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Unsilenced Voices

The microphone was no bigger than my hand yet lifting it each night felt like stepping
into something greater than death itself.

Isolated in the cramped back room of the neglected old ‘tailoring’ store, | sat
apprehensively. ‘Farzana’s Tailoring’ read the crooked decrepit sign; the very sign
that fostered a fagade we risked crafting. As blankets hung from the walls to conceal
our voices, | leaned forward and spoke into the dark. “Good evening, sisters,” |
whispered, using the false name the women from Begum had given me. Outside, the
streets of Afghanistan remained silent in a way only fear could make them. |
imagined the eager young girls listening from their own shuttered rooms, radios
hidden under blankets; waiting for voices their country insisted they should never
hear.

Most girls my age hadn’t sat in a classroom since the gates were locked five years
ago.

The education ban had turned our futures into rumours, something we vaguely heard
about in whispers and reveries but never fully understood. Before the restrictions, my
mother would remind us that education was the single thing no one could steal from
us, the one window of escapism we could always count on. But there’s no escapism
from higher powers. The radio had become our school; a school with no walls, tables
or laughter, merely static. The Begum Organisation for Women cautiously taught
through the airwaves because it was the only haven left where a girl’s mind could
travel freely. It allowed us to connect with what felt like an alternate world entangled
in stories and the quiet, stubborn belief that knowledge still belonged to us. Each
night, | read novels and explained science, reminding unseen girls that they were still
allowed to think; even if they were deprived of expressing their thoughts.

But | wasn’t supposed to be there speaking. | was only seventeen, the youngest
voice at Begum by far. Auntie Farzana said my voice “carried a softness that made
the helpless feel safe”, like an older sister reading to them amidst what felt like an
everlasting darkness.

After each education broadcast, us speakers walked home separately, slipping
through alleys like veiled shadows. Kabul at night felt like a city crudely stitched
together with silence; silent yet watchful full of eyes we couldn’t see. These past two
months, my parents believed | was helping with sewing lessons at the tailoring store.
If they knew the truth about our schooling broadcasts, they would have sealed the
walls around me. Not because they didn’t believe in education, rather that they knew
what happened to the girls here who stepped outside the lines set for them. We all
knew a girl’s reputation was as frail as glass; one crack even imagined could shatter
a whole family’s safety.

But those past few days felt more unnerving than usual. Whispers moved through
the neighbourhood filled with disdain like no other. Shopkeepers lowered their voices
as us women passed, murmering rumours of authorities checking houses for illegal
schooling radios. A women-run station in the next district had already been shut
down; people claimed the equipment was dragged out into the street as a ‘warning’.
No one dared to take photos. No one dared to ask questions.



One of the older broadcasters, Auntie Farzana, pulled me aside after a lesson. “We
need to pause the classes for a few days . . .” she advised warily. “They’re beginning
to watch closely.” Her voice felt weak in a manner | had never heard from her before.
| knew that when women like her who survived every regime change grew afraid,
you listened.

The next few days, | tried my hardest to obey and stay at home, helping my mother
with chores. Life for women had shrunk to the width of a keyhole, a keyhole of a door
that had long lost its key. Parks were closed to us, libraries emptied, streets patrolled
by those who valued sovereignty over our voices. My mother used to be a teacher,
coming home every day with riveting tales of students and lessons. But those days
were long gone, her hands busy with work at home but mind restless with defiance.
“A woman without work is like a bird without wings,” she once whispered as | fell
asleep. Hence, | carried that single sentence with me each night as | broadcasted,
imagining it reaching the 3.8 million girls from this nation who had never gone to
school. My mind felt empty without the broadcast. The mere thought of hopeful
young girls sitting in the dark waiting for lessons that never came felt like | was
drowning the last form of freedom within them. | absorbed their disappointment, their
hope fading inevitably.

On the third night without the schooling lesson, an unmarked note appeared beneath
our door. Neither a name nor a signature; just a frail sentence written.

Please don’t stop. My daughters listen every night.

Someone out there, a mother maybe, had risked everything just to slip that message
beneath our door. That note itself felt like fuel to my sorrow, a woman in this town
reaching out under such monitored confinements was no casual act. | knew | had to
do something.

As darkness painted itself across the sky, | quickly made my way back to the
tailoring shop. The studio felt as if the walls were holding their breath, warning me to
go back home. That night, | didn’t read a lesson from the usual broadcast script; |
spoke purely from the last beacon of hope | had.

“You are not forgotten,” | reminded quietly into the microphone. “Your mind is still
yours.” | wanted every young girl listening to know that even if the outside world had
restricted her, her thoughts would always be a place she could live freely.

It was just as | was about to finish the broadcast when | heard the engines park
outside. Aggressive and deliberate, the kind of sound that makes your body
understand danger before your mind could even think. The lights cut out as heavy
boots hammered through the stairs, each pound landing like a verdict. My heartbeat
echoed like raiding sirens as | tuned into the sound of rifles clinked against their
belts. An unsettling, metallic rhythm that made my stomach tighten. | quickly shoved
my notebook under a loose floorboard, right as the doors shot open.

Armed men swarmed the room, their shadows swallowing the once sheltering walls.
Instantly, broadcasting equipment was torn down, books ripped apart; | found myself
standing helplessly in the centre of overflowing destruction. They began demanding
to know who else worked with me, staggering questions upon questions that |
couldn’t even begin to answer. | was accused of spreading immorality, dishonouring
my family through acts of ‘transgressive insubordination’. | knew to keep my eyes
down, repeating the same sentence in hopes of not exposing the Begum women; “/
only read what was given to me”.



But didn’t matter whether the men believed me or not. Their goal wasn’t truth, it was
fear. As the night grew, | was taken in for questioning; demanded of the same
answers, growing in both aggression and threats each time. They warned me that if |
ever broadcast again, my family would ‘answer for my disobedience’. But was it truly
disobedience if the law itself was an injustice? | had always heard stories of these
terror ridden questionings from other towns and districts yet never imagined it would
become my own life. When the door slammed behind their departure, the air
collapsed. It felt thick, almost physical, settling over my skin like dust after an
explosion. The room still carried the sour smell of sweat and torn paper. Every ripped
page on the floor like a small death.

After my release, my father had already been summoned. He didn’t shout at me or
scold me, but the fear in his eyes felt worse. The following week, | wasn’t allowed to
leave the house. Neighbours spoke of me with pity and repulsion, | was simply
another lesson for their own daughters and sisters. Every second, | thought of the
other secret teachers. The image of smashed equipment on the floor and ripped
books replayed in my mind like a constant nightmare. Eventually, my current state
felt inevitable as a result of my own foolishness, maybe my last message had
vanished into the static. Maybe no one had heard it at all.

Since 1996, Afghan women had forcefully lived in oppressed spaces constructed by
fear. My grandmother used to tell me stories of empowering women who taught
young girls in concealed basements; hiding books in their kitchens, whispering
stories of the outside world while speaking was forbidden. “We survive by passing
knowledge quietly,” she said. “Like a secret flame.” The education ban made it feel
like our country was shrinking into its own past, undoing decades of progress in a
single, suffocating breath.

A week had passed and | still hadn’t left the house. Each morning, | watched my
brothers roam freely, with their backpacks swinging as they set off to school. | hated
that part of me that wondered what my life would look like if I'd been born a boy, a
thought that flickered constantly like a small betrayal. Envy felt like an irreversible
crack in the loyalty | owed to the women who raised me. And perhaps she had
sensed it, because that evening my mother wearily sent me to fetch water from the
communal tap, warning me to not draw attention to myself. | kept my head down,
walking quickly to ensure no one would stop me. As | passed the wall near the old
pomegranate tree, | heard it. A whisper as soft as memory.

“Your mind is still yours.”

| froze.

For a split second, | thought | had imagined it. That my mind, starved of purpose was
playing tricks on me. Then | heard it again, quiet and careful, words preciously
handled. Two younger girls crouched behind the wall, repeating the words to each
other like a secret prayer. My words. The ones | feared had died the very moment
the men cut the static. They didn’t know | was there, or that it was my voice they
were echoing. They just understood the message. They learned in close, repeating
the phrases again and again, persevering in the way girls here have always learned
to; quietly and out of sight.

It had travelled from girl to girl, carried not by our wires or transmitters; but by
memory, the quietest form of resistance generations of Afghan women have carried
forward. An inheritance passed in hushed tones and understood glances, in the
crevices where surveillance fails to control. | always feared that the small



microphone hidden in the cramped old tailoring room was the only place my voice
would ever live. In that moment, | realised resilience was something no one could
confiscate. Not with raids or threats. It lived where no authority could reach, in the
minds of girls who refused to let their futures be erased.

Maybe | hadn’t changed anything in that instant, but my words moving on their own
and carried through hopeful girls felt like the first quiet stirring of agency. The kind
that grows before anyone realises it’s begun.

In the weeks that followed, whispers spread of a different kind of return. Not through
our usual static, but rather through quiet gatherings behind shuttered doors. With our
equipment smashed and studios raided, the women of Begum Organisation did what
Afghan women have always done, resisted and persevered. Lessons moved into
living rooms, playing yards, basements lit by a single bulb. With over 2.6 million
adolescent girls barred from secondary education, and approximately 1.4 million
younger girls deliberately deprived of formal schooling, the Begum Organisation for
Women aims to unwind the expectations placed on women.

There was no need of hidden microphones now, and somehow that made it feel
even braver.



