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Through the Eyes of a Woman: I Am the Girl Who Has Learnt. 

 
“Through the Eyes of a Woman” is the seventh in a cycle of World Bank exhibitions to 
celebrate work of present-day women photographers; the solo show I Am the Girl Who Has 
Learnt, features artist Hanifa Alizada from Afghanistan. 

“Through the Eyes of a Woman” is open to women photographers whose subjects are women 
and/or children. The series has addressed intense topics such as women’ trafficking, children and 
women in refugee camps, child labor, pressure to conform on women in a migratory situation 
and more. The works are never photo-journalistic, but strive to capture the universality of 
human conditions seen through the particular angle of women as artists as well as subjects.

The current show is born out of the Bank’s relatively recent entry in the field of gender-
based violence, expanding on twenty years’ work on gender equality. In fact, individuals, 
governments and non-governmental organizations have fought dramatic battles against this 
plague for a long time, building up to  a concerted international effort. 

The title of this exhibition comes from Hanifa Alizada’s own poem, which tells her story 
of having to learn how to suppress her true feelings in order to avoid negative judgments of 
those who can hurt her, physically or otherwise. 

Ms. Alizada is now in her mid-20s, the youngest female photographer ever to exhibit at the 
World Bank. She is a recent university graduate at the start of her career, and very different 
from the seasoned artists we usually invite for solo exhibitions. Yet her undeniable talent, her 

relentless commitment to her profession and maturity of her work have left us without a 
doubt about including her in the same exhibition cycle that introduced World Bank audiences 
to the work of such distinguished photography artists previously featured in the series, as 
Laura Salvinelli (Italy), Angele Essamba (Cameroon) and Cecilia Paredes (Peru). 

Alizada’s work first came to our attention in 2012 during the preparatory stages of the group 
exhibition South Asia Artists: Imagining Our Future Together. Responding to our open call for entry, 
Alizada submitted two photographs for the panel of judges. These austere, minimalist images 
and executed to perfection pieces with strong anti-violence message, clearly demonstrated the 
artist’s impeccable sensibility for beauty and originality of her thinking. Alizada’s winning  photo 
for that exhibition “The Distance Between Us” got the highest mark of the judges.

In the current exhibition we present Alizada’s work produced during her studies at the 
Beaconhouse National University at Lahore, Pakistan as well as her most recent works. In 
this show, the artist explores oppressive effects of the situation when a young woman’s desire 
to express her natural self comes into conflict with norms accepted in an ultraconservative 
male-dominated society. 

Although the poem ends on a seemingly pessimistic note, “I have learnt how to be careful, Not 
to step on anyone’s tail—Yes, I am the girl who has learnt,” this exhibition proves that it is an 
ironic statement. Alizada’s artworks make it clear that the girl has not only ‘learnt’ to stay silent 
for her safety’s sake but that she also has a way to speak up through the medium of photography. 

Alizada’s imagery differs from photography one typically expects to see in Afghanistan today. 
There are no documentary images, no scenes of devastated cities or exotic beauty. Instead, we 
are presented with—in the artist’s own words—“a lot of White and Black. White, for the desires 
that I could never fulfill and Black for the war that affected the place I was born […] These layers 
create a gray tone that hides a girl behind it.” Against this soft grey tone the artist has staged 
scenes featuring gestures that are associated with violent repression and passive acceptance. 
The most striking of them, both visually and conceptually, are the images of distortions forcefully 
applied to a delicate female body. They can be seen as a metaphor for the unexpressed sufferings 
of women who sacrifice their identity not to be ostracized by the society.

As we applaud to what promises to further solidify this strong and talented artist’s 
international success, we also wish that her dream—to show her art openly in her country, 
that she voiced in her interview to the Wild magazine in 2013—comes true. 

The World Bank Art Program

 
Die to Remain Alive, 2012 

“To please their relatives and husband, the majority of women have to enhance their appearance to be closer to the ideal of 
beauty—big eyes, long nose, white skin and black hair. I believe that not being allowed to be yourself is equal to death.” 

—Hanifa Alizada 

Look at Yourself , 2012

“Men are accepted as dominant and 
women as submissive. It is common-

ly believed in Afghanistan that men 
own women. The word for husband in 

Afghan culture is OWNER.”



Gender Voices
Violence against women and girls is a disgraceful reality of societies worldwide, in rich 
countries and in poor, but in South Asia, these acts of violence are particularly outreageous. 
Every week in Bangladesh more than ten women suffer from an acid attack; un India, 22 
women are killed every day in dowry-related murders; in Sri Lanka, 60% of women report 
having suffered physical abuse; more than 450 women and girls die every year in so-called 
“honor killings” in Pakistan; and the practice of enslaving young girls, whereby parents 
virtually sell their young daughters—usually around age 6–7—to be girl servants is still 
widely practiced in Nepal. In Afghanistan, home to Hanifa Alizada, gender based violence is 
all too familiar and as young girls are forced into marriage, wives and daughters are abused, 
and women are dealt harsh punishments for ‘moral crimes’.

Violence against women in South Asia gained global public attention following the horrific 
gang rape and subsequent death of a 23-year-old New Delhi student in December 2012. 
The outrage in India and beyond ignited an international conversation about rape and 

violence against women worldwide and 
sparked a movement called “1 Billion 
Rising,” with rallies and events in India and 
around the world. In October of the same 
year, Malala Yousafzai, 15 years old at that 
time, was shot in the head and neck in an 
assassination attempt by Taliban gunmen 
while returning home on a school bus in 
the Swat Valley in northern Pakistan—a 
grim reminder of the real danger that 
women and girls in South Asia face when 
they speak out on women’s rights.

The World Bank is a relative newcomer 
to the issue of gender based violence. 
The World Development Report 2012, on 
Gender Equality and Development, shed 
light on the issue and its relationship to 

women’s role in development. Another recent World Bank publication on norms and agency 
provided evidence on the role of attitudes and norms across 20 countries on gender-based 
violence. And several research papers are currently underway to deepen our understanding 
on violence against women, with efforts focused on generating evidence on the underlying 
causes and what works to prevent it. The World Bank also supports initiatives around the 
world to prevent gender-based violence and to support survivors. In Brazil, for example, we 
work with the government to promote, implement, and monitor laws, and in Bangladesh, we 
are supporting on-stop-centers to help the victims of gender-based violence in the context of 
social protection programs. 

In South Asia, a new program has been launched in 2013 aimed at improving the Bank’s 
response to violence against women in the region. As a first gesture, the World Bank and its 
partner Oxfam International, convened government officials, civil society leaders, experts, 
and other stakeholders from across South Asia at a youth hackathon and symposium on 
violence against women in Nepal. The premise 
of the conference is that no single actor is 
equipped to address this complex, deep seeded 
and multi-faceted problem. 

The road to end gender violence is a long one:  
twenty years after the United Nations declared 
violence against women to be a violation 
of women’s human rights, we are not even 
nearly there. The World Bank’s Gender and 
Development team is grateful for the opportunity 
to support this exhibition of Hanifa Alizada’s 
work, which represents but one woman’s efforts 
on this long road to make the world a safer place 
for women and girls.

South Asia Social Development Unit
PREM Gender and Development Group   

 
Mona Lisa, 2012

Mona Liza is about self-censorship. Hiding yourself is always  
a good way to remain safer.

 
1400 Years of Sameness, 2012

This is the artist’s self-portrait. It represents the battle of 
her inner world with barriers put in her way, such as the 
burqa or being kept indoors.

 
The Distance Between Us, 2011

This photo was inspired by the artist’s childhood memories of displacement. It illustrates the principle “see 
no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil” but the character that personifies hearing is missing. The empty space 

between the two women is a symbol of the artist who is learning not to be affected by negative words.
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Biography
Hanifa Alizada was born in Ghazni, 
Afghanistan in 1989. When she was 
8 years old, her family migrated to 
Tehran, Iran as a result of civil wars and 
deteriorating conditions in her country 
at the time. 

Alizada studied at a Tehran school for 
Afghan refugees. Since schooling beyond 
grade 7 was not available to Afghan 
refugees in Iran, Alizada’s parents returned 
to Afghanistan and settled in Kabul in 
2002, in search for further educational 
opportunities for their children.

Back in Kabul, Alizada completed her 
high-school education. For her achievements, she was awarded UNESCO’s Madanjeet 
Singh Institute for South Asian Arts scholarship, which allowed her to go to Pakistan to 
study at the Beaconhouse National University. This liberal arts school, established in 2003, 
is known for incorporating the best in both contemporary and traditional Asian art education 
in its curriculum. During her student years Alizada tried her hand at fine arts, product design 
and other disciplines, finally discovering that her true calling is photography.

After graduating from Beaconhouse University, Alizada returned to Kabul where she is 
lecturing at the Fine Arts Department of Kabul University, works as photographer at 3rd 
Eye Photojournalism Center and teaches photography workshops.

Alizada was selected as one of the 25 winning South Asian artists to participate in the World 
Bank’s Imagining Our Future Together exhibition, showing her work in Bangladesh, India and the 
USA. She is a winner of the Redirecting: East artist residency in Warsaw, Poland in Fall 2013. 

 
Zeal—Good Enough Protector, 2013

A man seen through the thick burqa worn by the woman.
“This is the only image in color in the exhibition. It is a symbol of a man’s life 

—he can enjoy a life free from the limitations women are subjected to.”

 
Proposal, 2013

“The path to a woman’s married life begins with  
a proposal from a man who has never seen her.”

 
Wedding, 2013

All but one photo in this series are 
black-and-white. This reflects the 
colorless ways in which a woman 
sees herself and her life—there is  
no feeling, no power of decision.



 
A Monument (back photo)

“This photo depicts a woman’s 
suffering when her life  
is summarized in how  

a man wants her to live it.”

 
Circumstance, 2013 (front photo) 

The Way They Look at Me, 2013 
(inside the small box)

“This image reflects the inner 
feelings of a woman who has 

been exchanged for valuables.”  


