Quiet courage beyond media glare
`Voices on the Rise' chronicles inspiring work of prominent Afghan women 
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If all Canadians ever hear or see about Afghanistan are stories of suicide bombings and despair, journalists Jane McElhone and Khorshied Samad say it's time to look through a different lens. 
At the June opening of "Voices on the Rise: Afghan Women Making the News" at Alliance Française de Toronto on Spadina Rd., co-curators McElhone and Samad unveiled 44 photographs of Afghan women journalists, politicians and human rights activists. 
These are the women playing leading roles in the reconstruction of Afghanistan, but their efforts are hidden from the glare of the media spotlight, the co-curators say. 
The photo exhibit, which features the work of Afghan, Canadian and international photojournalists, will be up until Thursday. 
It moves to the Toronto Public Library's City Hall Branch on July 9, where it will hang until the end of August. 
"Women who work in media, who have microphones, pens and cameras to make documentaries or take photographs, they are documenting women's lives," says Canadian journalist and international media development specialist McElhone. "But it's also women politicians and women who are fighting for human rights for women, to change the lives of women, who are using media to get those stories told as well." 
McElhone, a former CBC journalist, was based in Kabul for two and a half years. She met Samad, then Kabul bureau chief for Fox News, while working with Afghan women journalists. Samad is now married to Afghanistan's ambassador to Canada. 
"I think Canadians need to get a more balanced picture presented to them. I think the media have not been doing a good job on that," Samad says. "They're focused on the negative stories, the easy headlines." 
The exhibit includes photographs of prominent Afghan radio journalist Zakia Zaki, who was murdered this month. Three years ago, Zaki started Peace Radio, thought to be the first independent radio station in the country. According to local reports, she was shot seven times while she and her six children were sleeping in their home. 
In one of the photos, Zaki sits in a room at radio Sohl, holding a pencil, as her husband looks on. The photo beside it is of Zaki's funeral: Veiled women, some so overcome with grief they cover their mouths with their hands as they cry. The body of the journalist lies covered in a white cloth strewn with flowers. 
Just a few metres away from Zaki's photos, McElhone describes the pictures she took of journalist-turned-politician Sharifa Zurmati Wardak. In the shot, Wardak is part of a scrum of reporters, holding out a microphone to interview one of the journalists of a newly launched radio station. Wardak won a seat in the parliamentary elections in 2005. 
"Not only was she being revolutionary and using media to tell women's stories," McElhone says, "now she's serving as this tremendous role model." 
It's women like Wardak who are "fighting to improve other people's lives ... and making sure those stories are being told in the media," she says. 
For Samad, it's an all-consuming passion. She completed her master's thesis on Afghan women, media and democracy just two weeks before giving birth to her son. 
One of the exhibit's goals, Samad adds, is for Canadians to see Afghan women beyond the burqa. 
"Look at these women. They're so inspired, they're so courageous," Samad says, pointing out pictures of an Afghan journalist and mother of four whose husband is supportive of her career. "You could see these women walking the streets of Toronto, couldn't you?" 
