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When Aiding Becomes Abetting 
US Foreign Policy on Afghan Sex Slaves 

 I N  SEPTEMBER  2015,  US Special Forces 
Captain Dan Quinn was relieved from duty in 
Afghanistan after threatening an Afghan com-
mander for keeping a young boy as a sex slave. 

Quinn’s return home under such conditions brought 
with it public attention and outrage against the US 
Military for its decision, which in turn raised con-
cerns that the US Military was turning a blind eye to a 
pressing international human rights issue (Goldstein, 
2015). While many of the facts of the case remain 
behind closed doors, the issue raises a larger ques-
tion about the challenges of upholding international 
human rights standards in the midst of conflict and 
the political hierarchy of concerns that can 
negatively affect vulnerable populations. 

Sex slavery is recognized as a truly global 
human rights problem. It occurs in many coun-
tries around the world and affects an estimated 
thirty-six million victims (Curtis, 2015). It is 
most prevalent in nations that are yet to develop the 
necessary infrastructure for proper anti-traffick-
ing policies. Economic instability and extreme pov-
erty can further contribute to its existence.  In the 
case involving Captain Quinn, the issue of sex slav-
ery poses what seems like an impossible challenge 
for US soldiers that are trying to create the founda-
tion for a legitimate government amidst widespread 
corruption. 

Human Rights Watch describes the tradition 
of “bacha bazi” as a practice where boys “work as 
dancers, performing at parties attended by men, 
and typically living under the protection of a mil-
itary commander or other patron.” The practice 
developed from the typical prohibition in Afghan 
culture for women or girls to dance for a male audi-
ence.  Although the practice can be innocent, there 
have been many instances where boys have become 

victims of sexual assault and abuse. The boys are often 
homeless or taken from their families at a young age, 
and as a result of poverty become trapped (Najibullah 
Quraishi, 2010). 

The tradition of bacha bazi re-emerged in 
Afghanistan following the defeat of the Taliban, and 
has been viewed as an indication of power and wealth 
amongst military and police officials. For instance, 
one former Afghan senior commander explained that 
men use boys as status symbols (Najibullah Quraishi, 
2010). In some instances, it is alleged that policemen 
line up pre-teen boys and pick which to take into the 
station for a few hours. When asked how frequent 
this practice had become, a commander responded, 
“Try finding a police commander who doesn’t fuck 
young boys” (Anderson, 2013).  Others claim that 

the extremely restricted access to women through-
out society has meant that there is reduced stigma 
towards men for having sex with boys (Jones, 2015).  

Many human rights groups have denounced bacha 
bazi as an unacceptable form of child sexual ser-
vitude. The UN Security Council has advised the 
Afghan government to take immediate and detailed 
measures. Specifically, manuals on how to create the 
necessary legal framework have been sent abroad 
(Jones, 2015). While the government has signed trea-
ties on the rights of children, it is clear that an effec-
tive legal system is key to ensure that perpetrators are 
held accountable. Although Afghanistan has imple-
mented laws that criminalize the rape of women and 
girls, Human Rights Watch points to the lack of sim-
ilar legislation for rape involving men and boys. As 
such, many have advocated for a widening of existing 
laws to protect all victims of sexual assault and abuse, 

regardless of their gender and also to ensure effective 
prosecutions against perpetrators. US Department 
of Defense spokesman, Jeff Davis, explains that US 
Military reports of pedophilia and rape are given to 
the Afghan government but argues that “[i]t is funda-
mentally a law enforcement matter” (Masood, 2015). 

The question is then raised: to what extent are the 
international community, and specifically US soldiers 
in Afghanistan, responsible for protecting against 
human rights abuses abroad? The Leahy Law intro-
duced in 1997 was created to prohibit security assis-
tance to foreign countries with credible evidence of 
gross human rights violations (Serafino et al, 2015).  
The law was created as a punitive measure to keep the 
US from being involved in human rights violations, 
and to encourage and assist foreign governments in 

bringing justice to members of the government 
and society involved in these crimes. 

Afghanistan provides an example of the 
practical dilemmas for the US Military in these 
sorts of situations. Attempts to promote a stable 

government without undermining Afghan indepen-
dence are frustrated by the knowledge that reports 
of abuse are difficult to address. Jeff Eggers, foreign 
policy scholar, suggests the US Military is caught 
“between a rock and a repulsive place” of priority and 
principle. US soldiers went to Afghanistan with the 
goal to establish good governance and the realization 
of human rights, but are being challenged by a series 
of more complicated moral and ethical issues outside 
of combat, including allegations of sex slavery and 
having to turn a blind eye to human rights violations. 
The question becomes whether to continue involve-
ment in these areas alongside violations or to with-
draw. In this case, the best foreign policy decision 
may be to remain engaged and insist on remediation 
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million in May 2015. In total, the 9 November sale 
realised nearly half a billion dollars ($491,352,000) 
for only twenty-four lots sold, including Roy 
Lichtenstein’s painting Nurse that sold for $95.3 
million, almost doubling the previous record for the 
artist of $56 million. 
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For their November auction, Phillips decided to have 
an inaugural “20th Century and Contemporary Art” 
sale. Totalling $66.9 million, a highlight included 
Willem de Kooning’s Untitled XXVIII that sold for 
$11.4 million. The sale was different from previous 
Phillips auctions as it tried to focus on blue chip art-
work rather than the usual cutting edge, emerging 
artists Phillips is known for. The auction total was 
just above the low estimate, however these num-
bers will not remain this low for long. In September, 
Phillips revamped their 20th century and contem-
porary art departments, with former Christie’s spe-
cialists leading the way. It will be interesting to see 
what their May auction brings.  X

masse—the industry is abjectly terrible. The goal isn’t 
to compare Uber to taxis and declare one a winner. It’s 
to acknowledge that neither are ideal—or even accept-
able—and demand better. 

When the support of consumers influences how 
lawmakers regulate a corporation, we are giving the 
corporation an astounding level of power. This power 
needs to be used in a manner that results in a real ben-
efit to society. We need laws that allow for innovation, 
but not innovation that includes unsafe conditions for 
consumers, poor data handling, shady practices and 
lies. Innovation should reward everyone; we need 
laws that reflect that goal. 

Your Managing Editor,
Erin Garbett �
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and accountability under the Leahy Law as a condi-
tion of continued US support (Eggers, 2015). 

This decision is especially complicated for US 
Military on the ground. Ben Anderson’s documen-
tary, “This is What Winning Looks Like” provides 
a discouraging insight into the challenges faced 
everyday by soldiers such as Commanding Officer 
Major Bill Steuber (Anderson, 2013). Steuber claims 
that certain concerns often need to be “let go of.” 
He explains the difficult balance between educating 
Afghans about the rule of law while allowing them 
to exercise self-governance, rather than impose an 
American system. In short, doing the latter would 
undermine efforts to create a stable and indepen-
dent government and for the US to successfully leave 
Afghanistan. However, Steuber is continually dis-
heartened as he observes Afghan officials participat-
ing in sex slavery and remaining in positions of power 
despite reports against them. He worries that this is 
taking away from any good being done in these areas 
because it destroys the relationship between local 
communities and Afghan authority. 
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personal jab at Madam Justice L’Heureux-Dubé.
Indeed, judges making wildly inappropri-

ate remarks about sexual assault complainants is 
nothing new. Justice Michel Bourassa once reduced 
Aboriginal complainants to “a pair of hips” to which 
a man “helps himself” and suggested that Aboriginal 
women are sexually assaulted because they are often 
drunk and passed out. His lax sentences were leg-
endary—he once handed down a sentence of one 
week imprisonment plus eight months probation to 
three men convicted of sexually assaulting a devel-
opmentally challenged 13-year-old girl. In another 
case he suggested that non-Aboriginal women 
suffer vaginal tears and psychological trauma from 
sexual assault, while Aboriginal women do not. Such 
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 There is no obvious answer to how the interna-
tional community and the US Military should respond 
in situations of human rights violations in conflict 
zones. Sex slavery is not unique to Afghanistan, but 
rather is a global issue that requires many different 
types of action. While the abuses should be neither 
ignored nor tolerated, it is arguably a better policy 
that the US continues their presence in Afghanistan 
with a goal focused on creating an effective judicial 
system that will hold the government and police 
accountable in a meaningful way.  

This article was published as part of the Osgoode 
chapter of Canadian Lawyers for International Human 
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sentiments call to mind Shylock’s famous speech, 
but no amount of poetic eloquence can disabuse 
judges like Bourassa of their bigotry.

The Camp case and the other examples cited 
underscore the importance of defence counsel prof-
fering only proper evidence for proper purposes. 
Unfortunately, it is simply impossible to rely on 
judges to separate the wheat from the chaff in sexual 
assault evidence when they are still evoking the pro-
hibited myths and stereotypes themselves. When 
these comments come from the bench, it is particu-
larly pernicious.

These comments are written in black and white; 
there is no “he said, she said” here. The federal court 
has decided to keep him on the bench, at least for 
the time being, but has, thankfully, said that it will 
keep him from hearing similar cases. Federal judges 
can only be removed by an act of Parliament, and it 
is very rare that it will choose to do so. If the CJC 
recommends removal, it is possible that the judge 
will simply resign to save what face there may be left 
to save. Camp has issued a standard form apology, 
and like Dewar, has promised to take a gender sen-
sitivity course. This is not about gender sensitivity, 
however: it’s about rational thinking, and unfortu-
nately, there are no courses that can help with defi-
ciencies in that arena. 

The relatively progressive state of the law is 
thrown into sharp relief when one sees how sloppily 
it is applied—or ignored—by the bar and bench. �


