WIDE ANGLE TRACKS AFGHANISTAN’S JOURNEY ON THE TREACHEROUS ROAD TO DEMOCRACY IN HELL OF A NATION, SEPTEMBER 9 ON PBS

As Afghanistan struggles to move from despotism to democracy,  WIDE ANGLE is filming behind the scenes at the December 2003 loya jirga, a council of 500 delegates that debated and ratified Afghanistan’s new constitution.  Hell of a Nation, premiering Thursday, September 9 at 9 p.m. on PBS (check local listings), profiles two aspiring Afghan delegates who face political opposition and physical intimidation as they risk their lives to participate in the future of their country.  The film provides a rare opportunity to witness a country’s momentous “Thomas Jefferson moment,” as delegates argue, plead, and debate fundamental concepts such as the role of religion, women’s rights, and the protection of civil liberties in their new democracy. An update filmed in June – six months after the new constitution was in place – rounds out this timely broadcast, scheduled to coincide with preparations for Afghanistan’s presidential election in October.


The two featured candidates are:

Rafiq Shahir, a lawyer, human rights advocate, and independent newspaper editor who lives in the western city of Herat.  For the past two years, he has been a vocal proponent of a unified central government and the democratic process.  That outspoken stance, he believes, provoked a two-day kidnapping and beating from the local warlord’s police force.  Though always looking over his shoulder, Shahir is determined to be involved in the shaping of his new country.

Nadira Kharoti, a schoolteacher and community activist, lives in the capital city of Kabul.     Throughout the election process, Kharoti tirelessly appeals to the ministry to provide electricity for her district’s mosque; contends with another female candidate, Razia Naimi; and experiences first-hand the influence of back-room politics on elections.  

Also featured in the film are Hamid Karzai, President of the Afghan Transitional Authority, who emphasizes the need to develop an “Afghan-style democracy;” Ismail Khan, the controversial warlord of Herat who helped the U.S.-led coalition overthrow the Taliban and now rules western Afghanistan; and American Larry Sampler, the director of international assistance to the constitutional loya jirga.  

After the film, series host Mishal Husain interviews Ahmed Rashid, who puts the story into context, and connects the dots for American viewers.  Rashid, a journalist based in Pakistan, writes for the Far Eastern Economic Review and the Daily Telegraph.   He has recently published two books dealing with Central Asia:  Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in Central Asia and Jihad: The Rise of Militant Islam in Central Asia.
Hell of a Nation is part of PBS’s acclaimed international documentary series WIDE ANGLE, which airs Thursdays at 9 p.m. through October 7.  Through character-driven stories that illuminate geopolitical issues around the globe, WIDE ANGLE strives to present the humanity behind the headlines.

Review copies of the film are available upon request.  Photography and additional materials are available for download at www.thirteen.org/pressroom and www.pbs.org/pressroom.

Funding for WIDE ANGLE is provided by PBS, The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, Ford Foundation, The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, The Jacob Burns Foundation, the Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Foundation and Carnegie Corporation of New York.

WIDE ANGLE is a production of Thirteen/WNET New York for PBS.  Stephen Segaller is executive producer.  Pamela Hogan is series producer.  Andy Halper is senior producer.  Hell of a Nation is a production of Actual Films in Association with Thirteen/WNET New York and the Independent Television Service (ITVS).  Hell of a Nation was produced and directed by Tamara  Gould, produced by Bonni Cohen, with cinematography by Jon Shenk and Jon Else and edited by Josh Peterson. 
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