Sacrificing Afghan women for peace 
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BIBI Aisha is TIME magazine’s reminder that a decision to reintegrate the Taliban in future governance plans for Afghanistan would further erode the rights that Afghan women have worked hard to secure. 

This week TIME carried a disturbing image of Aisha, an 18-year-old Afghan woman, with a gaping hole where her nose used to be, sitting upright posing for the photographer. Aisha posed for the picture because she wants the world to see and understand what the effects of another Taliban resurgence would have on the women of Afghanistan. 

The story is titled: ‘What Happens if We Leave Afghanistan’. What will happen then to the hundreds and thousands of women and children who have slowly recovered from pre-9/11 Taliban rule, and are remaking their lives as dignified women with basic freedoms? These self-made women, whether parliamentarians voicing women’s concerns, whether working as doctors, lawyers, teachers, beauticians, talk show hosts, athletes or homemakers, have sacrificed their lives and families to reach a point where they may still receive threats at night for the work they do or the values they espouse but they are relatively freer. Under the Taliban, they were accused of adultery and stoned to death, whipped if they exposed a bare ankle or denied medical attention if a male doctor was present in a maternity ward. 

Women in Afghanistan have been brutalised in the name of religion ever since the Taliban decided their fate through horrific edicts and Aisha is just one of many who has chosen to allow her story to serve as an example of what may happen when the US begins talking to Taliban leaders, negotiating back-door deals between Karzai’s Kabul government and key Taliban members waiting in the wings for the ultimate comeback. When questioning TIME’s decision to put Aisha on the cover, critics must jog their memory to a time when the plight of Afghan women was ignored by the world community, a time when they couldn’t even find security in the sanctuary of their homes or in the burka. The fundamental rights of women trump the ‘teachings’ of any religion. Abuse, torture and devaluation take away from fundamental rights, making women second-class citizens. 

It’s hard to look at this cover. It’s a hard decision for an editor to publish a cover where a woman sits strong and bold, defying the odds, with her nose cut off and with no ears. But she chooses to speak against the Taliban’s version of justice. Richard Stengel, TIME’s managing editor, wrote: “I felt that the image is a window into the reality of what is happening — and what can happen — in a war that affects and involves all of us. I would rather confront readers with the Taliban’s treatment of women than ignore it. I would rather people know that reality as they make up their minds about what the US and its allies should do in Afghanistan.” 

A disturbing trend surfacing in Afghanistan is that incidents like the above are all too common where violence against women is endemic. Last year, a report by the United Nations entitled ‘Silence is Violence’ showed a “growing trend” of violence and threats against women as well as rape and sexual violence. Many incidents of violence and rape remain unreported, and when they are reported they are rarely a priority for the police. 

A human right’s report this year collated by Canada’s Foreign Affairs Department shows Afghan women increasingly turning to suicide to escape daily abuse. Many who commit suicide are in their early twenties. A British report cited in the Foreign Affairs Department study stated that 87 per cent of Afghan women have at one point been a victim of violence. It added that 60 per cent of marriages are forced and 57 per cent of marriages involve girls under the age of 16. Some girls try to escape the violence but there are few shelters for them once they have run away. Some women are only able to find shelter in prison. Interestingly, a 27-year-old Afghan TV host recently recommended that women’s shelters be closed down. His reasoning was they weren’t Islamic enough. 

When Hillary Clinton argues that the US will not forget the women of Afghanistan and that is one of the reasons why it is in the country, it makes me question whether her government will show extraordinary will to ensure women’s rights are preserved under any renewed contract with the Taliban. There is little possibility of that given that Taliban ideology is unlikely to revolutionise overnight and neither will the intentions of US policymakers who believe there can be no winners in this war without negotiation. 

Afghan women, stakeholders in promoting peace, were deliberately kept away from the London Conference this January, although many spent their own money travelling to make sure their voices were heard. 

It was in June at a three-day peace conference in Afghanistan that concerns were raised about the rights of women under any negotiated deal with the Taliban. Many say Karzai has already failed them. But he has stated that any Taliban leaders included in his government would have to abide by the constitution — a constitution that guarantees equality between women and men. Yet Karzai’s own record has not shown him to be a champion of the constitution. Women’s lack of access to justice is lamentable, the law enforcement system is ineffective or corrupt and Karzai himself was willing to facilitate a tremendous backward step for women when he was prepared to sign a law in 2009 which would have legalised marital rape and prevented Shia women from leaving their homes without the consent of their husband. His pardoning of three men convicted of gang rape in 2007 sent another terrifying signal that women’s rights are dispensable. 

Then at the July summit in Kabul, where women representation was criticised by conservative elements, activists said they expected that Karzai might sacrifice women’s equality to forge a consensus among future stakeholders. A recent report by the New York-based Human Rights Watch says the government isn’t doing much to enforce laws to protect women. Women taking part in public life as parliamentarians or part of local governance and the media are threatened and some have been killed. “The government’s failure to take attacks and threats against women seriously greatly increases the threats that women face by creating a permissive culture for those who seek to silence and sideline women.” Fouzai Kofi, a former speaker in Afghanistan’s lower parliament, observes that the “mood has changed” in Kabul but women deserve peace more than anyone else: “we lost our husbands, we lost our children, we lost the right to go to school.” Many analysts say the protection and enforcement of laws becomes all the more pressing if women are entering an era that will become hostile to their rights because of reintegrating the Taliban. 

Observers believe that during negotiations Taliban leaders will ask for control over women’s rights saying that women won’t go to school or work or leave the house in areas that come under their jurisdiction. Although the US administration and the Karzai government have reassured activists that Afghanistan’s constitution protects the rights of women, promotes gender equality and that girls’ education is part of the government’s commitment, women parliamentarians fear the return of the Taliban in positions of power. 

Aisha was not mutilated by her Talib husband before the US invasion of Afghanistan nine years ago — she suffered and survived persistent abuse by her father-in-law, her 10 brothers-in-law and her husband on a daily basis during Karzai’s rule. Her nose and ears were sliced off after a Taliban court in Oruzgan said she had brought shame to the family when she ran away. That is why women in Afghanistan want to be part of any reintegration talks because they fear the government will lean towards greater conservatism while accommodating the Taliban. 

For the US, which is backing calls for dialogue and reintegrating the ‘good’ Taliban, Aisha’s disfigurement should be a reminder that an early withdrawal could sacrifice the women of Afghanistan in the name of a hurried peace. 
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