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Women in Afghanistan  

Khaled Hosseini, an Afghan American activist for reform in Afghanistan, takes 

the reader into Afghanistan in The Kite Runner and A Thousand Splendid Suns. In A 

Thousand Splendid Suns, Hosseini describes the prevalence of female oppression and the 

limited progress for women’s rights throughout the history of Afghanistan. Although 

women’s rights have progressed in the United States, the opposite has occurred in 

Afghanistan since radical Islamic groups rose to power. Afghan women, who once 

enjoyed various rights and freedoms, are now treated as inferior to men in the political 

and social realms. 

Women’s rights have progressed in the last century in most countries around the 

world, including Afghanistan, which experienced advancements in women’s rights 

during the majority of the 20th century. Although many countries today continue to make 

headway in improving women’s societal status, this progression has not occurred in 

Afghanistan for the past few decades. While gender equality in other countries has 

advanced, Afghanistan reversed its progress towards the end of the 20th century (“Women 

in Afghanistan”). The time at which women’s rights in Afghanistan lost ground is 

correlated with the beginning of the United States’ War on Terror (Bergen). During this 

pivotal period of time in modern world history, the Taliban took over and began their 

reign of terror in Afghanistan, resulting in Afghan women’s rights being stripped away. 
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Following foreign countries’ intervention in Afghanistan in an attempt to combat the 

Taliban, a republican government was put into place, and women have slowly begun re-

incorporating themselves into society. In Khaled Hosseini’s novels The Kite Runner and 

A Thousand Splendid Suns, the reader becomes aware of Afghanistan society before the 

Soviet invasion of 1979 and after foreign country’s intervention or post-Taliban 

rebuilding, but in A Thousand Splendid Suns Hosseini closely follows the unjust 

treatment of women.  

The “Golden Age” of Afghanistan that spanned from 1919 to the late 1970s, 

ended at a time when Afghanistan had a functional government and Afghan women had 

far more rights then than they do today. In The Kite Runner, women not only experienced 

freedoms, but Amir and Hassan, two young boys, enjoyed spending their time at movie 

theatres, markets and more in Kabul. Kabul was a functioning and developing city. 

During this era, women had numerous opportunities to elevate themselves. An Amnesty 

publication suggests that “the 20th Century had seen relatively steady progression for 

women's rights,” including the eligibility to vote in 1919 after Afghanistan won 

independence from Britain (“Women in Afghanistan”). The right to vote has historically 

been a fundamental right for which people have led revolutions. Giving women the 

freedom to vote showed that Afghan society permitted for and celebrated women 

expressing their political opinions. The Afghan women in this “Golden Age” had a voice 

that allowed for their concerns to be heard. In addition to the right to vote, women 

possessed many other freedoms up until 1979. Many Afghan women “not only attended 

Kabul University, [but] they did so in miniskirts” (Bumiller). At this time in 

Afghanistan’s history, women were allowed to walk freely in their preferred mode of 
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clothing and to attend school to further their knowledge. Women’s ability to dress 

however they liked and attend universities assured their control over themselves as 

individuals independent of a male figure. Women still did not possess all the rights that 

men had, but there was a dedicated effort towards equality. 

Following the social advancement during the mid-1900s, foreign invaders and 

radical Islamic guerrilla fighters began to slowly reverse the progress made throughout 

the Golden Age. In The Kite Runner, during the beginnings of the Soviet coup d'etat, 

Amir responds to gunshots fired by the Soviet army by acknowledging that, “a way of 

life had [has] ended. Our way of life” (The Kite Runner Hosseini 28). Every Afghan 

knew that their way of life was coming to an end following these attacks. Due to the 

violent backlashes from the Soviets and a group of warriors called the Mujahideen, 

“women in Afghanistan had their rights increasingly rolled back” (“Women in 

Afghanistan”). The advancement women made for equality started to reverse course 

mostly during the Mujahideen coup that turned into the Taliban. As extreme forces 

started to pour into Afghanistan, women saw the decrease in their rights due to many 

factors including Islamic fundamentalism. A way in which women were beginning to 

lose privileges was in laws that pertained to their clothing, which was put in place by the 

Mujahideen. A mujahid member that was patrolling the streets stopped a young girl 

“wearing Bermuda shorts” and told her that she “was violating the Islamic dress code” 

(Grandsen). Many women that did not follow the dress code that includes wearing 

makeup, pants, shorts or failing to conceal their face with a veil were physically 

threatened. The Mujahideen's goal was to undo the secularization of Kabul from the 
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decades before. Through their interpretation of the Islamic law, they believed that women 

were far inferior to men. 

The Taliban took advantage of the weakness in Afghanistan and rose to power 

with many members from the Mujahideen groups. In the Kite Runner, Hassan tells a story 

about the treatment of his wife by a Taliban officer. Hassan’s wife raised her voice 

slightly to speak to a partially deaf man at the bazaar and was struck by a Taliban officer 

so hard she fell to the ground.  The officer began cursing at her and eventually told her 

that “the Ministry of Vice and Virtue does not allow women to speak loudly” (The Kite 

Runner Hosseini 184). Women were not only condemned for speaking too loudly, but 

also speaking in public. This goes beyond a woman just raising her voice, but that she 

spoke in public at a bazaar, an open-air market. During this unjust time in Afghanistan’s 

history, a woman’s voice and opinion was undermined and seen as inferior and futile. In 

addition to women not having a voice, they were not allowed to leave their house without 

a mahram, a male family member. A woman comments on the Taliban days and recalls a 

time that she “could not even go to the market without a mahram” (MacKenzie). Women 

were imprisoned and locked up in their homes. They were treated as far inferior to men 

because they could not leave their house without one. This restricted them from living 

life fully. At this time, women experienced a tremendous loss to their freedom. They 

were not allowed to interact with others and fell behind in their social life and education 

due to this “imprisonment.” 

Furthermore, women lost almost all of their human rights they gained in the 1960s 

and in addition to losing them, they were treated in barbarous and brutal ways. One 

important right they lost was the opportunity of going to school and getting an education. 
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A woman accounts the time of the Taliban when she “fell so far behind in development” 

because she had no access to learning (MacKenzie). Denying the right for women to go 

to school shows the sexual apartheid in Afghanistan during this brutal time period. As 

men got their education and were given opportunities, women were stuck in their home 

and forced to work around the house. Education is very important to development, and in 

terms of learning, women fell behind in comparison to men. The Taliban not only 

stripped away human rights from women, but they went out of their way to enforce them 

in inhumane ways. Women that are caught committing adultery are usually stoned to 

death. Taliban members “surround the woman as she stands in a hole dug into the stony 

ground”(Mullen). The woman’s head is the only part of her body above the surface; the 

Taliban members “begin to pick up rocks and hurl them at her again and again from close 

range” (Mullen). Women are punished to death for fleeing their forced marriage while the 

man suffers no punishment. The consequences of committing adultery regardless of who 

is at fault are put on the female. This demonstrates an inequality between the sexes where 

women are far more oppressed. 

After all the turmoil from the Soviets, Mujahideen, and the Taliban, Afghanistan 

finally had some support of international forces to help restore order. After the attack of 

9/11, the United States along with other countries became more involved in the fight 

against terrorist groups. After the Afghanistan republic was implemented, few reforms 

have taken place to improve women’s conditions, but there is still some progress. One 

way that women have seen progression is in politics where women have, “a combined 

28% representation in the House of the People and the House of the Elders” (“Women in 

National Parliament”). This statistic may seem low, but the representation of women is 
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higher than the United States, and a little over 15 years ago this was a country run by a 

terrorist group oppressing women (“Women in National Parliament”). This is progress 

because women are starting to have the right to voice their opinion and express their 

thoughts. Numerous seats in Parliament provide ways in which women can incorporate 

themselves back into the country. Additionally, young girls are being seen more and 

more in schools as well as getting an education. Education for women is on the rise 

because “in Kabul more girls are enrolled than at any point in the last ten years” (Gopal). 

Education is a necessity for a country’s well being. In order for a country to thrive and 

have effective government, an educated class must be present. With women back in 

school, there are more people learning; therefore, there are better candidates for people to 

rule the country. This provides inspiration for women to rise to power and to integrate 

themselves back into the culture of Afghanistan. 

         Despite minimal progress, Afghanistan is not where it was in the Golden Age and 

is still behind when compared to many other nations. The President of Afghanistan spoke 

about the importance of the protection of women and exclaims that “a nation cannot 

recover if fifty percent of the population is unable to participate in their country's future” 

(“President Karzai”). Even though women have been installed into government positions, 

women, referred to as the fifty percent, are still not involved in the recovery process. The 

lack of female government officials representing women has not occurred effectively in 

Afghanistan. For a country to rebuild, a majority of the country must be unified and 

working towards the same goal. Until women get the opportunity in a male-dominated 

society, the reconstruction of the country is very difficult. Even though there is a republic 

in Afghanistan, an issue is that “putting laws into practice has been poor” (“Afghanistan 
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10 years on” 00:03:50-52). The judicial system and constitutions may have rights that are 

written for the protection of women, but they are not effective or carried out. In A 

Thousand Splendid Suns, Nana provides advice to Mariam about how disputes are settled 

in Afghanistan. She says that when an issue arises involving a woman, “a man's accusing 

finger [will] always…[find] a woman” (A Thousand Splendid Suns Hosseini 7). A male-

dominated society in which women are seen as inferior is engrained in the culture of 

Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s ineffective ability to carry out laws, use them in the 

protection of women, and end the culture of female oppression may be the leading cause 

to the inequality seen between men and women, today. 

         Finally, despite the attempts made to incorporate women back into society, they 

are still treated as inferior to men since foreign invasion and coups beginning with the 

Soviets and at its peak with the Taliban. Before these forces invaded, Afghanistan was 

similar to a progressive country, like the United States, especially in education and 

provided a form of equal opportunities. This oppressive time of Afghanistan was not the 

first time the world saw discrimination towards females. No country has completely 

achieved gender equality, but some countries are lagging further behind than the 

majority. For example, the United Nations estimated 2 million cases of rape against 

women in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Selby). Similar to Afghanistan, laws are in 

place to protect women, but “little action is taken as the perpetrators are often high-

ranking officials in the government or armed forces” (Selby). In 2008, Hillary Clinton 

exclaimed, “human rights are women's rights, and women's rights are human rights” 

(Clinton). Gender equality is giving all people access to education and the freedom to 

speak, work, and live. 
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