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“Women, who know the price of conflict so well, are also often

better equipped than men to prevent or resolve it. For generations,

women have served as peace educators, both in their families

and in their societies. They have proved instrumental in building

bridges rather than walls. They have been crucial in preserving

social order when communities have collapsed…but women and

girls are particularly affected by the consequences of armed

conflict. Peace is inextricably linked to equality between women

and men. Maintaining and promoting peace and security requires

women’s equal participation in decision-making. Ensure that

women and girls in conflict situations are protected; that

perpetrators of violence against women in conflict are brought

to justice; and that women are able to take their rightful and

equal place at the decision making table in questions of peace

and security”.

– Kofi A. Annan; October 24, 2000

Dedicated to the
Women of Afghanistan
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Preface

The Scholar of Peace fellowships awarded by WISCOMP for
academic research, media projects and special projects are
designed to encourage original and innovative work by

academics, policy makers, defense and foreign policy practitioners,
NGO workers, and others. The series WISCOMP Discussion Papers
in conjunction with WISCOMP Perspectives brings the work of some
of these scholars to a wider readership.

The fifth in the series of Discussion Papers, Taliban’s War on Women:
Narratives of Afghan Refugees in Delhi, is the outcome of a short term
academic project awarded to Minakshi Das to collate narratives of
Afghan women refugees in Delhi on the circumstances that forced them
to leave their homeland. It was intended to throw light on the broader
theme of gender related violence in times of civil war and internal
unrest and how women caught in the crossfire of conflict define borders,
boundaries and nation. Minakshi Das has attempted to understand the
relationship of these Afghan women to their country even as they find
themselves outside its territorial boundary.

The narratives are set against the historical backdrop of the continuing
violence in Afghanistan over the last twenty years or more following
the invasion by the erstwhile Soviet Union in 1979. The advent of the
Taliban as the de facto rulers of Afghanistan in 1995-1996, witnessed
the most brutal atrocities against women and the severity of their gender
discrimination has been noted by the United Nations Special Rapporteur
for Violence Against Women. However the gendered nature of the
societal violence in Afghanistan was not restricted to the Taliban regime
and is the product of continuous armed conflict right from 1979
onwards.

Continuous conditions of armed conflict where warlords vie for power
and control in conjunction with the easy availability of arms have an
impact on both men and women but in significantly different ways.
Whereas men may be forced into direct combat roles, or killed or
imprisoned, women are invariably left behind to care for the home and

I remember you...
when you have no choice, no voice, no rights, no
existence when you have no laughs, no joy, no
freedom, no resistance your pain, your agony, your
silence, your loneliness  your anger, your
frustration, your cries, your unhappiness

I remember you...

when you are abused, attacked, beaten and veiled
when you are tortured, strangled, choked and
almost killed you feel numbness, nothingness,
lifelessness and tears your are a shadow, a ghost,
a creature with many fears

I remember you...

when you in the darkness, stillness of a star-less
night lift your arms to the sky, with sadness and
fright  and ask the universe with eyes full of tears
and pain  why all these crimes? for what reason?
can anyone explain?

I remember you...

when you finally will rise and stand on you feet!
and say “ No! I will not stand for anymore defeat!”
you will break the chains, burn the veil and destroy
the walls!  you will scream with all your might
“Damn you all!”

I remember you...

when you take the solemn oath that you will
struggle, resist and fight that you will gain your
freedom with all your might that you will never
give up, no matter how heavy the cost  never again
will you be confused, pitiful and lost

I remember you...

when you gain your rights, reach your goals and
hope(s) but the path is hard, full of obstacles, you
must learn how to cope to cope while struggling
for your ultimate goal a-reborn woman, free,
independent and whole

TO MY SUFFERING AFGHAN SISTERS
By Zieba Shorish-Shamley

6 7
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the children. Sometimes, due to the wanton destruction of women’s
lives, livelihoods, possessions, social relationships and environment,
they are forced to flee as refugees and displaced persons. In the process
they often face social and geographical isolation. Their roles and
responsibilities change, as they have to cope with creating interim social
networks to manage a livelihood. Nowhere is this more starkly
manifested than in Afghanistan in recent years.

According to an April 2002 report by the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), there are 11,888 Afghan
refugees in India. Delhi is home to many of these Afghan women some
of whom also wait in transit.

Over a period of four months Minakshi Das met with 20 Afghan women
based in Delhi to collect primary data, using a participatory learning
and action approach. She has, in this paper sought to qualitatively
analyze the narratives of the Afghan women in order to understand
their experience of violence during conflict, and assess their perceptions
about their life, social security and identity during times of conflict. As
the author notes in the course of her interviews she encountered both
anger and silence and it is important to understand this silence as well
as the narratives.

Informed by Feminist understandings of victimhood and agency in
times of violent conflict, this study marks an attempt to help fashion
strategies of intervention in war-like conditions, in a manner that is
inclusive and informed by a gender perspective. This is in keeping
with WISCOMP’s overarching goal of making the security discourse
more people oriented and gender sensitive.

The WISCOMP Research Team
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Preview

In all ethnic conflicts different identities, voices and aspirations emerge.
My problem was how to relate these to gender. In this report I have
indicated that is only through agency that women living in situations
of conflict (especially Afghan women) can get visibility. My concern
was to analyse how women sustain their visibility in peacemaking.
Before answering this question we need to analyse why women join
peace activities. The answer is that they do it out of wider social
concerns. Even when individual concerns or transgressions motivate
them, they achieve success only if they are able to translate those
individual motivations into wider social actions.

Why Women: A legitimate question at this juncture is why give primacy
to women’s experiences? This is because conflicts are usually generated
by males and are therefore much more a male reality. Most of the
commentaries tend to be male-centric as they are constructed on the
basis of male power compulsions. Most of the works analysing intra-
state conflicts do not deal with women’s engagement in them. Both in
war and in peace women are portrayed as passive actors, despite their
significant roles. I would argue that because women seem invisible in
the structural processes, it does not mean they do not play a concrete
role in such processes. Women’s intervention in peace has redefined
gender stereotypes.

Marginalized groups, living in economically unstable/ disadvantageous
social settings have been particularly vulnerable to different kinds of
violence. This study aims to record the oral testimonies of women who
have encountered violence in Afghanistan.

Knowledge of women’s identity and security as a dimension of human
rights is very poor. It deserves more attention than social scientists
have given it so far. A better understanding of these aspects of security
is needed to design effective policies and programmes. The vast gap in
our knowledge about various categories of violence and torture against
women is a serious handicap in designing and implementing effective
intervention projects.
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Nowhere else has a war on women been witnessed so starkly as in
Afghanistan. Flagrant abuses of Afghan women’s most basic human
rights in the sectors of education, health, and civil and political
participation have been widely documented (U. S. Department of State,
1999; Amnesty International, 1999; 1995). The Taliban has been the
perpetrator of these injustices, but violence against both men and women
in Afghanistan has been ongoing for over two decades. The constant
condition of war during the last twenty years has adversely affected
Afghan women’s lives, forcing millions to leave their homes and seek
refuge in countries across the globe.

Approximately 11,888 Afghan refugees are registered with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) India (UNHCR,
April 30, 2002).  This research traces the experiences of these women,
many of who wait silently in transit. I am interested in understanding
the relationship of these women to their country even as they find
themselves out of its territorial boundaries. In this research I will relate
the kinds of violence undergone Afghan women have faced during
more than two decades of protracted war and their opinion about the
recent changes in Afghanistan after the defeat of the Taliban in
November 2001. Is Afghanistan a country without a state? While
borders are drawn, what does a country, in this case Afghanistan, mean
to women? Are these refugee women willing to return to Afghanistan
after the establishment of Ministry of Women Affairs by the present
Karzai regime?

When interviewing Afghan women in New Delhi, (1999) I found that
their stories were being passed down by word of mouth and that listening
to their experiences was crucial to understanding their version of politics
in Afghanistan. Some of the most insightful narratives came from the
older women with whom interaction was easier as storytelling was
part of their lives. They had so much to tell and so few people who
wanted to listen to them. I heard many accounts of raging mobs, corrupt
border guards, sexual abuse, dead and mutilated bodies and lost or
beheaded children. There was also anger and silence. It is important
that we understand the silences of the women as well as their narratives.

The severity of the Taliban’s gender discrimination was noted by the
United Nations’ Special Rapporteur for Violence against Women,

Radhika Coomarswamy, who visited Afghanistan in September 1999.
Coomarswamy stated that the Taliban’s Department of the Promotion
of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (which issues edicts relating to
women’s status and carries out punishments for gender specific crimes)
was, “ the most misogynist such entity in the world.”

The Taliban’s overt discrimination against women and girls has had a
profound impact on the health of Afghan women. In addition to
institutionalised discrimination in the health sector, extreme
punishments, such as public flogging, have been meted out for
infringements of the Taliban’s harsh gender segregation. Adultery by
women was punishable by death by stoning and women who violated
the law by appearing in public without male chaperones faced stoning
or public beatings. But human rights violations by the Taliban were
not limited to women. Both men and women suffered under a legal
regimen based on an extreme interpretation of Sharia’a law. Courts
appointed by the Taliban were devoid of due process and imposed
strict punishments like beheading, stoning and amputations for common
crimes. Men faced brutal punishments for infractions of the Taliban’s
dress code (which required beards of a certain length and prohibited
certain items of apparel). The Taliban summoned the public to witness
these barbaric punishments on a regular basis, a practice that terrorized
the entire community.

Arbitrary and cruel punishment, gender discrimination, and totalitarian
repression of the rights to assembly, speech and press have characterized
the Taliban’s rule. The Taliban and its opponent, the United Front
(previously called the Northern Alliance) engaged in fierce fighting
that displaced hundreds of thousands of Afghans from their homes.
Both sides carried out indiscriminate military actions that victimized
the civilian population. In August 1998 the Taliban attacked and
captured the city of Mazar-I-Sharif and a large number of unarmed
men, and children were massacred. The UN Special Rapporteur for
Afghanistan has estimated that as many as 5,000 civilians were killed
when the Taliban took control of the city. Human Rights Watch also
reported thousands of killings of unarmed people, as well as the
abduction of young women by the Taliban, abuse of prisoners and
military attacks on contingents of unarmed people attempting to flee
the city.
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The mission of the newly created Ministry for Women is Affairs is to
restore and improve the rights of Afghan women and improve their
legal, economic, political and social status throughout the country. The
engagement of the women’s ministry is absolutely critical to the
rebuilding of a peaceful, democratic Afghanistan in which women and
girls have full rights.

Afghanistan: Review from Background Pointers

Afghanistan, a land of high mountains and rugged terrain, has faced
one of the worst human tragedies of modern times. In twenty-three
years of turmoil, millions of people have been exiled and internally
displaced. As many as one million and seven thousand people have
been killed and an untold number  have been wounded and maimed.
The country’s schools, universities and agriculture have been destroyed.
Now this land is calling for the return of Afghanis who can try to rebuild
and reconstruct Afghanistan.

Afghanistan is faced with the challenge of rebuilding itself from
complete ruin. This is a country where every 30 minutes, a mother dies
of pregnancy-related complications and where 70 percent of all
tuberculosis cases are women. Over the past two decades, the enormity
of what has been destroyed by war and conflict has overwhelmed
Afghan society. The physical infrastructure, the economy, institutions
and political processes have all come undone.

Yet there is one new and positive reality today – a group of Afghan
women talking about social structures, coping mechanisms and an end
to social trauma, in short, social capital.

In this research I have compiled the oral testimonies of the most
vulnerable Afghan refugee women based in Delhi. I have then analysed
their views with regards to the present situation in Afghanistan.

An Escape to Violence: Voices from the Exile

World’s single largest refugee group

Twenty years after the Soviet invasion provoked an avalanche of
refugees, Afghans remain the single largest refugee group in the world,

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said
in a statement marking the 10th anniversary of the Soviet pullout.
By the end of 1979, the year the Soviet army entered Afghanistan,
there were already 400,000 refugees in Pakistan and 200,000 in Iran.
By February 1989, that number had risen to a staggering 6.2 million,
split almost equally between the neighbouring countries. However, after
the Soviet withdrawal, more than four million Afghans returned home
voluntarily since 1989. As many as 2.6 million Afghans still live in
exile in the camps of Iran and Pakistan and the suburbs of Frankfurt,
Paris and London. Hundreds of thousands of others are scattered across
the former Russian states and in the rest of the world.

According to the UNHCR, its work with the Afghan refugees is “one
of the most cash strapped refugee programmes in the world at present.”
In 1998, the organization said it needed $21 million to improve the
infrastructure in areas refugees could return to,  but had received only
$4.5 million from donor countries. (Reuters, February 14,1999, BBC
World Service, July 1, 1998).



14 15

The mission of the newly created Ministry for Women is Affairs is to
restore and improve the rights of Afghan women and improve their
legal, economic, political and social status throughout the country. The
engagement of the women’s ministry is absolutely critical to the
rebuilding of a peaceful, democratic Afghanistan in which women and
girls have full rights.

Afghanistan: Review from Background Pointers

Afghanistan, a land of high mountains and rugged terrain, has faced
one of the worst human tragedies of modern times. In twenty-three
years of turmoil, millions of people have been exiled and internally
displaced. As many as one million and seven thousand people have
been killed and an untold number  have been wounded and maimed.
The country’s schools, universities and agriculture have been destroyed.
Now this land is calling for the return of Afghanis who can try to rebuild
and reconstruct Afghanistan.

Afghanistan is faced with the challenge of rebuilding itself from
complete ruin. This is a country where every 30 minutes, a mother dies
of pregnancy-related complications and where 70 percent of all
tuberculosis cases are women. Over the past two decades, the enormity
of what has been destroyed by war and conflict has overwhelmed
Afghan society. The physical infrastructure, the economy, institutions
and political processes have all come undone.

Yet there is one new and positive reality today – a group of Afghan
women talking about social structures, coping mechanisms and an end
to social trauma, in short, social capital.

In this research I have compiled the oral testimonies of the most
vulnerable Afghan refugee women based in Delhi. I have then analysed
their views with regards to the present situation in Afghanistan.

An Escape to Violence: Voices from the Exile

World’s single largest refugee group

Twenty years after the Soviet invasion provoked an avalanche of
refugees, Afghans remain the single largest refugee group in the world,

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said
in a statement marking the 10th anniversary of the Soviet pullout.
By the end of 1979, the year the Soviet army entered Afghanistan,
there were already 400,000 refugees in Pakistan and 200,000 in Iran.
By February 1989, that number had risen to a staggering 6.2 million,
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According to the UNHCR, its work with the Afghan refugees is “one
of the most cash strapped refugee programmes in the world at present.”
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$4.5 million from donor countries. (Reuters, February 14,1999, BBC
World Service, July 1, 1998).



16 17

States of Conflict:
Gender, Violence and Resistance

Violence against women is a global phenomenon. In recent years there
has been an alarming spread of fundamentalism in this region. It is
now well established that fundamentalism uses women’s bodies as a
battlefield in its struggle to appropriate institutional power
(Jayawardena, Alwis, 1996). This research attempts to record the
testimonies of Afghan women in Delhi who talked about the violence
and torture they underwent in Afghanistan.

Sexual violence is a part of war. The war never stops in women’s lives
whether they are on the frontline or at home. Neither patriarchal violence
nor genocidal colonialism is termed as “war” in mainstream accounts,
as the power to call a conflict a war is the prerogative of dominant
nations and groups. Women’s own communities perpetuate violence
against them during wars.

A Gendered History of Conflict in Afghanistan

Nowhere else has a war on women been witnessed so starkly as
in Afghanistan. Flagrant abuses of Afghan women’s most basic
human rights in the sectors of education, health, civil and political
participation have been widely documented (U.S. Department of
State, 1999; Amnesty International, 1999; 1995). The Taliban
have been the perpetrators of these injustices, but violence against
both men and women in Afghanistan has been ongoing for over
two decades. The constant condition of war during the last twenty
years has adversely affected Afghan women’s lives forcing millions
to leave their homes and seek refuge in countries across the globe.
Approximately 15,000 Afghan women have entered India and
thousands of others  await asylum in third countries (UNHCR,
1998).

In Afghanistan, the earliest attempts at emancipation and social reform
for women took place in the twentieth century. Afghan leaders located

women’s emancipation as central to their nationalist ideology of
modernization. In 1883, Amir Abd al- Rahman Khan (1880-1901), a
ruler of Afghanistan, allowed widow remarriage. His son, Amir
Habibullah (1901-19), introduced the concept of women as contributing
members of society and not simply as mothers. However the
emancipation process was not linear.  Habibullah still  proclaimed that
men were entitled to full control of their women as the honour of the
people of Afghanistan depended on the honour of their women
(Hans 2001).

In the 1920s, the next attempt to modernize Afghan society was initiated
by King Amanullah (1919-29). New laws included the abolition of
chadari (veil) and purdah (seclusion). Women could go out in public
unveiled, form associations, attend schools and work. These were the
new undertakings of modernization and were legally established in the
1923-24 code Nizamnamah-ye arusi, nikah wa khatnasuri. Islamic
codes of appropriate behaviour for both men and women conflicted
with more modern, and western norms of women’s conduct.  Women’s
lives up to this time had been influenced by Islamic law in general and
Sharia law in particular.  Accordingly, women were accorded an inferior
status compared to men, in marriage and inheritance, among other
things. Legally, women had half the rights that men had. For example,
women needed two witnesses while a man needed only one in a court
of law. Within such frames of reference, people used the word ‘woman’
(to imply ‘coward’) to insult opponents. Women were the bearers of
the family honour, and a man’s reputation was measured by the
behaviour of the females in his household.  The state-building processes
proposed by Amanullah included women’s emancipation as central to
his conception of a modern Afghanistan. He aimed to transform gender
relations significantly. A rural Islamic opposition resisted Amanullah’s
reforms and he was forced to flee when his plea to the British for
assistance was turned down. It would not have been the only time that
other countries’ strategic power  policies would have a devastating
effect on women’s lives in Afghanistan.

After Amanullah’s removal by Nader Shah (1929-1933), schools for
girls were closed, and veiling and segregation of women was
reintroduced. Zahir Shah (1933-73), who was the next ruler, also did
not affect any significant change. It was under the Premiership of Daud
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(1953-1963) that crucial changes with regard to gender relations were
again introduced. Women were encouraged to discard the veil and
despite protests by conservative forces, Kabul University was opened
to women. Daud’s policies were influenced by both ideological and
modern capital. Liberal economic policies and an influx of consumer
goods from the West supplemented increasing Soviet influence. This
time, the mullahs (Islamic religious leaders) joined the tribal chiefs
and other conservatives to challenge these changes. They failed,
initially, as Daud used armed forces to quell the rebellion, but they
eventually succeeded. After Daud, during the rein of Zahir Shah, the
intellectual and middle class continued to support liberal policies. The
Constitution gave women equal socio-political and legal rights and
consequently in 1964, the first woman, Kubru Nurzai, entered the
National Assembly and was appointed the Minister of Public Health.
Women started to occupy new public spaces in the 1970s and they
were at  top levels of the government, the judiciary and education.
Despite these changes, the role of women as reproducers of the nation
in their homes and households was never questioned . The dichotomy
in women’s lives continued.

In 1978, after the Saur Revolution, another round of social reforms for
women was introduced . The Communist Afghan regime introduced
laws to raise the minimum age of marriage for girls to sixteen years,
put limits on the traditional ‘bride price’ system  and allegedly ‘forced’
women to take part in literacy programmes. The Communist regime’s
modernisation reforms to improve the status of women, was once again
unacceptable to segments of the predominantly Muslim population.
The regime’s determination to forcibly apply the reforms contributed
to the birth of the Afghan resistance movement.  It was not only culture
that was at stake, the reforms had a deep economic element as well.
For example, the limitation imposed on bride price affected not only
the social basis of society, but also rural economies and women’s social
security. Women not only symbolized the honour of the family but
also of the nation and they found themselves placed at the centre of a
conflict between Western concepts of modernization and Islamic codes
of culture.

The Soviet invasion in 1979 opened up new spaces and roles for women
but it also exacerbated suffering and insecurity in an already unstable

situation.  The communist regimes continued their reforms, which were
opposed by the people who banded together as Mujahideen (resistance)
and organized a coercive opposition.  Many Afghan men and took on
jihad (holy war) as a major life objective.  In this war against the Soviets,
many women supported the Mujahideen and became willing partners
in the insurgency. The emergence of women in this public space has
been interpreted as women “being symbols of legitimisation for political
groups led by men.” This is not altogether true, as at times, women did
turn combative. In 1980-81 for instance, schoolgirls and teachers led
some of the most militant demonstrations in Kabul. Nahida, who led
the revolt, came to be the new heroine of Afghanistan. There are
numerous stories of women suicide bombers welcoming troops in
Afghanistan.

Tajwar Kakar set up a school for training boys in armed warfare in
Kunduz. In Herat and Kandahar, she established strong women’s
resistance organizations that investigated enemy collaborations, pursued
those suspected and set up operational groups that abducted and
executed Russians. Tajwar was a member of a small group of women
who directly participated in the covert war against the Soviets. Though
women’s roles in the freedom struggle were generally subordinate to
those of men, the Mujahideen accepted women as important and
women’s assistance was tolerated if not actively sought. It was not the
first time women had participated in jihad. The role of Malalai who
had fought against the British in the battle of Maiwand (1880) is part
of Afghan women’s history. Women’s action during war against the
outsider was accepted and acclaimed. Those women who stood up
against the Soviets were made into heroines who exemplified Afghan
values, Islamic virtue and family honour. They were lauded for their
refusal to accept Communist dress codes and ideas. The space allocated
to women was still gendered, but it allowed for their participation in
the battle against Soviet occupation.

The Soviet invasion led to a complete breakdown of existing political
and civil society. Centres of power emerged in rural Afghanistan that
would eventually impose a new social order on the country’s urban
centres. Different groups competed for leadership of the jihad.  Cold
war induced conflict and state controlled violence intensified the flow
of refugees to Pakistan and Iran. A poor and weakly governed country
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could not withstand the flood of modern weaponry supplied by the super
powers to various local groups during the cold war.  Washington alone
supplied an estimated $10 billion in arms and aid to the ‘freedom fighters.’
During the Soviet occupation, the U.S. gave these weapons to the
Mujahideen. Ironically, the U.S. nurtured the Taliban that began as a
movement in the camps for Afghan refugees in Pakistan.  Militarisation
thus intensified conflict and militant conservatism among members of
both groups and this in turn affected woman’s lives. Women continued
to be at the receiving end of a nation in conflict. Gang rapes, abductions
and other crimes against women became common during the
Mujahideen takeover.

The conflict entered yet another phase with the entry of the Taliban
into the Afghanistan political scene in 1994-95. Their takeover of the
capital, Kabul, in 1996, signalled their control of power in the country.
Women’s emancipation and rights were lost once the militant leadership
of the Taliban took over. Highly restrictive notions of what constitutes
appropriate femininity in an Islamic state became a critical issue. On
September 28, 1996, Radio Kabul (Radio Shari’ah) announced,
“As per an order issued by the Amir al-mu’minin (the commander of
the faithful), Mulla Muhammad Umar, women are not allowed to
venture outside of their homes.”  Since their emergence as a powerful
force in the mid-1990s, the Taliban came to occupy 90% of Afghanistan.
In that part of Afghanistan their decrees held firm and their norms
regarding women became a matter of concern worldwide. The Taliban’s
“Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice” squad was intensely
harsh towards the women.

The full restrictions imposed by the Taliban against the women of
Afghanistan cannot be fully catalogued here. I have tried to gather
information from the refugees in India, from the Revolutionary
Association of the Women of Afghanistan RAWA) and other NGO
sources working in the country. Punishment included beating,
imprisonment and public stoning to death. Women had to cover every
inch of their body with the ‘chadari’ (or ‘burqa’ as it is known in India
and Pakistan).  Schools were closed for females above the age of eight
and health facilities were out of bounds for most women, as unescorted
women are not allowed into hospitals. Since female doctors were
forbidden to work and male doctors were either prohibited from

providing treatment to women or had to do so without touching them,
few women were able to access health facilities. Work outside the home
was not allowed. To venture outside, a woman needed a male relative
as an escort. It was her duty to see that no music is played in her house
and that children behaved themselves. Children could not fly kites or
dance (U.S. Department of State, 1999; Amnesty International, 1999;
1995; RAWA: 2000). The closure of land mine awareness classes for
women had implications for them as well and their children’s physical
security.  The banning of women from ‘hamams’ (public hot baths)
had implications for the health and hygiene of both women and children
who used to accompany them.

The turmoil of the past twenty years and the intensification of conflict
at various phases of history have forced Afghans to leave their homes.
The reasons for people leaving Afghanistan are mixed. In the narratives
of the Afghan women I interviewed, it was quite obvious that violence
against women increased with every phase of the conflict. The women
who left during the governance of Najibullah usually did so because of
threats to their husbands. There is no doubt there was an increased
threat of sexual assault during the reign of the Mujahideen. The takeover
of Afghan territory by the Taliban not only generated increased physical
and sexual threat, but was also a threat to women’s very existence.
Women’s behaviour and honour became central to the Taliban’s self-
created image as protector of the nation.

The Taliban’s policy of protecting women was rationalized by the
ongoing political conflict in Afghanistan.  Afghans have long been at
the centre of international conspiracies, and have had to maintain their
nationhood despite incursions from the outside. In maintaining the
Afghan nation state, strategies of modernization and traditionalism have
constituted a site of conflict where women became the symbols of the
construction of the nation and its boundaries. In this case, women’s
bodies became central to the conservative policies of the Taliban. Here,
politics in the name of tradition constituted resistance to the
modernization process, which was seen as flowing from the west. The
site of conflict was located within the cultural domain of the family
and marked by a space dominated by women. Women’s bodies came
to belong not to them but to the nation.
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Violence against Women in Afghanistan

Women who have fled Afghanistan do not talk easily. To talk about the
escape to exile opens wounds and to recount the sexual reasons for
leaving is considered shameful. Women find it difficult to discuss
sexuality openly and particularly in refugee situations where men are
always present. Thus my discussions with the women were marked by
apprehension, reserve, control, reticence and above all, silence. Those
who did talk had individual fears and singular stories to narrate of their
sexualities and the boundaries which hindered their choices and life
styles.  Women left Afghanistan due to the various forms of violence
they feared or experienced; sometimes this was  gendered violence,
sometimes it was not. The loss of limbs due to land mines affected the
entire population, regardless of their gender.  Afghanistan is one of the
most mine-infested countries in the world and land mine explosions
injure regardless of gender, ethnicity or age.  However, men who are
directly involved in military manoeuvres, face more dangers from mines
than women and children.

Gendered forms of physical violence exist in all conflicts.  In
Afghanistan, it is women’s sexuality that is targeted.  For example, the
woman being half buried and shot by her father or male relative
punished an elopement and a woman’s hand showing outside her
‘burqa’ could be cut off.   Families left Afghanistan if a daughter was
growing into a beautiful young woman. Women’s youth was, and will
always remain, a cause for sexual attacks in Afghanistan. Under each
of the Afghan regimes described in this chapter, women have left due
to sexual attacks. Whether Communist or Islamic regimes, it has been
found that rape always accompanies  conflict in Afghanistan.  Ethnic
dissension is related to an increase in the incidence of rape. Among
those persecuted under the Taliban regime were many Hindu women
who were raped by local commanders, Taliban youth and border guards.
Hindu and Sikh refugee women were quick to point out that rape of
their community women by Taliban armed youth was supported by
local commanders. Thus the Afghan state, which supposedly protects
the populace, has been a significant agent in perpetuating this violence
and  forcing the ethnic group to leave. Those who leave are called
‘kafirs’ (non-believers, though the term is sometimes also used to
mean ‘slave’).

A Sikh woman lamented that Jalalabad, where she was born and had
grown up, was not the same. It has been emptied of its ethnic Hindu
and Sikh population. Her family was forced to leave as the Taliban had
threatened  to cut off her husband’s beard. As a Sikh, his religion
compelled him to wear a turban and grow his beard. He left Afghanistan,
rather than violate the principles of his religion. She and women of
other ethnicities such as the Hindus were forced to wear yellow ‘burqas,’
or face physical punishment. A Muslim refugee woman told me that
Kandahar, at the height of power of the Taliban, was perhaps the only
male city in the world.  No woman was allowed outside on the streets.
“Why did these things happen?” I asked the woman. “Why such attacks
against them because of their gender and ethnicity?” She replied that
women are regarded as sexually insatiable and as succumbing easily
to temptations of the flesh. They are believed to take men down with
them into a perpetual hell.  Another woman who had been attacked
outside a mosque, said that it had become a common occurrence to
violate women’s bodies, as the teachings in the mosque emphasized
the danger that women’s sexuality poses to men.   Shalinsky has written
that women are considered inferior because  ‘nafs’ (desire) dominates
more than ‘aql’ (reason) in women’s lives.  If the former is not
controlled, it will result in ‘fitna’ (chaos). Fitna, according to the
refugees, is related to male honour in a cultural context where then the
veil assumes a crucial importance in the protection of women from the
gaze of the outsider.  Nazin, a young refugee woman who had been
sitting quietly at one of our meetings, asked:

“Is protecting honour only a male right?  The breasts of
women were cut if they opposed the Taliban.”

Gagan added:

“My colourful dresses became the reason for the shadow
of death that hung over me.  Did I look sexy in those
dresses? I do not remember now. I was never beautiful, in
fact in Afghanistan I was one of the ‘dark’ ones. The colour
of my skin inherited from my ancestors was not pristine
white as of my Pashtun friends. Unlike my friend Shaheen,
no boy even glanced at me. Why then all of a sudden had
I become a threat to the Afghan men? How could I, a
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married woman, steer them from the path of virtuosity?
Why was my chastity attacked when men could not control
their sexual urges?”

Nazin continued:

“Talibans have their own rules and regulations, but these
are not suitable for the contemporary people of
Afghanistan. They have travelled back in time and want
us all to do the same, but then I could never walk
backwards, so I left.”

Under each Afghan regime, women faced a distinctive threat that forced
them to leave the country. Inter-ethnic and inter-religious feuds
accounted for most departures. Women at the receiving end of the
Mujahideen and Taliban edicts, fled because the conservative religious
policies threatened their very existence as women. The women I
interviewed showed an especially deep fear of the Taliban. Shaqeena
spoke softly, the apprehension reflected in her eyes:

 “Even a pregnant mother is not allowed to deliver at the
hospital. Women are not allowed in public without a male
guardian. The Mujahideen were animals but the Taliban
are the devil. These people call themselves Muslim but
they are not Muslims.”

Fetching water, for instance, is a woman’s job, and so this gendered
work produces gendered crimes. Saheena, who went to fetch water as
the pipeline was cut, was surrounded by five Taliban youth with guns.
She was taken to a shelled building and raped.  She laments:

“How could I not go out – we have to drink water,
don’t we?”

There can be no response to such questions. Another woman who had
been abducted and raped not by the Taliban, but by men of the
Hizb-I-Islami (a party led by Gulbadan Hekmatyar with the backing of
Pakistan), felt that she had no option but to join the increasing number
of prostitutes. She said that the prostitutes were in great demand by the
Taliban. The commanders usually abducted women. Some of them
even had 10 wives, although Islam allows only four. They had enough

food so it was no trouble for them to maintain such large households or
harems. The middle-aged men picked up very young and nubile girls.
The soldiers on the other hand were not rich and therefore picked up
prostitutes. A middle-aged refugee woman from Kabul said:
“Prostitution is no longer paying, so I left.”  Even the economics of sex
work has its limitations.

Among the members of this group of refugee women are widows who
were targeted by the State and its armed forces in Afghanistan. As
RAWA reports, about 15,400 widows in Afghanistan  are below the
age of 40, the sole breadwinner of their families and are presently being
supported by the Red Cross and CARE. This figure does not include
the sub-provinces surrounding Kabul. If included, the number of Kabul
widows exceeds 50,000 (RAWA September 2000). The closing of bread
shops and subsequent lack of access to basic food has brought these
women on the streets with no options but to beg. Lack of access to
food constitutes a distinct dimension of violence against women’s
bodies and this is obvious in Afghanistan that today is  one of the
poorest countries in the world (UNDP, 2000).  The women interviewed
did not speak on this issue, just as they will not speak of their bodies
and sexuality. Honour is a gendered concept with many expressions
and it has compelled many women to live in vacuums and not talk
about their lives, their loss, their pain and especially of hunger. I noticed
that one woman, Noor, a widow, related only happy memories. She
had edited her words and perhaps her mind of anything ugly or
unpleasant. One day I sat with her in silence, not talking. It was then
that she began to relate what she called her past and her fate. Noor, like
many widows, had to leave Afghanistan because of hunger, which exists
but is not spoken about. She spoke hesitantly:

“When my husband was alive, we had a stationery shop
and a car. We lived in Gazni district, but as the children
grew up, to meet their needs of a good education, we came
to Kabul. When the Taliban came we had to take our
daughter out of school, then my son’s school closed, as
women had been barred from teaching in the school. It
was getting more difficult by the day to meet our needs.
Food was going beyond our purchasing capacity. We
decided we would go back to Gazni, maybe the situation
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was better there. That same night my husband did not
come back home. After a month’s search, my brother,
whom I relied upon after my husband’s disappearance,
was found dead on the street. I had no work, no one to
support me, and we went hungry for days. I also realized
that through my queries I was exposing myself to the
Taliban’s anger. Everyone was afraid to help me. I realized
I had outlived my need in my own country, nor could it
fulfil mine. I could no longer see the desperate hunger in
the eyes of my children. My own people had become my
enemies. Why, I never understood. It was as if I no longer
belonged. Finally, where even the war and the rockets
could not force me out of my country, my hunger
compelled me to leave.”

Zahira , another widow, added:

 “Our families used to protect us. We were not open to
sexual attack and though the system of marrying our dead
husbands’ brothers existed, we had physical security. We
were looked after and never went hungry.  But with the
Taliban, the situation changed. The community could no
longer support us against the wishes of the state. The young
are dying or in the armed forces.  Who will marry us?
There is so much poverty so our only option is to become
prostitutes or to beg.”

Physical attacks on women’s bodies, denial of basic food and fears for
one’s life have forced women, especially the unprotected, to leave
Afghanistan for India.  Exile isn’t easy and it becomes even more
difficult as family members are scattered across the globe.

Afghan men and women have multi-layered identities, defined by their
gender, race or ethnicity and  also class and professions. The women’s
search for new identities is part of their transformation to a new transient
locational identity, which is dependent on access to international
recognition and identity as bona fide refugees. There are many women
who have challenged and moved beyond the boundaries of their
previous identities. These are women who have been rejected by their

own people, who have set up new temporary homes and who are
imbibing a new political consciousness of their rights. They have
acquired skills and utilized them to meet the needs of their families.
The younger women whom I met were usually well dressed, wore make-
up, and resembled the young, Indian crowd around them. They loved
music of any sort, especially Hindi film music. These young women in
exile have left behind much of Afghan culture and have adopted local
customs. Values have changed as women move without veils and walk
with men. Women in these dislocated spaces search and find new
identities more easily, even when their families and communities in
exile are not supportive.  Men find that national spaces even after
crossing borders are still vibrant: the past is still very crucial to their
present. On the other hand, women’s discourses centre more on their
own roles and new identities where nationalism intrudes much less
into their lives.

Questions relations to a territorial space while in exile become critical
to a woman’s identity, but are difficult to discuss, as these same spaces
of nation and state are also the sites and  the cause of their traumas.
One of the first women I interviewed in New Delhi talked about the
borders she had crossed to reach India:

Crossing a border was a trauma for me, I will always
remember it. It was something in my heart, something
I felt. If you ask me ‘where did Afghanistan end and
Pakistan begin, where did Pakistan end and India begin?
Who knows and who cares? Did we draw these lines?
These are all power plays meant for people who are rulers;
for me when I looked out of the airplane I did not see any
line I only saw my past fading and a fear of my future
overtaking me. It was a line not on a map, it was drawn
on my heart.”

Many women understood the nation as related to the conflict in
Afghanistan.  Their understanding was that clan rivalry had not only
been fundamental but also a critical barrier to Afghanistan’s unity. They
agreed that the differences between groups are drawn from shifting
cultural constructions. But in spite of these differences, they felt a shared
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understanding of their cultural histories.  Shakila stated that her love of
the country would always exist, as would her memory of the beauty,
the climate, and the smell of the mountain air:

“I remain an Afghan till I die.”

The music, the dances, the mosques and the bazaars were all intertwined
in her memories of Afghanistan:

“Can anything change that? Can I be an Indian just because
I have been here for ten years? Yes I do love Hindi films
and songs but these are different.  They do not have
anything to do with my land or culture. The beauty of
Afghanistan has captured people’s imagination and they
want to capture her. It is like a woman – everyone wants
her for her beauty. How can I forget it?”

The women I interviewed related nationalism and nationness to lost
homes and homelessness.

“Nationalism has no meaning any longer, as going back
to Afghanistan is to go back to hell”.

When asked her opinion about nationalism, instead of answering my
question, a young woman posed her own  question:

 “Where is Afghanistan?”

Then she replied herself:

“In Afghanistan people are hanged for no fault. There are
no rules of humanity. Only the name Afghanistan remains,
it is no longer what it was. If the old does not remain then
where does the question of nationalism arise?”

Women see themselves as the objects and survivors of a nationalism
that protects the honour of the state through their bodies.  Women made
the following comments:

“God has made me so beautiful that he forgot to give me
good fortune”…. “My nation thought my body belonged
to it”… “We women have become properties of the state.
We are objects to be used and then discarded”...

“A woman’s body becomes the site of conflict, whereby
she is forced to leave her country.”

The gendered history of Afghanistan during the years of conflict has
raised questions concerning the relationship between women and the
state, processes of social inclusion and nationalist cultures. Afghan
women’s needs for self-definition and autonomy are ignored or utilized
for political ends. At the same time, cultural practices have mutated
and changed across space in exile. Women move without the veil, talk
to men, and work outside the home. Despite ongoing dislocation, exile
has for many women opened up a space to assert their identities and to
diffuse their notions of nation.
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The Taliban:
1998 to Present

In October 1997, the Taliban changed the name of the country to the
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan and Mullah Omar, who had previously
assumed the religious title of Amir of the Faithful, became the supreme
head of state. Taliban officials ruled but decrees and the central decision-
making body was the Supreme Council in Kandahar and its head,
Mullah Mohammed Omar. A six member ruling council in Kabul,
headed by Mullah Mohammad Rabbani, announced, “the new Taliban
government would be neither parliamentary nor presidential, but
Islamic.” Departments of a number of ministries existed in each
province but the implementation of policy was generally characterized
by inconsistency as there was no efficient administrative structure.

Under the Taliban, there was no constitution, rule of law, or independent
judiciary in Afghanistan. In the absence of an independent judiciary,
many municipal and provincial authorities used the Taliban’s
interpretation of Shari’a (Islamic Law) and traditional Tribal codes of
justice (UN Department of Humanitarian Affairs, Report of the DHA
Mission to Afghanistan, UNDHA, June 15, 1997). The Taliban
reportedly had economic courts in areas under their control to judge
criminal cases and resolve disputes. These courts meted out punishments
including execution and amputations. In cases involving murder and
rape, convicted prisoners were generally sentenced to execution by
relatives of the victim, who chose to accept other forms of restitution.
The decisions of the courts were reportedly final. In 1999 the Taliban
claimed that it was drafting a new constitution based on Islamic law,
but during the year there were no further announcements regarding
such a document (US State Department Country Report, February 2001,
Afghanistan).

The Taliban’s destruction of its cultural heritage, particularly the giant
Buddhas, shocked  the world. The action was a sobering indication of
how extreme the views of the most powerful elements of the Taliban
were and how willing they were to suffer international condemnation

and isolation for acting upon their extremist views. The implications
were profoundly disturbing for not just the cultural rights of all Afghans
who have been violently deprived of their country’s ancient and precious
heritage, but also for human rights.

The Status of Women in Afghanistan during Taliban’s Regime

Prior to the Taliban, women in Afghanistan had to endure restrictions
on rights to work and on dress. In 1994 the Jalalabad-based multi-
party local government under Haji Qadeer demanded that women work
in gender-separated offices, wear black hejab and chador and travel in
segregated vehicles. Violence against men accompanying women made
it difficult to retain female staff as men were unwilling to support them
for fear of retaliation. Women had to be released on full pay until
negotiations could be made, or separate offices for women and separate
entrances had to be made if women were to continue employment with
UN agencies (UN Consultative Group on Human Rights, Islamabad
Pakistan). The Rabani government in 1995 sent letters to UN/NGO
agencies demanding women be removed from employment. When
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar was named as Prime Minister, his first official
statement demanded that women adopt the black hejab “according to
Islam” and stop wearing make-up “except for their husbands”(Id).

When the Taliban took control of Kabul in September 1996, the
Supreme Council issued edicts forbidding women to work outside the
home, attend school, or to leave their homes unless accompanied by a
mahram (husband, father, brother, or son). In public, women has to be
covered from head to toe in a chadari, with only a mesh opening through
which to see and breathe. They were not permitted to wear white, (the
colour of the Taliban flag) socks or shoes that made a noise when
walking. Houses and buildings in public view had to have their windows
painted over if females are present. The Taliban also severely limited
women’s access to healthcare and closed public bathhouses for women.
These bathhouses served as female meeting places for social and
celebratory purposes, in addition to providing essential hygiene for
households without water. Initially, these edicts were enforced in a
haphazard manner and varied from region to region. More severe
restrictions were enforced in non-Pashtun areas.
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Medical care

In January 1997, the Taliban announced a policy of segregating men
and women and attempted to centralize medical care for Kabul’s half
million women. Services for women were provided by a single hospital
that was then  partially under construction and had no water, oxygen,
plasma, electricity and surgical equipment. Humanitarian organizations
working in the city protested the edict and after months of negotiation
led by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the Taliban
partially rescinded its directive and agreed to reopen some of its
hospitals. A male doctor treating a woman was prohibited from
examining her unless she was fully clothed in a chadari and was not
allowed to touch her. So meaningful diagnosis and treatment were often
impossible. By the end of 1999 though, all Kabul hospitals, except the
military hospital, reportedly treated women. Health care access
improved largely due to the influx of international aid and support in
this arena as well as the Taliban’s relaxation of work prohibition for
female health sector workers. Destruction of public education posters
and a ban on human images made dissemination of health information
in a society with high levels of illiteracy more difficult.

Education

The edicts limiting women to female healthcare providers have
prompted many to question the rationale of forbidding education to
women. In Afghan society, the vast majority of teachers have
historically been women, so the termination of education for women
and girls had a disastrous effect for men and boys as well. While schools
for boys were not closed, they was a severe shortage of teachers.  Lack
of education also limited women’s capacity to effectively use maternal
child health services, provide adequate nutrition for themselves and
their families, obtain immunization for their children, understand the
benefits of breast feeding, control the number and spacing of their
children, improve hygiene and sanitation in their homes, limit the spread
of infectious diseases and use effective home remedies such as oral
rehydration solutions.

Since 1998, increased numbers of female nurses, vaccinators, and
traditional birth attendants have being trained by the humanitarian

assistance community. In addition, in late 1999, 40 female medical
students were at Kabul University. However, girls were still formally
prohibited from attending school, apart from instruction provided in
mosques which is mainly religious in content.

Employment

In 1999, restrictions on women’s employment eased. Women were
allowed to work in the medical sector as doctors and nurses but were
allowed to treat only women. Healthcare NGOs reported that they were
able to recruit both male and female health care staff without difficulty.
But recruitment of medical staff was severely limited by the lack of
qualified female personnel (State Department Country Reports on
Human Rights, 2000, Afghanistan). Limited numbers of women were
allowed to work for international agencies and NGOs, but they were
not allowed to work in the offices of their employers. A Taliban edict
issued in 1999 allowed widows with no other means of support to seek
employment; but many widows were unaware of the change, and there
was little work available (UN Commission on Human Rights, Report
on the Situation of Human Rights in Afghanistan, E/CN.4/1999/40).

On July 6, 2000, the Taliban issued an edict banning women’s
employment (except in the health care sector) by UN agencies and
NGOs. Implementation was erratic, but the UN and the NGOs advised
their female staff to stay home to avoid open confrontation with the
Taliban. On August 16, the Taliban issued an order closing down the
World Food Programme’s (WFP) 25 widows’ bakeries, which provided
food to the many war widows and other female-headed households(Id).
On August 17, 2000, the Taliban reversed the decision to close the
widow’s bakeries, apparently accepting WFP’s explanation that female
staff of the bakeries were not direct hire WFP employees and therefore
not subject to the July 6 edict (Id).

Kabul’s Widows

According to the information of the central board of statistics, before
the assault of the Taliban in Kabul, the numbers of registered widows
was about 7,900. This included those who worked in hospitals or carried
out duties as clerks, teachers or servants in government offices. During
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the years of war between fundamentalist factions and after the seizure
of Kabul by the Taliban, this figure escalated.  At present, in all the
sixteen districts of Kabul, there are around 17,700 widows with children,
aged 30 to 60. The Red Cross and Care assist some of them. At present
there are about 15,400 widows, who are below the age of 40 and the
sole breadwinner of their families, who are supported by the Red Cross
and Care. This figure does not include the sub-provinces surrounding
Kabul.  If they are included, the number of Kabul widows will exceed
50,000.

Conclusion

The prime international interest now lies in the emergence of a peaceful
and politically stable Afghanistan. It is in this context that the Bonn
agreement was accepted by various Afghan factions in December 2001
and is now being successfully implemented. A broad-based government
has now set up in Kabul, which is an important step in the peace process.
In addition, the international community has made generous
commitments for financial and technical assistance for reconstruction
and rehabilitation work. While these are significant developments,
Afghanistan still has a long way to go to achieve the goals of peace,
reconciliation, political order and the establishment of stable governing
institutions. The government in Kabul faces huge challenges including
establishing law and order, disarming warlords, setting up a national
army and reconstruction. Most challenging is the task of constructing
representative institutions, which enable all the constituent ethnic and
regional groups in Afghanistan to participate fully in political decision-
making.
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Annexure I

Afghanistan: Basic Facts

Geographical Location: Afghanistan is located in the heart of South-
Central Asia. It has China to the east, Iran to the west and Pakistan to
the south. To the north lie Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikstan.

Official Name: It is officially known as the Islamic State of Afghanistan
with its capital in Kabul. Afghanistan had three principal names, each
of which lasted for centuries. Aryana in antiquity, Khurasan in the
medieval era, and Afghanistan in the modern times.

Official Languages: The official languages are Pashto and Dari.

Economy: The economy is chiefly agricultural. The unit of currency is
the Afghani.

38 39

Major ethnic groups in Afghanistan

Ethnic Group Language Religion Settlements

Pushtun Pashto dialect Hanafi Sunni, About 6.5 m in
except Turri (Shia) Afghanistan

Tajik Dari, Taziki dialects Hanafi Sunni, some 3.5 m in northern
Isma’iliya Shi’a Afghanistan

Farsiwan Dari Imami Shi’a About 600,000

(Parsiwan or mainly
Parsiban) agriculturists, living

near the Iranian
border, southern and
western Afghanistan

Qiziibash Dari Imami Shi’a Scattered throughout
Afghanistan

Hazara Hazaragi Some Imami Shi’a, About 800,000
Some Isma’iliya
Shi’a, a few Sunni

Aimaq Dari dialects with Hanafi Sunni About 800,000 in
Turkic vocabulary Afghanistan

Moghol Dari with Hanafi Sunni Several thousands
Mongolian Some speak live central and
loan words. Pashto. north Afghanistan

Uzbek Uzbaki or Jagatai Hanafi Sunni 1 m in Afghanistan

Turkoman Turkic dialects Hanafi Sunni Several thousands in
the Afghan Pamir
mountains.

Pamiri Various Pamiri or Some Isma’iliya Live mainly in
(Ghalcha or East Iranian dialects Shi’a, some Badakhshan,
Mountain Tajik) Hanafi Sunni. Wakhan

Baluch Baluchi Hanafi Sunni About 100,000 in
Afghanistan

Brahui Brahui, also Pashto Hanafi Sunni About 2,00,000 in
or Baluchi Afghanistan

Nuristani Kafiri dialects Hanafi Sunni 100,000 in
Afghanistan.

Kohistani Dardic Hanafi Sunni Southern fringes of
Afghanistan.

Gujar Dialect related Hanafi Sunni Eastern fringes of to
Hindustani Nuristan
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Annexure II

Afghanistan Facts:

• At least 1.5 million Afghans have been killed since the 1979-1989
war against the Soviets and in civil warfare since then. About 1.2
million people are displaced internally. Six million people have
fled to Iran and Pakistan in the last 23 years; five million remain
there. Afghanistan has the world’s largest refugee population.

• Before the Taliban took Kabul in 1996 and banned women from
working, 50 percent of government employees, 70 percent of
schoolteachers and 40 percent of doctors were women.

• Thirty-nine percent of boys and three percent of girls attend primary
school. More than 90 percent of school age girls cannot read.

• The infant mortality rate is 165 per 1,000 live births; 257 of every
1,000 children born die before age five. Life expectancy at birth is
41 years of age.

• There is one physician for every 50,000 people in Afghanistan. In
a year, seventeen out of 1,000 pregnant women die in childbirth.
Only 11 of the country’s 31 provinces have essential obstetric care
services.

• Twenty-three per cent of people have access to safe water
(five percent rural, 40 percent urban).

• Twelve percent of the population has adequate sanitation.

• Landmines and other ordnance that kill about 10 people a day
contaminate more than 700 square kilometres of land. There are
an estimated 10 million mines.

• In 1999 Afghanistan produced 75 percent of the world’s illicit
opium. In some provinces, up to 95 percent of households earned
income from selling opium.

• There is one telephone line per 1,000 inhabitants.

Source: United Nations and affiliated agencies.
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