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For the brave women of Afghanistan,
who battle brutality and extremism
for freedom and humanity.




Prologue

February 2022

Changa, Wardak province

The men wanted to know everything about Germany. After the teenagers had cleared away the platters of rice and meat and half-finished bowls of milk pudding, folding up the orange plastic floor mat to catch the spilled grains and sugar wrappers inside, the elders fixed their eyes on me and listened in intent silence as they sipped their teas. I took a breath, fixed my headscarf, and started by telling them about the driving licences.

‘You have to do hours of classes!’ I told them. ‘And then you have to take a test.’

They exchanged surprised glances. None of them had ever had their driving abilities assessed before they got behind the wheel. I ramped it up another notch.

‘And then, they take your licence away if you break the rules too many times!’

Now they were really shocked. Germany was the land of freedom, wasn’t it? So what did they mean by denying a man’s right to drive? I hadn’t even got on to the real stuff yet – the jaw-dropping price of potatoes in the supermarkets, the money you had to hand over to the government before you even saw your paycheque. I knew this would be stunning news to them, and that they wouldn’t quite believe me. Here in Changa, a remote, rural village, sixty miles but eight hours by car on dirt tracks through the mountains from Kabul, it was assumed that anyone who had made it to Europe must be living a life of great luxury. And now here I was, the emissary from a promised land, a young Afghan woman, no less, telling them they had got it all wrong.

I could hardly blame these men: they had little else but hope. Changa was a collection of beige mud huts, with no running water or mains electricity. To get a phone signal you had to climb higher up the mountain. To go to the toilet, you had to squat in a hut on the hillside. School was a single-room madrassa for the boys, where Qurans and other religious literature were piled up along the walls next to huge heaps of prayer mats, and a courtyard classroom open to the elements. This is where the girls sat cross-legged on the ground for their lessons, when in February, the melting snowfall turned the hard-packed earth into mud. I would not have kept an animal there.

For the men, the imminent arrival of spring heralded an agreeable few months, when even those who believed Germany to be the land of Audis for all would proudly state that they preferred to stay in their village. In spring, the snow slides off the jagged mountains, revealing a layer of emerald-green grass, and new leaves on the bare branches of apple trees. The sun rises earlier and heats the earth a little deeper every day; within weeks, everything would bloom into a fragrant canopy, and the men would wade into the river at the bottom of the valley in loose shorts and T-shirts to splash water at each other and shriek with delight. The women would not join in. Almost all of them in Changa over the age of fourteen were married; for them, there was little time for play.

Most of the amenities in Changa, including the school, had been provided by the Taliban. In the twenty years that the international aid organisations and NATO armies had spent in Afghanistan, barely a penny of the billions of pounds that were poured into the country made it to villages like this one. They might not even have known that the regime in Kabul had changed in 2001 had it not been for the air strikes and night raids that came soon after. The last time foreigners had come to Changa was in the 1980s, when two French doctors dropped in – if you discounted the Americans who dropped from the skies with their parachutes and Robocop gear. Nobody had bothered to come and pave the road, or fund a market, or build a sewage system. The carcasses of Russian tanks remained by the roadside, rusting heaps turning the same ochre as the earth after thirty years. One Swedish aid organisation had funded a basic maternity clinic in the former school, and trained local women as midwives to assist with straightforward births. Otherwise, everything else here was provided by the Taliban’s parallel state, from education to security and the Sharia legal system. One of the biggest buildings in the area, which had once belonged to a governor of Wardak, was now the militants’ prison. And it was for that reason, as well as for their own protection, that everyone in the village supported the Taliban.

The curious old men of Changa, the fathers and supporters of those Talib boys, looked like a National Geographic stereotype of Afghanistan. Their turbans, elaborate rolls of pristine fabric, increased the diameter of their heads by half again. They wore huge woollen pato, shawls in earthy colours draped elegantly around their shoulders and necks. Outside, in the bitter mountain wind, they pulled the pato over their heads and wrapped them like a mask over their nose and mouth, and under their chins, exposing only their owlish amber eyes. Some teenagers adopted the style, adding a swoosh of kohl around their lashes for extra effect. They had gathered to greet me, inviting me to eat in the best salon of their homes, warmed by the family’s sole gas-powered heater, all of us sitting comfortably on plump red cushions laid out around the edges of the room. The women were elsewhere, in a colder edge of the house, waiting for their turn to eat the food they had prepared for us all.

To an outside observer it may have seemed like nothing had changed in Changa for hundreds of years, that this was a place unmoved by the outside world’s march towards modernity. But one small detail gave the truth away. Hung up high on the turquoise-painted wall, festooned with pink and yellow garlands, was a photograph of a young man with a pencil moustache and side-parted hair. The print had clearly been professionally taken decades ago, and Mohammad Jan, the man staring out at his turbaned descendants, was wearing a suit and tie. In the early 1970s, when the picture was taken, he had been a young traffic officer in Kabul, having left Changa to forge a new life in the capital. In Kabul, he had been seduced by leftist politics and its promise of a progressive, democratic Afghanistan. That led him to join the Khalq Party (People’s Democratic Party), a socialist bloc with friendly ties to the Soviet Union. He married, started a family, and had no reason to believe that his life and theirs would not continue in this modern fashion.

But in 1973 everything started to unravel. First, King Zahir Shah was deposed in a coup led by his cousin, Lieutenant General Mohammad Daud Khan, who declared his relative ‘corrupt and effete’ and vowed to bring democracy to the country. General Khan installed the Khalq Party as the government and declared himself president. The Soviets then took advantage, and started ramping up their political influence. In 1978 a Moscow-backed communist faction launched its own coup, killed Khan, and took power. The new government was headed by Nur Muhammed Taraki, a leftist writer and journalist convinced of the need for a Bolshevik-style revolution. He immediately began seizing and redistributing private wealth, annihilating the bourgeoisie as the country descended into anarchy. Within a year, the brand-new government was riven by factional disputes, and in December 1979 the Soviet army crossed the border, reaching Kabul within days and installing its own puppet government, kickstarting the decade-long Soviet-Afghan war, with the resistance made up of religious men who called themselves the mujahideen, or holy warriors, for whom godless communism was an abomination.

Mohammad Jan was no longer a progressive: according to the mujahideen, he was a traitor. Back in Changa, support for the mujahideen’s resistance was absolute. And so, like millions of Afghans, Mohammad opted for self-preservation. He shed his Western-style suit and tie, moved his young family back to his village, began working as a truck driver, and threw his support behind the mujahideen faction of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a brutal warlord and Islamic fanatic.

In the four decades since Mohammad returned to Changa, the regime in Afghanistan had changed three times, from Soviet puppet to Taliban theocracy, to internationally backed government, and finally back to the Taliban. In villages like this, however, the upheavals in Kabul meant little. They had supported the mujahideen, then they had supported the Taliban when it turned out to be the most powerful among the factions. In 2001, when the Taliban was ousted from Kabul and the other cities, its fighters retreated to the countryside – to places like Changa – and continued governing through a parallel state. Eventually, in August 2021, the Taliban’s parallel state became Afghanistan’s full state once again.

The men in the room, some of them the sons of Mohammad Jan and others his brothers, were largely happy that the Taliban was back in charge. The previous government of President Ashraf Ghani had been corrupt to the core, pocketing much of the international money that was meant to improve the lives of ordinary Afghans. Now, the villagers did not have to worry about night raids on their houses, or foreign soldiers storming into their houses with their dirty boots while their wives and daughters were at home. They hoped the new Taliban government might now spend some money on Changa.

Yet, in a land of paradoxes, the very least was this photo on the wall – of the most respected man in the family captured for eternity in his smart Western suit, his eyes full of hope for an Afghanistan in which women could be equal to men.

My name is Zarifa Ghafari. I am an Afghan woman, born in 1994 in the time of my country’s civil war and raised during the Taliban’s first regime. I came of age in the era following 2001, as a supposedly democratic government was being propped up by Western armies, aid organisations, and billions of dollars. As an adult, I became the first female mayor of Wardak province, a Taliban heartland west of Kabul. In that position I became one of the most prominent women in the country, and an outspoken opponent of the Taliban. For that, the militants tried to assassinate me three times, and when they failed to do that, they killed my father. When Afghanistan fell once again to the Taliban in August 2021, I was forced to flee, boarding one of the chaotic evacuation flights from Kabul airport to a new life as a refugee in Germany.

Six months later, I took a decision that made me a hero to some of my countrymen, and an apologist according to others: I returned to Afghanistan, determined to look the Taliban in the eye. Some people asked how I did it, and why. Practically, it was simple: I am still an Afghan citizen, after all. I went back on a plane, like anyone else. Emotionally and physically it was difficult. In the months since they retook power, the Taliban had arrested several female activists and imposed a raft of rules restricting women’s freedom. I worried that I would be arrested the moment I presented my passport at the immigration booth, or that a pumped-up young Talib at a checkpoint would recognise me and be unable to contain his rage.

In order to ensure my safety I secured the backing of the German government, and an assurance from the Taliban’s leadership that nothing would happen to me while I was in Afghanistan. For that, I was accused by other Afghan activists of whitewashing the new regime. But I did not go for political reasons, nor did I hold any meetings or negotiations with the Taliban. I went to visit the humanitarian project that I set up in Kabul soon after my exile to Germany, and to show solidarity with the women still in Afghanistan. What I found in my country, the place I feared I might never be able to return to, was far more complex than the simple black-and-white narratives imposed onto it.

While I was mayor of Wardak, from May 2018 to June 2021, I would never have been able to go to Changa, even though it was, on paper, under my responsibility. Taliban territory started within a mile of my office in the provincial capital, Maidan Shahr, and even if I had escaped an ambush on the road I would certainly have been arrested in the village. In my time in office I watched the Taliban chip away government control over Wardak until, finally, the fight came into the city itself, forcing me to leave for a new government posting in Kabul. Yet now that the entire country had fallen to the Taliban, I was able to travel freely, and was welcomed by the village elders. On a crisp morning, as the early spring sunshine started melting the snow on the mountaintops, I distributed aid packages, and spoke with the villagers about their economic problems. The elders invited me into Changa’s meeting hall for an audience – the first time any of them had sat and debated local politics with a woman. Huddled into the small room, underneath the white flag of the Taliban pinned on the wall, they explained why they were pleased that the old government was gone.

‘Now there is no war, no bloodshed,’ said one, whose turban gleamed white as the snow. ‘Aid was previously going to the people connected with the warlords and powerful people. At least some now reaches the people in need.’

Another, a man with a face as crinkled and brown as a walnut, disagreed. ‘But now the Taliban is distributing the aid to their own people,’ he said. ‘It’s still not going to the people who really need it.’

For half an hour, I talked with these men who, only months ago, would have celebrated my death. I did not feel offence, or anger. The reasons for this are not easy to explain. The attempts on my life while I was mayor were not about me personally. They were about what I represented to them: a rotten government that had done nothing for ordinary Afghans, and a type of women’s liberation that, in villages like Changa, was seen as a foreign imposition. For the Taliban, killing me would have been a victory, a way of reminding the government in Kabul that they were still in charge in places like Wardak. But now that the Taliban was victorious, they had lost their motivation for killing me. In fact, their needs were better served by protecting me. Desperate for international recognition, and the financial support that would come with it, in February 2022 the Taliban were on a public relations drive, trying to convince the world that they were a different group from the one that had ruled Afghanistan in the 1990s, the one that had banned TV and music and reduced women to walking shadows in blue burkas.

For most of my meeting with the elders, I was the one holding the floor. These men, most of whom would never heed the opinion of their wives, sisters or daughters, listened in spellbound silence. I have always been a natural at public speaking: even when I am dropping with fatigue I can flick a switch for an interviewer or an audience. It is a skill I started honing as a girl when I realised how effective it was; I have found it as useful when speaking with world leaders at glitzy conferences as it has been in meetings with illiterate Afghan men in modest mud huts.

‘I am requesting – no, begging – you to let your daughters go to school. If the school here is rebuilt as a high school, you must allow them to study until twelfth grade,’ I said.

‘If you want to save yourselves from this misery, please educate your children and specifically your daughters. If you invest in your son’s education, he will bring you money. But if you invest in your daughter’s education, she will then educate her own children when she becomes a mother, and then her grandchildren. If you educate one woman, you are saving ten generations.’

The men – illiterate but wise – nodded their heads sagely, and at the end thanked me profusely for coming to see them. One by one, they shook my hand and filed out of the room. They all hoped that I might be able to change something in Changa, pleased that a politician, even a former one, had bothered to make the difficult journey to their village. They were all impressed by me, and by the path I had chosen for myself. Yet, had you asked any one of them whether they would have wanted their daughters to do something similar, their answers would have been unanimous: Of course not. This is Afghanistan.

The women of Changa wanted to talk about children: specifically, how many each of them had. In a place where women are barely allowed out of the house, where few are educated and even those rarely beyond primary school, the one way a woman can earn respect is through the number of children she gives birth to. Mahdia didn’t know her own age, she could only guess. After marrying at thirteen, and with one child a year since then – with sixteen of twenty children surviving – she reckoned she was in her mid-thirties. She looked remarkably well, with smooth dark skin over high cheekbones, and a sparkle in her youthful eyes offset by the red of her embellished headscarf and the sheen khal, a small blue dot tattooed on her forehead used by some Afghans to ward off the evil eye. She felt blessed, she told me.

‘This is just how life is for us,’ Mahdia replied, when I asked how she could tolerate such an existence. ‘We have never seen anything different to what we have. It just is.’

It crushed me to hear these words from one of my countrywomen. I had come here not for political purposes, nor personal promotion, but to find what I could salvage from my country now that the Taliban was back in charge. Through my humanitarian foundation, Assistance and Promotion for Afghan Women, I had opened a women’s training centre and maternity clinic in Kabul. But I knew that it was here, in places like Changa, that I had the possibility of sparking real change. I turned to the younger, unmarried women, and asked them to leave the room. I wanted to speak frankly, but I also knew that the older women would not thank me if I brought up taboo topics in front of their daughters. Once we were alone, I started talking about their right, and their responsibility, to limit their family numbers.

‘Having one, two or three kids is normal,’ I told them. ‘But with every child you give birth to you are losing a huge amount of energy. Maybe it will take some years off your life. And if your child is a daughter, then one day your husband is going to come home and announce that he has found a man for her to marry. And just as it was for you, she is not going to have any choice in the matter.’

If life was tough for the men of Changa, for the women it was truly grim. Most men forbade their wives from seeing a male doctor, even when they were in labour and their lives in danger. Even if they did allow it, the visit would have meant an hours-long journey down those bumpy mountain tracks on the back of a motorbike, since few people here had cars. There were only a handful of women in the country who had been educated to a level that would have allowed them to become competent health workers. Most babies are born at home, yet Afghan women have one of the highest fertility rates in the world, with men usually making the decision of how many children their wives should have. As in many Islamic countries, children are seen as a mark of male virility and pride – the more children a man can have the better. In fact, pregnancy and childbirth has killed more women and children in Afghanistan over the past forty years than bullets and bombs ever did. Around one in ten women and one in twenty babies die during labour.

But in conservative societies, change can only happen gradually, through the generations.

‘Listen to me,’ I told the women. ‘My mother had eight children. But I am not going to have more than two. And they will themselves have their own thoughts on this issue.’

I told them about how my family had struggled when I was a child, how some nights we had nothing to cook but plain rice. I described how my family’s situation had changed when my mother was able to work again, how it had lifted us out of survival mode to a place where we could think of a better future. I told them how my father had been killed, and the struggles we were now going through as refugees. When they saw that I was not simply some rich woman, perhaps educated abroad and now coming back to tell Afghans how to live, they began to trust me. Little by little, the women started opening up, dropping the protective pretence that they were happy with everything life in Changa had handed them. By the end of our conversation, tears were rolling down Mahdia’s face.

The next morning, before I set off back to Kabul, I ate breakfast with the same women and their daughters. We sat around the edges of the room that had seemed so bare and cold to me the night before, the floor now laid out with little plates of jam, eggs and cheese. The morning sun beamed through the window, lighting up a vista of snow-covered mountains outside. It was a joyous, gossipy meal. The women wished me well for my own marriage, and said they would pray for me to return to Changa soon.

‘We are so proud of you, so happy you are here,’ one told me. ‘It is my wish that my daughter can rise up like you.’

If I had only changed the mind of that one woman, my long journey to Changa had been worth it.
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