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			Context

			Afghanistan’s recent history has been one of constant conflict. War has been the only environment in which so many of today’s Afghans have grown up. The turmoil generated has resulted in destruction at every level, from basic infrastructure and public services to life itself. 

			It is within this context that Kamila Sidiqi’s remarkable story takes place. Having just earned her teaching certificate in 1996, 19-year-old Kamila’s dreams of becoming a teacher were shattered when the Taliban seized control of Afghanistan. Not only banned from teaching, but banned from exercising virtually all freedoms she previously knew, Kamila and every other woman in Kabul were forced to stay in their homes and renounce their careers.

			Although the Taliban were technically defeated by US forces in late 2001, they have not disappeared. Moreover, their version of Islam is not unique; countless people—especially women—in various parts of Central and Southeast Asia, as well as the Middle East, face oppression on a daily basis. Now a major political figure and entrepreneur in Afghanistan, Kamila Sidiqi has dedicated herself to improving the lives of her fellow citizens. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			One of eleven children, Kamila Sidiqi grew up in a world that had not known peace for decades. Afghanistan had been ravaged by civil war and the Soviet invasion of 1979, but nevertheless, her father insisted that all of his children be well educated, as he had been. The day the Taliban finally took control of Kabul was the day Kamila earned her teaching certificate. She dreamed of attending university and being a literature professor. But with the Taliban’s arrival, all of her plans came crashing down. 

			Like every other woman in the area, Kamila was effectively put under house arrest, and her family was torn apart; because of Mr. Sidiqi’s past ties to the former communist government, Kamila’s father, mother, and older brother had to flee to safety. As conditions worsened in Kabul, Kamila knew she needed to do something quickly to earn money and support her family. Knowing that her options were severely limited, she decided on dressmaking. Her older sister, Malika, was a wonderful seamstress and could teach her how to sew. From there, it was a matter of creating samples and finding merchants to partner with.

			Once the dressmaking business was up and running, Kamila began hiring other women in her community, whose ability to survive and support their families were also extremely difficult under strict Taliban rule. For Kamila, the idea was simple: She should start a school to teach other women to sew, and in return, the women would help Kamila’s business expand.

			Before long, Kamila would begin another dangerous project: working for a United Nations group to help women learn how to run their own businesses. When the Taliban were finally ousted from Kabul in 2001, Kamila would continue the extraordinary work she had begun in the living room of her family’s home: changing women’s lives for the better. 

			Through sheer ingenuity, incredible courage, and tenacity, Kamila not only survived Taliban rule, she prospered. More importantly to her and her family, she saved many others in Kabul from utter destitution, if not death.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Introduction

			Previously a White House reporter for ABC news, Gayle Tzemach Lemmon quit her job to earn an MBA at Harvard Business School, focusing on international development. Curious about female entrepreneurs who work in war zones, and looking for untold stories “that mattered to the world,” Lemmon traveled to Kabul, Afghanistan, in 2005. War’s effect on women is not a subject often explored by journalists—they tend to focus on soldiers and veterans—but Lemmon was particularly interested in those who get left behind, how they survive and support their families, and, in some cases, flourish. 

			In her search for such a success story, Lemmon encounters Kamila Sidiqi and her family. Over the course of several years, Lemmon travels back and forth from the United States to Afghanistan getting to know Kamila and learning her remarkable story. 

			1. The News Arrives and Everything Changes

			It is 1996, and with her new teaching certificate in hand, 19-year-old Kamila Sidiqi plans a career in education. Her father, a former senior military officer of the Afghan army, has always instilled the importance of education on each of his eleven children, and Kamila has taken her father’s emphasis on learning to heart. But there are whispers about the impending arrival of the dreaded Taliban, the militant Islamist group that has slowly and methodically taken control of Afghanistan; Kabul, the capital and the country’s largest city, will not be spared. 

			When Malika, Kamila’s older sister, takes her sick son, Hossein, to the doctor, she witnesses what will become standard Taliban practice: A woman is viciously beaten in the street for the moral offense of not being covered entirely from head to toe in a chadri, or burqa. Fearful that she will suffer the same fate, Malika—pregnant with twins—can only watch helplessly through the window of the doctor’s office and hope she can make it home safely. 

			2. A Time of Good-byes

			When the Taliban introduce their stringent laws, life for everyone in Kabul is turned upside down. Women are banned from schools and work, and are not allowed in public without a male relative as an escort—a mahram. 

			The notion of what clothing is acceptable is also dictated by the Taliban: All women are required to wear the chadri. Being covered from head to toe with only a small slot for the eyes, the garment is not only cumbersome, it can be incredibly restrictive for everyday tasks, such as lifting a child to hold on one’s hip. Considering that women previously worked not only in public and private industries, but were responsible for maintaining the home, these new restrictions greatly impacted the entire city.

			Well traveled and educated, Mr. Sidiqi, Kamila’s father, believes that ethnic differences in Afghanistan should be celebrated. He explains to his children that many of the young, bearded Taliban soldiers are in fact orphans from the Soviet invasion of the 1980s. The Soviet bombs destroyed their villages and their families, forcing them into refugee camps. There, the men grew up amid poverty, and the only education they received was a strict and deeply religious interpretation of Islam.

			In the refugee camps, it was common for women to be kept indoors for their safety and their honor; Taliban men “had almost no contact with women during their entire lives,” Mr. Sidiqi explains. 

			Before long, Mr. Sidiqi, a former military leader who served under Dr. Najibullah, the former communist president (whom the Taliban hanged) and Massoud, a Panjshiri fighter and Taliban enemy, is forced to flee Kabul for safer environs, leaving Kamila, her mother, and her siblings behind. As long as the women obey the Taliban’s strict laws, they will be safe; but supporting themselves under those strict laws will be nearly impossible. 

			3. Stitching the Future Back Together

			In Khair Khana, a neighborhood in northwest Kabul, Kamila and her younger sisters languish in home detention. Although all are adversely affected, Kamila’s younger sister, Saaman, is particularly frustrated. The first in her family to attend the elite Kabul University, she had been studying science before the Taliban arrived. Tired of re-reading books from their home library—the girls enjoyed poetry, particularly the Iranian poet Rumi—Kamila suggests a neighborhood book swap. It quickly becomes a success, and soon the Sidiqi living room is a veritable library—one small joy in an otherwise oppressive life.

			Taliban leaders have now barred women entirely from public life. As the economy worsens, Kabul’s citizens begin to panic. Not only is Kamila’s family in trouble, so are families all over the city, especially widows who will now be unable to support their children. Kamila knows she needs to help care for her family, but how can she when she is unable to leave her house? 

			Kamila begins to hear rumors of women running businesses from their homes. Dr. Maryam, who rents an apartment from the Sidiqis, runs a clinic out of her house. Teachers are offering classes to girls in their living rooms. After much thinking, she happens upon the idea of sewing clothing, which is always in demand, and which she can do without leaving her home. She asks her older sister, Malika, who is an excellent seamstress and lives with her husband and son not far away, to teach her.

			Meanwhile, word arrives that Mr. Sidiqi has made it to Parwan Province, in northern Afghanistan. With news that Mr. Sidiqi is at least temporarily safe, Kamila’s mother prepares to join him. With no work available in Kabul, and fearful that the Taliban will conscript him, Kamila’s brother, Najeeb, will soon leave for Pakistan. 

			4. The Plan Goes to Market 

			Having learned the basics of sewing, Kamila—covered head to toe in a burqa—sets out with her 13-year-old brother Rahim as her mahram to secure orders from local tailors. The plan is treacherous. After all, any indication that she is not a “respectable” Muslim woman can get her arrested or beaten by the Taliban. Needless to say, sisters Malika, Saaman, and Laila are incredibly nervous about Kamila’s plan, but they also know how headstrong she is. And when Najeeb leaves the family home for Pakistan, Kamila is more resolved than ever to make sure her family survives the Taliban’s iron grip on Kabul.

			Kabul’s merchants are just as wary about the Taliban as Kamila, but they also want to sell the valuable merchandise made by “Roya”—the name Kamila gave herself at market to protect her identity. She quickly secures her first order from local merchant Mehrab.

			Fortunately, Kamila gets some much-needed support from her sister Malika, who moves back into the family home with her husband and three children, including prematurely born twin babies who still struggle with health issues. Under the Taliban, Malika had to quit her job as a teacher, and her young family is struggling on only her husband’s salary and whatever extra money Malika can make through her sewing. 

			Despite her grit and savvy, Kamila is still a teenager, and, with her parents gone, having her older sister around will provide much-needed comfort.

			5. An Idea Is Born … but Will It Work?

			It’s not long before demand for Kamila’s work outpaces her sisters’ output of elegant women’s wear. She has picked up orders from another local shopkeeper, Ali, who, along with his brother, was looking for tailors. With electricity sporadic at best, sewing often occurs without the aid of machines. It soon becomes clear that Kamila needs help. 

			Fortunately, Sara, a local widow, desperate to support her children, asks for work and becomes their first employee and the sewing group’s manager. 

			With every new challenge, however, Kamila’s mind sets to work on a solution. Needing additional seamstresses to fill the influx orders, Kamila hires more local women—all desperate to support their loved ones—who are welcome to sew in their own homes or with the Sidiqis. Before long, the Sidiqis’ living room becomes a garment factory.

			As the business grows—with Sara’s managerial help—Kamila is freed up to do what she realizes she most enjoys: marketing and planning. Her business is not simply devoted to manufacturing clothing, but also to teaching and supporting women. “If we have our own school,” she thinks, “then no one who comes to our gate will leave without a job.” There is enough demand for her dresses and pantsuits to justify bringing on more women as apprentices. Yet, if Kamila wants to start a school in the Sidiqi home, she will need the approval and support of Malika, who is already busy with her young children and her own business.

			Malika has started a tailoring business—creating custom clothing while Kamila sews ready-to-wear items for women—and is doing very well. Clients are often forced to wait more than two weeks for her stylish yet conservative dresses and suits. 

			6. Class Is in Session 

			With the enthusiastic support of her sisters and brother, Kamila implements a plan to open a tailoring school. She will not only grow her business—with more sewing machines, more materials, and more customers—but will also help neighborhood women, many of whom have no other way to provide for their families. They are unable to hold a career or attend school and desperate for a meaningful way to pass the time. 

			17-year-old Mahnaz is one of those women. Her dreams of becoming a professor were dashed under Taliban rule, and Kamila’s school provided a creative outlet for Mahnaz. As it turned out, she had a lot of talent as a seamstress.

			The school runs in two shifts, morning and afternoon, separated by a prayer and lunch break. The two shifts ensure that Kamila can accept more women to her school, and it will help keep traffic in and out of her family’s home to a minimum—avoiding the Taliban’s attention is essential. With Sara as supervisor, Kamila knows the sewing school will run smoothly. 

			7. An Unexpected Wedding Party 

			In the midst of an already hectic schedule, Malika receives an urgent request from a small group of women who arrive at their door: two wedding dresses and four wedding party gowns are needed for the next day—a job that would normally take at least a week. It is an unusual request, to be sure, as most weddings are planned well in advance.

			Unable to turn the desperate women away, Malika accepts the job—but she’ll need help from Kamila’s team. Kamila is happy to help her sister whose knowledge and support has been integral to the success of the sewing shop, and the women quickly jump into action.

			Working through the night, the dresses are almost finished when the bride-to-be and her entourage return the next morning. They need the dresses even sooner than originally planned. Somehow, Kamila’s team manages to complete the order. 

			As the customers leave, Neelab, one of Kamila’s team members, notices that the women got into Taliban trucks—they were having a Taliban wedding! Shortly after, Kamila learns that the Taliban know Kamila is an honorable Muslim who is doing good for her community and helping her fellow women—without breaking the rules.

			8. A New Opportunity Knocks 

			As the women sew one evening, they hear someone opening the outside gate. Although afraid, Kamila peeks through the window to see who is it. Her father has returned! Mr. Sidiqi makes a surprise visit home, bringing news and love. He is proud of his daughters’ accomplishments—they have taken care of each other and sent money to their parents—and he encourages them to keep doing all they can to help their fellow Afghans, as Islam prescribes. He also tells his family that he is going to Iran to stay with Kamila’s brother Najeeb the next morning. The Taliban, he explains, have been looking for him, and he is no longer safe in the northern Parwan Province. 

			Several weeks later, Mrs. Sidiqi returns to Kabul to visit with her children. Concerns over her family have compounded her preexisting heart problems, and to Kamila, she looks tired and troubled. Yet Mrs. Sidiqi is very proud of her children’s hard work and dedication to their family and community. She returns to Parwan a few weeks later and assures her daughters and son that she will be back soon.

			One day in 1998, Kamila and her brother Rahim return from the markets to find two women, Mahbooba and Hafiza, waiting for Kamila in the Sidiqi family’s living room. They are from UN Habitat (formerly the UN Centre for Human Settlements), and they want to recruit Kamila for a project. Impressed with her operation, they want to hire Kamila to be part of Community Forums, which, among other services, helps Kabul’s citizens learn business skills. 

			Kamila is a perfect fit—the group needs business savvy women who have good relations with the Taliban—and Kamila’s cousin already works for the organization and enjoy it. It’s a dangerous proposition, given the Taliban’s oppressive laws and mercurial edicts, but Mahbooba and Hafiza are optimistic that the Taliban will not interfere. 

			Almost at once, Kamila is excited about the opportunity to move forward in her career, work with professionals, and help more women in the community. 

			She asks Malika for her approval, but her elder sister is upset—she cannot allow Kamila to put herself and their family in jeopardy by teaching and working with foreigners. Although Kamila loves her sister and understands the fears she expresses, she will not back down—the health of her community is more important to Kamila than her own safety. 

			A week later, Kamila begins work at District 10’s Community Forum for a salary of $10 a month and throws herself whole-heartedly into her duties. She is soon teaching small classes on the Holy Q’uran, sewing, and quilting. During her visits to her students’ houses, she sees Kabul’s poverty first-hand, which only hardens her resolve to do everything she can to help her people. 

			9. Danger in the Night Sky

			It is 2000, four long years since Kamila received her teaching diploma and the Taliban arrived in Kabul. Kamila, now a successful entrepreneur, community leader, and Women’s Community Forum program professional, is on a bus en route to Peshawar, Pakistan, with some colleagues to attend a UN Habitat training session. 

			At a checkpoint, a Talib boards their bus, brandishing an AK-47. He demands to know their reasons for traveling and where their mahram is. The women have not only traveled without a mahram, unable to find a man available to escort them, but they cannot tell the Talib that they work for a foreign organization—they would surely be arrested, or worse. 

			Thanks to Kamila’s quick thinking, she talks the Talib out of his anger and their imminent arrest, assuring him that her brother was meeting them at the border with their forgotten luggage. 

			Upon returning to Kabul, Kamila does not tell her family about her near miss with the Taliban. She does not want to worry them, especially her sister Malika, who is still uneasy about Kamila’s dangerous work. Neither does she tell them about Wazhma, another Community Forum colleague, who was arrested by the Taliban after a neighbor turned her in for teaching girls. From prison, Wazhma sends Kamila a message: Don’t go to Community Forum, it is much too dangerous. Despite the risks, Kamila knows her work is too important to quit, and she has faith that God will protect her. 

			In September 2001, news that Massoud, the leader of the Northern Alliance dedicated to fighting the Taliban, had been killed, reached the Sidiqi household. By then, Mrs. Sidiqi lived mostly at home with her children, and the family and the sewing team huddled together, fearful of what that meant for their country. But by the next day, Massoud’s reported death is old news. 

			On September 11, 2001, two planes were flown into the World Trade Center in New York City, one into the Pentagon, and another into a field in Shanksville, Pennsylvania, killing thousands of people. The United States suspected the mastermind behind the acts of terror was Osama bin Laden, the rich Saudi who had been living in Afghanistan under the protection of the Taliban. When the Taliban refused to turn him over to the United States, the outcome was unsurprising: more violence and war. 

			As the Sidiqi family clung to bits of news from the BBC’s wire service, neighbors, Rahim’s classmates, and other citizens were fleeing the city for Pakistan or the countryside. Food was scarce; the cost of bus, train, and plane tickets skyrocketed; and people frantically withdrew their money from the banks. All the Sidiqis could do was stay indoors, pray, and wait. 

			Four weeks later, the bombs began to drop. Every night, the family huddled together as the windows of their home shook. The Taliban blocked Kabul’s main roads, instilled an earlier curfew, and at night, turned off the electricity to cloak the city in darkness and hide it from bombs. By day, the streets were empty, everyone having fled or gone into hiding. Kamila prayed for peace and the opportunity to continue her work. 

			Epilogue: Kabul Jan, Kaweyan, and Kamila’s Faith in Good Fortune

			After years of the oppressive and debilitating reign, the Taliban finally withdrawals from Kabul on November 13, 2001. But it isn’t yet time to celebrate. After decades of war and violence, this latest change does not guarantee freedom or peace. Kamila remains undaunted. 

			When author Gayle Tzemach Lemmon meets her in December 2005, Kamila is optimistic about the future, despite the difficulties that lay ahead. Since the Taliban’s fall, she took a position with the United Nations and then Mercy Corps, a global aid organization. At each of these organizations, she focused on women and business, and trained and mentored women around the country. 

			In the process, she was able to financially support her family—her salary funded her siblings’ college tuition and the upkeep of the Sidiqi home. In addition, she was invited to the United States to complete a two-week MBA program for Afghan women, and she received an invitation from Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice to visit Washington, DC, and meet with a variety of American dignitaries.

			Eventually, the entrepreneurial pull returned. Kamila left work at the international agencies—giving up stability and a high salary—and returned to her first love: developing a business and, more importantly, training others, especially women, on how to start their own businesses, too. Her brother, Najeeb, urged her to name her new effort Kaweyan after the successful Iranian dynasty, “known for its glory and good fortune.”

			At the book’s end, Lemmon meets with Najeeb, who thanks her for telling his sister’s story. Lemmon, with tears in her eyes, recalls the reason Kamila’s story matters so much: “Brave young women complete heroic acts every day, with no one bearing witness. This was a chance to even the ledger, to share one small story that made the difference between starvation and survival for the families whose lives it changed.”

		

	
		
			Timeline

			1973–1979: A series of coups and assassinations leave Afghanistan in turmoil, including the overthrow of Mohammad Zahir Shah by Mohammad Daoud Khan.

			1979: The Soviets invade Afghanistan, beginning the Soviet-Afghan war. 

			1988: The Geneva Accords, signed by Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Soviet Union, and the United States, end the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan.

			1989–1992: The Mujahideen, Afghani fighters, continue to resist the Soviet-supported President Mohammad Najibullah.

			1992: The Afghan Civil War begins after the Northern Alliance is formed and the Mujahideen overthrow President Mohammad Najibullah.

			1994: The Taliban take Kandahar, Helmand, and Lashkar Gah.

			1995: After the Taliban seize Herat, men and women are forced to wear traditional dress. Women are required to wear the chadri, cannot leave their home without a male chaperone. They are also banned from working and schools for their daughters are closed.

			1996: The Taliban takes control of Kabul and former President Mohammad Najibullah is publicly executed. Kamila Sidiqi receives her teaching certificate from Sayed Jamaluddin Teacher Training Institute.

			1997: Kamila Sidiqi begins her dressmaking business.

			1998: Kamila is recruited to work with UN Habitat. 

			2000: Despite a UN resolution banning arms to the Taliban, and calling for the protection of women in armed conflicts, the Taliban continues to oppress Afghan women and destroy the economy.

			March 2001: The Taliban destroy historical Buddhist statues in Bamiyan, Afghanistan.

			September 9, 2001: The head of the Northern Alliance and major Taliban foe Ahmad Shah Massoud is killed. 

			September 11, 2001: Members of Al-Qaeda crash planes into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and a field in Pennsylvania. Thousands of people are killed.

			October 7, 2001: The United States demands the Taliban to hand over Osama bin Laden, the leader of Al-Qaeda who took responsibility for the September 11 attacks. When the Taliban refuses, the United States invades Afghanistan. 

			November 13, 2001: The Taliban flee south after the Northern Alliance enters Kabul.

			December 2001: The Taliban surrender Zabul Province, their final territory in Afghanistan.

			2005: Kamila is invited to the United States to meet with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and address various dignitaries.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Ali and Hamid: The two brothers who help Kamila (“Roya”) grow her business by being steady customers. They are kind, honest, and hardworking, and become an indispensable outlet for Kamila’s sewing group’s clothing. Because of the chadri Kamila wore, Ali and Hamid never saw Kamila during the time she worked with them. It was not until years later that Hamid and Kamila met by accident. She recognized him and introduced herself. 

			Mahbooba and Hafiza: Two UN Habitat workers who recruit Kamila for the UN’s Women’s Community Forum. Hafiza, who trained as a scientist, and the no-nonsense Mahbooba, heard about Kamila though her cousin, Rukhsana. 

			Mahnaz: One of Kamila’s first students, Mahnaz’s dreams of becoming an educator are on hold during the Taliban’s five-and-a-half year ban on education for girls. After resuming her education, she went on to become a professor at a Kabul university. Her sister, who also sewed with Kamila, went on to become a doctor. 

			Dr. Maryam: A dedicated physician, Dr. Maryam treats Kabul’s women in an office she rents from the Sidiqis. She is brave and fairly outspoken about her frustration with the Taliban. Eventually, she strikes a deal of sorts with the Taliban: she will treat only women, and the Taliban will leave her practice alone. As doctors flee Afghanistan and hospitals lose funding, Dr. Maryam is often the only medical professional women in Kamila’s neighborhood can turn to. After the fall of the Taliban, she moved with her family to Helmand province in southern Afghanistan—a Taliban stronghold. Surprisingly, the Taliban welcomed her, and even sent their wives and daughters to her to be treated. 

			Mr. Sidiqi: The patriarch of the Sidiqi family, Mr. Sidiqi is a former Afghan military officer. He served the Afghanistan government during the tumultuous years before the Taliban took over. He is intelligent, educated, and well traveled, and he believes strongly in the importance of education for all people, including women. After the fall of the Taliban, he continues to live in the north in Parwan with his wife and is proud of their successful and ambitious children.

			Mrs. Sidiqi: The matriarch of the Sidiqi family, Mrs. Sidiqi raised eleven children. Although not an obviously powerful figure, she is reflected in her children’s independence, resilience, and loyalty. Like her husband, Mrs. Sidiqi believes her children are capable of great things. She lives in Parwan with her husband. 

			Kamila Sidiqi: Kamila is the young woman at the center of this book. As of 2017, she is the deputy chief of staff for administration and finance at the president’s office in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan government. Now, married with a son, Kamila was just 19 years old when the Taliban forced her and every other teenage girl and woman in Kabul to remain in their homes unless accompanied by a male chaperone. She is smart, positive, driven, kind, and dedicated to helping her country and its citizens prosper, especially the women. 

			Laila Sidiqi: 15 years old when the Taliban invaded Kabul, she is of the younger Sidiqi sisters. She worksedwith her siblings to build the dressmaking business and school and became one of the teachers. After the Taliban fled the city, she enrolled in the university and completed her degree.

			Malika Sidiqi: Kamila’s older sister. Malika has one young son, Hossein, and is pregnant with twins when the Taliban arrive. She lives with her husband in Kabul, but the family moves to the Sidiqi home to be with her sisters and her youngest brother, Rahim, after Mr. and Mrs. Sidiqi, and her other brother, Najeeb, flee Kabul. Malika is a skilled dressmaker, and teaches Kamila and her sisters how to sew. Her support is crucial to Kamila’s sewing school, yet as the eldest, she constantly worries about the safety of her family, and is weary to encourage Kamila in her desire to put herself at risk and work for NGOs. After the fall of the Taliban she continued to design and make dresses, as well as raise her children, help her husband, and work with Kamila at Kaweyan.

			Najeeb Sidiqi: The older Sidiqi brother. Out of concern that he would be forced to fight with the Taliban as it sought to gain and maintain territory, Najeeb fleed Kabul for Pakistan and Iran. Once it was safe to return to Kabul, Najeeb completes his university degree, funded by his sisters’ dressmaking business.

			Rahim Sidiqi: The younger Sidiqi brother, he was often Kamila’s mahram. When the Taliban take over Kabul, 13-year-old Rahim had to grow up quickly. As the sole male in the Sidiqi home, Rahim was responsible for not only serving as his sisters’ chaperone, but he attended school and had to avoid being forced into service to the Taliban. He is brave, serious, and incredibly helpful to Kamila and her sisters, even doing some beading and embroidery work on the clothing. After the fall of the Taliban, he enrolled in university, thanks to financial support of his sisters. 

			Saaman Sidiqi: One of Malika and Kamila’s younger sisters. Saaman, a lover of poetry, is a serious student who clearly bristles at the way her life has been upended under Taliban rule. After they are forced out of Kabul, she is able to finish her degree in literature. 

			Rahela: Kamila’s cousin who worked at the UN Habitat is now a government official who focuses on helping women start businesses. 

			Sara: Kamila’s first hire, Sara becomes an indispensable member of the dressmaking business and tailoring school. Sara arrives at the Sidiqi home in dire straights. Her husband has died, and although her in-laws do as much as they can to take care of her and her children, their resources are stretched thin. Today, Sara continues to work as a seamstress, as well as a cook and house manager, to support her family. Her two sons attend university, and thanks to her work, the family is able to live on their own in Kabul. 

			*Some individuals’ names have been changed by the author to protect their identity.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“We’re far more accustomed to—and comfortable with—seeing women portrayed as victims of war who deserve our sympathy rather than as resilient survivors who demand our respect.”

			In the book’s introduction, Gayle Tzemach Lemmon establishes her reasons for sharing her story about Kamila. With The Dressmaker of Khair Khana, Gayle Tzemach Lemmon puts a new perspective on the war story. In doing so, she changes the dialogue in ways that not only provide fresh insight into an existing topic, but also help readers think about women in non-traditional roles. The inspiring story of Kamila and her family prove that women are not simply victims of war; often, they are its unsung heroes. 

			“Her instincts commanded her to run into the streets and rescue this poor woman from her attackers. But her rational mind knew it was impossible. If she left the doctor’s office she would be beaten as well. These men would have no problem hitting a pregnant woman, she thought.” 

			Readers are exposed to a real-life example of what it’s like to have your life upended and your freedom curtailed by militant religious rule. Here, a pregnant Malika observes a woman outside a doctor’s office window being beaten by men in turbans. The woman is unprepared for the Taliban’s new requirement that women be entirely covered. Malika can see how vicious and cruel the oppressors are.

			Although men under Taliban rule are also oppressed, there is little doubt that the women of Afghanistan suffered more—barred from schools, careers, and leaving the house without a male escort. Under Taliban rule, Kamila and her sisters must learn how to survive the strict rules while still living a passionate and full life. 

			“As he often told the eleven of them, ‘I look on all of you with one eye.’ To him it was his highest obligation and a duty of his faith to educate his children so that they could share their knowledge and serve their communities. Now he watched with a sinking heart as the Taliban closed girls’ schools and forced women inside.”

			This encapsulates Mr. Sidiqi’s crucial role in his children’s educational development. He never subscribed to the view that women should not be educated. Commitments such as his are essential to changing attitudes toward girls and women in intensely paternalistic cultures. Without the support of her family, Kamila and her sisters would never have been able to build a business and help all the people they did. 

			“At seventeen, Najeeb and his cousins had become prey for mass detentions. Once they were picked up, the Taliban could press-gang them into service and ship them off to fight.”

			As this quote makes clear, young men and teenage boys living under Taliban rule were particularly vulnerable. Because they were free to go to and from school or work, or because they served as mahrams for female family members, they could easily be apprehended and forced to serve against their will. This was the main reason young Najeeb fled to Pakistan and then Iran during the period of Taliban’s rule over Afghanistan. His brother Rahim would likely have done the same when he was older, had the Taliban remained in power. Unfortunately, when the men fled the cities, many women were left to support their families without the means to do so. 

			“The Sidiqi family needed help now. If only she could come up with a plan that would allow her to earn money while staying within the Taliban’s rules, Kamila thought, she could take the pressure off Najeeb and her father.”

			Though only a teenager, Kamila had strong faith and a deep commitment to her family, as well as an agile mind and desire to be productive. Having already had many of her personal freedoms curtailed, we see how Kamila takes stock of her situation, anticipates the future, and begins to formulate a plan in order to take action. Kamila’s single-minded determination to achieve her goals is an inspiration to everyone who reads her story.

			“With Najeeb gone, it now fell to Rahim to serve as his sisters’ eyes and ears. Though only thirteen, he had suddenly become the man of their house, and the only person in the Sidiqi household who could move around the city freely.”

			In this passage, we learn not only how close the Sidiqi children are, and how much they respect and rely on each other, but also how quickly a child must grow up and assume adult responsibilities under Taliban rule. Rahim, despite his youth, becomes crucial to the success of Kamila’s sewing business, allowing her travel to the markets to pick up materials and find new clients. 

			“‘I have to find a way to support my children,’ Sara told Kamila. ‘I don’t know what else to do, or where else to go. My husband’s family can’t care for us much longer, and I don’t want to be a burden to them all. I must find a job.’” 

			When Kamila first meets Sara, we begin to get a sense of how widespread the desperation is for the people of Kabul. When Sara’s husband dies, he and her children move in with her in-laws, putting pressure on the already struggling family; the male relatives have either fled to the north or are unable to find work. Being a single mother in Kabul under Taliban rule, especially one without education or job experience, is incredibly debilitating. Sara quickly proves to be a valuable hire. Stories like Sara’s increase Kamila’s deep sense of responsibility to help her fellow citizens.

			“It had been nearly four years since another bus ride had taken Kamila, with her new diploma in hand, from Sayed Jamaluddin back to her home in Khair Khana on the day the Taliban arrived.… She and her sisters had lived through so much.” 

			What Kamila and women like her accomplished under the heavy hand of the Taliban is nothing short of astonishing. With determination, courage, generosity, and empathy, Kamila Sidiqi was able carve out a space for her, her family, and countless other Afghans to support themselves and follow their own dreams. We can see that, even after the Taliban was defeated, Kamila would never slow down in her tireless efforts on behalf of her family and her country. 

			“Brave young women complete heroic acts everyday, with no one bearing witness. This was a chance to even the ledger, to share one small story that made the difference between starvation and survival for the families whose lives it changed.”

			In the epilogue, author Gayle Tzemach Lemmon makes an important point about how the stories we read shape our worldview. Without stories such as Kamila Sidiqi’s, we might not learn how remarkably resilient, savvy, and dedicated women are—especially those from cultures that exhibit oppressive attitudes and policies toward them. There is more to wars than bombs, Lemmon shows the reader; there are remarkable stories of courage and resilience. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Under Taliban rule, hospitals were strictly segregated by gender. Only female physicians were allowed to see female patients, and vice versa. Additionally, men and women doctors were obstructed from discussing cases with one another.

					The film Titanic was very popular in Afghanistan. Despite being outlawed by the Taliban, copies of the movie were smuggled into the country. After men requested Jack Dawson’s “Leo look” hairstyle from barbers, the Taliban shaved the men’s heads in public and arrested the barbers. Following this, music, movies, drawing, the Internet, and television were all banned. 

					Besides having to wear a burqa and travel with a male escort, women under the reign of the Taliban in Afghanistan were not allowed to talk to men they weren’t related to, laugh loudly in public, wear bright colors, work, go to school after the age of eight, play sports, ride a bicycle, ride a motorcycle, wear high-heel shoes (because the sound of a woman’s footsteps can excite a man), paint their nails, or wear makeup. 

					Naan, a flat, oven-baked bread, is the most common bread eaten in Afghanistan. Other popular foods include toot, dried berries from the north, kahwah tea, a combination of green and chai tea, and kabuli pulao, the national rice dish with lamb, raisins, pistachios, and carrots. 

					Kabul is the capital of Afghanistan and the country’s largest city. In 2015, the population was around 3.5 million people. 

					Khair Khana, where the Sadiqi family lives, is a predominantly residential neighborhood in northwest Kabul. For the most part, the inhabitants hail from the north, including the Sadiqi family. 

					At the peak of the Taliban’s rule, only three nations acknowledged its government: Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. 

					Afghanistan has a history rich in art and literature. The world’s first oil paintings were made in Afghanistan in 650 BC, and poetry is a cherished tradition. In the western city of Herat, every Thursday is “poetry night,” where people gather to recite verse, listen to music, and drink tea. 

					While in Afghanistan doing research and conducting interviews for the book, Gayle Tzemach Lemmon dressed in the modest style of the women around her, and learned to speak some Dari, a dialect of Persian spoken in the region. 

					In 2013, Kamila Sidiqi was one of several Afghan businesswomen who founded the organization Leading Entrepreneurs for Afghanistan’s Development, the mission of which is to “advocate for the economic stability of women and ensure that women entrepreneurs are valued and recognized.” 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Bukhari: A wood-burning stove. The Sadiqis have one in their home, and they often sit around to talk, drink tea, and read. 

			Chadri: A cloth shroud covering the body from head to foot; typically worn by women in Islamic countries; also called “burqa.” The burqa could not be a bright color. Most women found the burqa to be stifling, if not claustrophobia inducing. The chadri hinders the wearer’s ability to see clearly and to move freely.

			Jan: From the Persian, meaning life or soul; also used with a name to mean “dear” or “beloved one.” Used as a sort of honorific when addressing someone by his or her first name. For example, one might address Kamila as “Kamila Jan.”

			Kaweyan: Not just the name of the company Kamila formally founded in 2004, it is the name of an Iranian dynasty known for its good fortune. Najeeb suggests the name to Kamila, who he believes will have the same success.

			Mahram: A close male family member who accompanies a woman in public. In the book, Rahim, Kamila’s young brother, serves as her and her sisters’ mahram.

			Mujahideen: Literally, “holy warriors.” This is the name given to men who fought the Soviet-backed government, although it is generally used to refer to an opposition fighter. Before the Taliban took Kabul, the Mujahideen dictated new restrictions on women’s dress and interactions with men.

			Purdah: Prevalent in Muslim communities, the Taliban enforced the practice of purdah, or the physical separation of the sexes and required women to completely cover their bodies. In Afghanistan under Taliban rule, women were not allowed in public unless they were completely covered and were not allowed to work, attend school, or be seen by male doctors or tailors. 

			Talib: Literally, “seeker of knowledge” or “student” in Arabic. One of Prophet Muhammad’s uncles was named Talib. He raised Muhammad after the boys’ parents and grandparents died. 

			Taliban: A Sunni Islamic fundamentalist movement that takes its name from “Talib.” The Taliban was the ruling religious government in Afghanistan from the late 1990s through November of 2001.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller

			

			“A truly uplifting and very true story of how one woman set out to start a business and ended up preserving the dignity of so many women, opening up possibilities for hundreds more, and inspiring thousands.” —The Huffington Post

			“The Dressmaker of Khair Khana is a heart-wrenching, heartwarming story about the courageous women of war-ravaged Afghanistan, akin to Greg Mortenson’s inspiring best-seller, Three Cups of Tea.” —The Washington Times

			“A fascinating story that touches on family, gender, business, and politics and offers inspiration through the resourceful, determined woman at its heart.” —Publishers Weekly

			“A transporting, enlightening book … The Dressmaker of Khair Khana is a fascinating window on Afghan life under the Taliban and a celebration of women the world over ho support their loved ones with tenacity, inventiveness, and sheer guts.” —People magazine

			“The Dressmaker is a riveting and important book. Lemmon wrote this book seeking to change the conversation about women. She’s already making great headway…. When so much is wrong all around us, this story helps show the way forward–advancing women entrepreneurs.” —Fast Company 

		

	
		
			About Gayle Tzemach Lemmon

			After graduating summa cum laude from the University of Missouri with a major in journalism, Gayle Tzemach Lemmon started her career as a journalist in Washington, DC, where she covered politics for ABC News. She left commercial journalism to complete an MBA at Harvard, focusing on international development. 

			Her interest in female entrepreneurs in conflict zones led her to meet Kamila Sidiqi. The subsequent book about Kamila’s inspiring story, The Dressmaker of Khair Khana, was a New York Times bestseller. Her next book, Ashley’s War: The Untold Story of a Team of Women Soldiers on the Special Ops Battlefield, was also a New York Times bestseller. 

			Lemmon has served as a vice president at PIMCO, a global investment firm, and an emerging markets product manager, and a consultant for the World Bank. Currently, she is a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations and a contributing editor-at-large for Newsweek and The Daily Beast. 

			Her writing has also appeared in the New York Times, the Financial Times, Fast Company, the Atlantic, and the Christian Science Monitor. She regularly appears on PBS, MSNBC, CNN, and NPR, and her TED Talk about her book Ashley’s War was viewed more than one million times. She serves on the board of the International Center for Research on Women, and Mercy Corps. 

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“10 Books on Terrorism From Our 15 Years at War.” Early Bird Books. 

			The Business Council for Peace. 

			Gayle Tzemach Lemmon’s official website. 

			“In Kabul, A ‘Dressmaker’ Sows Entrepreneurial Seeds.” NPR.

			Kaweyan Group

			“Sahar Gul Torture Case Shows Limited Rights, Perilous Lives of Afghan Women.” The Daily Beast. 

			“Gayle Tzemach Lemmon’s TED Talks.” TED Talks. 

			“How one Afghan woman rose from dressmaker to policy insider.” PBS Newshour. 

			“We Need to Tell Girls They Can Have It All (Even If They Can’t).” The Atlantic. 

			“Who Are the Taliban?” BBC. 

			Vital Voices

			Books

			Ashley’s War: The Untold Story of a Team of Women Soldiers on the Special Ops Battlefield by Gayle Tzemach Lemmon

			The Essential Rumi by Jalal al-Din Rumi (translated by Coleman Barks)

			A Fort of Nine Towers: An Afghan Family Story by Qais Akbar Omar

			Ghost Wars: The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden, from the Soviet Invasion to September 10, 2001 by Steve Coll 

			The Good Daughter: A Memoir of My Mother’s Hidden Life by Jasmin Darznik

			In My Father’s Country: An Afghan Woman Defies Her Fate by Saima Wahab

			My Forbidden Face: Growing Up Under the Taliban by Latifa

			Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books by Azar Nafisi

			A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini
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