COURAGE UNDER FIRE | ON MARCH 9, THREE CIVILIANS WERE KILLED IN IRAQ, SHOT ON THE ROAD BETWEEN KARBALA AND HILLA. US-TRAINED IRAQI POLICEMEN ARE IN CUSTODY. IT IS UNCLEAR WHETHER THE OFFICERS WERE WORKING FOR INSURGENTS OR ACTING ON THEIR OWN. THE VICTIMS WERE ROBERT J. ZANGAS AND FERN HOLLAND, BOTH AMERICANS, AND SALWA OURMASHI, AN IRAQI. THEY HAD TOUCHED THE LIVES OF TWO GLOBE

Salwa Ourmashi Helped Lift The Voices Of Iraqi Women Wanting To Be Heard

By Anne Barnard, Globe Staff, 3/22/2004

BAGHDAD -- There is a simple white building in Hilla, a central Iraqi town near the ruins of Babylon, that offers a respite from the ambiguity and weariness that pervade so many Iraqi and American efforts to rebuild this country.

Inside the Fatima al-Zahra Center for Women's Rights, women and girls gather to make dresses, cook for their catering cooperative, surf the Internet, and talk about the stresses of home life or the drafting of the Iraqi constitution. A few are teachers or professors. But for many, this is the first place they have spent significant time outside their homes, the first time they have built a network of friends and contacts beyond the family circle. Talk to them about what they are doing, and they beam.

I drove to the center, 90 minutes south of Baghdad, after spending a gray January week in western Iraq, where the security situation was grim. There, I had grown used to hearing about compromise and worry. US officials trying to set up town councils found themselves traveling in Army convoys and hamstrung by safety precautions that kept them away from the very people they were trying to work with. Iraqis were intrigued but wary of joining a council set up by their occupiers -- and they, too, knew that over every heavily guarded meeting hung the threat of an attack.

Walking into the women's center, I was instantly struck by the contrast. In relatively peaceful Hilla, there was no US military cordon around the center, just a security guard. Officials of the US-led Coalition Provisional Authority, which funds the center, came and went in sport utility vehicles. And among the traditional Shi'ite Muslims who packed the building named after the daughter of the prophet Mohammed, there was no talk of women's rights being an alien, imported concept. "When we sit at home and stay inside, we forget everything. We forget about the world and what's going on," Zahra Salah, 26, told me after confiding that she had gotten divorced after years of marriage to a man who would not let her leave the house. "Our minds start to disappear." "We want equality," said Ibtisam Ali, 34, a housewife married to a miller. "We want our voice to be heard."

So it was all the more shocking when earlier this month gunmen killed two of the women who helped launch the center -- an Iraqi, Salwa Ourmashi, and an American, Fern Holland -- as they drove back to Hilla from a trip to the Shi'ite shrine city of Karbala. One of the theories US officials have floated is that the killers -- who may have worked in a police station across from another women's center that Holland and Ourmashi helped open in Karbala -- were angry about its message of empowerment.

In January, the two women killed were part of the humming activity of the center. Standing in a crowd, translating as much of the women's outpouring as she could keep up with, was Ourmashi, 37. Born and raised in Baghdad, she had returned from four years of exile in Syria and the United States to work with a group called Women for Iraq. Hovering in the hallways was Holland, 33, a CPA official who oversaw the opening of five women's centers in the Shi'ite heartland.

"These were all their own ideas," said Ourmashi, showing off the busy Internet cafe and meeting rooms, smiling easily and slipping easily between showing Americans the center and putting traditional Iraqis at ease.

As the local women showed off the dresses for sale in their sewing cooperative, I asked if they were afraid that people in town would be angry about the center. No, they insisted. Their fathers, husbands, and neighbors were all behind them -- hoping, for one thing, that they would learn skills to help support their families.

The women could have found jobs if they had joined the Ba'ath Party, they explained. But Shi'ite men did not want their female relatives to get involved with the party that had carried out purges and executions that devastated many of their families.

Under Saddam Hussein's regime, one woman said, her husband used to fear every stranger. Anyone could be from the secret police. "Now, he doesn't mind. He tells me to go [to the center.] We feel safe."

Ourmashi, whose brother was assassinated by the regime 18 years ago, nudged me toward another woman who hinted at a more complicated reality. "If you want my opinion, I think we had two obstacles -- the Ba'ath, and also our fathers and husbands," the woman said. "Our male relatives always used the Ba'ath as an excuse to keep us at home."

An open letter sent to CPA head L. Paul Bremer III, signed by a board member of the women's center and many others across Iraq, protested the dearth of women on the Governing Council and its committee to write the provisional constitution, and demanded that 50 percent of the seats in Iraq's future legislature be set aside for women.

Asked if 50 percent was realistic, Ali admitted that was a bargaining chip. "If they agree to 30 percent, we'll say, ` Thank God.' "

She had another beef with the CPA: It had backed down on the appointment of a female lawyer to a judgeship in the holy city of Najaf after men protested. And she was angry that one of the women's center's biggest hometown supporters, a Shi'ite religious leader, would not take her side. Sayyid Farkan al-Husseini al-Qizwini, a prominent supporter of the coalition, had recently told a democracy meeting that he did not believe the woman should be a judge.

Qizwini gave an explanation that points, in retrospect, at the reservoir of rage Ourmashi, Holland, and their colleagues were in danger of tapping into.

Qizwini listed his credentials as a moderate: He believes the Koran cautions against women only in order to stop husbands from using their wives as slaves. He hates when men insult their wives in public. And deep down, he doesn't mind a female judge. "Let her be prime minister," he said. But even he could not have answered differently at the meeting, he said; that would have alienated all the men he is trying to persuade to support women's rights and democracy. "Women are like salt in the food -- if you use a little, it makes the food nice and tasty; if we put too much salt it will be inedible ," he concluded. "Being hasty will lead to negative results."
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