Afghan women's lives centre on school, burkas and marriage
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KUNDUZ - "She is a lucky girl", said the interpreter Hamed as he watched the shy, 12-year-old Nasya.

The girl, who is the best pupil in the school's fourth grade, sits with head lowered at her desk. Learning is daily routine for Nasya.
That is not always the case, especially for girls, even two years after the fall of the Taleban in Afghanistan. Girls were not allowed attend school until a few years ago, with the result that nine out of 10 Afghan women are illiterate.
 

The opening of a girls' school in the small village of Katachel near the northern, provincial capital Kunduz, still causes a stir - and not just because the German Minister for Development Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul and the governor of the province have arrived.
 

Nearly 250 girls are to be taught in a few, sparsely furnished rooms. A bus owned by the school will collect many who live further away.
The picture presented by the village school is in stark contrast to Kunduz' dusty, busy streets which are dotted with women veiled from head to toe in Burkas.
Girls and teachers in the village wear their hair in loosely-bound headscarves. Few wear veils for their guests to see. There is no sign of the Burka here.
Education
 

Wieczorek-Zeul considers educating young girls a very important aspect of reconstructing the war-torn country: "For many years, women were victims. Now they are set to be agitators in a country battling war and drugs."
So far only returned, exiled Afghan women have gained leading positions in the country. Only two out of 30 ministries in the present government are headed by women. After elections scheduled for September, a quarter of parliamentarians are set to be women.
 

That improves prospects for Nasya, who would like to become a journalist one day. She and her two sisters are driven to school every day. The fact that the girls are allowed to learn epitomizes happiness for the interpreter who could not end his medicine studies because of the former Taleban rulers.
 

Mina Saidi, who has been teaching for 19 years, points out that learning was not always possible under the Taleban. That was an era, which saw her teaching clandestinely in her own house.
"Children go blind, if they do not learn to read and write. They cannot know what happens around them," she said.
 

Neither the girls' teacher nor her colleagues wish to discuss current issues facing girls and women, unlike the slightly more open interpreter Hamed.
Families in the countryside are still embedded in tradition. "Parents arrange weddings. The bride and groom meet each other for the first time on the day of the ceremony," he said.
Every woman hid under her Burka from the man until the wedding night. But few Afghans actually married because the bridegroom often found the wedding unaffordable.
A wedding plus ceremony and a hefty dowry costs about 5,000 dollars.
 

An unskilled worker by comparison earns about three dollars per day and an interpreter earns about 200 dollars per month. Not surprisingly, Hamed, who is in his mid-30s, has not found a wife yet.
 

