
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women’s Role in Peacemaking 
An Insider Perspective from Afghan Negotiators 
 
 
Report 
 
On Monday, 17th November, 2020 the Center for Conflict and Humanitarian Studies (CHS) 
hosted the four women members of the Afghan negotiating team of the intra-Afghan Peace 
Talks, H.E., Mrs. Fatima Gailani, H.E., Mrs. Habiba Sarabi, H.E., Mrs. Fawzia Koofi and H.E., 
Mrs. Sharif Zurmati, to take part in a panel discussion focused on women’s role in 
peacemaking. Discussants, such as Dr. Antelak Almutawakel from Yemen, Rania Alfnek from 
Libya, Dr. Samia Nehar from Sudan and Rahela Siddiqi from London, were invited to 
participate in the panel as well. 
 

The year 2020 marks the 20th 
anniversary of UN Resolution 1325 
which is one of the most important 
resolutions highlighting women’s role 
and effort at reducing conflict, 
participating in peacebuilding, and 
mediating between parties following 
conflict, said Maysa’a Abu Haloul, 
coordinator of partnerships and 
organisational development, in her 

opening remarks. Maysa’a continued by stressing the focus on women’s contribution to 
conflict as one of the priorities of the research and projects’ agendas at the Center for Conflict 
and Humanitarian Studies (CHS).  
 
She pointed to the launch of the Woman ART Peace in September 2020 as part of the Center 
and under the wing of the UN75 Global Governance Forum as an example of the importance 
CHS places on the participation of women in conflict resolution and mediation. The Woman 
ART Peace Programme intends to build a network of partnerships with civil society 
representatives, grassroots groups as well as with researchers, experts and decisionmakers 
at the national, regional and international levels, targeted at four countries entrenched in 
conflict: Yemen, Libya, Sudan and Afghanistan 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
At the start of the panel discussion, Dr. Sultan introduced the four women by underlining their 
great achievements and expertise. It was proposed that the panel should be tackled 
thematically with a focus on four main themes. The justification for this, as Dr. Barakat noted 
is to avoid looking at the peacemaking from a gender perspective.  
 
He started by pointing to Mrs. Zurmati’s theme of inclusivity in peacebuilding with regards to 
all sectors of society, not just women. Attention was then placed on Mrs. Harabi’s theme 
which was on the challenges and opportunities women face in participation in reconciliation 
and peacemaking. Religion and the interpretation of Islam in relation to women’s roles in 
society was the third theme which was the focus of Mrs. Gailani. Lastly, Mrs. Koofi’s topic 
concerned the international community’s dimension in relation to the situation in 
Afghanistan and the participation of women. 
 
Inclusion in Peacebulding 
 

Mrs. Zurmati spoke about inclusivity in 
peacebuilding in order to achieve a 
sustainable, long-lasting and equal peace. 
She said it was vital that the various groups 
in Afghanistan cooperate together to 
ensure inclusivity and transparency in 
achieving this. To Mrs. Zurmati, listening to 
the voices of the Afghan people and giving 
them an active participation role will 
further legitimise the peace process. By 

this, she illustrated that the participation of young people, women and minorities is vital as 
they have immense human potential, are the main victims of the war and are the best hope 
for the success of the peace process. 
 
On this topic a question was asked by Dr. Sultan about why it’s not happening to a satisfactory 
degree, what should happen to make this inclusivity genuine and what recommendation are 
appropriate. In response, Mrs. Sharifa, stated that there were no problems with the 
constitution as it guarantees the rights of inclusion for women. In all 34 provinces women are 
involved in the peace process which was as a result of the work of civil society and Afghan 
activists.  
 
Before the peace process, we met with various women and consensus exists that there is no 
doubt that the inclusion of women is very critical to peace. The main challenges to women 



 
 
 
 
 
 
are the security in Afghanistan and cultural malpractices that prevent women from 
participating. The issues increase in difficulty in areas controlled by the Taliban. It’s not only 
our responsibility to work for the inclusion of women, it is also the responsibility of the Taliban 
who can contribute to the success of inclusion. 
 
The topic was redirected to Mrs. Gailani regarding security and its use as an excuse to justify 
why full rights and freedoms have not been given to women. Her response centred on Islam 
and that it should not be used as an excuse to prevent girls from receiving an education. A 
religion which starts with ‘Iqraa’ (read) makes it seem incomprehensible how one could 
prevent girls from going to school. Likewise, declaring that girls cannot attend schools as a 
result of security falls thin as they are the same people claiming the security of Afghanistan 
was intact during their rule. It is contradictory. 
 
Challenges and Opportunities to Women’s Participation 
 
Mrs. Sarabi began her speech by alluding 
to her first-hand experience being 
exposed to the four-decade war in 
Afghanistan. She spoke of the Taliban era 
and the restriction placed on women 
during their rule with reference to the 
limitation of education and closure of 
girls’ school as well as the emphasis on 
mahram. In 2001, Mrs. Sarabi noted, 
there was a new opportunity for Afghan 
women in which the constitution ensured they receive equal rights under Article 22. The past 
two decades saw significant achievements made to ensure the participation of women in the 
state, security, judiciary, education and health sector. However, she continued by saying that 
these achievements are yet to be far-reaching, and that women are concerned about the 
preservation of these achievements. 
 
With regards to opportunities and challenges, Dr. Barakat asked a series of questions: how 
can we ensure the women are part of committees, is it sufficient to focus on education and 
what more needs to be done? Mrs. Sarabi replied wisely that if you educate a man, you 
educate a person but if you educate a woman, you educate a family and society. Women 
should invest in their capabilities and aim to attend school. However, she recognises that it is 
difficult for women to go beyond the boundary placed on them by their families which is why 
educating both genders is important. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In response, Dr. Barakat thanked Mrs. Sarabi for noting that women have different 
experiences within Afghanistan that changed a great deal over the past 20 years. 
Correspondingly, Dr. Hind Al-Muftah presented her view that the situation of women and 
challenges they face are similar in many countries and that women are excluded from the 
preliminary stages of peacemaking negotiations, affecting the process and results of peace. 
With regards to opportunities available to Afghan women, all the panellists stressed the 
importance of education and investment in women’s capabilities and emphasised that 
women in Afghanistan are not a monolith with differences present between village and city 
life. 
 
The Role of Islamic Perspectives 
 

The discussion was directed to Fatima Gailani 
regarding the role of Islam. He referred to a 
famous Hadith made by the Prophet of Islam in 
which he said education is a requirement and 
duty for all Muslims, not just men. Mrs. Gailani 
then spoke of the importance of Islam to Afghan 
society and how it’s supposed to be a unifying 
source of equality to the population. She then 
gave examples of strong women in the history 

of Islam such as Khadija, a merchant and leader, and Aisha, an excellent Orator and political 
military leader.  
 
This did not result in the continuous equality of women but resulted in wrongful traditions 
being imposed on women in the name of Islam, she continued. The impact in Afghanistan 
culminated in the prevention of women from attending mosques, schools and rightfully 
claiming their inheritance. She believes that it is the duty of Muslim scholars to distinguish 
between traditions and religion and avoid the politicisation of Islam by political parties as well 
as to spread tolerance, equality and acceptance of differences.  
 
A question from CHS’ online audience was received about the seeming conflict between 
traditions and Islam. What can be done to address this issue? Fawzia stresses education. Only 
by educating society, not just women, conclusion can be reached about a true understanding 
of Islamic beliefs and our causes and purpose. Islam has been interpreted by mostly male 
scholars. We do not have female scholars to interpret Islam for us and in many cases the 



 
 
 
 
 
 
religion has been used as a political tool. In this way, she believes that the conflict in 
Afghanistan is not purely religious but is political instead with the major victim being women.  
 
A reference by Dr. Barakat was made to a study that was just commissioned by a scholar and 
member of the Taliban that looked at the issue of women’s participation. The document was 
progressive and did not differ from what was said by the four women about inclusivity and 
protecting the rights of women, just as Islam has said.  The difficulty is in the application of 
this. 
 
Have any women activists used any mechanisms to negotiate and engage with the Taliban 
and was it based on an Islamic perspective, how can the constitution fully protect the rights 
of women if the other side does not recognise it, asked one of the discussants, Antelak 
Almutawakel from Yemen. Fatima Gailani took the lead by affirming that the formation of the 
constitution was not done without the consultation of Islamic scholars outside and inside 
Afghanistan to ensure equality, tolerance, inclusion while being within the boundary of Islam.  
 
Fawzia Koofia provided an answer to the follow up question by saying it is vital for dialogue 
to exist between the two groups with differing perceptions on how Afghanistan should be 
governed. Nothing is written in stone with regards to the constitution. There is possibility for 
amendment as we are flexible, but that should occur without compromising and undermining 
the political identity of today’s Afghanistan with its diversity and willingness to cooperate with 
the international community.  
 
The Role of the International Community 
 
Mrs. Koofi gave a historical aspect to her 
speech in which she referred to the 
international communities’ support of 
the Mujahedeen during the Cold War and 
the blank cheques given to them without 
the assurance that benchmarks are 
adhered to such as human and woman’s 
rights. In this way, the international 
community helped fester radical views 
by indirectly supporting the growth of 
madrassas which remained unmonitored or reformed. As a result, many of the Afghans which 
attended these madrassas in neighbouring countries became radicalised in their views 
towards women by jihadis.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Post-2001, the war of perspectives rose to the forefront. Fawzia exemplified this by referring 
to the international troops’ presence and how some of the Afghan population saw them 
freedom fighters protecting the Afghan people. The other perspective is that these forces 
consisted of invaders and murderers. In the same way, Afghan women are seen differently by 
both the Western and Eastern world. The western world sees Afghan women as extreme and 
less progressive, whereas Afghan women see themselves as progressive and resourceful.  
 
The view that is missing, Fawzia believes, is the moderate view based on a multitude of 
perspectives, freedom of choice and a society consisting of various perceptions protected 
from violence. This is not only the responsibility of national and regional actors but of the 
international community as well which is beneficial to all given the political and economic 
prospect of a relationship with Afghanistan. 
 
Habiba Sarabi shared her personal experience with the international support for women. 
When she was the Minister for Women’s Affairs with President Karzai in Washington DC, 
there was a bill of $5 million for women empowerment. Two years later, the President asked 
how that money was used, but as there was a lack of transparency in using the money in 
various areas in the country, she did not know. Gratefulness for the support given to them by 
the international community is present but it is worth noting that any aid should occur 
alongside the consultation of the people who work at the community level and understand 
the difficulties and challenges associated with the country. 


