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Disillusioned by empty promises: Afghan
women form new movement despite being
increasingly threatened by the Taliban

Susan Guarda and Siegfried O. Wolf

Throughout this year’s “peace” talks with the Taliban, the group
have claimed that they agree to protect and uphold women’s rights
in Afghanistan. During the Intra-Afghan Conference earlier this
month in Doha, the Taliban promised to ‘assure women rights in
political, social, economic, educational, and cultural affairs as per
within the Islamic framework of Islamic values’ (Ruttig, 2019).
They have repeatedly stated this, but what does it really mean? Sonia
Ahsan, a researcher on feminism in Afghanistan argues that ‘while
Islam has long been central to the social and moral worlds of
Afghans, the lived experiences and everyday practices of ordinary
Afghans sustained significant changes during the Taliban regime’
(Ahsan, 2018, p. 200). In other words, ‘the shift was in the methods
of interpreting Islamic laws, the primacy of moral policing, the
engendering of administrative regulations, and the reinforced
surveillance of potential sexual transgressions’ (Ahsan, 2018, p.

204).

The Taliban, an organisation known for its repressive nature against
women and minorities, claims to be more progressive now than they
were during their 1996-2001 rule. However, stating this is
oxymoronic, as they continue to attack women who are currently
exercising their rights. For example, just last month, Taliban
insurgents shot and killed a pregnant woman for speaking up against
the group (RAWA News, 2019). This unquestionably shows that the
Taliban have a different interpretation of Islamic values and

women’s rights altogether.
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The Taliban are an anti-systemic and anti-democratic force, committed to their fundamentalist
ideology (Wolf, 2019), thus, as Dr Massouda Jalal, former Afghan Minister of Women’s Affairs has
stated, ‘one has to clearly understand that there are no “moderate” or “good Taliban™’ (Jalal, 2015).
S0, it could be said that ‘the Afghan Taliban’s willingness to enter into a conversation with members
of the Afghan administration at the Intra-Afghan Conference was the only really new thing at the
staged spectacle’ (Wolf, 2019). Having said this, this article argues that the international community
and the Afghan Government failed to fulfil their promises to ensure women’s rights and improve their
overall situation in the political, economic, and social spheres. Due to the observation that women
lack adequate political representation, a new women’s movement has emerged from the broader civil
society; in other words, through a bottom-up process. However, the movement is under threat by the

Taliban and other radical Islamist groups.

Paying lip service to Afghan women

Women’s rights were supposed to be the success story of the 2001 invasion (Bohn, 2018). The US
government legitimised the war in part on the promise to better the lives of Afghan women (Wolf,
2012). The then first lady Laura Bush, in a 2001 radio address to the nation, ‘urged Americans to join
their family in working to ensure that dignity and opportunity will be secured for all the women and
children of Afghanistan’ (Tabasum, 2019). However, Afghanistan is still ranked the worst place in
the world to be a woman’ (Bohn, 2018). International donors have stated that, due to the assistance
of aid programmes, millions of girls have enrolled in school, however, ‘an estimated two-thirds of
Afghan girls do not actually attend school’ (AFP, 2017) and 87 percent of Afghan women are
illiterate, while 70-80 percent face forced marriage, many before the age of 16° (ECW, 2019).
Governments and NGOs have showcased statistical success stories in order to justify their own aid
programmes in Afghanistan (Wolf, 2012). Nevertheless, they are being challenged by the realities on
the ground.

In some parts of Afghanistan, particularly in rural areas, the struggle for survival becomes the main
priority, leaving women’s rights to take a back seat. Jameela Naseri, a lawyer at Medica Afghanistan,
an NGO defending women and girls in war zones, explained that, although there have been many
programmes created to empower women, as well as aid coming into the country, ‘supporting women

in Afghanistan is something people all over the world pay lip service to, but money never gets to
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them’ (Bohn, 2018). Transparency International ranked Afghanistan ‘the fourth most corrupt country
in the world, noting that corruption hampers humanitarian assistance from getting where it needs to
go’ (Tolo News, 2018). Although violence and discrimination persist, some women are still able to
experience everyday little freedoms- ‘such as eating out with friends or having a hobby outside the

home (Najibullah, 2019), which they were not able to do under the Taliban rule.

From an all-girl robotics team to hashtag campaigns: An emerging women’s

movement takes shape

On 5 March 2003, Afghanistan acceded to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) without reservation. Unfortunately, Afghanistan has not lived up to its
commitments. Jameela Naseri said, ‘Afghan women need to take matters into their own hands. We
cannot wait for the government and international charities to save or liberate us’ (Bohn, 2018).
Although Afghanistan continues to be a patriarchal country with strict gender norms, Afghan women
have found different ways to raise awareness of the issues that affect them. For example, last year the
Afghan Girls Robotics Team ‘were denied visas to participate in the first Global Challenge Robotics
competition in Washington, DC’ (Safy, 2018). However, after actively campaigning for global
support, they were able to overcome the setback and were permitted to attend the competition. Roya
Mahboob, the first female CEO of a tech company in Afghanistan and one of the team’s sponsors,
said that ‘when the girls returned to Afghanistan, there was a huge movement — the leaders, the
communities, the families, everyone was changing their views on women in science and technology.
They became an example of hope, happiness, and a sense of pride for the Afghan community’ (Asia
Society, 2018). Furthermore, in 2017, refusing to succumb to the pressures from hardliners, Afghan
women held a music concert for the Afghan feminist and popstar Aryana Sayeed, who often
challenges traditional norms and the clergy (Ryder, 2017). The concert was not just any concert, but
a ‘fight for freedom and justice, and against violence, despotism and obscurity.” (Ryder, 2017).
Afghan women have also found cyber-activism to be a useful outlet; using the internet and social
media to raise their voices. They have been creating hashtag campaigns to get as much support as
they can so as to shed light on important issues in an effort to implement change. 2017 was the year

of successful hashtag campaigns for Afghan women, starting with the hashtag #\WherelsMyName. In

Afghanistan, ‘women are never referred to by name in public, instead they are identified as "the

daughter of" or "the wife of" by the eldest male in the family’ (BBC, 2017). Women aren’t even
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https://twitter.com/search?q=%23WhereIsMyName&src=typd

addressed by their name on wedding invitations or tombstones (Sorush, 2019). But this campaign is
challenging this practice. Not only did this hashtag gain popularity in Afghanistan, it also became a
global sensation supported by activists, singers, celebrities and feminists worldwide (Safy, 2019).

Another hashtag that gained momentum and achieved results was the #BanThisUniform initiative

that protested against restrictive school uniforms proposed for girls (Safy, 2019). As a result, the
uniform was withdrawn shortly after the campaign. In December 2017, some feminists launched the
hashtag #ScarfPoliticalHumiliation after President Ashraf Ghani made a sexist comment about

women. This campaign led the president to issue an immediate public apology.
Final thoughts

Since the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001, Afghan women have been promised a better life, and to
be protected by the rights enshrined in the 2004 Constitution. However, Afghan women have been
constantly disillusioned by empty promises from the international community, the Afghan
government, and the Taliban. The most recent being at the Intra-Afghan Conference where the
Taliban, once again, have vowed to respect women’s rights if they are to govern. Afghan women,
however, have been more empowered than ever before to raise their voices and take matters into their
own hands. Afghan women from all layers of society - radical, liberal, Islamic, or atheist - have come
together and created a network of feminist volunteers to take action (Najibullah, 2019). Online
platforms have proven to be a useful tool for Afghan women to join forces, protest harmful social
norms, and make change happen. However, it is important that the international community recognise
the emergence of this new movement as well as civil society activities, and include women into the
political decision-making process. It is also of utmost importance for them to protect women against

the Taliban and other extremists.
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