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This document is intended to provide a brief examination of women and the reconciliation process in 
Afghanistan. More comprehensive information is available on the Civil-Military Overview (CMO) at 
www.cimicweb.org.1 Hyperlinks to original source material are highlighted in blue and 
underlined in the embedded text. Several articles are linked more than once.  
 
 

Following a tumultuous three decades of violence which has included three periods of conflict (the Soviet 
War between 1979-89, the Civil War between 1989-92, and the Taliban Insurgency, 2003 to present), the 

people of Afghanistan are attempting to reconcile their past experiences with present day needs and 

priorities. As Afghanistan moves towards a process of recovery, one of the key questions to address is 
what the role of women should be in the reconciliation and reintegration process. 

 
Statistics available on Afghan women paint a revealing portrait of the severe limitations and challenges 

women face in the country. According to the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD), women in 

Afghanistan carry a life expectancy of 44 years, nearly 20 years less than the global average. Meanwhile, 
the male and female youth literacy rates were at 49% and 18% respectively in 2007, as reported by the 

UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF). UNICEF statistics for the period of 2003-2008 also show significant gender-
based differences in levels of school attendance: primary school attendance for Afghan boys and girls 

was measured at 66% and 40% respectively, while secondary school attendance figures were even 
lower. Eighteen percent of boys and only 6% of girls were able to participate in secondary education in 

this time period. Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) UNIFEM statistics from February 2010 also 

show 1,327 reported incidents of Violence Against Women (VAW), with a breakdown showing that 30.7% 
of these incidents were acts of physical violence, 30.1% were psychologically violent, and 25.2% were 

sexually violent.  Eighty-two percent of VAW incidents involved family members. 
 

                                                           
1 A CMO user account is required to access some of the links in this document. 
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Information about the effect of recurrent violence on Afghan women over the past three decades often 
focuses on issues concerning their current access to social services, education, civic participation and 

abuse, but much less is comprehensively documented about other violations committed against women. 
According to the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ), women are typically forced to endure 

the following hardships during periods of conflict: “death, sexual violence, forced pregnancy, sterilisation, 
economic hardship, health violations, fewer legal rights, and questions of access to land.”  It is therefore 

critical, according to the ICTJ, for women to participate in processes that will allow for justice and 

reconciliation to include both men and women, and allow for all victims to record attacks and crimes 
committed. On the surface, the inclusion of women in the reconciliation and reintegration process is 

mandated by various legal instruments and representation quotas are set by the Afghan Constitution2, 
United Nations (UN) Conventions, and Afghan national law. The UN Security Council Resolution 1325 was 

adopted in Afghanistan in October 2000 and was the first international attempt to encourage women’s 

participation in decision-making and peace processes, as well as seeking to ensure the protection of 
women under international law and prosecuting those who commit crimes against women. Afghanistan is 

also a signatory of the UN Convention on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (CEDAW) and is 
expected to observe the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

 

CEDAW defines discrimination against women as: 
“Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis 
of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or 
nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by 
women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of 
equality of men and women, of human rights and 
fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, 
cultural, civil or any other field.” 

  

It should be noted, however, that there are no enforcement 
mechanisms for UN Conventions and their implementation is only 

based upon international pressure and ratification of such 

agreements into national law. 
 

The “Bonn Agreement”, adopted in December 2001, laid the foundation for the formation of permanent 
government institutions for Afghanistan including the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA), thereby 

eliminating restrictions on women’s public participation. Again, statistics are still less than encouraging in 
this regard: the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) Fact Sheet for Afghanistan 

reports a decrease in the number  of females working in government jobs, with women accounting for 

just 18% of government workers in 2008 compared to 25.9% in 2005. Only 7.3% of all jobs within the 
Ministry of Justice are held by women. In the political arena, participation levels are better, but there is 

still a long way to go: there are currently 124 slots for women delegates in the Provincial Council out of 
420 seats, with 28% of parliamentary seats allocated to women, and each provincial council is obliged to 

reserve two seats for women, according to a recent report by the US Institute for Peace (USIP). USIP 

indicates that most women participating in advocacy groups and other organisations are not politically 
affiliated and are from middle and lower-middle classes. Some examples of women’s advocacy groups 

                                                           
2
 Article 22 states that “Any kind of discrimination and distinction between citizens of Afghanistan shall be 

forbidden. The citizens of Afghanistan, man and woman, have equal rights and duties before the law.” In Article 
38, regarding the National Assembly the constitution states that “[...] at least two females shall be elected 
members of the House of People from each province.” 

 

Dr. Husn Banu Ghazanfar, Minister 
of Women’s Affairs (MoWA).  
© MoWA 2010 

http://www.ictj.org/static/Asia/Afghanistan/ICTJAyub_AFG_AdressingGenderSpecificViolations_pa2009.pdf
http://www.ictj.org/static/Asia/Afghanistan/ICTJAyub_AFG_AdressingGenderSpecificViolations_pa2009.pdf
http://www.president.gov.af/sroot_eng.aspx?id=68
http://www.unfpa.org/women/1325.html
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/cedaw.htm
http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html
http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/3f48f4754.html
http://mowa.gov.af/english/
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/media/pubs/factsheet/10/political.html
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/media/pubs/factsheet/10/political.html
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/media/pubs/factsheet/10/justice.html
http://www.usip.org/files/resources/PB29%20Afghan%20Peace%20Jirga_Hassan.pdf
http://mowa.gov.af/english/?page_id=458
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include: the Afghan Women’s Educational Centre, Afghan Women Resource Center (AWRC), and 
Humanitarian Assistance for the Women and children of Afghanistan (HAWCA). 

 
The role of MoWA is to provide leadership and policy advice 

on gender mainstreaming, coordination and resources with 
regards to Afghan women’s issues. The National Action Plan 

for the Women of Afghanistan, or NAPWA, was drafted by 

MoWA in 2008, covering the period 2008 to 2018, and 
according to the document it is “the government’s main 

vehicle for implementing policies and commitments on 
women’s empowerment and gender equality.” NAPWA 

focuses on security sector reform from a gendered 

perspective, as well as governance, rule of law and human 
rights, leadership and political participation, economic and 

social development, health, education and implementation 
strategies.  Additionally, one of the main goals of the 

Afghanistan National Development Strategy (ANDS) is to end 

discrimination against women and promote their involvement 
in leadership roles.  Other national Afghan laws that support 

the inclusion of women are Article 22 and Article 44 of the 
Afghan Constitution, which declare equal rights for men and 

women and outline the duties of men and women in 
promoting the education of women. 

 

The mandate for women’s participation in the peace process is clear; what is lacking is further research 
and evidence of how this mandate is being put into practice. At the recent Jirga (a tribal assembly of 

elders) held in May 2010 to deliberate on the peace process for Afghanistan, women were reported to 
comprise approximately 20% of participants, though it  is unclear what their role in the proceedings was 

and to what extent Afghan women are able to affect the decision-making process.  As with other legal 

instruments, the enforcement of women’s participation relies on the cooperation of various national 
bodies and institutions such as the police force and the judicial system, both of which are still in the 

process of being rebuilt in Afghanistan and have a historically low level of female participation. The low 
literacy rate amongst Afghan women also puts them at a disadvantage when it comes to taking part in 

the decision-making process, as there is a lack of educated women from across the socio-cultural 
spectrum with sufficient knowledge of their rights as women to participate fully at the various levels of 

the reconciliation and reintegration process. 

 
The Kabul International Conference on Afghanistan, now known as the Kabul Process, was held on 20 

July this year, prompting calls prior to its opening for an assurance that women would be included in and 
supported by the Afghan Peace and Reintegration Programme (APPR). The Kabul Process Communiqué 

released after the conference devoted a separate section (10) to Gender and Children’s Rights, 

underlining the importance of ensuring that the National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan 
(NAPWA) is met, as well as the gender mainstreaming of ministry and sub-national government bodies 

and the promotion of education for all Afghan children. It also calls for the establishment of a High Peace 
Council comprised of men and women. The council was first proposed at the National Consultative Peace 

Jirga (see section Developing Mechanism for Negotiation with the Disaffected) and would be the main 
body mandated to mediate between the Afghan government and insurgents. 

 

 
A rural woman in Nangarhar province 
casts her ballot for the 2009 presidential 
and provincial council elections.  
© Pajhwok 2009 

http://www.awec.info/
http://ajws.org/where_we_work/asia/afghanistan/afghan_womens_resource_center_awrc.html
http://www.hawca.org/main/index.php
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/media/pubs/08/NAPWA_EN.php
http://www.embassyofafghanistan.org/documents/Afghanistan_National_Development_Strategy_eng.pdf
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/Afghanistan/Crisis%20Documents/Social%20Well-Being/03%20Gender%20Issues%20-%20Gender%20Based%20Violence/ICTJAyub_AFG_AdressingGenderSpecificViolations_pa2009.pdf
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/Afghanistan/Crisis%20Documents/Justice_Reconciliation/Reconciliation%20and%20Reintegration/Resolution%20Adopted%20by%20the%20National%20Consultative%20Peace%20Jirga.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE64T0Q520100530
http://www.dcaf.ch/publications/kms/details.cfm?lng=en&id=47476&nav1=5
http://www.dcaf.ch/publications/kms/details.cfm?lng=en&id=47473&nav1=5
http://www.mfa.gov.af/kabul-conference.asp
http://www.pajhwok.com/viewstory.asp?lng=eng&id=98378
http://alertnet.org/db/an_art/55867/2010/06/20-152708-1.htm
https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/Afghanistan/Crisis%20Documents/Afghanistan%20GoV%20Documents/Kabul%20Process%20Communique%20final.pdf
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/prog/MOWA/napwa.html
http://www.afghanistan-un.org/2010/06/the-resolution-adopted-at-the-conclusion-of-the-national-consultative-peace-jirga/
http://www.afghanistan-un.org/2010/06/the-resolution-adopted-at-the-conclusion-of-the-national-consultative-peace-jirga/
http://www.pajhwokelections.af/picture_detail.php?photoid=111
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Security Sector Reform (SSR) is currently a hot topic in Afghanistan and lends itself to a closer 
examination of gender-related issues. The aforementioned NAPWA calls for a review of security policies 

and programmes including existing gender tools, mechanisms and approaches. It suggests implementing 
an affirmative action policy for the recruitment of women to security sector positions, eliminating violence 

against women both in private and public spaces, the introduction of information campaigns regarding 
women’s rights, and the promotion of peace and non-violence by including women in the reconciliation 

process.  The five pillars of SSR programmes in Afghanistan, according to the UN, are: (1) military 

reform, (2) police reform, (3) counter-narcotics reform, (4) judicial reform and (5) disarmament, 
demobilisation and reintegration of former combatants. Although there is an abundance of information 

pertaining to SSR in Afghanistan, studies focusing on the gender-specific SSR achievements made to date 
are more limited.  However, the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) offers a number of 

gender-related studies relevant to SSR, including one focused on community-based dispute resolution 

(CBDR) and another on women’s participation in local and national governance structures and 
programmes. The AREU report “A Holistic Justice System for Afghanistan” highlights the gender dynamics 

of CBDR and mentions that in spite of women having limited participation in decision-making processes 
and sometimes facing harsher sentencing than men, the CBDR is often easier for women to access than 

the state justice system. 

 
It is clear that Afghan women have an important role to play in the reconciliation and reintegration 

process in Afghanistan. Policies and structures are in place to maintain women’s presence in government 
and councils and there are also female leaders striving to bring women’s issues and concerns to the 

forefront of decision-making. The implementation of NAPWA and the assurance of women’s involvement 
in SSR policies and programmes remains an ongoing challenge due to Afghanistan’s complex socio-

cultural norms, as well as the continuing conflict across the country. 

 
 

 

The Civil Military Fusion Centre (CFC) is an Information and Knowledge Management 

organisation focused on improving civil-military interaction, facilitating information sharing and 

enhancing situational awareness through the web portal, the Civil-Military Overview.  CFC products 

are produced from fused information from governmental organisations, non-governmental 

organisations, international organisations, academic institutions, media sources and military 

organisations.  By design, CFC products or links to open sourced and independently produced articles 

do not necessarily represent the opinions, views or official positions of any other organisation. 

 

 

http://www.ssrnetwork.net/about/what_is_ss.php
http://www.unifem.org/afghanistan/docs/pubs/08/NAPWA/English/NAPWA_CHAPTER_4.pdf
http://www.afghanistan-un.org/2007/02/role-of-the-security-council-in-security-sector-reform-ssr/
http://www.areu.org.af/
http://www.areu.org.af/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=27&Itemid=32
http://www.areu.org.af/index.php?option=com_docman&Itemid=26&task=doc_download&gid=727

