
Afghanistan:  
hidden voices from  
a forgotten war
The story of Afghanistan has become a hidden 
tragedy. While the people living there suffer on  
a daily basis from almost unimaginable adversity – 
the cruelties of incessant conflict, extreme poverty, 
massive levels of displacement – we turn away, 
largely unaware of the consequences of our own 
foreign policy in that heart-breaking place. 

This exhibition seeks to bring the light back on  
to the realities of existence where every day is 
fraught with peril.

The unique ‘insider’ perspective offered in this 
photo exhibition is a ‘snapshot’ of how things are  
in Afghanistan, nearly two decades on from the 
initial invasion in 2001, with glimpses of the past,  
as well as the path ahead.

Street kids taking part in a conflict 
resolution workshop at the Peace 
Centre, Kabul.

Photo by Dr Hakim, 2016
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Afghanistan
Afghanistan is a landlocked country bordering 
six other countries, namely Pakistan, 
Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan 
and China. It is of significant geopolitical 
importance for its location along the Silk 
Road which connects it to the cultures of the 
Middle East and other parts of Asia. 

It has a diverse geological foundation with 
huge reserves of lithium – essential for 
smartphones and other such devices – as 
well as gold, copper, uranium, iron ore, cobalt, 
chromium, lead, zinc, marble, natural gas and 
oil. High-quality gemstones include emerald, 
lapis lazuli, red garnet and ruby. 

Afghanistan’s resources make it potentially 
one of the richest mining regions in the 
world. A joint study by The Pentagon and 
the United States Geological Survey in 2011 
estimated US$1 trillion of untapped minerals.
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First Anglo-Afghan War: Afghanistan annihilates the British who were trying to secure 
the country as a ‘buffer zone’ as part of the so-called ‘Great Game’ – a phrase from 19th 
century British military discourse popularised by Rudyard Kipling in his 1901 novel Kim – 
namely, the competition for power and influence in Central Asia between Britain and Russia.

 1878-1880

Second Anglo-Afghan War: Britain is victorious. Afghanistan cedes control of the  
area’s foreign relations, becoming a buffer protecting the interests of British Raj  
from the Russian Empire.

 1919

Third Anglo-Afghan War: Afghanistan win back control of foreign relations. The Durand 
Line is reaffirmed as a political boundary between Afghanistan and the British Raj.

 2001

September 11
World Trade Center is attacked. Prime Minister Tony Blair makes a public statement  
to “stand shoulder to shoulder with our American friends in this hour of tragedy  
and we like them will not rest until this evil is driven from our world.”

November
The UK joins the US-led coalition in its invasion of Afghanistan, deploying ground forces.

 2002

The UK becomes part of Nato-led operations – the International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF).

 2006

British troops move to Helmand Province. Camp Bastion – the size of Reading – is built  
in the desert, housing up to 40,000 people. At peak deployment, Helmand alone has  
137 UK bases, and about 9,500 troops stationed there.

 2009

British Government confirms that a total of 71,560 members of Britain’s armed forces 
have served in Afghanistan since 2001.

 2010

Maya Evans takes out Judicial Review into British complicity in the torture of Afghan 
detainees. High Court judges rule to continue the ban on transfers to NDS facilities in 
Kabul because of “a real risk” that detainees would be “subjected to torture or serious 
mistreatment.” Judges add: “Transfers would therefore be in breach of the secretary  
of state’s policy and unlawful.”

 2014

Camp Bastion is handed over to Afghan security forces. The last UK combat troops 
leave. About 450 troops remain to assist local Afghan forces. The conflict is calculated 
to have cost the UK £40bn.

 2018

Taliban have regained control of over 70% of the country, and Theresa May redeploys 
troops totalling 1,000 to be stationed in Afghanistan.



A monument to resilence 
The Darul Aman Palace was constructed in the early 
1920’s by King Amanullah Khan. As part of his vision to 
modernize Afghanistan, it was one of the first buildings 
in the country to get central heating and running water. 

The neoclassical palace was designed by French and 
German architects, a reflection of the King’s gaze 
towards Europe as inspiration for a future Afghanistan. 
King Amanullah Khan was best known for his 
modernizing reforms in the 1920’s, and then being run 
out of the country by conservative leaders who took 
umbrage against his wife Queen Soraya appearing in a 
picture without her head scarf. 

The palace was subsequently used to house the Ministry 
of Defence in the 1960s, then was gutted by fire during 
the Communist coup of 1978. It was again damaged in 
the 1990s by Mujahideen factions. In recent years the 
extensive grounds were used as a refugee camp and a 
nomadic ‘Kuchi’ settlement. 

Earlier this year it was restored to mark the 100th 
year anniversary of Afghan Independence on the 19th 
August 2019. The girl in the photograph lived in the 
camp and was on her way to a duvet distribution.

Darul Aman Palace, also home to  
a refugee camp and a Kuchi nomad 
settlement.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2015



The lanes of Kabul
When you walk through Kabul lanes it’s easy 
to get lost very quickly as to an unfamiliar 
eye, they look very similar. However, it’s the 
quickest way to navigate the city. 

The lanes are often full of delicious cooking 
smells which float over the tall walls and fill 
your senses for a few seconds. Normally you 
will hear children playing in the yards and 
mothers calling out. 

Most lanes have signature central ditches 
which act as open sewers, often tricky in the 
winter when they fill with snow and become 
obscured. Cars, motorbikes and bicycles also 
use the lanes, it is not unknown for cars to 
get stuck in snowy sewer trenches.

Kabul’s maze of lanes, open sewers, 
tall walls and doorways into  
secret worlds.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2016



Scary fairground rides
Though Afghanistan is now considered the 
most dangerous country in the world, due 
mainly to suicide bombs and other attacks 
on civilians, riding on this fairground is also a 
dangerous undertaking. All the rides are very 
old and rusty, undoubtably they’re rarely or 
never safety checked.

The lakeside beach huts are surrounded by 
either glass or curtains, you sit inside them to 
enjoy food or even to smoke a hookah.

Other recreational activities at Qargha lake 
include bareback horse racing, swan shaped 
paddle boats and golf. There are now a 
number of large and heavily secured glass 
palaces which have sprung up around the 
lakeside, holiday homes for Afghan politicians 
and the elite. 

The lake is technically a reservoir, built to 
supply water to Kabul, but it was developed 
into a recreation area by President Daud in 
the 1950’s.

Beach huts and lakeside fairground 
rides by Qargha lake, a haven for 
Kabul city day trippers.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2014



Preparing for winter
Women wait for their male relatives to show 
up and help carry the two duvets that each 
struggling household are assigned by the 
Afghan Peace Volunteers. 

It’s the beginning of winter, a dusting of snow 
has settled on the ground, the next few nights 
bring snowfall several feet deep. The nights 
are long and icy cold, it’s not uncommon for 
people in poor housing to freeze to death. 

The sky is a signature Afghan cloudless blue, 
a boy peers through the door, while the 
security guard stands casually with his gun. 

Most households in Afghanistan have guns, 
after four decades of war an Afghan is always 
ready to defend themselves and their family.

Women wait with their duvets.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2013



Trading on  
former glories
Babur, the first Mughal Emperor, captured 
Kabul in 1504 and later gave orders for the 
construction of an ‘avenue garden’ where he 
was later buried in a grand marble tomb to 
match his grand status. 

The garden tracks the local topography with 
the terraces following the line of the Kabul 
hillside. The garden was formerly a tourist and 
leisure hotspot with a swimming pool at the 
bottom. Today the pool languishes empty with 
a few photographs hinting at its former glory. 

The location is still a favourite for courting 
couples who come to sit in the rose gardens, 
holding hands and whispering romantic 
Persian poetry. Flower sellers walk around the 
garden selling stems of roses, while near the 
entrance expensive lapis lazuli jewellery is laid 
out on tables, hoping to attract foreign NGO 
workers with big purses. Babur Gardens in late winter.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2018



School run
Children from the street kids programme wait to be picked up; 
other Mums, with burqas slung over their heads, chat outside 
the Borderfree Peace Centre until a shared taxi arrives. The 
peace centre is something of a utopian bubble where teenagers 
are encouraged to dream of a world without war, to discuss the 
logistics of a gun amnesty, a place where they organize tree 
planting and litter picks.

The street kids programme is one of the many projects run by 
teenage peace activists. Hand-outs of rice and oil are an incentive 
for the children to turn up to class, and a leverage for their 
parents to allow them to attend. During the day these kids work 
independently in the streets, weaving in and out of the traffic, 
selling their wares; bubblegum, shoe shining, lucky incense; or 
sometime just begging.

In the background it is possible to see the stockpile of rice 
distributed by teenaged members of the Afghan Peace Volunteers. 
For security reasons, the Borderfree Peace Centre changes 
premises every year. This particular centre had street artist ‘Kabul 
Knight’ paint an anti-drone graphic on the exterior wall. Street art 
is very much a new and upcoming movement in Afghanistan, only 
in the last few years has it become more widespread around the 
city. Although not formally banned under Taliban rule, graffiti and 
street art would have undoubtably carried a harsh punishment.

Street kids at the Borderfree Peace 
Centre wait for their mums.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2015



Ruhul
It’s very unusual for an elder leader to be 
a woman, even more so in a refugee camp. 
Without a doubt, steely eyed camp elder Ruhul 
commanded deep respect within the jostle of 
the crowd. 

On the day I visited the Charman-e-Hozori 
refugee camp we were attending an aid 
drop. People clamoured in the ice and mud 
to get hold of 500 tins of cooking oil being 
handed out at one per family. The women 
stood between armed police and the crowd; 
gesticulating assertively and shouting orders, 
the police facilitated the aid drop and rewarded 
themselves three canisters of the oil. 

Charman-e-Hozori is the site of the famous 
Chaman Hazouri hoard of ancient coins and 
jewellery dating back to the Achaemenid 
Empire (c.550-330 BC). It is also opposite the 
now infamous Ghazi Stadium where the Taliban 
would use the grounds for public executions. 
Surprisingly, the stadium once accommodated 
a Duke Ellington concert in 1963.

Ruhul, formidable elder of the 
Charman-e-Hozori refugee camp.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2014



Life in Kabul
When the United States and allied NATO 
forces invaded Afghanistan in October 2001, 
the population of Kabul was 1.5 million. This 
has grown to nearly 6 million with so many 
war-displaced people flocking to the relative 
safety of the city. 

However, since 2014 there’s been a dramatic 
reverse of that trend; Kabul is now as 
dangerous as other locations in the country, 
with suicide bomb attacks at least every week, 
sporadic street violence, and a small industry 
of abductions for ransom. 

Meanwhile, Kabul has become one of the 
most polluted cities in the world with cooking 
and winter heating using poor quality coal and 
wood as well as the choking traffic pollution. 
80% of the people lack access to safe drinking 
water and 95% lack access to improved 
sanitation facilities. The European ‘safe zone’ in Kabul, 

now the most dangerous city in  
the most dangerous country in  
the world.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2017



Refugee camp or prison?
Afghanistan currently has 2.6 million internally 
displaced people, a staggering figure which 
increases steadily as more people are deported 
en-masse from Pakistan, Iran and Europe. 

With little or no aid, Afghan refugee camps are 
a nowhere land full of nowhere people, and 
generally a ‘no-go’ zone for visitors. It seems 
that once you land in one it’s more or less 
impossible to get out, and the camp becomes 
your long-term to permanent future.

As well as this, an estimated 2 million Afghan 
seek refuge outside of the country, making 
up the second biggest nationality of refugees 
in Europe. For most, their futures lie in the 
desperate camps around Kabul, as most 
European countries have deemed Kabul a ‘safe’ 
location for deportation. This is in spite of the 
fact that many refugees deported to Kabul have 
no connection the city and may not have even 
been born in Afghanistan, coming from families 
who have sought refuge in Pakistan or Iran over 
the last forty years of war.

Darul Aman Palace Refugee Camp.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2015



War torn
Amid the debris children play in Darul Aman Palace, once the 
building which symbolized the modernisation of Afghanistan, 
but in recent years lying destroyed and derelict. 

On this day, the Afghan Association of Justice Seekers  
were displaying an exhibition, to remember the lives lost 
over three decades of war. The ground floor featured 
pictures of Afghans who had disappeared under the 1980’s 
Soviet occupation, with horror stories of prison camps 
and barbaric forms of torture; people simply disappeared 
and were never seen again. Faces typical of 1970s; men 
with thick mustaches, aviator sunglasses and tweedy suits. 
Women with big hair, heavy mascara, soft-focus beauty. 

The exhibition continued, lining the walls of a once regal 
spiral staircase, winding up to the first floor with more 
pictures of those killed by the Mujahideen and Taliban; the 
civil war of the early 1990’s merging into the oppressive 
reign of the Taliban. 

Finally, on the top floor, with the domed ceiling caved in,  
more blue sky than roof, a resting place for pictures of victims 
of the NATO & US occupation. Most striking, a sudden drop  
in age represented in these latest victims of war.

Children play in rubble of  
Darul Aman Palace amid the 
memorials of war.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2014



Relief work
The Duvet Project started in 2012 when it 
was being reported that children in Afghan 
refugee camps were freezing to death because 
of the cold. Women were also arriving at the 
group’s ‘Borderfree Centre’ saying that they 
desperately needed work so that they could 
afford to feed their children. 

And so the project was launched. 

Materials were bought from the local bazaar, 
and local women were paid to make simple 
duvets which were given to those who were 
most in need. The project was entirely run by 
the teenage peace activists. 

The project ran during the winter months, and 
over that period employed 300 women and 
distributed 18,000 duvets.

Many hands make light work,  
while relieving suffering.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2017



Facing the uphill battle
War started for Afghans in 1979 when the 
Russian’s rolled into Kabul occupying the 
country for ten years and setting in motion 
four decades of war and violence. Today, 
according to UN figures, 64% of the Afghan 
population is under the age of 25, and yet 
most leaders are elders. 

Young Afghans have a huge mountain to climb 
with the endemic corruption and violence, and 
all the associated issues related to decades of 
war, while at the same time living in one of 
the poorest countries in the world. 

Young Afghans know they face an uphill 
battle, a 21-year-old Afghan once told me, 
“we’ve accepted that our generation has been 
forfeited, I now work for peace so that the 
next generation have a better chance”.

Climbing a mountain; young 
Afghans walk through a  
hillside cemetery.

Photo by Maya Evans, 2018



Glimmers of hope
It is generally unheard of for Afghan women 
to drive cars, let alone ride bikes. 

In order to gently challenge the status quo, 
the Afghan Peace Volunteers decided to 
undertake a mixed gender bike ride flash 
mob through Kabul. The young women had 
to learn and practise their bike riding in the 
confines of the Peace Centre. 

On the assigned day, 70 young men and 
women took to the streets with their emblem 
blue scarves – which symbolize the concept 
that ‘we all live under the same blue sky’ 
– and their bicycles which they borrowed, 
bought and hired. 

The event was fun, but also very daring.

Women preparing to set off  
on the mixed gender bike ride 
through Kabul.

Photo by Dr Hakim, 2016



“I intend to vote because  
it is my natural right.  
Everyone should vote”
Noor, 17

In Kabul it’s better because there are more literate 
women and they can decide who they want to 
vote for, but in the provinces it is a very different 
situation as women can’t read names, and so there 
are pictures or symbols to represent people. I have 
heard that representatives at the voting stations 
tell women who to vote for, and in the house the 
men also tell women who they should vote for.

The problem for women in politics is that it is still 
very male-dominated, so even if a woman gets 
voted in, the men still make the decisions, and the 
opinions of women are overlooked.

It’s very dangerous for women who speak out.  
A woman who is a politician must wear a Burqa 
when travelling so people don’t recognise her. 
Security is bad for all politicians, but for women  
it is particularly difficult.



“It seems a poor system when there  
is barely any difference between  
those who are being elected”
Zainab, 25

When women vote, they face many problems. 
Firstly they don’t choose for themselves: 
someone – for example their husbands – tells 
them who to vote for. Also the woman is not free  
to go to places – her husband has to let her go.  
And the Taliban don’t want women to vote.

There are a few women in politics but not at the 
top. The problem is that they cannot be with the 
people in society, because security is not good. 
Now the men have the power in the Government 
and women can’t decide what they want to do. 
Instead, they have to listen to the men, and the 
men decide what the women should do because 
they think they know best. Also, if women want to 
talk about certain things, they are afraid they will 
lose their jobs. I don’t vote because I understand 
that it is America who will choose our president.



“I will vote because  
it is my right”
Ghaydaa, 17

There are many problems for women who want  
to vote. Firstly, many do not have permission from 
the men in the family. Secondly, women themselves 
don’t know their rights, they think it’s only men 
who have this right. Also, they don’t think it is 
important, and many don’t know who to vote for.

I think for women in Parliament there are a lot of 
problems. Women are very scared in Afghanistan 
because all the power is taken, and it’s very hard 
to struggle with men to get power. Parliament is 
where all the powerful men get together to make 
decisions, and this is a very difficult area for women. 
Also, people probably won’t vote for women because 
they believe they cannot be in Parliament.



“I don’t think the peace talks will have  
any results, as the Taliban are made up  
of many groups, and the group of Talibs  
in Doha do not represent all the Taliban”
Ifaaz, 16

While the talks take place in Moscow there is still fighting 
everywhere, they fight while they talk – there needs to be a 
ceasefire while they negotiate – actually there needs to be a 
ceasefire even before negotiations begin. 

Up to now the negotiations haven’t involved young people, that’s 
the tradition – it’s the elders who meet. However, unfortunately 
it’s the elders who have been waging war, so I think the Jirga 
will be about how to wage war; it will include members of the 
Mujahideen and the Taliban – and both are warmongers.

Young people need to make their wishes known. If necessary, 
they should protest, though that is dangerous as in the past there 
have been bomb attacks on such protests and people have been 
hurt. Young people are also disunited, especially along ethnic 
lines. Social media aren’t being used well, 90% of news posted is 
fake, and the Facebook network in Afghanistan is corrupt.



“Young Afghans should  
make their opinions known”
Naima, 21

The negotiations are just a show. Afghans know 
those people have been involved in war for 
decades, and that they are now just making deals  
to give Afghanistan away. What the US says 
officially and what is does is different. If they want 
to wage war then they will, they are in control and 
they are not in the business of bringing peace. 

People of Afghanistan want to be independent.  
For many years even before the Taliban we  
weren’t independent, and now we’re under the  
rule of the US. We can build our own futures, 
others shouldn’t interfere.



“It is essential for women  
to be involved in negotiations”
Omera, 20

I think they just want to use these talks for their own 
advantage in creating policy in Afghanistan. They use the 
problems of the Afghan people to further themselves – 
it’s not good work they are doing. They should be asking 
their own people, not the foreigners. 

Young people should participate, but when we say 
we want to participate they say no – they just want 
to talk with the elders and nothing else. If we say 
something, they will not accept it. I think involvement 
in the governmental structure is important, but young 
people are not taken seriously – there was one young 
parliamentarian who gave his views and was told “ask your 
elders to come and see us.”

I don’t think Britain is here to bring peace, although they 
claim they want to bring peace. Their main principle is 
to benefit from their presence in this country, and this 
involves keeping war going in order to fulfil their interests 
which are political power and control, and they are 
misusing Afghans to achieve their ends.



“The older generation  
does not represent us”
Sana, 21

Young people should be considered in the process. 
They should be able to send representatives to the 
Loya Jirga [Grand Council] so they can talk about 
their problems directly. In the last 18 years there 
is a new generation of Afghan; our conditions have 
totally changed, and we have a different mindset 
and identity.

The treatment of women is concerning if the 
Taliban return, but women attending the Jirga  
may help these concerns.



“Those in power  
are not interested  
in peace building”
Imsha, 20

I don’t think the negotiations are for peace. 
We’ve had them in the past and they 
didn’t lead to peace. One sign is that when 
negotiations are going on people are still 
being killed. If they’re serious about peace, 
then they should stop the killings.

People in the UK may think from their 
newspapers and media that Afghans are violent 
and not interested in peace, or even that we 
are not human beings, but we are human. 

My hope is that the British people see us as 
human and that we are the same as you and 
that we want peace.


