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Re-Thinking ‘Participation’ In-Between and Beyond the 
WPS Agenda: Visibilizing the ‘Afghan Woman’ In-Between 

Epistemic Silences

By Shweta Singh1

The United Nations Security Council Resolution was adopted in the year 
2000, and the year 2025 marks its twenty fifth anniversary. As we celebrate 
the twenty fifth anniversary of the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda, 
in many ways the ‘Afghan woman’ stands at a crossroads, with the Taliban in 
power in Afghanistan (since August 2021) and the fading global commitment 
to women’s rights in Afghanistan, which also includes its commitment 
to the WPS agenda. The UNSCR 1325 was a landmark resolution which 
foregrounded many ‘firsts’: the recognition that conflict impacts men and 
women differently; importance of women’s equal participation in all efforts 
for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security; and protection of 
women and girls from gender-based violence during conflict. It rests on four 
key pillars: the prevention of violence; women’s participation in peace and 
security practices; the protection of women’s rights; and the need for gender-
sensitive post-conflict reconstruction and recovery strategies. Subsequent to 
the adoption of the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, there 
were nine additional resolutions that were passed. Together the ten resolutions 
constitute the formal architecture of the WPS Agenda.  

Scepticism abounds on the achievements of the WPS agenda. In an open letter 

1. Dr. Shweta Singh is an Associate Professor of International Relations at the South Asian University, New Delhi, 
India.
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to UN permanent representatives, the NGO Working Group (2025) notes 
“that the world is a ‘long way’ from fully realising the WPS principles, norms 
and commitments formulated during the past 25 years” (Security Council 
Report, 30 September 2025). It warns about an “alarming backlash against 
women’s autonomy and rights, and against those who advocate for them”, 
noting that “[t]he very term gender” is being “blatantly undermined.” Further, 
the Security Council, October (2025) monthly report notes with concern the 
situation of women’s rights in Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Haiti, Myanmar, Sudan, and the Occupied Palestinian Territory (Security 
Council Report, September 30, 2025). 

From 2001, Afghanistan had made slow but significant progress with the 
WPS agenda. It adopted key policy frameworks at the national level, such as 
the Afghanistan Compact, the Afghanistan National Development Strategy 
(ANDS), and the National Action Plan for the Women of Afghanistan 
(NAPWA). This was a period marked by significant changes in national 
legislation, policies and strategies which subsequently led to the adoption 
of the NAPWA in 2015. A significant step in this forward movement was 
the Afghan Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP) of 2010, which made 
provisions for the participation of women in its key structures like the High 
Peace Council (HPC) and the Provincial Peace Committees (PPCs).

The Taliban took control of Afghanistan in 2021, and since then they have 
curtailed women’s rights, and propelled violations that could well be described 
as ‘Gender Apartheid’. Women have been denied equal right to participation in 
political processes, and decision making, and the Ministry of Women Affairs 
stands abolished. The Taliban’s actions are in direct contravention of the 
guarantees enshrined in the 2004 constitution, and Afghanistan’s commitment 
to the WPS agenda. Even before Taliban took control in 2021, Afghanistan 
was struggling to translate the 4P’s as stated in the UNSCR 1325, on ground 
– post 2021, it stands further pushed back in its emancipatory project towards 
gender equality and transformative justice. Further, despite the celebratory 
tones of the WPS agenda, and the emphasis on the agential capacity of the 
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Woman, the Afghan woman was/is (in)visibilized in the global, and local 
discourse. This is especially perplexing as the Afghan woman has been at the 
forefront of gender transformative change, as well as in the efforts to translate 
the gains of the WPS agenda on the ground in Afghanistan. 

The case of Afghanistan is an interesting site for analysis from the standpoint 
of the WPS agenda, and women’s agency. The bulk of scholarship on 
Afghanistan, and more specifically WPS, and women’s agency tends to 
caricature the Afghan woman, as a victim whose voice, or agency has been 
subsumed by social, and cultural gender norms. More broadly, in the WPS 
agenda (though fiercely contested) the normative pillar of participation rests 
on the agential capacity of women, where agency is defined in terms of ‘free 
self-will, and more generally the capacity to act’.2 Very little attention has 
been given to the complex dynamics of gender relations, with a few notable 
exceptions (Rostami-Povey 2012).  While it is important to recognize that 
women in Afghanistan have had limited voice or participation in high-level 
state-building and peace processes despite the advent of the WPS agenda 
and the gender-specific impacts of conflict, including their experiences 
of extreme forms of gender-based violence (Barnett 1997; Farrell and Mc 
Dermott 2005; Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2014;  Duncanson and Farr 2019), 
it is equally important to underline that women, have used the WPS agenda 
to script their agency, and resistance differently; often negotiating patriarchal 
norms like gender segregation. 

This paper is an attempt in that direction and aims to highlight how Afghan 
women in their everyday have reclaimed both resistance, and agency, 
deploying the language of the WPS agenda, with a particular focus on the 
Afghan Peace and Reintegration Program. The limited point of emphasis 
is that despite the challenges on ground to the WPS agenda, it provided a 
language for transformative gender justice in everyday spaces for the Afghan 

2. For an alternative analysis of agency see: Saba Mahmood. 2001. “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the 
Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the Egyptian Islamic Revival.” Cultural Anthropology 16 (2): 202–236. Amy 
Borovoy and Kristen Ghodsee. 2012. “Decentering Agency in Feminist Theory: Recuperating the Family as a 
Social Project.” Women’s Studies International Forum 35(3): 153–165.
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woman.  This paper, builds, and expands on author’s earlier work, which 
focused on how global norms like the participation pillar of the UNSCR 
1325, translate in everyday spaces for women (for details see Singh 2020). 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, Participation and 
Agency: The Missing Script?

The central point of contention remains: can women’s agency in differing 
socio-temporal, and geographical contexts be captured, by a definition of 
agency that remains deeply intertwined with liberal normative script, with its 
focus on ‘capacity to act’? How does this understanding of agency, delimit 
perspectives on norms diffusion or norms translation in deeply patriarchal 
societies, with intersecting constellation of oppression? Further, how does 
this marginalize or invisibilize women’s articulation of agency ‘differently’ 
—for instance, in a language of resistance that is subtle, and dispersed? 
Does this also stand on slippery terrain, as what might seem like agency, 
is in substantive terms ‘patriarchal bargain’? Kandiyoti (1988), identifies 
patriarchal bargain in terms of how ‘women strategize, and navigate differing 
cultural, and structural constraints’ – and in the process reclaim their agency 
differently. Women, in these differing socio-political contexts, may not 
seem to be exercising agency, if we subscribe to a definition of agency that 
is focused only on capacity to act. However, the push precisely is to pay 
attention to differing ways in which women act, resist and reclaim agency 
despite restrictive patriarchal structures. So, a key question then is – what are 
the pathways available in the literature to navigate a more encompassing idea 
of agency, which recognise subtle ways of resistance? Against the backdrop 
of these critical contentions, a review of the existing scholarship on UNSCR 
1325 and the normative pillar of participation is undertaken here. 

In the literature, the subject of women’s agency and participation has been 
intertwined with the discussion on gender equality and patriarchy. While 
there is a broad consensus that the WPS agenda provides a language, and 
way forward in the diffusion of global norms about gender equality (Barrow 
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2009; Sheri Lynn Gibbings 2011; Hudson 2017), the nature and extent of this 
progress remain contested, particularly in the writings of scholars from the 
Global South (Singh 2017). Further, while there is consensus that the agenda 
offers a language that can potentially address issues of gender equality, it is 
argued ‘that it is not radical enough to be used as a transformative gender-
mainstreaming tool’ (Barrow 2009). Most scholars writing on the subject 
underline that UNSCR 1325, cannot address deep-seated issues at the root 
of gender inequality, including patriarchy, constructions of masculinity, and 
militarized power (Chenoy 2008; Olonisakin, Barnes and Ikpe 2011; Cohn 
2017; Singh 2017), which they posit as inhibitors to translation of women’s 
agency. Thus, the focus in this strand of literature is on translation of agency, 
or what facilitates /or inhibits that translation. 

Relatedly, there is limited but growing emphasis on “contexts in which the 
agenda operates, illustrating how the potential for agency differs in each 
space” (Newby and Malley 2021). Critical feminist scholars, here draw 
attention to the agenda’s neo-imperial tendencies, and argue that the agenda 
falls short of being context sensitive or transformative (Parashar 2019). 
Scholars underline that the agenda frames post-conflict states as targets of 
intervention rather than architects of transformation (Parashar 2019; Pratt 
2013). They highlight that in this normative framing even the expression of 
agency remains soaked in neo-imperial intent, for instance the tendency to 
characterize women as victims, and thus as possible targets of intervention. 
There has also been extensive debate on the characterisation of agency. The 
contestations range from the discursive construction of women as victims to 
‘superheroines’ (Shepherd 2011), ‘ambivalent agents’ (Manchanda 2005), or 
‘controlled actors’ (Singh 2017).. Though scholars like Basu, differ and argue 
that the ‘discursive power, for instance in the very language of the agenda in 
the Global South may also foreground possibilities to take the WPS agenda 
forward’ (Basu 2016). 

Interestingly, there has been growing scholarship on the translation, and 
success or failure of the agenda locally (Singh 2017; Yadav 2020). Much 
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of the relevant writings in this direction have focused on the National Action 
Plans. One group of scholars highlight that in most cases NAPs are externally 
driven, operate with an international blueprint, and fail to address structural 
causes of inequality, like entrenched patriarchy in differing geographical 
contexts (Donais 2012; Björkdahl and Selimovic 2015; Ryan and Basini 
2016). While the discussion on the NAPs is significant, it tends to fall short of 
exploring the agential capacity of women either individually or collectively 
to translate or align with the normative agenda as put forth by the NAPs. 
Further, while there has been extensive discussion on the implementation of 
the agenda locally, the indicators deployed to evaluate the success or failure 
of this agenda are deeply embedded in the liberal script of agency (Akbari and 
True 2024), that tends to marginalise subtle ways of resistance as agential 
capacity of women. The discussion falls short of unravelling the complex 
socio-temporal terrains that women navigate, and in the process also script 
an agency, that doesn’t necessarily align with a liberal script but which 
nonetheless calls for deeper research and understanding. 

More recently, there is growing recognition on the need to pay attention to 
differing geographical contexts. This it is argued is pertinent to not  only 
understand structural inhibitors to norms translation, but also the relevance 
of context(s) in facilitating women’s agency in ‘driving, controlling and 
implementing the WPS at all levels’ (Newby and O’Malley 2021) Scholars 
highlight the differing ways in which women, and local civil actors have 
scripted agency and have developed different strategies, structures and 
forms of cooperation to overcome their distinct, local, national or regional 
challenges. For instance, Valerie Hudson et al. highlight that the space where 
women first experience prejudicial treatment is in the home and this has 
enormous impact on the peace and security of women (Hudson, Bowen and 
Nielsen 2020). However, the same space can also be a site of resistance, or a 
means to reconfigure gender relations. In fact, one can discern the blurring of 
lines between women as victims, agents or controlled actors as case insights 
from South Asia on India (Kashmir) and Sri Lanka have illustrated (Pandit 
2023; Parashar 2014; Singh 2017). 
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Visibilizing the Afghan Woman in the Everyday: Perspectives on the 
Afghan Peace and Reintegration Programme

The construction of the Afghan women is not just “manifestation of 
patriarchy” (Akbari and True 2024) but also a reflection of hierarchical 
knowledge production that “flatten[s] the subjectivities of [Global South] 
women” (Rivas and Safi 2022). This paper draws attention to two related 
points, first it highlights how Afghan woman—caricatured as ‘victim’ or 
struggling in terms of capacity to act—has been navigating the patriarchal 
structures to reclaim agency. Women navigate patriarchal structures – 
deeply embedded and crisscrossed by everyday practices of control, and 
subordination. Further women are not just navigating patriarchal structures 
of family, and community, but also contours of Sharia (Islamic) law, and 
Pashtunwali code (customary law). The idea of honor (nang) is fundamental 
in the Pashtunwali code of conduct,3 and calls for protection of female family 
members (namus)4, and advocates strict gender boundaries through practices 
such as gender segregation and purdah (Khan 2015). 

The following section highlights how woman reclaim agency particularly 
in the familial, and community spaces, by acts of subtle resistance, that blur 
restrictive boundaries between public and private. Further expanding on my 
previous research (Singh 2020), I draw on the conceptual hooks of everyday, 
and define it “not as a restrictive or proscriptive level of analysis (such as the 
state, the individual, or the international system), but rather as a fluid site of 
activity, densely populated with actors, objects, and practices (Guillaume 
and Huysmans 2018). While the conceptual hook of everyday is not new 
to feminist scholarship, this definition of everyday allows a shift away from 
scales/ or levels of analysis, and allows for ‘densification of politics, objects, 
and actors’(Guillaume and Huysmans 2018). Further, from an analytical 
standpoint it draws attention to the epistemic silences in the scholarship on 

3. It is important to note that Pashtunwali is not standard, or the only customary law, across Afghanistan, as 
there are differing practices, and codes of conduct subject to specific ethnic and religious groups. However, the 
point on gender boundaries, and female honor cut across differing customary codes of conduct and practices.
4. Nang and Namus are Pashto words.
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WPS, and why the discursive framing of the Afghan woman, remains caught 
in the binary of the victim/ and the agent- despite the need to recognise the in-
between or liminal spaces, where woman resist, and deploy subtle strategies 
of negotiation in ways that chip away embedded patriarchal power structures.  

This paper expands and builds on my previous research on Provincial Peace 
Committees (PPCs), which played a significant role in the Afghanistan 
Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP) (Singh 2020). The National 
Consultative Peace Jirga, held in Kabul in June 2010, was a significant step 
forward in the efforts towards peace and reconciliation. One of the significant 
aims of the National Consultative Peace Jirga was to establish a nationwide 
framework for inclusive peace, which included among other objectives, 
the reintegration of ex-combatants, particularly the Taliban (Quie 2017).  
The National Jirga and the consultative process led to the creation of the 
Afghanistan Peace and Reintegration Program (APRP) and the High Peace 
Council (HPC) in June and October 2010. The HPC was a 70-member body, 
which included nine women. A key pivot in the working of the peacebuilding 
programs was the Provincial Peace Committees (PPCs). Most PPCs, across 
32 provinces had 2-3 women. Further, it needs to be highlighted that there 
was significant progress in terms of global, regional and national level gender 
related normative framework, and constitutional law. First, and foremost the 
Bonn Agreement 2002, was signed against the backdrop of the adoption of 
UNSCR 1325 in 2000. Second, Afghanistan ratified the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 
2003, which was designed to end discrimination against women and support 
the full development and advancement of women. Third, Article 22 of the 
Constitution emphasizes that all Afghan citizens, both men and women, have 
the same rights and responsibilities before the law.   Further, Afghanistan 
adopted the NAPWA in the year 2015.

An Afghan women’s rights activist, Wazhma Frogh5 highlights that one of 

5. Wazhma Frogh is an Afghan women's rights activist, and the director of the Women & Peace Studies 
Organization (WPSO), which she co-founded in 2012.
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the core functions of the HPC and PPC was the outreach to the insurgents 
and encourage them to lay arms.6 While in my previous research (Singh 
2020), I highlighted some of the challenges that women faced in terms of 
their participation in PPC, given that most other members of the PPC are 
warlords, tribal leaders and religious leaders. In this paper, I draw attention 
to how women navigate these challenges and, in the process not just negotiate 
socio-temporal boundaries but also resist and blur them. To understand this 
process attention is brought back to families as sites for resistance and agency. 
This analysis draws empirically on the insights provided by Wazhma Frogh, 
Samira Hamidi7 and Pulwasha Hassan8 and other Afghan women that I met 
and continue to interact with in formal and informal spaces, since 2016.9 

The assertions made are reaffirmed by other research like, Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) study titled, Women Participation in 
the Afghan Peace Process (Azadmanesh and Ghafoori 2020) that underlines 
how women used ‘creative strategies’ to engage with both insurgent, and 
insurgent families to raise basic awareness about peace. This study also 
highlights that women drew in on customary practices to strengthen their 
role as negotiators, within the family units. Further, women have historically 
played a role, in decision making process –for instance, the participation of 
women in nanawati a conflict resolution tradition where the whole family 
of an accused person repents and asks for forgiveness (Azadmanesh and 
Ghafoori 2020). The point of emphasis is that there is need for greater focus 
on these subtle acts, and practices both as acts of agency, and resistance. 

Activists like Wazhma Frogh (2019) underline, “when you bring in women, 
it’s not just about power sharing. It becomes about responsibility sharing. 
So, when women engage in the process, we talk about the needs of the 

6. Wazhma Frogh, Personal Communication(s) 2016-2019.
7. Samira Hamidi is an Afghan women’s rights activist and is currently Amnesty International’s South Asia 
Regional Campaigner.
8. Palwasha Hassan is the director of the Afghan Women’s Educational Center and founding member of the 
Afghan Women’s Network.
9. As a member of Track II Dialogue facilitated by South Asians for Human Rights and the Afghan Women’s 
Network (AWN) the author spent time in Kabul in November 2016 during which time interactions were 
conducted with members of civil society.
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communities, about justice, about schools, about health, about education. It 
becomes about communities and issues, not just about men deciding which 
power positions to hold.” This aligns with the findings of the Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit study which reaffirms that women, deployed 
their identities of being mother/wife/ sister to talk to insurgent families, and 
were able to establish connection, and trust, deploying informal, and subtle 
strategies of negotiation (Azadmanesh and Ghafoori 2020). In this context, 
Wazhma Frogh further draws attention to the role of mother’s groups.  She 
states, “The mothers have started coming together to come up with ways on 
how to prevent their sons from becoming suicide bombers. So, they began 
with recognizing initial signs that a son has been approached by the Taliban, 
to be a suicide bomber or become engaged in the insurgency. Like she reads 
some notes in his pockets, because it’s the mother who washes his clothes. Or 
he’s coming home late, because it’s mother who gives him food” (Wazhma 
Frogh 2019). 

The point of emphasis is that these subtle strategies of negotiations deployed 
by Afghan women, in their everyday spaces like family, and community need 
to be recognized as acts of subtle resistance. And in many ways despite the 
many challenges that UNSCR 1325 continues to face on ground, it needs 
to be underlined that UNSCR 1325 opened up possibilities and provided 
a language to push for gender sensitive peace and security agenda. This in 
no way undermines the challenges that Afghan woman continue to face to 
translate global normative frameworks like United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 1325 locally on ground –but it is a ‘push’ to recognize that there is 
need to shift the liberal gaze from a singular definition of agency, and recognize 
the subtle forms of negotiations, even within deeply rooted patriarchal 
structures. In sum, there needs to be greater attention to alternative sites like 
family and community, to understand how women navigate their roles in their 
everyday both as part of PPC and HPC, and beyond in Afghanistan. 
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Afghan Woman In-Between Epistemic Silences, and Gender Tradeoffs: 
Beyond August 2021

The Taliban took control of Afghanistan in 2021 and initiated policy acts 
that fit the template of ‘Gender Apartheid’. Relatedly, the future of National 
Action Plan (NAP) is in abeyance. While we mark the 25th anniversary of 
the WPS agenda, we do so in the age of ruptures, marked by the crisis of the 
liberal world order, rise of authoritarian/ and nativist politics, with noted rise 
in gender backlash. Against this backdrop, it is important to recognise that 
in many ways despite the celebratory tone of the WPS agenda in its 25th year 
(since the adoption of the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325), 
the Afghan woman is fighting a battle, bereft of solidarity promised by the 
architecture of the WPS agenda. Further, the current moment in time, and 
space, can be classified as what Gramsci, calls as ‘Age of Ruptures’ —marked 
by rise of authoritarianism, extremism, and populism. The age of ruptures is 
seeing a going back to the politics of nativism, and reification of borders, 
and boundaries marked by gender backlash, and an onslaught on liberal 
architecture on peace and security. Afghanistan and the ‘Afghan Woman’ 
needs to be re-situated in this changing scenario, where gender normative 
frameworks like UNSCR 1325 stand deeply challenged. It is time that the 
WPS agenda pays greater attention to changing (in)securities that women 
continue to experience across differing geographies (Aroussi 2017) as for 
instance the case of Afghanistan demonstrates. In some ways perhaps, there 
is need to go back to the drawing board and recognise that the agenda now 
needs to move beyond the framing of WPS as a limited foreign policy tool 
(Aroussi 2017), where it gets intertwined in the politics of national interest, 
and shifting geopolitical calculus, particularly in the Global North. 

The Afghan woman in many ways is lost in between depleting liberal 
commitment to gender transformative projects, epistemic silences, and waning 
commitment to transnational solidarities. In the process, I am attentive to the 
point that even the category of ‘Afghan’ woman, is not a monolithic category, 
but what surely needs attention is foregrounding of these differing voices, and 
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a recognition that despite the multifaceted challenges that the WPS agenda 
continues to face on ground, it still brought for the Afghan woman, some hard 
fought gains, sites to reclaim agency, and pathways towards transformative 
change. This journey, for the Afghan woman may seem interrupted from 
the outside, but on ground she continues to fight a solitary battle, offering 
resistance, and reclaiming agency. 
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