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Introduction

This report summarizes the discussions held at the International Conference on Strengthening 
the Role of Women MPs in Stabilizing and Transforming Afghanistan, organized by the 
EastWest Institute and the Parliamentarians Network for Conflict Prevention, and hosted by 
the European Parliament in Brussels on December 7th, 2010. The meeting brought together 
over seventy leading lawmakers from Afghanistan and Pakistan, and representatives from the 
Muslim world, alongside experts and officials from Europe and the United States. The aim: to 
find ways to enhance the role of women lawmakers in Afghanistan’s political processes. 

The views presented in the report are those of a select group of senior Afghan, Pakistani and 
international politicians and officials who attended the conference. While the recommenda-
tions and conclusions reflect positions that were agreed upon by all participants, the report on 
the debates proper neither reflect a consensus view nor pretends to fully capture all variations 
of opinions expressed in the discussions. It tries to capture, however, the predominant views 
of the participants. EWI is solely responsible for the content as well as any omissions or errors 
in this report. 

State of Play

In UN Security Council Resolutions 1325, 1888 and 1889, the United Nations declared that 
women’s active participation in conflict resolution is essential for building peace and stability. 
In September 2010, ten years after the passage of 1325, United Nations Secretary General Ban 
Ki-moon said in a call to action, “We must put women at the front and centre of peace pro-
cesses -- in negotiation and mediation, post-conflict governance and reconstruction.” Beyond 
whatever contribution women can make in ending conflicts, their participation in peace pro-
cesses and decision-making helps ensure their continued political representation, and prevent 
the passage of discriminatory legislation.

In Afghanistan, the active participation of women in ongoing peace and stabilization efforts 
is crucial, and appropriate: Coalition Forces made women’s rights a policy goal for their inter-
vention in 2001, framing the war against terror in part as a fight for Afghan women’s empow-
erment. At the time, three decades of conflict and five years of Taliban rule had completely 
disenfranchised Afghan women, who previously had the right to vote and hold office. After 
the Taliban regime collapsed, Afghan women got the chance to reclaim their rights as active 
citizens in governance and take a role in reconstructing their country. Constitutional changes 
gave women and men equal rights and responsibilities before the law. Women were appointed 
to prominent positions in the government and gained reserved seats in the Parliament and 
other political bodies. 

Ten years after the fall of the Taliban regime, Afghanistan continues to face great obstacles 
to peace and stability. Despite the national and international community’s rhetoric on the 
importance of strengthening the role of Afghan women leaders, Afghan women are still far 
from having a place at the decision-making table. Numerous cultural, political and economical 
challenges persist that risk reversing current gains: 
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> In a traditional patriarchal society like Afghanistan, the concentration of executive 
power in the hands of men makes it difficult for women to be considered credible politi-
cal actors. Even if they are elected, men tend to assign them a lesser role in political 
decision-making and almost no role in security-related processes. Although women are 
formally represented in some of the decision-making bodies, they are only very rarely 
involved in relevant decision-making processes, and ain visiting delegations outside 
Afghanistan. As a Pakistani lawmaker pointed out, during the recent conference on 
Strengthening the Role of Women MPs in Stabilizing and Transforming Afghanistan 
(December 2010) “It is incredible, but the first time I met an Afghan female MP was in 
Brussels. I didn’t meet them in Islamabad, because our female colleagues are never 
part of visiting delegations.” 

> Islamic fundamentalism and a particular interpretation of the Koran among certain 
influential religious leaders pose a serious threat to women’s active engagement in 
political life. They can and do shape public opinion in a way that endangers women’s se-
curity and active political engagement, as seen in the 2009 and 2010 elections, where 
women were the most vulnerable campaigners, and faced serious security threats 
including night calls and letters, and physical attacks. Some campaigners were even 
killed.

> The recent “reconciliation talks” intended to bring the Taliban back into Afghanistan’s 
political structure have raised many questions: namely, will the Taliban accept the 
achievements of the Afghan Constitution, including those provisions granting women 
the right to an education, right to move freely and participate in society, and the right 
to participate in decision making bodies. The constitution also guaranteed women 
seats in the National Legislative Assembly. As the government gears up for peace talks 
with the insurgents, Afghan women fear they will lose the gains of the last ten years. 
Renewed suppression of women’s participation in political processes and decision-
making bodies must not be the consequence of the reconciliation.

To safeguard the achievements of the past ten years, women must be more actively 
included in all relevant Afghan decision-making bodies, and provided with the political 
leverage to take part in political debates beyond gender specific issues, particularly 
reconciliation. Advancing women’s role as full actors in the political game is a necessary 
part of the ongoing reform process and a key way to help bring peace and stability to the 
country. It can be done by:
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Building strong international support from lawmakers worldwide 

The international community of lawmakers can offer crucial support to women parliamen-
tarians in Afghanistan. Afghan women lawmakers are rarely offered the chance to be in the 
spotlight, and the coalition countries rarely make them part of their political agenda. Their 
voice is heard all too rarely by lawmakers in Europe or the United States.

Members of the international community, and in particular lawmakers of the coalition coun-
tries, can and should play a bigger role in directing political attention to Afghan women law-
makers’ role in the ongoing stabilization and peacebuilding efforts, and provide them with a 
network of support. As a Swedish MP pointed out, “It is difficult to be a parliamentarian without 
a network.”

Enhancing regional cooperation

Afghan and Pakistani women lawmakers have a shared agenda and commonly shared con-
cerns, such as a deep interest in the peaceful resolution of the Afghan conflict. There is a clear 
interest from Pakistan and other countries in the region to improve the security situation in 
Afghanistan. 

Women lawmakers from Muslim backgrounds, particularly from neighboring countries, are 
well-placed to understand and relate to the challenges faced by their Afghan peers. Developing 
a strong regional support group for Afghan lawmakers would contribute to sharing information 
and best practices from legislative processes in neighboring states, allowing Afghan women 
MPs to access knowledge and political influence that would otherwise take years to acquire. 
A regional support network would help strengthen the role of Afghan women lawmakers in 
policy debates. 

Afghanistan remembers 
better days for women 
empowerment. It is said 
that during the 60s 
Aghanistan had more 
women in parliament 
than the U.S. had in the 
Congress at the time. 
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Voice of a Lawmaker

Shinkai Karokhail has been a member of the 
Afghan Parliament’s lower house, the Wolesi 
Jirga, since 2005. In December 2010, she 
attended the EastWest Institute Conference 
on Strengthening the Role of Women MPs 
in Stabilizing and Transforming Afghanistan, 
where Afghan women lawmakers shared ex-
periences and lessons learned with colleagues 
from Pakistan and other Muslim countries, as 
well as lawmakers from the West. 

For many participants, the conference high-
light was chance to listen to Shinkai Karokhail 
and her Afghan peers describe the challenges 
of running for office and governing in a coun-
try traditionally ruled by men. 

“When I ran for the first time for Parliament, 
none of my family members supported me, 
and my brother was very upset with me,” said 
Karokhail.  “My husband was also against me 
running for Parliament, and told my children 
that because I love power and I want to get 
involved in politics their life is in danger.”

Karokhail said that when she ran for office a 
second time, in 2010, her husband used the 
tense security situation as an excuse to take 
her children out of the country. Still, she says 
that some progress has been made, and tra-
ditional thinking is being changed: 

“When I run for the second time for Parliament, 
I got the support of more people, even of 
very traditional men, in remote villages. And 
although there were warlords and business-
men competing with me - people with a lot of 
money that could easily buy votes - I won and 
they lost. There is definitely a change starting 
to take place.”

But this new support for women lawmakers is 
tenuous, according to Karokhail “It is essen-
tial for women to have access to power and 
to decision making positions, especially in a 
country like Afghanistan. Otherwise we will 
be easily overlooked by men, and our achieve-
ments from the past ten years will be lost.”
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Challenges 

At the EastWest Institute’s Conference on Strengthening the Role of Women MPs in Stabilizing 
and Transforming Afghanistan, participants identified the following challenges and agreed on 
concrete recommendations to improve the current situation:

Lack of female representation at the decision-making level

Women elected on reserved seats are often perceived as passive players and rel-
egated to token positions. Countries in the coalition forces, particularly the United 
States, have usually opposed quota systems for this reason. But perhaps because 
the U.S. framed the intervention in part as a bid for women’s rights or perhaps 
because it is generally a good way to ensure women’s representation in decision-
making forums, the U.S. did not oppose the introduction of quota systems in the 
Afghan government.

Still, the Afghan quota system seems to apply only to the Parliament, and there is a 
stark difference in the number of women appointed in other decision-making positions. 
As of January 2011, there was one woman minister and one female mayor. Only 5.4% 
of judges were women, and there was no female representation in the Supreme Court 
High Council. If women are not in leadership positions, they cannot safeguard newly-
acquired rights or bring significant change to the current political and legislative set-up.

Recommendation #1: The international donor community should incorporate 
quota conditions into concrete requests for the Afghan government, and ensure 
the respect of these quotas in all programs. Financial restrictions may be applied 
for lack of compliance with donor requests.

Lack of political leverage

In the last ten years, Afghan women have made impressive political gains, including 
reserved quota seats in the Wolesi and Meshrano Jirga, the Peace Jirga and the High 
Peace Council. But this participation forced by the quota system alone does not result 
in political influence. For example, women members of the High Peace Council were 
not included in the first crucial visit of that body to Pakistan. The guarantee of the 
number in Parliament is a huge benefit; unfortunately, quotas don’t always change the 
substantive agenda in Parliament or in any other political body. Women must have not 
only reasonable access to positions of power, but also be perceived as equal actors in 
the political process. This requires visibility in political topics other than those of a mere 
gender specific nature. Women must be perceived as genuine actors in all relevant 
political issues. 
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Recommendation #2: The international community can and should support the 
Afghan government in implementing the international conventions already ratified 
that uphold women’s important contribution to peace processes, and strengthen 
women’s active political participation.

Lack of support networks

Afghan women’s entrance to Parliament has been met by a series of challenges, in-
cluding social structure barriers, psychological and physical violence, not to mention 
the presence of warlords inside and outside Parliament. In Afghanistan, parliamentary 
candidates run independently, relying on the moral and financial support of their fam-
ily and tribes. Given a deeply conservative social context, many women are unable to 
obtain the support of their families and tribes during the parliamentary term. As an 
Afghan MP  said at the Conference on the Role of Women MPs, “We do not have political 
parties to support us, thus we still need the support of the international community, in 
order to take our rightful place at the decision-making table.” 

This problem remains largely invisible outside of Afghanistan, as the security situa-
tion and debate on transition has diverted the international community’s attention 
away from women politicians. Women lawmakers in Afghanistan need support from 
the international community, which can and should continue pressuring the Afghan 
government to fulfill its obligations to involve them in security debates. 

Recommendation #3: Members of Parliaments from neighboring countries and 
the Muslim world, as well as lawmakers worldwide, should establish a strong inter-
national support network for women MPs in Afghanistan, with a focus on security 
issues. 

Women concerns in  ongoing reconciliation talks

Afghan leaders have used the unstable security situation as an excuse for not allow-
ing women to assume leadership positions. And it is true that former warlords and 
extremist politicians have threatened violence should women be given prominent roles. 
Furthermore, the prospect of a political settlement with the Taliban raises serious con-
cerns about whether the past decade’s achievements on women’s political participa-
tion can be safeguarded. To ensure that these democratic achievements are not traded 
away in ongoing negotiations, the concerns of women must be taken on board.

Recommendation #4: Lawmakers worldwide should continue pressuring the 
governments of the coalition forces to ensure that negotiations for peace in 
Afghanistan do not abandon womens rights.
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Division and lack of coordination within the Parliament

To prevent passage of discriminatory laws, women in the Afghan Parliament need to 
participate actively in fundamental decision-making. This requires the presence of in-
dependent female figures with political consciences, capable of changing the mindsets 
of their colleagues, family and society. Therefore, it is essential for the newly elected 
women lawmakers to be able to overcome any tribal, ethnic, or family allegiance that 
could hinder the development of significant legislative changes. Their success will 
depend on them attaining a critical mass, through effective networking among them-
selves and across party lines, as well as with the media and civil society. This is women 
lawmakers’ biggest opportunity to prove that their presence is not symbolic -- that they 
are in Parliament as full-fledged actors of the legislative process.

Recommendation #5: Afghan women lawmakers have to overcome any tribal or 
cultural divides that hinders the development of coalitions and alliance-building, 
and strategically join hands to ensure women’s active participation in all decision-
making processes. This could be done by reestablishing the Women Parliamentary 
Caucus that was set-up for a short period in the previous parliamentary term. The 
Pakistani experience in organizing and running such a forum can provide a useful 
model.

“The international com-
munities are helping, 
but I request help from 
the international com-
munity for the education 
and capacity-building.”

Dr. Husn Banu Ghazanfar, 
Minister of Women Affairs, Afghanistan

< Pictured here with Afghan President Hamid Karzai
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Next Steps

Participants at the International Conference 
on the Role of Afghan Women MPs (European 
Parliament, December 2010) have agreed 
on a series of concrete follow-up actions. 
These will be undertaken with the support 
of the EastWest Institute’s Parliamentarians 
Network for Conflict Prevention, to help 
Afghan women lawmakers increase their 
political leverage:

1. Establish and run a series of regular 
meetings between Afghan, Pakistani 
and regional women lawmakers. These 
meetings will promote information shar-
ing and cooperation on security issues at 
the regional level, and should also serve 
as the basis for a regional network of 
Parliamentarians;

2. Establish an international support net-
work for female MPs, with a focus on 
security issues, that shares information 
and experience with Afghan colleagues;

3. Organize a series of regular policy brief-
ings and advocacy opportunities with 
regional and international lawmakers, 
government officials, the media, and 
Parliamentary committees in Pakistan 
and the broader region to strengthen the 
communications and networking capac-
ity of Afghan women lawmakers. 
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