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tion from the Margins of Afghanistan
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Abstract

The plight of Uzbek women in Afghanistan represents a persistent human rights concern that
has been only narrowly addressed or ignored altogether, reflecting a broader pattern of “subju-
gated knowledge”. Amid the repetitive recounting of crimes and conflict-related violence, their
experiences remain in the shadows and absent from mainstream knowledge production. The
historical marginalisation of women’s voices places Uzbek women in a position of intersectional
disadvantage, shaped by gender, linguistic marginalisation and geographic distance as well as
ethnic identity. Recognition of their suffering within human rights discourses and reporting is a
starting point to challenge the gendered power dynamics that determine who is included in
human rights narratives and, ultimately, who benefits from related global policies. This research
highlights both past and present human rights issues to illustrate how historical and ongoing
oppression compounds vulnerabilities affecting Uzbek women. It examines how their voices, too
often excluded, can be integrated into human rights knowledge production. Emerging from the
convergence of lived experience, professional disillusionment, and scholarly critique, this con-
tribution engages a pressing question: whose knowledge counts in the production of human
rights narratives about Afghanistan?

Keywords: Afghanistan, ethnic minorities, Uzbek women, Afghan women, human rights, knowl-
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Despite decades of scholarship and advocacy on Afghanistan, Afghan women’s
knowledge production remains systemically undervalued and under-recognised
— often treated as anecdotal, localised or apolitical (Kandiyoti 2007, Abu-Lughod
2002). As feminist scholars such as Hesse-Biber (2007) and Mohanty (2003)
have shown, knowledge production is never neutral: it reflects existing power
structures and frequently reproduces the marginalisation it purports to address.
In the context of Afghanistan, research and reporting continue to privilege elite
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perspectives, urban settings, and dominant ethnic groups, leaving much of Af-
ghan women’s lived experience, especially from the periphery, unexamined.

Among those most excluded are Uzbek women. Uzbeks in Afghanistan are
among the country’s largest ethnic minorities. In the absence of a comprehen-
sive national census since 1979, when only 67% of districts were covered due
to insecurity, population figures commonly place their population at 2-3 million
(approximately 8-9%), primarily concentrated in northern provinces such as
Jawzjan, Faryab, Takhar, Sar-e Pol, Kunduz and Balkh (see Schmeidl 2018;
Hellali 2018). Uzbeks have long been overlooked in both national and inter-
national discourses about Afghanistan, treated as irrelevant to the political or
humanitarian landscape. For example, Ruttig (2020) found that their histori-
cal persecution was one of Afghanistan’s “lesser-known atrocities”. Yet even
in the present moment, amidst reports of forced displacement, sexual violence
and cultural erasure in northern Afghanistan, Uzbek women remain largely ab-
sent from international human rights reporting and academic literature. Their
experiences constitute what Hesse-Biber (2007: 147) calls “subjugated knowl-
edge”, lived realities that “lie hidden from mainstream knowledge building”
due to intersecting inequalities of ethnicity, gender, language and geography.

Despite local media and Afghan civil society documenting the forced eviction
and dispossession of Uzbek communities across Jawzjan, Faryab and Kunduz,!
these narratives are reduced to euphemisms — land disputes, ethnic tensions —
in international reports, if they appear at all (Foschini 2023). As Fletcher (2022:
750) argue, international human rights organisations often “embed colonising
tendencies” that supplant local priorities with externally defined agendas. Simi-
larly, Ricaurte (2022: 202) critiques how the human rights field functions as a
“grid of intelligibility” that renders some actors legible and others invisible.

This contribution seeks to explore the politics of that silence. Guided by
feminist standpoint theory and drawing on interviews with Afghan researchers
both inside Afghanistan and in exile, as well as with international human rights
organisations, this article examines two interrelated questions. First, how is
knowledge about Uzbek women’s experiences of victimhood and resilience nar-
rated — or omitted — within dominant human rights discourses on Afghanistan?
Second, what explains the gap between local media and community reporting
of Uzbek grievances and the simultaneous silence within the international hu-
man rights regime?

Feminist standpoint theory (FST) provides a critical methodological lens for
examining the double erasure of Afghan Uzbek women. Central to FST is the
argument that knowledge is socially situated and that marginalised groups de-
velop distinctive insights into power relations because they experience their effects
most directly. Such standpoints are not automatic outcomes of oppression but

1 Cf. Rawadari 2023, Hasht-e-Subh 2022-2024.
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arise through collective reflection and the labour of making sense of lived ex-
perience (Hill Collins 1990; Harding 1991, 2004). Beginning analysis from
the standpoint of Uzbek women who face both gendered and ethnic marginal-
isation helps reveal how human rights discourses are produced, filtered and
constrained across local and international contexts. As Haraway (1988) notes,
marginalised perspectives expose the partiality of dominant narratives, unset-
tling claims to neutrality within official knowledge regimes. This approach also
illuminates why certain experiences are recorded while others remain invisible
(Smith 1987). Grounding this study in the lived knowledge of Uzbek women
thus directly confronts epistemic injustice (Fricker 2007) and aligns with femi-
nist methodological commitments to centre subaltern voices as theorists rather
than merely data sources.

My own positionality, as both a researcher and a member of the community
under study, grounds this enquiry in what Krystalli (2021) calls a feminist ethic
of reflexivity, one that acknowledges the tensions and responsibilities of speak-
ing from within the systems one critiques. As Dawes (2009: 396) reminds us,
“the paradox of witnessing” is that it can both rescue and usurp the voices of
others. My contribution, then, is both an act of witnessing and a call for recog-
nition, for Uzbek women’s histories, knowledge and futures to be included in
the stories told about Afghanistan.

Using data drawn from my MA thesis (Elmi 2023), I examine how human
rights narratives and institutions construct and sustain hierarchies of suffering
and legitimacy. Building on Krystalli’s (2021: 132) concept of the “bureaucratic
production of victimhood”, I explore how similar dynamics operate within global
human rights systems, where recognition is mediated through institutional fil-
ters that often reproduce existing exclusions. While Krystalli foregrounds the
role of the state, parallel logics shape international human rights institutions /
frameworks: “the politics of framing” determines who is recognised as a rights-
bearing subject and whose experiences are sidelined (Fraser 2005: 80). Bruch
(2013) similarly argues that human rights reporting is never neutral but a form of
knowledge production that actively constructs whose suffering becomes visible.

Human rights organisations, typically led by elites from the Global North,
operate within structural power dynamics that risk reproducing the very in-
equalities they aim to challenge (Cavallaro / Sridhar 2020). International actors
such as Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and UN Special
Rapporteurs act as “norm entrepreneurs” and developers, wielding epistemic
authority to define categories like “refugee” or “rights-bearer” (Barnett / Finne-
more 2017: 699, Thorne / Viebach 2019: 47). In doing so, they shape global
understandings of legitimacy and credibility. As a feminist scholar, I approach
this research from a critical standpoint perspective that foregrounds the rela-
tionship between power, knowledge and positionality. In my research, I have
found that the systematic exclusion of Uzbek perspectives, particularly those
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of Uzbek women, is not incidental but embedded in the structures of interna-
tional reporting and representation.

Drawing on my own experience working in human rights reporting in Af-
ghanistan, as well as interviews with more than a dozen Afghan human rights
researchers and experts from international organisations, Afghan institutions
and local-exile organisations, with a particular focus on female researchers,
this study explores the disjuncture between local realities, especially those docu-
mented in Afghan media, and their consistent omission from formal international
human rights narratives. Emerging from the convergence of lived experience,
professional disillusionment and scholarly critique, it engages with a pressing
question: Whose knowledge counts in the production of human rights narra-
tives about Afghanistan?

Positionality and framing

As an Uzbek woman from Afghanistan, working in the field of human rights
research has meant operating at the intersection of various overlapping hierar-
chies, including ethnic, gendered, institutional and epistemic ones. My experi-
ences as a scholar and a practitioner in this field have revealed the discrepancy
between the discipline’s ideals and its practical realities. After completing my MA
in human rights studies, I entered a professional world shaped by entrenched
power dynamics, in which marginalised Afghan communities — particularly
Uzbek women — were consistently sidelined or rendered invisible within main-
stream human rights frameworks. Attempts to foreground the issue of Uzbek
displacement and gendered violence were frequently dismissed or reframed
using depoliticising language, such as “land disputes”, reflecting what Spivak
(1988) has termed the “silencing of the subaltern”.

Rather than viewing my positionality as a methodological obstacle, I con-
sider it a means of gaining insight into how knowledge about human rights
violations is constructed, framed and legitimised. This involves reflecting on how
certain categories, such as “victims”, are produced by bureaucracies, how in-
tersectional forms of suffering are ignored or flattened, and how international
organisations act as powerful arbiters of visibility. In doing so, I also consider
the emotional and political cost of this work, and of being, in my mother’s
words, “the single horse that raises no dust” (yakka otni changi chigmas /
oz SSiz 5 ol 655), an Uzbek metaphor for speaking from the margins with few
allies.

My personal and scholarly commitments are inseparable. Indeed, my lived
experience affected this research process and shaped the questions I am raising.
This includes witnessing the forced demolition of our home in a predominantly
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Uzbek neighbourhood of Mazar-e-Sharif at the age of 12, an act I only later
understood to be part of a wider historical pattern of ethnic marginalisation
and dispossession. I also come from a lineage of women educators and organ-
isers who worked clandestinely during Taliban rule, providing education and
humanitarian support in Faryab province. This inheritance, whether privilege
or burden, has shaped my deep concern for how my community’s presence and
contributions are ignored or undervalued in academic and political discourse.
I write both from the perspective of a scholar-activist researcher and as a par-
ticipant; in the words of Garcia and her co-authors, I seek to generate “new
knowledge about hard-to-access, repressive contexts” for emancipatory pur-
poses and to highlight the importance of combining scholarship with lived
experience (Garcia et al. 2025: 1111).

Afghanistan is a deeply politicised research context in which the severity of
oppression varies across communities. Based on my research, raising ethnic-
specific concerns in Afghanistan —however empirically grounded - is frequently
met with accusations of divisiveness. Such claims are often delegitimised as
threats to national unity, portrayed as efforts to fragment the polity or “minori-
tise” dominant groups, or dismissed as somehow “non-Afghan”. These responses
typically reflect a tendency to interpret such issues primarily through an “ethnic
lens”, rather than as legitimate concerns about structural inequality or political
exclusion. This pattern is not unique to the present analysis, but rather reflects
a broader pattern identified by other scholars of Afghanistan, who have demon-
strated that dominant nationalist narratives routinely recast minority claims
as parochial or destabilising (Barfield 2010, Ibrahimi 2017). As a female scholar
concerned with Uzbek representation, I have often worried that my work would
be dismissed as provocative or unpatriotic, especially in a field where narratives
of victimhood and legitimacy are closely contested. In the words of DiAngelo
(2018: 152), I have had to “twist [myself] into knots” to navigate this terrain.

Coomans (2010: 183) critiques the prevailing reluctance within human rights
scholarship to interrogate the international human rights regime, noting a ten-
dency to conflate activism with scholarship and a “marked absence of internal
critical reflection”. This observation resonates with my own experience, where
the outputs of even well-intentioned institutions often fail to capture the reali-
ties of marginalised groups. The lack of detailed reporting on the human rights
violations facing Uzbek communities, despite robust documentation by Afghan
media, raises pressing questions about epistemic authority and selectivity in
knowledge production.

Following Krystalli (2021), I understand myself as not only researching
victimhood but also participating in its discursive construction. As she notes,
“research narratives do not only reflect hierarchies; they construct them”
(Krystalli 2021: 140). Acknowledging this, I have sought to remain reflexive
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throughout the research process, attending to the power dynamics that shape
both my own role and that of my interlocutors. My position as both an insider
and an outsider, as an Uzbek woman with lived experience, and as a researcher
with access to global academic and human rights networks, has shaped how I
navigated interviews, framed questions and interpreted findings.

This study is situated in a broader moment of epistemological contestation
in Afghanistan, where questions of legitimacy, representation and narrative
control are deeply contested. I approach this context with a commitment to
what Inayatullah (cited in Krystalli 2021: 126) describes as a “willingness to
explore, expose, and display an intimacy with doubt”, challenging the aca-
demic impulse toward certainty and coherence. Doubt, in this study, functions
as an entry point for examining and understanding my own positionality and
that of those I interview and interact with, as well as their lived experiences.

Finally, I am mindful of what Dawes (2009) describes as the paradoxes of
human rights storytelling: that truth may be ungrounded; that language both
liberates and confines; that witnessing can empower and also usurp. These
tensions are not incidental to human rights work but are constitutive of it.
This research holds those tensions as central to the ethical practice of docu-
menting, analysing and amplifying the knowledge and lived experiences of
communities too often rendered peripheral, even in the discourse of rights.

Silencing Uzbek women’s voices

Between August and September 2023, during my master’s studies at Columbia
University, I conducted in-depth interviews with 12 Afghan human rights re-
searchers and experts, 4 of which were women, from international organisa-
tions and local and exile-based civil society. Owing to security constraints and
displacement, all interviews were conducted remotely using secure platforms
such as WhatsApp, Zoom and Signal, in accordance with the university’s In-
stitutional Review Board protocols.

My interviews revealed not only gaps in access and verification but also
deeper structural blind spots in how human rights violations are documented
and framed. Afghan-led human rights organisations frequently expressed frus-
tration at their limited ability to influence prevailing narratives, while interna-
tional researchers described institutional mandates, funding priorities and se-
curity concerns that shaped what could and could not be reported. Across
interviews with Afghan researchers — whether inside the country, working in
exile or on the staff of international organisations — a shared ambivalence
emerged regarding the use of local media sources: they were recognised as vital
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for visibility yet often dismissed as insufficiently “verified” and thus reinforcing
existing hierarchies of knowledge and authority.

While some at international organisations viewed Afghan media reports as
unverified or anecdotal, other experts in Afghan-led human rights organisa-
tions expressed concern that some media exposure could endanger victims
rather than support them, highlighting a key paradox of human rights story-
telling: its capacity to harm as well as to help. An Afghan human rights expert
recounted a case where reporting by a local outlet identified the husband of an
Uzbek woman raped along with her daughters in Sar-e Pol, thereby disclosing
the family’s identity and exposing them to risk. That story powerfully illus-
trates both the ethical dilemmas and the marginalisation of locally grounded
knowledge:

I mean you know Afghanistan. If you say “this guy in Sar-e Pol”, people will know.

You’re directly saying the perpetrator is the Taliban. What do you think is going to

happen to that family? ... So they had to be relocated to Kabul and then to Pakistan but

they don’t have resources... It’s just a nightmare! They had to uproot a whole family to
make a point about what??

In addition to such open-source reports regarding sexual violence against Uzbek
women in Taliban prisons, the Afghan newspaper Hasht-e Subb has released
several reports on their conditions of imprisonment. The report indicates that
many arrests are arbitrary, with most women detained on charges such as
moral corruption, theft, fraud, and fleeing from home. Dozens of women have
been hospitalized with severe injuries resulting from torture and sexual vio-
lence allegedly committed by Taliban members. The reports detail repeated
assaults involving extreme physical abuse and the use of objects, with Uzbek
and Tajik women experiencing disproportionate harm. (Hasht-e Subh 2023,
2024). While the Afghan human rights expert acknowledged the credibility of
a report by Hasht-e Subb on sexual violence in Taliban prisons, the same re-
spondent stressed the institutional hesitancy to engage with such material
without formal verification:

So, this reporting by Hasht-e Subh may be absolutely accurate, but we could not confirm

the two provinces [only one]. ... They [local media] want this on our outlet because

they think this will help them, but we know what the actual circumstances are ... I think
sometimes they don’t take that next step.’

Her testimony highlighted the precarious realities faced by women who, after
release from prison, must return to the same communities where stigma, retali-
ation and surveillance are pervasive. Media reports play an essential role in
bearing witness and preserving evidence, yet the process of reporting must
also wrestle with the risks it can inadvertently create for those named or iden-

2 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.
3 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.
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tifiable within such accounts. Documentation that is not carefully contextualised
may do little to transform women’s material realities, yet can generate substan-
tial harm by jeopardising their safety and creating displacement, loss of liveli-
hoods and reputational harm. For marginalised women in particular, these
unintended consequences underscore the urgency of developing protective,
survivor-centred approaches to documentation that advance justice without
compounding vulnerability. These reflections illustrate a broader tension: while
media outlets may seek to amplify silenced stories, international and even Af-
ghan human rights organisations remain cautious, often prioritising multiple
standards of verification over urgency or representation. Researchers noted that
while documenting atrocities is vital, protecting the dignity and safety of those
living under Taliban rule is more critical. As the interviewee summarised:

In terms of collaboration with the media, we are very careful .... And it’s important to

do accurate human rights reporting. It’s important to speak about injustices. It’s impor-

tant to speak about atrocities. But more important than all of that is to protect the lives
and dignity of people who are living under oppression, which is all Afghans right now.*

The interviews also elicited deeper epistemic hierarchies. Afghan-led human
rights organisations in exile described feeling sidelined in shaping global nar-
ratives. Researchers’ ability to influence discourse varied depending on their
positionality — professionally, ethnically and geographically. Some Afghan re-
searchers lacked familiarity with concepts like intersectionality or positionality,
deferring instead to mandates, bureaucratic thresholds or institutional legal
frameworks that constrained their scope. Although many asserted academic
independence, their work remained embedded in structures that often side-
lined local knowledge, particularly that which emerged from minoritised or
gendered perspectives.

Beyond concerns for verification and protection, Afghan women in par-
ticular identified deeper issues of misrecognition and erasure in international
reporting, reflecting structural tendencies to treat identity and inclusion sym-
bolically rather than analytically. One Afghan female researcher working in
an international human rights organisation articulated this concern clearly,
highlighting how intersectionality is often reduced to tokenism rather than
used as a meaningful analytic tool:

The mainstream reporting focuses on the situation of women in Afghanistan; neverthe-

less, the disproportionate impacts of these discriminatory policies on women from ethnic

minority backgrounds are not taken into consideration at all. ... The issue of intersec-
tionality is sometimes very much reduced to having a representative from every group.

Which [does]| not actually meaningfully [unpack] layers of oppression and layers of dis-

crimination. It doesn’t look into historical references, historical challenges that certain

groups of people have faced or continue to face, or the challenges because of the time
changing. Obviously, there has been a change in the way people uphold power, and my

4 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.
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main challenge with most human rights reporting from Afghanistan and in Afghanistan
is about this kind of very symbolic approach regarding inclusiveness and intersection-
ality. It’s like, a lot of times, you feel like people are being picked and chosen, because
of a certain identity that they hold, but there is no deeper dive or deeper understanding
of the positionality of these people from these different groups .... Who are they talking
for? Where are they coming from? An analysis and understanding of the speaker, for
any community, is not being done, in my view.’

Her words reflect an overarching concern with the symbolic performance of
inclusion that displaces more substantive analyses of power. Representation
becomes a checkbox exercise rather than a tool for interrogating structural
inequalities. In many cases, these dynamics reinforce hierarchies of legitimacy,
flattening difference and obscuring the specific vulnerabilities of women from
historically marginalised communities, such as Uzbeks, Turkmen or Sikhs. This
raises urgent questions about how human rights knowledge is produced: Who
gets to speak on issues affecting Afghan women? Whose stories are deemed
credible? And which women consistently have others speaking for them? As this
study shows, the answers are shaped not only by technical constraints but by
deeply embedded assumptions about whose suffering is relevant. It suggests the
need to go beyond surface-level representational strategies and toward a more
historically grounded, context-sensitive practice of knowledge production.

While the plight of women in Afghanistan is widely acknowledged, their
experiences are often presented in essentialised terms that erase ethnic, lin-
guistic and regional specificities, illustrating broader dilemmas in human rights
advocacy under conditions of extreme constraint. When I asked Afghan re-
searchers in international organisations why the specific grievances of Uzbek
women were often missing from international human rights reporting, their
responses revealed a tension between strategic pragmatism and deeper struc-
tural neglect. One international researcher noted:

I want to say that the situation is so dire and the venue for advocacy, for bringing
change, is so small that sometimes you have to use strategic essentialism.®

This admission highlights a difficult trade-off that many researchers face: nar-
rowing the scope of advocacy to what is perceived as most visible, actionable
or fundable often at the expense of silencing intersectional or ethnically specific
experiences. In practice, this means that issues affecting women from minority
communities, such as forced displacement, language suppression or exclusion
from justice systems, are either sidelined or subsumed under broader gender
or human rights categories.

Another Afghan human rights expert working in a human rights organisa-
tion operating in exile expressed similar frustration with this superficial treat-
ment of intersectionality and the institutional barriers to deeper engagement

5 Online interview with international human rights researcher, conducted on 5 September 2023.
6 Online interview with international human rights researcher, conducted on 5 September 2023.
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concerning the ongoing forced displacement affecting Uzbek women. Reflecting
on international responses to Afghanistan’s human rights crisis, the expert
noted:

I do sense that people pay lip service to this issue. But I feel this applies in general to
the human rights situation in Afghanistan. We are seeing more lip service than action.
It’s hard to be dismissive of [the violations of] the rights of women and girls because it’s
so in your face, and the Taliban’s tactics are so brutal and so public, there’s no denial,
but I do think also the Taliban are also more careful with the ways in which they ex-
clude minorities. That doesn’t mean they don’t exclude them, but they are very careful
in how this is seen publicly and by outsiders, and unlike the rights of women and girls
where they go on TV and say “girls can’t go to school, women can’t work, women are
not allowed to work” you will not see a similar level of documentation when it comes
to issues around forced displacement or firing Shia judges or all of that, they’re much
more careful ... because they know that it’s an explosive issue.”

While gender apartheid is often enforced through visible and explicit edicts and
policies, violations targeting ethnoreligious minorities, particularly through
forced displacement and institutional exclusion, are executed in more opaque
policies, restricting documentation and limiting international scrutiny. As the
same expert explained:
[...] they are also more careful, and that’s why it’s harder to document these instances.
And when it’s harder to document, it’s harder to mobilise the international community
to do something about it because they tend to look the other way or think that it’s just
claims of communities or groups, and it’s not substantiated. And how much interna-
tional human rights organisations can do for this is, I think, very little because the
bandwidth on Afghanistan doesn’t exist, unfortunately. The level of attention and re-
sources, for the rights of women and girls, but beyond that, Amnesty, HRW, neither of
them has people on the ground ... This is a very long way of saying that yes, this issue
doesn’t receive the attention it requires and I think it will be counterproductive for all
involved, including for the Taliban because I think these things have very direct impli-
cations, beyond being human rights violations, they have very direct implications for
conflict and peace and stability, but we will see. ... That’s my assessment, I hope I'm
wrong.®

Her remarks underscore the limits imposed by institutional capacity and the
already declining international attention to Afghanistan, as well as the recur-
sive loop that sustains marginalisation: strategic opacity by the Taliban and
the difficulty of documenting violations against minorities. The absence of granu-
lar, field-based documentation on ethnic minority women, especially Uzbeks,
has become both a symptom and cause of their erasure in human rights dis-
course.

Together, these insights reinforce a central claim of this research: that human
rights reporting in and on Afghanistan, while often well-intentioned, is shaped
by constrained resources, a limited presence and strategic choices, as well as

7 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.
8 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.
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inertia or unwillingness to engage with minority women, which reinforces exist-
ing hierarchies of visibility. In this context, violations experienced by Uzbek
women often fall through the cracks. As long as symbolic inclusion replaces
structural understanding, and attention is rationed according to what is easiest
to verify or fund, the lived realities of many, including Uzbek women in Afghan-
istan, will remain on the margins of both international concern and national
memory.

But even within Afghan circles, I have encountered dismissiveness when
raising the specific struggles of Uzbeks. On several occasions, when I mentioned
my concerns to non-Uzbek Afghan colleagues I was met with remarks along
the lines of: “But we predate you, you are a small population” — a response
that underscored how Uzbek claims are often minimised or delegitimised even
within intra-Afghan conversations. These kinds of remarks are casual but re-
vealing and expose the deep layers of historical exclusion and the contested
terrain of memory, legitimacy and representation in Afghan society itself.

Addressing these structural gaps demands more than inclusion for appear-
ance’s sake. It requires centring substantive equality, not only between Afghan
men and women, but also across ethnic and linguistic lines. This includes inte-
grating minority perspectives into the design and execution of research, expand-
ing the scope of what counts as “reportable” harm, and investing in Afghan
researchers who bring critical, localised and intersectional knowledge. As several
interviewees emphasised, what is needed is “diverse teams of Afghans” — not
just token representatives, but those with the lived and professional experience
to shape how human rights are understood and operationalised.

While the inclusion of Hazaras, another historically persecuted group, in
human rights discourse has improved thanks to longstanding activism, alliances
and international recognition, Uzbeks remain largely absent up to the present
day. Recent reports on forced displacement by Human Rights Watch (2021)
and the U.S. State Department (2023), for example, reference only Hazara com-
munities when discussing displacement and eviction patterns. Echoing the sen-
timents of many of the interviewees in this study, this illustrates that even when
institutions believe they are “doing better”, they can reproduce a hierarchy of
suffering that continues to leave some groups unseen and unheard.

Beyond silencing: Uzbek women, history and
human rights knowledge production

International human rights reporting on Afghanistan is structured by epistemic
hierarchies and silences that systematically marginalise Afghan women’s knowl-
edge, voices and lived realities. This article has demonstrated how intersec-
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tionality is often reduced to tokenism and is acknowledged only in principle,
while remaining rarely integrated into human rights research design or analysis
in meaningful ways. Even where Afghan women are consulted, their perspec-
tives may be sidelined in favour of dominant narratives shaped by donor priori-
ties, bureaucratic logics or orientalist framings in very fast-paced reporting
environments.

In this context, Uzbek women often remain peripheral. Discussions of their
history — including waves of forced displacement and land dispossession — are
notably absent from dominant narratives. Colonial and national histories alike
have marginalised Uzbek voices. Both Afghan (e.g., Mousavi 2018) and Western
scholars (e.g., Hopkins 2014) have argued that colonial and scholarly preoc-
cupation with Afghanistan has focused on ruling Pashtuns at the expense of
other ethnic groups, frequently labelling them as diasporic or foreign (Sakata
1985). For example, Bleur (2020) found that The Races of Afghanistan, pub-
lished in 1880 by a British military surgeon, excluded Uzbeks on the grounds
that they “exercise little control” over the country’s affairs.” In the words of
one of my local respondents in Afghanistan: “[the international community’s]
focus is on Pashtuns or Tajiks; if they do better, then Hazaras. They turn a
blind eye to Uzbeks, maybe because they think we are a smaller population.”?!?

A shared consensus has emerged between myself and the female Afghan
human rights researchers I interviewed: present-day human rights violations
cannot be fully understood without historical context. As one such expert noted,
“any reporting must also be accompanied by multiple methodologies and a
historical approach.”!! This is particularly crucial in the case of forced dis-
placement and other violations of human rights affecting Uzbek women, which
follow a longstanding and deeply embedded structural pattern.

Historical records show that the British-backed rulers of late-nineteenth-
century Afghanistan pursued a scorched-earth!? policy in Afghan Turkistan,
forcibly resettling populations in line with systemic policies of control intro-
duced and supported by colonial powers (Lee 1996). The cultural consequences
of these historical displacements have been enduring: Turkic-speaking popula-
tions in northern Afghanistan lost connections not only to Central Asia but
also to their literary and cultural heritage (Shahrani 2018). Uzbeks, in particular,
were systematically excluded from education in their native language, with no

9 Henry Walter Bellew’s The Races of Afghanistan (1880), written by a British military officer, is widely
considered a product of the colonial gaze. Like other 19th-century ethnographies, it reflects the classifica-
tory and racialising impulses of imperial knowledge-making (Said 1978, Asad 1973). Scholars note that,
while the text has historical value, its representations reveal more about colonial epistemologies than about
Afghan society itself (Barfield 2010).

10 Online interview with local researcher, conducted on 19 August 2023.
11 Online interview with Afghan human rights expert, conducted on 4 September 2023.

12 Lee (1996: 482) states that the wasteland strategy “completely disregarded the rights, wishes or, indeed,
the existence of the third of a million or so native inhabitants of Lesser Turkistan and bears a striking re-
semblance to philosophy [...] propounded by Theodore Herzl to justify the colonization of Palestine.”
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publications in Uzbek permitted until 1978. These patterns of exclusion and
encroachment extended into the Taliban’s first regime through widespread
manipulation of land deeds to legitimise land seizures from Uzbeks, alongside
summary executions, mass displacement and the destruction of their homes to
prevent return.'’

This history remains absent from Afghan official narratives, education sys-
tems and international discourse. As Mousavi (2018: 6) observed, minorities
such as Uzbeks, Turkmen and Sikhs are “acknowledged only on the margins”
and considered of little historical significance. Yet my respondents also reported
that similar violations continue under the current Taliban regime. In 2022,
Uzbek communities issued an open letter to the UN Secretary-General, de-
manding an investigation into ongoing forced evictions from their ancestral
lands.' Displaced women and families continue to reside in camps, enduring
freezing winter temperatures, hunger, illness and acute precarity (Hasht-e Subh
2022b, 2022c). Local media outlets, including Hasht-e Subb, have further
documented cases of Uzbek women subjected to severe sexual violence while
in Taliban custody's (Hasht-e Subh 2023, 2024). These cases remain largely
unreported, reflecting structural patterns of “racial aphasia” (Achiume 2018),
a collective silence around race and structural inequality within the internation-
al human rights regime. It also reinforces Rothberg’s (2009) idea of “willed
oblivion”, where dominant memories erase or marginalise others, as questions
of who counts as part of the national story and who is allowed to speak remain
entangled with histories of exclusion, epistemic injustice and global power dy-
namics.

Examining Uzbek history in Afghanistan is essential for situating present
realities within a continuum of historical marginalisation that has dispropor-
tionately shaped the lives of Uzbek women for generations. This legacy not
only compounds their current hardships but also highlights how the current
regime reinforces a system of gender apartheid'® operating through intersect-
ing axes of oppression.

13 As documented by Human Rights Watch, depopulated areas were often resettled with Pashtun and
Gujjar families (Human Rights Watch 2002).

14 According to my respondents and the digital news platforms Rawadari and Hasht-e Subb, Taliban rulers
in the provinces of Jawzjan, Faryab, Sar-e Pol, Mazar-e-Sharif, Takhar, Badakhshan and Kunduz have forced
hundreds of families belonging to the Uzbek and Turkmen ethnic groups to move in the past three years;
their land, houses and property were forcibly seized (online interviews with female Uzbek advocates and
researchers in Afghanistan and abroad, conducted August-September 2023; see also Hasht-e Subh 2022a,
2022¢, 2022d, 2023, Rawadari 2022).

15 These accounts describe the use of objects, including pipes, brooms and even teeth, in acts of assault,
with some women reportedly suffering miscarriages and requiring hospitalisation as a result (Hasht-e Subh
2024).

16 Gender apartheid is defined as “inhumane acts ... committed in the context of an institutionalised re-
gime of systematic oppression and domination by one gender group over any other gender group or groups,
and committed with the intention of maintaining that regime” (End Gender Apartheid n.d.).
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The marginalisation of Uzbek women serves as a case study that reveals the
broader dynamics of exclusion. The erasure of their experiences from interna-
tional reports on displacement and sexual violence illustrates how human rights
institutions often fail to account for layered forms of oppression shaped by
ethnicity, gender and geography. Accordingly, this research has been concerned
not only with documenting underreported human rights violations, but also
with critiquing the global knowledge economy that renders these experiences
peripheral. It is a call to reconsider the ethics, politics and methodologies of
human rights research and to create opportunities for those long excluded to
co-produce knowledge.

However, these exclusions are not solely the product of international blind
spots or colonial discourses. They are also reinforced by internal gatekeeping,
strategic essentialism and discomfort with confronting intercommunal and
historical injustices within Afghan discourse itself. A truly intersectional and
decolonial approach to human rights knowledge production in Afghanistan
must begin by taking seriously the voices and analytical capacities of Afghan
women themselves, especially those most frequently silenced. Doing so will
not only strengthen the legitimacy and relevance of human rights reporting
but also help reshape the future of knowledge production into one that is
more equitable, critical and just.
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