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Organized Women in Afghanistan: the Key to a
Universal Understanding of Human Rights

Stephanie Hinkle

he country of Afghanistan is in the forefront of international attention d
the recently launched war against terrorism. This is causing many mis
ceived generalizations about Islam and Afghanistan to be forced to the

face of the American public’s consciousness. For many years, the religion of Ig

specifically that of Arab Muslims, has been viewed as being anti-American and
been identified with a basic disregard for human rights. Recently, more se
problems have emerged associating the Islamic religion with the violence
hatred displayed in terrorist actions. The September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks
ated the undeniable assumption in America that these acts were supported b
entire Muslim community and by the country of Afghanistan. This stems fro

common belief that all Muslims support the violation of human rights, espec

those against women. Although educating people may alleviate some of the ste

types about the Muslim community, a mere understanding of Islamic theology
not erase the stigma created by a small segment of Afghani society as there

many social, cultural and political dynamics also at play. In the academic worl

serious concern has developed that Americans view Muslims as a community

share common beliefs and views on the terrorist attacks. By extension, the noti
that all people in Afghanistan support the violence against women that has ta
place over the last thirty years. To prevent the perpetuation of hatred between
gions, cultures and creeds, it is essential that those who have formed preconcel
notions about the Muslim people in Afghanistan develop an awareness of their

perceptions of Islam and Afghanistan. The American people need to recognize

opinions have been based solely upon the socio-political structure of Afghan
under the rule of Islamic Fundamentalist groups who use Islam to justify their act
as terrorists and human rights abusers. The entire human race must recognize
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bligion, specifically Islam, is not fnter.preted the same wa)f by all its followers. The
hilure to grasp this concept will inevitably lead to more VIoIen(.:e‘, war, and death,
mply because of a lack of understandlhng a?nd respect fc.)r all religions. .

A predominant issue, when con5|der|.ng .the Muslim fundar{ne.ntahst leadérs
nd governments such as the Taliban, is their dlsregérd for women’s rights. The vio-
 tions of women's rights in Afghanistan by the Muslim government have led to the
<tablishment of women’s organizations that continually struggle to attain bas.lc
uman rights for women that are being brutally denied. The views of Wor-nen in

ese organizations run contrary to those of the Taliban and present Islam|.c gov-
mments, and like many Muslims they strongly support the Western notion of
\uman rights, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that was adopted in
hecember 1948 by all members of the United Nations. This document was
leclared the “Magna Carta of all Humanity”, and it calls for each individual and
bvery state to take responsibility for the realization and effective protectio.n of
uman rights as they are defined.(i) Because the Taliban and other Muslim regimes
ave denied Afghan citizens civil and political rights, women’s views on Islam and
uman rights have not been heard by the rest of the world, resulting in the mis-
onception that all Muslims view human rights the same way. On many levels,
earing the voices of women in Afghanistan and other Muslim countries is critical
n establishing awareness that the views of fundamentalist governments do not rep-
esent the beliefs of all Muslims. By looking at Islamic views through the eyes of

omen in Afghanistan, it becomes clear how Islam is deceptively being used in a
political fashion to justify the abuses of women'’s rights. Their views disprove/prove
he argument that human rights cannot be interpreted in a relative framework, one
hat can be applied differently to each individual based on culture, religion, and
ationality; many Muslims share a universal conception of human rights. By incor-
porating Muslim views of human rights other than those of the fundamentalist gov-
ernments, whose views the world is most commonly exposed to, it is possible to
ome to a consensus between Muslims and the West on the issue of human rights
and how rights are inherent to every human being.

Available literature that discusses the struggles of women and the work of

omen’s organizations in Muslim countries, such as that of the Revolutionary
Association of Women in Afghanistan (RAWA), does not get at the heart of the
identity and the beliefs of many women who have been victims of violence. It
must be made clear how women such as those who support RAWA define them-
selves as women, as Afghans, and especially as Muslims so that many of the mis-
perceptions that exist about Islam may be clarified. The study of Muslim women’s
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groups is significant for the cause of the women in countries like Afghanistan yman being aspires. These inherent rights include the right to life, liberty and
b curity of person; the right to an adequate standard of living; the right to seek and
b enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution; the right to own property; the

ht to freedom of opinion and expression; the right to education, freedom of

are fighting for basic human rights; it is also consequential in establishing an aw
ness of the common thread that runs through all of humanity concerning
morality of human rights. Universal ideals of human rights can be conceptua
and attained even under an Islamic context as demonstrated by Muslim wo ought, conscience and religion; and the right to freedom from torture and
who struggle relentlessly for their own equality, acknowledge the need for un .grading treatment, among others. America views these as inherent rights to be
sal human rights standards in a world that too often uses religion to degrada }()yecl by all human beings of the world, meaning men, women and children,

value of what it means to be a human being. d they are not a gift or a privilege to be withdrawn, withheld or granted at some-

ne’s whim or will.(6)

As the concept of human rights has been internationalized through globaliza-
»n and exposure through the media, Muslims have been confronted with a con-
ict between their views on human rights as a duty that requires good action and
e Western view of human rights as inherent parts of humanity. The West has
arted to impose its understanding of human rights on an international level, as

Opposing Views of Human Rights
When studying human rights in the Muslim world, it is first essential that
have an understanding of the Western and the Islamic views of human rights
the influence of religion on each. From a Muslim perspective, rights are w
owned by Cod and individuals are defined by their relationships to God.(2
Muslims, human rights are viewed as a human obligation or duty to the co

en in the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, calling the

nity. Such a different interpretation sets slamic thought on human fights apart uslim understanding of human rights to question. Muslims have been forced to

SN LCeasneiS i KIS S0 tiakt el e relationship g nd a way of giving logical and empirical validity to the notion of human rights as
aditionally understood by Muslim law.(7) This is not a new challenge to the
uslim religion, as it has survived many reforms and changes in history, showing
at it is indeed a flexible and universalistic religion that can adapt to change by its

ery nature. The views of many Muslims today are in fact in agreement with what

rights and duties as well as the pervasiveness of Divine Law.(3) In Islam, cg
tivism and community are placed above the individual, whereas the West
the individual and the idea of rational humanism the center of the human
discourse. Fourteen hundred years ago when Islam was founded, certain
were presumed to be given to Muslims by the Divine Right that have continug

niversal human rights stand for, although their perspectives revolve more around

remain a part of Muslim human rights discourse. According to Islam, each f cial justice than those of individual freedom and other Western principles. The

being should be given the right o lf, to safety of lfe, to REEREk IR L ery existence of literature and religious text that defines the Islamic norms affect-

women, to a basic standard of life, to freedom, to justice and to equality, g rights and comparing Islam with international human rights “demonstrates that

fights are stated in the Holy Quran as a Muslim's duty as a human being tg some] Muslims believe that such comparisons are both timely and legitimate.”(8)

these obligations to themselves and to others.(4 Another important factor that plays into the debate over human rights is the

The Western concept of a human right is outlined in the Universal Declaf ay in which religious influences on structures in countries such as Afghanistan

of Human Rights, which is a document that represents the way in which Am ave shaped people’s view on human rights. Many Muslim fundamentalist groups

specifically views human rights. Although the 58 states that came together 0N, e in control of countries such as Afghanistan refuse to acknowledge any

ate the document in 1948 varied in their ideologies, political systems and el alidity in Western human rights discourse. In fact, they use Islamic doctrine to jus-

and cultural backgrounds and had different patterns of socio-economic dev ify the violation of human rights, especially women's rights, which contradict the

ment, “the Universal Declaration of Human Rights represented a common § ights that are inherently granted to Muslims as stated in the Quran.(9) In order to

ment of goals and aspirations — a vision of the world as the international con nderstand the dialogue that is now taking place on an international level between
e West and the Islamic world, it is essential to understand the difference between
€ conceptualization of human rights of Muslims who do and Muslims who do not

idvocate universal human rights.

nity would want it to become.”(5) The Declaration recognizes "the inherent @
ty of all people of the world is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace il
world” and is linked to the recognition of fundamental rights towards which @

http://digitalcommons.denison.edu/religion/vol2/iss1/5
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A scholar of Islamic studies, Ann Mayer makes a great distinction be
Muslim positions supporting Islamic fundamentalist governments and those
promote Western human rights discourse in her book entitled Islam Tradition
Politics: Human Rights. The most significant point in her book is that Islam

not determine all of the attitudes of individuals in the Muslim world, showing,

there are many other factors that contribute to the way that Muslims view hy
rights besides their religion. Although Muslims rely heavily on religious pring
and interpretations of Muslim sources to develop their positions, it is importa
distinguish between political and religious issues in Muslim human rights
course.(10) Mayer discusses how governments and ideologies have reinterpr
the Islamic view of legalism to their benefit, making it essential to define
Islamic law is concerning human rights and how to differentiate these moral v
and perspectives from the actual laws that are in place in Muslim coun
Governments in many Muslim countries justify their human rights abuses, spi
cally their abuse of women'’s rights, by referring to Islamic authority, but this i
how Muslims as a whole view human rights. Mayer argues that only indiv;
people, and not governments, have the right to decide if Islamic sources call
question international human rights norms. Although finding a universal hy
rights doctrine that is accepted by all people seems presently unrealistic, u
standing the ways in which all people view human rights as a concept brin
process closer to the establishment of a framework from which the world can
from to attain this goal.

The Greatest Debate on Human Rights

One of the main debates in the international discourse on human rig
between the idea of universal human rights and the notion of cultural relati
Mayer explains cultural relativism as the endorsement of the idea that all value
beliefs are tied to one particular culture and that there are no universals. Cu
relativists assume that Islamic rights discourse today is based on the authentic
ucts of Islamic culture and they argue that all Muslims oppose Western ide
rights and do not want them to exist in Muslim society.(11) Mayer, and other s
ars such as Mahmood Monshipouri and Abul Ala Mawdudi, promote a uni
view of human rights and provide a convincing argument against cultural relati
Their main argument is that all people, regardless of gender, race, religion or ¢
share a common sense of humanity; no human being wants to see another hu
being suffer. Mayer accuses cultural relativists of using generalizations to d
governments that disregard human rights, such as the previous government of
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s in Afghanistan, Iran rejected Western concepts of hulma.n rights and replaced
em with standards that it claimed to be from authentic indigenous cultu.raTI m?d-
ls.(12) In the past, the United States has sympathized with cultural relatIstts Il'ke
ose in Iran who claim that their Islamic tradition and culture cannot coexist .\Nlth
e human rights doctrine that the West promotes, and therefore. the' US naively
ccepted the idea thata principle of Islamic execeptionalism prevailed in the realm
f human rights for political reasons.(13) o
By accepting the culturally relative argument, the West promgted the v1.olat|on
f human rights in countries like Iran, which goes against everything of which the
estern human rights discourse stands. (14) A reaction such as this by the United
ates only fueled the arguments being made by Islamic fundamentalist relativists
at Islam could justify the oppression and violation of the rights of human beings.
uman rights have only come to the forefront of international attention in the last
n years, as more people have become aware of the violence. and suffering of
eople all over the world. The newness of the topic of human rights can be par-
ially due to globalization and the advancements in technology that allow people
ccess to what is going on in the world. Because of the way in which this infor-
ration on human rights violations becomes available, it is easy for people to make
eneralizations about certain cultures or religions, and this must be prevented
hrough education.(15) It is important for the West as well as the Muslim world to
recognize some basic universal human rights for all people that inevitably exist,”
y separating culture and religion from the basic meaning of humanity(16).
A relativist would argue that there cannot be a universal definition of human-
ty and that certain interests cannot be defined by a limited group because there
re different ways that people see what is important in life, which is what makes a
erson human. In other words, how can you tell a human being what should be
mportant to him or her as a human being without taking away his or her dignity
hat is defining of what it means to be human in the first place? Islam safeguards
he individual by incorporating him or her into society and to God, where only the
ndividual can determine what makes him or her human. In a culturally relativist
rgument, it has been stated that the West cannot demand that Muslim countries
mprove human rights if those who make these demands do not understand how
uslims define a human and a right. Critiques of the Universal Declaration of
uman Rights state that it imposes Western values and notions of human rights on
he Islamic culture, which is just as capable as an international human rights doc-
rine to uphold principals of conduct and achieve worthwhile goals such as justice,
freedom and equality.(17) These arguments cannot be ignored, but they fail to rec-
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ognize the concepts that do exist within Islamic discourse, and that acknowled
common understanding of humanity, whether it is practiced or not. One ca

human rights for women in Afghanistan, a country still controlled by a gov-
e 8

chiev i
At continues to deny that a universal concept of human rights could ever

rnment th =
it The debate over human rights has been held back by cultural relativism in the
XISL.

e that governments like the Taliban regime uses the religion of traditional Islam
nse that g .
to justify the denial of basic human rights to women. The government

disregard that Islamic culture is dynamic like all other cultures, as is Islamic th
ing on human rights, because of the fact that change underlies the foundatio
the Muslim existence and tradition. Islam has shown that it is capable of ada
to change without losing the integrity of its authentic belief systems through
reforms, which are in fact compatible with the West’s modern conceptio
human rights.(18)

When arguing against cultural relativism, it is important to recognize th
Muslim countries are members of the Organization of Islamic Countries OIO),
this organization does endorse the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.(1
saying that human rights are only a Western concept, cultural relativists are si

S a way ] . . .
an rights as relativistic, placing women'’s rights specifically in the control
Lo te]

iews hum
{ Islamic culture as they have interpreted it. Ann Mayer makes a strong argumer?t
oainst culturally relativist Muslim regimes such as Iran by pointing out that a uni-
;rsal consensus on human rights can be attained simply because of the fact th(jat
raditional opponents of modern human rights, by articulating their own Islar.mc
uman rights agendas, use the language and modality of the Universal Declarfatlf)n
f Human Rights.(23) Human rights concepts exist within contemporary SOCIetfes
uch as Egypt, Iran, and Pakistan, which are all predominantly Muslim countries
jith a,msérvative governments. Afghanistan has been controlled in the last decade
y regressively conventional fundamentalist regimes that have used Islam to pre-
ént women from having rights as well as taking away rights that were granted to
hem as human beings by previous governments. The preface of a universal con-

trying to conceal elitism that uses distortions of Islam to maintain power at
expense of their people’s rights. In actuality many oppressed Muslims do sup
the Western ideals of human rights, yet there is a misunderstanding that of
ideologized representations of Islamic culture created by fundamentalist regi
represent authentic manifestations of indigenous culture and tradition.(20)
problem in Muslim countries that is often misunderstood is with the governm
and the politics, not the culture and the religion. In Mayer’s study on Iran, she
Cusses certain lessons that should have been learned about the universali
human rights before the government started to acknowledge human righ
human rights started to take priority on the agenda of the West in the 1990’
to an increase in violence, Iran lost much of its credibility on an international |
because of its abuses of human rights, and the government started to
changes. In the new Iranian constitution, human rights were associated with
lessness, which implies that violations of human rights may stop with the esta

‘ept of human rights exists not only among many Muslim men and women of
fohanistan, but in the Islamic discourse that comes from the fundamentalist gov-
rnments in Muslim countries that use Islam to contradictorily justify the indignity

and violation of its women'’s rights.

History of Human Rights in Afghanistan

By focusing specifically on Afghanistan, where many different governments
have violated Western standards of human rights, it is easy to see how politicized
Islamic discourse has become. Human rights practices have been called in to ques-
ment of a new order based on an ideal and model society on the basis of Islam. tion by the West in Afghanistan for the last several decades. A report published by
In other words, an Islamic order that is unanimously supported under the unifyllAsia Watch in 1991 provides information on human rights violations within the
concept of God will foster a society that values the rights of each individual e country since the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan began in 1978. The report pro-
ly. The preamble of the new and present constitution states that there is a commigvices an in-depth history of the Afghanistan political system and the violations of
faith among Iranians with a common outlook.(22) Although some violation$ll human rights that have taken place since the Soviets gained control of Afghanistan.
human rights in Western terms still occur by the Iranian government, their coffll As documented in this report and other United States and United Nations publi-
tution provides persuasive evidence that there is an underlying common undill cations, there have been many violations of humanitarian law in Afghanistan since
standing of human rights, which can be applied to any country regardless of il 1978 including public executions, reprisal killing, bombings of civilians, laying of
predominant religion. land mines and militia and government abuses against civilians.(24) Other viola-

While focusing on women's rights in Afghanistan, the discourses that revel tions of human rights include arbitrary arrests with no judicial process, poor prison
around Islam and human rights are an important factor in evaluating howil conditions, lack of freedom of association and speech, kidnapping and killing of the

http://digitalcommons.depjson.edu/religion/vol2/iss1/5 "
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opposition and detaining Afghan refugees. (25)

Starting in the 1970's, Afghanistan was caught in the middle of the Cold \
and the United States supported the Islamic movement that was opposed to
Soviet puppet regime. Both the USSR and the US provided each side y
weapons and military aid during the time that the Soviets occupied Afghanig|
The United States sided with the Islamic fundamentalist groups that were figl
to regain control of their country, and these groups represented the views of hy
rights that exist today in the Taliban and the newly elected government. Once
Soviets pulled out, several of these Islamic governments took control in diff
parts of Afghanistan and Islam was declared the official religion in the capita
Kabul, showing the denouncement of Marxism and Leninism.(26) With the g
port of the US, due to Cold War politics, several Islamic fundamentalist regis
came to power in Afghanistan that since have gradually taken away the righ
Afghani citizens in inhuman ways.

Since 1979, over three million people have become refugees in Pakistan
many relief workers with Western organizations have been killed. The t
against women who support the Western notion of human rights has continue
be the most potent concern for the international community. The lack of rights|
vided to women in the beginning of the 1990’s only worsened under the Tal
regime that had control between 1996 and November 2007 Women who
for relief agencies have received threats on their lives and some have been as
nated by members of fundamentalist groups associated with the govern
Under the Taliban, women were denied the right to attend health classes, they
to wear baggy clothing, they could not wear make up, and they could not be g
in public without a male family member.(27) Many years of war against the So
and subsequent civil wars have left the country in ruins under the control of g
ernments that use Islamic doctrine to deny all people, especially women, acces
basic survival rights that the Quran clearly promotes. The recent American bo
ings have left even more devastation of the fand and deaths of innocent peo
who are only assumed to have the same beliefs as fundamentalist Muslims. Th
are, however, voices of both men and women within Afghanistan that have
been heard on an international level who do subscribe to the Universal Declara
of Human Rights who are dying in the newly launched war. Understanding the
tory of Afghanistan and its human rights violations calls attention to nation
movements that are just starting to emerge in Afghanistan, which represents
voice of the Islamic Universalist ideal and has the potential to start the proces
cooperation between Islam and the West in universalizing human rights.
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A Struggling Reform Movement Under Oppressive Social
and Political Structures . - .
Until recently, there has been no place for social mO\./ements.m Afghan{stan
istory; the issue of women’s rights in Afghanistan has historically beerg Cor‘ws‘tramed
v two structural factors. First is the patriarchal nature (.)f gender |dent|t|es. and
;cial relations that is deeply rooted in the tribal community, and the second is the
bistence of a very weak central state.(28) After 19-78/ laws were enactegl to
wprove the status of women through changes in family I.aw, reform of marriage
ustoms, and policies that encouraged female educatloh and employment.
owever, these laws were never enforced due to the persistence of patriarchal
tructures that already existed in what was, and continues to be, a very weak sFate.
odernization among women is directly linked with the fight for womer.fs rights
because women all over the world are starting to speak out about genderllnequal-
ties that need to be addressed. The modernization process in Afghanlstah has
heen very difficult due to the social structure of Afghanistan, which is oppressive of
ivil and political rights. The lack of a modernization movement has been at the
expense of women who are trying to obtain human rights because they are not
being given a voice on a social and political level to be heard by the gove‘rnment
or the rest of the world. There is resistance to modernizing women’s rights by
Islamic fundamentalists, and because the state is not strong enough to effectively
make any type of change, women'’s rights have continually been suppressed.
Because the center of social life in Afghanistan has traditionally been based on
the entire family and the community as opposed to the individual, many Muslims
reject the Western concept of human rights, which focus on the individual. In any
case, the idea of gender equality did begin to form among women after the with-
drawal of the Soviets that began the reform programs that emerged throughout the
19907, although they were seen by many as inappropriate intrusions into family
life and the structure of society. Literacy drives were organized and the Democratic
Organization of Afghan women emerged with the purpose of bringing women out
of seclusion to educate them and provide them with social programs. These
reforms were, however, undermined by factionalism within the government and
civil war that has continued in Afghanistan up until the beginning of the twenty-first
century. After the Soviet occupation, women were still not allowed to participate
in civil or political activities and those that did received threats, some resulting in
death. The government that took control in 1992, in the midst of the civil war, dis-
couraged the education and employment of all women and increased the restric-
tions on women. At this time, the wearing of the veil was instated and women were
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confined to their homes.(29) These actions called for the birth of the moder

tion of women'’s groups, which continued to exist and to grow in moderatiop
until 1996 at the start of the Taliban regime.

In 1996, the Taliban regime emerged from a group of religious students \
formed the Islamic fundamentalist group that controlled over 90% of Afghani
until recently. They formed an opposition party to the government in 1994
they captured the capital of Kabul in September 1996, destroying the city,
group is an unconventional army of men raised in the refugee camps during
1980 Soviet backed regime. In particular, the fact that these men were educ:
in poorly equipped religious schools that taught a very conservative religious (
trine, may contribute to the reason why they interpret Islam in such a way.
women are viewed as sub-humans.(30) This group has no concept of modern
ernance, democratic or participatory rule, human rights or women'’s rights.
conditions under the Taliban represented some of the most inhumane of any
damentalist Muslim government regime. The veil, one of the greatest symbg
female oppression, that the women were forced to wear was so thick that it
often times difficult to breath or see out of the screen on the face. Any typ
exposure of the skin could have resulted in immediate arrest and possible e
tion. In addition, during the Taliban regime, there were over 40,000 wido
Afghanistan who had lost their husbands in the many years of war. The Taliban
bid women to work and many had no husband to support them, forcing them
begging and even prostitution to support themselves and their families.(31)
Taliban forbid all women from working outside the home and they closed all
ics and hospitals open to women. All women were expelled from school an
institutions of higher education for women were banned.

In every sense of the way that women’s rights supporters define a huf
being, under the Taliban women lost the right of being human. They could
show their faces to strangers, wear bright clothes, wear make up, wear shoes y
heels, speak in public, or laugh out loud. Beating women for minor offenses
example, a woman’s shoe makes a noise, was common in Afghanistan.(32) Se
crimes against women such as gang raping, lust murders, and abductions of YO
females were commonplace under the Taliban regime. Public executions also f
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dered that all windows must be screened to ensure that women could
iban or . .
- from the street. The Taliban took control of the public radio and made
ot be seen . . )
- | to speak out against the government in any fashion. The entire concept of
illegal to spea

lernization was disposed of, and Islamization programs were enacted during
odernize

i reign to ensure that the Taliban kept its power. |
t Isl " ization programs have also been instituted by the Islamic governments of
slamizatic

an, Pakistan and Sudan. These progra.ms'are us.ed to justify th'e d.enialTEf free(;
Loms to citizens and to defend policies instituted in a new COhStItutIO'n. . ey arcI
haped by elites as a strategy to silence the der.nands fo‘r d§m0§ratlzatlon an
uman rights by making appeals to a divine athor‘lty as the justification for oeres-
ive rule that promotes inequality and discrimination. The programs are bas.eOl on
he assumption that Islamic Law must take precedenc'e over al'l other CO.n[SI erah—
ions, and they argue that Western values and huma'n rights are incompatible WIF
raditional Islamic systems of governance and social structure. (33) Women in
uslim countries today endure more suffering and oppreSS{on than they ev.er
have before, yet they continue fighting for their rights in countries that IaFk a social
Structure to support their cause and an authoritarian government that violates the
ssential human rights of women in the name of Islam. .

In Afghanistan, the Taliban constructed patriarchal structures leading to a hos-
tile regional and international climate that opposed the government and supp(?rt
the current legal status of women. Representations of women have assum?d polit-
ical significance in the form of political groups and cultural progress, which haYlte
signified modernity, progress, and development. On the other hand, th(.e veil,
\\;hich all women had to wear under the Taliban in Afghanistan, domesticated
women and signifies the government’s desire for authenticity and cultural
revival.(34) The central social unit in a Muslim society is the family, in which the
man has traditionally had the authority over the entire household. In this patriar-
chal context, marriage is seen as a transaction between households, which shows
how women are viewed exclusively as reproducers and pawns in economic and
political exchanges.(35) Women continue to be subject to forms of control fand
subordination that restricts their everyday behavior, resulting in gender segregation,
and “the association of female virtue with family honor.” (36) Political and social
structures have clearly directly contributed to the oppression of women’s rights and
their inability to have their voices heard even without the restrictions that Islam has
imposed.

What started as a reform for women'’s rights and progressive social change
after the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan up until 1996 led to a religiopolitical
government founded on the basis of patriarchal social structure, making the lives of
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women under the Taliban worse than they ever have been before.(37) Since
overthrow of the Taliban, the state has continued to advocate unity and recon
ation among the Islamic communities, but it has ignored the issues of social cha

and the advancement of women. Because women are undeniably a symbg

political goals and cultural identity that are directly linked to the concept of

ernization and progress, gender and women’s rights will eventually be an issue

the government and the rest of the world must address. (38)

Modernization of Women in Afghanistan —
The Fight for Equality

a justification for the way in which women are treated.(39) But many people, §

men and women, see Islam as a unifying factor among the people who
opposed to the legitimization and cause of human rights abuses.(40) The Isla
governments have all failed to promote a concept of a nation state and a unif
national identity, resulting in many small factions and groups that continue to
one another. Islam is one of the commonalities that exists in the diverse count ‘
Afghanistan, and through the modernization process, women are trying to
Islam to promote unity.(41) It is true that traditional Islamic law does not al
women to own land and it expects women to provide a dowry to her hush

these and other parts of Islamic law that place limits on women have been ref
mulated to give the government more power to oppress women. In other wor
the government uses Islamic law to justify their oppression of women’s rights res|
ing in the rest of the world misunderstanding that traditional Islam promotes

persecution, cruelty, and inequality of women.

One major problem with the women’s movement in Afghanistan under |
Taliban was that the women receiving little support from the rest of the wol
There is still no common ground among feminists around the world, and m
Western feminists still see feminism as a Western concept that can never exi
the rest of the world. For example, the ideas of liberation and autonomy are sg
as legitimate for national governments in the West byt inappropriate when appl
to gender relations in Muslim countries because these traditions are seen as “
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acts” that should not be touched or criticized. In this sense, feminists are
e | relativism to ignore the injustices that are being inflicted upon
e CUIturathe world.(42) Changes in Afghanistan will also call for outside
e a“ﬂ‘;"se:pport which would require the word “feminism” to be defined as
fluence a /

ized activity on behalf of all women’s rights and interests.”(43) For tbe
r Or,ganlz Id to realize that additional outside support is needed by Muslim
- the o countries, it must realize that cultural relativism is being used by
. "naneynts to turnl away from social injustices occurring in the world, jus-
.Ta'ny gov'el:zzions by the preservation of tradition and culture.
i thelro;] the persistent struggles of Afghan women’s organizations to have their
oiceTshP:Z;llii by the rest of the world, the global feminist network has in somel W.aYS
tarted to converge, and the needs of women in both developed and deve oping

. tries are starting to be recognized. Feminists are in agreement that the basic
ountries ¢ e

ights of education, income, and reproduction rights should be granted to all
rig /

omen, regardless of cultural context.(44) Feminist njovements.iE’ PaA|<fis}t1an .h;\;e
proliferated, and are supportive of the cause of women'’s grolL.JEs WI; meralng;nr:enls,
providing them with a voice they do not have L'mder the Ta |. a'n. evf o women
groups in Afghanistan, such as the Rev'olut|onary Association o f ho en I
Afghanistan (RAWA), have started to effectively promote aware,ne.ss o .t e Afg
situation on a global level with great risk, but the issue of women.s nghts. is no longer
going unnoticed. Any significant progress internally would require social programj
in Afghanistan to be instituted with government support of equalle for women, an
until fundamentalist regimes accept certain notions of the universal concept of
human rights, this seems unlikely.(45) )

It seems that the source in Afghanistan that has the most capability to promote
these types of changes is the women in organizations such as RAWA and the men
who support these organizations and the ideals that these worT1en prom(?te
because of the fact that they represent a voice that is not being heard in the Muslim
human rights discourse. Women'’s organizations are an area of research that.has sur-
prisingly been left untouched in discussions about establishing a common d|5Cf)urse
among the Islamic and the Western world, and it is here that | have, through lntér—
action with women in RAWA, become passionate about going beyond the social
programs and publications that these groups have enacted. The social oppression
of women in Afghanistan has been a topic that has come to the center of the
world’s attention in recent events, and it is becoming more important than ever
before to understand the history, the culture, and the religious institutions that exist
in this country. Women in Afghanistan have been fighting the argument of the
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Islamic fundamentalist government that Islam calls for the denial of women's
as they continue to yse Islam to legitimate their monarchical regime ang

RAWA and the Voices of Women in Afghanistan

The universal/cultura relativist argument i brought into a new light
Muslim women are brought into the picture because there are clearly both

and women inside the country of Afghanistan who Oppose the Islamic justificat
of human rights abuses and who subscribe to the Western ideas of human g

and specifically women’s rights.(46)
Terrorism,

Recently, due to the American Wag
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eir views will have on outsiders will be effective in changing certain generalized

btions about human rights and Islam. Their voices can then enlighten the

niversalist notion of human rights, opening doors for determining a framework for

human rights discourse that has been unattainable up until this point. Women'’s

ganizations such as RAWA, founded in 1977 before the Taliban even established

;wer in Afghanistan enable the world to see how women’s rights in Afghanistan

e viewed by Islamic women who have been given no voice. Women’s organiza-

ons including RAWA have modernized not in the sense that they have adopted

estern feminist views, but instead they have taken the initiative to assertively
)ppose the violation of human rights as women in a country that is a gendered
batriarchy.

RAWA was established in Kabul, Afghanistan, at the time of the Soviet occu-
ation as an independent social and political organization of Afghan women with
2 mission to fight for human rights and social justice within Afghanistan.(47) The
ounder, Mina Kishwar Kamal, was killed by Islamists on February 4, 1987, and in
eaction RAWA staged a demonstration by women and children protesting Soviet
ontrol of Afghanistan. Their statement, which has continued to resonate through-
ut the period of the Taliban regime and today, is that the majority of Afghans stand
or an independent and democratic Afghanistan where social justice and freedom
0 women are guaranteed. RAWA's objective continues to be to get an increased
number of women involved in social and political activities aimed at acquiring
human rights and working to end the struggle for women in Afghanistan by insti-
tuting democratic and secular values. They were opposed to the Soviet regime that
controlled Afghanistan, and continue to oppose the Islamic fundamentalist gov-
ernments that have controlled Afghanistan since 1992 when the Soviet-installed
puppet government was overthrown.

RAWA is involved in activities in the socio-political arenas such as education,
health, income generation, and political agitation. Amnesty International strongly
supports these groups and recognizes them for the development of well-organized
schools and health centers within Afghanistan. (48) The problems that RAWA faces
are mainly the threats that they receive from the previous Taliban government,
extremists in the newly elected government, Islamic Youth groups, and other
groups that are against promoting women’s rights. They publish and distribute
many publications on human rights and educational cassettes for women, but it has
remained difficult until recently for them to distribute their material within
Afghanistan because any store that distributes their publications will be shut down
by the government. RAWA has been at the forefront of the Afghan women’s fight
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for women's rights, and by doing so, the women involved take many risk

achieve their goal with little outside help or support.
RAWA continues to provide information through online publications

dnonymous interviews to try to get their voices heard on an international levg

recent documentary by the BBC, made with the cooperation of RAWA, inc|
shocking footage of the mass executions of women in Afghanistan and proy
insight into the oppression many Afghan women suffer under the Taliban.(49)
known that of the sixteen million estimated Afghans at the end of the 19707,
two million have been killed in the war of resistance against Soviet occupation
then later by fundamentalist groups. Because Islamic fundamentalism loo
women as sub-humans who are only fit for household slavery, the situatig
Afghanistan has changed for women under the newly elected government,
women are still viewed as inferior and are still deprived of equal rights.

but many of them are indeed devout followers of Islam as well. One may
argue that their purpose is gendered because the organization is mostly

posed of women, but there are many Muslim males within Afghanistan thats
port RAWA and the ideals that they stand for.(51) Drawing together the iss
of human rights, Islam, and women'’s rights in Afghanistan brings to light
entirely new field of research that looks at organizations such as RAWA a

Primary source. These issues have been researched with some overlap by s
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h as Valentine Moghadam who deals with the modernization, feminiza-
such a - ; : o
i | nationalization of women in predominantly Muslim countries includ-
jon, and N4

fghanistan, but the role and the ideals of these organizations have not been
g Alghant> <t

iven enough attention. =
. h in;uence of RAWA has increasingly grown, especially in the last few
e nd therefore understanding the ways in which they have modernized
S ic context must be a large part of establishing an Islamic basis for uni-
e Cri hts. To establish a clear understanding of the principles that
- humal'n v%om.en are speaking out against, one cannot ignore the increas-
- Musl‘quor modernization by Afghan women and the significant changes
P dema:z:ting to occur within Afghanistan. Muslim terrorists and the war
hat’ atr(ihsem have created an opening for Afghan women to reach out to 'human
a.ga‘”s d women'’s organizations around the world by so firmly confronting ter-
”gbts E itP\:vin Afghanistan. Now more than ever women have been given the
;z;sgttmity by outside sources to address the conditions that they. have been
subjected to by Islamic fundamentalists for the last few deca(.ies. 'It is important
to listen to their stories in order to understand whét types of violations of 2unhwa'n
rights occur in Afghanistan, but it is even more Important to understand their
central belief system, which is based not only aroun(.j 'the fact. that they .are
Muslim, but is also shaped by gender, social class, ethnicity, and |deo|ogy. Itisa
common assumption that those responsible for the attacks on the.Amerlca were
from the Islamic world, and furthermore that Islam is oppressive of human
rights. Both of these statements are untrue and in falct, Islam supports the op;_:)o-
site of violence and oppression. In order to establish a deeper undersFandlng
that the Islamic community cannot be generalized will require women in grass
roots organizations to continue to fight for their right to be heard, and through
these voices the rest of the world can gain valuable insight on how Isl.am really
defines the concept of human rights and the validity of the human being.
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