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Women and Human Security

The Case of Post-Conflict

Afghanistan

By: Dr. Cheryl Benard, Kristen Cordell, and Olga Oliker

study recently conducted by the RAND
Corporation looked at the role of women in
ost-conflict nation-building, with particular
focus on Afghanistan. Our findings suggest that a
stronger emphasis on the broader concept of human
security from the earliest phases of the nation-build-
ing effort; a focus on establishing governance on
the principles of equity and consistent rule of law
from the start; and, as a component of both of these
things, women’s earliest inclusion in reconstruction
activities; are likely to improve the outcomes of post-
conflict nation-building.'

What is it About Women?

In the immediate post-conflict environment, the
goal of preventing renewed violence often overshad-
ows everything else because its failure could imperil
everything else. This sometimes leads to tensions
between civil society actors, including advocates of
women’s interests, and the architects and implement-
ers of the nation-building effort.

Few policy makers responsible for nation-building
will argue against the ultimate goal of establishing
equitable, democratic and egalitarian societies in
which the human rights of women are respected.
Many, however, will express the fear that pursuing
that goal “too soon” may rock the boat, and that in
dealing with a boat so shaky that it may yet capsize
anyway, you just can't take the risk. Prior experience
has shown that it is possible to stabilize a country
without paying much attention to the rights of
women.

Our research indicates that this approach is dan-
gerous, and unsubstantiated by evidence. In fact,
the inclusion of women earlier in the process brings
more security, not less:

* Women’s economic participation raises economic
development by decreasing the dependency ratio:

a) it correlates with decreasing birth rates, and

b) women are significantly more likely than men
to reinvest their earnings in things which benefit
the family;’

* Including women in the labor force can be the single

step lifting families out of the cycle of poverty;*

* The presence of women in
institutions such as the police and administrative
bureaucracies is associated with decreases in corrup-
tion, and corruption is a key obstacle to post-conflict
development. Conversely, once a non-inclusive and
potentially corrupt regime is entrenched, it is very
difficult to effect change.’

* Inequitable societies (i.e. societies in which a
portion of the population, principally women and/or
ethnic minorities, are oppressed) show a much higher
propensity to solve their international disputes by
initiating violence and war;

* Societies with greater gender equality have higher
living standards, and are more democratic and less
prone to political violence, potentially because of
gender equality.
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A study funded by the Canadian government
to assess what factors make fragile states more so,
concluded that “gender parity may...play a strong
and measurable role in the stability of the state” even
when separated from another known correlation,
that between general societal development levels
and stability.® That is, it is not just a matter of more
developed societies being more stable, and more
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developed societies also being societies marked by
greater gender equity, but rather that gender equity
may well increase stability.” Note that a similar
correlation was not found between democracy and
stability. Thus, this evidence suggests that nation-
builders who push with determination for the instal-
lation of new democracies, but are cautious on issues

related to the status of women,
might be approaching matters
in the wrong order — at least
if long-term stability is their
principal aim.

Moreover, World Bank spon-
sored research that sought to
test whether countries with

oppressive, stratified social
orders showed a proclivity
towards violence and oppres-
sion (as primary foreign policy
tools) found a robust correla-
tion between domestic gender
inequality and external aggression. The author
concluded that: “Gender equality is not merely a
matter of social justice but of international security
in predicting state aggressiveness internationally.”

Women's Rights — A Destabilizing Issve?

Although the evidence discussed that the inclusion
of women in the reform process from the start can be
crucial for success, this in and of itself doesn’t directly
refute the argument that pushing for gender equity
will be destabilizing in the short term, imperiling a
fragile peace. To test the premise in Afghanistan, we
took a closer look at a World Bank funded program
that distributed resources to communities that met
certain prerequisites, including conducting a local
census, devising a development plan, learning to
administer funding and establishing a community
council which included women.

With its explicit gender-related goals and the visible
presence of foreign implementers, this program could
be expected to generate resistance. But the experience
of the NGOs who implemented this program shows
that while it was not easy to obtain the participation
of women, it was not in any instance a “deal-breaker”
or even a major source of discord. Rather, an ongo-
ing interactive process in which obstacles and local
concerns were continuously met with discourse and
novel solutions engendered local support.

The acceptance of women’s political participation
by Afghan mainstream society proved much higher
than outside observers had anticipated — a reality
reflected in opinion polls, survey research, and in

the actual behavior of voters. Moreover, here too
an interactive process in which local conditions and
concerns were noted and incorporated created a
highly successful outcome. *

While Afghanistan remains a strongly traditional
society, women are not content with their subor-
dinate position. Rather, a 2004 poll conducted
by the Asia foundation found that issues of gender
equity were of strong concern to Afghan men and
women. Indeed, this survey reflects a crucial truth:
for the Afghan population, as for people worldwide,
“security” is intuitively understood as meaning
“human security.” While the absence of flying bul-
lets is important, no less important to sustaining
life are clean water, the ability to obtain medical
help for injuries and illnesses, safety against crime
and intimidation, and a chance to obtain at least a
minimal living standard. "'

Human security is a factor of the role and status
of women. Infant mortality can often be traced to
mothers who are too young, too ill and too weak to
give birth to and care for healthy children. Many
child deaths are caused by dysentery, which results
from dirty water and poor hygiene. Where women
have access to money and a say in how it is spent,
investment in wells and clean water rises."?

This is not to say that preventing armed violence
is not important. However, this, too may be better
fostered by efforts to help women.

Women have played a direct role in the disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of
combatants. And though in small numbers, women
have been incorporated into the Afghan police force,
with 105 women graduates of the police academy
currently working as police officers. '° Because
female police can often more effectively interrogate,
search, interview, and serve as confidantes for women
in Afghan society, this has a tremendous impact on
the security of the country as a whole.

Thus, our research, building on the work of others,
clearly indicates that in Afghanistan and elsewhere,
the inclusion of women must remain, or become, a
priority. If efforts to engage and empower women
are undertaken, everyone stands to be more secure.
If they are not, both political reform and security
may be imperiled. ®
This article is based on the following forthcoming
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