
Selected Excerpts from Interview with Fatema Gailani:

Fatema Gailani: 

It was like a storm came to this country in the last 30 years.  I remember when I was at school in the 1960s, it was the era of a new democracy. It was a wonderful experience.  Everyone had so much hope that this is the first time democracy came to this country.  People were busy trying to vote for their representatives in the Parliament.  And women had so much hope that in the first parliament men and women sit as representatives and they go to vote together.  And the women were in the cabinet in the senate.  

So it was working very well.  We had lots of demonstrations, we had political movements, which is part of democracy.  We wanted to learn democracy in our own environment and just carry on.  When Afghanistan just started to fly and compete with the rest of the world, we had a wonderful prime minister who had a religious education plus was a graduate from Columbia University, New York.  So he had it both.  

And the king was so enthusiastic to have such a dashing and an active prime minister.  The country was hopeful because they were seeing that for the first time a very strong prime minister comes who’s young and who’s from the people.  Who’s not from the royal family or who’s not particularly from that tribe what belonged, the royal family belonged to, but from the people.  But nevertheless, an educated and dashing prime minister.  Soon after that the coup happened.  And the king went to exile.  The prime minister was put in jail.  And then after that, problems after problems, coups after coups, and, monarchy to republic.  And because Russia had such an enormous role in that republic. 

When the new president, who was the cousin of the king, when he woke up and he realized that how much he was in the hands of the Communists.  When he wanted to make a U-turn, became close to the other Muslim countries, became close to the western countries, the next coup happened which was a pure communist coup.  And they didn’t make any secret out of it.  Red flags, communist slogans.  And the war starts because it was impossible for the people of Afghanistan to accept such a thing which went against the religion, which went against their shared values. 

So that was why the people of Afghanistan started fighting against that coup d'etat and that ideology.  All of us.  I mean, whether we were inside Afghanistan fighting, taking arms, or if we went on exile, we were giving the news to the rest of the world what is exactly happening.  But the western world didn’t open their eyes until the Soviet invasion.  Only when Soviet invasion happened, the rest of the western world opened their eyes and they realized that there was a problem after all.  The Americans got interested because they could use Afghanistan for the cold war.  There was a mutual enemy.  So who better than a nation of fighters to fight their enemy?  So, the era of Jihad, started.  The people of Afghanistan with their blood and with the supplies of enormous amounts of weaponry from the United States of America and then the western world, we could break the Russian invasion.  

Unfortunately everyone was so busy, including our friends, to think about how to crack and how to get rid of the Soviet Union that they forgot to find a political solution.  So when they left, what will happen to Afghanistan itself?  So the government of Mujahadeen was formed, which was very poorly done, although we were part of it.  We had the foreign minister.  But the role of few educated people, a few people who really believed in the unit of Afghanistan, was not enough.  The civil war started.  

When the civil war started, the strength and the power of the military 

commanders in the different areas of Afghanistan made it so bad that another reaction came.  And that was the Taliban.  It was welcomed at the beginning because people were absolutely fed up with the commanders and what was going on. The Taliban were welcomed at the beginning.  They were talking about fairness.  They were talking about how to be clean, not to take bribes, not to push people around.  

So, it was a quite a normal thing that people were saying their angels have come out.

Soon after that, they became strong.  And they had an ally.  And that was an outside ally.

What we call the Al-Qaeda today.  They were few Arabs who lived in Afghanistan who

were politically in trouble with their own countries and they took nest in 

Afghanistan.  So they went in partnership with Taliban.  

That was when really terrorism and that Taliban era that started pushing women around.  The life of women became absolutely miserable.  Women couldn’t work, couldn’t of course  have anything to say in political arena.  Even schools for little girls were closed.  And that was the time that people should have taken steps to help the people of Afghanistan to find their own way.  But still no one was interested.  No one was interested until the harm came to themselves.  

Their base was in Afghanistan--although they were not Afghans themselves.  They were Arabs or non Arab Muslim who, who lived in Afghanistan.  So it was then that the western world unfortunately with a great price woke up with the horrible thing which happened in New York on the 11th of September.  This the day that unfortunately, that we will never, ever, ever forget--woke people in the world up, that there is a country in Afghanistan which was neglected and it has become a nest for terrorism and it’s about time to do things about it.

After the first government after the Taliban era was formed in Afghanistan, Afghanistan started a new page.  The new page in the modern history of Afghanistan has started in Bonn, Germany.  In Bonn, the  political parties or political bodies which mattered in Afghanistan got together with those countries who wanted to help Afghanistan, like America, other European countries, other, other Muslim countries, the neighbors of Afghanistan.  

They all sat together and they put the political forces of Afghanistan together to form a new government for the future of Afghanistan.  It is a very important page. It is blank.  It is up to people of Afghanistan to write in it.  And it is up to the friends of Afghanistan to help the people of Afghanistan to start a new path here.  If I tell you what political trend it will take, we don’t know.  It’s very early.  But still people are excited. There are lots of political movements.  They are trying to talk to each other to find allies.  For the first time in the history of Afghanistan the law for formation of political parties has passed. Of course the political parties are the backbone of a democracy in a country.  Very soon we are going to have the constitution.  So this is another very major step towards the formation of the future of Afghanistan.  How the government would be.  What sort of people should participate.  What will be the situation of human rights.  What will be the situation of women’s rights. Democracy itself.  

And the best thing which happened was that the new constitution was formed with the

help of the Afghan people.  For the first time in the history of Afghanistan the

commissioners were sent to sit in the mosque and the schools, in the halls, with ordinary

people in all provinces to see that what are their values.  To see that after 24 years of

bitter war,  whether it was against a super power, whether it was it was a civil war, never

the less they suffered enormously.  And it was about the time that they have a say in their

own future.  And this was through the new constitution. I think in my life one of the most important days that I will always remember are the days that I went for consultation campaign regarding the constitution of Afghanistan.  It was very interesting for me, that what people of Afghanistan wanted for us to include in this constitution was not very far from what our friends from, our helpers from the international arena wanted from us. Of course the people of Afghanistan insisted on Islam, which was the only, difference. We really insisted upon Islam.  They would say that we want democracy, want women rights, we want everything but we don’t want it at the expense of Islam.  We don’t want to compromise about our religion.  Because of our faith we fought a super power.  We lost two million people.  And we don’t want to lose it now just because people want to help us.  

But apart from that, regarding democracy, regarding human rights, regarding education, importance of education, regarding women’s rights, it was exactly the same as our western friends wanted from us.  It was so important for people that immediately after Islam they would say that, please make a constitution which will, sustain this peace in Afghanistan and will bring unity among the different languages. In Afghanistan we have several languages, we have several ethnic groups.  And people were insisting that this constitution should put them together.  This was exactly what our foreign friends wanted from us, that make a constitution which will  accommodate the whole country.  All languages.  All ethnic groups and all.  The other thing that was surprising for me was how much people--some of them totally illiterate--would emphasize human rights.  And they would say that, for the 24 years of war, the life of a person was taken so lightly.  So now the time has come that we should have proper human rights laws in this country.  And we should have a say in our own future.  And if even a minister or a president, whomever, tried to do anything wrong against humanity, we should have a power to take them to court or punish them, or at least let the world know that what’s happening to us.     

Because I’m from the generation that I had experience of the old democracy we had in Afghanistan.  Men and women were equal in work, in political participation, in education.  Everything.  And it was so hard for me to see that after all these years of war that women became absolutely nothing. Now, after the Taliban, women wanted equal education.  They wanted equal work with equal pay.  They wanted also a full participation in the politics of Afghanistan.  The difference between women who came to see us and men who came to see us was one important difference.  Men both  educated and uneducated would come to see us.  But the women, mostly they were educated.  So they had clear views about the constitution.  They knew exactly what they wanted from the constitution. So perhaps the stronger members of the Parliament will be women.  Because they are women who in spite of all these problems, they made sure that they are educated and they have learned things.   

Islam started with equality.  And it was the first religion which gave a right to women, right of ownership, right of inheritance, right of political participation, and emphasis upon education for men and women.  No one talked against democracy.  No one talked ag, against human right.  They did talk about the importance of Islam.   

But that came from all over.  Even in the university when we went, the intellectuals they talked, they wanted Islam to have an important role.  So it is not a secular constitution.  It will not be a secular country.  But in spite of that, it will be a very fair constitution.  And it will have high values of human right, women’s right, and importance of education, and importance of a unity.  

02.11.05 What we did about languages of Afghanistan.  Believe me, in the countries like Turkey who want to take part in the European union, they don’t have such a fair law about languages.  We are going to have two official languages in Afghanistan.  But we recognize all the languages of Afghanistan.  And they’re free to educate those languages in their local schools.  They are free to have papers, radio, television in those languages.  And the government is compelled through this constitution to help them in  doing so.  There are lots of languages in Iran.  Which one has been recognized?  There are lots of languages in Turkey and other countries.  In Britain it’s quite recent that they talk about Gaelic and other languages, and they allow them to be an official language in their local politics.  

The Loya Jirga is a very old tradition of Afghan people for solving problems, making important decisions.  But it’s important for people to know that whether it was fighting against the British,  I mean centuries and centuries ago, it was Loya Jirga who decided how to do it.  When we won the war against a super power of the time, it was Loya Jirga who decided who would be the leader, how the country will form a government.  Then the most important Loya Jirga that I remember in my own lifetime was the Loya Jirga which passed the constitution of 1964.  The constitution which for the first time gave liberty for men, women, democracy, and all that came through that.  It is, for me personally it was very important because my father who was very young at that time was part of that Loya Jirga.  

And I was a part of the Loya Jirga which appointed  Mr. Karzai as the president.  But this Loya Jirga to pass the constitution, to make this constitution that we have made, legal, this is very important.  It will give us a guideline that how we rebuild the future Afghanistan.  And how could we gain again the respect of the world with the high standard of democracy, human right, women’s right, and all that.  So it is going to be a very important Loya Jirga.  Is this Loya Jirga going to be smooth?  I hope so.  Are we going to have some problems  regarding, regarding some articles in the constitution?  I’m sure we will have.  But we, in the constitution we are equipped to answer their questions and to defend that articles we have put forward.  We have to show them that we haven’t compromised upon Islam.  But in spite of that we are going to have a law which will be acceptable for the people of Afghanistan, different parts of, of Afghanistan.  

People will be equal here.  And also it will give us an acceptance, ah, to the, to the

whole world. This is very important because Afghanistan is not anymore just a little country, 

on its own.  It’s a country which is recognized and and will have a very important role in 

the future of the countries, the most powerful countries like the United States. Because if we don’t have law and order in Afghanistan, people cannot sleep with comfort anywhere in the world as we saw what happened in New York.  

We remember that the United States of America helped us during our Jihad against the Soviets.  They helped us fighting an invader and from the view of us, the Muslims, an atheistic regime.  Today we see the Americans as people who are coming here to help us.  We are not stupid.  We are a majority of people who are uneducated,  but we know the difference.  Whether it was during Jihad, we knew that the Americans hadn’t come because they felt sorry for Afghanistan.  We knew that they are, they are in Afghanistan during the 1980s because we are both fighting the same common enemy, which was the former Soviet Union.  

Today, we see the Americans as allies who are here to get rid of those bad people from Afghanistan.  For, not for one minute we were saying that, oh, my god, the Americans were here to restore democracy.  No one will  believe that.  If the Americans see that democracy will help them to prevent the future nests of these terrorists in Afghanistan, yes.  

But today we know that we have another common enemy that we are going to fight.  And it is really up to the government of the United States how they are going to use this money.  If we see that bad people, people who are robbing the country, who are going against the people, and because militarily America used them and needs them, and tolerates them in spite of changes in Afghanistan.  The people of Afghanistan will not be very happy  about the Americans.  

America is the only super power.  When you are the only super power, you have responsibility towards the world.  You’re responsibility is not just send food. Your political responsibility is much more important.  Your fairness is much more important.  You’re awareness of the situation is very important.  If America gains the hearts of the people of Afghanistan and brings unity to Afghanistan, and brings a proper government to Afghanistan, that will be an example not only for Iraq but for the rest of the Muslim world.  But if we see that they are here again just to get rid of Al-Qaida and then they will say good-bye, and they will never remember Afghanistan again, then you can imagine what example that will put in the eye of the rest of the Muslim world.  
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