
 

Peacebuilding in Afghanistan 
How To Reach the Women 

Kaja Borchgrevink, Helga Hernes & Ingeborg Haavardsson 

ISBN 978-82-7288-261-6 



 

 

    
    
    
    

Peacebuilding in Afghanistan:Peacebuilding in Afghanistan:Peacebuilding in Afghanistan:Peacebuilding in Afghanistan:    
How To Reach the Women 

 
 

 
Conference Report 
16 February, 2008 

 

 
 

Kaja Borchgrevink, Helga Hernes & Ingeborg Haavardsson  
 

International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) 



Peacebuilding in Afghanistan. How To Reach the Women 

 
 

Borchgrevink, Hernes & Haavardsson, PRIO · 2007                                                                            Page 2 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paper may be downloaded from http://www.prio.no 
 
© International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), 2007© International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), 2007© International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), 2007© International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO), 2007    
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval sys-
tem or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, re-
cording, or otherwise, without permission in writing from the copyright holder. 
 
ISBN 978-82-7288-261-6 



Peacebuilding in Afghanistan. How To Reach the Women 

 
 

Borchgrevink, Hernes & Haavardsson, PRIO · 2007                                                                            Page 3 

 
 

 
 
 

1.1.1.1.    BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground        
 
On 15 November 2005, the International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) hosted a 
Nordic/Baltic conference on ‘Peacebuilding in Afghanistan: How To Reach the Women’, in 
cooperation with the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The conference set out to 
provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and information on policy, programmes and pro-
jects among decisionmakers within appropriate ministries from the Nordic and Baltic states, 
representatives of international organizations, and representatives from Norwegian organi-
zations involved in practical work in Afghanistan. A number of Afghan and international 
guests were invited as speakers and participants, including H. E. Hanif Atmar, Afghanistan’s 
minister of education; Ms Meryem Aslan, the director of UNIFEM Afghanistan; Ms Shukria 
Barakzai, member of parliament in Afghanistan; Ms Orzala Ashraf of Afghan civil society or-
ganization HAWCA; H. E. Anne-Grete Strøm-Erichsen, Norway’s minister of defence; Mr 
Raymond Johansen, state secretary within the Norwegian ministry of foreign affairs; Lieu-
tenant Colonel Arne Opperud, representing the Norwegian army staff; and Mr Dag Størke-
sen, representing the Norwegian police. 
 
The degrading treatment of women during the Taliban regime provoked strong negative 
reactions both within the international community and among common Afghans – which 
ironically contributed to giving Afghan women a level of attention they had never known 
previously. As a result, the situation of women in Afghanistan was high on the agenda im-
mediately after the fall of the Taliban. However, while the post-2001 situation had pre-
sented the international community with an exceptional opportunity to improve the situa-
tion of Afghan women, it is questionable whether subsequent efforts to include women and 
their needs in peace, security and development processes within the country have been suf-
ficient. 
 
Norway has been providing support to President Hamid Karzai and his government since 
2001, and it was chair of the Afghanistan Support Group in 2002. The conference ‘Peace-
building in Afghanistan: How To Reach the Women’ forms part of the Norwegian govern-
ment’s efforts to increase the civilian element of its contribution to stability and peace build-
ing in Afghanistan – reaching out to the Afghan population, increasing security for civilians, 
and providing basic needs such as health services and education. The conference pro-
gramme (see attachment) reflected recognition of the fact that peace for Afghan women 
must rest on a comprehensive and inclusive understanding of that concept. The conference 
was also designed to contribute to the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 on Women, Peace and Security, along with the Norwegian government’s Action Plan 
for the Implementation of SCR 1325 of 2006.  
 
What follows below is a synthesis of the discussions at the conference ‘Peacebuilding in Af-
ghanistan: How To Reach the Women’. It presents a summary of the views and proposals 
presented by the speakers and members of the audience.  
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 Afghanistan has endured almost 30 years of war, and it is important to remember that Af-
ghan women have been active peace builders both within the home and in public life during 
this time – not just victims. Although one cannot talk of a women’s peace movement in Af-
ghanistan, women have fought for the rights of their children, as well as for education and 
health services, throughout the decades of armed conflict, and they have found ways of en-
suring the provision of these services under very difficult conditions. So far, however, Af-
ghan women have been given limited opportunity to participate in peacebuilding activities by 
the government of Afghanistan and the international community. The role of women in the 
public sphere is still heavily constrained by cultural norms and practices, and a political cul-
ture that excludes women prevails, preventing them from having an influence on decision 
making.  
 
 
Six years after the fall of the Taliban regime and the signing of the Bonn agreement in 2001, 
some incremental progress can be seen with regard to the situation of women in Afghani-
stan. Women no longer have to wear a burka (drape); they can travel without a mehram 
(male relative); more girls than ever are in school; and women have better access to health 
services than during the Taliban regime. Furthermore, since 2001, Afghanistan has devel-
oped and endorsed a number of formal documents securing the rights of Afghan women, 
and the 2005 parliamentary elections improved opportunities for Afghan women to partici-
pate in political life. Nonetheless, six years after the fall of the Taliban, policy and practice 
are still worlds apart, and there is a long way to go before the new policies will be fully or 
even partially implemented.  
 
At this juncture, there is a need:  

• to develop legislation; 
• to implement existing policies; and 

• to intensify efforts to involve women at all levels of public life. 
 
 
SSSSecurity ecurity ecurity ecurity ThreatsThreatsThreatsThreats        

Many Afghans have not experienced a peaceful Afghanistan in their lifetime. Sadly, the secu-
rity situation in the country has deteriorated severely over the last two years, and today 
Afghanistan faces a large number of security threats. These are not limited to threats from 
the Taliban, and include political, military and ideological spoilers. The country’s deteriorat-
ing security situation affects the individual security of women, men and children throughout 
the country, who are not just at risk from the Taliban and other violent groups, but may 
also suffer from the effects of attacks by Afghan and coalition forces.  
 
Women in Afghanistan are disproportionately affected by conflict, both in their homes and 
within the public sphere. Like all Afghans, women are victims of the general level of violence 
in the country. However, they are also affected by gender-based violence.  
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• Challenges to women’s security in Afghanistan are not one-dimensional but encom-

pass domestic violence, societal violence and state violence.  

• Security for Afghan women means not only physical security against violence but 
also social security, inclusion and participation – the ability to have control and influ-
ence over both one’s private and one’s public life.  

• This entails being able to access services, knowing about one’s rights, and being able 
to participate in the forums and processes where decisions are made.  

• While poorly documented, domestic violence against women is widespread and in-
cludes sexual abuse and forced marriage.  

• Conservative traditional norms and cultural practices still prevalent in Afghan society 
reduce women’s ability to have control over their own lives, making it difficult for 
women to exercise their social roles, particularly in the political sphere.  

• Women who hold public positions – such as members of parliament, civil society ac-
tivists, government officials and journalists – are particularly vulnerable to threats 
and abuses, often receiving death threats. This obviously constrains their participa-
tion in public life and hampers their opportunities to exercise their rights as citizens.  
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2.2.2.2.    How How How How To Reach To Reach To Reach To Reach the the the the WomeWomeWomeWomennnn    
 
The purpose of the conference held in Oslo on 15 November 2007 was to identify how to 
better reach Afghan women. In order to reach Afghan women, to include them in peace, 
security and development processes, it is necessary to facilitate their access to services and 
decision-making. 
 
Women’s Women’s Women’s Women’s RightsRightsRightsRights, , , , Political Participation Political Participation Political Participation Political Participation and and and and Access Access Access Access to to to to Positions Positions Positions Positions of of of of Influence Influence Influence Influence     

Post-2001, there have been a number of progressive resolutions and policies both for the 
inclusion of Afghan women in peace and reconstruction processes and for the protection of 
women in Afghanistan: 

• The document ‘The Essential Rights of Afghan Women’ was signed by President 
Karzai in 2001; 

• the 2002 Berlin conference placed gender at the top of the agenda;  

• the Afghan constitution of 2003 granted women equal rights;  
• the Convention for the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 

was signed without any reservations in 2003;  
• implementation of the National Action Plan for Women has been made a high-level 

benchmark.  
 
Afghan women played an important role in drafting the new constitution and contributed to 
making it a comparatively liberal constitution in terms of gender equality. The new constitu-
tion has enhanced Afghan women’s rights, both socially and politically. Nonetheless, there is 
still a long way to go before these rights are translated into practice, implemented and en-
forced. While Afghanistan’s new policies provide a foundation to work on, there are nu-
merous impediments to women’s rights. There is a need to open up for competing views 
both in relation to social and economic development and in relation to the role and position 
of women in society. 

  
The Transitional Loya Jirga (2001) and the Constitutional Loya Jirga (2003) demonstrated 
that Afghan women are ready to stand up to and challenge traditional male-dominated au-
thority. The 2005 elections saw many women heading the lists of candidates for the general 
election, demonstrating how much Afghan women have achieved despite their limited op-
portunities.  
 
Established in 2005, the Afghan parliament is still in its infancy, and there are numerous ob-
stacles to women’s political mobilization, participation and influence. As prescribed by the 
constitution, 27% of the representatives in the parliament are women. It is difficult for 
women to place issues on the political agenda. It is even more difficult to get access to 
those forums where the actual decision-making takes place. The leadership role of women 
within the parliament is insignificant, and female MPs receive little support from their male 
colleagues, who show few signs of interest in their activities. While female MPs are often 
invited to meetings to talk about the situation of women in Afghanistan, they are rarely 
asked about public finance, counter-narcotics, security or terrorism. Both the government 
of Afghanistan and the international community are part of defining women’s political  
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participation and reducing their domains to ‘women issues’. There is a need to end tokenis-
tic participation of women, and instead to ensure real participation and political representa-
tion of women. For this to be achieved, women member of parliament need to be taken 
seriously. Women members of parliament need to be taken seriously by the government of 
Afghanistan and the international community and involved in serious political debates about 
national issues of public finance, counter-narcotics, security, terrorism and local-level deci-
sions. 
 
Since 2001, a number of programmes have addressed the need for including women in legal 
reform, economic empowerment, national and subnational governance. Among their pro-
posed activities, these programmes include training of women in management and technical 
skills; providing opportunities for women to take part in income-generating activities; and 
providing opportunities for women’s voices to be heard through consultations. Neverthe-
less, Afghan women continue to have little influence on important decisions influencing the 
lives of Afghan women and men. Afghanistan still has only one female minister, the minister 
of women’s affairs, which means that most cabinet-level decisions are taken by men. Other 
high-level policy decisionmaking bodies, such as the Policy-Action Group (PAG) (which ad-
dresses issues related to counter-narcotics, development and the peace dividend), have no 
Afghan woman as members. There are no Afghan women in the Oversight Committee for 
the Afghan National Development Strategy (ANDS), and there are no Afghan woman in the 
ANDS’s Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board. Women disappear from the scene when 
‘real’ decisions about security, counter-narcotics and development are to be taken, and men 
make the decisions that affect the security and well-being of Afghan women. 
 
Some examples exist of efforts to include women in decisionmaking at the community level 
– the Community Development Councils (CDCs) of the National Solidarity Programme be-
ing a notable case. While these constitute a positive step, the women’s CDCs established as 
part of this process are often locked in to small, low-budget projects, while the big deci-
sions that affect communities are taken by the main CDCs. In mixed-gender CDCs, women 
still have little say.  

 
Afghanistan and its international supporters have failed to invest sufficiently in the develop-
ment of leadership among Afghan women since 2001. Some commentators see the strong 
focus on gender training as a misplaced investment and call for more strategic investments 
to build up a new generation of women Afghan leaders in both the political and the profes-
sional spheres. 
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Access to Access to Access to Access to Services Services Services Services     

Afghan women lack access to basic services in health, education and justice, as well as to 
services related to economic empowerment. Development strategies must address these 
areas of concern: 
 

HealthHealthHealthHealth – Disease kills more Afghans than both terrorism and the Taliban combined. 
In order to save women’s lives and to give women an opportunity to take active part 
in public life, it will be necessary to focus on meeting women where they are – in 
their communities and homes.  

    
EducationEducationEducationEducation – Female enrolment rates vary greatly across the country and are still ex-
tremely low in some areas. Efforts to provide girls with access to education are se-
verely constrained by the lack of qualified female teachers. Massive female illiteracy 
further results in loss of life due to lack of knowledge and skills. Women and girls 
need professional training  in all fields,  especially in health and education. Lack of 
education also means that women are left without the requisite skills to take on 
leadership positions. In particular, men’s monopoly over religious education contin-
ues to prevent women from being able to influence religious interpretation and 
practice.  
    
JusticeJusticeJusticeJustice – In general, Afghan women lack access to justice institutions. There are few 
female judges, prosecutors, legal aids, etc. For instance, there are no female court 
representatives in the provinces. Women also lack knowledge about their social, 
economic and political rights. 
        
EconomicEconomicEconomicEconomicssss – Afghan women have few opportunities to take part in the economy. 
Post 2001, there is still little focus on women’s economic empowerment and how to 
improve women’s participation in the private and the public sector. There is a need 
to move on from small-scale ‘women’s projects’ to involve women more strategi-
cally. Women need access to capital (e.g. start-up loans) and an appropriate legal 
framework to take part in economic activities.  

 
    
Gender Gender Gender Gender Issues Are Easily Compromised Issues Are Easily Compromised Issues Are Easily Compromised Issues Are Easily Compromised     

Post 2001, warlords, drug lords and insurgent groups continue to be influential in defining 
the political, economic and social sphere in Afghanistan. Conservative forces remain strong, 
both inside and outside the parliament. These actors reduce the space for dialogue and 
nonviolent approaches. They suppress the voices of groups and subcultures open to gender 
equality and women’s rights, and thus can be seen as the real threats to women in Afghani-
stan.  
 
As a result, there is great concern that the ongoing process of state building will be derailed, 
and that the position of women in Afghanistan will suffer a ‘backlash’. Without a compre-
hensive peace process, there will be no space for more progressive subcultures to take 
root. In an environment such as that of Afghanistan – where competition for power and 
control over people and resources is fierce, where men dominate all public forums, and 
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where women’s rights and participation are still seen by many as controversial – gender is-
sues are easily compromised. Within such a context, it is not difficult for gender equality 
and women rights to be defined as ‘Western’ concepts, and therefore non-Afghan, un-
Islamic and unacceptable. 
 
However, post-2001 Afghanistan is going through enormous changes. The country is being 
influenced by ‘modern ideas’ brought both by Afghan and international experts, and by refu-
gees returning home from neighbouring countries. These ideas challenge traditional beliefs, 
practices and power structures. The current social transformation process is particularly 
relevant for the empowerment of women, presenting opportunities for change never seen 
before in the country. The social change process creates tension. The transformation wit-
nessed is still fragile. Conflicts exist, but should be resolved through political means 
 
The dramatic increase in civilian casualties during 2006 and 2007 has caused many Afghans 
to voice concern – both through protest against the loss of innocent lives and through de-
mands that military actors should be both transparent and accountable to the government 
of Afghanistan and the Afghan people. The rapidly deteriorating security situation has also 
convinced many Afghan civil society actors that negotiations with the Taliban represent the 
only way towards a peaceful solution to the conflict. Nevertheless, they warn that such ne-
gotiations should not be allowed to undermine the constitution and women’s rights. This is 
a tremendous challenge. 
 
It is now generally agreed that a military solution will not work in Afghanistan. The appro-
priate response needs to be based on a combination of political, economic, developmental 
and humanitarian means. The gender perspective needs to be an integral part in all strate-
gies, including military strategies. Gender strategies are being discussed within NATO. 
However, the question of how to actually operationalize a gender-sensitive military strategy 
remains a challenge. 
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3.3.3.3.    Major Major Major Major Issues To Address Issues To Address Issues To Address Issues To Address     
 
A number of themes that are seen as crucial to the inclusion, influence and empowerment 
of women in peace, security and development processes in Afghanistan emerged from the 
conference.  
 
RightsRightsRightsRights – While Afghanistan’s new constitution (2003) is the most progressive in the region 
in terms of gender equality and women’s rights, it is still to be translated into practice. To 
facilitate this process, there is a need to develop legislation that supports the implementa-
tion of the constitution. Female Members of Parliament can play a pivotal role in this proc-
ess and need support in their endeavours.  
    
AccessAccessAccessAccess – Afghan women lack both rights and access to services within the areas of educa-
tion, health and justice, as well as in relation to participation in the economy. There is a 
need for special services and facilities for women, along with a need for female professionals 
that can meet women’s needs. If Afghan women are to be able to actively participate in so-
ciety, there need to be women judges, police, doctors and teachers available throughout the 
country. Thus, educating, training and employing female professionals will help provide ac-
cess to services for Afghan women. (This is particularly relevant in the area of justice, 
where little progress has been made in comparison with the more traditionally female-
oriented sectors of education and health.) National priority programmes, like the National 
Solidarity Programme, can be utilized to reach out to women at a larger scale. 
 
InfluenceInfluenceInfluenceInfluence – There is a need to support and promote Afghan women leaders at both local 
and national levels to increase their influence. Here, it is essential to move beyond exclu-
sively female issues. This entails change in practices through positive discrimination and the 
recognition of  positive role models. The need for positive discrimination is recognized. 
Even more important is the need for women and men committed to promoting and sup-
porting the cause of Afghan women. Minister of Education Hanif Atmar emphasized the 
need to empower women to become religious scholars; to combat ignorance by upgrading 
religious education; and to educate new authorities on religion, including women. 
  
AttitudesAttitudesAttitudesAttitudes – The greatest obstacle to the inclusion, participation and influence of women 
within Afghan society continues to be attitudes and practices prevalent within Afghan soci-
ety itself. Afghan society is still marked by conservative traditions and practices that con-
strain women’s participation and exclude them from political processes. There is a need to 
create space for competing views on acceptable social norms. This involves changing atti-
tudes and mindsets. Changing attitudes takes time and involves education and dialogue. 
While education services for girls have seen unprecedented enrolment rates since 2001, 
girls’ schools have also been a common target of attacks by anti-government groups. Obsta-
cles to the right to education for women and girls can be found in Afghan traditions and 
practices. Education is therefore not only an important means of empowering Afghan 
women, but perhaps the most important tool for changing attitudes and creating a nonvio-
lent society. 
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ProtectionProtectionProtectionProtection    – Afghan women are victims of domestic, societal and state violence. The need 
to intensify efforts to protect women against various types of violence is therefore great. 
There is a need for more women’s shelters, as well as for a change in attitudes among indi-
viduals working in positions where they meet women in need of protection. While a con-
straint on all Afghans, the current security situation is exacerbated by conservative social 
norms. When encouraging women to take on new roles and promoting their participation 
in political process, actors should bear in mind that, in the current  
insecure and sometime hostile environment, these very activities might put women’s per-
sonal security directly at risk. 
 
MonitoringMonitoringMonitoringMonitoring – It is time to focus on implementation of the policies already in place, turning 
them into concrete actions. This, however, also requires that there are oversight and moni-
toring capacities within the various ministries to oversee and ensure implementation. One 
concrete suggestion put forward by Minister of Education Hanif Atmar is to establish a legal 
ombudsperson for women in Afghanistan. This could be done either by the existing Afghan 
Independent Human Rights Commission or by another suitable body. Further, there is also 
a need for parliamentary oversight of the implementation of laws and legislation. This needs 
to be carried out by parliament, but can be assisted through support from the international 
community. There is an urgent need to enhance women’s knowledge of their rights to en-
able them to participate on their own terms. 
 
It is commonly agreed by both Afghan and international actors that a political solution is 
crucial to ending the ongoing conflict in Afghanistan, and that a development approach is 
required to create a sustainable peace. A sustainable peace depends on the involvement of 
both men and women. Both the government of Afghanistan and the international commu-
nity have made a political commitment to address gender as part of this peace process.  
 
UN Security Council Resolution 1325 provides a platform for the inclusion of women in 
peace, security and development processes. When devising policies and action plans aimed 
at including Afghan women in peace and reconstruction processes, it is important to recog-
nize that Afghan women are both victims and peace builders. The international community 
needs to coordinate its efforts and its approaches to the inclusion of women. However, 
changing the situation for Afghan women in terms of peace, development and security will 
take time. To enable significant improvement in the situation of Afghan women, there is a 
need for men that support the cause of Afghan women, both in Afghanistan and internation-
ally.  
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