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Making
A Nation
More
Equal

By Noeleen Heyzer

omen in Afghani-
stan have only:a
short lime 1o in-
fluence the new
draft constitution
to be considered
by the Constitutional Loya dJirga
scheduled for next week. Although the
new draft upholds the principle of

fiaman rights, there is no explicit .

~guarantee of women’s equality. This
i3 not ¢ matter of semantics, Rather,
it raises serious guestions about the
‘document’s conunitment to protect
‘women’s viehts,

"+ Pespite visible advances in society,

- fnany Afghan women have seen Hitle
change over the past two years. Par-
ticularly outsice of Kabul, women live
ander the light restrictions of authori-
tariag  and traditional practices,
which keep women and girls at home
and deny them access to education,
job training and health care,

Violence agalnst women continues,
Child marciages and forcgd..mar-
riages vemain commong-fugled by im-
poverishment. and instability. Young
gitls are “married” to bring money

“into households or to settle disputes, a
pracice thut condermns young girls to
'smxu;zl,abusé and sustained poverty.
Oytside of Kabul, worien's security is
threadened by local warlords who
-abuse women with impunity.

The international cotmmunity must
rally behind the women seeking to
‘eashring their rights In the country’s
constitution, When every member of
the Supreme Court, under the new

constitution, must take an oath “to .

support judicial justice and vighteouy-
ness ip accord with the provisions of
the sacred celigion of Islam,” there
must be clear language securing
women’s equality as a requisite coun-
terbalance against extreme interpre-
tation of Islamic law. '

The new constitution should state
clearly thalt women hive fuil and
equal rights with men before the law,
Although the constitution provides for
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an Afghan society based on “social
justice, protection of human dignity,
protection of human rights, and real-
ization of democracy,” there is no
explicit prohibition against diserimi-
nation based an gender, The constifu-
tion should also include clear lan-
guage prohibiting any customs and
traditional practices that discrimis
nate against women. It should stipu-
late, for example, that marviage must
Lake place freely and seith the agree-
ment of both parties,

The Afghan Constitution must also
include a clear definition of the word
“eitizen.” (It should also substitute
the term  “female-headed  house-
helds™ for ““women without cavetak-
ers” thronghout the text.) In the past,
there have been questions about wom-
en's rights to {ull citizenship, as only
men have been issued 1D cards,

Although the constilution states
that wamen are éntitled 1o a specific
number of seals in the National As-
sembly, it makes no provisions for
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thelr representation at the local level, )

where resistance to women’s partiel
pation is most formidable.

~ Women's right to work under fair-

and just condlitions must alse be stipu-
lated In the constitution, along with
prohibitions against forced labor.
Women also deserve cqual access to
education and health care, and the
constitution should ensure that schoal

currleulums reflect the eguality of -

men and women, Access ta gender-
specific health services should also be
guaranteed,

All of these changes have been sug-
gested by legal experts in Afghani-
stan and elsewheve. Earlier this year
Afghanistan ratified an international
treaty that providey the Constitution-
al Loya Jirga a framework for incor-
porating them into the new draft.

Two years ago, when Afghanistan
was liberated from Taliban rule, the
world realized that global security is
inextricably linked to the protection
and rights of women in soclety, and
there was an international commit-
ment 10 supporting Afghan women on
the path to securing these rights. To-
day, we have a narrow window in
which to make good on this commit-
ment. The interaational community
must direct its efforts to ensure that

“ the constitution reflects the needs of

the wamen we promised to help. 0
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