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Muslim Women Cleared to Vote in Azerbaijan 

Associated Press, November 1, 2005- Azerbaijan's top election authority performed an abrupt about-face Tuesday and said that voters could use Soviet-era passports and temporary documents as proof of their identity when voting in this weekend's parliamentary election.

The move came just hours after a group representing thousands of devoted Muslim women appealed to President Ilham Aliev to repeal the government ban on identity papers bearing pictures of women in hijabs, or Muslim head scarves. They said their rights as citizens and voters were being violated.
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The group, led by a dissident imam in the capital Baku, had said that the women would be unable to cast votes in Sunday's election because they have no identity papers. Muslims are obliged to pose bareheaded for photographs if they want to obtain an identity card.

The dispute sharpened this summer as a deadline passed for all Azerbaijani citizens to trade in their old Soviet passports for new identity papers. Authorities refused to accept photos of women in hijabs, pointing to police regulations dating back to Soviet times that prohibit people from wearing hats in passport photographs.

In addition to the voting restrictions, Auseynova said the ban had a profound impact on her life. "I want to study law, but without a passport that's impossible. Maybe I want to go abroad to study, but how can I without a passport? I have no rights," she said.

She did not know where she would give birth since she cannot check into a hospital without identity papers. Another woman in the initiative group, 26-year-old Sada Gurbanova, said she had been unable to be registered as an inhabitant in her husband's home or get a birth certificate for her 6-month-old son.

 A Painful Road to Leadership 
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Los Angeles Times, November 2, 2005- Salama Khafaji did not make a powerful first impression. When I met her, she had just been appointed to the U.S.-backed Iraqi Governing Council as the replacement for a female official who had been assassinated, and she barely spoke during our interview. She wore, as she always does, the traditional head abaya favored by religious Shiite women in Iraq, a flowing black robe that covers everything but the face. In response to most of my questions she deferred to a man — her chief advisor, who sat nearby. I left doubting that she would make a mark in the predominantly male world of Iraqi politics.

But, two years later, Khafaji has found her voice, espousing a striking mix of Shiite and feminist thought. She is now one of the most powerful women in Iraq. She plans to run for a seat in the permanent parliament in December.

Khafaji's journey to prominence makes plain the possibilities and the risks for educated Iraqi women. On one hand, she has been able to play a much larger role than many would expect of a woman from a traditional and religious society. But her achievements have come at terrible personal cost. Her eldest son was shot to death during one of three attempts on her life. Her marriage, strained by the boy's death and her political work, collapsed.

She became a dentist, but out of intellectual curiosity also began the formal study of Islam. Khafaji and a small group of like-minded women studied with Ghitaa until 1998, when he was arrested on charges that he was educating people to oppose the regime and was a supporter of the Badr Brigade, a rebellious Shiite militia. He was sent to Abu Ghraib prison.
Fitness instructor plans first Afghan women's party 

Agence France Presse, November 5, 2005- With no beard and no turban, the surprise winner of parliamentary elections in Afghanistan's conservative Herat is a petite, 33-year-old dynamo: Fauzia Sadat Gailani is a fitness instructor and wants to form the first women's political party in the country's history.

With 16,885 votes, about 3.6 percent of the provincial total, on a crowded ballot paper, she has topped the tally for Herat's seats on the new national assembly, Afghanistan's first in more than three decades.

Gailani was largely unknown before the September poll but her success cannot only be attributed to her election poster, which put her pretty face against a mauve background.

"She was really busy: people say that she's done an excellent campaign," says Abdul Aziz Samiem, from the National Democratic Institute non-government organization which monitored the poll.

"We saw her red 4X4 everywhere, in villages, in schools, in districts," he says, putting Gailani's success down to several factors.

"Ordinary people think she's pretty, she's done a very strong campaign, women may have thought that she could be a good candidate for them," he says.

She was also helped by her name, with Gailani and Sadat two respected families in Afghanistan, despite her limited education.

Now Gailani pushes, before everything, the equality of rights between men and women.

"Women are not seen as human beings in Afghanistan, but like objects that people can sell, trade or buy," she says.

"There are not enough rights for women in this country: they cannot study, they cannot work."

She is particularly against child marriage, which is common in Afghanistan.

"I can talk about it: I was married at 12, I had my first child at 13, and I hated that," she says.

To "raise the voice of women", Gailani says, "I want to make a women's political party at the parliament with other elected women." 

Members could include Malalai Joya, a strong critic of warlords who came second in the parliamentary vote in neighbouring Farah province. 

With no beard and no turban, the surprise winner of parliamentary elections in Afghanistan's conservative Herat is a petite, 33-year-old dynamo: Fauzia Sadat Gailani is a fitness instructor and wants to form the first women's political party in the country's history. (AFP/Emmanuel Duparcq)








An elderly Azeri woman casts her ballot at a polling station in the village of Balakhany, November 6, 2005. Azerbaijan was voting on Sunday in a parliamentary election REUTERS/David Mdzinarishvili
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