Chapter 9 Opener
TV in Afghanistan
A few years ago, owning a TV was illegal in Afghanistan, banned by the Taliban who ran the country.   Today, Afghan Star, the local version of American Idol, is a hit program.  Women watch it at home; men, who are allowed more mobility, watch it at local restaurants, voting for their favorite vocalists on their cell phones.

And Afghan Star is just the tip of the programming iceberg.  Soap operas deal with such questions as, “Will Prerna find happiness with Mr. Bajaj, who is after all not the father of her child?”   Talk shows also draw rapt audiences for gossip-oriented conversations that are just as inane as those in America.  True-crime shows introduce Afghans to their local pederasts and serial killers. Reality shows give everyday people makeovers that consist of a set of new clothes.  Quiz shows ask questions about local culture and reward the winners with a gallon of cooking oil.  Cooking shows also have high ratings, although, as one reporter pointed out, the shows feature “chefs preparing meals that most people would never eat in kitchens they could never afford.”

Afghanistan is, after all, still a war-torn country, and living conditions are bleak.  Only 43 percent of the houses have roofs that don’t leak; only 31 percent have safe drinking water and only 7 percent have working toilets.  But they do have television.  In the urban areas of the country, two-thirds of all people report that they watch TV every day or almost every day.  This is an amazing statistic in a country in which only 14 percent of the population has access to public electricity. 


Kabul has eight local television stations, including one run by the government.  Across every Afghan town generators spring to life at 6 p.m. and run until 9 p.m. so people can watch prime-time programming.

 
Some programming is imported from other countries, although programmers have to be careful about cultural differences.  A local TV exec told one reporter, "We've just bought the rights to 24, the American show.  We had some concerns. Most of the bad guys are Muslims, but we did focus groups and it turns out most people didn't care about that so long as the villains weren't Afghans."


Another executive says they had the same concerns with talk shows, but the audience slowly adapted.  “When we first put a man and woman on the air together, we had complaints: this isn't legal, this isn't Islamic, blah, blah, blah. Then the criticism softened. It was O.K. as long as they don't talk to each other. Finally, it softened more: O.K., they can talk as long as they don't laugh."

When music videos from India are shown, the bare arms and midriffs of female dancers are obscured electronically.  But sporting events are given more leeway; Maria Sharapova was shown at Wimbledon with her arms and legs unconcealed.


People in the countryside still complain about the immorality of it all, but the strongest complaints come from members of the government.  Local news coverage is often unflattering; members of Parliament have been shown asleep at their desks or losing control in heated arguments.  One lawmaker was shown picking his nose.  As one television executive explained, "With democracy comes television. It's hard for some people to get used to."
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