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Transition Within Tradition: Women’s Participation
in Restoring Afghanistan

Rina Amiri,1,3 Swanee Hunt,2 and Jennifer Sova2

The eyes of the world focused on Afghanistan: our global consciousness was awakened to the
plight of a population in turmoil. The subjugation of women served as part of a call to arms,
another reason used to justify armed conflict half a world away. Images of women in burkas,
kept from education, health care, and meaningful work, their myriad talents and skills wasted,
helped mobilize the coalition that joined in defeating the Taliban.
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A year after the Taliban collapsed and the
December 2001 Bonn Agreement established the
temporary Afghan government, there has been
marked progress in the advancement of women’s is-
sues. The first Ministry of Women’s Affairs has been
established; there are a number of women in govern-
ment, including the Minister of Health. In the Loya
Jirga, council that elects the head of the Afghan state,
11% of the delegates were women, and one woman
gathered enough votes to challenge President Karzai
for the presidential seat. Over 3 million students, in-
cluding women and girls, have returned to school;
and women have been able to resume professional
positions as teachers, doctors, lawyers, and judges.

However, this period has also been checkered
by fierce resistance to women’s progress and a back-
lash from radical conservatives. In a series of pub-
licized political battles, traditionalists took on the
government, demanding a ban on women’s images
and voices in the media. The government prevailed,
but has been careful not to sideline traditionalists,
supporting other conservative measures affecting
women. Perhaps most controversial, the infamously
repressive Ministry of Vice and Virtue, established
by the Taliban, has reappeared as the Department of
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Islamic Teaching. While the situation has markedly
improved since the Taliban regime, the stage is set
for a struggle between traditionalists and modernists;
and once again women’s roles and religion are cen-
tral to the conflict.

Afghanistan has been devastated by decades of
war and social unrest. The nation is at a critical junc-
ture that could lead to long-term peace and secu-
rity or continued civil strife. To create sustainable
progress, support for women’s rights and roles must
be couched within Afghan culture, history, and reli-
gion. This is no simple task. Islamic religious texts,
like scriptures of other faiths, are subject to differ-
ent interpretations. Widely divergent social norms
are described by their proponents as rooted in Islam,
including behaviors considered repressive by many
other Muslims.

While women in Afghanistan and other parts
of the Muslim world face many obstacles, there are
also, within Islam and Afghan history, important
precedents of women playing active roles in politics,
business, healthcare, education, the media, and the
military, among others. Many modern Afghan lead-
ers say the foundation of Islamic religion accords
women protection, including the right to education,
property, and civic participation. The reconstruction
of Afghanistan can build on these beliefs and past
experiences. The belief that reform should come
from within Islam is not, however, universally held.
Some argue that the discourse on women should
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be removed from the religious context, where tradi-
tionalists and the Ulema (Muslim scholars trained in
Islamic law) have the clear advantage.

Gender policies have always been part of a
larger ideological debate between traditionalist and
modernist forces in Afghanistan. Efforts to support
and emancipate women have often been led by male
political leaders as part of the effort to modernize.
Such gender measures have been challenged repeat-
edly and at times reversed by the conservative or-
thodoxy, consisting primarily of religious leaders and
the rural population. This pattern has been repeated
in recent Afghan history even before the Taliban, as
the past century witnessed a series of governments
led by monarchs, Marxists, and Mujahideen. Each of
these political movements resulted in a reevaluation
of women’s roles and legislative acts that either sup-
ported women’s emancipation or barred them from
public space. Although none of these regimes proved
permanent, each has left its influence on Afghan
culture.

Thus traditionalists and modernists, opponents
and proponents of women’s rights, can look to prece-
dents in Afghan history to support their positions.
While Islam was a unifying force among different re-
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been affected. Similarly, in many refugee camps the
rural versus urban divide among women has also
been weakening; women with a variety of back-
grounds have been able to acquire new skills and to
exchange perspectives on gender issues. The return
of the Diaspora from the West will also undoubtedly
shape ideas about women’s roles and rights.

While central to the heritage of Afghanistan
and other countries with a history of repressive gen-
der policies, Islam is not necessarily the force that
has led to women’s subordination. Not only does
the Qur’an emphasize that righteousness is identi-
cal in the case of man or woman, but it affirms,
clearly and consistently, women’s equality with men
and their fundamental rights to actualize their hu-
man potential. In fact, when seen through a nonpa-
triarchal lens, the Qur’an goes beyond egalitarian-
ism. It exhibits particular solicitude toward women
as also toward other classes of disadvantaged persons
(R. Hassan noted during Transition within Tradition
Conference, December, 2001).

Within the context of colonialism and the as-
cendancy of Western norms, a politicized version of
Islam has emerged, entailing a rejection of Western
culture in favor of an “authentic,” more “spiritual”
and “pure” way of life. This political movement has
often focused on “emancipated women” as a sym-
bol of modernization and as a threat to the integrity
of Islamic and indigenous traditions. With this ratio-
nale, laws unfavorable to women have been passed
in the name of Islam. Azizah Y. Al-Hibri, an expert
in Islamic jurisprudence notes that for many years,
Islam was used in Afghanistan as the justification
for policies that inflicted serious harm (dharar) on
women. The Afghan woman was denied the right
to education despite the fact that, according to the
Prophet, seeking an education is the duty of every
Muslim, male or female. She was denied the right
to earn a respectable living despite the fact that the
Qur’an states that every person is allotted what they
earn. She was also denied participation in the po-
litical process, despite the fact that the Qur’an it-
self recognized her right to such participation. This
state of affairs shocks the conscience, given the ex-
plicit Qur’anic stand in support of women. The over-
arching Qur’anic view of gender relations is rooted
in the basic assertion that God created us all from a
singe soul” (Al-Hibri, noted during Transition within
Tradition Conference, December, 2001).

Neighboring countries offer valuable lessons for
women in Afghanistan as Muslim women strive
to develop an understanding of their rights within

the Islamic tradition. A prerevolution minister in
neighboring Iran Mahnaz Afkhami believes that “as
Muslim women activists, it is necessary for us to rein-
terpret and redefine our cultures and to seek indige-
nous roots for our rights—to change when we must,
to search out what is authentically supportive of our
rights, and to replace what has been shaped to up-
hold patriarchal social structures. Change will mean
transformation. Change will require improving our
condition by taking an active role in administration,
practice, expression, and definition of culture, tradi-
tion, and religion” (Afkhami, noted during Transi-
tion within Tradition Conference, December, 2001).

We will now examine female access to educa-
tion, women in the economic sphere, and women’s
political participation in Afghanistan. Suggestions
will also be made to improve the condition of women
in these three domains.

EDUCATION

The draconian gender policies of the Taliban
colored perceptions regarding female access to edu-
cation in Afghanistan. While literacy levels were typ-
ically less than 20%, the historical pre-Taliban record
indicates steady progress in access to schooling, in-
cluding higher education for daughters of elite fami-
lies and urban dwellers, as well as slow growth in lit-
eracy and schooling for rural women and girls, who
comprise the vast majority of the female population
(Moghadam, 1994). Since the modern school system
was established in the 1920s, there have been schools
for Afghan girls. In the late 1920s, the first Afghan
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After 1979, the Soviet-dominated Democratic
Republic of Afghanistan made education, and espe-
cially schooling for girls, a major social policy. The
regime launched a literacy campaign targeting chil-
dren, teen-aged girls, and women. From the begin-
ning, the project met with strong objections, in part
because the campaign was enmeshed in the com-
munist political agenda. The curriculum was replete
with Marxist language advocating urban and mod-
ern mores and behavior, often characterizing tradi-
tional models as backward. The result was a signifi-
cant backlash against education, particularly in rural
areas, with distrust and widespread rejection of edu-
cation initiatives undertaken by the government.

The 10-year war against the Soviets prevented
both the expansion of the educational system and an
increase in school enrollment. According to World
Bank figures from 1980, primary school enrollment
was only 54% for the male population and 12%
for females (GenderStats, 2002). Illiteracy remained
extremely high, especially for females. However, in
1989, Kabul boasted seven higher education insti-
tutes with a total of 15,319 students, both male and
female. Kabul University alone had about 7000 stu-
dents, of whom 65% were female. Additionally, the
Medical Institute under the Ministry of Public Health
had 3000 students, making a total of over 18,000 stu-
dents nationwide; more than double the enrollment
of the previous decade (Moghadam, 1994).

Subsequently, the Mujahideen civil conflict of
1992–94 and the Taliban’s prohibition of schooling
for girls and of employment for women as teachers
resulted in a dramatic decline in education for girls,
as well as boys. In 2000, the World Bank estimated
that boys’ enrollment in primary schools slowed to
about 2%, while girls’ enrollment dropped nearly to
zero (GenderStats, 2002). The Gender Advisor to the
UN System in Afghanistan reported that recent liter-
acy rates are 4% for women and 30% for men (Gen-
der advisor, 2000, as cited in the U.S. Department of
State Web site, 2001).

Even before the decades of war and unrest,
due to a lack of resources, Afghanistan has failed
to educate most of its population. Girls and women
have been most affected because of gender bias
and traditional customs, but there is a countervail-
ing history of compulsory education for boys and
girls in urban areas and enrollment of women in
higher education and professional schools. More-
over, reaction against the systematic oppression of
women under the Taliban regime has created an
atmosphere of support for women’s and girls’ ed-

ucation and employment. During the reigns of the
Mujahideen and the Taliban, women successfully
ran secret schools for boys and girls and organized
networks of women in Afghanistan and abroad.
As Elaheh Rostami Povey learned during her re-
cent research in Kabul, these established organiza-
tions have already earned high-levels of trust within
Afghanistan and the larger community and can serve
as a base for the continued expansion of women’s
participation in Afghan society (Povey, 2003, p. 272).

There is broad consensus among Islamic schol-
ars that education as a right and responsibility of
every citizen is supported by the essential teachings
of Islam. Consistent with that scriptural imperative,
the principle of educating women and girls is per-
vasive throughout Islamic cultures; and Islamic his-
tory includes examples of women scholars, poets,
and authors. In practice, the concept of education
in Islam is much broader than basic literacy. For-
mal and nonformal education extends not only into
knowledge about a wide range of fields, but also into
women’s rights within Islam. Historical examples of
this broad spectrum of women’s education abound:
many wives of the Prophet were educated women;
Aisha bint Sa’d and Nafissa were leading jurists as
early as the second century; women authored major
traditions within the faith; men went to schools to
study the words of women; and women historically
led prayer.Islamic literary figures include Sukaynab
bint al-Hussayn, the granddaughter of the Prophet;
Zainab, the physician of the tribe of bani Awd; and
Um al-Hassan the daughter of the Islamic Prophet,
Muhammad.

There are many positive lessons to be learned
from governments of other Muslim countries, which
vary greatly in their culture, traditions, social sys-
tems, and attitudes toward educating women. Al-
though many women in other Muslim countries have
progressed to the university level, those in more
traditional rural areas often do not exercise that
right for social, economic, or family reasons. In post-
World War II Iran many women attended university;
under the Shah, a critical mass of educated women
specialized in a broad range of fields. After the
Iranian revolution, led by the Ayatollah Khomeni,
women argued on religious grounds that they were
guaranteed education. They won that argument; the
university, in fact, was considered “morally safe.” To-
day, Iran has achieved nearly 70% female literacy ac-
cording to the UN (World Bank, 2002).

In Egypt, modern girls’ schools date back to
the nineteenth century, but these were preceded by
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Islamic schools, not as politicized as some of the
madrassas of today. Women began attending univer-
sity around 1930, and compulsory education for girls
has been in effect in Egypt since the 1950s. Accord-
ing to the United Nations Development Program’s
Human Development Report (2003), girls made up
almost half of the total secondary school enrollment
(United Nations Development Program, 2003). In
Lebanon, women comprised nearly 70% of teachers
in 1996 (Hariri, 1997). In the United Arab Emirates,
women made up 70% of the university student pop-
ulation in 1997 (The World’s Women, 2000).

Thus, though women in the Muslim world con-
tinue to face challenges when seeking educational
opportunities, progress has been made in a variety of
countries. The rights and opportunities for women to
be educated are established in religious texts, Afghan
history, and the laws and practice of neighboring na-
tions. All these are evidence that the building of
a strong and equitable Afghan educational system,
consistent with the country’s culture, is not only crit-
ical but also feasible.

GENDER AND EDUCATION
RECOMMENDATIONS: TO BRIDGE
AFGHANISTAN’S EDUCATIONAL
GENDER GAP

1. Teacher training and curricula, vulnerable
to political whims, must be standardized.
Afghan teachers, in Afghanistan and in the
Diaspora, should be called upon to develop
those standards.

2. Night schools and other educational pro-
grams should be established to compensate
for education denied during recent years. The
reestablishment and expansion of women’s
education (including married women) should
include creative literacy-building tools such
as instructional radio programs, practical job
training appropriate to the needs of villages,
and income-generating programs. Education
must be oriented to women’s real lives, taking
into account the need for childcare, as well as
other social and cultural limitations.
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their rights are equal. Muslim feminists argue that
granting women the right to inherit was revolution-
ary. They point out that women’s unequal share of
inheritance was in keeping with the economic reali-
ties of the seventh century, when men were respon-
sible for the entire economic welfare of the family.
Thus, if the Qur’anic prescriptions are understood
in their proper historical and cultural context, it be-
comes evident that the Islamic religion worked to-
ward women’s economic empowerment rather than
promoting discrimination. Those who believe the
Qur’an should be interpreted according to the con-
ditions of the time argue that the inheritance pol-
icy should be changed in modern settings where both
men and women contribute financially to the family.

Furthermore, policies that exclude Muslim
women from the economic sphere ignore prominent
examples of working women in the early days of
Islam: Omar, for example, the second Caliph (a suc-
cessor to the Prophet and the leader of the Muslim
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local councils for women. Under Bangladesh’s pres-
idency of the UN Security Council in 2000, the im-
portance of women’s agency in peace and security
was brought to the attention of the Council for the
first time in its 50-year history; the Bengali Ambas-
sador pushed the issue until the Council passed Res-
olution 1325, which insists on the full inclusion of
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world has taken notice of the need to restore Afghan
women’s rights. This highly publicized situation pro-
vides an opportunity for momentous progress on
gender issues, not only in Afghanistan, but globally.
To that end, those acting in this area must acknowl-
edge that women’s rights are always couched within


