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An illustration taken on December 30, 2020 in Budapest shows the
numbers of the year 2021 painted with light in front of an illumi-
nated Christmas tree.

Women work in a tailor workshop at the Khadija Kubra Women’s
Association for Culture in Kandahar.

Men play cards in a restaurant in Ayno Maina city in Kandahar.

In this photo a general view shows an entrance gate to Ayno Maina
city in Kandahar.

A waiter prepares a water pipe, also known as shisha or hookah,
for customers at a restaurant. — AFP photos

Once the epicentre of the Taleban’s iron-fisted Islamist
government, Kandahar city in Afghanistan’s restive
south is slowly transforming into a vibrant urban cen-

ter dotted with bustling cafes, co-ed universities-and even a
women’s gym. Every evening, young men head to the
Arena club, a trendy cafe in the city of 700,000, to play
snooker, watch football on a big screen, or smoke shisha
“hubble-bubble” pipes-unthinkable when the Taleban ruled
Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001. “There was no such place
in Kandahar when we built it and there is still no other such
place in the (entire) south,” said Nazir Ahmad, the 30-year-
old owner of Arena. But the city’s youth fear such hard-
earned freedoms are on the verge of being lost again as
the Taleban ramp up attacks in their former heartland
despite peace talks with the government.

Before the insurgents were overthrown by a US-led coali-
tion in the wake of the September 11 attacks, they imposed
a harsh version of the Islamic sharia law that banned all
kinds of entertainment, from music and movies to flying
kites. The public floggings and executions in the city’s
squares still haunt residents, but Kandahar has undergone
a huge transformation. Women can now be seen riding
side-saddle on the backs of motorcycles, families enjoy
group picnics, and several city spaces have illuminated
fountains that spring up at sunset while street vendors
serve hot Afghan dishes into the night. Despite that
progress, the Taleban are emboldened after a deal with
Washington that secured the withdrawal of all foreign forces
by May 2021, and they have stepped up their campaign
against Afghan forces in rural areas.

Men gather for a
picnic in Ayno Maina

city in Kandahar.


