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In advocating for the leadership and participation of 

women and peace, it is necessary to comprehend 

the deep-rooted and systematic role of masculinities 

and norms and institutions that impede women’s 

leadership and rights. This report also aspires to 

provide a platform for the voices and demands of 

Afghan civilians for peace. It centres the belief that 

peace in Afghanistan is not only the symbolic end 

of violence or war; rather, sustainable peace inside 

Afghanistan entails a responsible government that will 

respect, protect and promote human rights, maintain 

social justice, ensure social and physical security, and 

work for economic justice.

Afghanistan has one of the youngest populations in 

the world, and therefore most of the population have 

lived their whole lives in a country at war. Afghanistan 

has been experiencing successive armed conflicts 

for four decades, a fact which has led to the loss 

of hundreds of thousands of lives, destruction of 

communities, widespread displacement, severe 

impacts on the mental health of Afghans both in 

the country and in exile, intergenerational trauma, 

economic and financial insecurity, and physical 

disabilities, among so many other devastating 

impacts. By the completion of this report in 2022, 

foreign troops had withdrawn and therefore the 

war has technically ended, but Afghans instead are 

facing an imposed militarised regime since 15 August 

2021 – one which denies women their fundamental 

human rights and equality. Some forms of violence 

and repression have increased, in the form of war 

crimes, targeted killings of former government 

officials, activists, peacemakers, ethnic and religious 

minorities, and others who are marginalised under 

the new de facto regime. The mere presence of 

the militarised regime has instilled fear and limited 

women’s participation in political, social and economic 

sectors.

Throughout history, it is traceable that war is a 

male practice, and many men’s identities, roles and 

societal expectations are shaped by the experience or 

expectation of participating in war and militarisation 

(Ferguson 2021). In some ways, men bear the brunt 

of wars, as they are most likely to die in combat. 

But men’s participation, leadership and deaths in 

armed conflicts leave a permanent gaping wound 

in families and communities, as has been the case 

in Afghanistan. Communities and individuals in 

The purpose of this study is to highlight the 
root causes of militarised masculinities in 
Afghanistan, and how the manifestations of 
these imposed gender norms and ideologies 
inhibit women’s social, economic and 
political rights; perpetuate armed conflict; 
and promote the possession and use of 
weapons.

Preface
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Afghanistan have been significantly shaped by war and armed 

violence and, as a result, so have norms, customs, practices 

and institutions that affect ideas about and the societal 

regulation of masculinity and femininity. 

Beginning in 2015, WILPF Afghanistan (Afghan Women for 

Peace and Freedom Organisation, AWPFO) decided to focus 

on addressing the impacts of militarised masculinity on 

women’s political participation. This was a highly significant 

political time; after many decades of war and conflict, an 

opportunity of peace between the Afghan Republic and the 

Taliban had seemingly emerged, and it appeared strategic 

to attempt to engage and mobilise men to support women’s 

rights. To this end, the need to see and comprehend the 

root causes of militarised masculinities is essential in order to 

confront them and create new realities.

When we embarked on this research, we imagined it would 

help us to understand how male allies would best strengthen 

the meaningful participation of women in the peace process, 

and to understand the gendered experiences of armed 

conflicts in Afghanistan. The study was intended to be used 

for our Confronting Militarised Masculinities project, and as an 

advocacy tool to advocate for women’s political participation 

during the then anticipated peace process, and in the post-

peace process, during which we saw great value in building a 

strong male alliance to stand in solidarity with our network in 

promoting women’s political participation in Afghanistan. We 

intended to use the recommendations of this research report 

to influence the priorities of the Ministry of Peace, High Peace 

and Reconciliation Office, and the Taliban. 

With the Taliban back in power in Afghanistan, the war is 

considered by some to be “over” for now, although insecurity 

and terrorist attacks persist, and human rights violations and 

repression have intensified. But as a result of decades of 

conflict, military masculinities and highly patriarchal values, 

and institutions shaped by decades of war and influenced 

by tradition and custom, will define the lives of Afghans for 

decades to come. 

Afghanistan is now facing a severe humanitarian crisis, 

and 90% of households at the time of writing are food-

insecure. Today, many across the country face severe mental 

health issues such as depression and anxiety. They require 

psychosocial support to be able to process the loss that they 

are facing at first hand. Afghan people, especially those in 

rural and remote parts, are all collateral damage of this war. 

The Taliban foot soldiers are militarised warriors; they know 

how to use their weapons for the purpose of murder and 

killing in a cause that they deem justified. They are a group 

with very little experience in governance. The futures of 

36 million Afghans are now in the hands of a group that is 

not equipped and trained to run a functioning society and 

country, and which utilises fear and terror to achieve its ends.  

Alternatives to the model of militarised masculinities exhibited 

by the Taliban exist within Afghanistan. The male alliance 

that WILPF Afghanistan gathered during this project, is a 

representation of men that present a different version of 

masculinity from the majority of Afghan men. However, their 

struggle to be accepted by society is something that they had 

to overcome, and they had to ensure that their perception 

of masculinity was not problematised by the Afghan society. 

Men who have been promoters of women’s rights come 

from all walks of life; usually when Afghanistan’s men are 

discussed, it is common to hear about the misogynistic men 

who hinder women and other men from living ordinary lives. 

What are rarer to hear about and to read in the mainstream 

Western media and witness, are men that stand in solidarity 

with women, not only with words but through actions as well, 

and support the feminist agenda where the WPS agenda is 

upheld. 

WILPF Afghanistan’s male allies are the living embodiment of 
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men who can be women’s biggest supporters and promoters 

of the rights of women. They faced resistance from Afghan 

society before the Taliban takeover, but now, their work is 

in danger because their lives are at severe risk. Many of the 

male allies have tried or are trying to stay under cover and 

find a solution that would evacuate them quickly. Many have 

received death threats, visits from the militarised regime 

to their homes, and some have been abducted and then 

freed after social pressure. Militarisation has a psychological, 

security, financial and emotional trauma imprinted with it. It is 

necessary to address this trauma, support the brave work of 

Afghan people for peace and human rights, and challenge the 

underlying root causes that have shaped the realities Afghans 

live under today. Their work is chronicled in greater detail in 

Dr Farooq Yousaf’s accompanying piece, Making Visible the 

Afghan Men Who are Working for Women’s Rights and a 

Gender-Just Society (Yousaf, 2022). We are grateful to him for 

his enthusiastic and supportive partnership. 

This research honours WILPF’s male allies and the brave work 

they have done in partnership with many women’s rights 

activists, who too face ongoing threats of reprisals and 

murder. We hope this research will pave the way for many 

other areas of militarised masculinities and women’s social, 

economic and political meaningful participation. While this 

research will be utilised in a slightly different way than initially 

envisioned, it remains as critical testimony to the different 

and more equitable gender relations that are possible in 

Afghanistan.

Jamila Afghani, President, WILPF Afghanistan and Hareer 
Hashim, Project Manager, WILPF Afghanistan’s Project to 
Mobilise Men for Feminist Peace
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For primary data collection, in-depth interviews 

were conducted among both men and women, 

including members of councils, teachers, defence 

lawyers, advocates and staff in the Department of 

Women’s Affairs. Parts of the research were dedicated 

to the development of questions and answers. 

400 questionnaires were filled out, 100 interviews 

conducted and ten focus group discussions were 

moderated. The interviews were conducted in two 

segments: some individual interviews were scheduled 

(with advance notice of the questions), and with some 

key individuals, unscheduled interviews took place. In 

addition to these, desk research was conducted. In the 

case of interviews with male allies, due to the subject’s 

sensitivity and availability of respondents, several 

interviews were conducted using online and encrypted 

digital tools. In some cases where required, and 

keeping in view the security situation in Afghanistan, 

the collection of data took place anonymously to 

protect the identity of our respondents. Further details 

on data collection, analysis and research limitations can 

be found below.

Primary data collection
Interviews: For one part of primary data collection, 

interviews were conducted which are divided into two 

types: on-the-spot interviews with key individuals; 

and scheduled interviews, in which the questions 

were already supplied to the selected case subjects 

in a formal letter. For the unstructured interview, the 

questions were not pre-planned, but they were related 

to the goal or the general research questions.

• In-depth interviews: This type of interview was non-

structured and highly flexible, because we wanted 

the interviewee to feel free and flexible to talk about 

whatever he/she deemed fit to discuss regarding this 

topic. 

• Non-constructive deep interviews: Non-constructive 

interviews were conducted to find explanations, 

meanings, events, locations and social importance 

from the person’s point of view. We conducted 

deep, unscheduled interviews with key individuals 

and stakeholders in the peace process in this 

research. In total, 100 men and women stakeholders 

from different institutions co-operated with us to 

conduct deep interviews. Most of the discussions in 

these interviews were focused on the definition of 

militarised masculinities and the impact of arms on 

the lives of men and women. 

Data for this research was collected through 
mixed qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Methodology 
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• Constructive interview: In this method, the questions were 

pre-planned. This was carried out particularly with women, 

men, district council members, people with disabilities, 

shopkeepers and influential tribal leaders. 

Questionnaire: This method was used to find quantitative 

information on militarised masculinities and people’s opinion 

about their impact in the peace process. 400 questionnaires 

were distributed, and the information collected was entered 

into a database. After the SPSS analysis and clean-up, the 

data was incorporated into this report.  

Focus group discussions: Ten focus group discussions 

were conducted. People from different categories of 

society such as civil society activists, human rights activists, 

defence lawyers, people with disabilities, women victims 

of war, government officials and imams were part of these 

group discussions. In total, 100 people (60 women, 40 men) 

participated. Questions were pre-planned. Based on those 

questions, discussions were linked by the researcher.

Secondary data collection
Desk study: For background research on the subject and country, 

secondary resources such as books, research essays, blogs, 

opinion pieces and policy research reports were consulted.

Sample selection

This research was conducted in four main provinces of 

the country, Balkh, Nangarhar, Kandahar and Kabul. We 

targeted these provinces, as they each represent the point 

of view of neighbouring provinces as well. For example, we 

selected Balkh because it has influences from neighbouring 

provinces Jawzjan, Sar-e-pul, Samangan, Faryab. In the east 

we had Nangarhar, which is highly similar to its neighbouring 

provinces Konar, Nooristan and Laghman; in the south-west 

we chose Kandahar, which has commonalities with Helmand 

and Zabul, and in central Afghanistan, we selected the 

capital Kabul, which is essential not only due to highlighting 

the similar problems faced in neighbouring provinces such 

as Logar, Parwan and Maidan Wardak, but also to giving an 

additional depth being the capital.  

 

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part was 

about personal information, and the second part about the 

views and opinions of the people. Two researchers (one man, 

one woman) were physically present to conduct the interviews. 

They were assigned to develop a report after visiting each zone. 

The interviewers were monitored by the research specialists, 

and after ten probationary interviews the questionnaire was  

re-analysed and necessary changes were made. 

Data analysis

Qualitative data and literature were analysed through an 

intersectional prism, taking inspiration from critical gender 

and masculinities studies. However the quantitative data was 

analysed in an SPSS statistical program.

Data and research limitations

There were some challenges that were faced in the process 

of this research. For example, the Covid-19 pandemic 

made access to some of the data very difficult; movement 

restrictions/lockdowns also hindered the research, as both 

of the researchers, after returning from Kandahar, had to be 

quarantined for 15 days, having caught Covid-19. Most of the 

interviewees, due to the sensitivity of the issues, were not 

able to fully express their perspectives, and interviews with 

women and members of the Shura councils in particular faced 

challenges. 
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Disclaimer

On 15 August 2021, one of the most unexpected, life-

changing and politically turbulent occurrences took place in 

Afghanistan’s history. This was the day that the Taliban took 

over Kabul, and it left an immense imprint on the lives of all 

Afghans, including those of us who have been working for 

years for peace and gender justice in Afghanistan. 

An unexpected and unforeseen challenge that we faced was 

the displacement of Jamila Afghani and Hareer Hashim, who 

have led this project, due to the fall of Kabul. As part of the 

process of evacuation, and to ensure the safety and personal 

security of all of our staff and research informants, we were 

required to burn all the important documents, collected data, 

and any other relevant documents with personal identifying 

information. In addition, during the process of evacuation, 

a hard drive with important documents was lost along with 

other belongings. This was a risk that could not be assessed 

or predicted ahead of time. Therefore, this research report 

includes personal memory of solidarity dialogues, years of 

working closely with male allies and Afghan women who 

have discussed their issues and perspectives, and leading 

workshops. Although we cannot attach all the data that we 

had collected for this project, it is included from memory to 

the best of the team’s abilities.
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Analyses of women’s rights and gender 
equality in Afghanistan have historically 
depicted a clear binary: patriarchal and 
conservative men resisting aspirational 
women. 
Neglected in these analyses are the many men who 

have spoken up for women’s rights and have worked 

for a gender-just society in Afghanistan. For instance, 

WILPF Afghanistan has at times had as many as 3,000 

men among our 10,000 active members. These figures 

may come as a surprise for those used to monolithic 

depictions of predictably patriarchal Afghan men. 

The cognitive double-take these numbers often elicit, 

reflects the limited space in international coverage given 

to the Afghan men who, while keeping a low profile, 

work alongside women activists for gender equality in 

the country. 

Afghan men have historically been broadly portrayed as 

rugged, violence-condoning and uncivilised individuals, 

whose cultural and religious values and norms stand in 

contradiction to “liberal [Western] values”. For instance, 

even when a recent study found that two thirds of men 

in Afghanistan thought Afghan women had too many 

rights (Geres et al 2018), the media failed to explore 

the opinions and attitudes of the third who did not agree 

that women had too many rights (Elks 2019). We posit 

that we should be curious about these men, and what 

motivates them to hold more gender-equitable beliefs. 

Their stories can encourage other men to step forward 

for women’s rights.

In the post-Cold War context, Afghanistan represents an 

interesting case study. Women and their oppression in 

the country have long been a “civilisational” bargaining 

chip, which allowed Western colonial powers to claim 

cultural superiority and justify their interventions. The 

continuity of these orientalist tropes served to justify 

the war in Afghanistan, in which military occupation 

was legitimised with the “liberation” of supposedly 

helpless Muslim women from supposedly violent 

Muslim men. This liberatory narrative allowed Western 

media to present its soldiers as the “true protectors” 

of Muslim women. Like Afghans themselves, non-

Afghan soldiers could therefore also construct their 

military masculinities, through notions of protection 

and justifiable male violence. The “liberation” of Muslim 

women was thereby used to further a highly masculinist 

foreign policy based on violence, imperialism and 

military intervention.

Introduction to militarised 
masculinities and their 
complexities in Afghanistan
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According to Afghans interviewed in Andrea Chiovenda’s 

Crafting Masculinities: Culture, War and Psychodynamics 

in Afghanistan (2020), since the 1970s historical conflicts in 

Afghanistan have contributed to an associated emphasis on 

violence in the construction of masculinities in Afghanistan. 

In other words, in Afghanistan, the persistence of violence, 

abuse, incredible hardship and general sense of insecurity 

has privileged certain masculine attributes associated with 

dominance and violence on the one hand, and their role in 

the “protection”, under the tradition of honour, of women and 

homeland on the other. This privilege of violence and other 

masculine norms and behaviours valued by martial institutions 

have often been described as “military masculinities”. These 

operate at both institutional and individual levels, and include 

the valorising of bravery, warrior-like behaviour, and a 

denigration of everything that is deemed feminine, such as 

vulnerability, willingness to compromise and caregiving. 

As Greig writes in his synthesis report, capturing key themes 

from research conducted for this project by WILPF sections 

in Cameroon, DRC and Colombia, and ourselves in WILPF 

Afghanistan, “Chiovenda’s close-grained research also reveals 

the situational nature of gender practice” (Greig 2022). 

His ethnographic interviews with a group of male Pashtun 

informants in Afghanistan uncovered distinct differences 

between their public performance of conventionally 

dominant masculinity, and their private selves. Chiovenda 

cautions that “we must avoid conflating cultural idioms with 

each individual’s subjective take on them,” noting that an 

“interpretation of intergender relations based on fairness, 

respect, and, ultimately, love, emerges strongly from the 

words of these men” (Chiovenda 2018, pp65-66).

Yousaf and other scholars also note that the narrow 

conception of Pashtunwali (Pashtun cultural code, literally 

translated as “the way of the Pashtuns”) as inherently violent is 

a colonial construction (Yousaf 2019). As Johnson makes clear 

in his detailed account of colonial discourse on “a simplistic 

Afghan ‘way of war’”, the “idea that, in Pashtun society, there 

was endemic and deadly feuding was, in fact, the result of 

specific land arrangements implemented by the British, which 

led to a particular peak in internal unrest” (Johnson 2014).

With the Taliban back in power the war is over for now, at 

least in terms of having a “negative peace” in the country. 

But military masculinities and highly patriarchal values and 

institutions shaped by decades of war will define the lives of 

Afghans for years to come. However, in the shadow of these 

military masculinities and broad generalisations of Afghan 

men, thousands of progressive Afghan men have worked with 

civil society organisations like WILPF, to engage in activism 

for women’s rights and gender equality in Afghanistan. Four 

decades of nearly continuous war have indeed shaped the 

construction and realisation of manhood, even if not in the 

deterministic and all-encompassing ways often presented in 

Western media. It is the case that all Afghans have witnessed 

the challenges that come with war, and how it normalises 

violence, including gender-based violence (GBV), on the social 

and familial levels. 

Some background is helpful. 

The term jang (the war) is often used by Afghans to describe 

the whole period from 1978 to the present day (Chiovenda 

2020: 50). This period started with the Soviet occupation 

of Afghanistan, incorporated the Afghan Civil War between 

initially Soviet-backed communists and Islamists, the Taliban 

regime that emerged victorious from this confrontation, the US-

led invasion and war with the Taliban, and the most recent war 

between the Afghan government and the Taliban. According 

to Afghans interviewed in Chiovenda’s ethnography, these 

conflicts led to an emphasis on violence in the construction of 

masculinities in Afghanistan (Chiovenda 2018: 50). In other 

words, the routinisation of violence, abuse, incredible hardship 

11



and general sense of insecurity, privileged certain masculine 

attributes associated with dominance and violence on the 

one hand, and their role in the “protection” of women and 

homeland on the other. This privileging of violence and other 

masculine norms and behaviours valued by martial institutions 

has often been described as “military masculinities” (Eichler 

2014). These operate on both institutional and individual 

levels, and include the foregrounding of such elements as 

bravery, warrior-like behaviour and a denigration of everything 

that is deemed feminine (Eichler 2014: 82). 

Militarised masculinities1 in theory promote two different 

ideologies simultaneously. One values traits such as 

“dominance, assertiveness, aggressiveness, independence, 

self-independence, self-sufficiency, and willingness to take 

risks” (Eichler 2014). The other values sacrifice, compassion 

and co-operation by men during war. The root causes and 

manifestations of militarised masculinities vary from culture 

to culture, region to region and country to country. However, 

war has played an essential role in determining and defining 

the preconditioned stereotypes regarding gender roles in 

Afghanistan. Men’s roles have often become more prominent 

1  For this section, militarised masculinities are defined as “traits 
stereotypically associated with masculinity acquired and proven through  
military service or action, or combat in particular” (Eichler 2014).

during war due to societal and cultural conditioning. In parallel, 

according to Goldstein, “culturally constructed gender identities 

enable war” (Morris [nd] p701). Patriarchal culture and norms 

(along with religion to some extent in parts of South Asia) have 

played a significant role in expediting cultures of militarisation, 

and, in turn, patriarchy impacts the different ways in which 

people experience the devastating impacts of war based on 

their gender and other identities. Despite typically not being 

directly involved in instigating wars, women, like men, face 

grave and well-documented losses that they experience 

differently because of their gender. Women suffer from 

violations including GBV, femicide, displacement, economic 

marginalisation, rape, and exploitation and abuse. 

In the context of Afghanistan, masculinities, military or 

otherwise, are also not singular. Feminist scholars have long 

maintained that military masculinities are fluid, constantly 

shifting, and are constructed in intersection with other 

identities (Higate 2003). To begin with, Afghanistan is an 

extremely multi-ethnic and multicultural country, where 

people may speak different languages from one village 

to the next. Although the majority of the population 

are at least nominally Muslim, there are Sunni and Shia 

denominations, including adherents to Sufi practice, and 

minority Sikh, Christian and Hindu populations. In this sense, 

to assess masculinities against the concepts of “Afghan” or 

“Afghanistan” will at best inaccurately represent the way that 

cultural trends and ethnicities influence masculine behaviour, 

and at worst run the risk of essentialising and stereotyping 

extremely diverse phenomena. 

In an Afghan household, as in many societies throughout the 

world, from birth, many families condition their child to believe 

in specified and familial conditioned gender norms, which 

plays a significant role in how young boys perceive themselves 

and their role in societies. This conditioning can be as 

minuscule as the toys that the children play with, such as toy 

guns, which subconsciously shape their masculinity. However, 

it can be as significant as the ideologies that are instilled in 

the young men’s subconscious, that contribute to their sense 

of superiority, instilling toxic mentalities and deeply shaping 

their personalities. Behaviourally, men are frequently trained 

to refrain from expressing their emotions, which leads them to 

believing that being non-empathetic is the key to masculinity. 

Many women also participate in this patriarchal conditioning, 

and pave the way for this form of inequality, which is not 

uncommon throughout the world, but it does instil a deeper 

form of males’ perception of their role in society. Young girls 
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and women are often taught by the female figures in their 

families that their role is limited to household chores, caring 

for children and ensuring obedience to the male figures in 

their households, which leads to restrictions on mobility, 

inadequate protection against GBV, and social ostracisation 

for transgressing gendered expectations. 

Different men are affected and demonstrate masculine traits 

differently based on other identities, including, but not limited 

to, ethnicity, age, socio-economic status and religion. And 

even the most “hegemonic” forms of masculinity, idealised 

manly behaviours (violence, dominance, virility, etc) that 

present other masculine traits as inferior (Connell 2005), 

are competing against other desirable ways to be a man 

(Demetriou 2001). There are great regional differences in 

gender relations in Afghanistan, where in some communities, 

men and women share political fora and take community 

decisions collaboratively across gender lines (Azarbaijan-

Moghaddam 2009). Even individual men constantly 

reconstruct their masculinities according to outside societal 

pressures, and adopt different masculinities when moving 

between country and city, for example (Chiovenda 2018; 

Myrttinen 2018). That is to say, that while there are general 

trends in the construction of masculinities in Afghanistan, and 

war certainly is a key factor in that construction, masculinities 

are also always relational, intersectional and situationally 

constructed.

The influence of Pashtunwali2
 

Since the initial rule of the Taliban (1996-2001), masculinities 

and gender norms more generally in Afghanistan, and more 

specifically among the Pashtun ethnic group, have been 

shaped by an essentialist notion of Pashtun honour codes, 

or Pashtunwali, that binds the Pashtun society particularly in 

the rural parts, and Islamic piety propagated by the Taliban 

(Ahsan-Tirmizi 2021: 10). Pashtunwali, although an extremely 

diverse set of codes and practices, can be described as 

“cultural conceptual space in which identity is negotiated”, 

and which binds the Pashtun people together (Edwards 

2017:28; Yousufzai and Gohar 2005: 17). In other words, it 

forms boundaries and prescriptions for Pashtuns on the moral 

and ethical behaviour of men and women, by proscribing 

correct ways of being male and female. While this shifting 

legal, moral and behavioural code for Afghan tribal society 

had been transmitted verbally for centuries, the code was 

2  Afghanistan is an ethnically diverse country, where Pashtuns make up over 
40% of the total population. However, the predominant presence of Pashtuns 
among the Mujahideen and the Taliban warrants an in-depth discussion on 
Pashtunwali. 

compiled into a book by the public intellectual Qiamuddin 

Khadim (1901-79) in the beginning of the last century. During 

that historical moment, Pashtunwali was used to formulate 

a new ethno-nationalism in Afghanistan, one that reified 

normative ideals of Pashtunwali and was defined by national 

independence and resistance to outside powers (Wide 2012). 

This consolidation also rendered the Afghan state as an 

inherently female entity, and defined Afghan masculinity as 

inherently heterosexual, as opposed to a previous, more fluid 

understanding of male sexuality (Wide 2012: 94). 

Today, Pashtunwali is embedded in Pashtun culture and 

governing practices, which was taken into account when 

writing the Afghan constitution. Because of the Taliban’s 

focus on, and exploitation of, Pashtunwali and its codification, 

its influence on gender through the language of honour can 

be felt far beyond only ethnic Pashtun communities (Ahsan-

Tirmizi 2021). Honour (iszat) underpins the social status of 

individuals and families in the Afghan context. Despite the 

ethnic diversity of Afghanistan, on the whole, Afghan society 

is organised into a nested set of kin-based relationships 

in which the communal group (qawm) and tribe (qabila) 

form basic units of social organisation (Moghadam 1992). 

Honour is associated with social status or “face” (a’beru or 
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hasyaat) within this organisation, in the sense that it requires 

conformity with social norms, religious values and moral 

codes. Conformity with certain honour codes prescribed 

by Islam and Pashtunwali are central to the formation of 

masculine identities, or as Sayed Mahdi Mosawi puts it: “A man 

without honour, is no man at all.” (Mosawi 2020)

A man’s honour is closely linked to the protection of land and 

community in Afghanistan. Pashtunwali and honour thereby 

play an important role in the jihadi ideology of the Taliban. As 

protection of kin and land as well as revenge figure centrally 

in the code of Pashtunwali, suicide and martyrdom, if carried 

out against occupiers, can be a great source of honour 

and thereby a source of masculinity (Poulton 2003: 408). 

Furthermore, within Pashtun ritual practice, many young men 

are given guns in rites of passage into manhood, associating 

the Pashtunwali code not only with honour, violence and 

protection, but also with the bearing of arms (Schmeidl 

and Karokhail 2009). Yousaf, however, demonstrates that 

the representation of Pashtunwali as inherently violent is a 

false colonial depiction, and notes that Pashtunwali equally 

incorporates an emphasis on hospitality (melmastia) and pays 

great attention to the non-violent management of conflicts 

through village dispute resolution bodies of jirga (Yousaf, 

2019). This narrative, though correct, does not dismiss the 

fact that practices in the Pashtunwali are both patriarchal and 

militaristic, principally because it gives primary agency to men 

in the society. 

A man’s honour and manhood in itself are also closely linked 

to family life. In an idealised notion of masculinity, to fully 

realise one’s manhood, a man has to become the head of 

a household (sar-e-khana), marry and become a father, 

preferably of sons (Poulton 2003). The female members of 

a man’s household (namus) are thereby another important 

source of a man’s honour. Thus, while honour makes a man, 

women are seen as the embodiments of honour maintained 

through chastity and other “honourable” female behaviour, 

like deference to men, for example (Emadi 2002). The Islamic 

concept of nafaqah (providing in economic terms (home, 

food, education, etc) for your wife and children), has been 

exploited by men as a means to control women in order to 

protect the honour of their family (Mosawi 2020). Despite 

the diversity discussed above, Moghadam has argued 

that Afghanistan is part of the “belt of classic patriarchy… 

characterized by male domination, son preference, restrictive 

codes of behavior for women, and the association of family 

honor with female virtue”, which is true for many other 

countries as well (Moghadam 2004: 143). Therefore, the 

honour and masculinity of the head of the family depend 

crucially on the behaviour of the rest of the family members, 

and especially that of women. The non-conformity with 

honourable codes of men or family members that men are 

responsible for, places men squarely in a place of shame, and 

thereby relegates them to an inferior social status and inferior 

manhood (Echavez et al 2016). Chiovenda, for example, writes 

that “those who run astray of the social expectations for 

appropriate masculine behavior often pay a dire price in social 

rebuttal and reproach, which negatively affects their and their 

family’s claims to respectability and honourability” (Chiovenda 

2018 ). He further demonstrates how this perceived lower-

rank masculinity can be intergenerational in character, 

transposed inferior masculinity from father to son, and result 

in lesser inheritance and the loss of land, for example. Cultural 

practices like these create space for deep-rooted practices 

of militarised masculinities, as well as ostracism of men who 

aim to present and embody alternatives.
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In Afghanistan, decades of conflict have 
led to men taking up arms in myriad roles. 
Various actors – ranging from the former Afghan 

National Army, to the Taliban and other extremist armed 

groups, to foreign fighters (from Pakistan, Central 

Asia and the Middle East) – have utilised weapons 

and engaged in violence and combat, to various 

extents, with grave impacts on the civilian population 

in Afghanistan. Access to weapons is high throughout 

the country as a result of conflict-related weapons 

proliferation, and the lack of adequate controls on 

weapons has contributed to the further militarisation of 

a country at war, and therefore contributed to violence 

against civilians. 

Before the Taliban seized power in 2021, there were 

different forms of armed groups in Afghanistan that lay 

outside the national armed forces. On Radio Azadi, 

Fauzia Koofi, the former representative of the people 

of Badakhshan in the parliament of Afghanistan, 

highlighted three major groups in this regard. “The 

first is the local police personnel who are trained by 

the Ministry of Interior, but they are not subject to the 

regulations of the Afghanistan National Police (ANP). 

The second category is known as local armed groups, 

which are a group that has public uprisings against 

the Taliban movement in order to safeguard their 

village. The final group are people who are not in the 

framework of the above-mentioned two groups, but 

are in power in their areas by using weapons mostly 

under direct command of their bosses, who pay them 

as bodyguards.” Local armed groups – individuals 

who claim to be registered with the national army but 

are in fact bodyguards of influential politicians and 

businessmen – also are a group that evades neat 

characterisation. This group includes the bodyguards 

of influential politicians such as parliamentarians, 

senators, national businessmen, local commanders 

and council leaders, widely known as the Afghan Local 

Police (ALP) (Jalali [nd] p18). Most of the interviewees 

in Balkh believed that influential people have a limited 

number of bodyguards registered with ANA, while in 

practice they employ more bodyguards than what they 

present to the government.

In WILPF interviews conducted throughout 2020 and 

early 2021, people from Balkh, Baghlan and Kunduz 

provinces viewed the militarised gun holders as a threat 

to their security. One of the respondents, Agha Jan, 

said, “The militarised individuals and groups extort 

money from people by force. They roam the city 
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freely and independently. They take money from shopkeepers 

through the power of their guns. We cannot stop them.” 

The rising crime rate in Balkh province is another problem 

faced by common women and men. In 2020 there were rising 

criminal cases reported of thefts, killings and kidnappings, 

and respondents in this research reported that there were 

insufficient measures by the Afghan government to address 

the impacts of this militarisation. The presence and activities of 

these armed groups have a significant impact on local civilians. 

According to interviewees in these four provinces, including in 

Nangarhar, these armed men intervene in disputes, threaten 

physical violence against civilians, serve as traffic police, 

engage in indiscriminate violence, and exploit and abuse their 

positions as bodyguards. 

Figure 1 shows that 35% of the respondents were substantially 

against militarised men and 49% were dissatisfied about 

their attitude and behaviour such as: harassing and abusing 

common women and men. Some respondents considered 

their presence necessary for assurance of their leader’s safety 

and security, but argued that it should have been within a legal 

framework. Only 11% of our respondents believed that without 

gunmen and bodyguards, they remain unsafe. 

Among the common responses in Mazar, local officials in 

Faryab also mentioned that gunmen, not affiliated to the 

famous political parties in Mazar, abuse common people, and 

misuse the privileges associated with political parties. Before 

the Taliban takeover, Mr Samiullah Khairkhah, the head of 

Faryab Provincial Council, gave more details about this issue. 

“Some illegal weapon holders use the addresses of political 

parties such as Jamiat-e-Islami party or the Islamic Movement 

to be perceived as fearful, even though there is no affiliation 

with those political parties. The political parties have a strong 

stance against murderers and criminals, but some gun holders 

misuse their political reputation as a way to propagate their 

agenda” with no accountability measures in place, particularly 

in rural areas.

Quite Satisfied

Quite Unsatisfied

Satisfied

Unsatisfied

Not sure

Figure 1 - 'People’s dissatisfaction with armed groups’

49% 35%

8%5%

3%
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Militarised masculinities inhibit women’s full enjoyment 

of their human rights, their personal security, and their 

meaningful and effective participation in politics and 

peace. Afghan women have long been subjected to 

political decisions that have been made by men, for 

men, and that are designed to protect men and their 

patriarchal power. However, throughout Afghan history, 

there have been women leaders who have advocated 

for freedom, rights, peace and justice for their own 

gender and for all Afghan people. Afghan women 

were key participants in the anti-colonial struggle, and 

engaged in both armed and non-violent resistance 

against colonial rule. The 20th-century women’s 

movement advocated for literacy and girls’ education; 

ending forced marriage; ending forced veiling; rights 

to employment; and democratisation. In 1968, the Loya 

Jirga compilation of the constitution was held, and 

ten women participated in shaping the future of their 

country. 

Similarly, when it comes to their struggle for equal 

rights, and unlike common perception, Afghan women 

gained their rights to relative freedom, gender equality 

and access to education and work before the coalition 

presence in the country. This is especially true of 

women living in the urban centres. These included, 

in 1919, the right to vote, and the right to education. 

The first girls’ school in Afghanistan was established 

in 1921. Hence, these rights were not entirely a result 

of the coalition’s development initiatives. Rather, the 

US and its allies strengthened existing rights and, 

as a consequence, Afghan civil society underwent 

progressive development. The fact that women are 

now risking their lives to protest against the Taliban 

shows how much they value the rights gained over the 

past two decades – and how much they fear losing 

them. However, as in many other countries throughout 

the world, securing human rights and equality has been 

a persistent struggle in Afghanistan, in the face of 

militarised and violent patriarchal forces. 

Before the Taliban takeover, Afghan women struggled 

to have a political presence in Afghan politics, but with 

the presence of the new Taliban regime, even symbolic 

representation of women has been banned. In 2022, 

Mr Zabiullah Mujahid, the central spokesman for the 

Taliban, in a Vice documentary, stated that, “There are 

laws for men and laws for women. We don't have a 

50/50 equal rule for them because they are not equal.” 

(Vice News 2022) In the same documentary, Iftikhar 
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Samiullah, a Taliban judge, stated, “I don't think women can be 

judges. Women have lesser brains and aren’t good believers.” 

(Vice News 2022).  

During the prior government, from the Kandahar province 

we had a few civil society activists who participated in all 

training, workshops, seminars or conferences. This issue was 

also clearly observed in Nangarhar. However, Afghan women 

that were active in the political areas, faced severe security 

hurdles posed by militarised men. For example, in multiple 

provinces, there was an increase in targeted killings such 

as in Nangarhar province, that led to the deaths of three 

women journalists, alongside the numerous recent killings 

and abduction of women activists and journalists. Women in 

the political and social fields struggle financially to afford the 

necessary precautionary measures to secure themselves and 

their vicinities. A woman respondent in Herat shared her story. 

“I nominated myself for the parliament, but due to the lack of 

opportunities, I could not succeed, because my competitor 

was a warlord who was threatening me with his weapons and 

power. So my family was fearful of the consequences and 

made me step down from the nominations.” Ms Fauzia Koofi, 

one of the most successful politicians and members of the 

Doha Peace delegations, was attacked numerous times for 

her political participation. There are many examples of women 

that face such violence on a daily basis. This has further 

intensified under the new de facto regime. 

In addition, women have long been excluded from public 

decision-making spaces, and require support to acquire the 

necessary knowledge and skills in shaping and influencing 

policymaking, legislation and law enforcement processes. 

This is not just about women’s capabilities. These include 

problems and obstacles to achieving gender equality in 

policymaking institutions, how resources are allocated, and 

the implementation of policies. The so-called Doha peace 

talks are an example of such obstacles: though women like 

Koofi were part of a small contingent of women taking part 

in the talks, the US and the Afghan government failed in 

extracting assurances on women’s and education rights from 

the predominantly male Taliban. That is why Shaharzad Akbar, 

former chairperson of the Afghanistan Independent Human 

Rights Commission, had rightly predicted that “whether – and 

to what extent – women were ultimately included in the [US-

Taliban] peace process would shape what kind of Afghanistan 

emerges from decades of war”. The kind of Afghanistan that 

emerged after the Taliban’s takeover in 2021 is one that has 

further marginalised women in the country. 

Mr Hafizulla Hashimi, a member and spokesman for the 

Independent Election Commission (IEC), told the BBC that 

3,731 candidates had been nominated for the Afghan district 

council elections so far, and only 271 are women. Furthermore, 

the presence of women at the local decision-making level 

is low. In all areas covered by this study, only two women 

were present at all provincial leadership meetings. In Kabul, 

there were three women, and one of them was a provincial 

accountant. The use of symbolic representation has only 

increased the number of women in national assemblies and 

conferences symbolically, but still ensures discrimination of 

women. 

Most of the interviewees, especially in Kandahar and 

Nangarhar provinces, and even in Kabul and Balkh, mentioned 

two of the most detrimental types of corruption in inhibiting 

women’s meaningful participation under the previous 

Afghan Republic. Some believed that corruption is a major 

barrier to women’s access to decision-making and political 

contribution. They referred to the scale of government 

posts and positions for those who can pay more without 

any major experience in the required field, the ethnic and 

political quotas of ministries and administrative units, and 

militarised masculinities, which endanger women’s presence 
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in any position where men candidates with guns and power 

can avail it easily. Others considered sexual exploitation and 

harassment of female civil servants to be the most important 

factor in undermining women’s meaningful participation and 

leadership. All these factors are still important to understand, 

as Afghan women now engage in a new political and social 

reality, as they reflect underlying barriers to participation and 

rights.

Education for women and girls

Figure 2: impacts of Armed Groups on the Lives of Women

The statistics in Figure 2 highlight the respondents’ five major 

identified points, among many others that are not listed, 

that have adverse consequences on women’s lives. The top 

category is psychological effects, at 25%.

The widespread presence of militarised actors has directly 

fuelled environments that are not allowing girls and young 

women to access their rights to education and employment, 

and has adversely contributed to an increase in child marriage. 

During the interviews, one of the families mentioned, “When 

our daughters go to school, we are worried about their safety. 

Marriage is a saving resort.” A shopkeeper from Kandahar 

also shared his story. “When my daughter reached eighth 

grade, I stopped her from going to school because our 

neighbourhood was not safe. There were gunmen present in 

all areas of our street. I was extremely fearful of my daughter’s 

safety that she might fall prey to their clutches.” A mother 

from the Shakardara district of Kabul said, “When my 

daughter reached the age of ten, several of the commanders’ 

bodyguards harassed her. She is fatherless and her brothers 

were also young and not at the age to protect her. I had to 

stop her from going to school, and engaged her to a man 

who was ten years older than her. This is the bitter reality of 

Afghanistan." 

The Taliban regime has significantly and directly hindered girls 

from accessing their rights to education, with the closure of 

schools and enforcement of deep gender injustice. This form 

of gender discrimination is centred on the belief that men and 

women are not equal, which only causes deeper segregation 

within society. Afghan women have taken to the streets of 

Kabul to protest these injustices; they have demanded for 

schools to be re-opened, for women to be allowed to work, 

for them to be able to practise their freedoms, and for safe 

and enabling environments to freely exercise their rights.

Psychological

Education

Sequested

Social Participation

Building Capacity
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Regulating women’s honourable behaviour by male 

kin members can result in GBV, forced marriages 

and in the worst-case scenario, so-called “honour 

killings”, or femicides (Baldry et al 2013). While women 

are the primary targets of GBV, a study by Save 

the Children (2017) found that boys are more likely 

recipients of violence in the family at the hands of the 

head of household. And while it is much rarer, men 

in Afghanistan can also become victims of forced 

marriages and honour crimes (Echavez et al 2016).

GBV acceptance varies greatly among Afghan men, but 

violence against women is also normalised within the 

family and transmitted inter-generationally (Echavez 

et al 2016). But GBV is also fed by the more general 

persistence of violence within society, its inherent role 

in the resolution of conflict after four decades of war, 

and its centrality to the construction of masculinity 

(Ahmadi and Stanikzai 2018). The “gruesome lynching” 

of a woman by dozens of men in Kabul in 2015 for 

allegedly burning a Koran, showcases the everyday 

acceptance of GBV, and its construction in masculinity 

in Afghanistan, according to Ahmadi and Stanikzai 

(2018). The lynch mob consisted of all kinds of men  – 

shopkeepers, students, high-school teachers, security 

personnel – and rather than intervening, ordinary 

passers-by “proceeded to participate obediently” 

in the supposed punishment of the young woman 

(2018). Patriarchal masculine violence on the battlefield 

therefore relates to interpersonal gender relations, 

often described as the “continuum of gendered 

violence”, both among men and between men and 

women (Cockburn 2004).  

A series of studies have shown how normative notions 

of masculine and feminine behaviour shaped by 

notions of honour are also embedded in the law in 

Afghanistan (Baldry et al 2013; Hakimi and Wimpelman 

2018[??]; Mosawi 2020). Through these implicit 

values in Afghanistan’s legal apparatus, GBV is often 

not effectively addressed. Baldry et al, for example, 

found that Afghan police forces were permeated 

by the “culture of masculine honor” (2013: 363) that 

normalised GBV and blamed women for domestic 

violence disputes. Similarly, judges pass harsher 

judgement on women in adultery trials in Afghanistan 

(Wimpelmann 2015). Women are, of course, not silent 

victims of these patriarchal norms and practices. Yet 

the ability of individual women to express agency, 

curtail and navigate the constraints placed on them 
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by patriarchy, is influenced by factors including their life 

circumstances, age, levels of education and familial networks 

(Partis-Jennings 2021). Specifically, since the US invasion 

of Afghanistan, the realities of women’s lives have evolved 

through an imposition of a new rights framework and focus 

on women’s liberation. However, both the realities shaped 

by these new structures, as well as those shaped by notions 

of honour, are constructed on and influenced by militarised 

systems and experiences. 

With the return of the Taliban rule, even the small pockets of 

Western-style liberalism, which guaranteed women’s rights 

and offered a space for open discussions about gender 

relations, have been repressed, and the Ministry of Women 

and Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission have 

been shut down. A woman from Kandahar stated that, “We 

have lost our normal life due to the presence of militarised 

men, who every day make a new tragedy and a new story. 

Their presence is highly problematic for girls and women, 

who fear attacks on their dignity and safety.” Peace as well 

as gender activists will now have to operate within this new 

reality, to change gender norms and relations, and to heal 

the trauma of the past. Some initiatives have already shown 

a potential way to bargain with patriarchy in Taliban-run 

Afghanistan. The Women Ulema Network, a group of female 

Islamic scholars, for example, has been in contact with the 

Taliban during peace negotiations. Rather than using a liberal 

Western tradition of feminism, these female Islamic scholars, 

working with male allies, challenge the Taliban’s stance on 

gender internally through the logic of Islam. 
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In August 2021, after the sudden fall of Kabul, the US 

made a hasty withdrawal from Afghanistan. This felt 

nothing less than a betrayal of the values so dear to 

the coalition. The US, along with the predominantly 

male Taliban, signed a so-called “peace deal” mediated 

by external parties, including Qatar and Pakistan. But 

the deal came at the cost and exclusion of internal 

stakeholders such as the democratic government, civil 

society and Afghan women. Recent protests by Afghan 

women demanding equal rights, reveal the extent to 

which the peace deal failed them. Under the Taliban 

regime, the Ministry for Women has also been replaced 

with the Ministry of Vice and Virtue. This also suggests 

that the regime put women’s rights on the backburner 

in terms of their priority agenda. For the Taliban and 

its supporters, women’s rights are defined through the 

prism of their own patriarchal and conservative (and 

often incorrect) interpretation and expectation of the 

role of women in Afghan society. As a result, gains 

made by the US and its allies in Afghanistan towards 

women’s rights, now stand at the risk of being rolled 

back by the Taliban. The situation for male allies for 

feminist peace has also become worse. These allies and 

gender equality activists now find it hard to continue 

their advocacy under the conservative Taliban regime.

Even though our male allies see the Taliban’s return 

as a step back for gender equality in the country, 

they believe there may still be hope, and all is not yet 

lost. One ally believes the Taliban’s victory should not 

be regarded as something that “ends all hope for 

gender equality in Afghanistan”. Instead, for him, it 

should signify a starting point, especially for young 

Afghans and human rights defenders working together 

towards achieving equal rights in the country. Another 

ally, working with local communities in remote areas, 

believes that even though the Taliban’s interpretation 

of Islam is extreme and harsh, for him, it is now the 

responsibility of the international community and 

civil society organisations to engage with the regime 

and induce a positive change with regard to gender 

equality. Our allies, although though strong in their 

resolve to work for girls’ education even with the 

Taliban in power, feel that the international community, 

especially the media, is not highlighting the difficulties 

male allies now face in Afghanistan. Our allies, like 

many Afghans and particularly women, feel that the 

international community has abandoned them.

It is due to such feelings of abandonment that the 

valuable work of male allies for a gender-just society 
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in Afghanistan becomes more important than ever. Women 

activists in Afghanistan are constantly harassed and detained, 

and the Taliban, so far, has indicated little flexibility in ensuring 

civil liberties for women. The international community, 

particularly Afghanistan’s European partners, have informally 

started their engagement with the de facto regime. This 

engagement should not come at the cost of a rollback of 

gains made in the last two decades towards gender equality, 

especially in education, healthcare and financial security. 

Therefore, these gains, according to WILPF’s male allies, 

need to be consolidated. Through supporting our feminist 

peace allies and creating space for them at the negotiating 

table alongside women, civil society in Afghanistan can work 

towards a better and more equitable future for women in the 

country.

The current crisis that Afghanistan is undergoing is directly 

linked to the role of the patriarchy, militarised masculinities, 

and international and regional interference in the lives and 

futures of Afghans. The implication of militarised masculinities 

has been haunting Afghans for a long time, but it has turned 

into a vivid nightmare since August 2021. The international 

community has not utilised its platform to sufficiently support 

Afghans in the way that they needed, whether that was 

evacuation support or visa issuance, funding, utilising their 

leverage against Taliban to ensure the sustenance of Afghan 

people without compromising their rights and privileges. 

Afghanistan is now facing a severe humanitarian crisis, 

and 90% of households at the time of writing are food-

insecure. Today, many across the country face severe mental 

health issues such as depression and anxiety. They require 

psychosocial support to be able to process the loss that 

they are facing at first hand. Afghan people are all collateral 

damage of this war. Every Afghan has been ripped of their 

hopes, dignity and dreams of what they wanted their future to 

look like. The Taliban army are militarised warriors; they know 

how to use their weapons for the purpose of murder and 

killing in a cause that they deem justified. They are a group 

that has very little experience in governance. The futures of 

36 million Afghans are now in the hands of a group that is 

not equipped and trained to run a functioning society and 

country, and which utilises fear and terror to achieve its ends.  

Alternatives to this model of militarised masculinities exist 

within Afghanistan. The male alliance that WILPF Afghanistan 

gathered during this project, is a representation of men who 

present a different version of masculinity from the majority 

of Afghan men. However, their struggle to be accepted by 

society is something that they had to overcome, to ensure 

that their perception of masculinity was not problematised 

by the Afghan society. Men who have been promoters of 

women’s rights come from all walks of life; usually when 

Afghanistan’s men are discussed, it is common to hear about 

the misogynistic men who hinder women and other men from 

living ordinary lives. What are rarer to hear about and witness, 

are men that stand in solidarity with women, not only by 

words but through actions as well, and support the feminist 

agenda where the WPS agenda is upheld. 

WILPF Afghanistan’s male allies are the living embodiment of 

men who can be women’s biggest supporters and promoters 

of the rights of women. They faced resistance from Afghan 

society before the Taliban takeover, but now, their work is 

in danger because their lives are at severe risk. Many of the 

male allies have tried or are trying to stay under cover and 

find a solution that would evacuate them quickly. Many have 

received death threats, visits from the militarised regime 

to their homes, and some have been abducted and then 

freed after social pressure. Militarisation has a psychological, 

security, financial and emotional trauma imprinted with it. 

It is necessary to address this trauma, to support the brave 

work of Afghan people for peace and human rights, and to 

challenge the underlying root causes that have shaped the 

realities Afghans live under today.
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