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 AFGHAN PEACE NEGOTIATIONS: THEIR PERILOUS SIGNIFICANCE  
FOR WOMEN IN AFGHANISTAN 

 

Background to the Peace Table in Afghanistan:  We Must Not Abandon the Women 

       By Eileen Olexiuk 
       Former Canadian Diplomat in Afghanistan 

 

We have been given some excellent background papers, including a compelling argument for why we 
must continue support to Afghan women during and after the Intra-Afghan talks.   I add a little in some 
areas from what I learned while in Afghanistan from 2002-2005, and then as a civilian advisor to the 
Canadian military until 2013.  I’d like to touch on the Soviet invasion, the civil war, the Taliban insurgency, 
the Bonn Agreement, attempts at negotiations, and finally on where the peace talks now stand. 

Let’s keep in mind what we can do to support the women of Afghanistan.   Considerations that come to 
my mind include: provide opportunities for higher education thus giving the women more credibility to 
speak for themselves, advocate for more women both on the Peace Council and on the negotiating 
committee as the four on the team now are expected to represent all civil society, attend working group 
meetings and meet with the media.  They are becoming exhausted. 

Onto a little history: 

The Afghans were celebrating their “golden decade of democracy” when in 1973 a coup, led by the King’s 
cousin, ended the royal dynasty.  Afghanistan was declared a communist republic ruled by a fighting 
factionalized pro-Soviet party.  The political and security situation in the country deteriorated. The Soviets 
intervened in 1979 to establish order and preserve the communist nature of the government.  The 
invasion sparked a nation-wide resistance movement driving some 6 million refugees into exile; most 
went south to Pakistan. 

The militant resistance movement, the Mujahidin, was determined to wage jihad to protect Islam as the 
basis of the state’s legitimacy.  The United States and Saudi Arabia, including Osama bin Laden, supported 
the Mujahidin, while the Soviets provided assistance to the communist government in Kabul.  The Soviets 
withdrew in 1989. 

The Mujahidin groups united as the Northern Alliance to oust the communist government and take Kabul.  
The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan was proclaimed April 28, 1992.  The Civil War turned into Mujahidin 
fighting among themselves.  This period of intense civil war involving all four of the major ethnic groups 
(Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek and Hazara) destroyed most of Kabul. Alliances were made and dissolved overnight, 
as strong characters sometimes referred to as warlords, each with their own militia, vied with each other 
to lead the country.  The country was in chaos.  (These same men, or their sub-commanders, or their sons, 
or their brothers continue to play decisive roles in Afghanistan today, whether appointing a cabinet or 
naming members of the High Council, and most recently regarding what stance the government should 
take during the peace process.)  What really has changed? 
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Now to the Taliban:  Defined as religious scholars, most were young refugee orphaned boys from the 
southern Pashtun tribal areas.   They were cared for and schooled in the Quran at Pakistani madrassas 
along the border.  The vast majority was uneducated, had little knowledge of Afghanistan and virtually no 
contact with women.   In response to the lawlessness prevailing in southern Afghanistan at the time 
(mainly around Kandahar), the Taliban with the backing and support of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, entered 
Afghanistan in 1994.  They had no problem recruiting like-minded Pashtun. The Taliban were determined 
to bring order to the chaos and lawlessness of Afghanistan.  Their number grew and their influence spread 
as they conquered an estimated 95% of the country.  Finally they took Kabul in 1996.  The Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan was established.  

The Taliban were not able to conquer all the northern areas. The Mujahidin, who had ousted the Soviets, 
were now known as the United Front or Northern Alliance.  They were supported by key Uzbek, Tajik and 
Hazara warlords.  The Taliban were furious that Rabbani, head of the Northern Alliance, was recognized 
by the international community as the Head of State of Afghanistan.  The Taliban themselves were not 
even successful in getting recognition at the United Nations.  Their attacks escalated (they have a curious 
way of getting attention, even now). The destruction of the ancient Buddha statues in Bamiyan took the 
world by surprise.  

 Accounts of fierce human rights abuses by the Taliban (rape, torture, summary executions) began to 
circulate, finally attracting the attention of the United Nations.  The UN made many attempts from 1988 
to 2000 to reach an agreement on a broad-based government.  

 That brings us to September 11, 2001, or 9/11.  Osama bin Laden the head of Al Qaeda who lived in 
Afghanistan at the time was responsible for the attacks in New York.  The Taliban refused to hand him 
over to the US.  The next month, the US invaded Afghanistan, determined to find Osama.  The relentless 
US air bombardment of Taliban positions which killed many civilians in the process caused British 
diplomat, Sir Michael Howard, to say it’s like “using a blow torch to eradicate cancer.”  In November 2001, 
backed by US air power, the Northern Alliance moved into Kabul; the Taliban left without a fight.  Osama 
of course was nowhere to be found.  

There was now a governance vacuum. Talks involving various Afghan groups chaired by the UN and hosted 
by Germany resulted in the Bonn Agreement of December 3rd, 2001, which defined an Interim 
Administration chaired by Hamid Karzai.  The Taliban were not invited to Bonn because of strong US 
objection.  The US also objected to having King Zahir Shah who had returned from Rome exile to continue 
as Head of State. The King was a unifying figure.  The US succeeded in having him called “Father of the 
Nation”.  These were two instances later recognized as serious mistakes by the UN, many Afghans and the 
international community.  

The Bonn Agreement opened the door for women to become involved in the nation’s governance 
structures.  Dr. Sima Samar became Deputy President and Minister for Women’s Affairs, then moving to 
chair the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission, one of the commissions called for in the 
Bonn Agreement. Other commissions, such as those to set up an Electoral System, to draft a new 
Constitution and to reform the Justice system, gave opportunities for women’s expression.  The Bonn 
Agreement also called for a Loya Jirga to be held in June 2002 to endorse Hamid Karzai as President of the 
Afghan Transitional Administration until such time as the first nation-wide elections could be held. As 
president, Karzai made the first offer of amnesty to the Taliban by offering their leader Mullah Omar to 
remain at home in his native Kandahar, also the home of Karzai’s Popalzai tribe.  The US objected.  
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The major milestone for women came at the end of December 2003 with the acceptance of a Constitution 
recognizing women’s rights. The women had fought very hard for this.  They enjoyed the backing and 
advocacy of the international community.  A minimum of 25% of parliamentary seats were to be allotted 
to women.  This applied to Provincial legislatures as well, thus giving more women in the rural areas the 
opportunity to participate in governance.  In full scale Presidential elections in 2004 and 2009, Karzai was 
the clear winner.  

President Karzai continued to advocate for a peace deal with the Taliban who had scattered. Some melted 
back into the country side, others joined with Taliban in Pakistan and others left to join jihadist groups of 
various sorts throughout the Middle East and Africa. Karzai’s call was to “our Taliban brothers to come 
home and embrace their land”.   The Taliban leadership settled in Pakistan refused, accusing Karzai of 
heading a puppet government, and saying they would not meet as long as there were foreign troops in 
Afghanistan.  The Taliban established their “political office” in Doha Qatar.  A peace march in March 2018 
across Afghanistan through Taliban-held territory to Kabul inspired other peace movements in parts of 
Afghanistan. This resulted in a short mutual ceasefire during Eid celebrations in June 2018.   

The Taliban had been meeting with the US and with some officials from the High Peace Council, even with 
retired/former President Karzai, but they continued to insist the government of the day not be present.  

US talks with the Taliban continued until an agreement was signed on February 29 this year. Throughout 
the “Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan”, the US is referred to as “the United States” while the 
Taliban are referred to as “the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan which is not recognized by the United States 
as a state and is known as the Taliban”.  The agreement is attached.  

The US agreed to reduce troop levels, arrange for release of Taliban prisoners, arrange for lifting US 
sanctions and lobby to have the UN remove Taliban from the blacklist. Only then would the Taliban agree 
to intra-Afghan talks. 

 From the Taliban side, they promised not to attack the US or its allies (leaving them free to attack Afghan 
Security Forces and civilians), and to break their alliances with Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups.  In 
fact, it was expected that the Taliban would help to drive ISIS out of Afghanistan.   The intra-Afghan 
negotiating team finally met September 12 in Doha, Qatar.   The major reason for delay was the five month 
delay in certifying the Presidential elections held last year (another example of the 
“warlord”/powerbrokers at work) and negotiations over prisoner release. 

President Karzai had established the High Peace Council ten years earlier expressly to negotiate with the 
Taliban. In August this year, President Ghani morphed it into the 46 member High Council for National 
Reconciliation led by his rival for the presidency, Dr. Abdullah.  It is stacked with many of the same old 
faces, or their proxies, who had made trouble in the past and still have great difficulty in agreeing with 
each other.  

These entities are separate from the 21 member Afghanistan negotiating team which includes four 
women.  The Council will have the final say on elements of an eventual peace agreement, whereas the 
Taliban only need the agreement of their leader Haibatullah Akundzada. 

 On December 5, after 80 days of discussion, an agreement was reached by the two sides on “procedural 
rules” for the talks. The UN, NATO and the many members of the international community welcomed this 
breakthrough as the first written agreement between the two sides.  They agreed to base their talks on 
the February 29 US-Taliban agreement (this item had been opposed by the government since they had 
not been party to the agreement).  Both sides committed to work for a comprehensive and durable peace.   
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Procedural rules include items such as starting each meeting with recitation from the Quran, breaks for 
prayers during the session, prayers at the end of each session and settling disagreements from the Sharia 
perspective by a joint committee. 

 Initially the Taliban team wanted to specify the Hanafi jurisprudence, part of the Sunni school of thought 
as the basis for negotiations.  The government countered by pointing out the religious diversity in 
Afghanistan which included  Shi’ites.  The code of conduct includes items such as arriving on time, not 
interrupting, patience and respect,  keeping an agreed record of discussions, no mediators present during 
the talks, keeping the media away from the location, an agreed text given to the media, and, maintaining 
confidentiality of negotiations.  

Three working group meetings on the agenda were held before agreeing to a 23 day break until January 
5th when talks are to resume.   

The government had a list of 28 agenda items, and the Taliban 21 items.  Both had listed a commitment   
to a permanent and comprehensive ceasefire; however the government wants this item discussed at the 
beginning of talks but the Taliban maintain it should be at the end after government is formed.  It seems 
the Taliban were intent on using their current attacks throughout the talks no matter how many years it 
would take.   

The government’s key position is to maintain the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the Constitution and 
the achievements thus far, including freedom of the media and the rights of women and minorities. The 
Taliban terms remain rather vague.  They mention an Islamic government structure.  The Taliban 
condemned the violations of women in western societies.  They vow that women’s rights and freedoms 
would be protected and respected “within Islamic principles”, whatever they may be.   

The issue now is “where” to hold the next round of talks.  They could continue in Doha where the Taliban 
have their families.  President Ghani wants them in Kandahar, Afghanistan. Uzbekistan and Norway have 
offered to host.  

The year 2019 witnessed some of the worst deaths and causalities.  Even now as talks continue, so does 
the violence.  Civilian causalities mount.  Many say the peace talks are not succeeding.  The four women 
are reported as being tired, they are expected to bring views of all civil society, attend all working group 
meetings, and of course the media is anxious to speak with them.   

Publically available draft of Intra-Afghan agenda items which both sides have shared.  
 
A discussion about a ceasefire is at the top of the republic's list, while it is the last demand on 
the Taliban’s 24-article request list.  
 
The Taliban have made the following demands for discussion on the agenda: (Note: with very 
little definition of what might be included in the term or what they expect.)  
Items quoted below:   
•    Islamic government   
•    Type of future Islamic government  
•    Leadership   
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•    Defense and security sector   
•    Islamic council   
•    Constitution   
•    Foreign policy  
•    Developing policies based on international measures and considering Islamic principles and 
national values   
•    Independence and territorial integrity of Afghanistan  
•    National unity in Afghanistan   
•    Commitment to national interests   
•    National values   
•    Education   
•    Fundamental human rights   
•    Ensuring compensation for widows and orphans  
•    Ensuring women’s rights in light of Islamic principles and national traditions  
•    Ensuring the legitimate and principled rights of prisoners   
•    Special attention to the disabled   
•    Transfer and treatment of wounded  
•    Prevention of drugs   
•    Freedom of expression based on Islamic principles   
•    Prevention of propaganda    
•    Removing moral corruption and corruption in public offices   
•    Permanent ceasefire   
 
 
 
The demands of the government have been grouped in five sections:  
 
First, the focus is on security and permanent and countrywide ceasefire.   
Second, it focuses on development in services and quality education, healthcare and 
agriculture, and ensuring the security of infrastructural projects.  
Third: The team has shared its demands about politics, creating a common view on the 
country based on Islamic values and democracy, a roadmap for political participation, 
international guarantees for the implementation of agreements in peace, the rights and 
legitimate freedoms of citizens and preserving the achievements of Afghans.  
The demands of the government team in detail:   
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A.      Security:   
•    Permanent and countrywide ceasefire   
•    Establishment of a mechanism for monitoring and implementation of ceasefire   
•    Ensuring the safety of all routes, including highways, the prevention of any type of extortion  
•    Blocking illegal routes with neighboring countries  
•    Strengthening the national defense and security forces   
•    Demilitarizing areas   
•    Eradicating poppy cultivation and the processing and smuggling of drugs   
•    Fighting against organized crime 
•    Ensuring the security of historical and Islamic sites  
•    Protecting natural resources and preventing their illegal use  
•    Ensuring the security of public installations including power networks, transportation and 
 the property of the Muslim nation of Afghanistan. 
•    Expelling foreign fighters and terrorist groups and partnering in military activity to prevent 
 the killing of the Muslim people of Afghanistan  
•    Putting an end to arbitrary and extra-judicial punishment   
•    Preventing the stopping and targeting of individuals based on ethnicity and gender (on 
 roadways)  
•    Clarity on relations with other countries 
 
B.      Development  
•    Providing the foundation for quality and countrywide public services in healthcare, 
 education, agriculture and others.   
•    Ensuring the security of infrastructural projects and providing the conditions for 
 employment   
•    Providing the conditions for the return of refugees and their accommodations.   
•    Running joint programs to care for war victims and to look after the families of martyrs and 
 the disabled.    
•    Protection of Afghans’ capital and making efforts to lead the country to self-reliance 
 economically  
 
C.      Politics   
•    Establishment of a common vision for the country based on Islamic and democratic values   
•    Roadmap for political participation   
•    International guarantees for the implementation of peace agreements  
•    The legitimate rights and freedoms of citizens and preserving the achievements of Afghans   
•    Strengthening national institutions   
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•    Fighting against any type of corruption, providing the conditions for good governance   
•    Preserving the international commitments of Afghanistan, observing international charters  
 
D.      Executive mechanisms   
•    For the implementation of each section, a practical mechanism should be discussed, such 
 as a mechanism for the monitoring of ceasefire.  
 
E.       Finalizing peace agreement  
 
 
  

 


