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To the fighters, survivors and advocates for women’s rights as human rights, may we continue to empower and uplift each other.


Some people believe football is a matter of life and death. I am very disappointed with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that.

Bill Shankly

Women’s sport is neither appropriate nor necessary.

Ahmadullah Wasiq, Deputy Head,

the Taliban Cultural Commission
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Author’s Note

To protect the privacy of those in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, 
I have changed the names and identifying characteristics of some individuals. Despite these changes, this book is an entirely authentic representation of my experiences.

This book contains descriptions of sexually abusive behaviour and suicidal ideation.


Prologue

Melbourne, August 2023

The same images are always there, waiting for the moment when I close my eyes. A knife slicing into a ball. Men laughing, their faces hateful. A helicopter’s blades spinning, dragging smoke behind them. Blood dripping slowly into the dust. The silhouette of a girl twisting in flames.

‘Khalida?’

I open my eyes.

I nod to the woman who is organising the event and take a breath.

It is the day before the Women’s World Cup Final in Sydney, and I am standing to the edge of the small indoor pitch at the back of the Ultra Football store in Melbourne. In front of me are members of what used to be the Afghanistan women’s national team. It would not be an exaggeration to say that it’s a miracle any of us are here to tell our story.

 Tomorrow, the world will be watching as the best women’s national football team in the world is crowned. But not every team was able to compete. The Afghanistan women’s team remains unrecognised by FIFA, football’s global governing body. The irony that the World Cup is in Australia this year, where the majority of the Afghanistan women’s team fled to as refugees when the Taliban returned to power in August 2021, immediately banning all women’s sport, is not lost on anyone. Nor is the fact that the men’s team is recognised and continues to compete.

I have been flown here from Denmark, where I have been living in exile from Afghanistan for more than ten years, by Malala Yousafzai, the Nobel Peace Prize-winning education activist. I did not need to explain to her what it is like to live as a woman under a repressive regime. What happens when the men to whom you have become an annoyance decide to swat you like a fly. So here I am, to be reunited with my sisters and introduce her to them. To help tell the story of the team to anyone who will listen. But where does the story begin?

Almost exactly two years ago, I had watched as the reports came in that Kabul had fallen back into the hands of the Taliban. Then the calls started. Not just calls: voicemails, emails and messages through every channel online. Even though I had been away from Afghanistan for more than eight years, as it was not safe for me to be in the country, I was still one of the most high-profile figures there in women’s football, so as the storm broke, I was a lightning rod. I surpassed WhatsApp’s capacity for incoming content three times in one day. Not only friends, family, former teammates and players I had worked with were sending me messages, but also players who I didn’t know, teenagers and girls in their early twenties who had begun playing long after I had left Afghanistan, who had never experienced life under the Taliban.

I received a call in the middle of the night. When I answered the phone, I heard a quiet, hoarse voice. It was a woman. She whispered in Dari, ‘Is that Khalida?’

‘Yes.’ My throat was dry, my eyes burnt as I tried to wake, unsure if I was still dreaming.

‘I have my brother’s gun. I’m sitting in front of my window, watching outside. I haven’t slept. When they knock on my door, I will shoot myself in the head. It is better to kill myself than be caught by them.’

I knew then that this was not a dream.

‘Where are you?’ I asked. Taking down her details, I added her name to my list and told her I would call when I knew more. My desk was full of half-empty cups of coffee. I couldn’t remember the last time I ate.

Like many of us who had escaped, I naively thought that my country would never be abandoned by Western forces. We believed that the damage to their reputations if they surrendered to the Taliban and withdrew their troops would be enough to prevent them leaving. We believed we were safe. We were wrong.

We watched, first in disbelief and then in horror, when the US government, led by Donald Trump, signed a deal with the Taliban in February 2020. The US and Nato allies agreed to pull all troops out of Afghanistan within fourteen months of the Agreement for Bringing Peace being reached. On 12 September 2020, a group of twenty-one members of the Afghanistan government gathered in Doha, Qatar, to meet with twenty-one representatives of the Taliban for ‘peace talks’, to discuss the future of the country after the withdrawal of US troops. There were only four women in the room. The Taliban did not greet them or make eye contact.

Over the coming weeks and months we heard that the Taliban were winning. The Afghanistan government, which had been installed by the US, were cut out of the peace talks altogether and the US government was negotiating directly with the Taliban. Schools were closed. International allies were starting to give up and Western powers were leaving the country.

My organisation, Girl Power, runs grassroots football programmes in a number of different cities and provinces across Afghanistan. The coaches and players were telling me that it was becoming increasingly unsafe to be there. As the Taliban advanced, I advised them to bury their football shirts, their trophies and any photos of themselves playing football, erase their histories and get to Kabul. The fighting had escalated and was almost continuous as the Taliban moved from rural areas into the cities. In April 2020, we had had to cancel a football event for girls in Jowzjan province, a rural area in the north of the country, because war had reached the region. The government had lost power. Mothers of the players I spoke to were terrified of sending their daughters to school, fearing they might not come home. The temporary president of the Afghanistan Football Federation warned the women’s team to stay away from the federation’s offices and facilities, to stay away from the pitches, because it would create too many problems between the federation and the Taliban, and he didn’t want anyone at the federation to be killed because of them.

We waited in hope for the government to fight back. Then we heard that they were surrendering, ordering military leaders to tell soldiers to give up their guns, actively preventing them from fighting back. There were videos of soldiers in tears, begging to stay armed and do something. I had relatives and friends in the military who had their guns taken away. They were forced to stop fighting, and because of that they lost their lives. They were betrayed by their own leaders and their supposed allies.

And then, in August 2021, Kabul fell.

Drivers, translators, cooks, teachers – anyone who had connections to international nations with troops in Afghanistan – were now in immediate danger. I found myself explaining what life under the Taliban was like to people who were not familiar with it: that all forms of entertainment were forbidden and why new members of the Taliban, neighbours and men locally that were either supportive of the ideology of the Taliban or who joined out of fear, were going door to door asking for the names of women football players.

They smashed ancient statues, musical instruments and televisions, burnt movie reels and music tapes on huge pyres. They did not ban football completely. Men were able to go to the stadiums and watch a match, but the sport was now prohibited for women. Anyone who had been caught stealing would have their hands slashed at the football stadium in a public display of punishment. Those sentenced to be executed were hung from the goalposts, left swaying above the grass.

The Taliban rule with the belief that women should not be educated, not be permitted to work or play any sports. Those of us who had played football in Afghanistan after the Taliban had been driven out in 2001 were automatically targets of persecution by them. Many of the players had been vocal in the press, using the small platform football had given them to speak up on women’s rights. They had been visible in their communities as actively flouting everything the Taliban believed, and they were now in imminent danger.

They had to go into hiding. The Football Federation did not respond in any way to safeguard the players, and few people could be trusted to help, because any chance to ingratiate themselves with the Taliban could lift the pressure and eyes off their own families. We had to get the women out, and I felt a particular responsibility to save them because I felt like their exposure was my fault. I had set things in motion when I started the Afghanistan women’s national football team, all those years before.

Back then we were told that Western powers had swept the Taliban out of power in the name of human rights. For women’s rights. To protect and stand with the women of Afghanistan, in the face of a regime that crushed them. And so, we had thrown ourselves fully into the fight for an equal society, and the vehicle for our fight was football. Despite facing backlash many times, we persisted. We did not hide our faces. We did not stop photos being taken of us or our stories being told, because we felt the hand of the world on our shoulders. We became symbols of courage and endurance to other women. We were a team. We spoke our minds. We advocated human rights and contradicted the core beliefs of the Taliban over and over and over again.

Now they were back in power and we were a threat, targets to be silenced once and for all. The familiar face of oppression loomed over us, over all of the women and girls of Afghanistan, and what we had to lose was our freedom, our voices, our lives.

‘Khalida?’ the event organiser says, snapping me back into the present.

I take a deep breath and open the door. Time to tell our story. 


1

Kabul, 1996

There is the ball and there is you. There are your feet, kicking the ball. There is the ball and there is the breath moving in your lungs. Your legs moving you over the ground. As soon as you kick the ball it is like magic. You are smiling. You are in control. You can ignore the eyes watching you, the voices calling out. It is just you and the ball. Open your eyes.

‘Khalida! Khalida!’

One of the neighbourhood boys was waving his arms, calling for me to kick the ball to him, but I kept running. He stopped, frowning. I kept running, my breath loud in my ears. I made to pass one way, then cut back. If you had asked me why, I wouldn’t have been able to tell you – it just felt right. Running and running, until I finally lost the ball and stood panting, smiling.

‘Khalida!’ My brother Shapoor’s voice was deep and serious. Even though he was only eight years old, a year younger than me, he acted like he was older. ‘We have to go home.’

I pulled a face. ‘Just a little longer?’

He shook his head firmly. ‘I promised Mum and Dad I’d get you back on time. Tonight is the wedding. You have to go with the women. They are going to make you beautiful.’

I stuck my tongue out and hit him on the shoulder and we began the short walk back to our house.

It was a beautiful late autumn afternoon in Kabul and I was happy to be outside. Only a couple of years before, we had been forced to live in our basement for months, sheltering as different groups battled for control of Kabul. We had huddled in a corner of the room, padded with cushions, blankets and mattresses, listening to the explosions outside like distant thunder. To distract us my father would read out the most interesting facts from whatever history book he was reading. I would lie with my head on his chest, listening to the sound of his heartbeat as I drifted into sleep. The fighting eventually receded, but there were still piles of rubble left around the city. Our neighbourhood, Khair Khana in Kabul, had been spared the worst of the damage. I hadn’t really understood what was happening at the time; all I had known was that I was furious I couldn’t go to school. I still flinched if someone let off a firework, or an engine backfired in the street outside.

Shapoor and I stood to the side of the road to let a woman in a burqa pass by. She stopped, looked at me and gestured vigorously towards her head. I realised that I had taken off my scarf earlier to play football and forgotten to put it back on. I hated wearing one, especially when it was hot, but I pulled it out of my bag and tied it around my head.

There had been more and more of these strange dark shapes moving around the streets over the last few months. We knew that out in the countryside, a group known as the Taliban was growing more powerful. Adults would crowd around the television, shaking their heads as distant cities were taken over. But in Kabul, the change was measured in the presence of those dark shapes, in the shaking of heads or tutting, or comments muttered under a person’s breath.

My family were not religious; the focus was more on education in my household. My grandfather was a university professor who had spent a lot of time travelling around the world. My grandmother was one of the first women to graduate from school in Kabul. My dad came from a very westernised, liberal-minded military family that valued education above all. When I heard the adhan, the call to prayer, echoing through the streets of Kabul from the top of every mosque in the vicinity, I would watch, bemused, as men, women and children trudged to pray while I continued to play. We never answered that call. My parents didn’t use the term ‘atheist’, but, essentially, that’s what they were. They didn’t go to mosque, they didn’t pray, they didn’t practise any religion. Instead, my grandparents and, in turn, my parents talked about the importance of family, good values, respect, transparency, honesty and being there for each other. We were taught to stand up for what we believed in, to speak up and take action if we saw something that was wrong.

Like all the men in his family, my father was tall and broad-shouldered, loud and charming. He would stand preening in front of the mirror at his appearance like a teenager and we would tease him for it. My mother had grown up in a more traditional household where women did not speak, so she was quieter. Even now, when she laughs, it is more a kind of quiet shaking, which we call her ‘silent mode’. My father’s family is Pashtun, the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan and my mother is from the Arab ethnic minority. My mother was sixteen years old when she was married. My grandmother had been only thirteen, and her life had been extremely difficult. She was my grandfather’s second wife and by the age of nineteen, when my grandfather died, she had seven children. She had to be both a mother and a father, whilst also finding work to support them all.

Girls are pushed into arranged marriages at very young ages out of fear. The honour of the family is hugely important and honour killings are commonplace, part of the culture of the country. An honour killing is the murder of a girl or woman who is perceived to have damaged the moral reputation – or honour – of the family. If a daughter goes astray, for example if she gets a boyfriend, leaves her home or deviates from her obligations in some way, then she has dishonoured the family and must be punished. That’s why arranged marriages at an early age are so commonplace: the quicker a family can get rid of their daughter, by passing responsibility for her onto another man, the lower the risk of shame being brought on the family. So, even though my mother would probably have rather pursued her education, she was forced to wed my father – who she was loosely related to, since my maternal grandfather is the cousin of my paternal grandmother – to protect the honour of the family.

Despite coming from completely different worlds, my parents were forced into matrimony. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement for both sides of the families, because it meant that my coddled father would be forced to grow up and take on more responsibility and my mother would be one less mouth for her parents to feed. But the marital union took away my parents’ choice and meant that they were shackled together for the rest of their lives. They were also expected to have children. In Afghan society, if a couple doesn’t have children it is the woman who is blamed for the perceived failure, so my mother was forced down a path she may not have otherwise chosen for herself. Regardless, she brought me and my four younger brothers into the world.

There have always been more men in our family than women. I have four younger brothers: Shapoor, a year younger than me; Idris, two years younger; Tammim, four years younger; and Naveed, six years younger. My parents were determined to treat us fairly, to create an environment where all our voices would be heard. For even the simplest of decisions my father would call us all into the living room for a family meeting to discuss what we thought. Sometimes we would consider the most trivial of things, such as buying a new rug or TV for the house. I was almost frustrated by this: ‘Why are you even bothering to ask us? Go buy it!’ And my father would say: ‘Hey, it’s a decision for the family. Your opinion matters.’

I was the eldest, the first grandchild, the first kid in the family. I got a lot of attention and I liked it. I was often the only child among the adults. I grew used to being loud, opinionated and feeling heard. From a very young age, if there was a group of friends and family members that weren’t listening or engaging with me, I would scream. I would amplify my voice as loud as I could so that they all paid attention to me. I wanted everybody in the room to be silent when I spoke. It sounds so spoilt and attention-seeking, but it was a direct result of the way I had been raised: to believe that what I said mattered, that I deserved to be seen and heard.

In my family there is a story that is often told from when I was four years old, when we were sheltering down in our basement. The fighting was at its worst and we were unable to buy food, but I demanded meat. My family gently explained to me that there was no way to get any. It was too dangerous outside. At that moment a black cat wound its way into the room. I pointed my little spindly finger at it and shouted: ‘Go kill that black cat and bring me the meat.’ My grandfather stood up and, despite the protestations and panicked pleas of other family members, climbed the stone stairs from the basement, made his way to the front door and peered across the yard before striding confidently but quietly towards our neighbour’s house. Our neighbour owned a shop and my grandfather returned clutching a tin of meat. The joke is thus that I have always been a rebel and I have always got what I wanted.

My parents and grandparents also taught me to push back against injustice, to stick up and fight for myself, to make the world what I wanted it to be. If I went to them with a problem they would ask what I had done to solve it. Rather than give me definitive answers, they would mentor and coach me through my options. They wanted to help not by doing things for me but by nourishing my independence so I could rely on myself. This mindset and treatment – for the men of the household to value the opinions of women and encourage their autonomy – are not normal in our culture. My family were a tiny minority in thinking that way, and that was partly because they were not religious. Throughout my early childhood, it had felt as if we could ignore the world outside of our family bubble, but recently it had felt more and more difficult. I was used to running about with my brothers, but I was now at an age where more and more people were starting to have an opinion on what I was wearing and how I was behaving.

When the woman wearing the burqa was out of sight, I pulled my headscarf off and put it back in my bag. Shapoor shook his head. As we approached our courtyard, populated by apple, pear and pomegranate trees and beds of roses, the place I loved most in the world, our mother was standing in a beautiful light blue dress, waiting for us. She took one look at my sweaty, dust-stained face, my tangled hair, and pointed: ‘Bath. Now.’

That night, I sat as a lace-like design was marked out on my hands with a wet mixture made of dried leaves, oil and water. My fingertips were sheathed, like they had been gently lowered into a muddy puddle. There was music playing behind the sound of women’s laughter as they told each other stories. It was well known in my family that I had no interest in anything ‘girly’. I preferred to play and compete with my brothers. When my grandfather proudly brought me a doll back from one of his trips abroad as a present, I shouted, ‘Why don’t they understand that I don’t like dolls? Why do they keep bringing them to me?’ before burning it in the fire pit outside.

I usually avoided being segregated in any way due to my gender, but that night there was something about the atmosphere, the soft flickering light, the sound of their carefree laughter and lack of self-consciousness (since they weren’t in front of their husbands), the colours and patterns of the fabrics that felt magical to me. I sat waiting patiently for the henna to dry, then crack and be brushed away, leaving behind a deep burnt-orange-brown mandala effect on my skin. My mother turned my hands back and forth, inspecting them in the light. ‘Beautiful,’ she said, smiling, and I didn’t even make a face.

She jerked her head towards a sudden sound of banging and loud voices outside. Suddenly the room was full of loud, confused voices.

 ‘Hey, shut down the music. Stop everything,’ said one of my aunt’s husbands.

‘The Taliban have taken control of the city. You need to leave, you need to get home right now.’

I looked at my mother, her face was pale. She took my hand as we found my grandmother. Panic took hold of the room around us as the women hurried about. The bride was taken away sobbing, her half-finished henna streaked down her arms.

‘We need to get home now,’ said my grandmother.

My mother nodded and hurried out of the room as my grandmother patted my hand and told me not to worry. My mother returned with bedsheets. She said all the phones had been disconnected. ‘We can’t walk about uncovered,’ she said.

By this time it was the early hours of the morning. We walked by moonlight, swathed in sheets. I can’t tell you how many kilometres we walked that night, the colour stripped from the world. It felt like we were the only people in the city as our shapeless figures trudged through the streets. Kabul was silent. I’d never seen it so quiet. Even the birds were hiding. It was as if the city was dead. Nobody spoke a word. I didn’t dare open my mouth. I was scared that the sound of my dry lips parting would echo in the silence. I was scared by the expression on the faces of my mother and my grandmother. I realised I had never seen them terrified before. Only the swish of the bedsheets could be heard as we walked for what felt like hours, until we finally turned into our street. I heaved a sigh of relief – I hadn’t even known where we were.

We stumbled through our front door and all of the family were in one room, waiting, shaking, petrified. My father and grandfather came and embraced us with relief, before quickly returning to the radio.

A voice announced that Mohammad Najibullah, the president of Afghanistan, was going to be castrated, tortured to death and hung from traffic-light poles outside the presidential palace, and the public was invited to watch. I saw my father and grandfather begin to cry, not for any love of Najibullah, but because they knew what was to come. Their tears took me by surprise. I had never seen either of them like that before. Broken. Despondent. Their tears spread around the room as relative after relative was overcome.

That night my mother, grandmother, brothers and I returned to the basement. For days we hid, desperate for news as the men tried to work out what was happening. The time that we had hidden in the basement before almost felt like a game compared to this time. The atmosphere was deadly. Palpable. There was fear and uncertainty. We were silent, flinching every time we heard voices or a truck in the street. After a couple of days, I plucked up the courage to ask my dad about my exams. It was the last term of the year. What was happening with our schools? Could I go back? How long would this last? How many days, weeks, months, years, this time? I asked about my classmates and friends. I didn’t know where my friends lived, and I didn’t have their phone numbers. Surely we would be allowed to say goodbye? Would the Taliban not even allow us that, the chance to go back and just exchange addresses? My father looked at me with sympathy as he sat down with me.

‘The Taliban have announced there will be no school any more for girls. No study or work for women and girls. That all women must wear burqas.’

‘But why? That doesn’t make any sense,’ I said.

‘They see you as a threat’, he said. ‘Educated girls and women. You cannot be allowed.’

My dad made a bold choice and said that if his daughter couldn’t go to school, neither would his sons. He didn’t know what they would be taught in Taliban-influenced schools. My parents chose to keep their children together with the aim of finding a teacher to come to the house.

During the day, we would read our schoolbooks in the basement. Our parents would return, their faces drawn, and whisper to each other. Sometimes my mother would sob quietly. Her bright dresses had been replaced by dark, shapeless robes. After a couple of months, she decided she could not go outside any more.

All around us, the Taliban were recruiting and many people joined, not necessarily because they believed in Taliban ideology, but because they wanted to protect their families. The conversions tore up the culture of the city. Our neighbours were among those who joined. We had been so close with them, like family. We would bring our guests to their home and receive their guests at ours as if they were our own. The trust between neighbours had been high, and it had been the bedrock of our communities, but the Taliban ruptured that trust. Unity was dangerous to them. Suddenly, we could trust no one and it was impossible to discern friend from foe. Those who were recruited were desperate to prove themselves, to enforce Taliban rules and law to curry favour in an attempt to protect their own lives and the lives of their families. Previous loyalties became meaningless.

Many of my family members had served in the Afghanistan army or worked for the former government, which meant they were at extremely high risk, and the fact that we were not religious meant we were constantly questioned. By this point, my parents and grandparents had all lost their jobs. Salaries vanished and money was difficult to come by. My dad spent hours pounding the streets looking for odd jobs that would put a small amount on the table.

One night, he came home late. I could hear his voice, agitated and afraid. Dried blood was smeared across his face in a trail from his nose. His hair was grey, not from ageing but from dust that had been kicked up into it. He wasn’t walking straight, and my mother and grandfather had to help him into a chair. They began cleaning his face with a cloth. He had been grabbed by a group of Taliban fighters and they had beaten him brutally. As he was kicked to the ground a friend of my uncle, who was nearby, had noticed what was going on and managed to create enough of a distraction for my dad to be able to wriggle free of his aggressors and run away, ducking down side streets and alleyways, into the darkness. He was lucky. At any moment he could have been hauled up, thrust onto the back of the pickup truck they were patrolling in and taken away, or beaten to death there and then.

Our house was no longer a safe place. It had shielded us from the bombings and airstrikes of the civil war, but the walls my grandfather had built could not withstand the sweeping sea of Taliban forces and allies invading every corner of the city. We had to get out. My uncle left first, ducking out into the night to reach a friend who knew people who could get us close to the border with Pakistan. While he was gone, we joined my parents in a treasure hunt, seeking out every important document or sentimental but identifying item. Trophies, certificates, photos, ID cards, anything and everything. We gathered them together in the middle of the room, a small mound of everything that identified our existence as individuals and a family, and then, striking a match, my grandfather set it all alight. It was a small fire, but the flames lashed around, sending a thick, dark cloud of smoke into the room. We could only release the smoke from the room gradually for fear of it being noticed outside. I stayed low, trying not to breathe in the fumes. A mixture of fear and nervous energy hung in the air, but as a child it felt exciting too, like the beginning of an adventure.

All we could take with us was a warm coat and one blanket each to protect us from the snow that had blanketed Kabul. ‘Why am I not allowed to take that one? Why can’t I take another? Why can’t I say goodbye to my friends? We grew up together, we’re friends! They always slept at our place!’ Despite my increased understanding of what was going on, the situation was still very confusing.

Sometime between 4 and 5 a.m. we headed out into the dark winter’s morning, towards the cars waiting for us a few blocks away. My shoes cut footprints into the snow, cushioning the sound of my steps but leaving a temporary marker of my existence.

The car was cold and we squeezed in as best we could. I gripped my blanket tight, flicking my feet at the hem to try and pull it around me. The tyres crunched in the snow as we pulled away. It was hard to see through the darkness, as the head- and tail-lights were turned off to mask our exit. We swapped cars twice, shunting from one to another, in daylight this time and far more conspicuously, but in more remote areas where we wouldn’t be seen or heard.

We were aiming for Peshawar, the sixth-largest city in Pakistan and the closest city to the Afghanistan border. Over the days we were handed between smuggler groups like counterfeit goods. At the last stop before the border, the smugglers increased their price. We had no documentation because our identities put us at risk, and they knew it. My father and grandfather argued, but they had to be careful not to push back too much. We couldn’t allow ourselves to be dumped in Afghanistan, so we gave them everything of value we had. At the border, we were left waiting for hours in caged queues, wondering whether our movers were as good as their word. I leant against my mum’s legs, my blanket drooping from my hand. I was tired and hungry, standing in a maelstrom of noise, fear and desperation.

On the other side of the border, we were met by the next group of smugglers, who took us to a dilapidated farm where we spent the night in a stinking barn with cows. It had taken two days for us to reach our destination, and we hadn’t eaten a single thing in that time. We arrived in pitch darkness, shivering and stinking of manure. In the dim light cast by hundreds of tiny fires there were dark shapes. Tents stretching as far as I could see.
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‘Riveting, heart-wrenching and incredibly important .. . an
inspirational story for girls and women everywhere’

KHALIDA POPAL

A Story of Courage, Hope and the
Afghan Women’s Football Team






