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KABUL: More than 1,000 Afghan Shiite Hazaras pledged their
support yesterday to the country’s new Taleban rulers, insisting
that the “dark period” of previous Western-backed governments
had ended with the return of the Islamists.

Afghanistan’s Hazaras have been persecuted by Sunni Is-
lamists for centuries, but yesterday community elders gathered
in Kabul alongside Taleban leaders in a show of support. Senior
Hazara leader and former lawmaker Jafar Mahdawi, who organ-
ized the gathering, said the previous government of president
Ashraf Ghani was the “darkest point” in the history of
Afghanistan.

“Afghanistan had no independence and (foreign) embassies
ruled every aspect of the government,” he said. “Thank God, we
have now passed this dark period.”

Since the Taleban seized power in August, the new rulers have
put an end to the war, ended corruption and increased security,
Mahdawi said. He however called for a more inclusive govern-
ment from the Taleban and urged the new rulers to reopen
schools for girls.

“In the coming weeks or months we hope to witness an inclu-
sive government that has representatives of all people,” Mahdawi

said. The current government, which the Taleban says is interim,
is made up almost entirely of the group’s Pashtun stalwarts and
does not include any women.

Taleban leader and spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid told the
gathering that rebuilding the country was a priority. “Our jihad
against the foreign invaders has ended and now we will start jihad
for building the country,” he said. The Hazaras, who make up
roughly 10 to 20 percent of Afghanistan’s around 38 million pop-
ulation, have been persecuted for centuries in the Sunni majority
country. In the last two decades they have been targeted in par-
ticular by the Taleban and jihadist Islamic State militants, who
consider them heretics.

The Islamists have carried out several mass killings of Haz-
aras, including in the city of Mazar-i-Sharif in 1998, where
Human Rights Watch says at least 2,000 mainly Hazara civilians
were executed.

Several bomb attacks in recent years have also killed and
wounded scores of Hazaras in Kabul and other cities. Just days
after the Taleban seized power in August, a statue of a prominent
Hazara political leader was decapitated in Bamiyan, a city inhab-
ited mostly by the Shiite community.

Nobody claimed responsibility for the act, but the Taleban
earned notoriety in 2001 for destroying two giant Buddha statues
in Bamiyan after deeming them un-Islamic.  —AFP
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India’s top court 
commutes death 
sentences in rape case
MUMBAI: Mumbai’s top court yesterday commuted the death
sentences of three men convicted in a rape case that heightened
public outrage over women’s safety in India. The assault in 2013
followed another high-profile gang-rape case the previous year
that left a woman dead in New Delhi, sparking nationwide
protests resulting in tougher anti-rape laws.

The three men in Mumbai, along with two accomplices,
trapped and repeatedly raped a 22-year-old photojournalist
while she was on assignment at an abandoned factory com-
pound. The Shakti Mills complex stands next to a fashionable
area of apartments, office blocks, shops and restaurants in
India’s financial center. The attack dismayed residents of Mum-
bai, a metropolis considered far safer for women than the capital
New Delhi, sparking protests in the city and uproar in the na-
tional parliament.

Mumbai police arrested all five within a week of the incident.
It prompted a 19-year-old telephone operator to come forward
and accuse the trio of also raping her in the same place a month
earlier, along with two different accomplices. All seven accused-
two of them juveniles-were convicted over the two rapes.

The 2012 New Delhi case prompted a change in the law to
make repeat rapists eligible for the death penalty. The three men
found guilty in both Mumbai assaults were condemned to hang,
the first such sentences under the amended legislation.

At the time of the sentencing they were aged 19, 21 and 28.
Mumbai’s High Court upheld their convictions yesterday but
reduced the sentences to “rigorous life imprisonment” without
parole. —AFP

Transgender doctor 
and Instagram star 
fights bigotry
MUMBAI: Transgender activist, surgeon in training and Insta-
gram influencer: at just 24, Indian doctor Trinetra Haldar Gum-
maraju has worn many hats. But one thing has remained constant.

“I was always the woman I am,” she told AFP. But few saw
her as she wanted to be seen. Instead, from the age of four, Gum-
maraju was bullied and shamed every time she tried on her
mother’s sarees or high heels or did anything deemed feminine.

“My parents saw me as a deficient male,” said Gummaraju,
who is interning at KMC Manipal, one of the country’s top
teaching hospitals. Older boys molested her, schoolteachers hu-
miliated her and a psychiatrist advised her family to expose her
to “more masculine influences”.

No one considered the possibility that she was transgender.
Especially not Gummaraju. “I didn’t even let myself question my
gender identity because transgender people have such a nega-
tive image in this country-they are seen as scary, abusive, dan-
gerous.” Despite the fact that the vast majority of Indians
worship Hindu gods who routinely shape-shift from male to fe-
male, the transgender community is largely exiled to the margins
of society, with many forced to take up begging or sex work.

‘Be myself online’ 
By the time Gummaraju was a teenager, her self-hatred-re-

inforced by social mores-had deepened to such a degree that
she had begun to self-harm. Hope arrived in the form of admis-
sion to medical school, an accomplishment that evoked a grudg-
ing respect even from those who had shunned her.

There, she found a more supportive community including a
therapist who gently urged her to experiment with gender expres-
sion. Then there was Instagram-”an online space where I could be
myself”. Today, she has over 220,000 followers, but her early posts

sparked a backlash from conservative professors and some fellow
students. She persisted, eventually coming out as transgender, first
to her now-supportive family, and then on Facebook to hundreds
of people. The transition began with a new name, Trinetra-after a
fierce Hindu goddess-followed by hormone replacement therapy
in 2018 and surgery in February 2019. It was a euphoric time, she
recalled, even as she was advised bed rest for a month to recover.
“To see your body change shape-it’s like a fog is being lifted”, she
said. “I could recognize myself in the mirror.”

‘Stop fear-mongering’ 
Some of the side effects were unforeseen-and troubling. “It

is so unfortunate that one of the things that made me realize I
was now a woman... was catcalling and being groped”, she said.

She also encountered rape threats when she posted glam-
orous selfies, something which cisgender women-those whose
gender identity matches the sex they were assigned at birth-
could relate to. “I have experienced a lot of common ground with
cisgender women,” she said. But the increasingly fractious de-
bate over transgender rights threatens to make her community’s
existence even more precarious, she said, with some cisgender
feminists in the West calling for women-only spaces to be re-
stricted to those who are biologically female.—AFP
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MUMBAI: In this picture, doctor Trinetra Haldar Gummaraju poses for a picture
before an interview with AFP in Mumbai. —AFP


