
[image: cover]


CONTENTS

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

List of Illustrations

Map

Title Page

Dedication

Introduction: Dust in the Eyes of the World

1. THE ROAD FROM FARAH

2. GROWING UP IN PAKISTAN

3. THE SHADOW OF THE TALIBAN

4. A CLINIC, AN ORPHANAGE AND ANOTHER OCCUPATION

5. ‘ANOTHER MALALAI, ANOTHER MAIWAND’

6. A HOMECOMING TO REMEMBER

7. A DANGEROUS SEASON

8. A WEDDING AND AN ELECTION

9. HOUSE OF WARLORDS

10. BANISHED

11. THE VIEW FROM ABROAD

12. A BIRD WITH ONE WING

13. THE ENDLESS WAR

14. THE LONG ROAD AHEAD FOR AFGHANISTAN

Conclusion: a River is Made Drop by Drop

Picture Section

Index

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

Malalai Joya is the youngest and most famous MP in Afghanistan. In Raising My Voice, she describes how she ran a secret school for girls when the country was under the grip of the Taliban. Later, she made world headlines when she courageously denounced the presence of warlords in the new Afghan government. She has spoken out for justice ever since, and for the rights of women in the country she loves.


Her work has brought her awards and death threats in equal measure: she lives in constant danger. In this gripping account, she reveals touching personal stories as well as the truth about life in a country embroiled in war. And she speaks candidly about the future of Afghanistan, a future that has implications for us all.



About the Author

Malalai Joya was four days old when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. Following a childhood spent in refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan, she returned to Taliban-ruled Afghanistan in the late 1990s, where she worked for underground organisations promoting the cause of women. At the historic Loya Jirga assembly in 2003 where Afghanistan’s new constitution was debated, she made world headlines. In 2005, at the age of twenty-seven, she was the youngest person to be elected to the new Parliament. Since then, she has survived numerous assassination attempts and continued to press the cause of those who elected her. She received the International Human Rights in Film Award at Berlin in 2007, was awarded the Anna Politkovskaya Award in 2008, and named on Time magazine’s list of the world’s 100 most influential people in 2010.

Visit her website: www.malalaijoya.com


LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Map

1. Afghanistan and its neighbours

Picture Section

With the exception of image 19, which is copyright Jenny Matthews, all photographs are the copyright of the Defence Committee for Malalai Joya.

1. Malalai Joya as a little girl.

2. Malalai’s historic speech on 17 December 2003 at the Loya Jirga in Kabul.

3. Speaking at a rally back in Farah.

4. Malalai Joya’s maiden speech during the first session of Parliament in December 2005.

5. During a question and answer period in April 2006.

6. Sayyaf, the MP from Paghman who violently opposed Malalai Joya’s comments in April 2006.

7. The former jihadi commander Alam Khan Azadi.

8. A heated television debate in 2007 with Jabar Shelgari, an ally of Sayyaf’s.

9. On 7 May 2006, Malalai Joya was physically attacked in Parliament.

10. Malalai and her bodyguards, waiting for the building to empty after the May 2006 attack.

11. Malalai Joya speaking at a mosque in Farah.

12. Malalai talking to girls in Farah.

13. Malalai Joya with children at the orphanage in Farah.

14. Malalai meets the bereaved father of two children killed in Takhar.

15. Afghan women protest against Malalai Joya’s suspension from Parliament in May 2007.

16. Women march to the United Nations’ office in Jalalabad to demand Malalai’s reinstatement.

17. Protestors in New York on 21 June 2007.

18. Malalai Joya addressing the European Parliament in 2008.

19. Malalai was awarded the prestigious Anna Politkovskaya Award in 2008 (© Jenny Matthews).


[image: image]


[image: image]


To the Bashiras, Rahellas, Bibi Guls, Pukhtanas and all my oppressed people whose sighs, tears and sorrows nobody sees


INTRODUCTION

DUST IN THE EYES OF THE WORLD

I COME FROM a land of tragedy called Afghanistan. My life has taken some unusual turns, but in many ways my story is the story of a generation. For the thirty years I have been alive, my country has suffered from the constant scourge of war. Most Afghans my age and younger have known only bloodshed, displacement and occupation. When I was a baby in my mother’s arms, the Soviet Union invaded my country. When I was four years old, my family and I were forced to live as refugees in Iran and then Pakistan. Millions of Afghans were killed or exiled, like my family, during the battle-torn 1980s. When the Russians finally left, and their puppet regime was overthrown, we faced a vicious civil war between fundamentalist warlords, followed by the rule of the depraved and medieval Taliban.

After the tragic day of 11 September 2001, many in Afghanistan thought that – with the overthrow of the Taliban – they might finally see some light, some justice and progress. But it was not to be. The Afghan people have been betrayed once again by those who are claiming to help them. More than seven years after the invasion by America and its allies, we are still faced with foreign occupation and an American-backed government filled with warlords who are just like the Taliban. Instead of putting these ruthless murderers on trial for war crimes, the United States and its allies placed them in positions of power, where they continue to terrorise ordinary Afghans.

You may be shocked to hear this, because the truth about Afghanistan has been hidden behind a smokescreen of words and images carefully crafted by the United States and its NATO allies and repeated without question by the Western media.

You may have been led to believe that once the Taliban was driven from power, justice returned to my country. Afghan women like me, voting and running for office, have been held up as proof that the United States has brought democracy and women’s rights to Afghanistan.

But it is all a lie, dust in the eyes of the world.

I am the youngest Member of the Afghan Parliament, but I have been banished from my seat and threatened with death because I speak the truth about the warlords and criminals in the puppet government of Hamid Karzai. I have already survived at least five assassination attempts and uncounted plots against me. Because of this, I am forced to live like a fugitive within my own country. A trusted uncle heads my detail of bodyguards, and we move to different houses every night to stay a step ahead of my enemies.

To hide my identity, I must travel under the cover of the heavy cloth burqa, which to me is a symbol of women’s oppression, like a shroud for the living. Even during the dark days of the Taliban I could at least go outside under the burqa to teach girls in secret classes. But today I don’t feel safe under my burqa, even with armed guards to escort me. My visitors are searched for weapons, and even the flowers at my wedding had to be checked for bombs. I cannot tell you my family’s name, or the name of my husband, because it would place them in terrible danger. And for this reason, I have changed several other names in this book.

I call myself Joya – an alias I adopted during the time of the Taliban when I worked as an underground activist. The name Joya has great significance in my country. Sarwar Joya was an Afghan writer, poet, and constitutionalist who struggled against injustice during the early twentieth century. He spent nearly twenty-four years of his life in jails, and was finally killed because he would not compromise his democratic principles.

I know that because I refuse to compromise my opposition to the warlords and fundamentalists or soften my speeches denouncing them, then I, too, may join Joya in the long list of Afghans who have died for freedom. But you cannot compromise the truth. And I am not afraid of an early death if it advances the cause of justice. Even the grave cannot silence my voice, because there are others who would carry on after me.

The sad fact is that, in Afghanistan, killing a woman is like killing a bird. The United States has tried to justify its occupation with rhetoric about ‘liberating’ Afghan women, but we remain caged in our country, without access to justice and still ruled by women-hating criminals. Fundamentalists still preach that ‘a woman should be in her house or in the grave’. In most places it is still not safe for a woman to appear in public uncovered, or to walk on the street without a male relative. Girls are still sold into marriage. Rape goes unpunished every day.

For both men and women in Afghanistan, our lives are short and often wracked by violence, loss and anguish. The life expectancy here is less than forty-five years – an age that in the West is called ‘middle age’. We live in desperate poverty. A staggering 70 per cent of Afghans survive on less than two dollars per day. And it is estimated that over half of Afghan men and 80 per cent of women are illiterate. In the past few years, hundreds of women have committed self-immolation – literally burned themselves to death – to escape their miseries.

This is the history I have lived through, and this is the tragic situation today that with many others I am working to change. I am no better than any of my suffering people. Fate and history have made me in some ways a ‘voice of the voiceless’, the many thousands and millions of Afghans who have endured decades of war and injustice.

For years, my supporters have urged me to write a book about my life. I have always resisted because I do not feel comfortable writing about myself. I feel that my story, on its own, is not important. But finally my friends persuaded me to go ahead with this book as a way to talk about the plight of the Afghan people from the perspective of a member of my country’s war generation. I agreed to use my personal experiences as a way to tell the political history of Afghanistan, focusing on the past three decades of oppressive misrule. The story of the dangerous campaign I ran to represent the poor people of my province; the physical and verbal attacks I endured as a Member of Parliament; and the devious, illegal plot to banish me from my elected post – all of it illuminates the corruption and injustice that prevents Afghanistan from becoming a true democracy. In this way it is not just my story, but the story of my struggling people.

Many books were written about Afghanistan after the 9/11 tragedy, but only a few of them offer a complete and realistic picture of Afghanistan’s past. Most of them describe in depth the cruelties and injustices of the Taliban regime, but usually ignore or try to hide one of the darkest periods of our history: the rule of the fundamentalist mujahideen between 1992 and 1996. I hope this book will draw attention to the atrocities committed by these warlords who now dominate the Karzai regime.

I also hope this book will correct the tremendous amount of misinformation being spread about Afghanistan. Afghans are sometimes represented in the media as a backward people, nothing more than terrorists, criminals and henchmen. This false image is extremely dangerous for the future of both my country and the West. The truth is that Afghans are brave and freedom-loving people with a rich culture and a proud history. We are capable of defending our independence, governing ourselves and determining our own future.

But Afghanistan has long been used as a deadly playground in the ‘Great Game’ between superpowers, from the British Empire to the Soviet Empire, and now the Americans and their allies. They have tried to rule Afghanistan by dividing it. They have given money and power to thugs and fundamentalists and warlords who have driven our people into terrible misery. We do not want to be misused and misrepresented to the world. We need security and a helping hand of friends around the world, but not this endless US-led ‘war on terror’, which is in fact a war against the Afghan people. The Afghan people are not terrorists; we are the victims of terrorism. Today the soil of Afghanistan is full of landmines, bullets and bombs – when what we really need is an invasion of hospitals, clinics and schools for boys and girls.

I was also reluctant to write this memoir because I’d always thought that books should first be written about the many democratic activists who have been martyred, the secret heroes and heroines of Afghanistan’s history. I feel the same way about some of the awards that I have received from international human rights groups in recent years. The ones who came before me are more deserving. It is an honour to be recognised, but I only wish that all the love and support I have been shown could be given to the orphans and widows of Afghanistan. For me, the awards and honours belong to all my people, and each distinction I receive only adds to my sense of responsibility to our common struggle. For this reason, all of my earnings from this book will go towards supporting urgently needed humanitarian projects in Afghanistan, aimed at changing lives for the better.

As I write these words, the situation in Afghanistan is getting progressively worse. And not just for women, but for all Afghans. We are caught between two enemies – the Taliban on one side and the US/NATO forces and their warlord friends on the other. And the dark-minded forces in our country are gaining power with every Coalition air strike that kills civilians, with every corrupt government official who grows fat on bribes and thievery, and with every criminal who escapes justice.

During his election campaign, the new President of the United States, Barack Obama, spoke of sending tens of thousands more foreign troops to Afghanistan, but he did not speak out against the twin plagues of corruption and warlordism that are destroying my country. I know that Obama’s election has brought great hopes to peace-loving people in the United States. But for Afghans, Obama’s military build-up will only bring more suffering and death to innocent civilians, while it may not even weaken the Taliban and al-Qaeda. I hope that the lessons in this book will reach President Obama and his policymakers in Washington, and warn them that the people of Afghanistan reject their brutal occupation and their support of the warlords and drug-lords.

In Afghanistan, democratically minded people have been struggling for human and women’s rights for decades. Our history proves that these values cannot be imposed by foreign troops. As I never tire of telling my audiences, no nation can donate liberation to another nation. These values must be fought for and won by the people themselves. They can only grow and flourish when they are planted by the people in their own soil and watered by their own blood and tears.

In Afghanistan, we have a saying that is very dear to my heart: ‘The truth is like the sun: when it comes up nobody can block it out or hide it.’ I hope that this book and my story will, in a small way, help that sun to keep shining and inspire you, wherever you might be reading this, to work for peace, justice and democracy.

Malalai Joya


CHAPTER 1

THE ROAD FROM FARAH

I WAS BORN in the small village of Ziken in the mountainous Anardara district of western Afghanistan on 25 April 1978. Three days later a Soviet-backed coup changed the course of our lives for ever. Within a year we were an occupied country, and since then war is all we Afghans have known.

I am the second born of ten children, and the eldest of seven daughters. Although my family has suffered many deprivations, the only commodity that has never been in short supply is love. But we often lived in fear. One of my earliest memories is of clinging to my mother’s legs while policemen ransacked our house, looking for my father. They turned the place upside down searching for clues, emptying everything out of our drawers and suitcases and ripping open mattresses and pillows. But my mother did not know where he was either. He had lost a leg while fighting with the mujahideen against the Soviet occupiers. Then he had to flee Afghanistan. My family thought he was living in exile in Iran, but no one had heard from him in many months. Already, the neighbours were calling my mother a widow. My grandfather told her not to give up hope, but truly they did not know whether my father was alive or dead.

Soon after my birth, my family moved to Farah City, in the province of the same name, which borders on Iran. It is a poor, sparsely populated region, plagued by drought and windstorms. Only half a million people live in the whole province; 50,000 of them in the area around Farah City. These days Farah is mostly out of sight and out of mind of the capital, Kabul, but there was a time when great armies poured through the wide river valley along the road between the ancient cities of Herat and Kandahar. Darius I of Persia once ruled here. The ruins of a mud-brick citadel, known as Infidel’s Castle, built by Alexander the Great still stand in Farah, in the shadow of the mountains. Later, Genghis Khan sacked Farah on his march through Afghanistan. More recently, the British Empire tried to swallow Afghanistan, as did the Soviets. And now the Americans and their European allies. Afghanistan has always been on the route of conquerors because of its strategic location at the crossroads of Central Asia, perched between India and Russia, Persia and China. There is a wise saying in Africa: ‘When elephants fight, it is the grass that is trampled.’ Afghanistan has been that grass, but it never stays trampled for long. A longing for freedom beats in every Afghan’s heart, and we have eventually repelled every foreign occupier. This is something the United States government might consider as it rains bombs on our villages in the name of liberating us.

As I have said, I can’t tell you the real names of my parents or close relatives. Because of my outspoken politics, it would put my whole family in danger. But I can tell you that my father is an educated man who believes in democracy. He attended postsecondary school and even studied to become a doctor at Kabul University, but his involvement in politics and the persecution that came with the Soviet Union’s invasion in 1979 meant that he never got the chance to practise medicine.

My mother, on the other hand, did not have the opportunity to get an education. Her life has not been easy. Both her parents died when she was still young, and so she had to take care of both her own children and some of her younger siblings. She had two older brothers who became the family breadwinners. My maternal grandfather had been an honest and well-respected tribal leader, or Malik, for forty years. The people of Ziken called him the ‘stick holder’, because he was famous for having beaten someone with his stick after he saw him taking a bribe. Even though tribal heads in Afghanistan are among the richest men, my grandfather was too honest to keep anything for himself. When he died nothing was left for his children, but the surrounding villages helped support my mother and her siblings. When my mother was born, the families arranged for her to marry my father. This custom remains common in the villages of Afghanistan today.

I am often asked by reporters to describe my ethnic background and I always tell them ‘I am an Afghan. Tajik, Pashtun, Hazara, Uzbek, Nooristani, Baluch, Pashaee and other ethnic groups are all the same for me.’ In Ziken, Pashtuns and Tajiks mixed, intermarried and lived in brotherhood. I prefer not to play into the hands of those who would use religious and tribal differences to divide us. A divided country is easiest for outsiders to control, and that is something I have fought against all my life.

My parents named me Malalai, a popular name in Afghanistan. It was given to me as a tribute to one of the great freedom fighters from our country’s history: Malalai of Maiwand. In our schools and in our homes, all Afghan children learn of Malalai’s bravery and sacrifice in our struggle for independence against the British Empire. In 1880, during the Second Anglo-Afghan War, she was a very young and patriotic woman who went to the front lines to tend to the wounded during an important battle against British colonial forces at Maiwand, in Kandahar Province. At a key point when the British had gained the upper hand and the Afghan fighters were becoming demoralised, she took over from a fallen flag bearer and led the men back into battle. Malalai encouraged the Afghan fighters with defiant and poetic words:

Young love! If you do not fall in the battle of Maiwand then

By God, someone is saving you as a symbol of shame!

Malalai of Maiwand was struck down soon after, sacrificing her life to inspire the resistance fighters who delivered the British a stunning defeat. Nearly 3,000 Afghans died, but an entire British brigade was destroyed, and this victory was an important landmark in our country’s struggle for independence. My parents named me Malalai because my father was a strong supporter of democracy and human rights at a time when these values were also under siege.

Although he would later become the most important influence in my life, in my first years I did not know my father. Because of the political situation in the country, he often had to live apart from us in hiding. Father was part of the politically active generation that came of age during the time known as the ‘constitutional period’, from 1964 to 1973.

In 1964 King Zahir Shah, under pressure from mass movements, introduced a new constitution that maintained the monarchy’s ultimate control but included provisions ensuring women’s rights and the creation of an elected parliament. Many new political parties were formed in these years, and the campuses became hotbeds of political activity. Islamic fundamentalists, nationalist reformers and communists were able to organise, up to a point. Even though my father was independent of any political party, he was very active in the democracy and human rights movements, and had been since he began attending university in 1972.

This brief period of relative tolerance ended in 1973, when the king was overthrown by his cousin Mohammed Daoud Khan, who declared himself president and Afghanistan a republic. In 1978, Daoud himself was killed in the coup d’état called the ‘Saur’ or ‘April’ Revolution by its Russian-backed leaders in the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), which had earlier helped him to kick out the king. This coup ushered in the period of direct Soviet intervention in Afghan affairs. The pro-Russian PDPA and its two major factions, Khalq and Parcham, were ruthless in repressing and killing their opponents – as well as each other – in mass purges. Noor Mohammad Taraki, the first Russian puppet was soon killed by Hafizullah Amin, who ruled briefly until 1979. When Soviet troops rolled into Kabul, they killed Amin and installed a more reliable puppet, Babrak Karmal, as ruler of Afghanistan.

While he studied medicine in Kabul during those years, my father became known as a strong supporter of democracy and an opponent of both the monarchy and the Soviet puppets. The authorities knew about my father and his activities.

But his own father did not always realise the extent of his involvement.

One day, when my father was back home in Farah, some government officials came to complain to my grandfather about his son’s activities. Grandfather was a very religious man who ran a small pharmacy to support his family. He was a respected elder in our community, very well known in Farah, and his door was open to everyone. On this day, however, he did not like what his visitors told him.

‘Your son has been involved in some of the student demonstrations at the university.’

‘No, I don’t think so. My son only goes to school to study,’ Grandfather said.

But the government men explained that in fact my father had been a speaker at a number of protests, and was scheduled to speak again the next day in Farah. They told Grandfather that his son’s involvement in the student movement was well known to police intelligence and that he could find himself in jail if he didn’t cut out these extra-curricular activities. Grandfather was upset and worried for the safety of my father, ordering him to stay home the next day.

To emphasise how serious he was, Grandfather added that if he went he would not be forgiven, nor let back into the house. In fact, that night, Grandfather even locked the door to my father’s room from the outside!

My father, however, was very determined to participate in the demonstration. He stuffed towels and pillows under the bed covers and, with the help of a cousin, snuck out through the bedroom window. Until lunchtime or so, Grandfather just thought he was sleeping in. But when he discovered he had been deceived, he was very angry. He also prayed for my father’s safety. For a week my father did not return home, in order to show respect for Grandfather’s anger towards him. In the end, he was forgiven and taken back into the house.

My father took many risks during these years, and was jailed for sixteen months in the early 1970s, delaying his medical studies. He finally had to leave school in 1979, when Soviet tanks and troops poured into Afghanistan.

Like many young men my father joined the fight against the invasion. While I was still an infant he began to train with the local mujahideen. Like many such groups that rose up in the villages, they were largely self-organised with limited resources. Uncle Azad,1 my mother’s brother, also joined the freedom fighters, and he often travelled alongside Father during their clandestine operations in the province.

One night their headquarters in the mountains near our village was attacked by Soviet troops. After days of heavy fighting, the mujahideen ran out of food and ammunition, so they had to retreat. Before they left, the Russian troops destroyed the headquarters and planted anti-personnel mines everywhere, including around the bodies of thirteen slain mujahideen. Father and Uncle Azad took on the grisly mission of retrieving the bodies for their families. Before they could finish the job, Father stepped on one of the landmines. The force of the explosion knocked him unconscious, and when he woke up in the field, his left leg had been shattered by the blast, and he was bleeding profusely. Luckily, Uncle Azad was nearby, and he reacted quickly and helped tie a tourniquet to stem the bleeding. In fact, Father was able to give instructions for his own treatment, and this is one of the reasons he survived. After a dangerous thirty-hour journey by car to Iran, Uncle Azad managed to get Father to a hospital. Today, the same uncle who saved my father’s life is the head of my security.

To keep Father alive, the doctors had to amputate part of his leg. In fact, they had to operate three times. He was one of hundreds of thousands of Afghans who lost a limb during the long war against the Soviets. A 2005 survey conducted by Handicap International put the number of ‘severely disabled’ Afghans at up to 867,000 people. And landmines like the one that maimed Father still lie buried in fields throughout the country, injuring children and farmers, continuing their evil work long after their makers have gone home.

As you can imagine, Father’s injury was a traumatic and difficult thing for my mother, too. To make matters worse, shortly after he sustained this injury it became too risky for him to live with us at all. The Soviets and their Afghan puppets were killing thousands of opponents during this time. During the brief rule of Hafizullah Amin, the puppet regime itself issued a list of over 12,000 people it said were killed in prisons and blamed Noor Mohammad Taraki for it. My father lost many of his friends and colleagues, and he knew the pro-Soviet forces wanted to do away with him as well. So, sadly, he had to leave our family home and live in exile.

When my father left, his older brother, my Uncle Babak, looked after and provided for our family. Retired, he returned to work as a teacher to support us. Since this happened when I was just an infant, I did not have a clear understanding of our relationship and started calling my uncle ‘Baba’, which means ‘Daddy’ in Dari. All my life Uncle Babak has been very close to me and to our whole family. Even though he was not a political person, this uncle was jailed three times and tortured because of my father’s activities against the Soviet occupation. The authorities were punishing him because he would not give information on the whereabouts of his brother. Later, my activism caused him to be harassed by some. He had a severe heart condition, which could only have been treated abroad. Uncle Babak died in July 2006. His loss was a tough blow for my whole family. And it still troubles me that I was not in a position to be able to pay for his treatment.

But as much as he loved his brother, Uncle Babak was in many ways very different from Father. My father was unlike most Afghan men his age, and we did not have male domination in our household. My uncle preferred girls to cover their head with a scarf when men came to the house – for my father it didn’t matter. One day my uncle bought me a scarf and he asked me to wear it. He also didn’t like me to shake hands with males.

As a little girl, I was very close to my paternal grandmother, who also lived in Farah. Most of what I know about her comes from the stories of others. She loved me a lot, and at meals I would often share food from her dish. This was a great treat, because, in our tradition, elderly people always get the best food. Grandmother once told my mother that, after she died, she wanted me to go to her grave, put water on it and shout three times. ‘I want to hear her voice,’ she said.

In the days when my father was in exile, my grandparents still lived with us. My grandfather remained very active even in old age. As kids, we were told he was over a hundred years old. But you have to understand that in Afghanistan many people’s birthdates are not recorded, and there is often some exaggeration of ages. He had a way with words, and loved to talk to new people wherever he went. In a way he was our family’s first ‘politician’. I like to think that I picked up some of these traits from him.

Grandfather was an extremely hospitable and unselfish man who always put others ahead of himself. I was told as a child a story well known in our family: Grandfather was hosting some friends for lunch, and food was about to be served when he received terrible news – his twelve-year-old son, my father’s eldest brother, who had fallen gravely ill, had died. Rather than break the news to his guests right away, Grandfather made sure everyone enjoyed their meal first. It was only after the meal and pleasant conversation was finished that he shared the tragedy, and everyone cried together and comforted each other for the terrible loss. He was well loved in our community.

When government police officers came to search our house and interrogate us about my father’s whereabouts, Grandfather would often make them ashamed of their actions. He appealed to their sense of patriotism and pride to make them see that they were serving the wrong master. ‘It is a shame that Afghans are fighting and killing Afghans,’ he would say.

‘Sorry, Grandfather,’ the policemen often replied, ‘but we are just doing our job.’

On some of these occasions when the authorities came to our home, Grandfather would recite and even improvise poetry, speaking verses that combined religious and political ideas. He had a creative talent for writing and recitation, and he was an excellent communicator.

Once some policemen pleaded their case to my grandfather. ‘We are good people,’ they declared righteously. ‘We are just doing what we have to do.’

Grandfather responded right away: ‘Yes, you are right. We are truly the ones who are bad people. Please forgive us.’

The policemen became so embarrassed that they left.

Another time the police were looking at our display of photos, which featured many of my father’s university friends and colleagues who had since been killed or thrown in jail. When one of the policemen pointed at my father’s picture and asked harshly ‘Where is this man?’, my grandfather’s response was to recite a very beautiful and patriotic poem.

When he was finished some of the policemen had tears in their eyes, and again they left as quickly as they could.

On some occasions, however, the police were far more brutal. We heard stories of times when the authorities even killed children and babies in their cradles while going through the houses of suspected dissidents.

These years were, as you can imagine, very hard on my mother emotionally. Soon after my father lost his leg, as I have already mentioned, he had to leave Afghanistan entirely. We believed that he had taken refuge in neighbouring Iran, but there were long periods of time when Mother had no news at all from her husband. There was a war raging through our country and we had no means to communicate or even to receive messages.

Mother began to fear the worst. Then, when I was four years old, Uncle Azad, my mother’s brother, arrived one day with dramatic news: my father was still alive! Uncle also carried the message that it was time for all of us to leave at once and join him in Iran. Mother could not believe her ears, could not believe that her husband was really alive.

The war with Russia was only getting worse. The bitter conflict showed no sign of ending soon and, by 1982, already tens of thousands of Afghans were pouring out of the country to escape the war and its brutalities. Our family joined this exodus. We packed up what we could carry and left Farah Province and Afghanistan behind us. Uncle Azad, Mother, my older brother and young sister – we all piled into a car for the journey to Iran. We said goodbye to Grandfather. It would be the last time I ever saw him. He stayed behind, never wanting to leave his beloved Farah Province. When he died there in 1987, we were told that hundreds of people came from many faraway villages to pay their final respects.

Like so many Afghans my age, I spent most of my childhood outside the country in refugee camps. Over the course of the war, literally millions of Afghans would be displaced, living mostly in crowded camps in Iran and Pakistan. This toll doesn’t include the over 1 million Afghans killed during the decade-long Soviet occupation, which lasted from 1979 to 1989.

During this time, the United States was also involved in Afghanistan. In the name of the legitimate struggle of the mujahideen to liberate our country, the US funded, trained and armed some of the worst extremists in the world – people like Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Abdul Rab al-Rasul Sayyaf and Osama bin Laden. The latter, of course, was not an Afghan. He was one of the thousands of foreigners that the United States and Pakistan recruited, trained and funded with the collusion of wealthy Saudi Arabian extremists. This intervention helped lead to the eventual downfall of the Soviet Union and contributed to the end of the Cold War, but it left us plagued with well-armed fundamentalists. Even before the Russians were driven out, many of the extremist groups had begun fighting each other and making life terrible for the Afghan people. Ultimately both the superpowers used Afghanistan for their own interests. And for us Afghans, this war brought great destruction from which we have yet to recover. And it sowed the seeds that grew into the ongoing misery we are still dealing with today.

Leaving Afghanistan, we travelled first to the eastern Iranian city of Zahedan. We were careful not to inform many people of our plans, because the authorities were trying to stem the mass emigration the war was causing. At the same time, the United States and its allies, along with Pakistan and Iran, were encouraging the exodus because it was easier for them to recruit mujahideen which they could then arm to fight the Russians. Pakistan and Iran wanted to increase the number of refugees because they brought in money from the UN and other donors. Also, these neighbouring governments could work among the Afghan refugees to recruit them as their agents and create political parties they could control. During these years eight new pro-Iranian parties were formed, and seven such parties were created under the control of the Pakistan intelligence services (ISI).

Cultural similarities made Iran a natural destination for those of us fleeing western Afghanistan. One of the official languages of my home province is Dari, which is a dialect of Persian, the national language of Iran. But once an Afghan crossed the border, it was illegal to live outside the dangerous, crowded refugee camps without government permission. Anti-fundamentalist intellectuals like my father were being targeted and killed at the Zahedan camps, so he was living quietly in town, in a single rented room in a house with friends. And that was where all of us joined him at last.

I don’t personally remember the event, but over the years Mother would often tell the story of her reunion with Father in Zahedan. When he first walked into the room it was as if the whole building filled with light. She said it was like witnessing the miracle of his coming back to life right before her eyes.

I was still very young, only four years old, so I did not understand that this man with one leg was my father. At first, I wouldn’t let him hug me or give me a kiss. Emotionally I remained closer to the uncle I had taken to calling ‘Baba’. I did not yet realise how fortunate I was just to have a father, unlike so many thousands of Afghan children orphaned over the preceding decades of war.

Father worked hard to gain my affection. There was a market nearby, and even an ice cream stand that kept its freezer working with a noisy portable generator. Before a meal I was often sent out to buy some bread from the market and Father would slip me a little bit of extra money so that I could stop on the way back and get myself some ice cream. This was such a treat for me and, to this day, just the thought of ice cream brings back happy memories.

Sometimes my love of ice cream got me into trouble. On one occasion we had guests over for dinner and I was sent out at the last minute to pick up some bread. My instructions were crystal clear: ‘Hurry home. Do not stop for ice cream.’

But I couldn’t help myself. Not only did I stop for ice cream, but I hung around talking to some other kids while I ate. When I got back, everyone was annoyed. I realised I had been a brat but, despite this, Father didn’t even yell at me.

And so I gradually came to understand and accept who my father really was. He told me he first knew that he had won me back when he overheard me singing myself a little song that went, ‘My father has only one leg, my father has only one leg …’ It certainly wasn’t poetry, but Father was thrilled to hear this odd little ditty of mine.

As new siblings kept arriving in our family, my father became less and less able to support us financially – despite the fact that he was both well educated and a hard worker. There simply weren’t enough jobs to go around. Back home in Farah, while we were certainly never rich, we weren’t poor either. But now, along with thousands of other displaced Afghan families, we faced very difficult conditions.

The fundamentalist, fascist Iranian government has committed unforgivable crimes against its own people, but Afghan refugees have been – and still are – treated with even more brutality. Every Afghan who has lived in Iran has painful stories to tell.

Afghans, in general, were seen as second-class humans by the Iranian government. We were called ‘dirty’ by camp guards and forced to do the most difficult jobs for lower wages. The regime of the mullahs in Iran was only friendly to Afghans who were linked to its eight puppet fundamentalist parties. They were later merged into the Wahdat Party – or ‘Unity Party’ – dedicated to exporting Tehran’s brand of political Islam to Afghanistan. Some ministers and many officials in Hamid Karzai’s government – such as Karim Khalili, now vice president – come from this party. Given the bloodthirsty behaviour of Wahdat during the civil war years of 1992 to 1996 and otherwise, these men must be held to account.

These groups had free rein in the camps to forcibly recruit refugees and terrorise and kill their opponents. That’s why it was actually safer for us to live in Zahedan and risk getting picked up by the police and sent to one of the dreaded detention centres. Like concentration camps, they were designed to humiliate Afghans and break their national pride. Detainees faced torture, deportation or worse. Some of the famous detention/deportation centres were ‘Tal-e-Sea’, ‘Askar Abad’, and ‘Safaid Sang’. The low point of the systemic abuse of Afghan refugees in Iran came in 1998, with the little-known massacre at Safaid Sang (White Rock, in Dari). After detainees revolted against their conditions and tried to escape, more than 600 were shot down and killed; some were strafed by machine-gun fire from helicopters.

We lived as exiles in Iran for four years. After one year of uneasy but relatively comfortable conditions in Zahedan, for economic reasons we were soon forced to move hundreds of miles north into less hospitable lodgings at the Khunuk Buzghala camp. At the time, about 85,000 Afghans were squeezed into filthy, overcrowded camps in the desert frontier of the Birjand district. The rest of the world knows this region for its beautiful Persian carpets and its history as a waypoint along the famous Silk Road; we knew it as a place where we were neglected and forgotten, where we baked in the heat of the day and shivered at night.

The houses in the camps were hastily thrown-together mud and brick structures lined up along open sewers. Most of the dwellings didn’t have proper doors, and night could be a fearful time. There were some horrific incidents when foxes, wolves and other wild animals crept inside to attack and kill infants and young children while they slept. I will never forget Mother instructing us how to scream for help if we woke up to find an animal in our hut. She even had a special string attached to my newborn sister that would wake her if her baby was disturbed.

Even worse than these dangers and deprivations, however, was the fact that there were no schools in these camps. Afghan children were not allowed to attend Iranian schools, and were prevented from setting up their own education system. This was unacceptable to my family and especially to my father, who believed so strongly in the value of education, for young girls also. I was now seven years old and it was past time for me to begin school. So Mother and Father packed all of us up and we said goodbye to Iran.

1 I have changed this and other names in this book for security reasons


CHAPTER 2

GROWING UP IN PAKISTAN

THE TRIP TO Pakistan from Iran took two days, travelling on large old passenger buses. I was very young, and slept most of the way – I didn’t know what a treacherous route it was, plagued by thieves and bandits. My family and other Afghan refugees also had to fear the Iranian police, who could have sent us to the notorious detention centres.

Our family settled in Quetta, which is the capital city of Balochistan, a mountainous region in western Pakistan just across the border from the Afghan province of Kandahar. Known as the ‘Fruit Garden of Pakistan’, Quetta sits almost a mile above sea level and is surrounded by imposing mountain peaks with dramatic names like Murdar and Takatoo. Quetta is a good-sized metropolis, although certainly not immense by Pakistani standards, and its population was probably less than half a million when we were living there. This time we didn’t live in a refugee camp. Instead we rented a cheap little house and my father worked at a series of odd jobs. In those years, most Afghan refugees in Pakistan were either in Quetta or Peshawar, and the former was safer for democratically minded activists like my father.

Soon after our arrival in Pakistan I went to school for the very first time. One of the reasons my family chose Quetta was because it had a school with a good reputation among democracy activists. Watan School was the only school for Afghan refugees in that area that girls could attend. The school had both boys’ and girls’ branches attended by hundreds of children. It was run with finance and support from an underground organisation called the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA), which was started in the late 1970s both to advocate for women’s rights and to help in the struggle against the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan.

This was a boarding school – there was no option to attend as a day student, so it meant that I was separated from my family for long periods of time. It was difficult for both me and my parents, but they believed it was important that I get the best education possible. I remember crying when my parents dropped me off for my first day of school. I was only seven years old and it was sad and frightening to be separated from Mother and Father and all my brothers and sisters. I was also worried about my hair, of all things. At the time, I was extremely fond of the long, thick hair that flowed down my back, and I insisted that my mother ask the teachers to promise that they would look after it.

Once I settled in I really enjoyed my classes. I loved reading and writing right from the beginning, especially poems and proverbs. I would memorise my favourites and recite them aloud. Although this school was supported by a political organisation, all of the teachers believed in letting children have their childhood. We did our lessons in all the usual academic subjects, but we were also given time to play and just be kids.

For the most part, the teachers tried not to burden such small children with worries about the political troubles back in Afghanistan. But they did teach us some basic facts about a woman named Meena, the brave founder of RAWA, who had left university in Kabul to devote herself to social activism.

One day our teacher brought us down to the main hall for a special assembly. We were all very excited and wondered what the big occasion might be. Then, much to my amazement, my teacher introduced a guest speaker, and it was Meena herself. I couldn’t believe it – there was this legend, standing in front of us. She was not at all what I had imagined – so beautiful and young. In her remarks to us, Meena told us how important it was for girls to be educated. Back in Afghanistan the strength of the fundamentalist extremists, who believed that only boys should attend school, was already growing.

Afterwards, Meena sat with the students and spoke very kindly to us, asking how we enjoyed our lessons and whether we liked our teachers. She brought us sweets, and she made a special point of welcoming those of us who were new to the school. I was very shy then, and I sat quietly while she spoke with some of my classmates. Suddenly Meena turned to me and told me what beautiful long hair I had. This brought me out of my shell. ‘Thank you,’ I said, and we exchanged a few more words. I don’t remember what we discussed, but I will never forget her thoughtfulness.

In 1987, only a few years after this meeting, Meena became another martyr to the emancipation of Afghan women. She was thirty years old when she was kidnapped right in Quetta and assassinated. She disappeared and it was only six months later that two of her killers were captured and confessed, revealing the location where she had been hastily buried. It is believed that her murder was committed by fundamentalists associated with the party of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, with the support of the KHAD, the Afghan branch of the Soviet KGB. At least that is what the two men who were arrested in Pakistan confessed before they were hanged. Meena’s blood has fertilised the struggle of all Afghan women right up to today. I am very grateful that I had a chance to meet her in person, even if only for a day as a young child. She remains an inspiration to me.

My enemies often claim that I am a member of RAWA. After all, hundreds and probably thousands of Afghan children have been educated in RAWA schools in Pakistan – that doesn’t mean they all grew up to be activists with the organisation. I am an independent, but I am not ashamed to say that I share many of the same ideals. If I ever decided that I could be more effective working within the framework of an organisation, RAWA is the first I would consider joining. It is a group that makes Afghan women proud, and I have learned a great deal from their uncompromising struggle for women’s rights and democracy.

At boarding school, we were allowed to go home to visit our families a couple of weekends each month. I have very fond memories of one of the drivers who delivered us to our parents’ homes. We called him ‘Uncle Sayed’. He was a kind and gentle man who volunteered at our school, and I quickly became one of his favourites. When I got to ride with him, I would always try to sit up front. He often gave us chocolate or other sweets, and he would always joke and make us laugh. Sadly, this lovely man would also later be murdered by fundamentalist extremists.

But both of these tragic events were still in the future, and my life at this school was a happy period of growth and discovery. I do, however, have one negative – even traumatic – memory from my time there. One day I was shocked to be told that they would have to cut my beautiful long hair. I tried to run away, but the teachers caught me and sheared off all my precious locks. When I saw my cropped haircut in a mirror, I cried and cried at my loss. These teachers, however, were not being cruel. There was an outbreak of lice and they were forced to cut everyone’s hair to curb the spread. I should probably have been grateful that they didn’t shave me right down to the roots.

During our family’s years in Pakistan, we moved around several times, depending on my father’s work situation. We lived first in Quetta, and then near Pakistan’s north-eastern border with India in the city of Lahore. Then, finally, we ended up in the huge Afghan refugee camps around Peshawar in north-west Pakistan.

Peshawar is only a short distance from the Afghan border and about 150 miles from Kabul over the famous Khyber Pass, so it was natural for so many refugees to congregate there. The sprawling camps in this region were home to hundreds of thousands of Afghans escaping the war in our homeland, some of the largest being Harakat, Akora Khatak, Shamshato and Jalozai. Just recently, the Pakistani government began to close many of these camps, but for decades they were teeming with Afghan exiles.

We lived in a camp called Pashaee, about a half an hour of bumpy road off the main highway and also a half-hour from the much larger Harakat camp. When we arrived in the mid-1980s, the conditions in these camps were crowded and desperate. Families had to live in a haphazard assortment of shacks and earthen huts. From the camp, we could see clouds of black smoke



























	They must not perfume themselves.

	They must not wear adorning clothes.

	They must not wear thin clothes.

	They must not wear narrow and tight clothes.

	They must cover their entire bodies.

	Their clothes must not resemble men’s clothes.

	Muslim women’s clothes must not resemble non-Muslim women’s clothes.

	Their foot ornaments must not produce sound.

	They must not wear sound-producing garments.

	They must not walk in the middle of streets.

	They must not go out of their houses without their husband’s permission.

	They must not talk to strange men.

	If it is necessary to talk, they must talk in a low voice and without laughter.

	They must not look at strangers.

	They must not mix with strangers.
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