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FURTHERMORE

Women in Afghanistan face enormous challenges
not only from poverty but also — outrageously —
from Islamist fanatics who want women to be caged
in barbaric social conditions. Hence the appalling
assaults on women who seek to receive an education.
Commentator Michael Gerson examines this topic
on the More Commentary page today. Against this
background, the laudable work by the University of
Nebraska at Omaha’s Center for Afghanistan Studies
in helping Afghan women — especially in its training
of women teachers — towers impressively.

Thirsty Americans who buy bottled water may
not know that many of the rules under which public
water systems supply their product do not apply to
eompanies that sell the bottled variety. The Environ-
mental Protection Agency requires public systems to
issue annual reports giving the source of their water,
its contaminants and possible health concerns. Some
bottled water includes the same information on la-
bels or company Web sites, but the Government Ac-
countability Office recommended in a report that all
labels should contain the information. It seems only
reasonable that bottlers live under the same rules as
the Metropolitan Utilities District.

The American Museum of Natural History has
stored the frozen DNA of animals, birds and other
Jiving creatures from around the world for years;
scientists use the material in research. Now it’s go-
ing a step further: The museum and the U.S. National
Park Service have agreed that it will store samples
from endangered species in America’s parks. The
idea is not to have the samples available for clon-
ing if the species should go extinct but, rather, to
allow researchers to track the movement of species
on land and estimate population sizes. First in line
for the DNA preservation in liquid nitrogen are the
foxes in California’s Channel Islands National Park.
The American crocodile and the Hawaiian goose
will be next, followed by other species as the park
department collects them. A wonderful resource for
the future.
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Courageous change spurs
Atghan women’s progress

Being an educated, profes-
sional woman in Afghanistan
could not have been easy at any
time during the past few de-
cades.

I recently met with a group
of female government offi-
cials, brought
to Washington
by USAID and
the U.S.-Af-
ghan Women’s
Council. One,
during the Tali-
ban years, had
run an under-
ground school
in her home
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for the crimi-
Gﬂ" son nal purpose of
Washington Post teaching girls.

Another  had
built a community development
program employing 25,000 Af-
ghan women before she was put
under close guard by the Tali-
ban. Her home was looted, and
her children were threatened
with kidnapping.

Afghanistan is a country
where women have made sig-
nificant progress — but only
compared with a comprehen-
sively oppressive past. Seven
million children now attend
school, compared with 1 million
six years ago. The women I met
now play public reles in educa-
tion, public works and agricul-
ture — unimaginable under the
Taliban.

Yet Afghanistan is also a na-
tion where girls have had acid
thrown in their faces while
walking to school and female
police officers and public offi-
cials have been targeted for as-
sassination. Taliban and foreign
extremists seem to take a par-
ticular interest — the kind of in-
terest Freud could explain — in

- the intimidation, repression and
- humiliation of women.

And patriarchal attitudes
are not confined to the fringes.
The Shiite family law, recently
passed by the Afghan parlia-
ment and signed by President

Hamid Karzai, legalized marital
rape and restricted the travel of
women. (Under domestic and
international pressure, the law
is being revisited.)

Afghanistan remains one
of the most difficult places on
Earth to be a woman. A reaction
of anger and militancy would be
understandable. But the Afghan
women I met take a different
approach.

Uniformly, they argue that
“education” is the most impor-
tant response. By education,
they do not mean only literacy.

“People need to be educated in
the values of our own religion,”
says Rahela Hashim Sidiqi, a
senior adviser at Afghanistan’s
civil service commission. “They
need to learn from other Islamic
countries, such as Indonesia and
Bangladesh. Even in Arab coun-
tries, education is not denied.”

The main challenge, says
Sidiqi, is “the lack of education
about Islam itself, particularly
in rural areas where culture and
Islam are mixed.

People don’t see the differ-
ence between tradition and reli-
gion.” These women talk of the
Koran’s teaching on property
rights and respect for women as
a source of progressive reform
within Afghan culture. They
speak with particular respect
for Khadijah, Muhammad’s
wife, who, they argue, was edu-
cated and conducted business
while married to the prophet.
And they identify a number of
prominent Afghan imams who
defend these views. “They are
the key,” says Sidigi. “We need
a positive approach.”

Clearly, this is a different
kind of feminism. Rather than
asserting an individualistic con-
ception of rights, these women
are arguing for respect and le-
gal protection from within their
religious tradition. They do not
seek to overturn a cultural or-
der, but to expand and human-
ize it.

“If it shows respect to wear

a scarf,” says Sidiqi, “I wear a
scarf.” “We respect other peo-
ple — and we expect respect.”

This conservative approach
ta social change may be the only
one that works in a deeply tradi-
tional society.

The rights of Afghan women
are not always seen at the fore-
front of American interests.
Some foreign policy “realists”
seem open to an accommoda-
tion with Islamist groups in Af-
ghanistan that would sacrifice
human rights in the cause of
stability. Some conservatives
seem to view all nation-building
as social engineering — beyond
our capability and beyond our
concern.

These women offer a practi-
cal rebuttal. They point out that
the reconstruction of Afghani-
stan will not take place without
the knowledge and skills of S2
percent of its population. They
believe women in Afghanistan
possess the political advantage
of being untainted by past war-
fare and corruption; that they
represent a chance for Afghan
politics to start anew.

And they have seen, accord-
ing to Sidiqi, “that women are
always fighting for the rule of
law, because women and chil-
dren are hurt most when there
is no rule of law.”

Why should America, in the
midst of a costly war, care about
the rights of Afghan women?
Because Afghanistan, without
the participation of women, will
remain a failed and dangerous
state.

And there is another reason
— because the betrayal of cour-
age always matters and always
dishonors those who commit
it. The dignity of women is not
the only reason America fights
in Afghanistan, but it is a good
one.

Contact the writer:
mgerson@globalengage.org



