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The making of this book

The editors’ introduction

In early 2021, the writers of this collective diary were living in Afghanistan – bar two, who already lived across its borders, in Iran and Tajikistan. They were going to work: among the women were four teachers, a scriptwriter, a lawyer, a doctor, a psychologist, an engineer, an office manager, NGO workers and university students. They were also polishing short stories they had written, due to be collected in an anthology of translated new fiction by Afghan women. The anthology My Pen Is the Wing of a Bird (MacLehose Press, 2022) would be many of the writers’ first publication. They all belonged to the same writers’ group, but few of them had ever met.

Before

Three years before, during a lunch break in a Kabul office, a group of writers told Lucy Hannah (Director, Untold Narratives) that they struggled to get their prose fiction considered for publication. The women writers found it especially difficult to interest local publishers in their work. They longed for opportunities to develop their writing and said they would welcome the support of experienced literary editors and translators, even from outside Afghanistan.

Lucy and the writers began to explore the idea. A call went out for new fiction by women writers living in Afghanistan. Almost two hundred stories arrived, submitted from across the country, many written by hand and photographed on phones or emailed in. A cohort of Afghan readers and translators turned to discussing the submissions, carefully selecting stories to start working with.

A bespoke editorial process was designed. The writers wrote their stories in their own first languages – Dari (Farsi/Persian) and Pashto – with each successive draft translated into English. The logistics of the editorial process were intricate and international: the writers were in Afghanistan, as was Untold’s interpreter, Pashtana Durrani. The translators (including Parwana Fayyaz, Dr Negeen Kargar, Margo Munro-Kerr and Dr Zubair Popalzai) were in the UK, as was Untold’s team. One editor, Sunila Galappatti, was in Sri Lanka, another, Jacob Ross, temporarily in Grenada. Online calls and messaging were crucial from the outset: after each draft, the writer talked with her translator and editor about developing the story further.

Everyone listened hard. There wasn’t the bandwidth for video – it was as much as we could hope that internet connections would last the duration of a call. For some of the writers it was easiest to speak from their workplaces; others preferred cyber cafés in the city. Security was always an issue, electricity was often an issue, but the writers were determined to stay with the process. A year later, another open call went out and the group expanded. This is how the present writers’ group was gathered and got to know one another. Meanwhile, the political situation in Afghanistan was precarious and worsening.

With Afghan history, there is always more that came before

Waves of history – competing ancient kingdoms, invasions by successive imperial powers, civil wars – have come and gone in Afghanistan’s immutable geography: mountainous, landlocked and positioned at a crossroads between global powers. Najla, the eldest of the writers in this group, was born in 1962, when Afghanistan was already in the midst of political and economic crisis. Within her childhood, Afghanistan’s king was deposed by his cousin, brother-in-law and former Prime Minister, Daoud Khan. Daoud declared Afghanistan a republic and himself President of a reforming but autocratic one-party state. Daoud Khan was then overthrown and brutally assassinated, along with his family, by a Marxist-Leninist party, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan.  The PDPA began its own programme of reform, land redistribution and violence against its opponents, drawing armed resistance from militant groups across the country. This new government was also riven by internal struggles, and there was another coup. In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to ensure their preferred faction of the ruling party was installed and stayed in power.

While Najla was at university and starting to work, and while Masoma and Parand were young children, Afghanistan was devastated by civil wars. The Mujahideen, a loose coalition of Islamist militant groups – armed and trained by the US and its regional ally, Pakistan – fought the Soviet troops. When the Soviets were forced to withdraw in 1989, the Mujahideen continued to fight the Afghan government. In the previous decade, since 1978, there had been a dramatic escalation of violence and displacement and a period of persistent conflict had begun.

Many of the writers in this group were born in the 1990s. The Mujahideen were in charge from 1992, but their alliance continued to fracture, with rival groups vying with each other for territory and dominance. Pakistan, with US backing, helped to prop up a faction that might stabilise Afghanistan: it called itself the Taliban, ‘the Students’. The Taliban captured Kandahar in 1994, Herat in 1995, and finally took Kabul in late 1996. They took charge of Afghanistan but continued to clash with their rivals. Many of the writers of this book were born to families who had fled the fighting or the new regime to live in neighbouring countries. Meanwhile, the Taliban ruled Afghanistan according to their own unbending interpretation of Islam, highly oppressive to women and girls and ethnic minorities. In 2001, an American invasion toppled the regime, with support from internal and other external forces. An interim administration and then a new republic were established. Many of the writers’ families returned to their homeland.

The years that followed were still marred by violence as the presence of the international coalition was resisted by regrouping militants, including the Taliban. There was constant uncertainty and suicide bombings were frequent. Despite this, the writers say that to understand what takes place in their diary, you have to appreciate the reprieve they experienced in the twenty years from 2001 to 2021.

There had been meaningful change, Batool says, and paints a picture of the best of it. Many women had their children in hospitals, with access to healthcare growing. Families encouraged their daughters to go to school, and they left the country’s universities as mathematicians, engineers, doctors. They became musicians and learned foreign languages. Safe houses were created for women fleeing domestic abuse; it became possible to make your way out of a forced marriage to a good future. Batool does not for a moment suggest all women had the same access to liberation, but she marvels at a time when both men and women fought for equal rights. Women flew planes and became university professors. Batool laughs as she celebrates that women were powerful even as they were still constrained in many ways. ‘Women even judged men’s swimming competitions!’ she exclaims, describing modestly dressed women with headscarves presiding over men in swimming trunks.

In 2020, the US and the Taliban signed the Doha Accord, following a period of negotiation that side-stepped Afghanistan’s elected government. The agreement included provision for the withdrawal of NATO troops and for talks to take place between the Taliban and the Afghan government. The government itself was not party to the agreement. What followed was multi-faceted breakdown and subterfuge. The Taliban stepped up its attacks on Afghan forces and the US stepped down its support for offensive operations by the Afghan military. On the ground, province after province was ceded to the Taliban.

The writers, alongside many of their compatriots, dreaded the country’s full return to Taliban control, while there was also disenchantment with the republic across the country and widespread support for a return of the Taliban. In July 2021, Fatima’s brother, a soldier in the Afghan national army, was killed in one of the battles for control of Herat, in western Afghanistan. As Parand says in the diary, it was never news the Taliban were coming back, but it still came as a shock. Over a weekend in August, it became clear that the Taliban were on the verge of taking the capital. If Kabul fell, the country would be presumed fallen. When news came that Afghanistan’s president had fled the country, the writers found their lives upended, their families under threat, their futures sabotaged.

Asked what Untold Narratives could do for them in these new circumstances, the writers insisted they continue working to meet their anthology deadline and asked Untold if it would also help them stay connected to each other. Initially, Untold held weekly meetings – again WhatsApp audio calls were the platform – to which the writers could come if they wished to talk with others about what they were facing. They came to talk, to listen, to sit in silence. As women were increasingly confined to their homes, one of their worst fears was losing contact with the world outside. They shared these fears in the makeshift refuge of their WhatsApp group. Lucy asked if they would like to continue using the group chat as a place to write about what was happening in their lives.

During

My Dear Kabul is drawn from the messages that were gathered in this way to form a collective diary. Written on the writers’ phones, the diary begins as this book does, with Masoma listening to the crows, two days before the fall of Kabul. They kept writing. Several evenings a week, Untold’s then project manager, Will Forrester, downloaded the latest contributions and kept them safe in London so the writers could delete the messages from their own phones. It was safest not to keep a record. Dr Negeen Kargar played the role of both interpreter and translator, helping to set up and frame the forum as a safe space, then producing a translation of the messages from the original Dari and Pashto. She describes the immediate sense of solidarity the diary produced: ‘A woman in Kabul would write something and find that a woman in Herat shared her feelings exactly. And here was I, translating in London, feeling the same.’

By the end of the year the translated diary ran close to 200,000 words in all. The writers had written, as one might in a personal diary, when they felt moved to do so. Some, like Najla and Nilofar, wrote consistently through the year; others, like Maryam and Masoma, came and went as life and feeling allowed. There are some writers you can follow through the diary, others whom you can’t. More than once, the writers chorus that they are writing the story of living while dead, yet their diary is also full of detailed life and moments of precious relief.

Farangis says it was a place in which she could express her emotions freely – the ones she couldn’t share with anyone at home for fear she would make her family more miserable than they were already. For Parand, the diary was initially a place where she could voice her great anger that history was repeating itself. She felt a duty to record the truth of collapse. But in the process of writing, she discovered she was also able to express other, more restorative feelings. For Sadaf, it was simply a relief to gather in a place where ‘university girls’ like her, often called rebellious or shameless, could own those labels and feel solidarity with each other. Najla points out that, as women, writing was something they could do to feel connected to the world while their ties to it were being severed one by one.

Indeed, the writers describe the diary as a kind of safe house. Najla evokes a home where everyone gathered to tell each other stories. ‘Through the diary we felt like everyone was from the same land,’ Batool says; the divisions of geography and ethnicity disappeared. Najla agrees: ‘No one was a stranger, everyone was related.’

All the same, the writers were conscious of the diary as a record. They often bore silent witness to each other’s pain. Everyone was in extremis and they knew they could not make it better, so they tried not to interrupt. Najla says sometimes when she was moved, she expressed private solidarity directly to the writer she’d been reading, instead of adding messages to the group chat. When you read a passage in the diary and are surprised that no one responds to it, these are some of the reasons. So too, the writers remind us, in the midst of turmoil it is not always easy to summon words. Some said they read without writing; others wrote without reading.

Each writer made their submissions in their own first or chosen language – Dari or Pashto. These are the two most widely spoken languages in Afghanistan but not everyone knows both. While all the writers are able to read in Dari, fewer of the group read Pashto fluently – the language in which longer accounts by Najla, Freshta and Naeema appear. In the diary, Farishta, Sadaf and Rana also write in Pashto, although the writers sometimes choose to make their conversational entries in Dari.

Not all contributions were made directly to the group chat group. A few writers – among them Fakhta, Najla, Marie and Zainab – wrote privately in reams and shared their entries with the group at different moments through the year. In this book, those passages are placed in the chronology according to the time they describe rather than the time they were sent in.

Retrospective addition of this kind was especially common with passages that described journeys out of Afghanistan, journeys that were often dangerous and had to be undertaken secretly. We should not play down the security risk that this diary could have posed. It is a testament to the writers’ trust in each other that they did share so much within this closed group: they had been brought together as writers and as women; what they knew of each other they learned through the writing they shared.

After

When Batool looks back, she feels they were brave to share incomplete thoughts and inexpressible feelings in the diary. Maryam says that both her sense of time and her feelings of anger have changed since the time she wrote, and she believes the diary helped her become calmer. She says, ‘At the time, we used rough words to describe rough feelings.’

No one wrote in the expectation that the diary would become a book, but neither were these accounts written naively. Farangis and Parand said they felt it was an account that would make its way into the world, without imagining how. Atifa and Fatima say they wrote without any sense of a reader, while Zainab insists she chose very consciously what she wanted to express. Freshta looks back on herself: at the time she was writing she felt especially isolated and disconnected from other people. She was in an unfamiliar country and pregnant for the first time, her changing body itself strange to her. She didn’t know if her writing made sense to anyone. But then she thought, ‘I am writing for the world because the world put us in this situation.’

Parand is adamant, however, that this book is not a plea to the world but something the writers wrote for themselves. They are not asking for rescue but to be seen. As editors, we held fast to this idea that the diary was one the women wrote for themselves and each other. The writers had not granted us – or readers beyond – access to their whole lives, just this fragment of it. The book is a further fragment, approximately 70,000 of the 200,000 or so words originally translated. The writers placed in us an extraordinary trust: we were to edit the book on their behalf, in a language few of them read fluently.

In the early days of editing the diary we talked together about how best to go about our task. We were led by the writers’ words first and, barely second, by our translators. Dr Negeen Kargar, herself from Afghanistan, had got to know the writers over two years of working closely with them and being supportive in difficult times. Parwana Fayyaz, also from Afghanistan, shared recent history with the writers; like many of their families, hers had also lived in exile during the first period of Taliban rule, to return hopeful of a new future in the republic. Parwana brought not only her understanding of context but her sensibility and insight as a poet and scholar, guiding us gently through a terrain of language, expression and culture.

Both Negeen and Parwana had worked on the writers’ stories as translators, as Sunila Galappatti had as an editor. Sunila has never been to Afghanistan. But in the fractured feelings and spirited resistance expressed in the diary, she heard echoes of other perpetual conflicts, and striking parallels with women recounting war in Sri Lanka, where she comes from. Lillie Razvi Toon came from a background in human rights and international law, a perspective that informed her approach to the work. Lucy Hannah carried a detailed history of conversation and connection with the writers. Lucy had remained alongside the diary from the moment it was suggested, and it was her conviction that this diary should become a book.

A close team of insiders and outsiders, we sat together to talk about our reading of the original diary and the book we imagined coming out of it. The principles were not difficult to agree: we wanted to honour the individual voices and also the collective chorus, keeping the group together. We wanted to avoid editorial explanation, believing that our work was to lead readers into the women’s world, not to simplify it for the reader. In the diary, you find the everyday mess of conflict: news is never certain, there are differing reports, contradictory truths. We did not try to render the writers’ world more logical than it is.

We stopped much longer to talk about structure. How should the material be arranged? We explored options before returning to our first instinct: it was a diary written in real time and should be presented chronologically. As a rule, we allowed ourselves little poetic licence with the chronology. There is some taken here and there to ease the flow of the edited manuscript, but, overall, we held to the feeling that each passage was written in context and spoke for a specific moment.

We wanted to let the silences in the book remain. The diary does not show you everything that happened in Afghanistan that year – far from it. The writers’ priority beyond describing their situation was living through it. If they mention one incident but don’t speak of another, that distinction may not be especially significant. But they are clear about this: in a society divided along geographical, historical, ethnic, religious, gendered and countless other lines, nothing and no one is unaffected by conflict. They reminded us they were women writing about a situation that has also been devastating for men.

The manuscript went through many rounds of editing before we were sure of its shape – it seemed the only way to distil the original diary was to go gently, peeling back layer after layer until we could see a form emerge. The translation also remained dynamic, Parwana retracing the Dari as we worked, Negeen refining the passages in Pashto. Needless to say, we had to remain responsive to the fluctuating security situation in Afghanistan, up to the last minute. In the book you are reading, some names have been changed, surnames removed and some details excised. These were decisions we made in consultation with the writers, and regretfully, aware that in prioritising their safety, we were rendering some aspects of their lives invisible.

Calls with the writers were a regular feature of the process, from start to finish. Sometimes we all spoke together, sometimes in small groups or with one writer at a time. These calls were to hear their wishes for the book, their worries about it, and other details from their lives that informed their words. Parwana described each season of the edited manuscript in recorded voice notes and Negeen did the same in writing, so the writers could tell us if we were on the right track. We did this because of what we didn’t do, which was to rebuild the edited manuscript in the original languages. It is important that you know this: the writers didn’t get to read the manuscript in full before it was submitted for publication. So, this book is underscored by trust: as they trusted each other in the writing of the diary, they have trusted us to edit it into a book. We wish to express our deep gratitude for that grace.

We hoped ultimately to produce a book that spoke to Afghan readers even as it did to readers elsewhere, never making a choice between them. We believed it was equally a book for readers who know nothing about Afghanistan as for readers who know everything; a book that could startle those who have never known war and offer solidarity to those who have. As Farangis says, history has not stopped repeating. Indeed, Masoma asks the most testing question of all: ‘What will this book change? Are we just throwing it out into the night?’
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