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Politis Asia

and a woman is somebody who is unable to employ all her
capabilities. All in all in the past nine years, these issues have
reduced our expectations of women. Insecurity is growing
and the women’s presence is decreasing by the day.”

Ms. Soraya Perlika, graduate of economics, women'’s rights
activist and a founding member of the Democratic Organisa-
tion of Women of Afghanistan, discussed the experience of
women in the 1970s and the establishment of the Organisa-
tion: “The legal structures prepared the ground for women'’s
participation and the forming of the Democratic Organisa-
tion of Women of Afghanistan. The constitution supported
women. Women won the right to enter the parliament for
the first time and that was a strong motive to elect women
MPs. There were social and political activities and men and
women were mobilised spontaneously. There were collec-
tive campaigns involving several thousand men and women
for the first time. On the other hand, political activities were
permitted in the universities and Kabul University was the
centre of intellectual political activities. She believes: “Noth-
ing will be achieved as long as strong motive and realistic
demand are lacking. At that time [1970s], there was no
money, no NGOs, no donors. We struggled exclusively for our
rights.”
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says: “Men led the war in Afghanistan; thus when fighting
subsided to some extent, they assumed the leadership again
and gave a very small share to women.”

She believes that the strength of ethnic and language divi-
sions in Afghanistan has even divided women parliamentar-
ians along ethnic lines. On the other hand, in her opinion, the
various women'’s institutions somehow constitute a wom-
en’s movement in Afghanistan. The feminine movement [as
she describes it] in Afghanistan has not dealt with victims
of wars, because the donors have not supported it and there
are no projects dealing with the victims, because the posi-
tion of the international community resembles that of the
governments. They view women'’s issues to be marginal in
the context of international aid.

Ms. Azra Jafari, women'’s rights activist and the first woman
mayor in Afghanistan, has the following to say on women'’s
achievements after the fall of the Taliban and the arrival of
international military forces in the country: “A more open
climate appeared for women after 2001, but they could not
use it properly. Their weakness was one of the reasons. Our
women do not have sufficient political, economic and social
knowledge, she says. Elite women were drawn toward NOGs
and tried to have NGOs rather than be active in and learn pol-
itics. The funds that poured into the country under different
headings to improve the conditions of women were based on
certain plans as their background and harmed the effort to
identify the real needs of women and those needs were lost.
NGOism and the related attitude discarded the spirit of vol-
untary work among the public. On the other hand, the patri-
archal culture prevailing in Afghanistan has set up obstacles
ahead of women. There is an undeniable belief at the back
of the minds of our most democratic men: You are a woman
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men’s work. To change that attitude, there should be a gen-
der-based division of power. It is on that basis that women
political activists are trying to enter the key decision making
positions and demand shares for women as ministers, depu-
ty ministers, as well as in diplomatic missions and indepen-
dent directorates.”

Identifying illiteracy to be one of the reasons for backward-
ness of the women’s movement and its failure to take shape
in Afghanistan, she asks: “Our women have not been freed
from the walls of the home. How can one talk of the real pres-
ence of women without economic and educational power?”
She outlines three important priorities for women’s strug-
gles: public mobilisation to combat illiteracy, political cam-
paigning to change the structure in the society, and an over-
all analysis of women'’s conditions and status in Afghanistan:
“As long as the women of Afghanistan lack an overall view
of women’s conditions and status, they will be, wittingly or
unwittingly, consumed by NGO projects.”

In her opinion, the women'’s issue is completely a question of
politics, intervention and problem, but there are endeavours
to depoliticise it through NGOism. Education of women and
providing awareness about their position as well as their
economic empowerment are prerequisites of their empow-
ering to raise their voice for their rights and to win the right
of political management.

Ms. Najieh Hanafi, women'’s rights activist and a founding
member of the Committee for Political Participation of Wom-
en in Afghanistan, believes there are three priorities for the
emancipation of women from patriarchy: “Promotion and
development of education, initiating a campaign for reform
and passage of laws that would ensure the human rights of
women, and setting up mechanisms to enforce them”. She
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Ms. Adeleh Mohseni, a graduate of law and women'’s rights
activist, believes political participation of women in Afghani-
stan is essential as a lever of pressure on the government. A
group of active militant women founded the Committee for
Political Participation of Women in Afghanistan in 2004 and
played an active role in parliamentary and provincial coun-
cils’ elections since then. Pointing out the discriminatory
laws concerning women, she deems the struggle to reform
and change the laws and leave influence on politics is a pri-
ority for active women in Afghanistan. She says: “Activities
of NGOs are often not compatible with the needs and wishes
of Afghans. Project-based activities are pre-formulated and
are usually imported intact. Nevertheless, whatever is done
here is better than not having anything done.” She believes
literacy to be a pressing need for women of Afghanistan and
even the whole society, without which one cannot expect to
reach a democratic society.

Dr. Alema, Ph.D. in Philosophy and History from Germany,
pointing out the centrality of misogynism or reforms during
the past 100 years in Afghanistan, believes that the period
of King Amanollah Khan (1920s) marked the beginning of
involvement of women in social and political life of the coun-
try. Nevertheless, after 2001, the women’s movement was
replaced by organisations that pursued short-term projects.
The civil and international institutions for women have com-
mand schemes for women with no fundamental relationship
to problems of women. Their project-based approach to the
women’s issues has diverted them away from fundamental
work toward change in social and political structure. Blam-
ing the ruling system in Afghanistan as one of the reasons
for absence of women’s participation, Dr Alema says: “The
system is patriarchal and the society believes that politics is
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violator of human rights, because that country fully employs
the macro models of capitalism. As noted by many thinkers,
capitalism is no longer only Western. We have different mod-
els of capitalism ranging from the East to the West that can
adapt to any domestic political and cultural pattern. China,
Iran, Saudi Arabia and Dubai are different types of capitalism
with tyrannical cultural and political structures. Thus, if you
are in line with international models, it is not important what
your women suffer from and what problems the poor and
lower classes grapple with. On the other hand, when those
prescriptions arrive in countries like Iran, the only parts that
are taken note of are those that do not harm the interests of
the ruling political class.”

Referring to empowerment or enabling of women, she says:
“It is not a question of ability; it is a question of power. Em-
powerment aims at the power relations, which is a macro and
structural issue and requires a structural change in power
relations. Empowerment reduces the issue to an individual
one and indicates that the problems would be resolved if, for
instance, the economic or health conditions of women were
improved. On the other hand, wherever the issue of gender
is involved, there surely is a domain of power, i.e. women are
most probably unequal to men there; those relations are al-
most everywhere against women.”

In her opinion, collective action is one effective way of em-
powering women: “Women who engaged in collective action
founded the subsequent women’s movements. Collective ac-
tion which is necessary for all social movements is of great
significance for empowerment. Indeed, it is not possible to
empower women through individual actions. Nevertheless,
not every collective action brings power, only those that can
disturb the power relations.”
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women in upper social classes indeed endeavour to maintain
their authoritarian position vis-a-vis women in lower classes
in all societies, not only in Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan, but
in France as well. The truth is that in France, about 10% of
all women are in the upper echelons of power. Hence, in the
past 20 years, a larger number of women have gained more
economic power, but the majority of women in France have
grown poorer. As a result, the upper classes of women pre-
fer to be closer to higher classes of men rather than women
who belong to lower classes. This illustrates that beside the
gender factor,; other factors such class, race, ethnic affiliation,
religion and others also influence the power relations. On
the other hand, power relations are not confined to relations
of political power; men have more power and they have the
upper hand in the power relations. That situation prevails
also in economic, social, political and cultural domains. As
a result, women cannot change anything through political
participation alone.” Dr. Kian believes that NGOs stir power
relations among women in countries like Afghanistan.

Dr. Fatemeh Sadeghi, Ph.D. in political science and a re-
searcher of women’s rights, is critical of the uniform inter-
national prescriptions of international organisations for
improvement of women'’s conditions worldwide and deems
them to take a simplistic approach to problems of the devel-
oping countries and that are in fact effective in intensifying
their problems. She says: “A good example [...] is Saudi Ara-
bia. There are universities for women in Saudi Arabia, but
women'’s political and economic participation is next to zero,
because the prevailing belief in that country is that partici-
pation is in contravention of the domestic structure. On the
other hand, Saudi Arabia is a capitalist country, which has no
problem with the West and the West never mentions it as a
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discourse into the domain of political participation, women
such as Hannah Arendt, Julia Kristeva, Helene Cixous and
others have brought their ‘philosophical discourse’ into the
academic domain. If a meta-sexual discourse is introduced
in the future, there will be a possibility to bring changes to
power equations and politics. Then, colonialism will also
lose its function and role. Colonialism or neo-colonialism,
capitalism (private or international), politics (modern or
post-modern) and, above all, globalisation that is seeking to
maintain the authority of all those three patriarchal catego-
ries (they are all results of patriarchal discourses) in their
new current form, will be meaningless in the presence of
human-centred discourse.”

Dr. Azadeh Kian, researcher and professor of sociology and di-
rector of Women'’s and Gender Studies Centre in Paris 7 - Di-
derot University, believes: “Literacy and education of women
can develop their insight. Literacy is a means for women to
eliminate discrimination if the ground is ready, but literacy
alone does not automatically mean that every literate woman
would seek to eliminate discrimination. Different scientific
studies show that women’s employment and work can have
influence on their political participation. The shaping of gen-
der identity among women is significant because they would
raise gender-specific demands. For instance, the majority of
[ranian women had not developed a gender identity before
the 1979 revolution, despite the prevalence of positive laws.
Therefore, they did not have gender-specific demands and
their political demands were the same as men’s. On the other
hand, the social classes play a very important role in gender
inequalities and the degree of women'’s political participa-
tion.

“We frequently forget that there are social classes and many
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identity and self-consciousness of women. Nevertheless, she
points out - noting the condition of women in many coun-
tries - that women'’s access to education does not automati-
cally allow them to gain access to seats in parliament or in
government and take part in macro policy making. The reign
of patriarchy, the ruling discriminatory legal and social sys-
tems and the short-sighted interpretation of religion, have
embedded lack of rights and inequality of men and women
so deeply that even the educated women are blocked from
entering governmental institutions.

In her opinion, women’s presence on the political scene
depends on the development of gender awareness and the
existence of an egalitarian movement of women that would
ensure their impact on the political scene. She believes the
extensive gender-based violence in the family, the society
and at the hands of governments has deeply and horribly
impacted the psyche and life of women in Afghanistan and
led to the generation of massive disbelief.

Dr. Nahid Tavassoli, women’s movement researcher and
managing editor and chief editor of Nafeh Literary Journal,
argues: “Education can - even in this patriarchy-centred cul-
ture - open a way for women to play an active role in poli-
tics. Thus, they would be able to activate their “feminine dis-
course” in all structural domains of the patriarchy-centred
society. The feminine discourse could, alongside the prevail-
ing male discourse worldwide, lead to a ‘bisexual discourse’
or even a ‘meta-sexual discourse’ that would be a ‘human-
centred discourse.” The obstacles ahead of women'’s partici-
pation, beside the taboos and fossilised traditions of back-
ward societies, include the backwardness of men that creates
a massive psychological hindrance for women. Even though
there are not any women who would bring their feminine
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or government decree or creating a few NGOs and govern-
mental organisations. That culture is deeply ingrained in the
identity of every single individual. Women activists must deal
with the issue as a multi-faceted social phenomenon. For in-
stance, if the aim is to reform the discriminatory laws for the
better, women'’s presence in the power domains is essential.
Until then, women must seek other ways to solve the com-
plex problem. They must present themselves as an emerging
societal power, because the patriarchal culture will not give
in to equality of women or a more active role for them. It
would accept, at best, that women should study and finish
higher education and then stay at home. They should be sac-
rificing women, wives, sisters or mothers, but not political or
social activists.

Emphasising the significance of literacy for socio-economic
development and the need to combat illiteracy, Mr. Sarwar
Hussaini, then Deputy Minister of Vital Literacy of Afghani-
stan (the Ministry of Education), said: “Unfortunately, litera-
cy was not a priority from the beginning for the post-Taliban
governmentand the international community in Afghanistan.
One major reason was perhaps the priority of the security
conditions that still prevails. Second, this country faces many
problems in regard to nutrition and poverty eradication. A
large portion of the population is living under the poverty
line. It is evident that literacy would be relegated to the sec-
ond position, when you are hungry. The government officials
and other countries, however, did not clearly realise the logi-
cal relationship between illiteracy, poverty and insecurity
and other problems. Thus the problem remains unsolved.”
Ms. Jamila Palwasha, a women’s rights activist and a found-
ing member of the Democratic Organisation of Women of
Afghanistan, deems education the only means to ascertain
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i.e. creation of a sphere of exchange and promotion of aware-
ness, with which this issue of Politis asia is published.

We have compiled 11 dialogues with activists and opinion
holders in three parts. Part I deals with ‘Education and its
impact on political participation of women. Part II, ‘Politi-
cal participation, beyond education’, concerns the multi-sid-
edness of women'’s political participation and elimination
of discrimination. Part III is allocated to ‘the experience and
struggles of women'’s rights activists in Afghanistan’.

Dr. Saeed Payvandi, education specialist and university pro-
fessor in Paris, regards fair education and gender balance
as a lever of power and says: “Through education, women
can enter the society as active citizens. Going to school and
receiving education is basically some kind of participation
in the trend of becoming part of the society. The other im-
pact of education on women’s participation concerns knowl-
edge. The education system can bring in important data into
the social and political life and inform the male and female
students of the relationship between different institutions.
That will teach them to learn how the society is run and what
features the social and political system has.” In his opinion,
informed political participation and presence of women is
very difficult without their access to education: “Indeed, the
course of development in Western society shows that wom-
en entered the society when they won suffrage. They became
social and political actors, when they gained extensive access
to education.”

In his opinion, however, access to higher education alone is
not tantamount to political participation or impact of women
on social, political and economic domains. The obstacles and
impediments against equality of men and women are multi-
faceted and will not be eliminated simply by passing one law
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ticipation.

The topic of gender analysis entered a new phase upon a
commitment made by the governments participating in the
Fourth World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995) to pro-
mote women'’s participation, their progress in social affairs
and achievement of the goals of gender equality. Thus, prog-
ress and development of women became the main core of
the topic of sustainable development. Many women activists
are critical of the outcome of the Beijing Conference. Their
main critique concerns the uniformity of prescription for all
women from different countries that have not only failed to
improve their condition; they have even consolidated their
lower status.

In this issue of Politis asia, we have interviewed specialists
and researchers in the field of women'’s education and is-
sues from Afghanistan and Iran. On the one hand, they have
specialised knowledge of the topic in question. On the other
hand, the common aspects of culture, religion and language
mean they have common problems. The geographical factors
and political frontiers did not play a role in our choices. We
are hoping to continue the discussion with specialists from
other countries in Asia, e.g. India, Pakistan, and Central Asia.
We are of the belief that the progressive men and women
of the world and the region in particular can enter dialogue,
learn from each other’s experiences and find new ways and
discourses for women'’s liberation from discrimination, vi-
olence and second class citizenry, without concern for the
daily politics of governments. The dialogue has to take shape
not only among the like-minded activists of the women'’s
movement, but among activists who think differently. Expe-
rience has shown that the region’s women are pioneers of
solidarity and creating common language. This is the spirit,
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This issue of Politis asia is concerned with the role of literacy
and education in eliminating discrimination against women,
and their political participation. The topic is important, be-
cause gender inequality would prevent half the population
of a country from participation and citizenship rights. The
extent of gender inequality may be different in different soci-
eties and cultures. The issue of gender is however a political
issue before being a social one.

Meanwhile, the growth of knowledge and awareness in vari-
ous societies and in particular among women has an im-
pact on their move to eliminate gender discrimination and
increase political participation. Even though many people
are of the opinion that women'’s economic activities prepare
the ground for their political participation, it should not be
overlooked that it is not possible to eliminate discrimination
against women through their political participation alone.
This requires activities in all social and cultural areas and
private and public domains, where the central role of educa-
tion and literacy is clear.

There are different reasons for gender inequalities and their
reproduction: patriarchy, power relations, family institution,
colonialism, policies and uniform, but futile, prescriptions
of the big international and inter-governmental institutions
and gender-based discrimination in regard to access to re-
sources. The need for women’s labour power and growth of
capitalism and ideologies of the last century required the full
participation of women at all levels of the society. Growth
of women’s awareness, and their struggle for equality, has
simultaneously prepared the ground for women'’s equal par-
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