
The Fact Sheet 

Despite these Facts, today incredibly brave Afghan women are taking their place 

in society as physicians and taxi drivers, policewomen and athletes, media stars 

and activists, parliamentarians, judges and entrepreneurs. They have found their 

voice and they will not be silenced. 

SOME BACKGROUND SINCE 1979. 

 Soviet Invasion gave Afghan women some rights but many Afghan citizens judged to be 

against communist ideology ``disappeared`. 

 Tribal guerilla fighters, The Mujahedeen, fought the Russians but once the Soviets left 

the same troops brutally warred against their own citizens as these fighters sought to 

run the country. 

 The Taliban, insurgents often trained in Pakistan, conquered the Mujahedeen but many 

joined Taliban ranks.   Again appalling civil war ensued and continues today.   Under 

Taliban rule,   in  the name of Islam, the apartheid of women began incarcerating them 

in their homes, forcing them  to veil, denying  them education or jobs or the freedom to 

leave home without a male companion  or to seek  health care from a male physician 

although female doctors weren`t permitted to practice.   

 Demanding women wear the burqa has become a power play for governing groups. 

 The end of Taliban rule left the country in shambles with generations denied education, 

especially  women.  

 At some point, Afghans had to pay taxes to both the elected government and the 

Taliban.  ISIS, international terrorists are also a significant and more barbaric threat to 

Afghans. 

  

EDUCATION 

 Many schools were opened but the production of curricula and textbooks, often poorly 

written took decades.  Teachers, often with little training and poorly paid were sporadic 

in their attendance. 

 Fear and insecurity prevailed particularly in rural areas as girls were attacked on the way 

to school and for attending school.  Reprisals were brutal including poisoning students, 

acid attacks and firebombs.  Night letters were sent to teachers and principals promising 

dire consequences for their roles in the classroom and these appalling promises were 

carried out. 

 While many NGOs have been successful in providing education, Canadian Women 4 

Afghan Women is an outstanding example, of building human capital through schooling.   



They have built and furnished schools, paid and trained teachers, provided educational 

resources,   built local libraries and mini libraries to promote reading and always work 

with local Afghans, close to the needs of the people.   

   To empower women leaders, the Gawharshad University in Kabul was founded by Dr. 

Sima Samar, physician and activist in 2010.   Preparing the next generation of competent 

and committed leaders to serve a modern Afghan government is the goal of the 

institution.  Girls attending come from all regions and ethnicities and classes are mixed.  

If a girl is removed for an arranged marriage, all tuition must be returned by her family. 

Dr. Samar has become the mentor and guide for University Women Helping Afghan 

Women, the Canadian group that raise tuition funds for poor girls to attend 

Gawharshad. 

 

MATERNAL HEALTH IN AFGHANISTAN 

 Under Taliban rule, women had no contact with physicians.  At that time, Afghan 

women had the highest mortality rates in the world.  While a pregnancy was a joy to 

husbands, it was often a time of emotional distress for wives aware of maternal 

mortality.  Today many midwives have been trained and new health care centres 

opened.  Still the Afghan fertility rate is the second highest in the world.   

 

 WOMEN AND THE LAW IN AFGHANISTAN 

The Afghan government was established as a Sunni Islamic Republic. The population is 

about 75% Sunni Muslim and about 25% Shia Muslim and each subscribe to different 

versions of Sharia.  In its simplest form Sharia is the moral code and religious law of 

Islam taken from the Qur’an and the Hadith, the latter being sayings and actions 

recorded long after the death of the Prophet.  The Islamic law written in the 8th century 

deals with all aspects of daily life from contracts and crimes to social issues including 

dress and hygiene. It is not codified and interpretations abound.   Customary law used 

during the vacuum of justice in Afghanistan is informal justice interpreted by all male 

councils of elders, often proven to be misogynist in its application.   

 

 One example of the latter was a law designed by the Shia Mullahs council required 

women to obey their husbands, to ask permission to leave the house including to work 

or seek education.  Women could not refuse sex to their husbands, the minimum age of 

marriage for girls was 9 years of age and automatic preference was given to husbands in 

child custody.   

 

 Some 75% of Afghanistan is rural where illiteracy is rampant. Sadly many Afghan women 

particularly in these areas are ill-informed of the rights they do have.  Some of the most 



serious outcomes of this failure are child marriage which results in early childbearing 

and the many risks this entails for mother and child. Another practice   is girls being 

traded to settle disputes between families.  Divorce is difficult to obtain even in the case 

of domestic abuse. Many women in shelters or indeed in prisons are under 18 and most 

have sought refuge from abusive marriages.  Others are imprisoned who have run away, 

charged with “moral crimes” making them criminals rather than victims. 

 

 Prolonged conflict in Afghanistan has greatly reduced the official codified rule of law.  

While Afghanistan is often a signatory to International Human Rights agreements, in 

practice these agreements are ignored.  Islamic law and informal tribal law courts often 

prevail. 

 

 FAMILY LAW IN AFGHANISTAN 

Quick facts: Marriage in Afghanistan  

One in five young women age 15-19 years is married 

Young women without education are more than three times likely to be married before 

18 

Seven percent of women ages 15-49 are in polygamous marriages. 

 

 THE NIKAH  or marriage contract 

This Nikah is considered integral to the validity of a marriage as it outlines the rights and 

responsibilities of bride and groom to which both agree and it is a signed document.  It 

is revocable which means divorce is permitted by either party.  The Nikah can be an 

important tool for women to protect their rights and force what they are entitled to 

within marriage. 

 

 Afghanistan has codified family law however it is poorly enforced. Sunni family law is 

different from the Shia code but both are based on sharia and tribal law. 

 

 PARLIAMENTARY SYSTEM 

Afghanistan has a lower and an upper house in the National Assembly. Both houses pass 

laws, approve budgets and ratify treaties.  The Judicial Branch includes a Supreme Court 

and sharia as its subordinate courts. 

Women are slowly taking their places in both Houses and there are 50 female judges in 

the judicial branch.   

Quotas for female inclusion are maintained in some legislatives branches.  

Unfortunately women in government face significant security threats as the Taliban 



frequently targets them.  Perpetrators openly state that the motivation for the attacks 

was that the woman was working or in a public role. 

 

 

 THE ELIMINATION OF VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN  

This law drafted in 2008 was meant to criminalize acts of violence against women 

including child marriage, forced marriage, the exchange of women in blood feuds and 

other disputes.    EVAW has caused resistance with conservatives suggesting it was un-

Islamic, however women’s shelters have opened and often play a lifesaving role by 

offering safe refuge. But the independent shelters were taken over by the government 

in 2011 who initiated new rules detrimental to the rights of the women in the shelters. 

 

PROPERTY LAW 

 Unfortunately Afghan’s Civil Code recognizes customary law which governs women’s 

access to property and land.  Under Sharia, a woman`s share is half that of the man`s.  In 

fact few women inherit in practice. Widows are to receive 1/8th of the property but if 

the marriage was polygamous this portion is shared among all the wives.  Women are 

expected to give inherited land to their brothers to show devotion to the family. In 

poverty stricken rural areas it is important that any land is kept in the family.  Also 

widows are often expected to marry their brothers-in-law so that the male’s family 

retains custody of the children along with the property of the deceased husband. 

 

 PRESENT SITUATION PUTS WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN PERIL 

Unhappily there is a stalemate in the country.  Basically the Taliban can`t counter US backed 

Afghan Security Forces and the US can’t bring the Taliban to its knees.   Now that agreement 

has been reached between the US and the Taliban, the present government of 

Afghanistan and the Taliban are at the so-called peace table, a disputatious table 

indeed. After much acrimonious debate, the government has agreed to use Hanifi 

jurisprudence, the code of the majority Sunni population as the reference for all 

discussions.  This Islamic code could   put Women’s Rights in peril.  

 Media opinion suggests that the Afghan government wants to prolong talks until 

the US government changes and the drawdown of American troops is stayed and 

the Taliban wants to maintain negotiations until Afghan Security forces have no 

American back-up.    The barbarous Taliban regime is in danger of returning. 

   


