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 First, let me start by extending a huge thank you to the Victoria Chapter team for 
their hard work organizing this yearʼs symposium. Weʼre in this stunning setting on the 
Pacific Ocean, though the experience of organizing all of us like this is not very Pacific, 
even though they make it appear so. Itʼs very demanding, and weʼre all so appreciative of 
the experience youʼve created for us here this weekend.  
 Now my mom is here today, and she, probably more than anyone else, knows that 
Iʼm rather stubborn, and when I get confident about something, my certainty is 
unshakeable. And as girls and then as young women, a lack of confidence was never an 
issue my sister and I struggled with… but maybe more over-confidence at least on my 
part that sometimes needs to be tempered.  
 So Iʼm confident, and Iʼm confident about a few things in particular, and I donʼt 
think Iʼm being speculative or treacherous in proposing a wager on them. 
 One is that we in this room are working on behalf of a place in the world that is 
going to be the decisive piece of the puzzle in (1) the future security and stability of the 
planet as a whole, (2) in how state building is addressed in the future, and (3) in how 
changing the status of women contributes to global security.  
 Secondly, our goal – the pursuit of gender equality, and its twin, the human right to 
education – is the hinge for which the direction it swings will make or break a society.  
 So if youʼve ever had the experience of telling someone youʼre with an 
organization called Canadian Women for Women in Afghanistan, and from someoneʼs 
response, you get the impression that they think thatʼs all very quaint and cute… some 
agitated women with their placards and letter writing, or a bunch of do-gooders holding 
potluck dinners and bake sales, you can politely correct them, that in fact, we are high 
level political and state security strategists addressing the greatest challenge the world 
has ever faced, and weʼre fighting the fiercest battle of our times. And to do it, weʼre in 
war mode, weʼre hawkish, and weʼre absolutely maniacal about winning this fight. 
 Ideally, say this wearing all camouflage and a helmet, and brandishing some 
weapons if you can scrounge some up. I recommend a rolling pin, when pistols are not 
immediately available. Then see how cute and quaint they think you are. 
 So Iʼm confident that there is a huge solution staring us in the face to many of our 
planetʼs problems, one well worth fighting for. This solution is obtainable, and in fact itʼs 
already underway right now, though it can use a hand up. 
 And itʼs education. And specifically, the education of women and girls. Itʼs not 
merely a matter of rights and equality, but the well proven fact that educating females is 
our very best hope to build the kind of society we would all want to live in. This is my 
wager, the education wager, and Iʼm ready to bet everything on it.  
 Last year, I talked about the findings of the AMICS survey that I worked on with 
UNICEF, and I want to share them again because the data is just so striking. MICS 
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surveys measure the situation of 
women and children, and are 
carried out every 3-5 years in 
development countries. The 
purpose is to monitor progress on 
the Millennium Development Goals. 
In Afghanistan, the survey, which 
included more than 13,000 
households, more than 22,000 
women, and nearly 15,000 children 
under age 5 and covered all 34 
provinces of the country, gathered 
data on over 80 indicators including 
everything from literacy, the 
prevalence of child labour, access 
to water and sanitation, health, 
nutrition, HIV/AIDS and more.  

 It bears mentioning 
that there are huge regional 
differences in the survey 
findings. To give you a sense 
of how complex it is planning 
development interventions in 
a country with this much 
range.  
 But when you look at 
all the data together, at those 
80+ indicators and at the 
background characteristics of 
respondents, there is one key 
pattern, and itʼs something 
truly remarkable. Itʼs that the 
single greatest predictor for 
nearly every single indicator 
stood out over everything 

else: and it was the motherʼs 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 

• sheʼs 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 well nourished, and who survive infancy and then childhood 
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• Her children are less likely to be involved in child labour, to be abused, and they 
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. 
  
 Now a word about mothers… because my own mother is here today, I canʼt let it 
go by without saying a few things about her. So I want to briefly introduce you to her. My 
siblings and I call her the Mother Bear … (but you can call her Barbara).  
 There are all kinds of shapers in our lives, from our infancy, to our childhood, our 
adolescence, and into our adulthood: but mothers play a pretty significant role. And Iʼm 
sure most people have had the experience of gradually realizing as you grow into 
adulthood: OMG, Iʼm becoming my parents! Even if I hadnʼt realized this was happening, 
I live with my sister and she not infrequently tells me, “oh my god, you are being SO like 
Mom right now!” 
 And if that is indeed the case, then I would consider myself very fortunate. I would 
be happy to be even in a little bit like my mother because my mother is an extraordinary 
person as an individual, who could model for me and my siblings what it means to be 
hard working, to be creative, to be poetic, to be a good writer, to learn about the world 
through travel, reading, making friends with people from all walks of life, and asking good 
questions, and hard questions of the things we see happening around us. What it means 
to be resilient, adventurous, responsible, emphatic, ethical and to be a great cook and a 
warm host.  
 And as a mother, whatever her kids are doing, sheʼs been staunchly behind us, 
interested and enthusiastic, in our hobbies, our interests, our careers, our passions. And 
you all know the story that it was my mother who cut out a newspaper article for me 
about the Talibanʼs treatment of women in 1996, and left it in my room. She knew I was 
interested in rights and justice, so she nurtured that. And since she throws herself behind 
what weʼre interested in… for my sister, it meant going to soccer games; for me, well it 
meant travelling to a war zone to see what your kid gets up to. So I had the pleasure of 
my mom joining me in Afghanistan last year. She hosts Breaking Breads, promotes 
CW4WAfghan everywhere she goes, and surreptitiously leaves magazines that happen 
to have articles about me in them lying on each of her coffee tables so that if a visitor 
happens to flip open a magazine there happens to be a story about her daughter in there. 
In my phone, her number is saved under All Star Mom. So… here is to mothers. They 
can move mountains. 
 And the thing about mothers is that mothers were once girls. And what happens to 
them or for them as girls will determine what kind of mothers they become, and the 
hugely critical role they play in social development by whether or not their children are 
educated, healthy, vaccinated, well nourished and protected from child labour, sexual 
violence, early marriage and a host of other threats.  
 We know that when girls donʼt go to school or drop out, they marry earlier and start 
child bearing earlier, and have higher fertility. And today our planet is heaving beneath 7 
billion people: itʼs not a tenable situation.  
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 Womenʼs poor status 
leads to unsustainable 
population growth. The 
Population Council has 
projected that if women in the 
worldʼs least developed 
countries, on average, 
delayed childbearing by five 
years, there would be a 37% 
decline in current projected 
population growth.  
 Then thereʼs the 
economic impact. 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. 
 Besides this, there is 
research drawn from countries 
around the world that shows 
that post-conflict agreements 
that are negotiated without 
women break down faster than 
those that do include women. 
 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.” 
 Nowhere is this research more skillfully articulated than in this book, “Sex and 
World Peace”, by the authors of that very study. Let me read you some excerpts:  
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 “You were taught that a sustainable population 
meant population control, but were you told that 
empowering women will naturally restore population 
balance?”… “With reproductive freedom, women tend 
to have fewer children.” … 
 “You were taught that the US economic 
recession that began in 2008 may have altered the 
landscape of power in the international system, but 
were you told that this meltdown may have been 
aggravated by the exclusion of women from important 
decision-making roles in society?” … “Studies have 
shown that women tend to be more risk averse” …. 
“and less corrupt than men” … 
 “You were taught that AIDS is affecting the future 
of states, but were you told that the roots of the AIDS 
epidemic are to be found in sexual violence against 
women, sexual exploitation of women, sex trafficking of 
women, etc?” … 
 “You were taught that poor states invest little in their people and treat women 
badly, but were you told that states that treat women badly are more likely to be poor and 
invest little in their people?” … 
 “You were taught that security of the state rests on power, but were you told that 
norms of equality create a more sure security for the state?” … 
 “You were taught that states go to war over” ... “scarce resources, but were you 
told that the roots of violence are even more micro-level than that?” States “are more 
likely [to go to war] if the society has norms of violence rooted in gender inequality. 
Violence becomes an acceptable option when women are not considered equals.” … 
 “You were taught that the clash of civilizations is based on ethnopolitical 
differences, but did you know that the real clash of civilizations may instead be based on 
gender beliefs?” 
 “You were taught that the democratic peace theory – that democratic states are 
much less likely to go to war with other democratic states – but were you told that 
democracy was rooted in the character of gender relations?” … 
 “You were taught that youth bulges would be an important demographic factor 
affecting the destiny of states, but were you told that the existence of such bulges 
depends on whether women have choices in their sexual and reproductive lives?” … 
 “You were told that loss of life in civil war, and genocide is a major source of 
suffering”… “but were you told that” … “more lives are lost through violence against 
women from sex-selective abortion, female infanticide, suicide, egregious maternal 
mortality, and other sex-linked causes than were lost during all the wars and civil strife of 
the 20th century?” … 
 So in this book, the authors are asking us to see the kind of challenges we face as 
a planet as a tree, but to go beyond looking at the branches and the trunk and seeing 
things the way we normally do, but to look at the roots. And this is called having a gender 
perspective.  
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 And taking such a perspective reveals one 
stark finding: that at the heart of most of our 
problems lies gender inequality.  
 So women and girls matter. If the moral 
argument isnʼt convincing enough, the hard 
evidence should that political stability, economic 
wealth and just about everything else has a causal 
relationship with the status of women.  
 And changing the status of women demands 
equitable access to quality education. A robust 
investment in education, and especially in the 
education of women, is fundamentally about quality 
of life, and about peace and security. It transforms 
individuals, families, communities, and countries. 
And that is why the 2nd MDG is universal access to 
primary education. 

 But this has not been 
reflected in the way that donor 
governments fund international aid 
and development. In recent years, 
2/3 of total basic education donor 
aid globally came from just 6 donors 
(EC, WB, US, UK, Norway, 
Netherlands).  
 The social rate of return is 
defined as the discount rate that 
equates the value of the cumulative 
increase in expected earnings (for 
someone with completed primary 

education relative to someone without) to the value of expected public and private 
opportunity costs incurred. In other words, itʼs the economic value of an educated person 
compared to an uneducated person. 
 So with education, the returns are significant, but there can be a decade between 
an investment made, and a return on that 
investment. And donors want quick results. 
Education is expensive, and demands long-
term planning and investments. Every year, 
throughout the developing world, billions is 
spent on development and humanitarian 
assistance, but education is just one of many 
priorities. But it shouldnʼt be. It should get 
special status. Because while female literacy 
is one of the slowest areas of progress, it has 
the most to offer.  
 We know that poverty is inescapable 
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so long as illiteracy reigns. There is strong evidence that countries need to reach a 
threshold of 80% literacy to move out of poverty.  
 So itʼs for this reason, and because we see education as a fundamental human right, 
that CW4WAfghan is investing in people projects, instead of bricks and mortar projects. 
Because educated people can do their own bricks and mortar projects.  
 Weʼve seen communities create a school from nothing: someone opens up a room in 
their house, a tent is put up, a cloth is tied between two trees and thatʼs a school. But you 
cannot create a good teacher from nothing, as you know. It takes some investment. As 
Yasin Farid, executive director at our partner organization PARSA has said, “A building is 
not a school. A building is a school when it has a good teacher, a good curriculum, and lots 
of activity. Then itʼs a school.” 
 This approach is rooted in the idea that for great leaders to emerge in Afghanistan, 
people who can help steer the country out of the storm that has raged there for over three 
decades, thereʼs a need for new tools, critical thinking, exposure to big ideas, and the 
creativity to generate new big ideas. And the education system represents a powerful place 
to start.  
 Our organization, because 
of the fundraising and awareness 
raising that all of you do, has 
trained nearly 5,000 teachers. We 
know the incredible impact that a 
good teacher can have on a young 
mind. But in Afghanistan, 70% of 
teachers have not been trained as 
teachers. That means that teachers 
donʼt know how to teach and they 
donʼt know what to teach. So they 
rely on old methods like rote 
memorization and as they say, 
“using the stick” to control students 
that are not engaged in their 
learning.  
 So we undo that. We teach pedagogy, and we teach the subjects so that teachers 
become confident in their teaching. What happens then is that kids ask question in class, 
and the teacher has gained the confidence to answer the questions. Learning starts to 
happen.  
 And we start with teachers, because while so much has changed in Afghanistan in 
the past decade, the progress in education has been stubbornly slow. Only 20% of 
women are literate, a decade after the end of the Taliban, and that number is three times 
lower in rural areas. Of adult women who completed primary school, only 30% are 
literate, which means that the education system is failing too many girls. There are 
districts without a single girlsʼ school, because the Taliban have burned them all down. 
There are districts without any qualified female teachers. The capacity to deliver remains 
poor in the Ministry of Education, where thereʼs little transparency and lots of corruption. 
Textbooks are poor in terms of both content and quality, few schools have even 
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rudimentary science lab supplies, and most teachers have no post-secondary education, 
some having never completed high school themselves. Tent or open air schools are still 
common and school buildings, even the new ones, are poorly constructed. The school 
day is only two and a half hours long, with many schools operating several shifts a day. 
Most schools have no clean water source and poor latrine facilities for girls, if any. So 
there is still a long way to go. 
 I know I am preaching to the converted. We all agree that education is important. But 
you know by now that I canʼt talk about Afghanistan without also talking about the way we 
think and talk about Afghanistan here in Canada. So that brings us back to why we need to 
be so hawkish.  
 The world is on the cusp of a great shift. An entire region – the Middle East – is in 
upheaval. A great lot depends on events occurring in countries like Egypt, Libya, Tunisia 
and Syria.  
 But a great lot also depends on 
how we choose to respond to those 
events, and how capable we are of 
recognizing ourselves in the citizens of 
countries at a crossroads, where the 
forces that want despotic theocracies 
to prevail confront the forces that want 
democracy to prevail. Because the 
frontline in the war for the right to 
quality, liberal education, for 
democracy, for justice, for basic 
freedoms, and for gender equality 
which in turn can lead to a more equal 
society at large, where people are 
literally dying in pursuit of these things 
is in Afghanistan. In Syria. In Iran. In 
Zimbabwe. Recently, in Mali. In Yemen. Thatʼs where the battle to save the enlightenment 
is taking place. And we ignore it at our peril. This is where the spotlight of history will rest: 
on the East, in the 21st century.  
 So itʼs time to wake up and stop talking about countries and cultures that are 
traditional versus those that are modern; or cultures that embrace democracy and those 
that donʼt; or peoples that give women rights and those that donʼt. Because in any of the 
countries where these battles are playing out, you will find allies and foes to either side. 
You will find societies that are not static, but which are experiencing social 
transformation, as all societies do.  
 And we need to recognize these shifting sands. Will we throw our weight behind 
the progressive forces, people like Ehsan, and Murwarid, and the thousands of Afghans 
involved in democratic political movements, the thousands of women who are mobilizing 
in a homegrown womenʼs movement, and the tens of thousands of teachers and 
principals who go to work every day to teach girls, in defiance of Taliban ideology?  
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Or will we tolerate that broken record voiced from far too many among our fellow 
Canadians, that these other cultures are inherently different from ours, unchangeable and 
immoveable? 
 It wasnʼt very long ago that it was part of our 
culture for women not to work outside the home, or to 
vote. We laugh at those ideas now, and we would be 
horrified to hear someone expressing such views in the 
21st century.  
 But lots of people are somehow less horrified 
when the same is said about a place like Afghanistan. 
In our comfort here in Canada, some of our fellow 
citizens have sometimes forgotten that good 
governance, that rights, were not given: they were 
taken. Now itʼs the turn of others to take theirs too. 
 There is a reason that girls in a classroom cause 
the Taliban to quiver in their shoes. They know 
something that the rest of the world has been slower to 
recognize: that the educated female is a force of nature. 
The Taliban have every reason to be terrified. Thatʼs 
why they have made it an explicit part of their 
insurgency to attack girlsʼ education and women in 
public life.  
 And Afghan school girls also know this. Thatʼs why they keep showing up to 
school when they have been shot, poisoned, beheaded or had acid thrown on them, 
when their schools have been burned down, their teachers murdered, and their parents 
threatened for the audacity of sending a daughter to school. These girls are simply asking 
for the basic human rights that we enjoy in our own privileged and free society. They are 
demonstrating their commitment by putting their lives on the line. Their message cannot 
be more clear. But back here in the West, the Taliban are too often granted the courtesy 
of non-interference in a misplaced desire not to tamper with culture, and not to offend 
anyone—not even the likes of the Taliban. It can be hard to hear those girls through the 
noise. It can be hard to recognize their power, and what weʼre missing – all those 
solutions to the worldʼs ills—when theyʼre denied the opportunity to learn.  
 The last time I visited the Fatema tul Zahra School in Kabul, I asked each kid in 
one classroom whether any of their parents could read or write: in that classroom every 
single student was the first person in their family to go to school. And this situation is 
repeated all over the country. This is a potentially massive generational change coming 
our way, if that change is protected. 
 When I see a small barefoot girl in a crumbling classroom, who comes from a 
family where no one can read or write, I donʼt see a victim but a potential future leader. I 
see a kid poised to fight for her right to be there, and burning for change. And if she gets 
a hand up, some cheers along the way, and the awareness that even outsiders are 
prepared to defend her right to be there she will prove to be everything the Taliban fear 
she will be: defiant, subversive, smart, imaginative, and even revolutionary. She will save 
all of us. 

	  


