 
human welfare and women's empowerment. Although these two imaginaries may 
blur together and seem allied in specific situations, they coexist uneasily and struggle 
toward different futures. 
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