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The Northern Lights, or Aurora Borealis, shine over the Sycamore Gap at Hadrian’s Wall in Northumberland, northeast England early Monday March 7, 2016. — AP

Six months after fleeing a Taleban assault on her
city, the owner of an Afghan radio station devot-
ed to women’s rights is back home and returning

to the airwaves. Zarghona Hassan is a lifelong activist
and the founder of a radio station in Kunduz that until
last year reached hundreds of thousands of listeners
across northern Afghanistan, where the vast majority
of women are illiterate and largely confined to their
homes.

Radio Shaesta - Pashto for “beauty” - had sought to
educate women about their rights and address taboo
subjects like reproductive health and domestic vio-
lence. A program called “Unwanted Traditions” took a
critical look at centuries-old Afghan customs, like the
forced marriage of young girls in order to resolve dis-
putes. “Introducing Elites” featured interviews with
women who have succeeded in politics and activism,
and those who have helped other women in their com-
munities.

“We have had an enormous impact on the lives of
women, raising their awareness of their rights, of what
they can achieve, encouraging women to take part in
politics, to vote and to put themselves forward for

provincial council seats,” Hassan said. Programming
also encouraged women to take an active role in end-
ing the country’s 15-year war by exhorting their broth-
ers and sons to lay down arms, she said. Radio is a pow-
erful medium in Afghanistan, where the literacy rate is
less than 40 percent and much of the population lives
in remote communities. Wind-up radios requiring no
batteries are popular and widely accessible in commu-
nities where electricity is erratic or non-existent.

In northern Afghanistan, where just 15 percent of
women can read and write, radio is a rare portal to the
outside world. The UN Development Program says
Shaesta reached up to 800,000 people. “I’ve met illiter-
ate women weaving carpets with the radio on because
they can listen and it doesn’t interrupt their work,”
Hassan said. “I once met a farmer out in his field who
had a radio hooked over the horn of one of his cows.”
Hassan often invited Islamic scholars onto her pro-
grams to give their seal of approval. But the Taleban,
who espouse a harsh version of Shariah law, view her
and other women’s rights activists as purveyors of
Western influence who threaten the country’s moral
fabric.

Civil society
She has received more death threats than she can

count, one of which even specified an exact date. So
when the insurgents stormed into Kunduz on Sept 28,
she knew she had to run. “The Taleban had a list of all
the women who were working in the government, civil
society, media, women’s organizations,” she said. “I knew
they were going to come for me.” She hid in a relative’s
basement for two days before donning an all-covering
burqa and fleeing the city.

The Taleban held Kunduz for three days, during
which they looted businesses and hunted down
activists and journalists. Afghan forces backed by US
airstrikes pushed them out more than two weeks later,
but by then the militants had looted Shaesta and
burned it to the ground, along with another radio outlet
run by Hassan that was oriented toward youth. Now, six
months later, she has returned to Kunduz, and Shaesta
has come back on air in time for International Women’s
Day on March 8. She was able to rebuild the station with
a $9,000 grant from the UNDP, which said it hopes to
encourage a “courageous voice for change.” “Women’s
rights are a key lever toward improving the lives of the

entire community,” said UNDP country director Douglas
Keh. “When women and girls have the same opportuni-
ties (as men and boys) in education, and the same eco-
nomic opportunities, society as a whole benefits.”— AP

ASaudi Arabian sociologist aims to counter stereo-
types about her country with a coffee table book
profiling successful Saudi women, she said on the

eve of International Women’s Day. Misperceptions about
the kingdom’s women have distorted their image in
Western countries, the author and photographer, Mona Al-
Munajjed, said late Monday during a ceremony at the
French ambassador’s residence.

“We are facing challenges but we are succeeding,” she
said at the book signing for her work “Saudi Women: A
Celebration of Success.” The large-format book features her
interviews with 40 Saudi women from a variety of fields,
alongside their photographs. Al-Munajjed said she chose
her subjects, in Riyadh, Jeddah and Dammam, because
they are “pioneering women.” Saudi Arabia has some of the
world’s tightest restrictions on women, who must cover
themselves in black from head to toe when they appear in
public.

Women must get permission from male family mem-
bers to travel, work or marry, and Saudi Arabia is the
world’s only country where women cannot drive. A slow
expansion of their rights began under the late king
Abdullah who in 2013 appointed women to the Shura

Council which advises the cabinet. He also announced that
women would be able to participate in municipal elec-
tions. Their first ballot as voters and candidates occurred
last December, when about 20 were elected to local coun-
cils and several others were appointed.

Al-Munajjed said Saudi women have assumed promi-
nent positions in government, business, journalism and
other areas. “They are outstanding, successful and very
influential,” said the author, who has worked with United
Nations agencies.  Arabian Business named her among the
top 10 most powerful Arab women in 2013. In a conserva-
tive country founded little more than 80 years ago, change
will come, but slowly, she said, noting that women make
up more than half of the kingdom’s university students.
Social reform “can come only gradually and only from with-
in their own society,” Al-Munajjed said. That includes driv-
ing. Al-Munajjed said the message on that topic from the
women she interviewed is: “They do not believe in forcing
things... change will happen soon, and it is just a matter of
time.”—AFP

People release sky-lanterns on the eve of International Women’s Day in Manila on March 7, 2016. The event calls for
the end of all forms of discrimination and violence against women and girls. — AFP
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Afghan women’s radio returns after Taleban attack

In this photo, broadcasters of Radio Shaesta prepare
themselves to go on-air, in Kunduz, Afghanistan. 

Zarghona Hassan prepares to go on-air. Zarghona Hassan, an activist and the founder of Radio
Shaesta station prepares to go on-air, in Kunduz,
Afghanistan.

A broadcaster of Radio Shaesta works at the station.
— AP photos

Zarghona Hassan receives new equipment at her station.


