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Women, War, and Peace in Afghanistan: Revisiting Two 
Decades of Struggle for a Sustainable and Inclusive Peace

By Maria Raheen1

For Afghanistan, one of the most important gains of the 21st century emerged 
after the fall of the Taliban regime in 2001 and the adoption of the new 
constitution in 2004, through which the principle of gender equality was 
incorporated into the formal framework of the Afghan state. Women entered 
the parliament, gained access to education and public sector employment, and 
became active participants in civil society. Yet, despite these achievements, 
women’s presence in official peace processes, particularly in negotiations 
with the Taliban, remained minimal or largely symbolic.

This essay examines the reasons behind the gap between political 
advancements and the lack of meaningful participation of women in peace 
processes, especially the peace process that took place between 2018 and 
2021. Drawing on feminist theories of peacebuilding and United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000) (UNSCR 1325), this essay: 

	■ Identifies the structural and political barriers hindering women’s 
participation in the Afghan peace process (2018-2021);

	■ Analyses the capacities developed by Afghan women in the two decades 
since 2001; and

	■ Conducts a comparative assessment of women’s roles and efforts in 
influencing peace processes in the Republic era (2001-2021), and in 

1. Maria Raheen is a professor and the former head of Balkh University’s Faculty of Journalism. She is also a 
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the current context (post-August 2021) within the Afghan diaspora.

Based on this three-pronged approach, this study concludes that sustainable 
and inclusive peace can only be achieved when meaningful participation of 
women is guaranteed in all stages of political and social decision-making. 
The essay is structured as follows: Section 1 provides a contextual overview of 
conflict(s) and peacebuilding efforts in Afghanistan covering contemporary 
and earlier historical periods. Within this scope, it also summarizes the 
impact of these conflicts and resulting dynamics on social, political, and 
cultural realities in Afghanistan. Crucially, it situates the nuances of how 
and why these dynamics affected Afghan women’s agency and freedoms and 
delineates the particularities of women’s socio-political and other forms of 
advancement between 2001 and 2021. Section 2 discusses the theoretical 
framework and research methodology employed in this study. Section 3 traces 
the trajectories of women’s capacities and the barriers to their participation in 
Afghanistan’s peace process(es). Building on the preceding sections, Section 
4 provides a comparative review of women’s roles and efforts in influencing 
Afghanistan’s peace process by examining it in the context of the Islamic 
Republic era (2001-2021) and that of the present (post-August 2021) 
within the Afghan diaspora. 

A Contextual Overview

Since the early 20th century, Afghanistan, for the first time in its modern 
history, experienced a full-scale internal war that persisted for several 
decades. This period witnessed the disintegration of structured systems of 
power, allowing long-suppressed social, ethnic, and regional grievances 
to surface and manifest themselves. War, along with the dominance of 
unrestrained violence, emerged as the only prevailing paradigm, one that 
offered no prospect for social cohesion.

The study of political coalitions among ethnic groups during this time remains 
one of the most instructive historical experiences for present-day Afghanistan. 
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These were alliances repeatedly formed and dissolved; ethnic hostilities that, 
though temporarily buried under the ashes, were never extinguished; and 
ambitions that consistently left no space for genuine political consensus.2 
This was, in essence, a war of all against all, a conflict that further deepened 
and entrenched social grievances.

With the expansion of the civil war of the 1990s, not only was the political fabric 
of Afghan society severely damaged, but all social and cultural processes also 
experienced a catastrophic decline and distortion, further exacerbated by the 
heavy burden of widespread public ignorance. National belief and confidence 
were undermined by reckless maneuvers of inexperienced political actors, 
who operated under the influence and support of self-interested domestic 
figures and skeptical foreign powers engaged in the Afghan peace question.

As a result, the social strata of the country quickly fragmented under the 
weight of political, economic, and social injustices born of war, intensified 
particularly by the promotion of traditional religious prejudices. In this 
environment, many populist slogans, especially those centered on the utility 
of male force on the battlefield, were transformed into taboos and rapidly 
penetrated both the intellectual and practical spheres of society.

This destructive dynamic inflicted irreparable harm upon Afghan women. 
Despite decades of struggle, whether during the monarchy era, or the brief 
republican period (2001-2021), women had managed— albeit within the 
confines of a few major urban centers such as Kabul, Balkh, and Herat—
to assert their identity and achieve a modest degree of gender equilibrium. 
However, in the shadow of war and internal discord, their presence became 
increasingly marginalized, and their once-emerging social role was 
significantly diminished (Rashid 2021).

In the new political structure(s) that came into being during the years of civil 
war (1992-1996), and the Taliban’s first regime (1996-2001), and in the 

2. It is important to note that the phenomenon of ambition and ethnic hostility in Afghanistan was not confined 
to any single group. Whenever afforded the slightest opportunity, each faction sought to suppress the others.
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period of relative transition beyond it (i.e., the Afghan Transitional Authority 
that lasted from 2002 to 2004), the processes of ownership and political 
power remained restricted and exclusively concentrated in the hands of men. 
Women continued to occupy the lowest tier in national decision-making 
and power-sharing (and during the Taliban’s first regime, women were 
completely excluded from any kind of political role). 

This marginalization was reinforced by men’s retrospective reading of 
women’s decades-long exclusion from political struggle—and men’s 
assumptions that women lack the capability to participate in political decision-
making—which in turn relegated women’s identity-forming political and 
military roles to a subordinate position. Women’s agency was framed merely 
as an extension of political agendas fractured along ethnic, religious, and 
linguistic lines, consistently ranking them below their male counterparts.

National thought in Afghanistan, which has consistently developed under a 
male-dominated paradigm, represents a stark reality of women’s compounded 
marginalization. The absence of balance in political power has prevented 
women from being supported as a potential force for redirecting the trajectory 
of society throughout the country’s history. Centuries of dominance of 
patriarchy has deprived Afghan women of opportunities for self-expression 
and self-determination, binding the framework of their lives and destinies to 
the authority of men, be it husbands, fathers, or brothers.

This patriarchal structure has enabled men to limit women’s life choices and 
obstruct their social participation. In such a society, where women’s freedom 
as independent human beings is still not recognized, the realization of 
democracy and human rights is not only difficult but at times perilous. When 
ownership of women’s existence is ascribed to husbands, fathers, or brothers, 
no law or institutional framework alone can rectify these beliefs unless the 
level of awareness, social understanding, and human rights consciousness 
within society is elevated to the point where these values are internalized and 
accepted as norms.

Otherwise, even when women appear in the streets, in conference halls, or 
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in classrooms, such visibility does not necessarily signify that they enjoy 
genuine human freedom. These women remain bound to destinies inscribed 
centuries ago and continuously imposed upon their lives. Their participation 
in public life, while seemingly progressive, often reflects the persistence of 
structural barriers that confine them to predetermined roles. The symbolic 
presence of women may serve political or social agendas, yet without 
dismantling entrenched norms and power relations, such visibility risks 
becoming superficial. Genuine empowerment requires not only access to 
public spaces but also the transformation of cultural, legal, and institutional 
frameworks that dictate women’s place in society.

Historical experience has demonstrated that transforming this condition is 
possible only through the collective wisdom of society, rather than through the 
pressure of a few external actors or the issuance of temporary declarations and 
programs. Genuine change requires overcoming challenges deeply embedded 
in the cultural, social, and even material fabric of the nation. Laws enacted in 
favor of women can only be effective if they are revised in accordance with 
the demands of the time and made responsive to the real needs of women.

Recognition of women’s freedom as independent human beings becomes 
attainable only when the nation as a whole endorses collective values, and 
when every individual within the family plays an active role in laying the 
foundation for these values. This process must be internalized within the very 
fabric of society to pave the way for consolidating women’s legal identity.

In any case, between 2001 and 2021, Afghanistan witnessed remarkable 
developments in the field of women’s rights, marking a significant turning 
point in the country’s modern history. With the support of the international 
community and the enactment of new legislations, women gained 
unprecedented access to education, employment, and political participation. 
The establishment of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA), the 
increased representation of women in parliament, and the dramatic rise in the 
number of girls attending educational institutions stand as key examples of 
these transformations (Human Rights Watch 2017).
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Nevertheless, these achievements were consistently confronted with structural 
challenges, cultural pressures, and security threats—factors that indicate 
that the advancement of women’s status in Afghanistan was less the result 
of sustainable social transformation and more dependent on external support 
and the specific political conditions of that period (Larson and Coburn 2020).

Methodological Approaches

Theoretical Frameworks

	■ United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 and Meaningful 
Participation
Adopted in 2000, UNSCR 1325 obliges member states to ensure 
the participation of women in all stages of conflict resolution, post-
war reconstruction, and peacekeeping. The Resolution emphasizes 
four pillars: participation, protection, prevention, and peacebuilding 
(United Nations Security Council 2000). Meaningful participation 
does not simply entail the physical presence of women, but rather 
their ability to influence negotiation agendas and discourses 
related to justice, sexual violence, and social reconstruction. 

	■ Feminist Theories of Peace
Feminist scholars argue that traditional peace processes are often 
dominated by male elites and patriarchal structures, resulting in a form 
of peace that restores political order rather than addressing gender-
based injustices. Feminist peace theory underscores the importance 
of recognizing women’s lived experiences of war, including domestic 
violence, economic discrimination, and exclusion from justice 
mechanisms. In this view, peace that fails to account for gendered 
dimensions of conflict is inherently fragile, as it overlooks the structural 
inequalities and everyday insecurities that women face. By centering 
women’s perspectives, feminist approaches argue for a transformative 
model of peace that goes beyond the cessation of hostilities to include 
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social justice, equality, and long-term reconciliation. This perspective 
challenges the narrow conception of security as merely the absence of 
war and instead promotes a holistic understanding that integrates human 
security, dignity, and inclusive governance.

	■ Gender-sensitive Transitional Justice
In countries affected by war and systematic human rights violations, 
transitional justice plays a crucial role in rebuilding public trust. 
When women are excluded from the design of truth commissions, 
reparations programs, and legal reforms, their interests and needs are 
easily overlooked. A gender-sensitive approach ensures that women’s 
perspectives are integrated into all stages of transitional justice, thereby 
promoting more equitable and sustainable societal reconstruction.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative and comparative research design. Data 
were drawn from secondary sources, including United Nations (UN) reports, 
academic research, government documents, and publications from human 
rights organizations. The research featured three stages:

	■ Document Analysis: Examination of legal texts such as Afghanistan’s 
2004 constitution, the country’s National Action Plan (NAP) on 
UNSCR 1325, and relevant UN resolutions;

	■ Comparative Study: Investigation of women’s experiences both within 
Afghanistan and in the diaspora in achieving sustainable peace; and 

	■ Thematic Analysis: Discussion on key themes, including political will, 
security, civil society capacity, and legal frameworks.
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Women’s Capacities and Barriers to Participation in Afghanistan’s 
Peace Process

In 2001, following the collapse of the Taliban regime, Afghanistan entered 
an unprecedented phase of political restructuring and modern institutional 
development, with slogans emphasizing human rights, particularly women’s 
rights and freedom of expression. The ensuing reforms rapidly permeated 
various social strata, and structural transformations in both civil and military 
spheres entered a new stage of political power distribution.

The consolidation of this power was far from straightforward. Local armed 
groups, religious leaders, and tribal elders who had wielded significant 
influence and military power both during the civil wars of the preceding 
25 years, and under the Taliban rule, remained highly active in the political 
arena (Rubin 2002; Giustozzi 2009; Rashid 2021).3 In the new political 
landscape of the post-2001 period, they continued to vie for governance 
and political authority, often positioning themselves in direct confrontation 
with each other. Even the newly formed government, supported broadly by 
the international community and military forces, was not entirely immune to 
their influence (Rubin 2002; Giustozzi 2009; Rashid 2021).

From time to time, armed factions negotiated for control over state power, 
determining their position within the new system according to their own 
groups and networks (Rubin 2002; Giustozzi 2009). Ethnic, tribal, positional, 
linguistic, and religious bargaining escalated to levels unprecedented in Afghan 
history. For these actors, personal interests were paramount. Moreover, they 
often advanced agendas contrary to national interests, resorting to violence, 
armed threats, and targeted killings. The consequences of such oppressive 
individualism and narrow-minded factionalism posed significant risks to 
the continuity of the state system and indeed, these threats materialized. 
Persistent challenges of this nature severely undermined national power and 
central governance, placing the state in a condition of near collapse.

3. These figures include individuals like Marshal Abdul Rashid Dostum of the Junbish-e Milli party, and Marshal 
Mohammad Qasim Fahim of the Jamiat-e Islami party, to name a few.
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While political leaders spoke in favor of democracy and democratic processes 
in their public rhetoric, there was also a sentiment among the general populace 
that these political frameworks had been imposed on the country from outside 
and not organically evolved. This led to discourses like lack of national 
legitimacy and imbalance in national power. This situation undermined the 
cohesion of the national armed forces under the leadership of the central 
government, fostering doubt, instability, and mistrust. In the early, clumsy 
confrontations among these groups, and due to the limited enforcement 
capacity of the central government, women were the key demographic 
excluded from power and marginalized. Women’s inclusion that was seen 
in various levels of government and political decision-making was more an 
outcome of international pressure rather than an inherent desire to include 
women.

Although the newly established government, supported by the international 
community, guaranteed the visibility and participation of Afghan women 
in society, and despite the creation of influential institutions such as the 
Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), the MoWA, 
and numerous organizations advocating for women’s rights and access to the 
all branches of government, these efforts did not result in the formation of 
strong political structures led by women.

In effect, Afghan women became auxiliary forces serving men who competed 
for power. These groups benefited from the presence of women, using it to 
demonstrate to both the Afghan government and the international community 
that women’s rights were on par with those of men and that women in 
Afghanistan had full command of their human rights. At this stage, feminist 
slogans became largely performative, a fashion signaling a superficial 
embrace of modernity rather than genuine empowerment.

Despite these numerous internal challenges and the influence of externally 
backed ethnic groups, Afghan women, through the efforts of certain political, 
social, and cultural actors, supported by the new system and the international 
community, managed to secure positions within ministries, parliamentary 
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seats, and roles in provincial councils, national and international organizations, 
universities, and other sectors. In these roles, they contributed to consolidating 
state power and the relative legal authority of governance, paving the way for 
political, economic, and social transformation.

However, these achievements were often fragile and uneven, constrained 
by deep-rooted patriarchal traditions, ongoing insecurity, and the 
instrumentalization of women’s rights within broader political agendas. Many 
women who entered leadership positions faced systemic discrimination, 
threats, and social backlash, limiting their ability to exercise real influence. 
While their presence symbolized progress and provided critical models for 
younger generations, the sustainability of these gains remained contingent 
on continued institutional support, security guarantees, and a cultural shift 
toward genuine gender inclusivity.

A new political order was established, and under this framework of 
governance, the 2004 constitution, despite numerous attempts by jihadist and 
other factions to alter its provisions, adopted principles of gender equality, 
reserving at least 27% of parliamentary seats for women (“Constitution of the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan” 2004). Furthermore, the National Action 
Plan (NAP) on UNSCR 1325 (2015–2022) was developed to increase 
women’s participation in peacebuilding (Ministry of Women’s Affairs 2007; 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2015). 
Afghan women demonstrated significant capacity and motivation to advance 
peace, making remarkable efforts at the community and civil society levels. 
Yet, the political and structural opportunities for their genuine participation 
in peace processes remained insufficient, superficial, and at times symbolic. 
Moreover, the involvement of the Taliban in peace negotiations (2018-
2021), without guarantees for women’s rights, rendered many of these 
achievements largely unrealized.
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Expansion of Women’s Civil Institutions

Institutions such as the AIHRC, the Afghan Women’s Network (AWN), and 
the organization ‘Women for Peace and Participation’ played active roles 
in education, advocacy, and monitoring of gender-based violence. Women 
journalists, female members of the parliament, female provincial council 
representatives, and women activists across the country increased their social 
impact, participated in peace dialogues, and fearlessly defended women’s 
fundamental freedoms. Women were also prominently present in certain 
peace processes, such as the Loya Jirgas (grand consultative assemblies).

Between 2001 and 2021, thousands of Afghan women received higher 
education and entered universities. These educated women made substantive 
contributions to government institutions, non-government organizations 
(NGO), and reconstruction projects, and played key roles in promoting 
peace, human rights, and civic education. A group of human rights defenders, 
civil society activists, and members of parliament also sought to participate 
in intra-Afghan negotiations (IAN)—which was scheduled to begin in 
September 2020, after the US-Taliban Agreement was signed—to achieve 
peace, particularly in the years leading up to the collapse of the government 
in 2021. 

However, one factor that limited women’s influence on these dialogues was 
the Taliban’s authoritarian stance toward women, which constrained their 
participation in governance under Taliban administration and influenced 
negotiations during these meetings despite the government portraying itself 
as a promoter of democracy and human rights in Afghanistan.

Structural and Political Barriers to Women’s Participation in the Afghan 
Peace Process

The limited presence of women in Afghan peace negotiations resulted from 
a combination of political, cultural, security, and structural factors. The most 
significant of these processes are explained below:
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	■ Patriarchal Structure of Politics and Governance in Afghanistan 
In Afghanistan’s traditional political culture and structure, power 
has typically been concentrated in the hands of men, with women’s 
participation often being symbolic or driven by international pressure. 
Women rarely occupied positions in key decision-making bodies, such 
as the High Peace Council (HPC) or main negotiating delegations. 
While figures such as Dr. Habiba Sarabi, the former governor of Bamyan 
province, and other women did serve on the HPC and in negotiating 
delegations, their roles were often constrained in practice. For example, 
they were frequently excluded from key decision-making discussions, 
their recommendations were given less weight than those of male 
counterparts, and they were expected to represent ‘women’s issues’ 
rather than influence broader political agendas (UN Women 2022). 
Such limitations illustrate that, despite formal inclusion, women’s 
actual power within these institutions remained circumscribed. 

In the final phase of the Afghan peace process that began in 2018, the 
Afghan government and international powers, particularly the US, 
prioritized speed and tangible outcomes over inclusive participation. 
A notable example of this approach was the US-Taliban agreement 
signed in February 2020, which laid the groundwork for the IAN. 
However, the agreement was reached without extracting meaningful 
concessions from the Taliban on reducing violence or ensuring 
participation of Afghan civil society, political factions, and women. 
This emphasis on expediency over inclusivity contributed to a peace 
process that was widely perceived as one-sided and ultimately 
failed to achieve a sustainable political settlement (Brooking 2022). 
Consequently, political pressure to compromise with the Taliban 
dominated these negotiations. The Taliban not only refused women’s 
participation but fundamentally opposed their presence in politics 
and peace dialogues. Moreover, some actors, seeking to “appease the 
Taliban,” overlooked women’s effective involvement, while certain 
women, to maintain influence within the republican structure and 



subsequent governance, engaged in negotiations with the Taliban, 
sometimes at the cost of compromising the rights and values they had 
previously championed. For example, Fatima Gailani, a prominent 
women’s rights activist and former president of the Afghan Red Crescent 
Society, was one of only four women who participated in the 2020 
IAN peace talks. Despite her efforts, the process largely marginalized 
women, and the Taliban’s 2021 return led to a dramatic rollback of 
many rights women had gained since 2001 (UN Women 2022).

	■ Lack of Experience and Structural Preparedness for Meaningful 
Participation​
Many women who entered political dialogues lacked the necessary 
experience and training to engage effectively in complex political 
and security negotiations. For instance, during the 2020 IAN peace 
talks in Doha, only a handful of women were included in the Afghan 
government’s negotiating team, namely Fatima Gailani, Dr. Habiba 
Sarabi, Fawzia Koofi, and Sharifa Zurmati. Despite their presence, 
their roles were often marginalized, and their contributions were not 
given equal weight compared to their male counterparts. The absence 
of comprehensive capacity-building programs for these women further 
exacerbated the situation, leaving them ill-equipped to navigate the 
complexities of the peace process effectively, impeding their ability to 
influence discussions on critical issues such as women’s rights, security, 
and governance. Educational and advisory institutions designed to 
prepare women for meaningful participation in such negotiations 
were extremely limited. Moreover, government policy regarding 
these dialogues was often unclear and unpredictable. Government 
spokespersons and, at times, the media, not only failed to inform and 
encourage public opinion but sometimes contributed to confusion and 
anxiety, amplifying intellectual tensions and societal disagreements.
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	■ Security Conditions and Direct Threats
Many women engaged in the peace process faced security threats, 
assassination attempts, and pressures from family and society. These 
dangers often led to self-censorship or withdrawal from the process. In 
some cases, active participants faced serious security risks. Even back 
in 2014 for example, Shukria Barakzai, a female Member of Parliament 
and women’s rights activist was targeted with a bombing attack while 
on her way from home to the parliament. Women activists were 
consistently targeted by political and physical violence. High-profile 
assassinations such as that of Fereshteh Kohistani in 2020 created an 
unsafe public environment for women during the last peace process. 

Women’s participation in the Loya Jirgas and the High Peace Council 
remained highly limited and largely ineffective due to entrenched 
patriarchal norms and tokenistic inclusion. During all the Doha 
negotiations (2018–2021)—both during the 2018-2020 US-Taliban 
talks and the IAN (2020-2021)—only a few women were involved, 
and their roles were mostly symbolic. For example, despite being a 
member of the High Peace Council, Habiba Sarabi and other women 
were often excluded from key decision-making discussions, and their 
proposals on women’s rights were frequently ignored (Giustozzi 2009; 
UN Women 2022). Moreover, while the then Afghan government did 
want more women involved, external influences caused the numbers 
of women to drop. These pressures and external influences resulted 
in a situation where some women were selected due to nepotism and 
preferential treatment rather than skill, expertise, or capability.

	■ Weak Implementation of UNSCR 1325
Afghanistan’s NAP on UNSCR 1325 largely remained a paper tiger 
due to budgetary constraints, a lack of political will, and weak local 
institutions. However, it did result in some modest achievements, such 
as the establishment of women’s focal points in several provincial 
government offices and the incorporation of gender perspectives 
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into a few local development projects (UN Women 2015). Although 
institutional capacity and international support existed, the then 
Afghan government and the international community often prioritized 
tactical compromises with the Taliban and conservative forces over 
strengthening women’s participation. For instance, during the 2020–
2021 peace negotiations, the Afghan government’s 21-member 
negotiating team featured only four women, and the Taliban’s team had 
no women at all. This exclusion was largely due to the Taliban’s rigid 
stance against women’s involvement in political processes, and the 
Afghan government’s reluctance to jeopardize fragile negotiations by 
challenging these demands (Allen and Felbab-Brown 2020).

	■ Role of External Actors and Proxy Wars in the Afghan Peace Process 
The establishment of peace in Afghanistan, a country with critical 
geostrategic and geopolitical significance in Asia, cannot be viewed 
solely as an internal Afghan matter. Just as the prolonged and 
extensive internal wars were not the choice of the Afghan public at 
large, the resulting insecurity and instability were largely imposed. 
The interests of major powers, the strategic objectives of certain 
regional countries, political and ideological rivalries, power struggles, 
unilateral maneuvers in global relations, and the policies of hostile 
neighbors have consistently complicated and obstructed the peace 
process. Moreover, extra-regional powers, while ostensibly acting as 
mediators, have often prioritized their own interests, creating a major 
obstacle to achieving sustainable peace in Afghanistan (Rashid 2021). 

In other words, four decades of war and political instability demonstrate 
that Afghanistan was forcibly transformed into a battleground for 
proxy conflicts among global powers, particularly the US and Russia. 
In recent years, the country has effectively become a haven for 
groups that manage terror, repression, and mafia networks. A closer 
examination reveals that in none of these destructive agendas did the 
Afghan people play a central role in their design or ideology; rather, 
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a small number of dependent or traitorous actors executed these 
scenarios to serve personal interests and maintain their grip on power. 

The analysis of tactical compromises by the Afghan government and 
international actors underscores how external involvement both enabled 
and entrenched barriers to women’s participation in Afghanistan’s 
peace processes. By prioritizing expedient agreements with the Taliban 
and conservative forces over inclusive engagement, international actors 
often ignored or sidelined women. For example, during the Moscow 
talks with the Taliban in 2021, there was only one woman in the Afghan 
government’s delegation, and during the UN-led Doha talks with the 
Taliban in 2024 (i.e., after the Taliban were already in power), Afghan 
women were excluded from the negotiating table at the behest of the 
Taliban, effectively rigging the process against women’s meaningful 
participation, reflecting a broader pattern of external actors’ willingness 
to sacrifice gender inclusivity for perceived political expediency 
(Allen and Felbab-Brown 2020; UN Women 2022). Consequently, 
peacebuilding lacked a social and justice-oriented dimension.

Women’s Roles and Efforts in Influencing the Peace Process: A 
Comparative Review of the Republic Era, and the Current Era in the 
Diaspora

Given that internal and external factors that shaped the Afghan peace process 
(2018-2021) ultimately failed to produce sustainable peace, it becomes clear 
that the positions and actions of the groups and individuals involved warrant 
critical examination. 

A cursory analysis reveals that political groups affiliated with the Republic 
era government, which participated in negotiations and peace initiatives as 
part of the broader process, often prioritized individual or factional objectives 
over national interests. Consequently, the proposals they advanced rarely 
promoted sustainable and stable peace. Similarly, political parties and 
individuals who rose to power during the Afghan civil war and later integrated 
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into state structures largely favored party, group, or ethnic interests over 
national priorities. This orientation marginalized the fundamental principles 
of peace and social reconstruction in their calculations (Goodhand and 
Hakimi 2021).

Another set of political actors comprised those who, during the 20-year 
republican period, gained access to extensive economic and political 
resources. These individuals were not only unwilling to relinquish power 
but, leveraging their political and economic privileges, demonstrated little 
commitment to public interest or national values in pursuit of peace and 
political stability. Many consolidated their influence with the government, 
the international community, and the public as intermediaries and advisors by 
exploiting networks of corruption, appropriating public assets, and accessing 
major financial projects. However, this legitimacy, rather than being grounded 
in social trust, often functioned as a tool for advancing personal interests 
(Suhrke 2011).

Additionally, several influential jihadist figures who held religious and 
popular authority or appeal entered the peace process as mediators and 
negotiators.4 However, their ideological and intellectual proximity to the 
Taliban meant that their understanding of power and peace was primarily 
oriented toward reproducing their own political roles rather than achieving 
a stable and peaceful order for Afghanistan (Giustozzi 2019). Overall, the 
presence of these groups and individuals diverted the peace negotiations from 
their main course, creating serious and multiple challenges.

The role of women in the Afghan peace process, like that of other actors such as 
male political elites, warlords, jihadist leaders, and international negotiators, 

4. Notable examples include Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, leader of Hezb-e Islami, who signed a peace agreement 
with the Afghan government in September 2016. This agreement included a ceasefire, his recognition of 
Afghanistan’s constitution, and his severing of ties with extremist groups, while the government committed to 
lifting international sanctions against Hekmatyar and recognising him as a political figure. Another example is 
Mawlawi Abdul Salam Hanafi, Deputy Head of the Taliban’s Political Office in Qatar, who played an active role 
in the peace talks with the United States and the Afghan government and announced in February 2020 that a 
U.S.-Taliban peace agreement would be finalized by the end of that month. These cases illustrate the central 
role that jihadist figures played in shaping Afghanistan’s peace processes.
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was subject to patriarchal calculations rooted in ethnic, linguistic, party, and 
religious divisions. For example, during the 2016 peace agreement with the 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar-led Hezb-e Islami, the Afghan government prioritized 
reintegrating insurgent groups over ensuring inclusive representation, leading 
to limited roles for women in the process. Similarly, in the 2020–2021 Doha 
negotiations, the Taliban’s exclusion of women from the negotiation table was 
met with acquiescence by international actors, reflecting a broader pattern of 
sidelining women’s participation in favor of political expediency.

Women’s participation (direct and/or indirect) in negotiations with the 
Taliban (2018-2021) emerged largely through three main channels:

A.	 The first group consisted of women originating from civil society 
institutions and active women’s rights organizations. These women 
were primarily selected for participation based on individual merit, 
social activism, and positive reputation within civil society. Selection 
was often facilitated by civil society organizations and women’s rights 
networks, which identified and nominated candidates. For instance, 
Zarqa Yaftali, executive director of the Women and Children Legal 
Research Foundation, was selected to represent civil society at the 
UN Security Council Open Debate on Women, Peace, and Security in 
October 2020. Similarly, the AWN and the Afghanistan Mechanism 
for Inclusive Peace (AMIP) jointly organized the Afghan Women 
Leaders’ Peace Summit 2020 in Dubai, bringing together 50 Afghan 
women from civil society organizations, the Afghan government, 
and the diaspora to discuss the importance of women’s participation 
in the peace process. While their presence demonstrated the potential 
capacity of civil society to influence the peace process, in practice, 
their influence remained limited by political mechanisms, such as the 
exclusion of women from key negotiation teams in the Doha talks, and 
structural limitations, including deeply entrenched patriarchal norms 
within Afghan society.
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B.	 The second group consisted primarily of women from influential 
religious families with ideological ties to the Taliban, such as Fatima 
Gailani, former President of the Afghan Red Crescent Society and a 
member of the Afghan government’s negotiation team with the Taliban 
in Doha. In their interactions with the Taliban, this cohort of women 
adopted a conciliatory and aligned approach, demonstrating a degree 
of empathy and shared commitment. For this group, negotiating 
women’s rights and freedoms held little priority; instead, under the 
slogan “let women stay at home, but let Afghanistan achieve peace,” 
they normalized acceptance of the Taliban, prioritizing national peace 
over immediate advocacy for women’s rights. They argued that just 
as jihadist leaders (from the civil war era) had changed over time, the 
Taliban would eventually acknowledge and accept women’s social 
and political presence. This discourse, however, lacked historical and 
logical grounding and, by fostering false hope within society, rendered 
the peace process superficial and illusory.

C.	 The third group comprised women who had mainly emerged from 
wealthy families dating back to the civil war period (of the 1990s) or 
who had gained access to the National Assembly through connections 
with illegal armed groups, subsequently entering peace negotiations via 
these channels.5 Unfortunately, this group also neglected their genuine 
mission to defend Afghan women’s rights, instead pursuing personal 
fame, power, and political privileges. During peace negotiations with 
the Taliban, they did not refrain from compromises or deals, contributing 
to highly challenging and anxiety-inducing phases of the Afghan peace 
process, the consequences of which remain uncertain and unpredictable 
to this day.

Thus, the actions of some women participating in the peace process not 
only failed to strengthen the collective position of Afghan women but also 

5. A notable example is Fawzia Koofi, whose father was a long-serving Member of Parliament before being 
killed during the Afghan-Soviet war; she later became a prominent political figure and women’s rights advocate.
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undermined women’s authority and influence in both the present and future 
of the country.

Post-2021: Variations in the Political and Ideological Approaches of 
Some Women’s Rights Activists in the Diaspora Toward the Taliban

After the Taliban’s return to power, many Afghan professionals and activists 
emigrated, forming diaspora networks to coordinate anti-Taliban activities 
and to promote women’s rights. The Afghan diaspora has become a key 
force in supporting Afghan rights and well-being, both inside and outside 
the country. Notable initiatives include women-led groups like ‘Together 
Stronger’, and ‘Rawadari’, as well as numerous international dialogues 
demonstrating their active engagement.

Variations exist in the political and ideological approaches of Afghan 
women’s rights activists toward the Taliban. Some adopt a pragmatic stance, 
seeking limited engagement to preserve women’s access to education and 
health services, while others maintain a principled opposition, refusing any 
compromise with a regime that they view as fundamentally oppressive. 
These differences reflect broader debates within Afghan civil society about 
strategy, risk, and the balance between immediate gains and long-term rights 
advocacy.

The engagement of certain women’s rights activists with the Taliban cannot be 
simplistically categorized as “betrayal” or “collaboration.” Such interactions 
can encompass a spectrum of objectives and motivations, ranging from survival 
strategies to hopes for internal reform. These objectives range from pragmatic 
efforts to ensure personal or community safety, to advancing political 
ambitions, or seeking legitimacy within evolving governance structures. For 
some women, engaging with the Taliban has represented a survival strategy 
in contexts where resistance could invite severe repercussions. For others, it 
has been a calculated attempt to secure influence, resources, or recognition 
in a shifting political order. Such interactions cannot be understood solely as 
betrayals of women’s collective cause or as acts of empowerment; rather, they 
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reveal the complexities of navigating power under conditions of insecurity, 
exclusion, and contested authority.

A precise assessment requires consideration of individual background, type 
of engagement, and their socio-political context, as interaction with the 
Taliban is a complex, multilayered phenomenon with varying goals shaped 
by personal, political, social, and security circumstances. Broadly, this 
“engagement” may include several potential objectives:

	■ Strategic Compromise for Relative Gains: Some women believe 
that engagement with the Taliban, if combined with compromise, 
can provide a pathway to preserve or moderately improve women’s 
conditions under current restrictive circumstances. Rather than 
pursuing direct confrontation, they aim for soft influence, negotiation, 
and persuasion from within. Yet this approach carries inherent risks, as 
it can unintentionally legitimize the Taliban’s political standing while 
undermining the broader struggle for women’s rights. By framing 
such engagement as a bridge for international actors, these women 
often walk a fine line between advocacy and complicity, with their 
actions interpreted differently by domestic and global audiences. 
While some see them as pragmatic intermediaries ensuring the flow 
of aid and dialogue, others criticize these efforts as concessions that 
weaken collective resistance and embolden authoritarian control. 

During the 2018–2021 period, many women’s rights activists adopted 
a pragmatic approach toward the Taliban, particularly in areas where 
the Taliban had limited or informal presence. They engaged in limited 
interactions aimed at preserving women’s access to education and 
social services, without signaling political support. After August 
2021, following the Taliban’s full return to power, some activists have 
continued this pragmatic approach, but the drastically changed security 
and political environments have forced others to modify or restrict 
their activities. Consequently, some of these beliefs and strategies 
have persisted, while others emerged only after August 2021. The 



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY22

approaches vary depending on region, available support networks, and 
the type of activism, highlighting the heterogeneity of women’s rights 
strategies in contemporary Afghanistan.

	■ Attracting International Attention: Some women use engagement 
with the Taliban to create openings for international attention or 
dialogue, particularly those who believe that only by keeping negotiation 
channels open can humanitarian aid or effective international pressure 
be mobilized. While this strategy may allow women to maintain a 
foothold in political life, it also exposes them to criticism from both 
domestic and international observers who view collaboration with the 
Taliban as compromising core principles of women’s rights. Their 
presence in official structures can be instrumentalized by the Taliban’s 
de facto regime to project an image of inclusivity, often masking the 
continued restrictions and systemic inequalities that women face. 
Thus, while some women gain strategic leverage, their participation 
frequently comes at the cost of broader legitimacy and support from 
women’s movements and civil society.

	■ Political Positioning Within the New System: A segment of women 
seeks engagement with the Taliban to secure a role within the emerging 
governance structure. They may reason that to exert any political 
influence, they must become part of the existing system, even if it is 
Taliban-led. By participating in official structures, these women aim to 
safeguard their personal interests and prepare for future political power. 
In some cases, shifts in the positions of certain individuals may reflect 
genuine changes in ideology, religion, or personal experience.

Shifts in Past Stances and Consequences of Engagement

In some cases, shifts in the positions of certain individuals may reflect 
genuine changes in ideology, religion, or personal experience. Alternatively, 
fractures among former activists may have emerged, leading some to alter 
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their approach.

Women’s rights activists in Afghanistan have faced a complex set of political, 
social, and security conditions that have influenced their strategies and 
approaches. Engagement with the Taliban, whether limited and pragmatic 
or principled opposition, has always been shaped by personal experiences, 
support networks, and local circumstances. Consequently, shifts in the 
previous positions of these activists can be understood both as responses 
to changing environments and as reflections of ideological and personal 
developments.

This raises the question as to what the consequences are of this engagement. 
The outcomes of women’s interactions with the Taliban, like their motivations, 
are multidimensional and complex. These consequences can be positive, 
negative, or a combination of both, depending on the nature of engagement, 
the degree of independence of the women’s groups, societal responses, and 
the Taliban’s behavior in practice. 

Positive consequences may include increased visibility, access to limited 
decision-making spaces, or the ability to advocate for specific local needs 
and humanitarian concerns. Conversely, negative outcomes can involve 
reputational damage, co-optation by the Taliban de facto regime, or the 
erosion of collective trust among women’s networks and civil society. 
Often, these consequences coexist, producing mixed effects that shape 
both individual trajectories and broader perceptions of women’s political 
agency. Understanding these outcomes requires careful attention to context, 
acknowledging that engagement with the Taliban is neither uniformly 
empowering nor entirely detrimental, but rather a nuanced negotiation of 
opportunities and constraints.

However, the negative consequences of this engagement often outweigh 
the potential diplomatic benefits or the symbolic presence of women at the 
negotiating table. One immediate negative outcome is the legitimization of the 
Taliban. For instance, when prominent women’s rights activists engage with 
the Taliban, it may assist the group in gaining both national and international 
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legitimacy, allowing the Taliban to signal that ‘even women’s rights activists 
accept us’. Such legitimization can weaken independent women’s movements 
and create divisions within their ranks. Other women may perceive this 
engagement as betrayal or compromise, fostering mistrust and fragmentation 
among activists, a development that ultimately benefits the Taliban.

A fundamental question that must be posed to this group of women is 
whether such engagement has the potential to gradually influence the Taliban 
system or bring about meaningful change. The likelihood of substantial 
impact is limited, given the deeply entrenched ideological and political 
framework of the Taliban. Although meaningful change is unlikely in most 
cases, engagement originating from a position of relative power may lead 
to incremental influence within the existing power structure, or limited 
reforms. Examples include maintaining local institutions for girls’ education, 
preserving access to basic health services, or creating spaces for future 
dialogue and advocacy. However, in a context where women have no role in 
the Taliban-led governance structures, such hopes are illusory and are more 
likely to generate public confusion or despair.

For the general public, particularly women and girls, observing individuals 
who were once vocal activists engaging with the Taliban can produce feelings 
of confusion, disillusionment, or betrayal. These sentiments may weaken 
public resolve for civil or cultural resistance.

Consequently, it can be argued that the international community, particularly 
certain countries that are supportive of the Taliban, may facilitate the 
instrumentalization of some women activists, enabling the Taliban to gain 
recognition quickly and without global public scrutiny. For instance, Russia 
officially recognized the Taliban’s government in July 2025, becoming the 
first country to do so since the group captured power in August 2021. This 
move was seen as a strategic alignment to promote bilateral cooperation despite 
the Taliban’s continued repression of women’s rights, such as by banning girls 
from education beyond sixth grade. The Taliban may use these women merely 
as a promotional façade, without implementing any substantive changes to 
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their repressive policies. In such cases, these engagements serve primarily as 
tools for misleading public perception rather than advancing genuine reform.

Potential Impact on International Policies

Engagements between these cohorts of women and the Taliban can influence 
international policies in two contrasting ways:

	■ Some countries may perceive it as a sign of ‘positive change’ and move 
closer to the Taliban. 

	■ Others may view it as superficial or performative, conditioning or 
reducing their support.

Firstly, such engagements may prompt international actors to adopt a more 
cautious or accommodating stance toward the Taliban, interpreting women’s 
participation as a signal of legitimacy or potential reform. This can lead to 
the easing of sanctions, increased diplomatic engagement, or the provision of 
humanitarian assistance, under the assumption that the regime is responsive 
to social and political pressures. 

Conversely, these interactions can also heighten scrutiny and criticism, 
as international observers may view the participation of certain women as 
coerced, superficial, or instrumentalized, reinforcing skepticism about the 
Taliban’s commitment to women’s rights. In this sense, women’s engagement 
both shapes, and is shaped by, the delicate dynamics of international policy, 
revealing the complex interplay between local agency and global diplomacy.

On one hand, the limited and pragmatic engagements of some activists may 
signal to the international community that the Taliban are negotiable and 
that cooperation on specific issues is possible. This perception could lead to 
reduced diplomatic pressure and fewer economic constraints on the Taliban 
government. On the other hand, observing women’s rights activists interacting 
with the Taliban may heighten concerns about the regime’s legitimacy and 
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its violations of women’s rights, reinforcing the international community’s 
motivation to apply pressure and advocate for human rights in Afghanistan. 
Thus, these engagements can have a dual and sometimes contradictory impact 
on international policies.

The consequences of such engagements depend largely on intent, 
implementation, and transparency. If engagement occurs alongside silence in 
the face of oppression, negative outcomes are likely to dominate. Conversely, 
if engagement is purposeful, transparent, and maintains independence, it may, 
in the long term, contribute incrementally to change. 

A review of Afghanistan’s experience with peace processes, highlights three 
key points:

	■ The international community in Afghanistan focused excessively on political 
compromise, often neglecting the strengthening of local women actors.  

	■ A limited presence of women without meaningful participation does 
not produce inclusive peace.

	■ Meaningful participation requires long-term political will, security 
support, and institution-building.

Conclusion 

In Afghanistan, the structural exclusion of women from political decision-
making and peace processes not only hindered the emergence of an inclusive 
peace but also produced profound social and political consequences. 
The absence of women at the negotiation table meant that the needs and 
aspirations of half of Afghanistan’s population were disregarded, thereby 
undermining the legitimacy of peace agreements in the eyes of the public. 
Moreover, this exclusion placed many of the achievements of the 2001-
2021 period in education, healthcare, and women’s civic participation at 
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serious risk. Afghanistan’s experience illustrates that the inclusion of women 
is not a matter of symbolic choice but a fundamental necessity for ensuring 
sustainable peace.

Without effective women’s participation, peace agreements remain fragile, 
unjust, and unsustainable. The capacities developed over the past two decades 
could have contributed to a comprehensive and lasting peace. However, 
the exclusion of women from key processes squandered this historical 
opportunity.

Women active in Afghanistan’s civil society, particularly at the local level, 
played a crucial role in promoting dialogue, conflict resolution, and civic 
rights. Through meetings, workshops, and awareness-raising activities in 
provinces, districts, and villages, they advocated for women’s rights and 
actively worked to enhance women’s political awareness. Although these 
efforts were limited in scale, they were effective in strengthening social 
participation and fostering a culture of peace across different societal groups.

However, Afghanistan’s fragile political situation, characterized by a lack 
of national legitimacy, fragmented leadership, structural corruption, and 
external interventions, has rendered sustainable peace a distant aspiration. 
Women, facing numerous challenges, often lacked a prominent place on 
the main negotiation agenda during peace processes. In some cases, some 
sections of political actors, including certain cohorts of women, quickly 
engaged in political dealings with the Taliban, digressing from the primary 
goal of defending women’s rights and public interests. Moreover, the lack of 
transparency, continued instrumentalization of women’s participation, and 
neglect of transitional justice have been among the most significant challenges 
undermining the Afghan peace process.

Consequently, Afghanistan’s peace dialogues were frequently opaque, 
ambiguous, and contested. These negotiations not only failed to reflect 
the will of the Afghan people but also never garnered public approval. 
Experience shows that unless such dialogues are conducted systematically 
and inclusively, ensuring that the voices of all societal groups—including 
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women, ethnic minorities, youth, and war victims—are represented, those 
dialogues will neither be publicly accepted nor be capable of providing 
sustainable solutions to internal conflicts. 
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