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Écriture Feminine’

By Akashleena Chakrabarti1

Title: Outspoken: My Fight for Freedom and Human Rights in Afghanistan
Author: Sima Samar (with Sally Armstrong)
Year: 2024
Publisher: Random House Canada, Toronto 
Pages: 322

One day I’ll smash this cage, its very solitude
I’ll drink the wine of joy, sing the way a bird should in springtime.
Though a delicate-limbed tree, I won’t shudder with every breeze

I am a daughter of Afghan — I’ll sound my faghan, weave it to eternity

-  Nadia Anjuman, Daughters of Afghanistan. Translated by Adeeba 
Talukder and Aria Fani

“I have three strikes against me. I’m a woman, I speak for women and I’m 
Hazara – the most persecuted ethnic group in Afghanistan” (Samar 2024, 1).

As global attention remains fixated on the wars in Gaza, Ukraine, and political 
upheavals throughout South Asia, the enduring conflict in Afghanistan has 

1. Akashleena Chakrabarti is Senior Program Manager at WISCOMP, where she coordinates and supports 
programs on Youth and Dialogue, Mediation, Conflict Transformation and Peacebuilding.
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slipped to the margins of international concern and collective memory. While 
sporadic headlines report on new Taliban edicts and laws restricting women’s 
public presence and rights, memoirs and written works play a crucial role 
in reclaiming the stories of Afghan women, their traditions, human rights 
struggles, and pursuit of justice. 

Écriture feminine, the act of writing by women, embodies subversion, 
defiance, and resilience, providing a vital medium for documenting lived 
realities, challenging dominant histories, and offering alternative narratives 
and historiographies (Cixous, Cohen and Cohen 1976). In Afghanistan, 
while writers like Khaled Hosseini portray the emotional depth of Afghan 
life, it is through women’s narratives that the complex negotiations of identity 
and survival by women are most vividly captured. 

I know the inside story of my country…. I know the players in this chess game 
called Afghanistan (Samar 2024, 23-24). 

Dr. Sima Samar’s Outspoken: My Fight for Freedom and Human Rights in 
Afghanistan offers a powerful narrative of defiance, resilience, and hope 
amid widespread despair (Gannon 2021). It is a testament to the myriad ways 
in which women navigate and resist systemic violence, oppression, ‘gender 
apartheid,’ and war in Afghanistan. Samar’s memoir is divided into eight 
chapters that explore different periods of her life, with a particular focus on 
post-2001 Afghanistan and leading up to the 2021 takeover of power by the 
Taliban.

What distinguishes Samar’s work is her unique vantage point both as an 
engaged actor at the peace table and a central architect shaping the nation’s 
post-2001 transition. She draws on her experiences as an eminent Afghan 
women’s rights and human rights advocate, former Minister of Women’s 
Affairs (one of only two women in the transitional government at the time), 
and former Chairperson of the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights 
Commission. She also served as Special Envoy of the President of Afghanistan 
and State Minister for Human Rights and International Affairs. 
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The book places a significant emphasis on gender as both a critical lens 
and focal point, and is directed at an international, predominantly Western 
audience. Its purpose extends beyond mere documentation to advocacy and 
awareness raising, particularly about the complex trajectory of the Taliban’s 
rise, the multiplicity of narratives involved, and the socio-political landscape 
in the years preceding the Taliban’s return to power in 2021.

Samar traces the everyday life of Afghans from the highlands of her 
hometown, Jaghori, through her extended family and the complex societal 
family structures shaped by polygamy. Her early childhood was marked 
by ‘multiple marginalizations’ as a Hazara woman; influenced by ethnicity, 
gender norms, pervasive stereotypes, and social divisions. Her narration of 
these experiences raises questions about what it means to publicly practice 
and uphold one’s faith as someone from the minority community. It also 
invites deeper reflections on the complexities of coexistence in divided 
societies (Gopinath and Shabdita 2023). 

She challenges reductive stereotypes portraying Afghanistan as a barren 
desert inhabited solely by veiled women and warring tribes, situating the 
objectification of women at the core of the country’s political and social 
decline. This also confronts mainstream narratives by analyzing the 
sociopolitical vacuums that facilitated the Taliban’s rise. Samar illustrates 
how the politicization of Islam was used to curtail women’s mobility and 
autonomy under the guise of “protection.” Emerging from the lawlessness of 
the mujahideen, the Taliban era marked a time when, as Samar notes, “the 
lives of women became high-wire acts between life and death” (Samar 2024, 
102). 

The Taliban’s return, termed the ‘Ides of August ’ for Afghanistan (Samar 
2024, 266) further entrenched codified gender apartheid, exemplified by 
the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice.2 However, 

2. The Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice is the Taliban’s governmental body responsible 
for enforcing their interpretation of Islamic law by regulating public behavior, dress codes, and social conduct 
in Afghanistan.
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Samar’s descriptions of individual Taliban members complicate the 
monolithic portrayal of these men, revealing many as products of structural 
violence rooted in Cold War geopolitics and the broader “Talibanization” of 
the region.

Resilience is a common theme throughout her work, woven through 
personal anecdotes from her student years during the Cold War, from 
debating democracy to practicing medicine, intersecting with her activism 
in the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan and, later, 
her founding of the Shuhada Organization.  The ‘Saur Revolution’-Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan brought deep personal loss, including the forced 
disappearance of her husband, reflecting on the sufferings of families of 
political prisoners. 

While practicing medicine, Samar witnessed firsthand the collapse of 
essential health and education infrastructure in Afghanistan. The health 
clinics where she worked reflected the profound physical and psychological 
toll of oppression from illnesses caused by confinement and mandatory 
burqa use to rising rates of depression, self-immolation, and suicide. (Samar 
2024) Meanwhile, the political economy of Afghanistan continued to 
face the challenges of fratricidal violence, narcotics trafficking, and youth 
unemployment, fueling instability, poverty, and exploitation all of which also 
negatively impacted women (Gopinath and Shabdita 2022). 

While collaborations with international aid organizations led to the creation 
of hospitals, clinics, and schools, especially post-1980s and 90s. Yet, 
Samar notes that women’s specific needs rarely stood at the center of aid, 
recovery, and relief efforts. In the 1990s, “Even the UN turned its back on 
women” (Samar 2024, 124). “Ordinary people became fuel for superpowers’ 
ambitions” (Samar 2024, 142). Samar highlighted sharp disparities in the 
nature and focus of aid, with male-only NGOs often receiving priority before 
9/11 (Samar 2024, 99). After 9/11, the ‘war on terror’ transformed these 
dynamics. Interventions were justified on the grounds of “the periwinkle-blue 
Barkha” (Samar 2024, 142), once seen internationally as a sign of respect 
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for “culturally diverse traditions”, now recast as a symbol of oppression 
sparking widespread calls for action to save Afghan/Muslim women from the 
oppressive Taliban. 

The absence of women from decision-making and key accords such as the 
Geneva Accords (1988) and the recent Doha Talks (2019–2020)3 underscores 
a profound representation gap. Although Samar held formal roles, including 
Minister for Women’s Affairs and Chair of the Independent Human Rights 
Commission, she faced financial and political pressures, intimidation, death 
threats, and a lack of sufficient protection and political will to document 
abuses and enforce justice effectively.

Nonetheless, her tenure achieved important positive reforms: integrating 
human rights into education, instituting a 25% parliamentary quota for 
women, establishing a permanent Human Rights Commission, and launching 
initiatives on juvenile justice, trafficking, sexual abuse, and war casualties. 
She also championed women’s inclusion in combat roles in the armed forces 
and criminalized domestic violence and honor killings.

While Samar expresses profound anguish and a sense of abandonment 
regarding the roles played by international organizations, the persistent 
efforts of women’s networks and solidarity groups highlight a crucial 
dynamic often overlooked: the indispensable and sustained advocacy that 
these networks provide amidst institutional shortcomings. Organizations 
such as Amnesty International, the Women’s Alliance for Peace and Human 
Rights in Afghanistan, Médecins Sans Frontières, and diplomatic missions 
have continued to champion the rights and well-being of Afghan women 
and girls, exemplifying how transnational feminist solidarity may have the 
potential to counterbalance the limitations of formal state-led interventions 
(Gopinath and Shabdita 2023).

3. The 1988 Geneva Accords, signed by Afghanistan and Pakistan with the US and the Soviet Union as 
guarantors, facilitated the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan and included mutual commitments to 
non-intervention. The 2020 Doha Agreement, a bilateral accord between the US and the Taliban, established a 
conditional timeline for the withdrawal of US forces and frameworks for subsequent intra-Afghan dialogue.
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Having closely collaborated with the United Nations, Sima Samar’s lens is 
firmly grounded in its commitment to internationalism, multilateralism and 
resonates with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The book robustly 
advocates adherence to UN conventions addressing violence against women 
and the rights of children, while advancing significant developments such as 
the 2019 National Action Plans and the National Inquiry on Women, Peace, 
and Security. 

Emphasis on the Women, Peace, and Security framework and the 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine by Samar presents a slippery slope, as these 
Western-centric paradigms often overlook the localized, culturally embedded 
experiences of Afghan women shaped by distinct social and patriarchal 
dynamics. While Samar foregrounds the specificities of her community 
and ethnic identity, she does so through the discourse of humanitarian 
intervention and Western frameworks. This reliance reproduces the very 
limitations it critiques, obscuring rather than illuminating intersectionality 
and indigeneity. Thus, while learning from diverse conflict contexts remains 
essential, applying the Women, Peace, and Security framework demands 
contextualization grounded in the intersectional realities of women across 
different settings.

Samar envisions the establishment of a democratic regime that prioritizes 
women’s rights and enforces accountability for war crimes and crimes 
against humanity. Her tenure as a UN Rapporteur in Sudan, alongside 
experiences in Tunisia, Jordan, and Bangladesh, reinforced the importance 
of such governance models as global exemplars for sustainable democracy. 
She emphasizes that countries embracing human rights witness improved 
health outcomes and more productive citizens, encapsulated in her assertion: 
“No Peace Without Justice” (Samar 2024, 173). Samar argues that without 
credible justice and accountability mechanisms, the foundation for lasting 
peace remains inherently fragile. Her work in transitional justice, manifested 
through truth and reconciliation initiatives and extensive documentation of 
lived realities, marks significant initial steps toward accountability. However, 
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questions remain about the institutional capacity of human rights bodies to 
effectively implement mandates, especially when the state acts as perpetrator 
or is complicit in violations (Gopinath and Shabdita 2023). 

While Samar also critiques the current ‘protectionist interventionist’ 
framework of the international actors, her advocacy hints towards a language 
of ‘accompaniment’ and allyship by international actors. Samar’s approach 
raises pressing questions about the accountability and responsibility of 
international stakeholders in ensuring inclusive peace processes. But what 
remains beyond the pages is the question of how to ensure dialogue and 
inclusion within Afghanistan’s complex social fabric, marked by deep 
divisions and historical conflicts (Sinha and Kakran 2008). While institutions 
such as human rights commissions may focus on documenting atrocities 
and securing justice, the challenge lies in creating spaces for meaningful 
dialogue that foster coexistence. This process necessitates community-
based engagement that nurtures trust, empathy, and a shared commitment to 
peaceful coexistence despite profound differences (Lederach 2005).

Amidst the brutal realities of conflict ravaging her homeland, she brings the 
book to a close with a glimmer of hope, that “the road ahead may be difficult, 
it is not an impossible one” (Samar 2024, 301).  The advocacy for human 
rights, the commitment to non-violence, and the pursuit of leadership 
and governance grounded in democratic processes and genuine people’s 
participation, she insists, must continue.

Outspoken transcends conventional frames of a memoir by integrating 
personal experience with rigorous political analysis, offering vital insights into 
the resilience of Afghan women and the complex socio-political dynamics of 
contemporary Afghanistan. This work is a ‘must-read’ for scholars of gender 
studies, peacebuilding, security, and international relations, as it elucidates 
the nuanced realities of Afghanistan’s post-2001 governance. Outspoken sits 
within a rich corpus of political memoirs by Afghan women leaders, including 
those of Fawzia Koofi, Rangina Hamidi, Fariba Nawa, Nilofer Rahmani 
and Malalai Joya, each providing diverse perspectives on Afghanistan’s 
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challenges and prospects. What sets Samar’s memoir apart is her unique 
vantage point with extensive international experience to frame the country’s 
ongoing struggles within both local and global political contexts. This blend 
offers a distinct, particularly nuanced and multifaceted approach and a vital 
contribution to understanding the complex conundrum of Afghanistan. 

I ’ m the woman who has awoken
I ’ ve arisen and become a tempest through the ashes of my burnt children
I ’ ve arisen from the rivulets of my brother’s blood
My nation’s wrath has empowered me
My ruined and burnt villages fill me with hatred against the enemy
Oh compatriot, no longer regard me weak and incapable,
My voice has mingled with thousands of arisen women
My fists are clenched with fists of thousands of compatriots
To break all these sufferings all these fetters of slavery.
I ’ m the woman who has awoken,
I ’ ve found my path and will never return.
I will never return – 

Meena, I ’ m the Woman Who Has Awakened (n.d.)
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