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Hello, this is Blase Bonpane with World Focus coming to you from KPFK/ Los Angeles.  We are 

podcast and available 24/7 on kpfk.org where we’re heard internationally.   

 

Today, I am very privileged today to have Kathy Kelly as my guest.   Kathy is the founding 

member of Voices in the Wilderness, and currently co-coordinator of Voices for Creative 

Nonviolence, and Kathy has just returned from Afghanistan.  She is a major leader of the 

international peace movement.  She spent eight months in prison for protesting the School of 

the Americas at Fort Benning, Georgia.  Kathy’s trips to Iraq began back in 1991.  In spite of the 

US embargo, she brought food and medical supplies to Iraq on an endless number of 

delegations.  She’s also dedicated herself to the needs of the people of Afghanistan, especially 

the young and she has now just returned from that destroyed country.  Kathy has also been 

nominated for the Nobel Prize many times. 

 

Welcome, Kathy Kelly. 

 

Kathy:  Well, hello Blase.  Thank you so much for being in touch with me. 

 

Blase:   It’s a pleasure.  You have been making duvets or comforters for people that are 

freezing, right? 

 

Kathy:  Well, this is a very good project.  In a working class area of Kabul where the Afghan 

Peace Volunteers now live, women had come to visit their home in the late spring and summer 
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and I heard the women say again and again that they thought they were losing their minds, 

they were feeling emotionally unstable, that they were afraid of going insane.  There were 

many problems that they face, but the main problem was that they couldn’t feed their children.  

And so the kids, maybe I shouldn’t say “kids”; they range in age, actually, from 14 to 22 but 

most of them are younger; and they had the idea that they could invite these women to form a 

seamstresses cooperative and learn how to sew something that might be saleable in the 

neighborhood.  That was very idealistic but the sewing machines came in and every morning 

they would roll up their bedding and turn their own sleeping room into quarters for the women 

to come in and learn how to sew and they hired a teacher.  And our colleague from the United 

States representing Women for Afghan Women was very, very helpful in making this happen.  

Well, it wasn’t looking so positive really to be able to produce garments that could be sold more 

cheaply than what comes in from factories in Pakistan and China and India.  So we asked the 

women, “What do you really need, you and your families in the wintertime that you wish you 

had?”  And they just looked at us like, what a no-brainer – what we need to have are heavy 

blankets and warm clothing.  And it was kind of a Eureka moment.  Hakim, who is a medical 

doctor, but who has lived in Afghanistan now for 11 years and is a mentor for the Afghan Peace 

Volunteers, said, “They could make the duvets,” these very heavy coverlets that are an 

enormous help in getting protection against the harsh cold and 100 children had frozen in 

Afghanistan the previous winter, 26 of them in Kabul and 8 of them in one particular refugee 

camp.  So we asked the women, “Can you make these?” and they said, “Yes, every woman 

across Afghanistan knows how to make them but we don’t have the wool, we don’t have the 

coverlet material, we don’t have the ways of distributing” and over about a month’s time it all 

got worked out.  They devised a plan for 36 women to work cooperatively.  Voices said we’d ask 

internationals to help buy the wool and buy the coverlet material and pay them a wage but all 

of the duvets, once produced, would be given away for free.  And, do you know that 2,000 of 

these duvets have been delivered by now and the kids are like little social workers; they go up 

to the mountainside, high up to where the widows and children are forced to live in the poorest 

of hovels, really, one room apartments with no water, no sewage.  And there they meet with 
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the women and they tell them where they can come, in a yard or in a mosque, and what day 

and pick up two of these very heavy coverlets and I’m sure that lives were saved. 

 

Blase:  This reminds me of Gandhi’s work in India where he found by doing a certain of amount 

of weaving, they really were creating a political climate that was necessary for the time and the 

tragedy I think, really Kathy, is that we may not offer comforters or duvets, but we offer 

fragmentation bombs and endless automatic rifle fire, and this is the tragedy.  We could have 

given hundreds of millions of comforters by now if we had a different perspective.  So this 

contrast must be very strong as you observe Afghanistan. 

 

Kelly:  Well, it certainly is because I think in my opportunities which I’m quite grateful for, to 

move around the United States a bit, I hear again and again, women who are in the peace 

movement whose hearts are so great, say to me, “Well, we can’t withdraw the troops from 

Afghanistan.  What about the women and children who are so vulnerable?”  And they mean 

vulnerable to Taliban attacks or to very, very conservative groups who might pull back further 

on women’s rights, and it’s a complicated issue but I really think that the United States has 

been successful in marketing the war in Afghanistan by convincing people that it’s a 

humanitarian war, that the United States has been there all along to protect women and 

children from Al Qaeda or the Taliban and that’s much too simplistic and I don’t want to 

respond with just another simplistic answer.  There are certainly women who fear a Taliban 

resurgence.  But the Karzai government, which the United States has pretty well propped up 

and kept going despite enormous corruption and the inclusion of so many warlords in the 

cabinet level ministries.  The Karzai government made it a law, established as a code of law,  

that women are not equal to men in the Afghan society, not in the university, not in the 

workplace, and a man has the right to demand of his wife that she be obedient and subservient 

in the home. 

  

Blase:  This is really horrendous.  You referred me to the work of Ann Jones who is the author of 

“Kabul in Winter:  A Life without Peace in Afghanistan” and also, more recently,  “War is Not 
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Over When It’s Over” and, apparently, she has spent a lot of time there and  I’m sure you have 

met her, have you not? 

 

Kelly:  No, only through her writing but I have such deep respect and I also have seen her on 

the “Rethinking Afghanistan” films and she is remarkable.  She raises almost every point that 

often goes uncovered and she doesn’t cower from the realities that women face.  In her book, 

War Isn’t Over When It’s Over”, it is almost too heartbreaking to read – for her to do the 

interview and to write it is remarkable, but her work in Afghanistan certainly shows that she 

has cared deeply about the most impoverished people and has done her best to be honest in 

her analysis.  I can’t recommend her books and her writing strongly enough.  Her last writing 

was posted on January 27th; Tom Engelhardt wrote a very good introduction to her writing, and 

she is someone who has not seen solutions brought about by the United States military 

occupation.  Basically she says there are three options that have emerged:  compromise; 

collapse, meaning economic collapse; or the calamity of ongoing warfare that could, actually, 

erupt in Kabul.   Right now Kabul is kind of a bubble compared to the rest of the country. 

 

Blase:   You know she says that,  

 

Only one thing is certain, that in 2014, it will be a year of American military defeat.  For 

more than a decade, U.S. forces have fought many types of wars in Afghanistan, from a 

low-footprint invasion, to multiple surges, to a flirtation with Vietnam-style 

counterinsurgency, to a ramped-up, gloves-off air war. And yet, despite all the 

experiments in styles of war-making, the American military and its coalition partners 

have ended up in the same place: stalemate, which in a battle with guerrillas means 

defeat. For years, a modest-sized, generally unpopular, ragtag set of insurgents has 

fought the planet’s most heavily armed, technologically advanced military to a standstill, 

leaving the country shaken and its citizens anxiously imagining the outcome of 

unpalatable scenarios. 
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She doesn’t mince words, does she?   

 

Kelly:  No, she certainly doesn’t.  You know, the one question that emerged for me reading the 

article was whether or not anybody really had won in the previous years of warfare and I don’t 

think the troops are really being pulled out; I think they’re going to combine special operations 

forces, inclusive of night raids and then the drone surveillance and drone attacks.  But, if we ask 

ourselves, “Did anybody win?,” I think the weapons producers, the military companies that 

service the security contractors and the United States military, the people who make enormous 

profits from being part of the Pentagon war making machine, these war profiteers, profited 

handsomely, and a lot of the warlords within Afghanistan have also profited from the war.  The 

corruption and the ways in which the United States Development Aid was siphoned off and was 

used to line the pockets of so many people who said, “I’m your middleman; I’m your broker.  If 

you want to get something done you have to go through me first.” And this is documented 

again and again, even by US Congresspeople, but the money kept flowing, the corruption kept 

on diminishing possibilities for the young people in Afghan society to get anywhere, unless they 

too were part of networks that were highly corrupt run by people whose hands were blood-

stained from having been involved in previous wars and massacres. 

 

Blase:  Well we joined up with the northern alliance that handled the narcotics trade and we’re 

fighting of course, the Taliban, who with all of their faults, were opposed to the drug trade.  

What is the status of drugs today in Afghanistan? 

 

Kathy:  Well, I was surprised to know that Afghanistan is the world’s largest supplier of 

marijuana and I believe close to 90% of the world’s heroin comes from Afghanistan so there 

must be many, many convoys of trucks passing along roadways.  These trucks would be 

identifiable to the US military or the drone surveillance so there must be a lot of looking the 

other way as so much of Afghanistan’s economy becomes predicated on basically, industries 

run by druglords who are also warlords.  There was also a suggestion that Kam Airways has also 

been used to fly drugs out of the country so the United States said, I think a couple days ago, 
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that the United States military and the contractors would no longer use Kam Airways and it was 

questionable as to whether or not the runways would be available in other countries to run 

their flights.  There’s no way, it’s purely speculative, for any of us people who aren’t part of the 

military or the State Dept. or the Afghan government to know what’s true and false about these 

charges – I just read the article in the New York Times - but I do have a sense that the 

corruption has become so overwhelming in the country.  It really has even crept into education 

and healthcare.  65% of the population are under 25 years of age.  They face such desperate 

situations that many of them want out; they just beg, “Can you get me a scholarship?  If I learn 

English, can I get out?”  Another reason why I am all the more impressed with the Afghan Peace 

Volunteers.  I just talked with them this morning and they had spent, the time from the date 

when I left, which was January 18, until now, reaching out to people in other provinces, who 

are living in Kabul, asking them to please come together to a large luncheon and 72 people 

came together representing every province, all 34 provinces in the country. 

 

Blase:  You’ve been arranging for them to speak by various forms of communication, together 

with other young people around the world.  Have you not? 

 

Kathy:  Well, these global days of listening phone calls have become kind of an institution.  On 

the 21st of every month now they will try to arrange a timeframe so that people from as far 

away as Australia and Egypt and Gaza and the United States can be part of the phone call and 

can talk directly to the Afghan Peace Volunteers and sometime generate discussions with other 

people participating in the call.  Anyone who wants to just listen in can do that through 

livestream and then some people can call in from a conference call mechanism.  It’s been very 

fascinating.  It’s a new reality for young people, living in war zones, to be able to talk with each 

other and right now young people in Afghanistan are researching centers of nonviolence for all 

of the Islamic countries in the world, trying to better understand what works and what doesn’t 

work and what might be possible.  I think that’s a good project.  They’ve also tried to find a 

friend in every one of the 195 countries of the world so if any of your listeners know of anyone 
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in another country who might want to just drop them a line and say, “We’re in solidarity with 

your desire to live without wars.” 

 

Blase:    How can we find out how to make contact with your project there?  What would 

people do who want to know more about it and maybe be a part of it? 

 

Kathy:    Well, people can be in touch with the Afghan Peace Volunteers website; it’s called 

ourjourneytosmile.com  And there you can find little 3 minute videos that have been taken for 

the past seven years.  There are about 140 of them.  They’re very uplifting.  If you’re ever in a 

down mood thinking the world’s going to hell in a hand basket, these videos show young 

people, trying their best, to learn in their situation, a different way.  They care deeply about the 

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King and Gandhi.  They pore over atlases and go over biographies and 

they have discussions and keep on generating new projects, like the duvet project. 

 

Blase:   I can’t help but think of the isolation of the United States from the rest of the world.  

We have become an island and recently we had a terrible massacre in Connecticut and I keep 

thinking of that, and thinking back to things that you have said.  I’m looking now at the Covert 

Action Quarterly for Spring of 2005.  And here you are saying,  

 

I won’t forget that one of the FBI agents mentioned seeing pictures of Iraqi children on 

the Voices in the Wilderness website. I’m grateful to him for remembering them. I feel 

haunted by the infants, the toddlers, the young teens and their heartbroken mothers 

and fathers whom we met at bedside after bedside in Iraqi hospitals. Walking on the 

oval track, here in prison, I whisper the names and recall the sweet faces of the little 

ones I grew to know, fleetingly. All of them were condemned to death. None of them 

were bad apples. They were fine fruits of loving families. Hundreds of thousands died,--

some after many days of writhing pain on bloodstained mats, without pain relievers. 

Some died quickly, wasted by water-borne diseases; as the juices ran out of their 

bodies, they appeared like withered, spoiled fruits. But no, they weren’t bad apples. 
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They could have lived, certainly should have lived, --and laughed and danced, and run 

and played, but somehow,--honestly, I don’t understand it; somehow they were 

sacrificed, brutally and lethally punished to death.  

 

This is you, 2005, in the spring issue of the Covert Action Quarterly.  How is it we can be so 

isolated from the rest of the world? 

 

Kelly:  The context for that article was that two FBI agents had come to visit me in prison.  And I 

was very surprised; I thought that maybe two journalists were coming to visit me when I was 

told to go to the administrative wing of the prison and then all of a sudden these guys showed 

me their badges.  And they said that they felt that they had information for me, that would tell 

me more about people that I had gotten to know in Iraq but would I just give them information 

because there were some “bad apples”, as they put it, and they felt that if I gave them 

information about the bad apples that they would be better able to stop people who might do 

harm to Voices people in the future who might be in Iraq.  I said that I wouldn’t be able to give 

them any information because the organization that they worked for was one that had been 

known to use lies and threats and even inflicting torture on people, trying to get information, 

and I felt that they should resign from their jobs.  That’s why I was walking around the oval 

track in the prison later, thinking about bad apples.  There’s so much in our media, whether it’s 

people consuming media from the television or mainstream newspapers, that keeps on 

reinforcing, the idea that somehow we should be isolated from the rest of the world because 

we’re exceptional and anybody who disagrees with us and challenges the horrendously 

economic exchanges the United States demands from the rest of the world, is potentially a bad 

apple.  And people are, I think, a bit childlike, in accepting what comes from very powerful 

people in capitals all over the world and particularly in our case, in Washington, DC.  If they’ve 

heard it from their governments, about foreign policy,  they’ll believe it, they’ll swallow it, even 

though we’ve been lied to again and again and again.  You know, we were told that basically 

only one person lived in all of Iraq - Saddam Hussein - and there was almost never, ever any 

attention paid to the terrific, horrendous suffering caused the by the economic sanctions and 
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here we are now inflicting economic sanctions on Iran that has repercussions on the most 

impoverished people and are likely to strengthen their regime. 

 

Blase:   We have a statement coming this week from Public Citizen’s Health Research Group.  

It’s a very reputable group in Washington and they said,  

US led sanctions on Iran were decisively expanded this year, targeting that country’s 

financial sector with predictable consequences for its economy and an increasing 

number of media reports have documented hyperinflation, mass unemployment, 

shortages of basic food staples, such as milk, rice and chicken, perhaps the most 

vulnerable sector is the country’s health system, as was the case with Iran’s neighbor, 

Iraq.   Prior to similar US-led sanctions in 1990, Iran had one of the most advanced 

healthcare systems in the Middle East, and like Iraq, that system is now unraveling in 

the face of sanctions. 

This is an act of war and it’s being committed against people, most of whom have no 

connection with their government, they just happen to live there.  So, once again, the children 

are the ones that are suffering.  The group, Public Citizen, says, 

Based around community health workers, the network brought healthcare to 23 million 

people, many of whom had never before seen a doctor.  The program won praise from 

the World Health Organization. 

They’re talking about the health system in Iran and are now saying that young people are dying 

because they can’t get the proper medicines. 

Cancer patients have started traveling hundreds of miles around the country and 

frequently they simply can’t get them. 
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And they mention, just today, a 15 year old hemophiliac, dying from lack of access to necessary 

medication.   

What kind of foreign policy is this? 

Kathy:  Well, I think it’s also a foreign policy that refuses to acknowledge that Israel has 200-400 

thermo-nuclear weapons and never, ever opens up its weapons stockpile to inspection.  I think 

it’s a foreign policy that has jeopardized United States security, made people here far less 

secure because there’s so much antagonism that gets built up towards the United States and 

other countries where people are profoundly aware of the US policies that have inflicted so 

much harm on innocent people in Iraq.  And you know, the reliance on the military, on 

weapons, on economic sanctions, to solve almost every problem, has no success rate.  Do we 

really think that we’ve become a more secure country because the United States is now known 

as a country that condones torture and infliction of what amounts to torture on children who 

are forced to starve to death or who are unable to get pain relievers or to survive curable 

diseases or for some to survive cancers if they could get the medicines.  Now this isn’t any way 

to make the United States more secure.  And of course we could, in an age of immense 

empathy that is generated all around the world, in part because people become, T=through the 

internet, more aware of other cultures, more aware of a more globalized set of concerns that 

the world faces.  The United States could be doing so much good!  We could be exercising such 

a valuable kind of leadership in the world to eradicate poverty or to eradicate diseases, to make 

life more livable for people who are saddled with poverty, but instead we just keep on allowing 

the military industrial complex, and increasingly the prison-security industrial complex, to take 

our resources, to gobble them up, to leave almost nothing left -  we don’t give money to 

organizations that could be productive of more jobs and making things that are good for 

people. 

Blase:  Well, you know, Kathy, we have a report this week, coming by way of Common Dreams, 

quoting one of the most effective agencies we know of, Oxfam International,  and unbelievably, 

Oxfam says, 
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Profits of the world’s hundred wealthiest people could end international poverty four 

times over.  Profits of the world’s 100 wealthiest individuals last year would have been 

enough to wipe our world poverty, not just once or twice over, but the vast amount of 

money that has flowed to the top of the world’s financial food chain would be enough 

to eradicate the worst kind of poverty a full four times over. 

This type of imbalance is absolutely evil.  It condemns the entire economic system.  It’s not ok 

and this is what we’re dealing with; and to use these weapons of embargo on innocent people, 

whether it be in Cuba or in Iran or in Iraq or anywhere else, is unacceptable. 

I hope you can stay with us, Kathy; we’d like to take a very brief break.  I want to play some 

music that my son wrote about guns, and then we will come back right after that.  Is that ok? 

Kathy:  Yes, I’m eager to hear your son’s music. 

Blase:  Very good.  Here we go with “We’ve Seen Those Guns Before.” 

Brief musical interlude 

 

Blase:  Well friends, today I’m speaking to Kathy Kelly.  Kathy’s a founding member of Voices in 

the Wilderness, currently co-coordinator of Voices for Creative Nonviolence.  She has just 

returned from Afghanistan.  Kathy’s a major leader of the international peace movement.  She 

spent 8 months in prison for protesting the School of the Americas at Fort Benning, Georgia. 

Her trips to Iraq began in 1991.  In spite of the embargo, she brought food and medical supplies 

to Iraq on endless number of  delegations.  Kathy has dedicated herself to the needs of the 

people in Afghanistan, especially the young, and she has now just returned from Afghanistan.  

She’s been nominated for the Nobel Prize many times.  It’s a joy to talk to you, Kathy.  I just 

introduced you to some of my son’s music. 



12 

 

Kathy:  It was great to hear your son’s voice, calling us to listen to the cry of the poor and to say 

that these guns, whether they’re on the streets of LA or Chicago or the guns that are now 

pouring into Afghanistan and people are learning how to use them are always a theft, as 

Eisenhower put it, a theft against the poor. 

Blase:  The Pentagon is now the National Rifle Association to the world.  And someone said the 

greatest weapon of mass destruction on earth, excluding the nukes, is the assault rifle.  It kills 

more people internationally than anything else, more than bombs.  Because assault rifles are all 

over the world and fighting in endless wars so we have a lot of responsibility there.  I do want 

to quote Kathy Kelly one more time here.  And this comes again, from 2005, but I think it’s so 

fitting. 

The US must come to grips with having been, since World War II, (when under the 

shadow of the mushroom cloud we ushered the world into the nuclear age), a nation 

constantly at war: Korea, Vietnam, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Grenada, Panama, the first 

Gulf War, Kosovo, Colombia, Afghanistan, the ongoing war in Iraq. We’ve waged hot war 

after hot war, and undergirding all these wars is the continuing war of western culture 

against the biodiversity of our planet. To preserve our pleasures and privileges, we 

become the most dangerous warlike culture in human history. 

Well, nothing has changed since you said that, Kathy. 

Kathy:  And of course there’s also a war against the poor.  Amy Goodman’s program, 

“Democracy Now” mentioned the enormous numbers of people that are imprisoned in the 

United States, probably more in China because I don’t think the Chinese government gives 

truthful responses.  But it was a Human Rights Watch report that came out castigating the 

United States because it’s unable to care for geriatric prisoners, and because children are 

imprisoned.  So many young people get cycled through the prison system.  We do face huge, 

huge challenges.  How can we stop these wars?  We haven’t had very many successes in what 

we call the anti-war movement.  And yet I think that the deepest values that most people hold 
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are contrary to what war represents.  War represents pulling people’s bodies apart and 

torturing people and destroying buildings and destroying livelihoods and creating great grief 

and a sense of bewildered loss.  I was in Gaza just after the Operation Pillar of Cloud, or Pillar of 

Defense.  In Hebrew, it is actually Pillar of Cloud.  It’s a reference to the Exodus passages where 

Moses had led people to safety and the idea was to follow the pillar of cloud by day and fire by 

night.  And somebody up front will have a torch and it will look like a cloud in the daytime.  This 

was an image of people being led from slavery to freedom.  But I think, what I saw in Gaza, 

chains us, blinds us to using United States weaponry to decapitate children.  I visited one family 

whose son had been decapitated by a fragment of a bomb that had been dropped in a civilian 

area in the aerial bombardment during this operation.  I visited another family whose son had 

been killed in his sleep, visited another family in the Rafah area – two of their children had been 

killed and 8 of their children were so badly wounded and the father was trying to get to the 

hospital and visit the children.  His wife had been blinded.  Her face was covered with scars 

from tiny little pieces of the bomb that had exploded.  And the bombs exploded in the middle 

of the night - when ambulances came to rescue the people, they couldn’t even find the places 

where these horrible crimes had happened.  And when the families talked about the losses that 

they have suffered, they know that the weapons are coming with the assistance of the United 

States, the weapons being used against them and against their children.  So this doesn’t bring 

about security for Israel.  It doesn’t bring about security for the United States.  We’re so 

addicted, it seems, to continued warfare.  We have to overturn every stone to look for an 

answer.  When you talk about the elites, these people who are amassing enormous fortunes – 

is there some way we can speak to that grouping of people.  I can’t give up hope on that.  Is 

there some way that a faith-based group or a university group, people through familial 

connections might somehow reach people in that group and say, “You can still make a profit.  

You can still have prestige in the world,” but start making things that are good for people.  You 

won’t make as much of a profit but it’s not as like you’ll be left in penury and you won’t be able 

to provide for future generations.   It seems to me we shouldn’t give up on that possibility of 

speaking to those groups of people who have so much leverage over world events because they 

control so much of the weaponry. 
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Blase:  I believe that it can be done, Kathy, because there is a long-standing philosophical, 

ethical idea called distributive justice.  It literally means fairness or balance.  It never implied 

that everybody was going to get the same but if you look at that type of income and say,  

“Would your heart stop bleeding after a million dollars a year?  Could you make it on that?”  It’s 

a need for a cap on that type of income.  It would be a 99% group in favor of that and less than 

1% that would want to keep things as they are.  Is that not democracy and maybe we’re 

offending 1% in this case.  Oxfam spoke about only 100 multi-billionaires so if you pass that 

down a little bit I’m sure a cap could be put on that.  Poverty is created by excessive wealth and 

a lack of distributive justice.  We see it happening in Afghanistan; your friend and this great 

writer, Ann Jones, states, 

Ordinary Kabulis express reasonable fears for the future of the country, but impatient 

free-marketeering businessmen are voting with their feet right now, or laying plans to 

leave soon. They’ve made Kabul hum (often with foreign aid funds, which are equivalent 

to about 90% of the country’s economic activity), but they aren’t about to wait around 

for the results of election 2014. Carpe diem has become their version of financial advice. 

As a result, they are snatching what they can and packing their bags. 

Are you aware of this taking place? 

Kathy:  Well, there’s a network of very ostentatious homes that have been built that are called 

“poppy palaces” all around Kabul and they look obnoxious to me, to be honest, and they are 

ostentatious signs of wealth and many of them are abandoned.  When you go up there, there’s 

a large hillside protruding from within the city of Kabul and my young friends, two young 

women and two young men, took me up this hillside.  To me, it seemed like a mountainside.  

The road was so treacherous, I really thought I might lose my life on this road; it was icy and 

rugged and narrow and jagged.  At first there were stairs and then there were no stairs and it 

was an icy-cold day.  It was hard to gain a footing.  My heart was hammering.  I had to say to 



15 

 

the kids, “We have to stop.  I think I might faint and there’s no place to lie down.”  And they’re 

so rugged and strong and they waited til my head was cleared and then we kept on going up, 

higher and higher.  And when we had been standing, waiting for my head to clear, I looked and 

I saw women in flimsy garments, compared to me, I was wrapped up with every piece of 

clothing I had on this cold day and they had on their heads huge containers of water or the 

water was strapped to their backs, and they had just navigated this road because that was the 

only way that they could get water up to their homes.  And these were families that we were 

going to visit and when we got up to their homes, they were one room hovels, really, and the 

women that I met were sitting cross-legged in front of what they call the hari -  it’s a stove that 

they couldn’t heat with wood or coal because they certainly couldn’t afford that.  And the 

landlords had sold them these rooms because these were cheaper than what they would have 

had further down the mountain and they might have had some piped water. They couldn’t 

afford the rent so they had to go higher and higher up the mountain.  And they feed into the 

stove almond shells.  They crack almonds all day long.  They never eat the almonds; they sell 

the almonds at the marketplace and the almond shells are what they use for fuel.  And the 

rooms were cold and only a slight protection.  When it snows, in the morning they wake up and 

start shoveling snow out that has accumulated in the corners of the rooms.  They were so 

gracious and they realized that I’d had a hard time ascending the mountain and they said, “Stay, 

stay with us.”  These are the people that the United States would like to say their war has 

protected.  It’s just not true.  One out of every eleven women dies in childbirth with no 

midwife, no one to help her deliver the baby.  One out of every five children dies.  The World 

Bank statistics, UNICEF statistics, still belabor the fact that Afghanistan is the worst place in the 

world for a woman to live. 

Blase:  And here we have Ann Jones commenting on the same thing, 

Here’s where that final scenario -- collapse -- haunts the Kabuli imagination. Economic 

collapse means joblessness, poverty, hunger, and a great swelling of the ranks of 

children cadging a living in the streets. Already street children are said to number a 
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million strong in Kabul, and 4 million across the country. Only blocks from the 

Presidential Palace, they are there in startling numbers selling newspapers, phone cards, 

toilet paper, or simply begging for small change.  

Is this development, Kathy?  We’ve sent billions of dollars for development? 

Kelly:  A hundred billion is what the Cegar Report stated is what the United States has 

approached in humanitarian aid.  And where has it gone?  Even the USAID says they can’t 

account for the corruption that has infected these programs.  It certainly hasn’t gone for 

creating healthcare delivery or adequate education.  These little ones that are shivering out in 

the streets and trying to help their families by selling things in the streets, they want to go to 

school.   Their families say that the answer to their problems is that they can’t get an education 

for their children.  And the education system is very, very corrupt as well.  It sounds so hopeless 

but I guess, when you think about starting small, I’m so impressed by the Afghan Peace 

Volunteers.  Besides welcoming the seamstresses into their home, they have a very fine English 

class going on in the beginning of the day and then from lunchtime on to about 5:00, little 

children come in and the Aghan Peace Volunteers teach them arithmetic and Dari very basic 

English skills and to help them to get the idea of what it’s like to go to school.  They try to 

encourage some of the street vendors to retire, basically, from being street vendors and to 

come to these tutoring classes and they compensate the families for the amount of money that 

the kids would have earned out on the streets.   I’m so impressed - three of them have gone 

through this program and have started their own little business of a soup cart, which is quite a 

step up from what they had been doing out on the street, kind of trying to shove Kleenex into 

car windows – I think the soup cart is a good idea;  and they are still going to school.  They come 

in in their uniforms with big grins on their faces so I can’t help but to feel deeply privileged to 

know the Afghan Peace Volunteers and to, especially now meet the young women that are 

becoming involved.  We had such a wonderful day shortly before I left the country.  We went to 

an apartment that has been turned into a school for the blind.  It’s the apartment of a man 

named Mahdi and he just undertook, along with a couple of other friends, who are also blind, 
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to create rehabilitation services for the blind in Afghanistan and it’s basically a school and they 

send a car out to some of the poorest families to pick up the children and bring them together.  

And they learn Braille together and as they stood up and delivered a poem that they’d  

memorized together, the Afghan Peace Volunteers’ girls and boys were in tears.  They were so 

deeply impressed by what they were seeing and hearing.  I think it really changed their lives in 

significant ways.  So I’ve seen these changes in young people who really and truly want to 

become invested in service and living simply; although they almost don’t have any choice in 

terms of living simply, but also having 72 people come together from 34 different provinces so 

they could serve them lunch yesterday and they were so excited to tell me about this today.  

Blase, I think we have great reason for hope if we just look to the poorest of the poor. 

Blase:  Well, I think that’s the answer.  We see the weak things of the world confounding the 

strong.  As the good book says, “Happy are you humble; you shall possess the land.”  Now 

here’s a country with no CIA, no military air force; the military that has been created there is 

our own training and much of it is in a state of mutiny at this time, the same thing that we saw 

happening in Vietnam and here we are fighting one of the very poorest countries of the 190-

some countries of the world and losing as we’ve lost in every country you named when you 

made that statement of all the wars we’ve been in.   Isn’t it time to learn something rather than 

to be socially insane?   Because to repeat the same thing over and over again, expecting 

different results, is a sign of insanity, and we have repeated our methodologies in war over and 

over again and have failed over and over again, so our own country is suffering terribly, in 

disintegration of its entire infrastructure.  And yes, you have reason for great optimism in the 

future of Afghanistan; there’s no question about that.  And I think they will have a great future.  

Everyone who’s come in there for the last two or three thousand years has been defeated and 

this is going to be no exception. 

Now Kathy, your plans for the future?  You have something else in mind now? 

Kathy:  Well, Mairead Corrigan Maguire is a Nobel Peace laureate from Ireland.  When we 

asked her to go to Iraq with us, she went.  When we asked her to go to Afghanistan recently, 
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she made a big, big difference going over there and inspired many, many people.  And she has 

asked a number of people to join her in a delegation to go to Syria and there is very little that I 

can bring to this delegation, but it’s a peacemaking effort that simply wants to try and listen to 

opposition figures and also people from a group called Amu Sal Laher which refers to the word 

“reconciliation” in Arabic.  The inviting group, I think,  has been led by people who probably by 

now wish that they had spoken up against the regime’s attacks on non-violent activists when 

those demonstrations began and the regime’s attacks were brutal and cruel, and used 

overwhelming weapon force and torture, just utterly reprehensible tactics.  But at some point I 

worry that we all will become mesmerized and transfixed by the rising and the escalating 

violence and I think that governments of the world could do more right now to try to work 

toward a nonviolent solution.  In fact, Lahktar Bahini will meet in Munich with representatives 

of Russia and the United States and this Mr. Al-Khattab who is the head right now of the Free 

Syrian army.  So it’s very unpredictable and this travel is very uncertain in terms of what might 

be accomplished.  The inviting group says that we might go to Damascus and also to Homs and 

to Aleppo which seems to me, looking at the map, where the various groupings have carved out 

their own areas seems unlikely travel, but out of respect for Mairead, I’m going to go with her. 

Blase:  Your travels have given us the hope of nonviolent solutions.  We hope, as they say in 

Spanish, “Vaya con Dios,” Go with God, and this is amazing work that you have done, and are 

doing, and we so appreciate the contribution that you and your companions have made.  What 

is the website for people who want to know more about your work? 

Kathy:  Thank you, Blase.  VCNV.org; it’s the acronym for Voices for Creative Nonviolence.  I 

probably won’t write very much about travel to Syria until after we’ve left the country.  I should 

be back to the United States on the 18th of February.  We certainly would welcome any of your 

listeners to be in touch with us.  If you come to Chicago, please come and visit us.  We have 

some wonderful young interns working with us and if people are interested in what people are 

doing in Afghanistan and also, in Iraq.  Cathy Breen recently traveled to Iraq, representing 

Voices and we are very eager to be in touch, and of course we realize that right  there in Los 
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Angeles you have so many peace activists.  I think of Jeff Dietrich and the Los Angeles Catholic 

Worker. 

Blase:  Thank you very much, Kathy.  I much appreciate your work and your witness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


