An Afghan woman who would be president 
Doctor's candidacy defies tradition -- even her parents 

Peter Eichstaedt, Chronicle Foreign Service 

Qalai Zaman Khan, Afghanistan -- Masooda Jalal, the woman who would be president of Afghanistan, stands inside the mud walls of a bread bakery in this hardscrabble village on the outskirts of Kabul. 

The female bakers pause from rolling out loaves of flat bread and shoveling them in and out of a wood-fired brick oven to hear her speak. 

"Do not forget what I have done for you," Jalal says, speaking rapidly over the quiet work. "I hope you vote for me." 

The only woman seeking the presidency of Afghanistan in a field of 18 candidates that includes the heavily favored current president, Hamid Karzai, Jalal is an anomaly in this conservative, war-torn Islamic republic. 

She helped establish the bakery, a project of the U.N. World Food Program that employs 13 widows who are sole supporters of their children. 

Jalal moves outside to a small dirt courtyard cut by a trickling flow of wastewater to explain the voting process in this country, which has not known democracy as long as some of these women have been alive. Women shrouded in bright blue burqas and trailed by children gather around. "You will be in a room, alone," Jalal says. People may vote in private, she says, and for any candidate they choose. 

"Please send my message to your relatives, to anyone you know," she says. "When I am president, I will be at your service." 

Many of the women appear to be moved by her appeal. 

"We want someone who can help people," says Asefah, a 40-year-old mother of five daughters. "We want a good future for our children. Because she is a woman, she can understand the problems of women." 

Jalal is not considered likely to win, but she has already beat the odds against women's advancement. Fewer than 20 percent of Afghanistan's women can read and write, and young women in rural regions are still denied education. 

Her activism began shortly after she graduated from Kabul University's medical school, she said in an interview in her office, a dim apartment on the east side of Kabul built in the 1980s, during the Soviet occupation. She saw her patients suffering from social and economic conditions she could not solve as a doctor, and despite vehement objections from her parents, brothers and sisters -- mostly well-to-do professionals who live outside Afghanistan -- she turned to politics. 

"In the beginning, they couldn't digest it," she says. "They were worried. They were annoyed that I did not have a party or money or military support." 

Her goals are simple. "I want my people to be healthy and happy," she says. "I want my government to be responsive and democratic." 

The leading contenders in the Oct. 9 election are Karzai, followed by Younis Qanooni -- Karzai's former education minister -- who was a leading figure in the Northern Alliance, which helped overthrow the Taliban in 2001. Qanooni is backed by Afghanistan's powerful defense minister, Mohammed Fahim. 

Also in the field are Gen. Rashid Dostum, an Uzbek commander who controls several northern provinces, and Mohammed Mohaqqeq, leader of the Hazaras, a dominant ethnic group in central Afghanistan. Both Dostum and Mohaqqeq have been linked to atrocities committed during the vicious fighting over Afghanistan led by mujahedeen commanders in the early 1990s, as well as during the defeat of the Taliban. 

Jalal faces enormous obstacles as a candidate, especially in her aim to get the votes of women. While young girls in the cities now freely flock to schools, most women rarely venture farther than a few blocks from their homes. According to a recent survey by the Asia Foundation, most Afghan women would vote for the candidate their husband told them to vote for -- if they are allowed to go to the polls at all. 

"Her candidacy flies in the face of Afghan tradition," said Ponghar Noorani, editor of the weekly newspaper Rozgaran. "It is known that she does not have the capacity to be president," he said, pointing to her lack of political experience. "But her candidacy is good for Afghanistan.'' 

Jalal shrugs off such comments. 

She says she is one of the few candidates who pays more than lip service to human rights, women's rights and the rule of law. 

Though the interim president has the backing of the international community, Jalal says "Karzai has been contaminated" and has been forced to make concessions to various warlords in order to maintain a fragile peace. "He's with the warlords; I'm not," she says bluntly. 

Jalal began working on behalf of Afghan women during the brutal Taliban regime in the late 1990s. After practicing medicine, she went to work for the United Nations, coordinating women's programs such as prenatal nutritional care, and continued that work until she launched her presidential bid in December. 

The Taliban were "always making problems for me," she says, but she obtained protection from U.N. officials. In mid-2002, when Afghanistan assembled its council of elders, the loya jirga, to adopt a constitution and select an interim president, Jalal was a delegate and received the second- highest number of votes, behind Karzai, although she ran a very distant second. 

She runs her campaign on a shoestring, relying on part-time help from a handful of volunteers and word of mouth. Her husband, Faizullah Jalal, a law professor at Kabul University, is her campaign manager. Her two daughters and one son, ages 9, 7 and 3 1/2, are largely shielded from her politics. 

She has persisted in her run for the presidency despite clear dangers, even as Taliban supporters continue to mount attacks in an attempt to disrupt the election campaign. 

"It has been risky,'' she says. "In the beginning, I received some threats." Anonymous callers told her, "If you are the winner, we will play with your head," an apparent reference to beheading, she says. 

Jalal's candidacy is a challenge to traditional religious law, says Kabir Ranjbar, one of Afghanistan's leading political analysts. "Under Shariah law, a woman cannot be president," Ranjbar says, "but this is civil law." 

Her presidential bid has already made a big difference, Ranjbar says, because women "now know they have the right to take part in the government. It doesn't matter if she wins or loses. There are other women who will follow these steps." 

Jalal herself makes the same point, even as a she laments the lack of support she has received from Afghan or international donors. 

"I can be an indicator for women's change," she says, insisting that a modest success in the election "will make a big impact on women in the region. I can take women from the earth to the sky."
