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Since 2010, the Government of Afghanistan
has made several unsuccessful a]empts to
make peace with the Taliban to end the
conﬂict. Un7l very recently, these ini7a7ves
were unheeded by the Taliban who have
consistently refused talks with the Afghan
government and have instead insisted on
having direct peace talks with the United
States as the occupying force in the country.
Ex-president Hamid Karzai oﬀered the
Taliban a peace deal to be nego7ated
through a Grand Peace Jirga in 2010,
followed by a Loya Jirga in 2011. The oﬀer
included a reintegra7on plan which
promised an honorable place for the Taliban
in society on the condi7on that the Taliban
renounced violence and their 7es with alQaeda. A reconcilia7on plan was also
oﬀered to ensure amnesty and poli7cal
recogni7on for the Taliban leadership and
assistance in removing their leaders’ names
from the terrorists’ blacklist.[1] President
Karzai’s oﬀer of peace was rejected by the
Taliban. Subsequently the Taliban
assassinated Burhan Uddin Rabbani, the
head of the High Peace Council a few weeks
before the Loya Jirga in 2011.
Peace nego7a7ons between the Afghan
government under President Karzai and the
Taliban were conducted mainly through the
intermediaries of both par7es outside the
country. Despite some progress, the Karzai
government’s peace building eﬀorts failed

due to a lack of cohesive strategy, poor
coordina7on between the Afghan
government and interna7onal actors, and
the absence of transparency in the process.
[2]
A]aining peace has been a priority of the
Na7onal Unity Government (NUG) since its
forma7on in 2014. President Ghani
approached the regional countries,
par7cularly Pakistan, to help Afghanistan in
its eﬀorts toward peace. He also made
eﬀorts to convince the interna7onal
community that a peace process led and
administered by Afghans could be
successful. The Kabul process aiming to
build a regional and interna7onal consensus
on an “Afghan led, Afghan owned” peace
process was launched in June 2017. During
the ﬁrst Kabul Conference, President Ghani
outlined his eﬀorts to convince Pakistan to
cooperate with his government in bringing
the Taliban to the nego7a7ng table, and
stated that Pakistan had rejected to
cooperate and that it was unclear what
Pakistan wanted from Afghanistan.[3]
The second round of the Kabul Peace
Process was organized on 28 February 2018.
In this round, President Ashraf Ghani oﬀered
the Taliban peace talks without
precondi7ons. The proposal included
amnesty for Taliban ﬁghters, recogni7on of
the Taliban as a poli7cal party, amendment
of the Cons7tu7on, and liling sanc7ons on
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Taliban leaders.[4] The Taliban, however, did not accept
this oﬀer, sta7ng that they would start their spring
oﬀensive a month later in April.
In the mean7me, on March 26, 2018, a sit-in for peace was
ini7ated by a group of ci7zens in Lashkargah, Helmand
province, in response to a suicide a]ack on a crowd
leaving a wrestling event at the stadium two days prior,
killing and injuring tens of civilians. The start of the peace
march from Helmand to Kabul and the three-day ceaseﬁre
in June 2018 are seen by many as strong indica7ons of
openness on both sides of the conﬂict to a dialogue on
peace.
In June 2018, President Ghani announced a one-week
unilateral ceaseﬁre against the Taliban during Eid-ul Fitr.
According to the ceaseﬁre, the Afghan Na7onal Security
and Defense Forces would stop all oﬀensive opera7ons
against the Taliban around the country. The Taliban
responded with an oﬀering of a three-day ceaseﬁre during
Eid days, June 16-18, declaring that aler the three-day
ceaseﬁre, they would resume their armed insurgency.[5]
Despite this declara7on, President Ghani announced a
further unilateral ceaseﬁre ahead of Eid-ul Adha in August
2018. This 7me the Taliban rejected the oﬀer and a]acked
the Presiden7al Palace with rocket propelled grenades and
launched a military oﬀensive on Ghazni city which took
the lives of hundreds of civilian and na7onal security
personnel.[6]
During the June 16-18 ceaseﬁre, large numbers of Taliban
ﬁghters entered major ci7es of Afghanistan, to be greeted
by civilians, some poli7cians, and the police and army
personnel. The ceaseﬁre, and the low-key but signiﬁcant
public response to the mul7-sited peace movement that
began in late March 2018, have provided new hope for
peace and opportuni7es for mul7-stakeholder dialogue on
what a nego7ated peace with the Taliban should entail.

At the Geneva Ministerial Conference on Afghanistan in
November 2018, President Ghani presented his roadmap
for reaching peace with the Taliban. He introduced a 12member nego7a7ng team, consis7ng of men and women,
led by Abdul Salam Rahimi, his Chief of Staﬀ. The President
added that his government had the poten7al and capacity
to pursue peace nego7a7ons and that Afghanistan had
entered a new chapter in the peace process. The President
oﬀered an uncondi7onal peace nego7a7on, but he drew
redlines for a peace se]lement. Respec7ng the Afghan
Cons7tu7on and women’s rights as well as preven7ng
interference of foreign terrorist and criminal groups in
internal aﬀairs of the country were speciﬁed as the
redlines for the Government of Afghanistan in the
proposed nego7a7ons.[7]
Also in November 2018, Russia hosted an unprecedented
peace talk between a Taliban delega7on and the member
of the High Peace Council, a non-government body
responsible for overseeing peace eﬀorts in Afghanistan.
The Government of Afghanistan did not have an oﬃcial
delega7on at this event but delegates of more than 10
countries including China, Pakistan, India, Iran, and Central
Asian states were present.[8]
The Afghan delega7on reiterated the oﬀer of peace talks
without pre-condi7on while the Taliban reaﬃrmed that
they would only talk about peace with the United States.
The Taliban also reiterated their posi7on regarding the full
withdrawal of foreign troops from Afghanistan and the
reform of the Afghan Cons7tu7on based on Islamic Sharia
Law.[9]
The second round of talks in Moscow between Afghan
poli7cal ﬁgures and the Taliban delega7on took place in
February 2019. The outcome of this two-day event was
the agreement for a roadmap for ending the conﬂict. The
ﬁrst step in this roadmap consists of a full withdrawal of
foreign troops and the Taliban’s commitment to respect
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the fundamental rights of Afghans. Both sides described
the talks as “very sa7sfactory” and “very successful”.
[10]
Both par7es agreed on a nine-point statement which
emphasizes the need to reach a peace deal, con7nued
for “intra-Afghan” dialogue – despite the fact that the
Government of Afghanistan was not included in these
talks, direct talks between the United States and the
Taliban, systema7c reform in na7onal ins7tu7ons,
inclusion of regional countries in the process, complete
withdrawal of foreign forces, assurance that
Afghanistan’s territory will not be used against any other
country, protec7on of women’s rights as per Islamic
provisions, protec7on of freedom of speech as per
Islamic provision, a]rac7ng development aid for
Afghanistan’s reconstruc7on, removal of Taliban leaders
from the United Na7ons’ blacklist, opening a Taliban
oﬃce in Qatar, and holding the next intra-Afghan talks in
Doha, Qatar.[11]
There are concerns about the latest rounds of peace
nego7a7ons, including the fact that the group mee7ng
with the Taliban is comprised mainly of former
Mujahideen, dissidents opposing the Government of
Afghanistan, and a group of Moscow-based Afghans –
none of whom has expressed any desire to include the
Government of Afghanistan in the nego7a7on process.
Not having a mandate from the Government of
Afghanistan, which is elected and charged with the
responsibility for the Cons7tu7on, the group holding
peace talks with the Taliban is viewed with suspicion
and as lacking legi7macy. There are also worries that the
group is unaccountable for the compromises it is likely
to make with the Taliban. For many observers,
compromises with the Taliban on the rights of women,
youth, and minori7es are likely to counter cons7tu7onal
rights and provisions.

A recurrent demand of civil society has been the
“meaningful par7cipa7on” of women in peace
nego7a7ons.[12] In April 2019, the inclusion of
government representa7ves in the peace talk in Doha,
albeit in their private capaci7es, has been perceived as a
small but posi7ve step toward more guarantees to
upholding rights the Government of Afghanistan has
commi]ed to uphold. This was accompanied with the
inclusion of civil society representa7ves and women in
discussions. However, the women remain excluded from
the high level peace nego7a7ons, raising concern about
the extent to which their inclusion will translate into
concrete achievements to protect rights of women and
minori7es.[13]
Thus far, the Taliban representa7ves have stated that in
a post peace government that includes the Taliban, they
would ensure women's access to basic rights in
accordance with Islamic provisions.[14] At the same
7me, a spokesman of the Taliban has stated that "under
the name of women rights, there has been work for
immorality, indecency, and circula7on of nonIslamic culture”.[15]
The gains in fundamental rights and liber7es of the past
17 years have been barely men7oned by the nonTaliban par7cipants in the peace talks while most have
agreed to adherence to (unspeciﬁed) Islamic values.
Only two women par7cipated in the Moscow talks while
there is no representa7on of women in the subsequent
Qatar talks. The discontent about the exclusion of
women and failure to address their rights during the
peace talks is not limited to Kabul or major ci7es. For
example, a number of women from the rural province of
Ghor have also expressed worries that their freedom
might be compromised in these talks.[16]
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Regardless of the concerns about the terms of a
nego7ated peace with the Taliban in segments of the
popula7on, par7cularly among women, youth, and
ethnic and religious minori7es and the rumors about a
new cons7tu7on more in line with sharia as one of the
key demands of the Taliban, there remains a charged
wave of op7mism about peace.
The Taliban have always insisted on direct talks with the
United States as an occupying force in Afghanistan.[17]
For the United States, a peace deal with the Taliban
would be the ﬁrst step of an exit strategy from their long
and costly engagement in Afghanistan.[18] The
appointment of Zalmay Khalilzad as U.S. Special Envoy
for Afghan Peace and Reconcilia7on in September 2018
indicates a serious desire by Washington to reach a
peace deal through nego7a7ons. To gather regional and
interna7onal support, Khalilzad started his consulta7on
mee7ngs in Islamabad, Riyadh, and Qatar. He also visited
Russia and subsequently met with President Ashraf
Ghani, Afghan poli7cal ﬁgures, and some civil society
representa7ves to hear their opinions, priori7es and
concerns regarding a peace se]lement.[19]
As a goodwill gesture in support of peace eﬀorts in
Afghanistan, Pakistan released an inﬂuen7al Taliban
leader, Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar, a co-founder of the
movement, so he could take part in peace nego7a7ons
with U.S. oﬃcials.[20] The release of Mullah Baradar was
welcomed by most Afghans, including Ex-president

Hamid Karzai, as a posi7ve step toward peace and
reconcilia7on eﬀorts in the country.[21]
At the fourth round of talks between the United States
and the Taliban in Qatar, Khalilzad expressed the urgency
to end the tragedy in Afghanistan.[22] According to the
framework that has emerged from the peace talks, in
the event of a nego7ated peace, the Taliban would
ensure that Afghanistan would not be used as a safe
haven for terrorists or become a base for terrorists to
launch a]acks against the U.S. or its allies. In return, the
United States would fully withdraw all its troops from
Afghanistan. The framework is also said to have
provisions for “enforcement mechanisms” though no
details are available on how these mechanisms will work
or who will enforce them.[23] According to Khalilzad, the
Taliban will ul7mately agree to a ceaseﬁre and direct
talks with the Afghan government, a claim that has been
denied by the Taliban.[24]
In a bid to include the Taliban in the upcoming
Presiden7al Elec7ons, the idea of pushing back the
elec7ons was reportedly brought up by Khalilzad.[25]
Later, he stated that holding or postponing the elec7ons
was for Afghans to decide.[26] At the 7me of wri7ng
(March 2019), the Independent Electoral Commission
maintains that the Presiden7al Elec7on will be held in
July 2019, as planned.
Khalilzad has stated that eﬀorts by the United States
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center on securing assurances from the Taliban that
Afghanistan will not be used as safe haven for terrorists
and that human rights, freedom of the press, and
women’s rights will be respected and protected under
any power sharing agreement between the Taliban and
the Afghan government.[27] These eﬀorts have been
likened to the Paris peace talks during the Vietnam War
which, in retrospect, is seen as a surrender by the U.S.
to the armed opposi7on. Once in power, and regardless
of any condi7ons set by the United States, the Taliban
will be unconstrained and would be free to choose any
method for governing.[28] In a public appearance,
President Ghani warned that a peace deal that excluded
the Afghan government would end in disaster and
bloodshed.[29]
In major ci7es across the country, women make up over
30 percent of the students, over 25 percent of
parliament seats, and around 20 percent of the
workforce. All of these gains for women are provisioned
in the Cons7tu7on but are tenuous. Revising the
Cons7tu7on to restrict the presence and mobility of
women outside the home can be enforced with brute
force and without much resistance, akin to the sudden
restric7ons imposed on women under Mujahideen’s
rule. For many women, “the price of peace cannot be
limitless.”[30]
In February 2019, at the “Grand Conference of Afghan
Women’s Na7onal Consensus on Peace” was organized
by women in Kabul where 3,500 women par7cipated
from across the country. In his speech to the audience,
President Ghani rejected any possibility of women’s
rights being used as bargaining chips in peace
nego7a7ons. The Conference concluded with a
declara7on calling for an end to the conﬂict, respec7ng
the Afghan Cons7tu7on and acknowledging women’s
role in the peace process.[31]

A statement by Afghan Women’s Network (AWN) on the
Doha peace talks calls for ending the war through
peaceful means, inclusion of women in peace
nego7a7ons, and recogni7on and respec7ng the rights
of women. The statement also calls for trust building
measures by the Taliban, such as reopening girls’
schools, stopping a]acks on women’s NGOs, and
protec7ng doctors, nurses and journalists in the areas
controlled by the Taliban.[32]
In response to an op-ed in the New York Times by two
Afghan women who objected to statements on women’s
rights being deﬁned “as an intra-Afghan ma]er”, in a
February 2019 ar7cle in the Na7onal Interest Magazine,
Khalilzad’s wife, Cheryl Benard, called on Afghan
feminists to take charge of their own des7ny aler
almost two decades of support mainly from the United
States, arguing:
Now it was natural, when we saw the dismal
circumstances under which Afghan women
were suﬀering when ﬁrst we came to their
country aler 9/11, to want to help them. And
hopefully, our massive and expensive eﬀorts on
their behalf will make their task easier. But the
direc7on some of them seem to be taking in
the face of our intended drawdown is worrying
me. Emancipa7on and equality aren’t the
product of pity or guilt, and you aren’t owed
them by someone else’s army or taxpayer
dollars. Seventeen years, 2,500 dead Americans
and $126 billion are enough. More is not only
unjus7ﬁed but wouldn't achieve the desired
outcome anyway.
The author continues that it is now up to Afghan
women to struggle and persevere to win their rights,
acknowledging that it could take hundreds of years to
attain those rights given the “deep-seated cultural
values and traditions.”[33] Although these views
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sparked a backlash on Social Media, it seems that
Afghans, truly, have no other op7on but to stand for
themselves if a peace deal is nego7ated without speciﬁc
provisions to protect women’s rights.
While there is recogni7on that peace nego7a7ons olen
require a degree of conﬁden7ality, there is concern that
a peace nego7ated without a representa7ve inclusion of
all stakeholders may not be sustainable in the longerterm. Informed peace making requires understanding
and apprecia7on of what diﬀerent segments of Afghan
society think of a nego7ated peace with the Taliban,
how they envisage it, and what they are willing to give
up to a]ain it.

[

Further, in light of Afghanistan’s adop7on of a Na7onal
Ac7on Plan for the implementa7on of the United
Na7ons Security Council Resolu7on 1325 (UNSCR 1325),
driven mostly by interna7onal donors and embraced by
the Na7onal Unity Government, civil society and
women’s rights organiza7ons, it is crucial to address the
degree to which a peace se]lement with the Taliban is
compa7ble with the provisions of Afghanistan’s NAP
1325. It is equally crucially important that a peace
se]lement adheres to the provisions in the Cons7tu7on,
various laws, and the many policies and structures put in
place by successive Afghan governments since 2001,
albeit mostly under pressure from interna7onal donors,
to address gender inequality.

