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    Praise for We Are Afghan Women


    “Inspiring stories that not only capture the suffering of Afghan women but also show their tremendous courage and resilience and the ­contribution they are making to build a better future for Afghanistan.”


    —Hillary Rodham Clinton


    “The stories in We Are Afghan Women: Voices of Hope teach that women can fight poverty and inequality with courage, hope, and ­perseverance. These women are inspiring and their lessons should move us all to stand up for those whose voices may not be heard.”


    —Condoleezza Rice


    “An incredible portrait of the Afghan women working to create a better future for their communities and future generations. Their stories of strength and resilience can inspire us all to reach for a more equal and peaceful world.”


    —Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook and founder of LeanIn.org


    “Intimate and well-rounded . . . This book opens cultural doors and ­supplies insights that connect one world to another, offering ­readers of political and social literature a new lens through which to view a place and culture different from their own. Each contributor has a distinct voice, adding to the book’s authenticity and delivering a truly human glimpse into the lives of unknown people. This well-curated and ­well-written compilation of inspiring and informative personal ­narratives will prove both enlightening and entertaining for many ­readers.”


    —Library Journal


    “Underscores the great advances made in women’s lives . . . A ­galvanizing collection of a traumatized population learning to believe in itself.”


    —Kirkus Reviews
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INTRODUCTION


• • • •


“I think Afghan women are capable of a lot and they do a lot, but they still are considered just secondhand humans. The moment you talk to men and you mention women’s rights and equality and freedom, the response is ‘What are women? What do they do? They’re not capable of doing anything.’ Most of them are not ready to hear that women are human beings.”


—NASIMA RAHMANI, LAWYER, EDUCATOR, AND ACTIVIST


“My dream for the future of women in Afghanistan is to achieve ‘bird-wing.’ In Afghanistan, men are like birds that fly with one wing. Women need to fly right alongside the men, to be the ‘other wing.’ ”


—MANIZHA WAFEQ, BUSINESS OWNER


• • • • • • • • •


Like most Americans, my own recent history with Afghanistan begins on September 11, 2001. Before then, Afghanistan had received little sustained attention in the West. We knew it primarily as a cold war hotspot, and perhaps some of us as a centuries-old crossing point on the ancient Silk Road linking China, India, and Europe. Growing up in Midland, Texas, when my sixth-grade teacher, Mr. Bain, told us to write a country report, I decided that I wanted to pick a nation completely exotic and remote from anything I had ever seen, so I traced my finger halfway around a map of the world and chose Afghanistan. But after I wrote out my report in my best handwriting in a green notebook, I did not expect ever again to encounter this landlocked nation, which had enticed the likes of Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan, as well as the nineteenth-century British Crown and Russian tsars.


Then, more than four decades later, America and the world awoke to the barbaric Taliban regime in Afghanistan.


As I learned more about what had happened to this nation, what I discovered left me heartbroken. In September 1996, after the Taliban reached the capital of Kabul and captured it in a day, they imposed a form of gender apartheid never before seen in the modern world. A hallmark of the Taliban’s rule was the brutal repression of women. Women were shut up in their homes. Women were forbidden from attending school, forbidden from working. They were even forbidden from showing their faces in public. Male drivers had their rearview mirrors removed so they would not have to bear the indignity of inadvertently gazing upon a woman.


The Taliban’s religious police patrolled the streets, beating women who might venture out without a male guardian, or women who were not dressed “properly” or who dared to laugh out loud. Women were beaten if they wore shoes that made too much noise. They had their fingernails ripped off for the “crime” of wearing nail polish. Year after year, women and girls were stripped of their identity and dignity, until as one woman who lived through those days explains, “I would no longer think of myself as a human.”


I was horrified by the extreme cruelty directed at Afghan women and appalled by the conditions in which they lived. By 2001, some 70 percent of Afghan people were malnourished, one in four children would not live past age five, and women often died in childbirth. Old age was forty-five. Children were deeply scarred. A UNICEF report stated that nearly three-quarters of the children living in Kabul had lost a family member during the preceding years of conflict, and half of the children in the city had watched someone being killed by a rocket or artillery attack. Corpses and dismembered body parts lay on the streets.


This devastation was not simply the result of five years of Taliban rule. It arose from a culture of war and fear that stretched back twenty-two years, all the way to the Soviet invasion of the country in late December 1979. That invasion led to the creation of an Afghan insurgency, the mujahideen, which was bent on defeating their Soviet invaders. When the Soviets withdrew their last troops in February 1989, those same mujahideen forces and factions turned on one another, resulting in a violent civil war. All of this occurred before the coming of the Taliban.


The human cost was devastating: at the height of the chaos during the Soviet occupation, more than six million refugees had fled across Afghanistan’s borders and as many as two million had become displaced persons inside their own nation. It is estimated that in the 1980s, roughly half of the world’s refugees were Afghan. The prolonged war left a staggering number of dead and wounded—best estimates are 1.5 million dead, more than 10 percent of the population at the time, and another four million or more who were disabled, maimed, or injured. Cities, villages, basic infrastructure, such as vital irrigation systems, and farmland and livestock had been destroyed. The nation once renowned for its fruit orchards, for its grapes and pomegranates, was stripped bare. In the frigid winters, people burned whatever they could find to stay warm. Among the survivors of these decades of conflict are millions of children and millions of young adults who have never known peace.


The struggle against the remaining Taliban insurgents, al Qaeda forces, and offshoots of the international terror group ISIS, the self-dubbed Islamic State, continues to this day. And so does the struggle to free Afghanistan’s women from a life in the shadows, so that they may regain their rights and their lives.


• • • • • • • • •


Afghanistan from the air looks like no other place in the world. Much of it is carved into mountains and valleys, each region having been fortified by nature long before people began erecting walls and towers of their own. Afghanistan was a valuable stopping point along the Silk Road to and from China, but these ancient pathways did not translate into modern infrastructure. By the 1930s, the neighboring nations of Iran, what would later become Pakistan, and India had burgeoning networks of railways. Afghanistan had one track about five miles long that became operational for several years around 1920. Its three railroad locomotives, purchased from Germany, were ultimately placed in a museum. Roads faired only slightly better—many were built in the 1960s by the Americans and the Soviets. Even now, Afghanistan has less than ten thousand miles of paved roads, and the most recent figures place the number of registered cars at less than one million.


Progress came slowly on other fronts as well. While American women gained the right to vote in 1920, it wasn’t until 1965 that Afghan women were allowed to vote in National Assembly elections, just six years after their government abolished the requirement that all women be veiled. By the early 1970s, a woman had been appointed to the cabinet as minister of public health, while in some areas of the country close to 40 percent of women held paying jobs, as teachers, doctors, and business owners. Increasingly, women also had the freedom to choose their own husbands. They played sports, watched movies, and in some larger cities wore current fashions.


But starting in 1971, the country suffered three years of severe drought, followed by a famine in which as many as eighty thousand people died. The existing Afghan government found itself under siege and was toppled by a coup. A pro-communist faction took power in 1978. Then in 1979, the Soviet Union, looking at Afghanistan’s rich mineral resources and the turmoil on its border, decided to invade. Women’s advances would be among the many casualties of that conflict.


At the end of 2001, the story changed again. By December, the United States and its military allies had removed the Taliban from power and disrupted al Qaeda terror cells, which were behind the horrific attacks of September 11. Women came out from hiding, out from under their burqas. They began to rebuild their homes and their nation.


Today, Afghanistan is a study in contrasts. It has one of the youngest populations in the world, with a median age of eighteen years, and more than 60 percent of its population is under the age of twenty-five. Yet its landscape is still covered with wood and mud-brick buildings. I made three trips to Afghanistan as First Lady of the United States, and each time, as I gazed down, I had the sense that I was flying over the outlines of an ancient civilization or the footprint that it had left behind.


On the ground, the conditions are equally disparate. The same landscape that is covered in winter snow is suddenly, barely a season later, engulfed in blinding dust storms. In places like the city of Jalalabad, the temperature can dip well below freezing and then rise to 120 degrees Fahrenheit—“screaming hot or freezing cold” is how some Americans put it. The harsh climate has weathered the people and buildings in much the same way, roughening their exteriors and adding deep lines. In the places touched by war, contrasts abound. Next to bombed-out Russian tanks and deadly fields peppered with land mines, beautiful flowers open and bloom each spring.


The Afghan people are as varied as their landscape. The Afghan National Anthem mentions fourteen ethnic groups; the four largest—Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, and Uzbek—together comprise roughly 84 percent of the population. The Pashtuns are the largest group, and Afghanistan has traditionally been governed by Pashtuns. The kings who formed the Afghan empire in the mid-1700s and later in the 1800s were Pashtuns. Afghanistan has two official languages, Dari and Pashto, with Dari having slightly more speakers and readers. Dari is closer to Persian or Farsi, spoken in neighboring Iran, while Pashto, the traditional language of the Pashtun people, is based on a modified Arabic alphabet.


Today, the latest chapters in Afghanistan’s history are being written. Peace has been elusive. After their overthrow, the Taliban and its allies regrouped into insurgent forces, posing a new challenge. I am humbled to see the faces, read the names, and meet families of the many Americans who have given everything for freedom. We remain a free and secure nation because of their devotion and their families’ sacrifice.


It is not only our sacrifice. Troops from forty-two countries have served as part of an international security force overseen by NATO, which has included forces from all twenty-eight NATO countries. Afghanistan has rebuilt its own military from scratch, with its troops fighting alongside international forces or undertaking missions on their own.


American and international contributions to Afghanistan have been substantial. The sacrifices have been many, and so has the generosity. American military doctors have worked in clinics to treat the medical needs of ordinary Afghans. American soldiers and airmen have collected shoes for Afghan children who would otherwise be barefoot. American military lawyers have traveled the country to help build an impartial justice system. Donors, from governments to individuals and the private sector, have built schools and roads, purchased textbooks, restored buildings, and even preserved Afghan traditional songs. Despite the challenges that remain, we should not lose sight of how much has been given, how much has been accomplished, and how much has changed for the better.


We see tremendous gains in education, where international donors have given more than $1.9 billion for Afghanistan’s “Back to School” campaign. Under the Taliban, barely 5,000 girls attended school and only about 900,000 boys. Today, best estimates are that more than 2.5 million girls are in school and 8 million boys. More than 120,000 girls have graduated from secondary school and 15,000 girls have graduated from college. Thirty-seven percent of girls ages twelve to sixteen are literate. Thirty-six percent of teachers are women. These are numbers that will transform this nation.


One of the model programs for Afghanistan is the American University of Afghanistan, AUAF, a co-educational school in Kabul that replicates American Universities around the world, offering a Western model of education. AUAF opened ten years ago in a war-torn building, with fifty-three students. Only one of those students was a woman. Eight years later, in 2014, a female student, Onaba Payab, was named the graduating class valedictorian. Today, more than 50 percent of the incoming class is female. Onaba is pursuing a master’s degree in public health and is working to support women’s economic and educational rights. Her success is exactly the dream that I, along with many others, had when I traveled to Kabul to help launch AUAF.


Afghan women are making gains in the workplace. Nationwide, women own more than three thousand businesses. The reach has extended to the economically disadvantaged. ARZU, a rug company operating in rural Bamiyan province, has pioneered a new employment model. To weave with ARZU, women receive health services and literacy training and they pledge to send their children to school. Today, all two thousand female ARZU weavers are literate and earn more than the average per capita income in Afghanistan.


These successes have a ripple effect across the larger community. Decades of research shows that women reinvest 90 percent of their income in three key areas: educating their children, accessing healthcare for their family, and growing their local economy. In Afghanistan, women’s economic participation improves family dynamics by giving them a voice and respect in their own households, and it has a profound impact on health and educational opportunities for their children.


• • • • • • • • •


My first public effort on behalf of Afghanistan’s women was delivering the November 17, 2001, weekly presidential radio address. I spoke about the Taliban’s “degradation” of women and children. “The plight of women and children in Afghanistan is a matter of deliberate human cruelty, carried out by those who seek to intimidate and control,” I said. Sadly, in parts of Afghanistan, those words remain true today; too many women and children still lead lives blighted by fear, violence, and intimidation. On the afternoon I recorded that radio address, when I put on the headphones and bent over the microphone, I thought about the millions of Afghan women who had been hidden away from the world and had the world hidden from them.


I am fortunate to have been able to help. I can speak out. I can support relief efforts. I have met with Afghan women who are teachers, lawyers, judges, human rights workers, and parliamentarians. I host conferences. I give speeches and publish op-eds. I have traveled to Kabul to help with the opening of the American University of Afghanistan and the creation of the Women’s Teacher Training Institute to train female teachers from rural provinces. I have met with women studying to become police officers. I support scholarship programs and present diplomas. I serve as an honorary co-chair of the U.S.-Afghan Women’s Council, a unique public-private partnership to improve the education, health, economic, and leadership status of Afghan women and children.


And I can ensure that the inspiring and beautiful voices of Afghan women will be heard.


This is a book of women’s voices. The words spoken in these pages come from women of varying ages and experiences. All have become leaders in their communities or their professions. Each woman is her own success story, and each has her own remarkable story to tell. A few live abroad, some spent years in exile or as refugees before they were able to return. But each is committed to her homeland. Some have had the benefit of years of education, others have had their education interrupted, and a few had no formal learning until later in life. A few come from a world of relative privilege, others from poverty. They had fathers who were farmers or bicycle repairmen or traders or doctors or army officers or fighters with the mujahideen. More than a few had mothers who worked. They farmed, tended to animals, cleaned, or tailored, sometimes for pay, sometimes for barter. But all were working to support their households and families.


Many of the women who share their stories in these pages have witnessed painful death and unfathomable suffering. They have endured threats and violence; their homes have been looted and burned. One was locked inside her house by her husband every morning, forbidden to leave, forbidden to have visitors. Yet each of them has refused to give up or give in.


As I read their stories, I am struck by their courage, their resilience, and their hope. They hope for a better future, and theirs is not a naive hope. As one young Afghan woman says, “I have the option to be optimistic or pessimistic and my choice is to be optimistic.”


Each woman believes in the importance of education for her children, daughters as well as sons. They agree on the desperate need for better “security,” the catchall phrase meaning an end to violence. They know that the epidemic of brutal domestic and societal violence against women must stop.


These women wish for peace, personal peace and national peace for the men and women of Afghanistan.


Some of these women (and a number of Afghan men as well) have been galvanized by a single barbaric act that took place in March 2015: the brazen public murder of a twenty-seven-year-old woman named Farkhunda, who had just completed a degree in religious studies and was preparing to start work as a teacher. On March 19, 2015, Farkhunda got into a disagreement with a religious figure at a famous mosque, known as the Shrine of the King of Two Swords, in Kabul’s old city. She was complaining about the practice of mullahs selling “good luck” charms or amulets to women who visit the shrine. She had argued that such charms only feed superstitions and run counter to traditional practices in Islam.


As Farkhunda spoke out, the shrine attendant accused her of burning the Koran, a grave sin in Islam. He shouted his accusation, she made her denial, but it did not matter. His charge led hundreds of angry men to the mosque. The mob surrounded Farkhunda. Then the mob turned savage. Farkhunda was thrown from a roof, dragged and run over by a car, and repeatedly beaten with sticks and stones. Video shows her bloodied, battered face as she tried to plead with the mass of attackers. In one final depraved act, her body was set on fire and dumped in the Kabul River. Witnesses said that the local police attempted to stop the crowd, but they were overwhelmed. They backed off and ultimately did not intervene. After Farkhunda’s death, women carried her casket to her burial, insisting that no man should touch her body. (In strict Islamic tradition, women are not permitted at funerals or to carry the casket or to say burial prayers over the dead.)


Weeks and months later, Farkhunda’s brutal death is still deeply personal to many Afghans and to many of the women sharing their stories here. They hope her death will be a turning point for Afghanistan.


How can we help change the lives of women in Afghanistan? The women in these pages have their own thoughtful answers. Their list is rich and varied: Some believe in economic empowerment. Some want to see an approach that uses religious interpretations and education to try to modernize long-standing customs. Others advocate for secular education, sports, better communication skills, microfinance, childcare, more exposure to the outside world, storytelling, and mentoring. They share their views on cultural issues like arranged marriages, on wearing a burqa, on whether it is better to teach basic skills or basic human rights. They speak of the importance of supporting each other through formal associations and networks, or simply by extending a hand. Women who come together in small groups to learn basic skills like embroidery find camaraderie that they did not have when they were kept isolated inside their homes.


Every woman in this book has her own perspective and under- standing of the events that have shaped her life and the life of her nation. Some recall the Afghanistan of the 1960s and into the 1970s as a kind of paradise, while others openly question whether Afghanistan was in fact ever really a paradise for women.


The successes for Afghan women are real, but so are the challenges. The women sharing their stories capture both in vivid, poignant, and powerful detail. They know they face risks for speaking so openly, but they want the world to listen. When we listen, we support these women. As American University of Afghanistan’s valedictorian, Onaba Payab, told me in September 2015 in Dallas, “This is a reminder that we are not alone in those tough places, that there are people who care about us.”


• • • • • • • • •


This is a book of Afghan stories, but they are also universal stories. Many women will recognize their own struggles against discrimination in education or in the workplace. We see the women who confront domestic abuse and violence, serious and devastating problems not only in Afghanistan but here at home in the United States. We will find inspiration in the stories of women who stood up to the naysayers who told them their business ideas would fail, and the women who would not accept problems but solved them. We will recognize the power of perseverance in the young woman who spent hours at night studying to have the chance for a better education. We will share in the desire that mothers and fathers everywhere have for their own children to lead better lives.


To me, these stories refute the notion that anyone can ever be thought of as “a secondhand human”—the words of a rug weaver from Bamiyan province. Instead, these stories confirm the words of a traditional Afghan proverb: that we all can “bloom where you are planted.”


Mrs. Laura Bush


Dallas, Texas
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“A good year is determined by its spring” (traditional Afghan proverb). More than 15 million women call Afghanistan their home, and more than 10 million of those women are under twenty-five years of age. Roughly three-quarters of Afghanistan’s population lives outside of major cities.








LIVING


• • • •


Imagine a world in which a woman keeps bees in secret, in which she doubles the number of her hives each year. She is not supposed to leave her house without permission, she is not supposed to work, and she is certainly not supposed to work as a beekeeper, a job reserved for men. But she does. And when she watches her bees take flight, she dreams of her own freedom and freedom for all Afghan women.


The stories told by the eight women featured here lift the veil on Afghan life, before the Taliban and after, and also further back, to the time before the Soviet invasion and then its aftermath. They speak of the price of decades of war, of their struggles to survive and find a place in the world, and how, despite everything, they have found their worth as women. They include older women, women in midlife, and young women, although in Afghanistan even those terms have different meanings, because in much of the country, the average life expectancy for a woman hovers around fifty-two years.


Afghanistan is a place where some women may go to college, where they may become lawyers, even judges and government ministers, but it is also a place where traditions and customs are so firmly embedded into the everyday culture that a young professional woman finds it “controversial” to admit she married for love. In some of the larger ethnic and tribal communities, the taking of a young woman’s hand in marriage involves literally taking her hand. Groups of young women are gathered in a small room where they sit covered in burqas. Then a young man enters and each woman puts out one of her hands. No words are exchanged. They simply show their hands, and the man walks around looking until he stops and selects one of the women to be his wife. They are married after just looking at one hand.


Understanding the complexity of Afghanistan and the life and history of its people, particularly its women, is central to beginning to understand the country. Here, a group of women of varying ages and backgrounds share their story and their nation’s story in their own words.
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Zainularab Miri is at that indeterminate age for Afghan women. Not yet fifty, she has become an elder in part by having survived in a place where the expectation is to die young.


Unlike many younger women in Afghanistan’s provinces, Zainularab Miri does not draw her headscarf down over her hairline or wrap it tight above her brows. Instead, it drapes casually, resting loosely around her head. Today, her headscarf is black, like her hair, but lightly beaded, so that when the light catches it at just the right angle, it sparkles. She is quick to laugh, quick to follow a joke through layers of translation, from English to Dari, and then to reply with another humorous line, words that remain funny as they cross back over from Dari to English. Her face has the look of having been warmed and made ruddy by the sun, unlike many other Afghan women, whose porcelain cheeks, foreheads, and chins speak to years spent being covered, not simply behind veils, but also behind doors and inside of rooms.


• • • • • • • • •


I was born in Kabul, into a very modern, open-minded family. My father was a member of a council of elders, the council of wise men from his village, but he wanted all of his children to accumulate wisdom, daughters as well as sons. He and my mother gave me all the same chances that my brothers had. Everything my brothers did, I did too. If they ran around playing soccer, I ran around playing soccer. If they learned to play chess, I learned to play chess. I was never a stereotypical Afghan girl, playing only with dolls or sent off to wash clothes. Most importantly, I went to school. I attended a well-regarded elementary school. In high school, I concentrated on studying Dari, my native language, and even some English.


Although my family was very progressive, Afghanistan is a very traditional society. Historically, men have frowned on women working outside of the home. It has been considered an affront to the man that he cannot support his wife himself or be a father who cannot support his daughters. But I wanted a profession, and for a woman, one of the best ones was teaching, so in college I studied education and child development. I got married as I began my career. At first, I taught Dari to eleventh and twelfth graders, but after I had my first baby, I started teaching Dari to first graders because the elementary school was closer to my home and I wanted to be closer to my babies. That was nearly thirty years ago.


I had been a schoolgirl during the years of the Soviet invasion and occupation. I had been a teacher during the fight to drive the Soviet troops from Afghanistan’s soil. My children were born in the time of the mujahideen and the civil war. But when the Soviet forces left, peace did not come. The mujahideen fought among themselves. Then a new group appeared. They called themselves “Taliban,” to signify that they were students of Islamic knowledge. They were the holy ones; they would return order and Islam to Afghanistan, they said. In September 1995, after they had already captured Kandahar and other places, the Taliban captured Herat province—an important trading province with Afghanistan’s third-largest city. We knew then that they were coming for Kabul.


One year later, in late September 1996, the Taliban had overthrown the Afghan president and now controlled Kabul. But we had already gone. My father was not native to Kabul. He had been born in Ghazni province, in the eastern part of Afghanistan, slightly south of Kabul. It is a mostly round-shaped province with a long tail that reaches almost all the way down to the Pakistani border. It is a province of valleys and snow-covered mountains, and its name comes from an ancient Persian word meaning “treasure.” We would all go back to Ghazni in the summers to get out of the dry, dusty heat of Kabul. My father still had some land there and that is where we went.


The Taliban had their eyes on Kabul, on keeping Kabul in line. Ghazni was already a traditional province: people were religious, women were covered. They did not need to infiltrate our lives in Ghazni and so we felt safer. Even though women were banned from going out of the house or from working, I kept teaching. I had four hundred students. Seven of us, all women, had agreed to help the girls who were not allowed to go to school. Families of these girls would provide us with rooms and even sleeping spaces inside their homes. We seven women would then leave our own families and go door to door. We would teach for one day or sometimes for a few days in these hidden rooms, always with the curtains closed, so no light could come in and no outside eyes could see us. Everyone would sit on the floor, and in hushed voices we would teach the girls by taking turns. Each teacher had one subject. Mine was Dari, another woman taught math, and so on. Each person in those rooms, each person in those houses was risking their lives. If the Taliban found out, we would have surely faced death. This secret school went on for four years, when the Taliban had complete control.


But I did not just teach.


I was very lucky to have married a man who is just as open-minded as my father. As I moved around teaching, I realized that there were five men in our area of Ghazni who kept bees. In Afghanistan, beekeeping is traditionally a male job. But that only made me more passionate to learn the business. As when I played soccer or chess as a girl, just like my brothers, I wanted to be like these men. I wanted to keep bees. I started by buying two hives from a friend of my family’s, and as part of the bargain, I asked him to teach me what he knew. I, the teacher of Dari, became a student of bees.


Once I had my two hives, I wanted to expand. I was paid as much money for my nectar and honey as the male beekeepers were. No one thought to segregate my honey or pay me less because I was a woman. And each year, I added more hives and more bees. The Taliban did not know. They did not know that I was working, and that every year I was determined to double my cases of bees.


I did not find it hard at all to learn how to keep bees. Interestingly, for a beekeeper, even a woman beekeeper, the part that’s the most challenging is making the queen bee. Without a good queen, the hive cannot be productive. The queen is what gives life to the hive, laying as many as fifteen hundred eggs in a peak day. Sometimes all the bees in the hive are her offspring. You cannot let the queen get too old or the hive will stop producing, but if you are going to have a good queen, you have to introduce her in just the right way, at just the right time. Picking the right queen, introducing the right queen, that is very hard to learn.


In a colony, the queen is the one bee that will never leave the hive. She spends her entire life inside the honeycombs. She can never escape the walls around her, never take flight. My honeybees could spread their wings and move from flower to flower or plant to plant, drinking in the sweetness. They could come and go as they pleased. I wonder if that is part of what makes honey so sweet, if it is the taste of that feeling of freedom, of flight.


As women in Afghanistan, during those Taliban years, many of us felt like the queen bee, trapped in our own hive. The bees build their honeycombs in the darkness. We too survived by working in darkness, behind curtains, under the cover of cloth; even my beekeeper suit hid who I was. But the darkness was appropriate, because the Taliban period was a very dark time for women.


When the Taliban fell, however, we found that we had our own honey. The girls who had been in seventh or eighth grade when the Taliban took hold were now in twelfth grade. Those years had not become a void in their young lives. They had continued with their education. Like the bees, they couldn’t leave the hive, but when it was over, their learning was our honey, the residue of all their hard work.


Each season, watching my bees leave and fly off and then return laden with sweet nectar for honey fired in me a passion to be able to move about freely. But not just for me, for as many women as I could find. I believe that in order to change a country, first you must work on the women.


• • • • • • • • •


After the Taliban fell, Zainularab brought her beekeeping business out of hiding. In 2005, when the Afghan Women’s Business Federation (AWBF) started, she was the first woman from Ghazni to sign up. She started traveling, to Italy to meet beekeepers, to Germany for leadership training, to the United States for a special business institute in Arizona where she studied management and marketing. When she returned to Afghanistan, with the help of her American mentor, she applied for a grant to start forty women as beekeepers, providing each woman with two hives and honey-making equipment.


Today, Zainularab is the head of the Ghazni Province Foundation of Women Beekeepers. She is also the secretary for the Afghan Beekeepers Society, making her a member of the beekeepers’ council of elders. A few years ago, she sold all her hives, a total of three hundred, to build a house for herself and her husband and to pay for their three children to continue their education. Her son has a master’s degree in computer science, her two daughters have studied in Sweden and India. But almost as soon as she sold her hives, she missed her bees, so she bought two new ones. Now she has thirty hives. And she has another new project.


• • • • • • • • •


Afghanistan is a very male-dominated and traditional society. The men rule. It is still very chauvinistic. So we have created a circle of women. We call it “the Circle of the Chador,” or Circle of the Scarf. We are five women trying to teach other women leadership in our province. We teach them things like how to network and how to stand up for their turf. We want them to have influence in this society, to have their opinions count. We start by telling the women that they know how to run their houses. That means they have leadership qualities. If you can lead in your house—or your hive—I tell them, then you can lead in society.


One of our major goals for the future is to create leadership and decision-making positions for women in government. Even when women go door-to-door and campaign, it is the men who get all the credit for any election win. The women who knocked on the doors and convinced the people to vote do not get credit. But now men need to hear them out.


One half of every society is women. If that 50 percent is voiceless, then that particular society becomes sick. Together, men and women are like the two wings of a bird. If one wing is hurt, the bird cannot fly. Society needs the bird to have both wings.
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Khatereh Soltani is nineteen years old. She is part of Zainularab Miri’s Circle of the Chador, and considers Zainularab to be her role model. She is wrapped in a black chador, a full-body cloak, from which only the face is visible, with a full black headscarf. The fabric cuts off her forehead right above her eyebrows. Her face is pale and freshly scrubbed, without a trace of makeup. Underneath, she is every bit as serious as her appearance. When she smiles, it is quick, as if she barely has the time. Khatereh has already trained as a midwife. Now she is studying law. Unlike most Afghan girls her age, she is not married. But someday soon, she knows that her father and her brothers will choose a husband for her. The girl, she explains, has no say.


• • • • • • • • •


I want to become self-sufficient and independent. Most young women are not allowed to work outside of the house. When they do work, they need to have a woman like Zainularab. My parents and my sisters support my education, but my brothers are not as open-minded.


What young women need most of all is security. Right now, there is no sense of security. The minute you leave your house, you don’t know if you are coming back in one piece. Every time, you wonder if today is the day that you will die or be maimed. Politically and socially, there is no kind of safe space to live and thrive in. You might be studying, but you do not know if one day your brothers will simply decide that there is something wrong with that, and will come and pull you off the street as you are walking.


We need to change the minds of the women and the men. When a woman cannot leave the house, she won’t even be aware of her own rights. In each home, there is a lack of knowledge. As five women who have joined together to create the Circle of the Chador, we are trying to bring awareness. Women don’t know that they have rights; they don’t know that they can have a support system in the outside world. But to get that, they need access to education at home and abroad.


Some people really believe that the Taliban and the DAESH [ISIS in Afghanistan] are the true Muslims. They don’t think for themselves; it is dictated for them. It is going to be a very long and hard struggle against these extremist groups.


The best way to win someone’s mind is by giving them awareness of their rights and the better culture they can create by knowing their rights. A promise of a better future is what will make them want to come our way.
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“I am old,” Belquis Gavagan says. She is sitting in a spare Washington, D.C., office inside the gleaming building where she now works. Belquis makes herself a cup of tea, but does not drink it. Instead, it grows cold on her desk. Out her window is a view of the Potomac and a bit of Arlington National Cemetery lies beyond. She has easily witnessed as much death as the men and women who forever rest on that hill. She never expected to one day reside in the United States after arriving here as a refugee.


She tells her story matter-of-factly, but beneath it there is deep emotion. It is as if she has lived with these memories for so long that she is now beyond tears.


• • • • • • • • •


I was seven years old on the day the Russian troops entered Kabul. I remember what seemed like hundreds of helicopters flying around my house. I couldn’t make sense of what was going on, but I was so excited to see so many helicopters in the sky. I didn’t understand how things would change.


My father was an engineer and he worked for a construction company in Kuwait, so he was gone for much of my early childhood. At that time, it was just my mother, my sister, who was one year younger, and me. Many evenings, the three of us would walk to a hill that was close to our home. From on the top of the hill, you could see the entire city. It was so beautiful. I would take my books and my notebooks and do my homework on top of that hill. But when the Russians came things changed. They quickly understood that they too could see all of Kabul from the top of that hill. They established a military base around it. For a few months we didn’t go back, until I insisted that we go. My mother gave in and the three of us set off, but before we could even reach the hillside, the Russian soldiers met us and said sternly, “No, you cannot come close.” So we turned back, but after we got home—which was only a ten-minute walk—I slipped out of the house and went back by myself.


I was walking up when a Russian soldier pulled me by my hair. At that moment, I was so scared. He said something in Russian that I couldn’t understand. And I tried to run away and fell. I was crying. I ran back home and was bleeding from falling down. And my mother got very mad at me. I was hurting from where I fell, from what had happened, and I kept thinking in my seven-year-old mind, “These invaders, they must go out of our place and country,” because that place was so special to me. And I kept thinking about taking revenge.


The next day when I was on my way to school, I saw a Russian tank on the main street. I took a rock in my hand and I threw it at the tank. A soldier came out of the tank and started chasing me. But I was little so I could run faster than him. I took off and then I hid in a shop. There were very few shops at the time near our school, but there were a few, and the shopkeeper hid me under a table. That’s how I got away with it, and I felt a sense of satisfaction. In a way, I’m embarrassed now. I look at all these kids in Palestine throwing stones and getting in trouble. But back then, on that morning, throwing that rock was at least something that I could do.


• • • • • • • • •


I was born in Kabul, but my parents were from Paktia, although they lived most of their adult lives in Kabul. My father actually got his undergraduate degree from George Washington University in the United States. In the old days, the prime minister’s office was involved in selecting Afghan students to go abroad and study. My father had the highest scores in his high school. Somehow that information made it to the prime minister’s desk. The prime minister’s office decided first that my father should go to the Afghan National Army school. My father didn’t want to, but he was forced. Forced to the point that security officers came and took him out of his house in the village to go to the school. He tried to escape, and he was punished. Eventually he gave in, but then they allowed him to go to school in the United States instead of the army. His marriage with my mother was arranged, as was the custom of the time. But it clicked and they fell in love with each other. My mother was fifteen years younger than my father, which was also not uncommon. My father passed away here in the United States in 2013 and my mother now lives here.


Everything changed when the Russians took over, even my school. We had a lot of communism and Marxism taught to us in school. At least once a week if not more, we were also forced to go and march in the streets. The bus would come and park in front of our classroom and we had no way to escape. As we rode to one of the main streets in Kabul, then they would tell us what slogans we had to shout that week. I remember that some of them were chants like “Death to America. Death to Thatcher.” I didn’t even know who Margaret Thatcher [the British prime minister from 1979 to 1990] was.


Living in Kabul, at first I knew very little about the mujahideen. To me they were brutal, savage people who killed other people. At least, that was my understanding from the propaganda from the Russian-backed government. But then we had relatives who would come in from the village where my parents had been born, and they would tell us the terrible things that the Russian soldiers and their Afghan government supporters were doing to them. So I started to have conflicting views about what’s good and not good.


I was young, but I remember how in most cases those who supported the mujahideen had no choice. The mujahideen would come to their houses at night, knock on the door, and say, “Hey, cook for me—bake for me and wash my clothes.” And they could not say no. Then the next day, the government would retaliate. One story that has stayed in my mind was of a guy who was tied to the back of a truck—he was dragged around the village by the government truck, his body breaking over the road. Eventually he died.


I also remember how the Russian troops searched people’s houses at night. At midnight they would appear, kick in the doors, and ransack people’s houses. I remember them searching our house many times. We would be asleep and they would knock at the door with their boots. And then they would open the doors to our rooms and walk on our beds with their dirty shoes. They never found anything in our house except a lot of English books and magazines. My father collected issues of National Geographic. We also had an English typewriter, and we got in trouble for that. They took my uncle, my father’s brother, and detained him for several days. His crime was having that English typewriter. After that, we started hiding our books and magazines. Oh, and one other thing was that they would come at night, crazy drunk, and knock at people’s doors. When the people inside opened the door, the soldiers would start yelling basically “wife needed” or “woman needed.” That was when some of our neighbors started sending their daughters to Pakistan to stay with relatives because they were afraid that they would be raped if they stayed at home.


So that was my childhood.


• • • • • • • • •


The Russians were withdrawing from Afghanistan when I went to university in the fall of 1988. They left behind an Afghan government with an Afghan ruler, but it was a government that they supported. I was in law school when I decided to do something different aside from completing my education. So in addition to studying law and political science, I began studying nursing. A big international aid group had just opened their offices in Kabul, and they were training people and recruiting for a new hospital.


Then, in 1992, the mujahideen came.


I remember the day that they entered Kabul. It was April 28, 1992. The hospital that the aid group had built was for the war wounded. And that’s where I was working as a nurse. We were treating wounded from all sides—government, civilians, and also mujahideen. Most government people were treated in a military hospital or government hospitals, but because many of our surgeons and staff were foreigners, the standard of care was much higher and some government officers were trying to get to our hospital for treatment.


The day before, in that last week of April, we received a phone call in the hospital. One of the mujahideen factions said they had some wounded that they wanted treated at the hospital—they told us to send an ambulance and get their wounded. The head nurse, Nurse Walker, was an Australian woman. She called me into her office and told me to talk to this person because she couldn’t speak Dari. So I got on the phone, and he said, our location is in this place and we have wounded and send an ambulance. And then I heard Nurse Walker saying, “Okay, we’re going to send an ambulance but someone has to go with the driver and the triage nurse to translate,” and I said, “I’ll go.” So Jon, the other nurse—I forgot his last name, but he was from Iceland—Jon, myself, and the driver started out. But by the time we got out to the city outskirts the mujahideen were already positioned in those areas. Our ambulance was stopped basically every few hundred meters because each of the factions had established their own check posts. We told them who we were and most knew us, but one post was very aggressive. They stopped the car and the first thing they asked was if either of the two guys were my mahram, an appropriate male guardian to accompany a woman as required by Islamic law. I said, “Hell, no. One is my driver and one is my colleague.” And the fighters said, women are not allowed to be sitting next to men who are not their mahrams. I replied that I am also a nurse.


It got very nasty very fast. We decided from that day on that I would sit in the middle, in case someone attacked me, so the driver on one side and Jon on the other side could protect me. The next day we were supposed to go to Maidan Wardak, which is a province about half an hour from central Kabul. We had received notice that there was a wounded man in critical condition and we had to bring him to Kabul for treatment. I was supposed to go with Jon but the next morning I got so sick I couldn’t get out of bed. So poor Jon, he went alone to the clinic. There was no Afghan with him because some Afghans were supposed to meet him. As soon as he parked the car he was met with rains of bullets. The snipers were already there, waiting for him. He died instantly.


That happened in the morning and by two o’clock I felt a little better so I went to the hospital. By the time I got there, Jon’s body had been brought back, and it was very emotional. He wasn’t even supposed to be in Kabul. His duty station was Herat province, and he was in Kabul filling in for someone else.


By the next day the mujahideen were in Kabul, and the first changes we noticed were that we had to wear headscarves. I mean no one told the women to do that but we all did it. And then once we did it, the mujahideen decided what size our scarf had to be because a small scarf was not good enough.


After they had taken the city, the fighters also started firing all their guns in the air, and we had hundreds of people falling down dead because of all those celebratory bullets. I don’t know what was going through their heads. They had fought for years and years and still couldn’t figure out that when you shoot your gun into the air, the bullet comes back down eventually?


That was April. It was around July and August when the actual factional fighting started. It was constant fighting. There were a number of factions and splinter factions, but the ones directly and actively involved in the interfactional fighting were Jamiat-e-Islami, Itihad-e-Islami, Hezb-e-Islami, Wahdat-e-Islami, Harakat-e-Islami, and Junbesh-e-Islami. And then of course they all switched sides so many times. The Jamiat faction would switch and fight with Itihad and then they would both attack the Junbesh faction or the Hezb-e-Islami. It went back and forth all the time. The most notorious and feared commanders were three men: Abdul Rab Rassoul Sayyaf of the Itihad-e-Islami, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar of Hezb-e-Islami, and Abdul Rashid Dostum, who had been a commander in the National Army, loyal to the Soviets. Dostum had as many as forty thousand men under arms and when he defected to the mujahideen, his soldiers became one of the most feared fighting forces. Throughout the mujahideen times in Kabul, Dostum and his people kept switching sides among the commanders aligned with different, leading factions. They raped women. They looted people’s houses. I was always afraid of them.


Working in the hospital, we all witnessed so much brutality. Basically human life meant nothing to any of those fighters in those groups. We had cases of rapes and gang rapes. We had cases of men being raped. We had so many wounded—they would bring them to the hospital.


By August all the expatriates had left and the Afghans took charge of the hospital. I became a head nurse. We had two head nurses because we worked different shifts. There was an Afghan guy and me. Sometimes we worked up to seventy-two hours at once. We would get fifty, a hundred wounded at a time and we didn’t have the capacity to handle them. We couldn’t give them beds inside so we just put them under the trees. We would move them as the sun moved so at least they were in the shade all the time.


We also had carpenters who would make coffins. Sometimes we had dead bodies and no one would claim them and they would stay for weeks on a stretcher. That would take a lot of space, so then we started putting each unclaimed body in a coffin and we would put that coffin over the other coffins, stacking them as high as we could. We also used to take pictures of those dead bodies and post them outside the hospital walls. And sometimes we would take the pictures around to the local mosques and other places to try to find their relatives. We also had an agreement with some imams in different mosques that if after a certain period of time no one had claimed the bodies, we would take them to the mosque and pay the burial cost to the imam.


The hospital itself was not secure. It came under attack several times. We had rockets landing in our operating room and in our emergency rooms and the wards where the children were. We had people who got wounded inside the hospital, relatives who came to visit the wounded and were wounded themselves when the rockets went off.


The saddest of all were the hostages. Every mujahideen faction took hostages. Five or six separate factions had encircled Kabul like a giant ring. They controlled the different areas and points of entry so closely that each side could see the other. One group would take hostages so they could exchange them with another group, then the other side would take any Pashtun or Hazara or Tajik people as hostages to exchange for their fighters who had been taken hostage. It was a very nasty game that they were playing with each other, and the civilians paid a very high price. The fighters would bring the injured and wounded hostages to us for treatment, but as soon as they were well enough to be removed from their beds, we had to hand them back over to their hostage takers. Sometimes we would treat the wounded and then we would also engage in negotiating between the different factions to try to get them released.


Those were the mujahideen times.


I did not get along with the leader of one of the factions. I didn’t really get along with any of the fighters, but this man in particular used to come to the hospital to visit his wounded fighters and whenever he came, he had his own rules. He would come in with armed bodyguards. But we had a policy that no one could bring guns into the hospital, so when I opposed him bringing in his own armed guards, he did not like that. He took it personally. I didn’t know that he had spies among the hospital guards and support staff, but he did. They were basically watching me and all my moves.


One time I helped a hostage escape from the hospital. I thought I had been smart about it and that no one figured out what happened. But one morning a fighter came to my office first thing. He was very nervous, and he said, “You must leave now.” I said, “What do you mean? My shift just started.” He said, “They’re going to arrest you.” And I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. He was working for the intelligence department of the Hezb-e-Wahdat, the faction in control of the area where the hospital was located. And he felt that he needed to tell me because I had donated blood for him and his family members. Then he said, “Baaba”—meaning Ali Mazari, another one of the notorious warlords, who was the head of the faction—“has issued a letter saying that you must be arrested within twenty-four hours and taken to prison.” I said, “I don’t believe you—I haven’t done anything wrong. I have basically sacrificed my life working in this front line.” I was stubborn, and so he put his life at risk and went and got a copy of the letter.
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