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(English)

Afghan Women and their role in peace-building and reconstruction of Afghanistan

The effort to emancipate Afghan women did not start with the fall of the Taliban, two
years ago, nor it will be completed anytime soon. Throughout the 20th century most
Afghan political leaders have publicly acknowledged the need for reform on the status of
women. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, 1979, and the subsequent war and instability
resulted in the massive violation of women rights. The atrocities against vulnerable
women by the Mujahedeen forces in early 1990’s followed by the Taliban’s systematic
abuses of women and girls are the darkest times Afghan women ever faced in their
country’s history. Now, many years after abuse and discrimination, there is a golden
opportunity to ensure Afghan women enjoy the rights they are given under both under
national civil law and international laws and treaties.

With the start of the transitional government in December of 2001, women in Afghanistan
regained their basic rights and relative freedom under the Bonn agreement and the
leadership of President Hamid Karzai. In the past two years, women and girls can go to
school, work, go out in public without a male relative, appear on TV, see male doctors, and

go out in public without wearing the Burga, the head-to-toe cover. On the political front,
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women hold two seats in the parliament, and head the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of
Women's Affairs, the Commission of Human Rights, and have a key appointment in the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Women'’s organizations and businesses are active in Kabul
and other major cities. The newly drafted constitution places strong emphasis on political
participation, with 160 parliamentary seats set aside specifically for women in
anticipation of the next national election. Using a process now much employed in other
countries around the world, Afghanistan is leap-frogging a political dilemma to assure
women'’s road to equity is expedited.

Despite positive developments and the transitional government’s efforts to improve
women’s status on many fronts, the problems Afghan women is far from being resolved.
Currently Afghan women continue to face tremendous obstacles to embracing and taking
a stronger, more effective place in society.
There is still much anti-women sentiment among many—including political
leaders.
In many parts of the country, practices officially outlawed by the national
government are conveniently maintained by local governing bodies.
Tacit acceptance of this by women adds complex support for maintenance of this.
Fear keeps most women still wearing the burgas.
Women do not feel safe, and are skeptical about the peace and future stability.
Local authorities and others in power have frequently focused acts of violence on
women. This includes acts perpetrated by both family members, police and the
military.
Most women still suffer from poverty, lack of access to education, adequate
healthcare and substantive employment.
Notwithstanding women’s involvement in a few key government positions, the role
of women in formal peace-building and reconstruction processes is limited.
Women'’s health status remains poor due to the absence of adequate healthcare
facilities, medical equipment, supplies and procedures, and trained medical
personnel.

With Afghan women representing nearly 60 % of the population (50% of the civil service,
40% of healthcare workers and 70% of , they make important and potentially potent
economic and civil forces for the rehabilitation of the country. But with less than a ten

percent literacy rate for women, major economic hardship, and high prevalence of
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depression and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), clearly there is a tremendous
need for therapeutic support and retraining to first make sure women are physically,

mentally and intellectually ready to take part in the rehabilitation of their country.

As Afghanistan enters the third year of reconstruction there is a considerable need for
women’s participation in deliberations of the new government. This includes multiple
decision making processes, in giving voice to reshaping the roles of women in government
and society, in policy formulation, in assuring the new constitution and new laws are
crafted with much thoughtfulness and involvement of women, in all reconstruction
initiatives and the anticipated national benefits that would derive from all this. It is
obvious that complete stability and reconstruction in Afghanistan requires a fair, if not
equal participation of its female population. This irony even at this point is the simple fact

of Afghanistan’s women representing a majority’s majority!

To bring more women to full positions at the peace-building and reconstruction tables, the
international community and the Afghan government must focus on practical ways to first
empower, strengthen and revitalize women. They can do this by ensuring their security
and safety. And they must grant collectively sufficient financial support, provide
intensified skills building and other training—the essentials of capacity building—and
pay attention to women’s health needs and psycho-social well being. Understanding and
working with barrier walls whose heights are not yet quite scalable, will be paramount to
effective contributions to rebuilding Afghanistan’s very delicate and less than stable
society.



