Public Talk: Expanding Human Rights Spaces for Women in Afghanistan

August 26, 2010

PWESCR, in collaboration with the Development in Communication and Extension (DCE) Department at Lady Irwin College, New Delhi, India, organised an informal discussion with Ms. Massouda Jalal (Former Women’s Affairs Minister, Afghanistan) and Ms. Maria Virginia Bras Gomes (Member, since 2003, and presently Vice-Chair of the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) on ‘Expanding Human Rights Spaces for Women in Afghanistan’. 

Ms. Massouda Jalal discussed the current challenges and issues faced by Afghan women, and Ms. Maria Virginia Bras Gomes shared her observations on economic, social and cultural rights in the context of the recent country review of Afghanistan by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.

Ms. Jalal depicted the situation of Afghan women with the backdrop of prolonged instability and conflict in the country, and highlighted how political insecurity coupled with financial instability has greatly limited the opportunities for young girls to engage meaningfully with the outside world as citizens of the State. 
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She referred to the days of the pre-Taliban era in Afghanistan, especially the Communist regime of the Russian occupation and the Mujahideen rule. With the Mujahideen in power, Afghan women were subjected to violent and discriminatory traditional practices. With the onset of the Taliban rule, their situation further worsened. Women were forbidden to leave their homes without a male escort and without wearing the burqa. They were punished for breaking these enforced codes of behaviour – freedom of movement and dress, but also restrictions in work and education – with ruthless harassment, intimidation, violence and murder. 

This volatile environment for women was compounded by long-term poverty, resulting in a high level of illiteracy, serious health problems, life-long imprisonment at the hands of male family members, and ongoing psychological and physical torture. 
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Following the US intervention in Afghanistan in 2001, and the subsequent downfall of the Taliban, women hoped to be liberated from the chains of fundamentalist patriarchal tyranny.   However, Ms. Jalal stated that the presence of international community in Afghanistan for almost a decade has failed to induce any real change in Afghan society or in the lives of the women. 

Today, more than 87 percent of Afghan women are illiterate, with an average life expectancy of 44 years (UNDP HDR 2009). Furthermore, 70-80 percent of marriages in Afghanistan are forced (UNIFEM 2007) without a single case ever being prosecuted. On paper, there are proper laws; but nothing is in practice. 

A woman cannot receive inherited property, while her brothers may; and in cases where she does inherit property, it is her husband who controls it. Women generally have no control over economic resources; Ms. Jalal drew attention to the fact that there are not, in fact, any ‘single’ women in Afghanistan, as they are either controlled by their fathers or by male members of the marital family. 

Ms. Jalal suggested almost 70 percent of the population in Afghanistan is experiencing dire economic poverty with women faring the worst. This deprives them of food security (with women eating the least and the last), as well as the right to education and health care. Afghanistan’s maternal death rate is 1800 per 100 000 live births, ranking second worst in the world on this issue (UNICEF 2008). 

In spite of the presence of 68 women parliamentarians in the Government, no single Act has been adopted in favour of women. In this context, Ms. Jalal mentioned that even with the inflow of donor-driven gender orientated projects in Afghanistan post-2001, there is not the capacity to initiate a strong women’s movement within the country. It is important to empower and cultivate Afghan feminists, and herein exists the need for international community support as well as global feminist movements that may inspire, support and foster women’s progress in Afghanistan. This will allow a space for women to realise their human rights, in particular, economic, social and cultural rights.

Ms. Jalal concluded by pointing out that in the case of women’s rights in Afghanistan, positive deviations are not always sustainable, and in fact, we should be critical of them. She expressed concern over a return to power by the Taliban in Afghanistan, whereby women would inevitably backtrack dramatically in terms of rights issues. This would end to hopes for peace in the country and be the last nail in the coffin for women’s liberty and empowerment.
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Ms. Maria Virginia Bras Gomes offered a description of the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and its work. The Committee consists of independent experts who monitor implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights by its State parties. The Committee was established under the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), in May 1985, to carry out the monitoring functions assigned to ECOSOC in Part IV of the Covenant. All State signatories are obliged to submit regular reports to the Committee on how the rights therein are implemented within their countries. States must report initially within two years of ratifying the Covenant and thereafter every five years. The Committee examines each report and addresses its concerns and recommendations to the State party in the form of Concluding Observations. 

Afghanistan was reviewed by the UN Committee on ESCR in 2009, at which point the Government was presented with a set of recommendations outlining practical solutions for the present human rights challenges. PWESCR worked with a network of Afghan women leaders to develop an Alternate report for the review and also lead a delegation of Afghan women to participate in the actual review process. Ms. Gomes stressed three important issues in the context: peace reconstruction lead by women; reduction of domestic violence and associated issues, such as honor killings, by enacting laws; and implementation of the Committee’s recommendations by the State.  The role of civil society is particularly urgent in this last respect especially in relation to advocacy, lobbying, monitoring and pressuring the Government to implement the recommendations of the Committee for improving the human rights situation in Afghanistan.

The discussion was followed by an interactive session among the speakers and students as well as faculty members of the Development in Communication and Extension (DCE) Department and the Principal of Lady Irwin College, Dr. Anupa Sidhu. A commitment was made to Ms. Jalal by Dr. Sidhu to initiate an exchange programme for young Afghan women to undertake placements with Lady Irwin College for six-week study periods. 

