
Please see our Special Edition Newsletter 7 for stories and summaries from our 2012 ATLANTIC 
SYMPOSIUM. Our symposium is never complete without hearing from one of our founding 
members, Lauryn Oates, CW4WAfghan’s Projects Director. As a human rights activist, Lauryn’s 
focus is on international development, women’s rights, and education in conflict zones. It was in 
1996 that, at age 14, Lauryn began demanding that the world respond to the Taliban’s misogynist 
policies, and she has continued advocating for Afghan women ever since.
     Our Delegates will agree that Lauryn is very skilled in 
capturing the soul and essence of what our organization 
represents and in placing it within the larger context of the 
world around us and the realities within Afghanistan.

Keynote Address by Lauryn Oates:  
 “In Witness of the Pain of Others” 

Firstly, I’d like to thank the Atlantic team for the tremendous 
job they are doing, and for making us all comfortable and 
welcome in this fabulous setting. It’s the hard work at the chapter level that lets us punch above our 
weight. 

I will just start by saying that it can be hard to be a realist when it comes to Afghanistan. 
Afghanistan, precisely on the other side of the world from where I live, Vancouver, is far away and 
mysterious, and easily prone to two bad habits on the part of westerners. 

One is to cast the people there as hopeless deviants, everything from hardened bloodthirsty 
warriors to starving, helpless victims of poverty and war. The view we often get from here is of a 
violent, hostile, desolate place, where Afghans are either innocent or guilty of their circumstances, 
but never both.

The other bad habit is the opposite: to romanticize Afghans and Afghanistan in a kind of Lawrence 
of Arabia fashion… noble, fierce, hardened people in an unconquerable land, tied to their traditions, 
bound up in honour and tribalism, and purveyors of admirable customs quite alien to ours.

It’s easy to get drawn in: the landscape of the country that makes the foot of the Himalayas is 
sublime, and the people who live in that land, dropped into the heart of Asia, would have to be 
unique in some ways. 

And both Afghanistan’s victories and its misfortunes have been the stuff of legend and folklore, from 
the building of the great Bamiyan buddhas, to the arrival of Dr. William Bryden in Jalalabad in 1842, 
the sole survivor of 16,000 British and Indian troops and their families fleeing over the Khyber Pass 
…  to the epic and revered poetess Rabia Balkhi who wrote her last poem in the 10th century in her 
own blood on the walls of the bathhouse where her brother had imprisoned her for falling in love 
with a slave. 

But the legends aside, what is really worth knowing about Afghanistan is rather un-exotic. It’s that 
the people there are like the people here. We want the same things: to live without fear, to have 
basic rights and freedoms, to have food on the table and shelter over our heads. Parents want their 
kids to study hard and make something of themselves. People are trying to save money and pay 
the bills, and rise up a little in the food chain. They want government services like clean water and 
regular electricity. They want to be healed when they are sick. They want a government that won’t 
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ask them for bribes to do the jobs they’re supposed 
to do. They want police that will protect them from 
harm. People have hopes and dreams they’re 
working towards, and they laugh and cry over the 
daily battles of life.

Afghanistan is not frozen in time. Things change 
there in the normal ebb and flow of social 
evolution, as people struggle for change. Like us, 
people want more comfort and less suffering. They 
want more happiness, and less sorrow. They want 
dignity.

On Tuesday this week, the news of the 
assassination attempt of 14-year-old Malalai 
Yousufzai in Swat, Pakistan, reached us. Malalai is 
a young activist fighting to keep girls’ schools open 
in the Swat valley, an area that fell under Taliban 
control from 2007 to 2009, when hundreds of girls’ 
schools were closed down, usually, by burning 
them to the ground. 

The next day, Wednesday, was the first ever 
International Day of the Girl Child. And Malalai 
Yousufzai lay in a hospital bed fighting for her 
life. 

The Taliban had swiftly laid claim to the attack, 
saying quite specifically that their reason for trying 
to kill Malalai was that they thought girls’ education 
is, quote, “obscene”. They have also said that they 
will be back to finish the job. 

So for those with any lingering doubts about 
whether the Taliban might be more moderate, 
as some like to claim, I hope those doubts are 
now put to rest. Not content to merely burn down 
schools, poison girls, or throw acid on them, the 
Taliban have taken to shooting little girls in the 
head. The gloves have really come off now. 

But like every story from Afghanistan, there are 
two sides. There is the tragedy we hear, and the 
triumph we sometimes miss. The triumph is that 
Malalai survived. And the Taliban just propelled 
her to worldwide fame. Her message just got 
an infinitely larger audience, at the same time 
that the Taliban made themselves look like even 

greater buffoons than usual. I hope by now, the 
fence-sitters have fallen to either side. There is 

no gray here. You can either live with the idea of 
girls like Malalai being at the mercy of the greatest 
misogynists to ever walk the earth, or you can’t. 

So some of us will be hardened by this, and that’s 
a good thing. There has been an outpouring of 
solidarity in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and all over 
the world, for Malalai. From demonstrations in 
the street, to lighting up social media, everyone is 
cheering for this courageous little girl. 

Kishwar Naheed, a feminist and a poet who writes 
in Urdu, who also fought for her own education as 
a girl growing up in Pakistan, has written: 
 They who get scared of little girls
 They stand so tiny in stature

Girls like Malalai are very, very threatening to the 
Taliban. The educated girl is a force of nature. The 
Taliban should indeed be terrified.

This summer I worked with UNICEF to write 
the report sharing the findings of the AMICS, 
a national survey that measures key indicators 
to monitor progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goals. The survey, which included 
more than 13,000 households, more than 22,000 
women, and nearly 15,000 children under age 
5 and covered every province of the country, 
gathered data on over 80 indicators including 
everything from literacy and education, the 
prevalence of child labour, access to water and 
sanitation, health, nutrition, HIV/AIDS and more. 

And can you guess what the single greatest 
predictor for nearly every single indicator was?

The mother’s education level. You could set your 
watches by it.

The more educated a mother is, the more likely 
she is to give birth with a skilled attendant present, 
and therefore more likely to survive childbirth, 
she’s more likely to register the births of her 
children, to marry later and give birth later, to 
have children who are attending school, who are 
vaccinated, who are protected from disease, who 
are well nourished, and who survive infancy and 
then childhood. Her children are less likely to be 
involved in child labour, to be abused, and they 
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have more books in their home. Their access to 
water and adequate sanitation facilities is better, 
and they are wealthier. Educated mothers are 
healthier, they live longer, and so do their children.

Women and girls matter. If the moral argument 
doesn’t convince you, the hard evidence that 
political stability, economic wealth and just about 
everything else has a causal relationship with the 
status of women, should.

There is research that shows that post-conflict 
agreements that are negotiated without women 
break down faster than those that do include 
women.

We know now that women’s poor status leads to 
unsustainable population growth. The Population 
Council has projected that if women in the world’s 
least developed countries, on average, delayed 
childbearing by five years, there would be a 37% 
decline in current projected population growth. 
If the average Kenyan girl completed secondary 
school, there would be $27 billion added to their 
national economy over their lifetimes. $383 billion 
is the amount that is lost in potential lifetime 
income from 4 million adolescent mothers in India. 
If Nigerian girls had the same employment rates as 
boys, this would add $13.9 billion to their economy 
ANNUALLY.

And a study based on the largest extant database 
on the status of women in the world today, found 
that “there is a strong and highly significant link 
between state security and women’s security. 
In fact, the very best predictor of a state’s 
peacefulness is not its level of wealth, its level of 
democracy, or its ethno-religious identity; the best 
predictor of a state’s peacefulness is how well its 
women are treated.”

THIS is why Malalai is dangerous. 

Malalai is a positive deviant. She is one of those 
rare individuals who is going against the grain, in a 
time and a place, where you can pay the ultimate 
price for doing so. She is a trailblazer, clearing the 
way for those who shall come after her.

The positive deviants are the stars we must 
hold up highest in the sky. They are most often 
neither celebrity nor celebrated, they are often 
deeply isolated, alone, and working at great risk 
to themselves. They are motivated by nothing else 
but the knowledge that their deviation is right and 
just, if burdensome. 

And truth be told, there are many Malalais, 
but most of them will never come to be known 
beyond their own small communities. They are 
men and women born with a streak of courage. 
They often pay dearly for their persistence in 
doing the thing that seems right if unpopular, 
from attracting stigma in their communities to 
giving their life in a violent, unacknowledged 
end. 

Last year, I wrote about Khan Mohammad, after 
happening upon a news story of less than 500 
words reporting his murder. Khan Mohammad 
was the principal of the Porak Girls’ School in 
Logar province. There are sparse details about 
Khan’s life or the exact circumstances of his 
death, other than to mention that he was shot 
near his home and his son was injured in the 
attack. 

Khan Mohammad was doing something 
extraordinary with his life and likely no one 
beyond his rural province in eastern Afghanistan 
knew about it. He likely wasn’t rich, he likely held 
no delusions of grandeur, and he likely faced 
opposition from more than just the Taliban for what 
he was doing, but from within his own community. 
The news article said that Khan Mohammad had 
repeatedly been threatened by the Taliban. But he 
thought the girls’ school should stay open and so 
he kept it open, a decision that cost him his life. It 
was a risk he would have been well aware of.

He received no international prizes, no visits from 
Anjelina Jolie, no donations from abroad, never 
had any glowing newspaper interviews. He just 
quietly disappeared from this earth one day, for 
the reason that he believed girls had a right to go 
to school. Malalai lived, Khan died. And so have 
many others. 
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I know you get bombarded with the stories of 
tragedy every day, from Afghanistan, and from 
elsewhere. From protestors being gunned down in 
Syria, to the recruitment of child soldiers in Sudan, 
to starvation in North Korea, sex trafficking, abuse, 
rape, mutilation, oppression, genocide, war, self-
immolation, the vicious suppression of dissent, the 
hateful silencing of women, and loss all around. 
We can see it in the media every day if we look. 
And it is hard to be a witness to the pain of others.

When we see these stories, there is an alarm bell 
ringing inside of us. It can be loud and invasive and 
overwhelming, and we just want to smother it, to 
protect ourselves from being drowned in our own 
empathy, from taking in all the suffering of others.

But what is important here to notice is that the 
first, always the first, response we have in our 
gut is empathy. And THAT is because empathy 
is biological. And I’m going to give you some 
evidence of that from science in a moment, but 
first, my own personal theory as to why I became 
involved in the struggle for Afghan women’s rights 
is because when I was 14 years old, in 1996, and 
first read about what the Taliban were doing to 
women and girls, it was quite simply, the worst 
thing I had ever heard in all my life. 

I just responded how a child responds, recognizing 
sameness, with my biological instinct for empathy 
still intact. I could not smother my feelings that 
rejected accepting this reality for girls, just like me, 
somewhere else. I knew that pain to a 14-year-old 
Afghan girl feels the same as pain to a 14-year-old 
Canadian girl. I knew that being told you can’t go 
to school because you’re a girl was wrong there, 
like it would be here. I knew that widows who were 
no longer allowed to work, or even to leave their 
homes to buy food, were starving; and starvation 
feels the same whatever nationality you are. 

As human beings, we are all born with the capacity 
for empathy when we are exposed to the suffering 
of other humans. But empathy is not just emotional. 
It’s also biological, genetically coded within us. 
What happens when you see someone get a 
paper cut? Or see someone throw-up? Or watch 

Leonardo Dicaprio drowning in the Atlantic 
Ocean in The Titanic? You wince.

We can’t help it. It’s because we are all born with 
the biological capacity to relate to the pain of 
others. 
We are social beings, and we end up sharing in the 
pain and in the joy of others, so it’s in our interest 
to avoid pain for others, and to promote joy for 
others. We have molecules inside of our brains 
and in our blood like oxytocin, which neurologists 
believe is responsible for triggering feelings of 
trust, generosity, affection and charity. Oxytocin is 
why you smile when you see a baby laughing, it’s 
why you might feel compelled to give money to a 
charity, it’s why you protect and love your children. 
Oxytocin is also what triggers feelings of empathy. 
It’s part of what makes us moral beings, literally. 

So morality is not something we have created in 
our society, but rather, it comes from our biology. 
But the society that we create is what makes us 
more or less moral than how we start out. 

So we can always instinctually imagine the feelings 
of pain experienced by someone else, inflicted on 
ourselves. But as we grow up, and we go out in the 
world and make choices- about how to respond to 
the pain of others- we find ways of dealing with it.

So let’s go back to that ringing alarm bell. When it 
starts ringing, how to respond? 

We have a menu of options before us. One option 
is to block it out, the most common reaction. Or, 
we can feel anger. But anger has its purpose too, 
it serves as good fuel, if you can you channel it to 
the next option. And that is responding to that gut 
feeling of empathy with action. But another option, 
is to dig around for ways of justifying why that pain 
is acceptable to others (though not to us) and why 
we are not obliged to respond. Cultural relativism is 
this kind of response.

Cultural relativism is the idea that nothing is 
universal and rights and norms vary by cultures, 
and that what is right for one person doesn’t have 
to be right for another person. It says: to each, 
their own. It says that rights are merely a construct, 
and when it is western people saying this, they are 
usually saying that they are a western construct. 
Cultural relativism says that there can be no 
underlying framework of morality, no shared or 
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universal ethics. And relativism is used constantly 
as an excuse to not have to extend the same rights 
that we enjoy, in our privileged and free society, to 
others. 

And Afghan women will be the first to tell you, 
denying their daughters the right to go to school, 
is not cultural. But very often, it will be a Canadian 
voice insisting that it is. I say this, because ever 
since I was 14 years old, I’ve been getting told to 
mind my own business. 

As I grew up and persisted in not minding my 
business, they told me other things. They’ve told 
me I’m imposing my own “Eurocentric view” on 
outsiders, that I’m a neo-colonialist, that women’s 
rights are an Anglo-American enterprise, or a 
hegemonic discourse. I heard it in university 
classrooms, among anti-war activists, in the 
comments and responses to my articles, and in 
the wrinkled noses or raised eyebrows of women’s 
studies students who have come to think of 
feminism beyond our borders as a kind of racism. 

When I was 14, I didn’t have the language of 
international human rights law to back-up that 
gut feeling, but I did understand that there was 
something very dangerous in cultural relativism. 
And I also understood that the human desire to 
learn is something innate, that cuts across all 
cultures. 

My goal was simple: that a young woman in 
Afghanistan should be happy, comfortable 
and free. Free of pain. Because, as we say at 
CW4WAfghan, human rights are universal. Our gut 
response to witnessing pain in others helps prove 
this. But so does something else. And that is the 
fact that even though hundreds of girls’ schools 
have been burned down, teachers have been 
murdered, principles have been beheaded, and 
parents are threatened for sending their daughters 
to school, those girls still come to school. 3 million 
of them. 

There is a crucial lesson in this. It’s that millions of 
brave Afghan girls are dedicated to pursuing their 
studies, in perilous and hostile circumstances, and 
their devotion is heartfelt, homegrown and hardy. It 
has not been “imposed” upon them by anyone. 

So the next time you hear someone claim that 
human rights are a western value, or democracy is 
a western value, please ask them how we might be 
so arrogant as to claim those values as ours alone, 
because where the frontline of the war for these 
values is in Afghanistan. In Syria. In Iran. In Egypt. 
In Libya. In Yemen. In Bahrain. In our comfort 
here in Canada, in our freedom, in our privilege, 
too many among us have forgotten that good 
governance, that rights, were not given: they were 
taken. Now it’s the turn of others to take theirs.

So, we, Afghans and Canadians, are not that 
different. But our opportunities are not that equal. 
You have recognized that. You’ve allowed your 
empathy to be activated. You’ve let that oxytocin 
pump through your veins like a tsunami. And to 
keep it pumping wild and free, always see the 
triumph on the flipside of the tragedy. 

Malalai Yousufzai in Pakistan and Khan 
Mohammad in Afghanistan tell us that we might 
find something far more fascinating in the hidden 
pockets of the rugged terrain of their homelands 
than the prevailing fixation on the violence and 
the uncertainty of the future. If we care to look, we 
might find something ultimately more powerful and 
more significant, and that is people who selflessly 
and independently fight the nihilistic ideology of the 
Taliban in isolated villages and towns, fueled by 
nothing other than a penetrating sense of right and 
wrong and a conviction of the power of education 
to make things better.

And it does. It will. It will make things better.


