taliban

by robert jackson

there was a boy raised under the taliban regime.  perhaps you saw his picture in the paper last week.  his name is mooruddin aki.  he grew up in a city to the south, one hit hard by internecine war, pounded for decades. poverty gripped the city.  his father lost the family farm when he was three.  a year later they moved to a labor class district.  everyone struggled to keep the family alive.  sometimes the only meal for weeks would be soup, of the blandest kind, brewed from whatever was available.
aki saw at an early age the patriarchal way of life around him.  from the beginning he was used to subordination.  he also noticed the normalcy imposed on him by his faith.  standing out was forbidden.  religion was a way of life.  any given day was structured around ritual.
the taliban imposed the requirements of his faith with the strictest cruelty, as he should soon learn for himself.  aki remembers the day when the taliban took kabul and declared itself to be the ruler of his country.  he was very young when this happened, so it seemed more like a dream.  when the transition was happening it did not seem significant to him.  and since the transition he has known nothing but their rule.
aki attended school and the religious ceremony just as his peers.  in general, he liked learning.  rather, he liked discovering.  for learning was essentially regulated by his faith.  his curiosity made him begin to wonder about things beyond his faith and especially beyond the requirements of the taliban.  sometimes he would daydream about escaping everything around him altogether.
upon his first day of a new school year, one of his friends related a story to him about drugs.  his friend had smoked opium for the first time despite strict prohibition by his faith and the taliban.  the description of being high was in complete accordance with his day dreams.  he was so surprised that he couldn't even respond to his friend.  he was ecstatic with curiosity.  he wanted to learn more about this new escape, but wasn't sure if it was right.  he knew that opium especially was seen as unholy.  that night, he decided to ask his father about what his friend had told him. aki's father, upon hearing the story, gave his son a look of complicity, smiled, and told him that it was more common than he thought.  that in fact he himself uses the drug to get away from the burdens of the world.
aki's father told him that sooner or later someone would offer him the drug, and that he must decide now what his choice will be when that times comes so that he can be strong and stand by his decision.  in his heart, aki wanted to try it out with his father because he knew that it would be safe with him.  with one look, his father understood this question, and said no.
some time later aki found his friend at school.  shy at first he asked his friend if they could try the drug together.  without hesitation, the friend pulled out a small wrapping that resembled a cigarette.  here, he said. lets go.  with that, they walked behind the schoolhouse and lit the paper. aki inhaled deeply  at once the world turned upside down.  he had completely lost his senses.  his friend followed.  soon the paper was gone.  it was little more than an hour when their teacher had sent the dean looking for them.  out of their mind, it had not occurred to them to leave or even hid the evidence of their crime.
furious, the dean hauled them both into his office.  at that, the two were detained and the authorities notified.  they were still high when arrested. the two were separated and incarcerated until their appointed persecution.
just two days of detention, aki was hauled to a correction center.  he vaguely understood that some grave punishment was in store, something painful.  in what seemed like seconds, he was thrown into a small square room that had in the center a bed with straps..  he was fettered and left alone for sometime.  it seemed an eternity.  a man entered and asked if he had thought about his transgression.  aki nodded.  then the man removed a hack saw from a drawer and proceeded to cut off aki's arms.
the pain was excruciating.  he blacked out half way through the first
mutilation.  the man revived aki and proceeded to the second arm.  aki
remained conscious throughout the entirety of the second mutilation, though hardly an intelligible thought over his own deafening screams.  the man finished and left aki to bleed.  soon another man came in and stitched up the wound.
aki sat still, not even a word.  he focused on the sensation produced by the needle penetr4ating this new flap of skin that he had before scarcely known. he was in shock, his mind too numb to be afraid.
after the surgeon finished, a priest came in to undo the fetters.  he said a prayer and escorted aki out of the building.  aki walked toward home a few blocks and collapsed, unconscious, and didn't wake until morning.
the next day he woke so gripped by the horror of what just happened to him that he writhed in the dirt, trying in vein to lift himself up with his hands.  tears streamed down his face, covered with dust, the  bandages were soiled with blood and dirt.  he sat up, looked blankly at the sky, and noticed for the first time that his arms were gone; his arms were gone forever.  his mind went numb again and he fell backward.  his eyes dried up and the dust and tears on his cheeks hardened.  impossible, he thought, i can't bear it.  the sensation.  it's horrid.  it's horrid.  it's horrid.  he stayed there, supine, the whole day.  watching the sun navigate the sky, the clouds roll by, indifferent for one day.
when night fell, he collected himself and meandered home.  how could he face his family?  his friends -- the world!
the walk home that night was the first step toward adjusting to the mutilation.  my arms don't sewing when i walk; i haven't any arms, he thought over and over.  at some point a creeping pain developed in the memory of his arms.  his hands, wrists, forearms, elbows -- all ached.  that dull pain soon replaced the numbness he had felt before.  
he entered the house.  his father was working.  his mother called, is that you?  where have you been?  while turning toward him.  with the last question, she saw for herself, wrapped up in soiled bandages, the answers to her own questions.  she screamed aloud, covered her face, which burst into tears at once, and ran to the back room.  aki fell in front of the door, weeping to himself.  his baby brother, ignorant of the situation, crawled toward him, curious in a childish way, but also scarred by the tears all around him that he did not understand.
eventually she confronted him.  his father came home too.  he turned livid by the punishment imposed on his son.  however, they were all impotent, incapable of appeal.  there was nothing to be done.  aki was permanently damaged according to the justice of their government.  they were left with no recourse, left to despair.
the following days aki stayed at home.  he refused to face the world that had been so cruel to him.  he refused to submit to the embarrassment imposed on him.  he gradually grew depressed.  still he could not get used to the discomfort of the memory of his arms.  the wounds healed but his heart continued to bleed.  he became increasingly hostile, toward his family and toward his own plight.
tension grew with his family and one final fight with his father made him decide to flee.  to flee his family, his country, and if necessary to flee his own life.  suicide? he often though.
he begged his way to quetta, pakistan, a bustling town with more diversity than anywhere in afghanistan.  this was the first time he thought about his friend who had given him the drug.  what happened to him?  the same? killed?  did he escape?  too upset, he forgot about him immediately.  
at once he understood that is was imperative to survive.  forget about them, forget about everything; i am different, he thought.  he succeeded in begging his way to quetta.  perhaps others will sympathize, and i could survive on their generosity.  it worked.  one day on the streets provided him enough o eat and find shelter for his first night.
the people were generous in proportion to the gravity of his mutilation.  some people were embarrassed for him -- a feeling he himself quickly mastered and exploited, though never fully resolving the embarrassment he felt for himself.  this issue was subdued the day he realized that begging, now, was his way to survive.  this was his vocation.  and he was successful.
he discovered generous parts of town, generous intersections, sidewalks, hours, et cetera, systematizing his efforts.  he discovered that people were essentially vulnerable; the selfish people, the misers, especially them. everyone broke down and sympathized.  usually their sympathy would materialize in lucrative donations.
he established a routine for himself, shifts, as it were.  the routine slightly eased his consciousness from the pain.  but he often felt that he was left in a quandary.  how can i accept this?  why go on?  why live?  he asked himself these questions every day.  
the more he became comfortable with his situation, he began to project his questions on the people around him.  these people have something that i do not -- do they ask themselves these questions?  why should they go on?  what exactly is the difference between them and me?  he observed: they have jobs, i have a job.  they have arms, i don't have arms.  over and over -- then one day he realized something essential.  i think about these things and thy do not.  they take their existence for granted, i have to justify mine.  and moreover on account of their assumptions, they are bound to the life that they live.  they are subject and servile to the world and i am not.  i am free --- free to think.  over my mind i have complete control.  my mind can never be take away, never severed from my body, never.  he was astounded by the implications of his conclusion.  everything seemed so somali to him now.  the people around him were slaves, slaves to their country, religion, their damned arms!  while i beg to feed myself, i am subject to this routine just as anyone else to theirs.  while i live in this country where our religion defines our life -- despite the miserable world around me -- i am lord 
over my own mind.  and i am free.  he shouted it aloud.  i am free.  that day he gave himself a holiday.  he sat in the park and smiled.    
