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Women in Afghanistan have achieved real progress in areas such 
as political participation, the rule of law, and education since 2001, 
but these hard-won gains remain fragile. With the imminent 
withdrawal of international forces, there is a risk that the 
government may sacrifice women’s rights in order to secure a 
political deal with the Taliban and other armed opposition groups. 
The government and its international partners must do much more 
to support Afghan women’s efforts and uphold their rights while 
ensuring that women have a strong voice in any future 
negotiations and political settlements.  
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Summary 
‘Women want peace but not at the cost of losing our freedom again.’  
Noorjahan Akbar, co-founder of Young Women for Change.1   
 
Ten years on from the start of the Western intervention in Afghani-
stan, Afghan women are facing an uncertain future. Women have 
strived for and made important gains since the fall of the Taliban in 
2001, including in political participation and access to education, but 
these gains are fragile and reversible.   

The precarious situation for Afghan women is set against a backdrop 
of spreading insecurity across Afghanistan. Civilian casualties are in-
creasing, with May 2011 the deadliest month of the war for civilians 
since 2007.2 As security deteriorates across the country, violence 
against women is also on the rise.  

Both the Afghan and US governments are attempting to engage in 
parallel talks with the Taliban to reach a political solution to the con-
flict before international military forces withdraw by the end of 2014. 
These preliminary contacts are matched by peace processes at the na-
tional level aimed at reconciling former Taliban fighters with the gov-
ernment.  

The assassination of the government’s top peace broker, former Af-
ghan President Burhanuddin Rabbani, in September 2011 underscores 
how difficult peace and reconciliation will be to achieve in Afghani-
stan. Time is running out to reach a political settlement to deliver an 
end to the fighting and sustainable long-term peace that will create a 
better life for all Afghans. 

Today millions of girls are back in school and women are working 
once again as doctors, lawyers, judges, and police officers. These 
rights have been hard won over the past ten years. Major challenges 
remain and immense disparities between rural and urban areas per-
sist. Women’s rights are being eroded by spreading insecurity and a 
lack of political will to protect and promote them. At the same time, 
women are being sidelined in the reintegration and reconciliation 
process. 

Afghan women, no less than their husbands, fathers, sons, and broth-
ers, want peace. But they also fear that their rights will be traded off 
for the sake of peace at any price. 

However, there are no short cuts to peace in Afghanistan. The only 
way forward is a transparent and inclusive peace process involving 
representatives from all parts of Afghan society, including women. 
The more that women feel involved in and committed to a political 
settlement which safeguards their rights, the more likely they are, 
within their families and communities, to promote changes in attitude 
and genuine reconciliation – essential for a lasting peace.  

Western leaders have a responsibility toward Afghan women, not 
least because protection of women’s rights was sold as a positive out-
come of the international intervention in October 2001.3 Ten years on, 
however, time is running out to fulfil these promises.  
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On the 10th anniversary of the intervention, we are calling on world 
leaders not to sacrifice the hard-won gains that Afghan women have 
made. Afghan women want peace – not a political bargain that only 
serves the interests of a few. In addition, helping women to have a 
strong voice in these political processes, to consolidate the advances 
they have made, and continue to build on their gains, is an important 
way for the international community to fulfil its agenda of setting Af-
ghanistan on its own feet. 

The Bonn Conference in December 2011, a decade after the first Bonn 
Conference, which laid the groundwork for the reconstruction of Af-
ghanistan, is an important opportunity for both the Afghan govern-
ment and the international community to signal their continued 
commitment to the peace process and to women’s role both in peace 
and reconciliation, and in Afghan society.   

The Afghan government must publicly reaffirm its pledges to 
women’s rights, particularly if and when formal peace talks move 
forward. This means not just ensuring that women are represented in 
negotiations, but also renewing efforts to ensure they are able to ac-
tively participate at all levels of government and society. One impor-
tant step would be to ensure that the Afghan delegation to the Bonn 
Conference is diverse and includes a strong contingent of women.  

The international community, for its part, must offer specific guaran-
tees of its long-term commitment to Afghanistan, including women’s 
rights and their needs, well beyond 2014. Both the government and 
the international community, supported by religious leaders, must 
seek to better promote women’s interests at the community level with 
the involvement of men and boys to ensure a lasting change. But, 
most of all, they must ensure that women are at the negotiating table 
to speak for themselves.  

Key recommendations 
The Afghan government and the international community must:  

• Ensure women’s rights are not sacrificed, by publicly pledging 
that any political settlement must explicitly guarantee 
women’s rights;  

• Make a genuine commitment to meaningful participation of 
women in all phases and levels of any peace processes.  

The Afghan government must: 
• Enhance efforts to increase representation of women in elected 

bodies and government institutions at all levels to 30 per cent; 

• Encourage religious leaders to speak out on women’s rights in 
Islam; 

• Intensify efforts to promote female access to education, health, 
justice, and other basic services.  
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The Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Defence must: 
• Improve awareness of women’s rights and human rights law 

in the justice and security sector, and ensure effective imple-
mentation of these laws; 

• Increase substantially women recruits in the security and jus-
tice sectors.  

The international community must:  
• Support expanded civic education programmes to raise 

awareness of women’s rights at community level; 

• Support efforts to improve female leadership; 

• Intensify support to promote access to education and other key 
services, and ensure this support will continue at current or in-
creased levels even as international military forces prepare to 
withdraw.  

The UN must:  
• Continue to monitor all government actions including the 

peace processes and provide increased support to the Afghan 
government on all negotiation, reconciliation, and reintegra-
tion processes.  
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 1  Introduction  
In October 2010, Afghanistan’s President Karzai confirmed ‘unofficial 
contacts’ between his government and the Taliban in a bid to end the 
long-running insurgency.4 In June 2011, the then US Defence Secretary 
Robert Gates confirmed that the USA was also in direct talks with the 
Taliban.5 Just weeks after the US announcement, the UN Security 
Council took the names of a number of former Taliban leaders off the 
sanctions list, opening the way to formal negotiations.6 In September 
2011, it was reported that the US had agreed to support the opening of 
a Taliban office in Qatar as an important step to formal talks, although 
there was no official confirmation of this.7  

At the national level, the summer of 2011 saw the start of the process of 
transition begin, as international military forces started to hand over 
responsibility for security in Afghanistan to national forces. Meanwhile, 
the Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Programme (APRP) – the 
latest initiative aimed at national reconciliation, funded by international 
donors – began to be rolled out nationwide. The state-run programme 
is aimed at reintegration – persuading low-level fighters to give up 
their arms and return to their local communities – and reconciliation – 
persuading insurgent commanders to reconcile with the government.8  

These significant if early moves towards peace talks took place against 
the backdrop of increasing insecurity. The summer of 2011 saw a series 
of high-profile assassinations of allies of President Karzai designed to 
weaken his position and bolster that of the Taliban. The head of the 
High Peace Council, former Afghan President Burhanuddin Rabbani, 
was assassinated in September 2011, although it was unclear who 
carried out the attack. While it was a blow to the peace process, both 
President Karzai and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton insisted that 
peace efforts would continue.9 

However, while Afghan women want peace, many fear the worst. 
Research by the Asia Foundation in six provinces of Afghanistan, 
including Helmand and Nangrahar, in Summer 2011 found that many 
women, including those from rural and poor backgrounds, considered 
that their lives had improved, albeit slowly, since 2001, but that they 
‘now live in fear that if the Taliban is given a share of power then life 
will become miserable again’.10  

Both the Afghan government and the international community say that 
the preconditions for negotiations are that armed opposition groups 
must renounce violence, sever links with Al Qaeda and respect the 
constitution. But this offers women little protection. Some claim that the 
Taliban have changed their attitudes towards women,11 but there is 
little evidence to support this. Instead, the Taliban have continued to 
attack girls’ schools, restrict women’s movements in areas they control, 
and prevent them from working outside the home.12 Since 2007, high 
profile women have increasingly been targeted. The country’s top 
female police commander Malalai Kakar was assassinated in Kandahar 
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in 2008 with the Taliban claiming responsibility.13 As security 
deteriorates across the country, violence against women is also on the 
increase. The Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission 
(AIHRC) registered 1,026 cases of violence against women in the 
second quarter of 2011 compared to 2,700 cases in total in 2010.14 

While the Afghan Constitution itself enshrines the primacy of Sharia 
law15, research conducted with armed opposition groups in the south of 
Afghanistan for the United States Institute for Peace suggests that these 
groups may demand the introduction of an extremist interpretation of 
Sharia law as a condition for such groups joining the government. The 
report concluded these groups would likely ‘seek to restrict girls’ access 
to secondary and higher education, limit women’s opportunities for 
certain types of jobs or public roles, strictly enforce social codes 
affecting women, curtail their access to public spaces and require a 
Muharam (male relative) to accompany them [when outside of the 
home]’.16  

Noorul Haq Oloomi, leader of the political party Hezb-e Mutahid-e 
Milli, says: ‘The price we pay for peace should not undermine the gains 
from the past decade. Women constitute half of our population. They 
are important contributors to the overall development of the country 
and as such their rights are as important as that of the men. They 
should be protected – but the Taliban doesn’t believe in civil society 
and democracy, and so it is possible that women’s rights will be 
compromised if a deal is made.’17   

This paper argues that the protection of women’s rights must be a top 
priority in any peace talks and as international military forces prepare 
to withdraw. It shows that there is support among Afghans for 
women’s rights in an Islamic context. It highlights some of the 
significant gains made by women in political participation, education, 
and rule of law over the past decade, while acknowledging the major 
challenges they still face. But it warns that these gains are under 
increasing threat, and that women are already being sidelined in the 
peace processes that are underway. It concludes by outlining a number 
of ways in which women’s rights must be urgently protected in any 
negotiation, reconciliation, and reintegration processes, and makes 
recommendations to enforce the rights of women and to strengthen 
their role in Afghan society.  
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2  Moving forward, then back 
and forward again 
Some important steps in favour of women’s rights in Afghanistan were 
taken during the early 20th Century. The first female school was built in 
1921, the first women-only hospital was established in 192418, and 
women were given the right to vote in 1964. On the whole, however, 
these reforms tended to benefit urban elites and not rural women. 
Following the collapse of the pro-Soviet regime in 1989, women 
suffered greatly throughout the 1990s civil war at the hands of all 
warring parties. Nevertheless, before the Taliban took over in 1994, 
women in Kabul made up 70 per cent of teachers, 50 per cent of civil 
servants, and an estimated 40 per cent of doctors.19  

The Taliban in power  

Once the Taliban came to power, women were banned from working 
outside the home; they were forced to wear the burqa and had to be 
escorted by a muharam (a male relative). Girls’ schools were closed 
down all over the country. In 2002, only five per cent of women were 
literate,54 per cent of girls under the age of 18 were married, and the 
maternal mortality rate was the second highest in the world, with an 
estimated 15,000 women dying each year from pregnancy-related 
causes.20 

Steps forward  

Despite facing enormous challenges under the Taliban, women were 
still active, organising underground schools and community-based 
health work. After the Taliban were ousted in 2001, a number of 
important steps were taken to restore and promote women’s rights, 
with the support of Western leaders, including US President Bush and 
then US Senator Hillary Clinton.21 

The Bonn Agreement led to the establishment of the first Ministry of 
Women’s Affairs (MoWA) and the Afghan Independent Human Rights 
Commission. In 2003, Afghanistan acceded to the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
without reservations. Largely thanks to campaigning by Afghan 
women, supported by international allies, the country’s 2004 
constitution guaranteed a number of important rights for women, 
including the right to equality before the law (Article 22), the right to an 
education (Articles 43 and 44), and the right to work (Article 48).22 The 
government also developed a ten-year National Action Plan for Women 
(NAPWA), launched in 2008, which outlined plans to realise women’s 
rights under the twin goals of ‘women’s empowerment’ and ‘gender 
equality’.23 

Ten years after the fall of the Taliban, however, women’s rights remain 
controversial in Afghanistan. ‘Many mistakenly consider women’s 

I could hear the shouts of a 
woman being beaten on her 
legs with a thick metal cable. 
The crowd was quiet – they 
were just watching them. 
She was wearing a blue 
burqa and white pants with 
a long shirt. The ‘vice and 
virtue’ man kept saying – 
‘will you do this again?’ She 
said over and over – ‘no, no, 
I won’t.’ I asked someone 
why they were beating her 
and they said it was because 
she was wearing white. For 
the Taliban it was the colour 
of their flag and nobody 
should wear it. Also, she 
didn’t have socks on so she 
had naked feet. A woman 
was being beaten on the 
street by a government 
institution. That’s the most 
frightening thing.  

Wazhma Frogh, female 
activist 
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rights as a foreign product imported into Afghanistan,’ says Noorjahan 
Akbar, activist and co-founder of Young Women for Change. ‘Part of 
the problem is that often the approach hasn’t been appropriate for this 
country. The result is that people have become sensitive in a negative 
way about women’s rights.’   

Asserting rights in an Islamic context 

A long-term, bottom-up approach that focuses on communities and 
takes account of both the Afghan and the Islamic context is essential to 
ensure real progress on women’s rights. Habib ur-Raehman, 47, a father 
of six from Parwan province, is typical of many people, both men and 
women, when he says: ‘Women do have rights in Afghanistan. But we 
have two different parallels: culture and religion. Both need to be 
respected.’24  

The AIHRC is one of a number of organisations that works closely with 
Mullahs to emphasise progressive interpretations of Islamic law and to 
encourage them to speak out regularly in defence of women’s rights. 
Zaki, a trainer with the AIHRC, says: ‘Islam places great emphasis on 
education and makes it mandatory for both men and women. Women 
are encouraged to learn, as they are the cornerstone of a family. As for 
employment, women are not only given the right to work but also the 
privilege to keep the income.’25 Samira Hamidi, director of the Afghan 
Women’s Network (AWN) explains: ‘We just want respect as equals in 
accordance with Islam. Look at other Islamic countries. Iranian women 
are educated separately from men but they still become doctors.’ 26 

Crucially, some religious scholars are supportive of women’s rights. 
HojjatoulIeslam Mohammad Sajjad Mohseni, a leading religious 
scholar, says: ‘Both men and women are quintessentially complete and 
equal before the law. The fact that women are called weak or feeble-
minded dates back to the age of ignorance, which has been passed on to 
us. There are women whose ideas are better than men’s.’27 

In practice, however, the extent to which Afghan women are able to 
access these rights depends on a number of factors, including 
awareness by women and communities of these rights as expressed in 
Islam, and the prevailing interpretation of Islam, whether conservative 
or progressive.  

A September 2010 report from the influential Afghan organisation 
Human Rights Research and Advocacy Consortium (HRRAC) 
concluded that ‘conservative Islamic teachings that use Islam as a 
political tool to intimidate and repress women’ are one of the key 
obstacles to female leadership in Afghanistan. The report went on to 
say: ‘While politicised Islam and conservative religious voices are on 
the rise in Afghanistan, and definitely dominate public debate, their 
interpretation of Islam and Qur’anic teachings are fundamentally 
flawed and should be challenged more frequently.’28 Instead, HRRAC 
called for ‘moderate Islamic voices’ to be given greater ‘space and 
authority... so that the true Islamic perception of women can be 
promoted and understood.’29 However, the report concluded there is 
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an ‘extreme shortage of progressive Muslim clerics and thinkers in 
Afghanistan’ because these were ‘weeded out’ by the Marxists, then by 
extreme jihadists, and, finally, by the Taliban.30 

As a result, important Muslim figures outside Afghanistan also have a 
vital role to play in echoing the need to respect and promote women’s 
rights. In June 2011, Ahmed El-Tayeb, Grand Imam of Al-Azhar 
University in Cairo, historically the world's most respected centre of 
Islamic scholarship, stressed that both male and female Egyptians had 
an equal right to affordable and decent education and health care 
services.31 

Change at the community level 

 ‘You can’t overturn a patriarchal society in ten years. Positive changes take a 
long time – but negative changes happen quickly,’  
Palwasha Hassan, activist32 

Women need the support of both their families and the wider 
community. ‘We teach women that they have a right to education or to 
choose who to marry. But we also want to reach the boys so they will not 
accept the ideas of their parents when it comes to their sisters and wives,’ 
says Latifah Sultani, women’s rights co-ordinator at the AIHRC.33 

But some say that both the Afghan government and the international 
community have tended to focus on the policy level in Kabul without 
taking into account the reality on the ground, particularly in rural areas 
where literacy levels are low and cultural attitudes are more 
conservative. One woman working in Kandahar City, Kandahar 
Province, says: ‘They [Afghan officials and donors] still don’t 
understand that we need to talk about women’s rights very basically. 
The people in the villages are illiterate so you need to take it to them in 
a way they will understand. For example, if you’re trying to work out 
what people need then you take them some pictures of water, a home, a 
school, or a road and ask them to circle which is important to them – 
first need, second need, and so on.’34 Wazhma Frogh, an activist and 
human rights expert, adds: ‘We’re not fighting for the same rights as 
women in the West. In a remote area in Afghanistan, the definition of 
education for a girl is that she can read and write enough that she can 
read the Qu’ran. That is enough for her to be a mother.’ 35 

The role of religious leaders is vital in raising awareness and acceptance 
of women’s rights, especially at the community level. For instance, in 
November 2008, Afghan clerics issued a declaration which called on 
women to participate in the 2009 presidential and provincial council 
elections and on men to encourage women’s participation, ‘taking into 
consideration the principles of Islam’.36 Latifah Sultani says ‘Mullahs 
have a great deal of influence among our communities, especially in 
rural areas. We talk to them and we say, why kill women? The Qu’ran 
says everyone has the right to be alive. All have equal rights before the 
law. Women have the right to education. The wife of our prophet was a 
businesswoman. Where is the difference between this opinion and 
Islamic law? We ask them to go to the Madrasah and tell the people 
this.’ 37 
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Support has come even from unexpected corners. In September 2010, 
singer Farhad Darya, one of Afghanistan’s most famous musicians, 
staged the country’s first ever concert for women in the city of Mazar-e-
Sharif, playing to more than 15,000 women and girls. He opened the 
concert saying: ‘I have the greatest respect for Afghan women who 
have suffered so much. They didn’t cause war, but they are suffering 
because of us men!’38  

But there is still a long way to go. After female parliamentarians 
recently proposed directly engaging with the Taliban, Ataullah Luddin, 
deputy director of the High Peace Council, said: ‘They (women) want 
to go as a group of women to meet with Mullah Omar. But that’s just 
not possible. If they go, they will be killed... And anyway, we all know 
that women can’t keep a secret for more than 34 hours.’39 
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3  Rights in Reality 

As discussed, the Afghan government has taken some important if 
still limited steps towards women’s rights, which have been vital in 
paving the way for progress . This section looks at three key areas in 
which women’s lives have changed over the last ten years: political 
participation, the rule of law, and girls’ education. It highlights gains 
in these areas, acknowledges the challenges that still remain, and 
outlines some ways in which these could be practically addressed to 
help women to continue to move forward.  

Political participation  
‘They (women) want to move forward, they want to move, they want to 
participate. They want to be involved’. 

MP Fawzia Kofi40  

Key gains 

Before 2001, women were kept hidden at home. Just ten years later, 
Afghanistan has 69 female MPs, which, at 28 per cent of the total, is one 
of the highest rates of female representation in the world, albeit as the 
result of a quota system which guarantees women 25 per cent of seats 
at the district, provincial, and national level.41 In 2005, Habiba Sarabi 
was appointed Afghanistan’s first female governor for Bamiyan 
province, and in 2008, Azra Jafari became the first woman mayor in 
Nili, Daikundi province. In addition, about 30,000 women are members 
of mixed Community Development Councils (CDCs) established since 
2003 under the state-run National Solidarity Programme (NSP), giving 
women a formal voice at the community level for the first time.42  

The government has pledged to ‘increase female participation in 
elected bodies at all levels of governance to 30 per cent by 2020’ under 
the Afghan Millennium Development Goals. It has also set a target of 
30 per cent of all government employees to be women by 2013 and, in 
2009, established the Gender Directorate within the Civil Service 
Commission to help achieve this.43 All ministries have been tasked with 
establishing gender units: a majority, including the Ministry of Health 
and Ministry of Agriculture, have now done so.44 
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Box 1: Working towards equality 

Nargis, 23, and Chaman, 42, are female members of the Oxfam-supported 
Manbar-e Myanay Qochanqi Community Development Council in Daikundi 
province.  

‘In the past, we didn’t have permission to talk about the problems of women 
in public, we had no right to make decisions and we didn’t participate in 
meetings. The number of girls going to school was less than that of the boys 
and we didn’t have proper information about women’s rights, health, and 
hygiene. We spent most of our time on household activities. When the CDC 
was established, 11 women and 11 men were elected as members. Now we 
are equal with men.’45 

Challenges 

Despite these significant advances, women in public life still face major 
obstacles. Women leaders ‘have been almost completely ignored’ in the 
country’s key decision-making mechanisms.46 There is now just one 
female minister compared to three in 2004. High profile women leaders 
face persecution, violence and death threats. MP Elay Ershad was 
elected to parliament in September 2010 and says: ‘I received many 
telephone calls warning me not to run because I am a woman. They 
would say, ‘we know where you live, we will kill you, we will kill your 
daughters.’47 Despite the government pledge, the number of women in 
the civil service dropped from 31 per cent in 2006 to 18.5 per cent in 
2010.48 

Part of the problem is that quotas have been important in establishing a 
public role for women, but they have had limited impact. Widely seen 
as empty and symbolic gestures, they have not been matched by 
sufficient investment in women’s leadership skills or by challenging the 
inequality of women in other areas including education and economic 
opportunities.49 Female parliamentarians are disunited; many are 
elected with the support of warlords and are answerable to them.50 One 
result of this is that female politicians do not necessarily work to 
support women’s rights. For example, the 2009 Shia Personal Status 
Law was passed by a parliament with over 25 per cent female 
representation despite the fact that it drastically restricts the rights of 
Shia women and violates the constitution.51 

In addition, women still do not actively participate in local-level 
decision-making. While the CDCs broke new ground in establishing a 
formal role for women at the community level, women are still 
struggling to make their voices heard. A June 2011 report from the 
Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) on local governance 
concluded that, while NSP and the CDCs have ‘contributed to the 
process of changing male attitudes’ to women,52 female participation is 
still ‘nominal’ with women having ‘little control over resources’.53  
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Table 1: Female/male participation in the public sector (2010) 

 
Men (%) Women (%) 

Population 51.2 48.8 
Judges 95.3 4.7 
Prosecutors 93.6 6.4 
Attorneys 93.9 6.1 
Police 99.5 0.5 
Army 99.4 0.6 
Parliamentarians 72.7 27.3 
School teachers 71.5 28.5 
University teachers 84.8 15.2 
Civil servants 81.5 18.5 
Agricultural workers 56 44 
Source: Unifem Factsheet 201054 

Going forward 

Much more needs to be done if women are to participate meaningfully 
in public life from the community level to the provincial and national 
level. They need to be educated, particularly at the community level, 
about their rights, including the legal right to vote; they need the 
opportunity to gain the necessary skills to reach political decision-
making positions at all levels of government; and they need the barriers 
stopping them from exercising their rights, whether cultural, religious, 
or economic, to be addressed. As discussed, religious leaders have a 
vital role to play in breaking down some of these barriers, particularly 
at the community level. Those who threaten or abuse women in public 
life must be prosecuted.  

In addition, women’s groups, while highly effective in providing 
services and lobbying both the government and the international 
community, are sometimes criticised as representing only a small 
number of educated, urban-based women. They need to be supported 
to communicate better with women at the grassroots level to ensure a 
diversity of voices and opinions.  

One positive sign is that both the government and the international 
community are making efforts to learn from past experience. For 
example, the third phase of the donor-funded NSP, expected to be 
rolled out from late 2011, will consist of only two types of committee in 
an effort to increase female participation: a mixed committee composed 
of equal numbers of men and women, or separate a male and a female 
committees of equal level and but overseen by a mixed committee. 55 It 

I plan to stand in the next 
presidential elections. I want 
women to no longer be 
second class citizens – but to 
be front seat drivers.  

Shukria Barakzai, MP for 
Kabul since 2004. 
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is also expected to provide a per diem for Muharams to allow women to 
move around more freely, gender specific training for participants, and 
sex-disaggregated data collection.56  

Rule of law  
Key gains 

Over the past decade, the Afghan government has introduced a 
number of important legal instruments to protect women, including the 
2009 Elimination of Violence Against Women (EVAW) law, which 
criminalised many harmful traditional practices.57 Family Response 
Units have been established in the police force to help abused women. 
There are currently about 1,000 female police officers with a target of 
5,000 by the end of 2014. Victims of violence can seek refuge in 14 safe 
houses around the country, including four in Kabul.58 

Mary Akrami from the Afghan Women’s Skills Development Centre 
says that attitudes have noticeably changed in the country’s capital. ‘In 
the past, the police sent women back to their family or to jail. Now they 
will refer them to our shelter in Kabul. I came across a badly beaten 
woman. She had been beaten several times before by her family and 
nobody had helped her. Now when a woman has the courage to leave 
her house she can get help.’ 

Challenges  

Outside major cities the formal justice system does not function 
effectively. Even in places where it is functional, women have far too 
little access to it.59 There are few female lawyers, judges, or police 
officers. Authorities often don’t know the law or are unwilling to 
implement it, especially in rural areas.60 Despite the welcome creation 
of the EVAW Commission, the EVAW law is only being enforced in 10 
out of 34 provinces.61 The informal justice system - Taliban courts or 
traditional dispute resolution mechanisms such as Shuras - are male-
dominated and typically discriminate against women.62 There are still 
too few safe houses across the country.   

The result is an enduring culture of impunity for crimes against women 
and abuses of women’s rights. For example, the case of Bibi Aisha came 
to international attention in 2010 when her nose and ears were cut off 
with the approval of a local Mullah after she fled her marriage to a 
Taliban fighter but was captured and returned to her husband. In July 
2011, it was revealed the only suspect to have been arrested – her 
former father in law – had been released.63 In the second quarter of 2011 
alone, the AIHRC reports that it registered 1,026 cases of violence 
against women. In 2010, by contrast, there were 2,700 cases in total.64 
More than 87 per cent of Afghan women have experienced at least one 
form of physical, sexual, or psychological violence, or forced 
marriage.65 According to a July 2011 report by the AIHRC, out of 1,889 
cases of human trafficking, most of them involving women and 
children, just 13 per cent of respondents said that they knew of 

There was a recent rape case 
in Takhar province. The girl 
is 13 and says she was raped 
by six or eight men in her 
house. Two of them were 
wearing police uniform. 
They had a gun; they hit and 
beat her, then raped her. 
Rape is very difficult in 
Afghan society; at first the 
parents tried to hide it. 
When they came forward, 
our people went to see the 
police and asked them to 
arrest these people. Nothing 
has happened. This is down 
to the lack of rule of law. 
Those in uniform are not 
responsible people.   

Latifah Sultani, AIHRC 
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perpetrators being punished.66 Many women feel desperate as a result: 
the government estimates that some 2,400 women commit self-
immolation each year.67 

Going forward 

There is an urgent need for the Afghan government to ensure proper 
implementation of the rule of law to improve women’s access to 
justice.68 While the government has recently taken welcome steps to 
increase gender and human-rights training for the police, ongoing 
awareness-raising of women’s rights and key laws, including the 
EVAW law, among security forces and judiciary, especially in rural 
areas, is essential. Greater awareness of women’s rights must be 
matched with an enhanced determination to properly investigate and 
prosecute allegations of abuses. Violence against women must be 
closely monitored, particularly in areas which are being transitioned to 
the control of national forces. The government should make publicly 
available information about investigations and prosecutions of abuses 
against women. More women must be attracted into the police, army, 
and judiciary, both to break down barriers to participation and to 
encourage other women to come forward to report crimes.  

Box 3: Female police officers as positive role models 

Parliamentarian Elay Ershad explains: ‘Women don’t want to become police 
officers. It’s a low salary and involves night shifts. That is bad because 
sometimes people spread stories about these women having affairs 
because they are away from home overnight. When I worked at the Ministry 
of Interior, we suggested offering women transport, accommodation, or 
kindergarten for their children, as well as female-only police stations. These 
measures would make a big difference. But they haven’t happened. There is 
still a strong prejudice in the government against female police – it’s for men 
only.’ 

But, says Shafiqa Mojahid, 26, a police officer in Kabul, things are changing. 
‘Girls tell me they want to be like me and I encourage them to join the police. 
There are more police officers now but it is still not enough. It makes women 
more comfortable to report crime if they can talk to another woman. We also 
need more women in managerial positions who can support us and take us 
seriously.’  
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Shafiqa Mojahid in police training. © Oxfam/Elissa Bogos 

Female education  
Key gains  

While the vast majority of girls’ schools were closed down under the 
Taliban, education has been a top priority for both the Afghan 
government and donors. In 2002, they launched the Back to School 
campaign, aimed particularly at girls, and, in 2004, girls’ rights to 
education were enshrined in Article 43 of the Afghan constitution. As a 
result of these efforts, there are now 2.7 million girls enrolled in 
school,69 38 per cent of the 7.3 million total students.70 Forty-two per 
cent of all primary school-age girls are enrolled in school – up from 29 
per cent in 2005 – and the literacy rate for girls aged 12–16 is now 37 per 
cent. The Ministry of Education (MoE) has built over 9,000 new schools, 
a number of which are girls-only schools.71 Two hundred-thousand 
new teaching and support staff have been recruited and deployed to 
schools over the past nine years.72 

Challenges 

Improving girls’ access to education is one of the major success stories 
of the past decade. Nonetheless, girls still face immense challenges, 
including poverty, early or forced marriage, cultural attitudes, and 
insecurity, together with a chronic lack of trained female teachers, 
female-only schools, and basic materials which continue to restrict their 
access to education.73 Those in school represent only 28 per cent of 
school-aged girls,74 with enrolment lowest in insecure and rural areas. 
Because of the focus on primary education, girls in secondary and 
higher level education face the greatest challenges: by age 18, just 18 per 
cent of girls are still in school compared to 42 per cent of boys.  
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Going forward 

The MoE, supported by donors, has made significant progress since 
2001 in getting girls back into school. It has recognised the obstacles 
girls still face and has developed a number of important initiatives as 
part of its overall plan to try to improve both the enrolment and 
retention rates for girls, including a focus on recruiting more female 
teachers and relocating them to rural areas. 

But Afghanistan faces particularly severe challenges in meeting the 
UNESCO Education For All goals, resulting in a recent agreement to 
extend the target date from 2015 to 2020. To address these challenges 
the MoE must urgently develop a gender-specific strategy that 
specifically targets the barriers facing girls, which are different to those 
facing boys. The international community must ensure a sustained 
commitment to education, with particular emphasis on girls. A 
continued focus on – and expansion of – community-based schooling is 
vital. A woman from Kandahar City in Kandahar, one of the most 
conservative provinces, puts it simply: ‘Girls are going to school, even 
in Kandahar. Sometimes though the distance and lack of availability of 
female teachers are problems. So a community-based school close to 
them helps, as girls going out of the house every day is sometimes seen 
as shameful. It also establishes the idea in people’s minds that girls can 
leave the house.’75 
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4 Gains under threat  

Despite these important advances, women are increasingly caught 
between a spreading insurgency, a government that is willing to 
sacrifice women’s rights, and an international community focused on 
rapidly reducing its military presence in Afghanistan.  

The Taliban and women’s rights 
In a January 2011 interview, Farooq Wardak, Afghanistan's education 
minister, claimed that the Taliban had changed their stance on women. 
He said: ‘It is attitudinal change, it is behavioural change, it is cultural 
change. What I am hearing at the very upper policy level of the Taliban 
is that they are no more opposing....girls' education.’ 76  

But Afghan politician Noorul Haq Oloomi says: ‘We cannot trust that 
they will allow women and girls to go to school and have no problem 
with their employment. That person cannot be a Taliban if he says so, 
as they don’t consider women as equal to men. Whatever we hear 
about Taliban having changed is just propaganda.’77 A Kabul-based 
embassy official agrees: ‘The Taliban’s view of women’s rights is not 
progressive. They’re only in favour if it works for them. They could 
possibly be pressured to create space for women to work in certain 
sectors, or for girls to be educated to a certain age, under a specific 
curriculum and segregated from boys. But more than that is 
impossible.’78 

Instead, there is evidence to suggest that, as insecurity has spread and 
armed opposition groups move into more areas, women’s rights are 
increasingly being abused. Research carried out by Human Rights 
Watch in 2010 found women suffered ‘threats, restrictions, and 
violence’ in areas where armed opposition groups had gained some 
control. These included assassinations of women in political positions, 
honour killings, and various forms of threats telling women to give up 
their jobs or stop sending their daughters to school.79 

However, armed opposition groups do have an obligation under 
international law to respect human rights. A UNAMA report in July 
2011 on the protection of civilians concluded: ‘The extent to which 
international human rights law obligates non-State actors remains 
unresolved in international law; however, it is increasingly accepted 
that where non-State actors, such as the Taliban, exercise de facto 
control over territory, they must respect the fundamental human rights 
of persons in that territory.’80  
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The Afghan government 
The Afghan government has already demonstrated its willingness to 
sacrifice women’s rights for political ends. In 2009, President Karzai 
approved the Shia Personal Status Law ahead of the presidential 
elections, in exchange for the support of Shia hardliners. The law 
heavily restricted the rights of Shia women, and, in its original form, 
legalised marital rape. Following a national and international outcry, 
and a sustained campaign by Afghan women, the President ordered a 
review and the law was amended. However, it still allows Shia men to 
deny their wives food if they refuse to obey their husbands' sexual 
demands; grants exclusive custody of children to fathers and 
grandfathers in the event of divorce and requires women to ask their 
husbands for permission to work.81 It therefore still violates women’s 
rights as enshrined in the Afghan constitution and in international 
human rights standards, including CEDAW, to which Afghanistan is a 
signatory. It clearly shows there remains insufficient protection for 
women.   

The role of the international 
community  

Publicly, Western politicians are still backing Afghan women. In July 
2011, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton reiterated her commitment 
to women, saying: ‘Any potential for peace will be subverted if women 
and ethnic minorities are marginalised or silenced...And so when we 
look at what will happen in Afghanistan, the United States will not 
abandon our values or support a political process that undoes the 
progress that has been made in the past decade.’ 82 

But behind the scenes it is less clear what will happen if the Taliban 
make demands that require compromise on women’s rights, as the US 
government prepares to withdraw the majority of its troops by the end 
of 2014 and seeks a political settlement to bring an end to the fighting. 
In July 2011, a Washington Post article reported one USAID official as 
saying ‘gender issues are going to have to take a back seat to other 
priorities’.83 This reflects ‘growing realism’ tempering expectations of 
what they can achieve on the ground after ten years. As one analysis 
puts it, ‘On this list of priorities, ‘gender’ is generally seen as a luxury to 
be left aside until the supposedly gender-neutral objectives in the 
domains of security and governance have been achieved.’ 84 

President Karzai is not 
against women – but he has 
to make the warlords happy. 
Therefore he has to forget 
about women. 

Elay Ershad, MP  
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5 Empowering women will 
empower Afghanistan 
‘There is no tool for development more effective than the empowerment of 
women. No other policy is as likely to raise economic productivity, or to reduce 
child and maternal mortality... No other policy is as powerful in increasing the 
chances of education for the next generation. And I would also venture that no 
policy is more important in preventing conflict, or in achieving reconciliation 
after a conflict has ended.’  

Former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan85 

Women: driving development  
After ten years and $57bn in aid, Afghanistan is still one of the poorest 
countries in the world.86 But studies have shown that if women have 
the right tools – including education, job opportunities, and a voice in 
decision-making – they can help to break the cycle of poverty. A recent 
TrustLaw Women report concluded: ‘In the developing world when a 
woman works, her children are better fed and better educated because 
they spend their money for their family.’87 

Women still have significant untapped potential in driving economic 
development in Afghanistan. The 2008 National Risk and Vulnerability 
Assessment (NRVA) found that 47 per cent of Afghan women were 
officially in the labour force, but concluded that that figure disguised 
major disparities between rural and urban areas, and between poor and 
wealthy families.88 While many Afghan women work, their role in both 
the house and the national economy is often invisible, undervalued, 
and unpaid.89 Yet a 2005 World Bank report stated: ‘…improvements in 
women’s situation are essential for the reconstruction of the country – 
and sizeable investments in this regard will yield large benefits.’90   

Women: agents for peace  

 ‘We believe peace is not the absence of war. Peace for Afghan women is also 
about access to health care, educational facilities and socio-economic 
opportunities.’ 91 

The vital role of women in peace-building at the national level and in 
peace negotiations has been recognised in UN Security Council 
Resolutions 1325 and 1889, applicable to all UN member states, 
including Afghanistan.92 The Afghan government reaffirmed its 
support for women’s role in peace-building in its national peace plan, 
the donor-funded Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Programme 
(APRP), which began to be rolled out nationwide in early 2011.93 
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Yet women are currently under-represented or not represented at all in 
the APRP, which augurs poorly for female participation in any future 
formal peace talks with the Taliban. There are just nine women on the 
70-member High Peace Council (HPC), which was created to lead the 
peace process. Many of the male members are former warlords and 
powerbrokers who do not take their female counterparts seriously.94 
The APRP has also established provincial peace councils under the 
HPC, composed of between 20 and 35 members, with a minimum of 
three women, one of whom must be a representative from the 
Department of Women’s Affairs (DoWA). However, no council as yet 
has more than three female members.95 Women at the community level 
have little understanding of APRP; their formal role, at the moment, is 
unclear but is likely to be limited to involvement in community 
development programmes.96 According to a provincial DoWA head, 
‘although women have great potential as negotiators and 
peacebuilders, the will and commitment from Kabul to involve them is 
almost nil.’97 

A senior member of the team working with the HPC acknowledges the 
criticism but says they are trying to address some of these issues: ‘We 
have made strong recommendations to the governors to have more 
women on the provincial councils. As for the women on the High Peace 
Council, they have participated in government in different positions so 
there is the necessary calibre and capacity. But there is a need to further 
increase understanding and co-ordination between men and women 
involved in the peace processes at every level. It is difficult to deal with 
conservative people when it comes to the rights of women.’98 

However, Afghan women are relying on these women to speak for 
them in the APRP and, potentially, to represent them at the negotiating 
table. It is unclear whether the HPC, or another body or individual, will 
lead negotiations with the Taliban leadership. But it is critical that 
women can speak effectively for themselves because it is likely that 
neither the Afghan government nor the international community will 
prioritise women’s rights, if and when direct talks with the Taliban 
begin. Behind the public pledges of support, the international 
community is caught between its promises to women over the last ten 
years and the reality of dealing with ultra-conservative armed 
opposition groups. One Kabul-based embassy official says: ‘We do 
recognise the need for protection of women’s rights. But we can’t 
impose this as a pre-negotiation red line because that will be counter-
productive in getting to talks. Women’s issues are important but they 
are not our top priority.’99 

Women’s groups disagree. ‘We should be a top priority and we should 
be at the negotiating table – we’re 50 per cent of the population,’ says 
Mary Akrami. ‘But we will need the support of the international 
community to get there. When the government only offered us 5 per 
cent representation at the Peace Jirga, we fought and fought. We sent a 
letter to the US government and when President Karzai went to 
Washington they put pressure on him: as a result, he announced an 
increase to 20 per cent. But no-one was listening to us until the 
international community got involved.’100 In addition, one Afghan 
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official working on APRP added: ‘Involving women in the formal 
process would send an important signal to the Taliban and others that 
they will have to work with women in the future.’ 

Support for women to have a greater role in these processes must be 
matched by the capacity building necessary for them to carry out this 
role effectively. The Joint Secretariat, which oversees the APRP, is 
running workshops to train women on how to inform other women in 
communities about the peace programmes, as well as distributing 
posters, billboards, radio programmes, and documentaries designed to 
motivate women to encourage male relatives who are Taliban fighters 
to join the APRP process, although it is unclear how effective this has 
been.101 But much more remains to be done. In particular, women’s 
organisations at the national level need to be supported to link more 
effectively with women at the community level, to ensure that their 
needs and concerns are raised and that those women seated around the 
negotiating table have a strong support base.  
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6 Conclusion and 
recommendations  
Afghan women want peace, but not at the expense of their hard-won 
rights. Life has improved for many Afghan women, who have fought 
for their rights over the last decade, often with the support of 
international donors, Afghan officials, Afghan activists, and non-
governmental organisations. But this is not yet enough; there is a long 
way to go and many women have yet to benefit from the changes in 
Afghanistan since 2001. Nonetheless, there has been significant 
progress and that is worth protecting and building on.  

The responsibility to ensure the protection and promotion of women’s 
rights lies primarily with the Afghan government. But women also 
need the support of the international community. Calls for armed 
opposition groups and any political settlement to ‘respect the 
constitution’ are not enough. The failure to deliver on promises made 
so far; the lack of political will at the highest levels to protect women; 
and the increasingly urgent drive for a political settlement to end the 
conflict show that words must be matched with action and firm 
guarantees. Above all, Afghan women must be involved in any peace 
talks to end the conflict, so that they can speak out on their own behalf 
and protect the valuable gains they have made.  

The Afghan government and the international community 
must: 

Ensure women’s rights are not sacrificed, by publicly pledging that 
any political settlement must explicitly guarantee women’s rights.  

They must continue to insist on the acceptance of the rights enshrined 
in the constitution as a key precondition of talks. Any peace deal must 
include benchmarks to guarantee these rights, such as monitoring the 
number of girls in school, the number of women in public life, and the 
fulfilment of obligations under CEDAW and other human rights 
conventions. Mechanisms must also be put in place or improved to 
ensure that human rights will be properly monitored and abuses will 
be effectively dealt with. The women’s unit at the AIHRC may be the 
most appropriate mechanism to do this, but would likely need to be 
substantially expanded and strengthened.  

The Afghan government must ensure it fully and consistently funds the 
AIHRC as per its commitments. The international community should 
also increase its funding to the AIHRC and support capacity-building, 
especially of middle management, to improve links between field 
offices and Kabul.102 
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Make a genuine commitment to meaningful participation of women 
in all peace processes and at all levels.  

This includes the nationwide rollout of the APRP, including the HPC 
and the provincial peace councils, and any upcoming informal and 
formal contacts with the Taliban and other insurgent groups. While 
meaningful participation may depend on the context, it should ideally 
match the government’s existing pledge of 30 per cent of women in 
government bodies. The Joint Secretariat should prioritise increasing 
the number of women in the provincial peace councils, possibly by 
establishing a new minimum for female participation. The existing 
campaigns to inform women about the APRP should be expanded 
nationwide with a particular focus on community level activities. 
Attention must be paid to developing women’s leadership at the local, 
national, and international level, so they are able to participate 
effectively as active negotiators. Women’s groups need to be supported 
to create better links between the national and community level to 
ensure broad representation of women’s interests and voices in these 
processes.  

The Afghan government must: 

Enhance efforts to increase representation of women in elected 
bodies and government institutions at all levels to 30 per cent.  

The Afghan government must expand community-based awareness-
raising campaigns to ensure that women know their rights and to 
generate support among men and boys. They must also expand 
training programmes to improve female leadership. High-profile 
women need greater assurances of security and the government should 
provide special protection to women involved in leadership positions at 
all levels, particularly in high-risk areas. They must ensure those 
responsible for attacks on female leaders are prosecuted.  

Encourage religious leaders to speak out on women’s rights in Islam.  

Training programmes for jurists and clerics have been running for 
several years, but these should be expanded and rolled out nationwide 
with the support of the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Leading religious 
scholars should be encouraged to speak out regularly in defence of 
women’s rights, especially on religious occasions. The government 
must support the training of more women religious scholars and 
investigate ways to bring their voices to the fore.   

Intensify efforts to promote female access to education, health, 
justice, and other basic services.  

Those ministries that have not yet developed gender strategies or 
established gender units to tackle the specific challenges still facing 
women must urgently do so. The gender units in place inside ministries 
must be better supported to do their work, with appropriate authority, 
resources, and capacity.  
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The Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Justice must: 

Improve awareness of women’s rights and human rights law in the 
justice and security sector, and ensure effective implementation of 
these laws.  

This must include those laws enshrined in the constitution and the 
international human rights conventions to which Afghanistan is a 
signatory, as well as domestic laws such as the EVAW. Recent increases 
in gender and human rights training for police should be matched in 
other parts of the justice and security sector. Ongoing awareness-
raising programmes should be established or expanded, together with 
effective monitoring of the investigation and prosecution of violence 
against women, with special emphasis on rural areas and those 
undergoing transition to the control of national security forces. Data on 
these investigations and prosecutions should be made publicly 
available. The possibility of more Family Response Units should be 
investigated. Investment must be made in the formal justice sector to 
improve women’s access to justice, including more family courts and 
more female judges, especially at the sub-national level.  

Increase substantially women recruits in the security and justice 
sector.  

The government has pledged to increase the numbers of female police 
five-fold to 5,000 by 2014. In order to achieve this, women should be 
offered incentives such as transport, accommodation, and childcare. 
The possibility of female-only units should be investigated. Women 
need to be promoted into senior management positions, given 
appropriate support, and the authority to carry out their roles 
effectively.  

The international community must:  

Support expanded civic education programmes to raise awareness of 
women’s rights at community level.  

This should include gender training for boys and men, including 
sensitisation training, coaching, exchange programmes, and innovative 
capacity-building. To educate women about their rights, there needs to 
be more community awareness-raising campaigns which, for example, 
publish and disseminate the exact numbers of seat guaranteed in law to 
women in parliament and in provincial and district councils.  

Support efforts to improve female leadership.  

The international community must provide sustained support for 
female parliamentarians, members of provincial councils, as well as 
other councils and other female leaders, through skills training and 
capacity building. There should be a renewed effort to create a female 
parliamentary caucus, and exchange visits and campaigns should be 
organised at the community level to ensure women are informed about 
the peace processes and how they can participate.  
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Intensify support to promote access to education and other key 
services, and ensure this support will continue at current or increased 
levels even as international military forces prepare to withdraw.  

The UN must:  

Continue to monitor all government actions including the peace 
processes and must provide increased support to the Afghan 
government on all negotiation, reconciliation, and reintegration 
processes.  

This should include speaking out publicly and strongly as appropriate 
about the need for women’s rights to be protected and for women’s 
involvement in all peace processes, as per UN Security Council 
Resolutions 1325 and 1889. 
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