An Educator’s Guide

To

THE BEAUTY ACADEMY OF KABUL
Note to the Educator

 
This packet is designed to provide educators with the necessary tools and for using The Beauty Academy of Kabul in either high school-level or college-level curriculum. This packet contains information on the film’s background, including a synopsis of the film, the director’s statement, and the director’s biography. A short discussion guide will set a historical, geographic and cultural context in which to look at the lives of Afghan women. Finally, the short exercises will provide teachers with some ideas about how to engage students in both the technical and narrative aspects of the film. Additional Internet resources pertaining to Afghanistan’s history and culture are also provided.

About the Film

Directed By: Liz Mermin 

Country: Afghanistan

Language: In English and Dari with English subtitles.

Year: 2004 

Running Time: 74 minutes 

Plot Summary


This film follows a group of hairdressers who travel from America to Kabul with the intention of establishing a cutting edge beauty school for Afghan women. The American teachers are all volunteers, three of whom are Afghan-Americans returning home for the first time in over twenty years. In teaching the latest cutting, coloring, and perming techniques, the hairdressers develop a deep appreciation for the difficulties facing their Afghan students. Personal interviews take us into the homes and hearts of the Afghan women, where we see first hand the challenges of balancing traditional responsibilities with modern opportunities. The Beauty Academy of Kabul offers a rare glimpse into Afghan women’s lives, and documents the poignant and often humorous process through which women with very different experiences of life come to learn about one another.

Characters

Teachers)


Sima- Afghani woman returning to Kabul after 23 years abroad.


Terri- The first American teacher to arrive at the academy; she is a Manhattan stylist.


Patricia- Executive director of the academy (Brittish).


Noor- He is the manager of the school.


Shaima- Afghani woman arriving back in Afghanistan after 22 years. Her husband died during the Soviet invasion but she was never able to confirm his death.


Debbi- A hairstylist from Indiana who encourages women to wear makeup and drive cars.


Anisa-Afghani hairstylist.


Sheila-American teacher. She encourages the students to meditate.

Students)


Fauzia- She has been cutting hair in her own salon for 10 years. She married at 14, and now supports her family with her job.


Nafisa- She has her own salon. She has never left Kabul.


Hanifa- She fled with her husband to Pakistan when the Taliban took control. She returned with the Americans.


Palwasha- A young woman who is in love with a man but can’t tell her parents about him.


Nazira- She has her own salon, makes more money than her husband even though she attends school and watches the children during her work day.

Vocabulary

Taliban- A Sunni Islamist movement that formed after the end of the Soviet Invasion. This radical group controlled Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, and was recognized by only three countries: Pakistan, United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia. The Taliban enforced strict Islamist law, dictating that men grow beards, and women wear burqas in public.

Mujahideen- A loosely aligned group of fighters who opposed the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. They were trained and financed by the US, China, Saudi Arabia, and Pakistan. 
Islam- A monotheistic religion practiced by 1.3 billion people. Followers, known as Muslims, believe Muhammad was the last Prophet of God.
Burqa- A full-body veil which covers the wearer’s face except for a small slit for the eyes.
About the Director 

Liz Mermin is a New York-based independent director, producer, and editor who specializes in social-issue documentaries. Her first feature documentary, ON HOSTILE GROUND, tells the stories of three US abortion providers at the end of a decade of unprecedented anti-abortion violence.  It was released theatrically in 2001, aired on the Sundance Channel, and has been used by Working Films to promote discussion about abortion access in medical schools and community groups in the Southern US.  Her most recent documentary feature, THE BEAUTY ACADEMY OF KABUL, premiered at the Tribeca Film Festival and has been rapturously received by audiences at festivals around the world. 

    As a freelance director, Mermin’s recent television credits include AMERICAN TALENT (director/editor), a PBS special profiling ten exceptional, nationally recognized high-school artists; REPORT FROM GROUND ZERO  (producer/editor), ABC’s 2-hour anniversary special about rescue workers and the World Trade Center attacks; and PARKING LOT (director/editor), an original six-part series for Trio about fan culture (based on the underground classic  “Heavy Metal Parking Lot”).  She has also made documentary shows for Discovery, Court TV, Oxygen, and various non-profits, and directed, edited, and wrote an award-winning series of public service announcements profiling human rights activists for the organization Speak Truth to Power.      

Director’s Statement

I knew very little about Afghanistan and even less about beauty school when I came across a story about an American-funded beauty academy in post-Taliban Kabul. The dangers of presuming to represent foreign cultures have been hammered deeply into my brain (I was almost an anthropologist), but I found the story irresistible: it was controversial, inherently aesthetic, and dealt with a part of the world which we need to try to understand. Our standard vision of Afghan women - oppressed, hidden, tormented - isn’t entirely wrong, but it’s terribly narrow. The seriousness with which the students took hair and makeup amidst such tremendous destruction and poverty seemed, at first, anomalous; but beauty is big business in Kabul (giving lie to any equation of Islam with the erasure of femininity).  And even in the grimmest circumstances, our humanity is preserved in the mundane. Maybe this is why the women so often, and so disarmingly, followed up their horror stories with laughter. We were in Kabul for almost ten weeks, and the exchanges that took place behind the camera informed my treatment of those we caught on tape. The students seemed as amused and touched by us – four women far from home with a lot of heavy equipment, bizarrely determined to film their every move – as we were by them.  They had a lot to say, and back in the edit room the responsibility of conveying their message seemed impossible to meet. What I heard again and again was the fear that Afghanistan might be forgotten by the rest of the world as it has been in the past, used as a pawn in a bigger global game and then left to deal with the consequences on its own. And so I hope in its small way this film will play a part in bringing their reality closer to ours, in reminding us that we’re all part of the same fragile world and that only chance has kept some of us safe while others endure incomprehensible violence, and in keeping us thinking - and arguing - about what we need to do to make that world a happier place for everyone. I hope too that it will teach people something about the fine art of cutting hair.  

  -Liz Mermin
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Afghanistan’s Modern History

Afghanistan is a country that has seen its fair share of political upheaval and conflict. The longest period of stability in recent history was between 1933 and 1973, when the country was ruled by King Zahir Shah. This stability was shattered 1973 when Zahir's brother-in-law, Sardar Mohammed Daoud, carried out a bloodless coup. Then in 1978 Daoud and his entire family were murdered when the communist People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan carried out their own coup, known as the Great Saur Revolution.


In the series of communist governments that followed, conflict within and between various factions was considerable. In 1979 the United States government began to secretly fund and train anti-government forces called Mujahideen through the Pakistani secret services. This Cold War strategy led to the eventual recruitment of Osama bin Laden, a well-known stinger missile expert. In order to bolster the local Communist forces the Soviet Union Soviet invaded and occupied the region. The occupation pushed 5 million Afghans into Pakistani and Iranian refugee camps. Eventually, international pressure and the loss of approximately 15,000 Soviet soldiers convinced the Soviets to withdraw in 1989. Since they had backed the Mujahideen through three different presidencies, the U.S. saw the Soviet withdrawal as an ideological victory. After the removal of the Soviet forces in 1989, the U.S. and its allies lost interest in Afghanistan. US forces did little to influence or help the war-torn country. The USSR continued to support the ruling regime in Afghanistan until its downfall in 1992. 


During the Soviet occupation the elites and intellectuals that didn’t escape the country were eliminated by the Soviets. As a result, a leadership vacuum developed, and consequently filled by the various competing Mujahideen warlords. The chaos and corruption that dominated post-Soviet Afghanistan then gave rise of a particular militant faction called the Taliban. 


The Taliban grew from a few regional groups, including fundamentalist Afghans trained in refugee camps in western Pakistan, the Pakistani secret service, the regional Mafia, and Arab extremist groups. The power of the Taliban developed steadily until it seized control of the country in 1996. The group’s political-religious influence was strengthened by Pakistani, Saudi Arabian, American allies who believed they were helping Afghans rebuild their country. The Taliban were able to capture 90% of the country, and they sought to impose a strict interpretation of Islamic law. They also were known to give safe haven and assistance to individuals and organizations that were implicated as terrorists, most notably Osama bin Laden's Al-Qaeda network.


The US invasion of Afghanistan following the 9-11 terrorist attacks helped opposition factions within the country and forced the Taliban's downfall. In late 2001, major leaders from the Afghan opposition groups met began planning for a new government. Hamid Karzai was elected Chairman of the Afghan Interim Authority (AIA) in 2001 and then President in 2002. Loya Jirga 2002


Today, Afghanistan continues to rebuild itself, but its people still struggling with the problems of widespread poverty, latent Warlord fighting, and an archaic infrastructure. Afghanistan is thought to have the largest concentration of land mines on earth as well as a sizable illegal poppy and heroin trade. 


Afghanistan’s first elections were successfully held in 2004. For women, this election marked their return into the political arena, as they were able to win a record number of seats in parliament. Parliamentary elections in 2005 helped to further stabilize the country politically, however inadequate international assistance and occasional acts of violence from a few remaining al-Qaeda and Taliban factions still plague this new government.
Background
    Political conflicts and traumas do not simply disappear: they leave an aftertaste.  The US declared victory in Afghanistan in 2001, but the battles continue to this day.  Women’s rights have been written into the new constitution, but girls’ schools are still being bombed, as are buses carrying workers seeking to register women voters.  Economic development, distributed across the board, is one weapon against fundamentalist rebels and “warlords.”  Women who support their families financially earn freedom and respect. Sixty percent of Afghan women are widows, many with children to support. Since women were denied education under the Taliban, most are also illiterate.   Hairdressing is a skill that can be learned relatively quickly and for which there is an apparently insatiable demand.  Beauty salons give women economic independence while helping others celebrate their newly won freedom from the burka.  This is the surprisingly solid foundation of what seems at first like a crazy idea. The school came into being because of a 2001 profile in Vogue magazine.  The subject was a 73-year old American named Mary MacMakin, who worked with women in Kabul until she was arrested by the Taliban and expelled.  While being photographed for Vogue, MacMakin met a stylist named Terri Grauel; and when the Taliban lost power and MacMakin returned to Kabul, Grauel contacted her and asked what she could do to help.   MacMakin suggested a beauty school. The idea that the pursuit of beauty is an element of democracy and nation building made the school an attractive prospect for beauty-industry philanthropists. Vogue editor Anna Wintour rallied the industry.  Funds were raised, products were donated, and “Beauty Without Borders” was born. The Americans were horrified by the state of hairdressing in Kabul.  Salons lack basic safety and sanitation, and hairdressers teach themselves from magazines and posters that are several years old. “They don’t have any technique whatsoever,” observed Grauel after her first visit.  Patricia O’Connor, a marketing consultant who became the school’s executive director, sees the school in a global context: “Beauty is a part of every culture. It’s passed from generation to generation, through weddings and celebrations, all over the world.”  Needless to say, not everyone agrees.  The school represents everything the Taliban opposed - not least because it is funded by Western corporations.  Even with the Taliban gone, opposition to changing women’s status remains fierce.  Whatever else one might think, there is no denying that the women who take part in the first classes are a brave and determined group.


New York and on a scouting trip in the spring of 2003, and then brought her crew over to Kabul in the summer and fall of 2003 to document the first session of the school in its entirety.  To ensure full access and a basic comfort level with the students, the crew was all women.  They spent 10 weeks in Kabul (longer than any of the teachers), building up trust on camera and off and documenting the subtle transformations and amusing cultural exchanges that took place over three intense months.

Tools for analyzing Film
 Analyzing a film can be quite a challenge for students who are not familiar with the vocabulary used to discuss the moving image. There are many aspects of a film to consider, and the following information should help familiarize students and educators with film aesthetics and technique, deepening understanding of the film’s structure and meaning. 

Editing 

When talking about editing, we are referring to the techniques by which individual shots are composed, arranged and paced. The order and placement of shots is what builds the meaning in a scene. Likewise, the duration of shots and the pacing of cuts can have a very profound effect on our senses. Very short shots, like those found in today’s music videos can be energetic or frantic, whereas longer shots found in some documentaries may slow down the rhythm of a scene, making it feel more like everyday life. The types of shots used (long shot, medium shot, close-up) help focus our attention or create dramatic content. For example, in The Beauty Academy of Kabul the close-up shots of the Afghani women being interviewed help the audience feel closer to them. The longer to medium shots of the soldiers help the audience feel wary of these men.

Music and Sound 

Music may also have a great effect on dramatic content. Fast paced music can get make a scene happy or energetic, while slower music can make us feel thoughtful or calm. Natural sounds from the environment are also very important, as they can give us many clues about what is going on in a scene. Sound effects such as a gunshot or breaking glass can heighten drama.  Sound can also be used to suggest off-screen space, as we are hearing action that takes place out of the camera’s frame. The sounds of the city-- horns and whistles, or the rumble of traffic can enhance our understanding of our character’s surroundings, and hence his or her reactions to those surroundings. 

Narrative Structure 

It’s important to pay attention to the beginnings and endings of films because they contain important clues to the arc of the story. In order to get a sense of the story line, try asking the following questions: Why does the film begin the way it does?  Why does the film conclude with a particular scene? What is the significance of the final image, or action? Also keep in mind that conflict is the most crucial element of a traditional three-act dramatic structure.  Stories may revolve around the actions of a single protagonist, or a group of people. Act One almost always introduces a conflict, Act Two elaborates on it, and Act Three resolves it.  However, dramatic structure in documentaries may involve other narrative strategies. For instance, the story may highlight the events of everyday life, the plot structure may be episodic or circular rather than linear, and the film may conclude without a clear resolution.

Suggested Exercise

The Beauty Academy of Kabul shows us the lives and stories of ordinary people living through extraordinarily difficult times. The daily activities, responsibilities, fears and joys of the women of Afghanistan are compared and contrasted with those of their American teachers. Paying attention of the sights and sounds of the film will help us to understand what it is that the film reveals about life in Afghanistan. Students may find that the structure and pace of this film may be somewhat unfamiliar to them at first. A documentary film’s story elements may seem unconnected in comparison to those of a Hollywood film, and the director’s intentions may be somewhat more challenging to understand. But students should be encouraged to notice the documentary film techniques used to “put us in the scene” – the constant rhythm of shots, sounds, and actions can reveal much about the characters and the story itself.

 Important Themes
Scenes from The Beauty Academy of Kabul can be organized around the themes of “Beauty and Femininity,” “West Vs East,” and “ Conflict and History” Try breaking students into groups and asking them to focus their attention on a certain theme during the film. Ask the students to take notes during the viewing, writing down particular scenes or events that they feel correspond to their theme. Students should also think about whether their theme was developed as they expected, and if not, what happened instead. A discussion within each group can follow the film. Here are some questions for each group to consider after viewing the film: 

1) Beauty and Femininity 
a. A number of Afghani women in the film report operating their own salons illegally under the rule of the Taliban, even though they faced punishment for doing so. Why do you think salons were so very important to Afghani women during that time? What is there importance today?

b. Gender roles in Afghan society are quite different from gender roles in American society. Name 3 ways in which these roles differ, and explain how the director presented those differences. Do you think the film favors one perspective over the other?

c. In what ways were teachers and students brought together in their pursuit of beauty? In what ways were they pushed apart?

d. Are there any differences in the way men and women are shot in this film? Think about camera placement, lighting, etc. 

2) West Vs East

a. One of the hairdressers named Debbi claims that Afghanistan desperately wants to be “normal;” do you think the Afghani women in the film would agree or disagree with her?

b. How do the teachers respond to the differences between themselves and the Afghani women? Do the Afghani teachers respond differently than the Americans?

c. The Beauty Academy’s executive director claims that, “education is the key to empowering people.” Do you think the beauty academy is empowering the Afghani women?

3) Conflict and History

a. What are some of the impediments to the smooth running of the school? How are they resolved?

b. One of the Afghani teachers admits feeling terribly “guilty.” What reason does she give for this feeling?

c. How has the conflict in Afghanistan affected the Afghan women? In what ways is the audience reminded of the past and present struggles of the Afghan people?
d. In an interview, the American hairdresser named Terri admitted that, “I forget what [these women] have been through, and that’s good. That means they are moving on and they are not dwelling on the past.” Do you think the Beauty school helps the Afghanis to leave the past behind them?
Online Resources

More information about this project and “Beauty without Borders:

- www.beautywithoutborders.org
- www.beautyacademyofkabul.com
- www.shadowdistribution.com
History of Afghanistan:


-http://encarta.msn.com/encnet/refpages/refarticle.aspx?refid=761569370


-http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/afghanistan/afghanistan.html







