Profile: Suhaila Seddiqi


Seddiqi is a household name in Afghanistan
Afghanistan's new health minister is something of a local celebrity. 

Suhaila Seddiqi, an independent Tajik, is one of two women ministers appointed to the country's post-Taleban government. 

She first entered the spotlight during the Soviet era, when she was awarded the rank of general by the pro-Moscow government of Najibullah Siddiq. 
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I didn't marry because I didn't want to take any orders from a man.
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	Suhaila Seddiqi 


Often referred to as "General Suhaila", Ms Seddiqi is Afghanistan's most respected surgeon. 

She spent two decades working in Kabul's 400-bed military hospital, and her abdominal surgery is credited with saving hundreds of lives. 

She played a pivotal role in keeping hospitals going in the 1990s, when rocket attacks killed and injured thousands. 

Taleban era 

Ms Seddiqi also managed to keep working throughout five years of Taleban rule - but only after the new regime realised how much they needed her. 

Ms Seddiqi was initially removed from her post as head of surgery at Kabul's Wazir Akbar Khan hospital when the Taleban swept to power in 1996. 

But the new leaders quickly discovered it was a mistake to deprive themselves of the skills of Afghanistan's most famous surgeon. 

Months after they had ordered her to stay at home, the doctor was reinstated. 

In an interview at the time, Ms Seddiqi voiced her contempt for the Taleban and its policy of barring women from the workplace and the classroom. 

"I didn't marry because I didn't want to take any orders from a man," the Guardian newspaper quoted her as saying. "Look at us now." 

Ms Seddiqi has close links to the family of the former Afghan king, who fled the country. In spite of this, she stayed in Afghanistan through both the Soviet and Taleban eras. 
Source: http://news.bbc. co.uk/english/world/south_asia/newsid_1695000/1695590.stm 
Suhaila Seddiqi

Afghanistan's most famous surgeon kept Kabul's military hospital running when the country was in the grips of a civil war. Dr. Suhaila Seddiqi is credited with saving hundreds of lives when rocket attacks injured thousands during the 1990s. 

Seddiqi once performed surgery for 24 hours straight when more than 100 seriously wounded patients flooded the wards of her Kabul hospital. Bloodshed and chaos reigned in Kabul for a handful of years as rival ethnic groups and warlords jockeyed for power in the capital. 

The turmoil followed the Soviet occupation that spanned more than decade. During that time, Seddiqi distinguished herself by becoming the country's first and only woman to attain the rank of general, a feat she achieved during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. 
The surgeon who is still frequently called "General Suhaila" was recently appointed to serve in the new Afghan administration as health minister. 

Seddiqi's life in Kabul extends back 60 years when she was born in a city known through the ages as the cultural and economic centre of Afghanistan. 

By the time the Taliban rose to power in 1996, Kabul was already scarred by years of conflict. Seddiqi and other residents of the city watched as the religious regime closed the capital's university, fine museum and numerous colleges. Still, the woman who shares close ties with the family of the former Afghan king chose to stay while others turned away. 

"She could easily have moved to the West or somewhere else. She certainly had enough of a reputation as a skilled surgeon, and no problems with money," Dr. Rashid Fedohi said. "She is the kind of a person who would rather stay and help people here, especially women and families." 
The independent Tajik is a formidable woman with regal bearing. The Taliban vice squads that prevented women from leaving their homes without a male relative never raised their whips against her. The same religious regime also reinstated her as chief of surgery at Wazir Akbar Khan hospital in Kabul after initially sending her home.
 
"She is not the kind of person you can say no to," Fedori said in an attempt to explain why the Taliban seemed to falter in her presence. 

Seddiqi refused to be seen as property of a male relative and lived with her sister, an engineer. She also refused to wear the all-enveloping burqa. During those tense years, Seddiqi voiced her contempt for the Taliban when the Guardian newspaper interviewed her. 

"I didn't marry because I didn't want to take any orders from a man," she said. "Look at us now." 
Throughout the Taliban's five-year rule, most women were largely confined to their homes and girls past the age of eight couldn't attend school. Famine and poverty also gripped the country where one in four Afghan children dies before reaching the age of five. 

Seddiqi's colleagues in Kabul said she openly fought against the Taliban for the rights of women and children, whatever the risks. The surgeon who took over her post as chief of surgery said she once tried to convince the Taliban to support medical training for women. 
"Once, we were in a meeting with some mullahs, and she was arguing in favour of training for female medical students, so strongly that one of the mullahs finally sat there silent, then said, 'I don't know what to say to you,'" Dr. Masoom Saboorzai said. 

Bold views in war and peace 

Seddiqi, who is one of two women to be appointed to the new Afghan government, said she knew the Taliban's reign would never last. As health minister, she presides over a medical system that has been driven to the point of collapse by more than two decades of war. 
"I want to rehabilitate our hospitals," she said in an interview shortly before she was sworn in as a cabinet minister. "I want to care for our people and help them in every way. And I want women working everywhere." 

Since the new interim government took control of Kabul, Seddiqi has tried to shun the limelight and has concentrated on her work. Still, the bespectacled surgeon remains outspoken and in a series of interviews late last year she was sharply critical of Western feminists and Western attitudes towards women. 

"I see there are women on television now and that is some sort of independence. But we don't want our women to be like those in the West where they are used for pornography and glamour," she told Britain's Guardian newspaper. 

In terms of Afghan women, she has said that sweeping away the veil won't within itself promote women's rights. Seddiqi views education as being a critical factor in the advancement of women in Afghanistan. She notes that Afghan girls often marry in their teens and many women give birth to children they are unable to feed. 

"The first priority should be given to education, primary school facilities, the economy and reconstruction of the country," she told the Times of London. "But the West concentrates on the burqa and whether the policies of the Taliban are better or worse than other regimes. Let these things be decided by history." 

As the future of Afghanistan begins to take shape and signs of hope emerge, Siddiqi said her only regret about serving as health minister is that it will leave her little or no time to continue practicing medicine. 

"But it is worth it -- this is a very large responsibility, and I want to help in the best way I can. We have to rebuild everything," she said.
