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The Stars Take On Afghanistan

WOMEN. Fom C!
hosted a briefing for insiders at
their home. The media showed up
in force at their news conference
last October. Even President Clin-
ton got on board. Ten days ago, he
spent an hour talking with a Femi-
nist'Majority delegation about the
plight of Afghan women. The latest
twist is that Clinton pal and veteran
TV .pmducer Linda Bloodworth-
Thommason produced a media event
tonight at the Directors Guild that
wiis the official coming-out of the
women's cause.

It was a must-attend hagpening,

uthering perhaps the largest num-
%q of celebrities for a single cause
wifce the “We Are the World"
wAmpaign 14 years ago. Some 70
household names—everyore from
Vince Gill to Marlo Thomas to
[ionel Richie to Paula Abdul to
Christine Lahti—were on the guest
‘list.* Richie sang an anthem he
donated, “Love, Oh Love,” and
Naomi Judd and Gill also per-
formed. Alfre Woodard, Gillian An-
derson and Lily Tomlin were
among the speakers.

At the Feminist Majority offices,
the adrenaline rush from this rising
momentum is unmistakable. Leno
is charged, if somewhat weary. “For
a human rights situation this is
unusually simple,” she says. “The
Taliban are spectacularty villainous.
They are so uneducated, they don't
have the wit to disguise their vil-
lainy. That's a ranty. You can't
write it off to culture or religion. It's
s0 inhumane. So unactepted. This
is not a decent way to treat human
beings.®

Her colleague, national coordi-
nator Kathy Spillar, nods in agree-
ment. She repeats what other Fem-
inist Majority board members have
already noted: “There is no ‘other
side’ to this issue.”

. But it tums out that there is
another side to this issue.

_There is no question that there
has been severe persecution of
women under the Taliban, the Sun-
ni Muslim militia that controls 90
percent of the nation and is an
offahoot of the rebels funded largely
by the United States after the Sovi-
et Union invaded in 1979. But the
question of women's oppression in

j ike most problems
in that troubled part of the world—
is intensely complicated.

Scveral specialists on Afghani-
stan disputed some aspects of the
picture painted by the Feminist
Majority, notably about access to
health care and education. They
cxpressed concern that the Holly-
wood activists are distorting the
reality of the current conditions,
exaggerating abuses, and taking |
them out of a critical historical
context.

Worse, some international relief '
officials fear that if the Feminist |
Majority’s campaign is successful, it
may end up harming those who
most need help by encouraging |
dotior nations to reduce their aid or
cut it off completely.

“Thase who are speaking out
oow are wellintentioned but they
don't have the full story,” says
Andrew Wilder, director of the
Alghan relief operation of Save the
Children, in a phone interview from
Pakistan “It’s misleading to the
point where there’s morc and more
of a movement from human rights
groups and the Feminist Majority
to say cut off all aid, which is a real
misunderstanding of the situation
and will only hurt the very groups
"thegé women want to help.”

“This is a terrible snow job,” says
Judy Benjamin, head of the Wom-
en’s-Convnission for Refugee Wom-
en and Children, who retumed a

‘cauple of weeks ago from visiting

Afghan refugee camps on the bor-
der .with Pakistan. “It's amusing
almost, but sad. With the Jay Leno
gognection they have struck it rich

. and gained Hollywood, but trust
. me, they're terribly misinformed.”

In testimony before Congress ear-

* lier this month, Leno noted that the
‘ Taliban has “banned women from
, being treated by male doctors,” and

that “the few female doctors who are

. permitted to work are often ha-
* rassed.” During two days of inter-

views at the Femninist Majority offic-
es.u:eimpresionleﬁonarwoﬂa
is that health care is virtually un-

. available to women in Afghanistan.

But Benjamin and Wikler and a
UN. official. who spoke on the
condition that his name not be
used, all confirm that there are
segregated women's wards in many
Afghan hospitals, and that the Tali-
ban has reacinded restrictions on
women's health care. A much larger
problan, they note, is the lack of
medicine throughout the country
and medical personnel, particularty
m rural arcas.

Education for girls is formally
banned by the Taliban. But nearly a
dozen nongovermnmental groups are
conducting schooling for boys and
girls, and home schooling is wide-
spread in the capital of Kabul.

Where the abuses strike most
viciously, it seems, is in cities like
Kabul, which was increasingly
Westemizzd, parlicularly under the
Soviet . occupation in the 1980s.
Under the Soviets, women were
free to work and pursue an educa-

tion, and many gained prominent
roles during the civil war in the ‘80s
and '90s as men were siphoned off
to fight. For these women, the ban
on employment and the depriva-
tions of the burga, the fulllength
shroud women are required to wear
by the Taliban, are particularly
demeaning.

But sweeping statements like
thosc in the Feminist Majority’s
media advisory for tonight’s
event—"In Afghanistan today elev-
en and a half million women and
girls are prisoners in their own
homes™—are largely inaccurate, ac-
cording to those @amiliar with the
country.

Says Zalmay Khalilzad, a Reagan
administration expert on Afghani-
stan now at the Rand Corp., “In the
rural areas, what the Taliban is
secking to impose is not very differ-
ent than what the norin has been.”

Leila Helms, a Westernized, Af-
ghan-born woman who is pro-Tali-
ban, has just retumed from a two-
weck tour of Afghanistan where she
says she filmed six hours of inter-
views with women in five provinc-
cs. The burqa, she said, is not
widespread in the countryside, and
she met many women moving free-
ly about, without male relatives as
chapcrons.

Says Helms: “l met 150 women. [
asked every one if they were beaten
or kncw someone who had been.
... There was one woman who'd
been beaten once on her shoulders
two years agf0 because her face was
showing and she was talking to a
man she didn't know. Every single

other one hadn’t been beaten, and
did not know samcane who had
been beaten.”

These prickly issues aside, the
reason why Helms—a secular, pro-
abortion American—favors the Tal-
ithan is because for six years she
witnessed the country’s devastation
when she and her husband worked
in Afghan refugee camps at the
Pakistani border from 1988 to
1994. For Helms, the admittedly
repressive Taliban at least brought
peace to the country, and Holly-
wood's sudden concem for Afghan
women angers her.

She explodcs: “Where were they
when all these women were being
raped, when women were being
killed because they were not follow-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood.” the
faction that ruled Afghanistan after
the cxpulsion of Soviet troopa.
“Where were they before the war
when women didn't have rights?
Where were they throughout the
war when women were rotting in
the refugee camps?”

She continues: “For nearly 20
years in Afghanistan there has been
no law, no order. We lost almost 2
million people to the Russians. The
women don't want to be saved by
the Feminist Majority. Finally thcy
have peace, and people in America
find religion on the issue of women
in Afghanistan?”

lastly, there is Abdel Hakim
Mujahed, the Taliban’s representa-
tive in the United States, who calls
the entire campaign “negative prog-
aganda made against us intentional-
ly,” which is true enough. He says:




























































