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T
HREE WEEKS before the November 2009 Afghan 
elections, I arrived in Kabul on a plane filled with re-
tired New York City police officers, recruited to train 

their counterparts in the provinces of Afghanistan. Arid 
mountains stood in the distance as I crossed parking lots 
guarded by American and South African security contrac-
tors. Beyond the metal gates, among a crowd of taxi drivers 
and their battered yellow Corollas, I met a staff member from 
SOLA, the School of Leadership Afghanistan, for whom I 
had volunteered to teach. We drove to their building on the 
outskirts of Kabul in the school’s bus, a battered Soviet army 
jeep. 

From the rutted, trash-strewn street, SOLA appeared to 
be just an ordinary house. Having passed so many fortified 
compounds on the way there, I was surprised to see its quiet 
façade, without concertina wire or flood lamps, the perime-
ter wall low enough to climb over. But what went on inside, I 
soon learned, was far from unimpressive. Free of charge, the 
school prepared top-tier high school and university students 
for study abroad, and served as a hub for numerous other 
programs, including the Afghan Women’s Writing Project 
(AWWP).

AWWP had been founded earlier that year by the Ameri-
can journalist and novelist Masha Hamilton, to create a fo-
rum for both Afghan women’s education and their voices. 
She wanted the world to hear them directly, not in the words 
of male relatives or the media. The inspiration for the project 
came to her in 2008, during her second visit to Afghanistan. 
In 2004, on her first visit, she had witnessed Afghan women 
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courageously seeking education, to begin careers 
and participate in public life, but by the time she re-
turned, life had become much more difficult, and op-
portunities for women increasingly scarce. 

Through AWWP she aimed to create a resource 
for all Afghan women, both those with access to edu-
cation and those without. On joining AWWP, Afghan 
women, often acting partly or entirely in secret, work 
in secure online classrooms with one of approxi-
mately eighteen women volunteers in the US. These 
teachers and authors guide the students, helping 
them develop their ideas. SOLA’s founder, Ted Achil-
les, and his staff help recruit young Afghan women 
writers as well as raise funds for laptops and memory 
sticks. 

Though I did not participate in AWWP directly, I 
taught some of its students at SOLA, and was im-
pressed by their enthusiasm for the project. They 
had a strong sense of how to tell a story or present 
information, and many of their articles, published 
online at www.awwproject.org, offer a more compel-
ling journalistic vision than much of what I have read 
in the international media. Of equal importance are 
their memoirs, stories, and poems. 

Photography: www.lanaslezic.com

The denial of literacy to women was, and is, not 
particular to Islam or the Taliban. It is part of the his-
tory of many places, including Europe and North 
America. But seeing the transformative power of 
writing so clearly nurturing each woman’s self-es-
teem and sense of agency, I realized how revolution-
ary the women’s literacy movement has been. The 
act of writing, and above all of publishing, reveals 
their humanity, and creates a lifeline to the world, 
a way of delivering each woman from isolation and 
ensuring that Afghan women’s voices will continue 
to be heard. 

DENI BÉCHARD was born in British Columbia to French Cana-
dian and American parents and grew up throughout Canada and 
the United States. His first novel, Vandal Love, (2006, Doubleday 
Canada) has been published in French and Arabic, and won the 
2007 Commonwealth Writers’ Prize. He has done freelance report-
ing from Northern Iraq as well as from Afghanistan. In 2012 and 
2013, Milkweed Editions will publish Cures for Hunger, his memoir 
about growing up with his father who was a bank robber, and Empty 
Hands, Open Arms, a book about conservationism in the Congo.
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spent two years recording the lives of Afghan women girls and 
women, who in society are the most vulnerable to violence, abuse, 
and poverty. Her work resulted in the acclaimed book Forsaken 
(see Reviews).
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I’VE TRAVELED all over the world; I’ve encoun-

tered different lifestyles, cultures, and women. Be-

lieve it or not, among them all, Afghan women are 

the most helpless and defenseless. They are hard-

working and faithful and they support their hus-

bands. Unfortunately they are taken for granted 

by their husbands and sometimes by male family 

members. They would love to laugh, work out of 

the house, go to school. But they are not permitted. 

Their rights have been restricted. Why? They have 

been told by their mothers: “You are a girl. A girl is 

supposed to stay home, not laugh, not talk.” What 

a pity.

Almost 30 years ago, my father was talking to us. 

He said: “How I could have been so stupid?” Since 

my father was a highly educated and powerful man, 

Your Voice is Your Power

and our family’s role model, I thought: “oh God, 

why did my father say that?” As I wondered, my fa-

ther’s strong voice broke the silence. He said: “Why 

did I let my daughter marry at this age? She even 

didn’t finish her studies. It was the stupidest mistake 

I ever made.” My mother said: “Don’t worry, you 

asked her in-laws to let her finish her studies and 

they agreed.” He said, “Come on, it is not a solu-

tion. I should not have done this to her. I almost 

destroyed my daughter’s life and I will never forgive 

myself. It was a mistake—yeah, it was the biggest 

mistake.”

A few months after my sister began her first year 

at the Faculty of Literature, she came to my father. 

“Pa, I’ve decided not to go to school anymore.”

This news was like an explosion. My father 

RESTORING DIGNITY: HEARING THEIR VOICES
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stared at her without speaking, his mouth half open. 

Then he said in a very low voice: “Wha…what do 

you say?”

She said, “Yeah, Pa, I get tired. It is difficult to 

manage married life and go to the university.” Again 

my father didn’t answer, so she continued, “Actually, 

if I graduate and become a teacher, what will my sal-

ary be? 2000Afs. My father in-law asked me to stay 

home and he is going to pay me 2000Afs even from 

right now on.”

My father nodded and said: “I see…I see… so 

your father in-law advised you?”

“Yes, Pa, he has been so nice to me. He felt sorry 

for me and promised to give me money every month.” 

She seemed happy, and a smile covered her face.

My father nodded his head and looked from her 

face to the ground. His expression was disappointed 

and miserable. After a small silence, he inhaled deep-

ly and started in very slow voice, “I have a question; 

you have to answer it.”

“Sure, Pa, ask me,” she said.

Looking at her through narrowed eyes, he asked: 

“How long will your father in-law be alive? How 

long he is going to live?”

“How would I know, Pa?” my sister answered.

“God knows, no doubt,” he answered. “But be-

fore making this decision, you should have thought 

about this. I didn’t know my daughter could be so 

foolish as to make a big life decision without even 

finding the courage to think. How could you—” 

...freedom is power, and power is education.
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Suddenly he raised his voice and said, “How could 

you think of money? It is not just about money. If 

it was just about money, then why I send you to 

school? I could have said: ‘we have money, so why 

go to school?’ Look at the great people. Look at the 

Wright brothers. When they were thinking of mak-

ing a glider, they never thought of earning money. 

Thanks to their wonderful idea, now we travel in 

airplanes and we minimize the distance. Look at Ein-

stein, or Edison; he discovered electricity, but not for 

money. He brightened up the darkness.”

“My dear daughter, if you are really going to the 

university to earn 2000 Afs, fine, don’t go. But my 

daughters are supposed to be responsible people. A 

responsible human being would never think of mon-

ey, because you can lose money. A simple earthquake 

can destroy your house. Rain can destroy your land. 

But there is no power in the world which can take 

your knowledge from you. Knowledge is your big-

gest asset. If you have knowledge, you can raise your 

voice and no one can dim it. Your voice is your pow-

er. Do you remember the time you asked me why our 

neighbor beats his wife and his young daughter? And 

why they are not allowed out of the house? Why they 

are not allowed to work? At that time, I told you be-

cause they are not educated. Now have you got the 

answer? Or shall I explain it?”

My sister shook her head and said in low voice, 

“Not exactly.”

My father said: “Listen to me carefully. We are 

living in a Third World country. Our citizens are 

Muslims, but they are not educated. They are Mus-

lims because their parents were Muslims. They never 

had the knowledge or understanding of Islam. For 

instance, they say laughing is prohibited in Islam. An 

educated person can use his common sense and say: 

according to Islam, anything which can affect your 

health, brain, family, society and etc. is prohibited—

like drinking alcohol, smoking, gambling and etc. As 

we are all educated people, we know that laughing 

is good for the heart, so why it should be forbidden? 

Which verse of Holy Quran says that laughing is for-

bidden? Or that women are not allowed to work, or 

that girls don’t have the right to study?”

He went on: “Prophet Mohammad PBUH says 

that parents have to seek their children’s agreement 

before arranging a marriage. They are not allowed 

to force their children to marry. Since our society is 

a patriarchal society, they say that in Islam, men are 

allowed to have four wives. But where does Islam 

grant permission to marry four times? Now, who 

can answer these questions? Of course, an educated 

woman can answer them. If you are educated, you 

can fight for your rights, you can achieve your goals. 

When they say that men are women’s guardians, 

don’t be upset; it is true. If the woman is uneducated, 

of course a man has to be her boss and the decision-

maker and the powerful person in the family.”

“If you want to be powerless and incapable, stay 

home. Do not go to the university. But if you want 

to be strong, powerful and someone who can fight 

for her rights and the rights of others, then follow 

the right path and go to the university. Try to be the 

pride of the family and make your children proud.”

My sister graduated from the Faculty of Litera-

ture even though she gave birth to two children dur-

ing that time. It is challenging to go to the university 

while you are pregnant and have children. She didn’t 

give up. She could have worked in office, but she 

chose to be a teacher. She taught married women at 

a vocational school in Afghanistan. Her goal was to 

teach women how to defend themselves and she tried 

to convince them that silence is death, that to laugh 

is to live, that to live is to have freedom, that freedom 

is power, and power is education.

%
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LIKE A CHILD, the girl in the mirror sees the world 

as my grandmother did.

In my grandmother’s stories, there is goodness 

and wickedness, but good always triumphs. Good 

people are always successful. The girl in the mirror 

is as cheerful as a shining sun and she is able to smile 

no matter what happens.

When her school was destroyed and she had to 

stay home during the war she never lost hope. She 

studied books and developed herself. She could be-

lieve in everyone. In her world, everything is brightly 

colored. The green grass is the earth’s carpet and the 

blueness is the sky’s cover. She is like a bird flying in 

the world of dreams. She thinks she can do anything.

I am very different from the girl in the mirror. My 

world is black and white. I am cold-blooded and 

pessimistic. Making a decision is very difficult be-

cause I fear that whatever I start will not go well. So 

I don’t want to try.

The people in my country suffer from instability 

and it is difficult for me to cope with this situation. 

Many people cannot pay for a better education for 

their children and the poverty is increasing every day. 

Thinking about it kills me because I am disappointed 

that I cannot help.

I see a world of self-interest. Unlike my grand-

mother’s stories, where good people help you with-

out asking for anything, my classmates only help 

me when I’ve done something for them. Everywhere 

seems cold and cloudy. The wind of violence blows 

everywhere. The trees, the grass, the flowers seem 

buried as the white clouds and the snow mix togeth-

er. I am afraid to be in crowds or around people. 

Alone-ness, that is my best friend.

I am jealous of the girl in the mirror. She is the 

opposite of me. I wonder how she can be so humble 

and optimistic. I see her whenever I look in the mir-

ror, smiling at me. She looks just like me, but she is 

happy and excited, optimistic and hopeful.

We are two sides of the same coin. She looks di-

rectly into my eyes and something crosses through 

them and into my heart. Her self-confidence gives 

me hope. She tries to make me believe, to make me 

grow and thrive again. But my vanity refuses her ev-

ery time.

We are two opposite souls in the same body, al-

ways in a struggle. She wants to make me be like her 

and I want her to be like me. One day, I hope for us 

to merge into a perfect person. %

BY FARIDA
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FOR COMING HOME AGAIN WITH EMPTY HANDS

FOR HAVING BEEN BORN AS YOUR CHILD

FOR BEING A STIGMA IN YOUR LIFE

BUT, MOTHER, I DON’T HARM YOU INTENTIONALLY

IT IS A PUNISHMENT OF NATURE

MOTHER! FORGIVE ME

FOR BEING A GIRL

                                      

                                                                                BY EMAAN, MARCH 2011



48  | kyoto journal 76

I’d never understood those Afghans who run 

away during official trips. I always thought it was 

shameful. Now it was funny that my sister encour-

aged me to do exactly that. I stopped talking to her 

and left to get my passport so I could participate in a 

women’s conference in the U.S.

The passport office was more crowded than I ex-

pected. Women and men had made separate queues. 

I joined the women’s line and started talking with 

them. Most were there to get passports for travel to 

Iran or Pakistan. A woman was saying how it was 

hard for her husband to find a job and so they had 

to leave and find work in Iran. She was talking when 

a sharp sound shook the ground and the walls of the 

building. A thick cloud of smoke and dirt burst into 

the room and tossed people in different directions. 

I heard screaming. Through the smoke, I could see 

people scrambling to save their lives. Without think-

ing, I found myself running with several others. We 

reached another room, full of people. Some were 

pacing around while others stood with their backs to 

the walls, looking nervously at the door.

No one spoke. We all just looked at each other. 

I noticed many had anxiety in their eyes. Nobody 

knew anything and nobody asked anything. We were 

just waiting; I don’t even know why. To me it seemed 

like a movie with explosions and horrified people. 

We waited and the silence became stifling.

Suddenly a woman who stood beside me began to 

scream. She shouted her son’s name. “My son was 

BY SHAKILA

“WILL YOU really come back?” my sister said.

“What do you mean? I have just been invited for a few days,” I said.

“Get real!” my sister said.

“You don’t enjoy living here?” I asked.

“Of course I do, but it’s like we live on another planet.”

“There is no hell or heaven in this world,” I told her. “Living in Af-

ghanistan is not as miserable as the media propaganda says every day.”

Note: this is an eyewitness account of the bombing of the Indian 

Embassy in Kabul in July, 2008, which killed 58 and injured 140. 

A version was reprinted in The Journalist Connection.
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outside.” Her voice trembled and her whole body 

shook. Several times, she ran out the door and re-

turned again. Then she stopped and wept loudly. 

We watched helpless, shocked and frozen. Fear filled 

my body slowly, immobilizing me. Anxiety pressed 

against me. “What do I do? Where should I go?” I 

thought. I found myself in my darkest moment.

Two men with blood on their faces and shirts en-

tered the room. The woman immediately stopped 

crying. Once again a heavy silence descended on the 

room, covering us like a blanket, making it hard to 

breathe. A policeman entered and ordered everybody 

to get out and proceed to the right. We obeyed quick-

ly without thinking, rushing toward the door at the 

same time. We got stuck pressing against one anoth-

er. The crowd pushed to get through the door, and 

the glass on the top part of the frame cracked and fell 

on our heads in small shards. Finally I made it out-

side. I saw the blackened side of the building, more 

smoke, dust, and broken glass and police cars and 

ambulances. Injured people leaned against the walls, 

immobilized. Why don’t they run? I thought. Why 

do they stick to the walls when they must move?

I was horrified. I moved with heavy legs, stepping 

on small pieces of glass which looked like a white 

sparkling carpet. I walked until the street turned 

brown and dusty again. Wailing, screaming, and 

shouting, and the sirens of the ambulances and po-

lice cars filled my ears. I found myself amidst a crowd 

of bystanders who looked at me with sorrow and 
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incredulousness. I just continued walking. I turned 

around once or twice, and only then did I understand 

that a bomb had exploded in front of the Indian Em-

bassy. I felt a sharp pain in my chest. When I heard 

about explosions in the news, they seemed so far 

away, but this time, it was my turn to experience it.

I got into a taxi. As soon as the car began to 

move, I felt relieved. But whenever the car had to 

slow down because of the crowd, I grew nervous and 

vulnerable. I wanted to yell to the driver: “Go fast! 

Go as fast as possible! Go anywhere you want, but 

take me away from this place!” I remained silent, my 

words frozen inside me.

Soon enough, the car was speeding through the 

streets of Kabul. I could taste life running through 

my veins, raw and powerful. And for the first time, 

it became clear to me why so many Afghans dream 

of living abroad. Why should we stay in Afghanistan 

when it hurts us so much?

I wondered about this for a few days. Later, I still 

did not know what was right: staying or leaving? I 

no longer judge those who leave Afghanistan. I re-

turned to Kabul, though, where I still live, in spite 

of the continuing threat of more explosions. I don’t 

know why exactly, but I feel I can still live and ap-

preciate life in Kabul.  %

I was for sale, and had three months to find a solution 

or accept my fate. I stood with helpless hands, but I 

was lucky, the luckiest woman in my country; with 

help, I was able to buy my freedom. Among millions 

of Afghan women, I stood up to our crazy culture 

and its violence against females. After I bought my 

freedom, I thought it was the end of violence against 

me, the end of torment in my life, the end of tears.

My family moved from the house where they 

were living, hiding their new location from Uncle. 

Uncle began searching for me, following me step by 

step. He did not know I had married another, but 

our disappearance posed a question. I was a wanted 

person for him. I had broken his pride and power; I 

stood in front of his money and wealth. Because of 

this, Uncle wanted one thing: revenge. He no longer 

wanted to buy me as a wife for his son. Now, he 

wanted to buy me as a slave.

He found my brother and kidnapped him, taking 

him to southern Afghanistan, and sent warnings. He 

wanted me, but my coward uncle held my brother to 

try to find me. Uncle sent word that if I didn’t appear 

before him and answer his questions in front of a 

jirga (a tribal assembly of elders that makes decisions 

by consensus), he would cut off my brother’s fingers. 

I didn’t know what to do, but I told myself it was my 

right to buy myself, to buy my freedom.

A month passed in this way. Then I learned Uncle 

had cut off three of my brother’s fingers. I can’t tell 

you the pain I felt. I didn’t think I had my own fin-

gers. It was my fault because I know my country; I 

know my family.

Now Uncle knows I am married to another, and 

he can’t tolerate it, that a woman broke his pride and 

power. “How dare she escape from my decisions? 

How dare a woman do this? I don’t let a woman 

Editor’s note: This is a follow-up from the essay that ran in 

January, I Am For Sale, Who Will Buy Me?, by one of our writ-

ers who faced a forced marriage. Thanks to an outpouring of help 

from readers and others, she was able to match the bride price and 

buy her freedom. This is what her life has been like since then.

BY ANONYMOUS
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stand in front of me.” Uncle sent a message to my 

mother, ordering me to appear before him, to say I’m 

sorry, and he wants my husband to apologize too 

and give Uncle one of his sisters as a slave. Uncle 

wants another deal; he wants his pride back. He 

wants to continue enmity generation by generation, 

and he wants not only me, but my children and all 

my family to pay the price for my decision.

When I bought myself, I was proud of my success. 

I still am, but I also am not. I can’t forgive myself if 

all my family members are sad, disturbed and dis-

abled for me. Did I deserve freedom so that another 

young girl must now give up hers? Did I deserve the 

freedom that cost my brother part of his body? Is 

it ever possible to bring a positive change when we 

struggle against forced arranged marriage?

I live with my husband, and we are happy, very 

happy, but we feel life is short. We wait to hear what 

Uncle will do next. To be honest, I sometimes feel I 

don’t have the energy to continue, but I think of a 

man who took my hands and taught me all men are 

not cruel. I am concerned for my husband, and I live 

for him and my sick mother and my dreams for my 

education.

I don’t see a solution. In my country, I am consid-

ered bad, and people blame me for standing against 

my family, failing to respect my elders, and reject-

ing a life serving the husband my uncle chose for 

me whom I didn’t love. Only my pen tolerates my 

choices. I bought my freedom, but violence still fol-

lows me, and I can’t escape, and I still wish I was not 

a woman.  %

www.awwproject.org


