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O 
ppression of women has been a topic of great interest in the social 

sciences discipline, in particular analyzing the  factors and 

motivations   behind   women's   subordinate  position   in  many 

societies. There are various schools of thought that share and study women's 

oppression and gender equality in the developed and developing world and 

prominent among them include the doctrine of Biological Determinism, Patriarchy, 

and Social-Structural theory each with its own subdivisions. The first school 

maintains that our biology not only determines human behavior but also affects 

socio-economic inequalities in human societies. Inequalities in races, ethnicity and 

gender are the byproduct of human genetic makeups. (For details see, Birke, 1999). 

The inherent flaw of that discourse is that it denies any role for individuals' free 

will, implying that individuals have no control over their dispositions and they are 

not responsible for their actions. It also stereotypically describes men's roles as 

breadwinners and delegates women's role to rearing children and focusing on 

domestic chores. With the real world these women are increasingly venturing into 

the public arena because of various factors such as family structure, education, 

media and more publicly oriented opportunities. Proponents of the doctrine of 

Patriarchy argue that a patriarch controls all members of his family; his power 

derives from the collective wealth produced by the family and ownership of the 

landed estate.  (Mies, 1998) The school maintains that subordination of women is 

a consequence of sociological construction that passes from one generation to the 

next which is more common in traditional societies and even in the economically 

developed societies. Women are particularly considered not intellectually 

competent because they allegedly have smaller brains compared to men that are 

transferred through family, media and cultural institutions; this school's weakness 

in this perspective is that there is no scientific evidence to substantiate significant 

differences between men and women's intellectual capacity. The Social-Structural 

school maintains that oppression of women is inextricably linked to division of 

society into classes, appropriation of the basic means of production by men, and 

exclusion of women from social production. Women's oppression has its roots in 

early social structures where a dominant social class subjugates one that is 

dispossessed, depriving them of the freedom to decide matters on their own. (On 

structural theories see Giddens, 1991). 

The capitalist system ushered in a new era in relations between social classes 

and genders-freedom and equality for all. The system prevailed and flourished 

however its contradictory character of equality and class oppression later caused the 

blue-collar workers and downtrodden social classes to fight for equality, higher 

wages and better working conditions in places of their work. Consolidation and 

expansion of the capitalist order led to colonization of peripheral regions and 

subsequent wars of national liberation and anti-imperialist struggles. Intellectuals 

of the upper-middle classes were at the forefront of these struggles and after 

independence they worked to reform their backward social, political and economic 

institutions  by  initiating  reform  from  the  top,  without  working  to  develop  a 
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grassroots mobilization. Although peripheral societies gained political 

independence, they remained dependent on imperial powers for economic and 

technical support and implemented development policies dictated by international 

fiscal and monetary institutions. Growth of the public and private sectors of the 

economy created demand for cheap and skilled labor and for this reason women's 

involvement in state-run institutions became a priority for economic development 

by the ruling elites. Although women increasingly played a critical role in 

contributing to family income, men continued to regard them as inferior beings and 

refused to acknowledge them as equals. 

Existing literature on Afghanistan studies women's oppression through the lens 

of either patriarchy or the sex role mainly because of the country's underdeveloped 

economy and its corresponding cultural values, these are more understandable and 

so tend believers to push their view of women's roles into these perceptions. This 

study uses Social-Structural theory as a frame of analysis as it provides a 

comprehensive understanding of dialectics of socio-economic formation and its 

relevant ideology, politics, and way of life. Women's status in any society is often 

determined by the position women occupy in the production process. In a social 

system that men control the means of production and dominate the decision-making 

apparatuses they are of course reluctant to design and support measures to ensure 

gender equality. The main contribution that this article makes to the existing 

literature is that token recognition and representation of women in the government 

can be attributed to conflicts among the elites in the state apparatus. When conflict 

emerges among the ruling elite opportunistic individuals may begin to support 

gender equality and women's rights mainly or opportunistically to rally women 

behind their own political agendas, and just for the time they need them for such an 

assemblage. 

This article examines the status of women in the post-Taliban period in an 

attempt to explore that top-down piecemeal reform policies by the elite, which 

neither ended women's oppression nor led to improvement in their status, and look 

deeper into what may have happened and resulted less success or even different 

directions than might have been intended originally. It  explores the motives of the 

ruling elites to initiate policies in support of women's rights and their involvement 

in government and non-governmental organizations, the role of women of lower 

middle class after joining the bureaucracy and their shifting views and practices. 

The paper also studies opposition to gender equality by conservatives and Islamic 

fundamentalists and its impact on women's struggle for equality. Because of the 

lack of easy to find in-depth study on the subject matter this article relies, for the 

most part, on secondary sources, however efforts have been made to ensure that the 

information is valid by checking other relevant sources on the topic. 

Socio-Economic Structure and Status of Women 

Afghanistan is a developing country where 78.6 percent of the population is 

engaged  in  agriculture  with  5.7 in  industries  and  15.7 in  the  service  sector. 
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Dominant social classes include landowners and business entrepreneurs (finance, 

commerce, and trade) with links to foreign capital. US aid for reconstruction of the 

country in 2002-2013 is estimated around $104 billion and was squandered by 

corrupt leaders. Aid money was spent on non-essential projects that had no tangible 

impact on the lives of the people and the country continues to import consumer 

items from outside. A few refurbished local industrial complexes cannot compete 

with cheap foreign goods imported or smuggled into the country. Politics of 

rebuilding could be best characterized as an effort by a handful of wealthy families 

or individuals to get richer while the vast majority remains poor with the gap 

between them increasing year by year. The country's economy grows primarily on 

revenues from drugs and narcotics trafficking as drug cartels and mafias pay huge 

sum to farmers to cultivate opium and the US war on drugs failed to break the cartel 

industry, in part because they have the backing of senior government officials. 

Warlords allied with the US hold leading posts in the state and continue to 

exercise their authority as before. Educated and semi-educated strata affiliated with 

the dominant social classes hold prominent posts in the bureaucracy and they have 

adopted, for the most part, a conservative policy of development. In order to not 

antagonize conservatives and traditionalists; they remain loyal to their own 

religious and political groups and work to defend their own selfish interest rather 

than national interest. 

Private ownership of property determines relations between social classes 

including gender relations. Women make up half of the country's population of 

about 30 million in 2010. The socio-economic system and its corresponding culture 

and religion regards women as men's private property-"Your women are your 

fields, so go into your fields whichever way you like." Such a belief system 

suppresses women and restricts their activities to the domestic realm and household 

tasks such as cooking, cleaning and bearing and rearing children as well as helping 

men with farming and harvesting. Women are regarded as chattel to be sold and 

bought by men, treated as second-class citizens and are routinely deprived of their 

basic civil rights. It is suggested that 87 percent of women in the country are 

illiterate. Violence against women is pervasive to the extent that one in three 

women experiences domestic and sexual abuse and 70-80 percent are forced to 

marry against their will, often to much older men. Many of these women resort to 

suicide as a way to end the abusive relationship or escape other misogynistic 

traditions. In 2006 there were 106 known cases of self-immolation and 184 in 

2007; the numbers are on the rise. In a male-dominated society it is difficult even 

for educated women to engage in socio-political and cultural activities that are 

usually regarded an exclusively male domain. 

The Ruling Class and Politics of Women's 

Opportunity for Rights and Equality 

Afghanistan's tumultuous history is peppered with disparate efforts to improve 

women's situation and encourage their participation in the public arena as well as 
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moves to further restrict their rights and freedom. The promotion of women's 

rights and equality traditionally been imposed from the top by ruling elites 

sympathetic to improving the status of women however without an accompanying 

strategy aimed at mobilizing and involving grassroots support among women. The 

ruling elites who were exposed to social reform policies either during their studies 

and life experience abroad or were influenced by progressive and democratic 

political and social ideals of the outside world, particularly in Europe. They 

encouraged and facilitated involvement of women of affluent families into the 

public arena and supported them to take part in promoting and championing the 

cause of women's rights however these women usually were more enthusiastic than 

organized. They did not have cohesive strategies, and had little in common with 

the majority of women who did not understand their views and did not have regular 

contact with or access to them. Policies to grant women's rights from the top also 

antagonized conservative forces; they opposed state policies of promoting women's 

rights, regarding them as efforts to undermine Islamic values and way of life. 

The ruling class made concerted efforts to involve women in the public sphere 

soon after the country's independence from the British in 1919 but strong 

opposition to such a policy generated widespread opposition among the 

conservative social strata that not only caused the ruling elite to rescind its policies 

of supporting women's rights and equality but also led to their downfall in 1929. 

During the 1930s and 1940s the ruling elite did not initiate any policies in support 

of women's rights out of fear of a backlash by conservatives. After consolidating 

their power base and modernizing a standing army capable of maintaining stability, 

they began again to take small steps in support of women, starting with the 

unveiling of women in the 1950s that paved the road for increased women's 

involvement in the public arena. In the 1960s and early 1970s a number of women 

associated with the ruling class held senior and junior posts in the state bureaucracy 

and women of lower social classes attending schools and colleges became 

radicalized; many joined political organizations fighting for greater socio-political 

equality. 

In the 1980s the Soviet-backed regime of Hizb-e-Demokratik-e-Khalq-e 

Afghanistan, Peoples' Democratic Party of Afghanistan, PDPA initiated radical 

policies in an aggressive attempt to modernize the country on the basis of the Soviet 

model of socialism and resorted to coercive measures forcing people to comply by 

their rulings. One of the regime's policies of modernization concerned with 

women's rights and gender equality and their right to education-those who 

resisted these state policies were severely punished. The regime policy of women's 

liberation backfired as conservative communities opposed it, regarding the reforms 

as alien to their culture and way of life. Islamic fundamentalists backed by the US 

and conservative countries in the Middle East and Pakistan declared war on the 

regime and called for establishment of an Islamic state. In April 1992 the Soviet 

cliental state collapsed and Islamic fundamentalists that seized power fought one 

another for political domination of the country-a war that destroyed much of the 

country's infrastructure and political and cultural institutions and resulted in the 

deaths of thousands of innocent men, women and children. Policies of women's 

rights and equality by former regimes were abandoned and policies of Hijab,
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veiling and seclusion was enforced and promoted as adherence to Islamic virtue. 

The leadership curtailed women's rights and equality and their involvement outside 

the homes and severely punished women who did not abide by their rules-a 

repressive political and cultural environment that lasted until the United States 

invaded the country in October 2001, toppled the Taliban regime and installed 

Hamid Karzai, a long-time CIA consultant as head of the state. (For details on 

women and development in Afghanistan prior to the US invasion of the country see, 

Emadi, 2002). 

Politics of Nation-building and the Status of Women 

The Taliban rule collapsed when the US formed a coalition force, fought the 

Taliban and removed them from power for sheltering Osama Bin Laden, head of 

the al-Qaeda organization on charges that their supporters had masterminded the 

attack on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon on September 11, 

2001. The US declared that it will rebuild the country's infrastructures, defend and 

support human rights and liberate women from tyrannical rule by Islamic 

fundamentalists. In the war against Taliban and al-Qaeda the US forged an alliance 

with anti-Taliban and al-Qaeda groups known as the Northern Alliance, NA who 

suppressed men and women under their command in the 1990s. It invited a number 

of the NA figures, supporters of the ex-King Zahir in exile in Rome, Italy and other 

Islamic warriors to a meeting in Bonn, Germany in December 2001 to discuss the 

prospects for the post-Taliban system of governance. 

The Bonn Agreement under the aegis of the US laid down the road map for 

peace that called for establishment of a broad-based government through national 

elections.  The US imposed Hamid Karzai, a member of Jabha-e-Milli-e-Nijat-e 

Afghanistan,  National  Salvation  Front  of Afghanistan  headed  by  Sebghatullah 

Mojaddadi on participants of the Bonn Meeting as they endorsed him as head of the 

Interim Administration to govern the country for six months until establishment of 

an Emergency Loya Jirgah, ELJ (Grand Assembly of Elders) in June 2002.  The US 

stated  objective  of  supporting  women's  rights  in  the post-Taliban  period  was 

limited  in its scope-involvement  of a few women  in the state bureaucracy  and 

Non-Governmental  Organizations, NGOs.  Under pressure from the international 

community Karzai created the Ministry for Women's Affairs in 2002 and appointed 

Sima Samar, a member of the Central Committee of Hizb-e-Wahdat-e-Islami-e 

Afghanistan, Islamic Unity Party of Afghanistan  headed by the Hazara warlord 

Mohammad Karim Khalili as head of the ministry and Sohaila Siddiq, a member 

of the PDPA and chief surgeon of the four-hundred-bed military hospital in Kabul 

as Minister for Public Health. Women also had toke representation in the ELJ with 

1,500 delegates that included  180 women  as well as at the Constitutional Loya 

Jirgah, CLJ held on 13 December 2003-4 January 2004.  The CLJ debated the draft 

of the constitution and endorsed it, paving the road for the presidential election in 

2004 and parliamentary election in 2005.  At the ELJ and CLJ a number of women 

delegates  who  were  members  of  revolutionary  groups  spoke  against  societal 
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injustice and violation of human and women rights by the Islamic warriors, 

demanding the international community and Karzai to try them in a court of law for 

crimes they committed against humanity during the civil war. 

Karzai spoke publically in support of women's rights and their work outside 

the home in order to enhance his standing in the international arena. He also 

appointed three women associated with Islamic groups to prominent positions: 

Sima Samar, former Minister for Women's Affairs as head of Afghanistan's 

Independent Human Rights Commission, Sidiqa Balkhi, daughter of an influential 

cleric of the Shia Sayyed background as minister for disabled and martyred and 

former minister for women's affairs Habiba Sarabi as governor of Bamiyan. 

However it is significant that he did not let his own wife appear in public and 

campaign for gender equality, primarily out of fear of a backlash from Islamic 

fundamentalists within and outside the state. Women continued to be harassed, 

violent incidents continued where women were maimed or murdered by family 

members. When domestic and international pressure mounted to protect women 

against domestic and sexual violence the state simply signed the Convention for the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, CEDAW in 2003; 

however this and other measures were little more than token policies that lacked 

teeth. To this day women continue to suffer from domestic and sexual abuse. 1 A 

report indicates that even women in senior position in the government suffer 

domestic violence. The Minister for Women Affairs Habiba Sarabi "had a black 

eye- I visited her with a reporter that was doing a story. We entered her office, and 

I was supposed to photograph her. She has a bruise on her eye. The journalist 

asked her how she got the bruise, and I considered that to be a very brave question, 

I was surprised. She said that her baby hit her with a bottle. She would not admit 

anything else, but the reporter and I were convinced that her husband beat her." 

(Ljubic & Stedul, 2007) 

People suffered under Islamic fundamentalists and welcomed the presidential 

election in 2004. Candidates included warlords and individuals affiliated with 

Islamic fundamentalist organizations-some declared to be independent candidates. 

People cast votes for Karzai, believing that he would keep his promise of bringing 

individuals who violated human rights to justice. Karzai obtained 4,443,029 or 

55.4% of the votes cast and became the first elected head of state in Afghanistan's 

history. The only female candidate Masouda Jalal, a Tajik from Badakhshan failed 

as she only obtained 1.1% of the votes cast during the election, however Karzai 

then appointed her as Minister for Women's Affairs. 

After almost two decades of civil strife a parliamentary election was held on 

September 18, 2005 and out of the total registered voters of 12.5 million the turnout 

was 51.5 percent. The public was disenchanted with the government as it allowed 

individuals with criminal backgrounds and warlords who committed atrocities of 

untold proportion against innocent men and women to compete for office in the 

election. Islamic warriors, individuals associated with Khalq (Masses) and 

Parcham (Banner) factions of the defunct POPA, the Taliban and Hizb-e-Islami-e 

Afghanistan, Islamic Party of Afghanistan headed by Gulbuddin Hikmatyar 

reinvented themselves as democrats and advocates of human and women rights 

contested the election.  They used a combination of coercive intimidation tactics, 
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disbursing cash money to registered voters and by throwing sumptuous feasts they 

succeeded in securing seats in the parliament. 

The electoral law allocated 68 seats (27%) out of the 249 parliamentary seats 

for women - two seats for women in each province while the remaining seats were 

open to candidates of both genders. Female candidates who were not affiliated with 

Islamic fundamentalist parties were harassed during the parliamentary campaign 

period, in some cases to such a degree that male relatives had to step up and 

campaign on their behalf.  Islamic fundamentalists and warlords that shared their 

views, obsessed with tribal cultural values that negate the role of women, issued 

death threats to the female candidates; these actions and the murders of one female 

candidate and a female election worker caused  140 women to withdraw from the 

race.  These risks and the relentless threats of violence and death still did not deter 

some  brave  women  from  campaigning  and  participating  in  the  parliamentary 

election, and some of them succeeded in winning seats in their respective provinces. 

Most representatives  at the lower and upper houses of parliament are semi 

literate and are not familiar with parliamentary experiences and procedures and for 

this reason they could not contribute much on social, political and economic issues 

debated in the parliament-issues that are vital to the welfare and security of the 

citizens.  They often had little or no interest in the topics under discussion; some of 

the representatives  were recorded on live camera by a private television  station 

taking naps while the assembly was in session.  People who labor day and night to 

feed their families despised their representatives  for not showing any interest in 

critical issues such as improving the economy, reducing unemployment, providing 

shelters to homeless and returning refugees while they demand perks and privileges 

  and pay raises for themselves. , 

Although the number of female parliamentarians is small and they speak in 

defense of women's rights, they remain divided politically because of their 

association and sympathies with Islamic organizations and  political interest groups. 

They work to support the political agenda of the respective parties however the 

decision by male representatives is binding that often renders the collective 

decisions by women representatives insignificant and invalid. Domination of 

Islamic warriors in the parliament demonstrates the relative powerlessness of 

women representatives when held up against the majority of their male counterparts 

who are also heads of parliamentary commissions and groupings (there are 18 

commissions). 

Women politicians were still new to the tactics and strategies of the political 

arena; they lacked experience in developing alignments and alliances and this 

contributed to hindering their collective unity and caused some of them to 

undermine each other's positions on various social and political issues discussed 

in the assembly. One such example took place on May 7, 2006: Malalay Joya, a 

radical representative from Farah province condemned her male counterparts as 

criminal gangs and murderers for committing atrocities in the 1990s there was a 

commotion and an uproar in the parliament. Several Jihadis pelted her with plastic 

water bottles, instigating a scufflebetween her supporters and opponents (including 

Parwin Durani, Safora Niazi and Malai Eshaqzai), and they also physically 

assaulted a cameraman from the privately owned Tolo Television station who was 
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recording the assembly's session. During the two Jirgahs, the ELJ and CLJ Joya 

also condemned warlords and Islamic fundamentalist for abusing human rights. She 

was opposed by representatives at the Jirgah and received anonymous calls 

threatening her with death. In 2007 during a parliamentary session Joya made a 

statement comparing the Jihadi dominated house to a stable of animals and this 

enraged members of the house to the extent that they suspended her from attending 

the parliament. 2 This action by conservative law-makers and warlords that 

dominated parliament caused citizens in Farah, Jalalabad and several other regions 

to stage a demonstration demanding that the government and the international 

community use their influence to reinstate Joya; however the national assembly 

remained indifferent toward the call for Joya's reinstatement by the people and the 

international community. 

In the post-Taliban period developments failed to meet citizen's expectations 

as the government faltered in its efforts to stabilize the country, provide 

employment opportunities or defend women's rights. Islamic fundamentalists 

virtually opposed women's rights and activity outside the home, including any 

educational opportunities. Their actions against women and girls ranged from 

harassing them in public streets using negative or abusive language, to flinging 

caustic chemicals in their faces, a vicious retaliatory  act that dates back to the 

1970s. During a women's protest rally in April 1970 "young religious fanatics 

threw acid on the women, some of whom wore miniskirts, inflicting painful and 

sometimes serious bums. Over twenty were hospitalized" (Dupree, 1971, July) 

Ahmad Shah Masoud and Gulbuddin Hikmatyar, well known Jihadi leaders had 

been accused of having a role in the incident. A female student of Kabul University 

in charge of a program for Radio Afghanistan was on an assignment to bring a 

professor to the studio for the program and while waiting for the professor she said: 

 
I saw two young men (eighteen or nineteen years of age) entering the lounge from 

the main entrance. They were holding hands in a peculiar way as if they were 

hiding something, together, in between their hands. The item looked like a cough 

syrup bottle ... I [watched as the] two men approached a very attractive stylish 

young student who was wearing mini-skirt (above her knees, not too short). 

Suddenly the two young men passed her by from both sides. This was very 

unusual and strange. The two men's hands unclenched and then [they] walked 

away from the young student very fast, exiting from the right side of the lounge, 

running toward the Faculty of Engineering .... Her skin was peeling off the flesh 

.... The students also said that the two young attackers probably were from the 

Hizb-e-Eikhwan al-Muslimin .... They said that Adela, the young victim, was not 

a member of any political party, because her father was a high-ranking 

government official. But she was targeted because of her un-Islamic wardrobe .... 

Later on I learned from some of the professors that the assailants were Ahmadshah 

Panjshiri (from Panjshir province) and Gulbuddin Qunduzi (from Qunduz 

province). At that time people didn't know about the assailants' last name. 

(Fitzgerald & Gould, 2009:114-115) 

 
Opposition to women's movement by Islamic fundamentalists continued and in 

October that year a man on a bicycle in Herat province, Gul Mohammad , assaulted 
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schoolgirls and inflicted serious injuries on several of them; when he was arrested 

he proudly said that he will do it again if he is freed.  (Dupree, 1971, July) 

Islamic fundamentalists resorted to their old methods of opposition to women's 

rights and equality while fighting the US-installed government. On November 12, 

2008 two men on motorcycles stopped two female students of Mirwais High School 

in Qandahar and threw acid at their faces. When they were arrested they confessed 

that "a high ranking militant head paid the men to plan and carry out the attack. 

The payment, totaling about $2,000 was said to have taken the form of a bounty for 

each student or teacher they managed to burn." (King, 2008, November 26) The 

international community wearied of his ineffectual leadership, inability to effect 

lasting change, and vacillating stances and decisions. Rising violence, kidnapings 

for ransom, and pervasive corruption caused people to condemn Karzai, his family 

and his cronies as being part of the problem. Public disenchantment was the main 

reason that during the presidential election on August 20, 2009 the number of voter 

turnout was low compared to the one in 2004. Total turnout was 5,918,741 and the 

election officials announced that Karzai won 3,093,256 votes. Karzai's opponents 

and the international community accused Karzai of massive fraud and vote rigging. 

A scheduled run-off election was canceled after Karzai' s main challenger Abdullah 

(he gained 1,571,581 votes cast) withdrew from the race and leaving Karzai with 

no one to run against him in the election; officials declared him the victor. During 

the parliamentary election in September 2010 total turnout of valid vote (4,030,227) 

was lower than the number of votes cast in the parliamentary election in 2005. The 

reasons were public disenchantment with the corrupt government and death threats 

by Taliban militias who warned people not to participate in the election. 
 

 

Public Perception of Government Officials 
 

Women throughout the country harbored hopes and expectations that women in 

senior government positions would use their influence to effect changes-promote 

the cause of women and use their authority to bring to justice those who violated 

women's rights but they are disappointed seeing these officials unable to use their 

position in a male-dominated government to protect women's rights. Public 

disapproval of senior officials is palpable in Bamiyan where recently residents of 

several villages expressed their disenchantment with the governor Habiba Sarabi. 

She has been governor for several years yet failed to support projects to alleviate 

people's sufferings and provide basic services such as clean drinking water to 

remote villages. People believe that the governor lacks vision, ability and the right 

qualifications and she is there only as showpiece by Kabul to impress the 

international community for involving women in senior government positions. 

After residents of the Dara-e-Ajdar, Dragon Valley became fed up with the 

governor's failure to construct roads to link the village to the provincial center in 

March 2009, women of the valley took shovels and built the road themselves. They 

did this to express their anger and disgust over the utter lack of progress by the 

government. Their efforts connected several outlying villages to  provincial markets 
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and benefited over 300 families. (Rahim, 2009, March  11)  In early March 2011 

in a symbolic show of disapproval of her leadership a number of people gathered 

in the capital of the province with their donkeys, buckets of water balanced on the 

backs of their animals and framed certificates of appreciation hanging on the 

donkey's foreheads. They sent the donkeys on an ostentatious parade on the streets 

in a sarcastic dig at the governor. The message on the certificates attached to the 

donkeys read [in translation] as follows: Dear and respected Donkeys, We, the 

people of Bamiyan, have the honor to express our appreciations to your years of 

services to the poor people of Bamiyan without expecting reward and compensation 

in providing drinking water to the people who are neglected by the highest 

authorities of the country. We are honored to present to you these certificates of 

appreciation for not forgetting us like government officials.3 These and other 

measures demonstrating public dismay with the governance system failed to 

produce any result and bureaucratic and corrupt officials continued to disregard 

public grievances because they do not feel that they are accountable to the public 

but to their superiors. 

For almost a decade the ruling class orchestrated considerable rosy propaganda 

to demonstrate its achievements regarding improvement in the status of women but 

in reality only marginal achievements were made-involvement of a number of 

women in the government and provision of opportunities for a few others to work 

in private and international organizations. Afghanistan's Independent Human 

Rights Commission headed by Samar remained a symbolic institution lacking the 

means to protect, defend and promote women's rights and failed to bring those who 

violated human rights and women rights to an equitable justice. Samar's critics 

argue that she is more interested in advancing her own career than promoting the 

rights of women and she often switched loyalty and by forging alliances with 

individuals of shady political backgrounds, warlords and heads of lslamic parties 

she was determined to retain her position and defend her self-interest. The Ministry 

for Women's Affairs does not have a record of tangible progress except sponsoring 

a few showpiece projects and women parliamentarians failed to act as a power bloc 

to put the fight for gender equality on the national platform. 

Women are continually abused by men who regard them as their personal 

property and there is no legal recourse to defend them. They are forced to marry 

against their will and young girls are forced to marry older men. Women are 

severely punished on suspicions of actions men deem to be dishonoring the family. 

The story of an 18-year old Aisha is a case in point. In 2009 Aisha was forced to 

marry and her in-laws repeatedly abused her, causing her to run away. When she 

was found and forced to return home her husband punished her by disfiguring her, 

cutting off her nose and ears. Aisha was brought to the US for plastic surgery to fix 

her disfigured face; she made international news when her photo was published in 

Time Magazine4 
• (Baker, 2010, August 9) Despite the US claim that women in 

Afghanistan are liberated women are treated as commodities and sold in slavery. 

"In Shinwar, a district of Nangarhar province, there are two markets, one called 

Shadal and the other, Pikheh ... these markets have one main commodity. And that 

commodity is women. In Nangarhar markets exits where women are sold.... Cases 

have been reported where a woman was sold with her five children.  Another 
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woman was sold to five different people and returned back to the original man who 

sold her, then killed her" (Kingstone, 2010, February 3). 

Oppressive actions against women during the US occupation did not cease and 

in fact additional repressive measures were adopted by the ruling class that further 

restricted women's freedom. For example, in February 2009 both chambers of the 

parliament approved the draft of the Shia Personal Status Law drafted by senior 

Shia cleric Mohammad Asif Mohsini. This legislation gave men enormous power 

over their wives-a woman may not leave home without her husband's permission; 

she may not refuse him sex except for a demonstrated medical excuse. Karzai 

signed it despite opposition by women right groups, human rights and the UN 

protesting the law as an egregious violation of women's rights. This action by the 

state drove women of radical political backgrounds to rally and voice their 

opposition on April 17, when a number of women organized a protest rally in Kabul 

condemning the law as an infringement upon the lives of Shia women. They called 

on the government to rescind the law and were confronted by a group of vigilantes 

and called prostitutes. (Bonne, 2009, April 18) 

The justice system remains arbitrary and corrupt and anti-women in practice. 

Women fear discrimination and harassment by authorities for reporting domestic 

violence and sexual offenses against them. If they did so those in charge of police 

departments advise them to return to their abusive husbands and parents. Sexually 

abused women and girls even fear complaining and discussing their situation with 

their parents for fear of being rejected by them. In 2011 twenty-one year old Gulnaz 

was sexually attacked by the husband of her cousin. She kept silence about the 

incident knowing that public knowledge of it would bring shame to the family and 

she feared for her life. However her pregnancy exposed her silence, authorities 

arrested her and sentenced her to twelve years in jail for adultery where her infant 

daughter also remains there with her. Prosecutors then pushed her to marry her 

attacker and after she was forced to agree they reduced her jail sentence to three 

years. (Walsh, 2011, November 23) When Shakila, a 16-year old Hazara girl was 

murdered by Sayed Wahid Bihishti, a powerful man of Sayyed family and a 

member of the Bamiyan Provincial Council in January 2012 people were outraged 

and condemned Bihishti for raping and murdering Shakila while Hazara women in 

senior government posts remained passive spectators and their insouciant response 

was equally outrageous to the victim's family and the community. Legal 

representation of women is non-existent and institutions that are supposed to  

protect women are alleged to have abused them when they seek protection. This 

factor drives many young women and girls to take their own lives as a way out 

of their miserable conditions. 

Women continue to encounter harassment, intimidation and sexual assault on 

daily basis by conservative, misogynists and Islamic extremists alike even if they 

wear chadar or chadari that cover their body from head to toe and wearing modest 

dresses that are not offensive to Islamic code of conduct. Women not only face 

harassment at home but also on streets when they go to markets and bazaar for 

shopping or they go to school and places of work. Sexual harassment against 

women ranges from suggestive remakes and insults to touching, pushing, stalking 

and following. Continued sexual harassment on streets and in public places was the 
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main reason that on July 14, 2011 a number of women activists organized a protest 

demonstration in Kabul holding banners that read "the street also belongs to me, we 

cannot accept insults anymore." (Rich, 2011, July 14) 

The political system mirrored dysfunctional social formation and a dependent 

economy, and did not lead to a democracy where peoples exercise equal rights. The 

electoral system was riddled with fraud and systematic corruption nurtured and 

sustained by US aid. The US tended to intervene only when deep differences 

emerged between political groups and warlords that provoked political crises that 

threatened US interests. For example during the run-off presidential election on 

June 14, 2014 that was  tinted with  allegations of fraud and vote rigging, and 

Abdullah accused the Election Commission and the state of stuffing ballot boxes 

in favor of his rival Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai, and threatened to form a parallel 

government in the north. When matters escalated the US intervened and Secretary 

of State John Kerry visited Kabul on July 11 to meet with both candidates. 

Subsequent to this meeting an agreement was made between the two candidates that 

an audit of the votes cast will be conducted and the winner and the loser would 

form a unity government. The people voted but once again, and in keeping with 

long standing history, others had a hand in deciding the outcome. 

Despite statements by the Unity Government to defend women's rights and 

protect them against violence the situation of women remains deplorable as they 

continue to suffer public humiliation, intimidation and even dangerous risks of 

death for such unreasonable reactions. The lynching of 27-year old Farkhunda in 

Kabul is a case in point.  After a cleric accused her of desecrating religious 

scripture, the Quran vigilantes attacked and killed her in Kabul on March I 9, 2015. 

Simin Hasanzada, Deputy Minister for Information and Culture made a public 

statement that nothing can withstand peoples' faith and she would wholeheartedly 

defend and protect the faith and religious values. This caused public anger and to 

save face the government felt it had no option but to dismiss her from her post, and 

it failed or more like did not even try very hard to bring perpetrators of the crime 

to justice. Violence against women continued unabated to the extent that in 

November that year Taliban militias stoned to death a 19-year old Rokhshan in 

Ghor province on accusation of eloping with a man. Despite repeated appeals to 

the local and national institutions by her family to bring to justice those who killed 

their daughter authorities remained indifferent to their call and their promise to find 

the culprit remained unrealistic and insincere. Harassment and violence against 

women have been well documented by Afghanistan's Independent Human Rights 

Commission. In a report the organization stated that during the first half of 2015 

violence against women increased 7 percent compared to the year before. There 

were 2,579 registered cases of violence against women of which 28.34 percent 

involved corporal punishment, 7.1 percent sexual violence and 34.90 percent verbal 

and psychological abuses. The report specifically states that the death of 101 

women were directly linked to extra or premarital affairs.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

ACKU



 

 
 

Women in the Post-Taliban Afghanistan 257 

 

Conclusion 

Afghanistan is listed as one of the world's developing nations. Although women's 

oppression is largely attributed to the patriarchal social structure and its cultural 

practices, this study shows that it is the socio-economic system that determines 

women's subordinate position in society. Men are still largely in control of the 

means of production, religious educational institutions and the decision-making 

bodies inside and outside the state apparatuses, and other social and cultural 

institutions. When conflict of interests rise among different individuals, political 

strata and group some of them tend to speak in favor of gender equality in an 

attempt to project their image as a leader for all trying to win women's support for 

their politics. Their use of gender quality speeches just to get some short term 

positive or modem image as women's supporters are as damaging as those standing 

for obvious abuse of women, they do not add any realistic support or value, no 

protection from abuse nor opportunities to develop any real developing path toward 

equality. Policies of nation building-economic, political and civil societies-since 

the collapse of the Taliban rule spearheaded by the US did not significantly change 

the status of women after the US toppled the Taliban and installed Karzai to power 

although some cosmetic changes had been introduced with regard to women's 

situation. Women are still abused and sold to men. Misogynistic figures associated 

with the Islamic warriors still remain in power. Islamic warriors sided with the US 

in its war on terrorism and in partial exchange for their support the US turned a 

blind eye to their criminal backgrounds. 

Human rights and women rights and gender equality cannot be assured if 

individuals whose ideological and political views are diametrically opposed to 

democratic norms and principles and are allowed to work as law makers, judges and 

law enforcement officers. Laws had been adopted to safeguard women's rights but 

they do not have teeth to protect women against longstanding traditions that 

permitted domestic and sexual violence. Law enforcement agencies and the 

judiciary system are mired in corruption. Public and consistent support by the 

international community is essential to pressure the government to uphold the law 

and provide a political climate conducive to change. Practical steps must also be 

taken in that direction so that women feel safe and can freely express their views 

on issues with direct effect on their lives. Women who oppose and fight domestic 

violence and fight for their rights and equality are currently not sufficiently 

protected by the state and a number of these activists are attacked or killed. 

Women's situation will not change until comprehensive and sustained measures are 

taken that guarantee the fundamental rights of women. It will be a difficult task for 

women and for a traditionally patriarchal society to overcome centuries of gender 

discrimination, but there is precedence in other societies. Other cultures in world 

history made gains in similar situations, and for those that did not yet succeed there 

are lessons to be learned from them as well. 

Promoting the rights of women and gender equality necessitates the removal 

of corrupt and abusive individuals from position of authority in the government 

rather than merely relabeling and reshuffling them and establishment of relevant 
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organizations and their empowerment to enforce laws concerning women's rights 

both in the domestic and the public arena. Most important of all it requires unity 

of ideas and action on the part of women in the struggle to end gender apartheid 

that suppress women in rural and metropolitan areas. Itis important and necessary 

that women learn to think and plan differently and to ally with one another and 

with men supportive of women's rights so that by working together their struggle 

can begin to make a difference as well as create a political foundation for others to 

build upon. 

Notes 

1 
Domestic and sexual abuses against women are on the rise throughout the country. Here are a few 

examples: In February 2006 a 7-year old girl, Samia, became a victim of domestic violence when her 

father raped a 10-year old girl, daughter of Mohammad Yasin in Baghlan province. When he was 

arrested, in accordance with local tradition be settled the dispute by offering Samia to Yasin's son. In 

November 2006 Sanawbar, a 11-year old girl was abducted and raped and then was traded with a dog 

by a warlord in Aliabad district of Qunduz province ; In February 200 I Siddiqa, 20 years old, was stoned 

to death because she ran away when her father sold her to a wealthy relative. 
2 Author's personal observation of political development in Kabul, Afghanistan, 2007. 
3 [Medal Awards for Water Delivering Donkeys in Bamiyan]. http://www .bbc .co.uk/persian/afghanistan 

/2011/03/110309 _109 bamian_danky_award.shtml 
4 

Time Magazine reported that the Taliban was responsible for Aisha's punishment. On September 12, 

2010 RAWA via AlterNet reported that in fact Aisha's husband was responsible for her facial 

mutilation.   http://www.rawa.org/index .php. 
5 "190 Zan dar Shash Mah-e Nakhust-e Sal Kushta Shudand." [190 women were killed during the first 

six   month   of   the   year]   http://zzz.bbc.com/persian/afghanistan/2015/l  l/151125_k04_afgbanistan 

_violence_ against_women 
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