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The recent murders of two well-respected Afghan women journalists have shocked the Afghan people, especially those brave female activists and journalists who continue to fight for freedom of expression and equality in their war-stricken nation.


Zakia Zaki, 38, was shot seven times while she lay sleeping with her 10-month old child. (The baby, along with her five other children, thankfully was unharmed.) Ms. Zaki was a role model, working tirelessly to defend her people’s rights. Since the fall of the Taliban, she was the station manager of Radio-Solh, or Peace Radio (once supported with Canadian aid money) in Jabal-Seraj, just north of Kabul, in addition to being the headmistress of a girls high school and a political activist. 


Ms. Zaki was killed just six days after the murder of a popular reporter and anchorwoman from the private television station Shamshad TV, in Kabul. Shekaiba Sanga Amaaj, 22, was shot in her home in Kabul, reportedly after refusing the advances of a relative who’d asked for her hand in marriage. (This same relative allegedly had been involved in a previous kidnapping attempt against Ms. Amaaj’s younger sister.)


While police claim her killing was based on personal, not political, motives, the barbaric murder of Ms. Zaki appears to have been perpetrated by terrorists. The targeting of such prominent figures, which began with the murder of gender-rights activist Ama Jan in Kandahar last year, should be seen as a test of will between violent Islamists and those who long for a free, pluralistic Afghanistan. For those in the West who call for a premature pullout of NATO’s military forces from Afghanistan, such murders demonstrate what is at stake.  


These valiant Afghan women personify courage in a country still reeling from the cumulative effects of nearly 30 years of invasion, political upheaval, acute poverty and the oppressive cruelty of the Taliban regime and al-Qaeda’s transnational terrorism. Despite significant strides over the past five years, Afghan women continue to be the nation’s most vulnerable group. 


The statistics are staggering. Afghan women still suffer the highest maternal mortality rate in the world, with an estimated one Afghan woman dying in childbirth every 30 minutes; one out of four Afghan children will not live to see their fifth birthday; illiteracy levels hover around 96% for women in the rural areas; the average lifespan for an Afghan woman is 44 years, 10 years younger than the average for women in the region; Afghan girls continue to be married off at puberty due to poverty and cultural traditions; and domestic violence is a rising social problem, reflecting the wounded psyche of a traumatized nation. The latest statistics may have improved slightly, but conditions still wear away at the hope and optimism people felt when the Taliban were driven from power in late 2001. 


And yet some Westerners — including some politicians and activists right here in Canada — want to abandon the Afghans once again, as the West did in the early 1990s, to the poisonous agenda of extremists. 


The other option is to stay the course — as difficult, harrowing and unpredictable as it may be. 
I, for one, hold out for the more difficult path — the road less traveled in this weary day and age. I believe that we must take the higher moral ground against our common enemies, and maintain our efforts at building peace, security and economic improvement for the Afghan people. 


Having worked and lived in Afghanistan as a journalist for a few years among these brave people, I made a promise, as did the international community, that we would not let them down yet again. For the sake of victims such as Zakia, Shekaiba and Ama Jan, and the brave fallen soldiers from Canada and other countries who have served in Afghanistan, we need to show our resolve and continued commitment.  
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- Khorshied Samad is the former correspondent and Kabul bureau chief for Fox News, former reporter for ABC News and the wife of the Afghan Ambassador to Canada. She is also the co-curator of the photojournalism exhibition, Voices on the Rise: Afghan Women Making the News, which is focused on the lives and work of Afghan women journalists. The exhibition will appear at the Alliance Française de Toronto at 24 Spadina Rd. from June 14 to July 5, then will be exhibited at the Toronto Public Library City Hall branch from July 9 to Aug. 31. 
