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In September 2020, the latest attempt to bring peace to Afghanistan, the intra-Afghan peace 

talks formally began. The opening of the peace negotiations failed to produce the long-desired 

ceasefire. Instead, it marked an increase of violence: a sharp number of deliberate killings of 

human rights defenders. The purpose of this study is to examine lived experiences of human 

rights activists in Afghanistan and the complex situation in which they are operating and to 

gain a deeper understanding of why they have increasingly been subject to violence. 

Furthermore, it is an attempt to explore the meaning of violence against Afghan human rights 

activists promoting women's rights. This is a hermeneutic study primarily based on data 

collected through interviews with two Afghan human rights activists. Rather than touch every 

topic and present data about an objective reality or truth, the aim is to shed light on the shared 

experiences of the respondents, providing snapshots of the current situation of Afghan human 

rights defenders, and to discuss their stories in the light of selected theories. The following 

research questions have been used to guide the study: (1) How can we understand the 

complex situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan, and (2) What are the underlying 

reasons they are being targeted? By adopting mainly, the concepts of hegemony: to decode 

underlying dimensions of power struggles, and a critical feminist approach: to grasp the 

gender dimensions of the conflict, I have exposed how my respondents in their positions of 

human rights defenders bring new life to a historical conflict of interests impinging on the 

future nature of Afghanistan. Moreover, they expose a recurrent clash between opposing 

hegemonic aspirations: a struggle over the maintenance of social order in the Afghan society, 

in which they are being placed at the center. 

 

Keywords: Human rights, religion, violence, human rights activists, human rights defenders, 

women’s rights, hegemony, Taliban, fundamentalism, Afghanistan  
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1. Introduction: Target Killings Terrorizing Afghanistan  

“Islam did not require women to cover their bodies or wear any special kind of veil,” King 

Amanullah Khan of Afghanistan said in the 1920s, and after giving his speech - Queen 

Soraya tore off her veil in public. The Royal couple had just returned from a trip to Europe, 

both influenced and determined to modernize their country. Sharia law1 had, up until that 

time, strictly controlled the lives of the people of Afghanistan and particularly Afghan 

women. The event marked the beginning of a conflict over gender norms in Afghanistan: 

Islamic codes of appropriate behaviors conflicted with the more “modern” and Western 

standards of women’s conduct. It also marked the beginning of the end of an era; Islamic 

oppositions resisted Amanullah Khan´s reforms, which ultimately led to revolt and forced the 

royalties to abdicate and flee the country.2 

                  The political instability and upheaval descended into a pattern of conflict, 

insecurity, and chaos that has continued through the present. Almost a century later, in the 

year 2021, Afghanistan is in its fifth decade of warfare, making it one of the most protracted 

conflicts in recent history - and the country remains serving as a battlefield of religiously 

motivated struggles. The core of the dispute is an armed conflict between the Afghan 

government and the Taliban – seeking to install a new regime, yet centering religious-political 

questions: how should Islam be implemented, and what should be the future nature of 

Afghanistan?3 

In September 2020, the latest attempt to bring peace to Afghanistan, the 

intra-Afghan peace talks formally began. The opening of the peace negotiations failed 

to produce the long-desired ceasefire. In fact, it marked an increase of violence: a 

sharp number of deliberate killings of human rights defenders.4 The impact is 

detrimental to Afghan society, and the target killing campaign rapidly turned into what 

is now described as a systematic massacre with the intent to drive women from public 

 
1 Sharia defines the way to live on earth as well as the relationship with God. Islam’s holy scripture, the Quran 

and the Sunnah (defined as “the traditions and customs of Mohamed”) are the primary sources of Islamic law. 

UN. “Islamic Law, The Rule of Law, and International Peace Operations.” UN. 2012. 

https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/blog/document/islamic-law-the-rule-of-law-and-international-peace-operations/ 

(Date of access 23rd of May 2021) 
2 Hans, A. Escaping Conflict: Afghan Women in transit. In Giles, W. & Hyndman, J. (Edit). Sites of Violence –

Gender and Conflict Zones. London: University of California Press, 2004, p. 234. 
3 Barfield, T.  (2010). Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History. 2010. Princeton: Princeton University Press 
4 The terms “human rights defender” or “human rights activist” will be used simultaneously in this study. 

Borrowing insights from Nah, I argue for a broad application of these terms to individuals and groups in 

different circumstances engaged in the protection of a wide range of human rights issues. Nah, M, A. Protecting 

Human Rights Defenders at Risk. New York: Routledge, 2020, p. 10.  

 

https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/blog/document/islamic-law-the-rule-of-law-and-international-peace-operations/
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life.5 The Afghan people are by now familiar with insecurity and violence. Still, the 

focus on specific individuals is somewhat new and raises questions about the complex 

situation of Afghan human rights activists and why they have increasingly been in the 

line of fire.  

 

1.1 Purpose and Research Questions    

The purpose of this study is to examine lived experiences of human rights activists in 

Afghanistan and the complex situation in which they are operating, and an attempt to gain a 

deeper understanding of why they have been subject to violence. Not to cover the Afghan 

people's perspectives of the current conflict or draw general conclusions in an effort to 

capture the nature of a multidimensional conflict. Furthermore, it is an attempt to explore the 

meaning of violence against Afghan human rights activists promoting women's rights. 

Rather than touch every topic and present data about an objective reality or 

truth, the aim is to shed light on the shared experiences of my respondents, providing me 

snapshots of the current situation of Afghan human rights defenders, and to discuss their 

stories in the light of selected theories. I hope to contribute to the conversation about human 

rights activists and the studies of the intersections of power, religion, and gender in 

Afghanistan. The research questions I have been using to guide my study are the following: 

(1) How can we understand the complex situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan, 

and (2) What are the underlying reasons they are being targeted? 

 

 

 
5 HRW. “Afghanistan: Target Killings of Civilians Escalate.” Human Rights Watch. 2021.  

https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/16/afghanistan-targeted-killings-civilians-escalate (Date of access 25th of 

May 2021) 

 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/16/afghanistan-targeted-killings-civilians-escalate
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2. Research Design 

The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the complex situation of human 

rights activists in Afghanistan and why they have been subject of violence. Given the 

complexity of the subject matter and the number of questions it raises, I have chosen to take a 

qualitative and interpretive approach. To fulfill my purpose, I have decided to conduct a 

hermeneutic study, and in this chapter, I aim to explain how hermeneutics has been used to 

guide my research process.  

 

2.1 Hermeneutics – the Art of Understanding and Interpreting  

Hermeneutics is the art of understandings and interpretations. Within the hermeneutic 

research tradition, there is no objective reality sought to be measured. Instead, the focus is to 

understand complex subject matters. An approach I find suitable not only with my basic 

assumptions but also with the nature of the dissertation. Rather than to touch every topic and 

present data about an objective reality or truth, the aim is to shed light on lived experiences 

and gain understanding of a complex situation. Hermeneutic research is interpretive and 

useful in constructing historical meanings of experience and effects on an individual level, 

and interpreting, according to Creswell, “requires a way of looking at research that honors the 

focus on individual meaning, and the importance of rendering the complexity of a situation.”6 

A hermeneutic study involves interpretations of texts to identify themes and 

gain a deeper understanding of the topic being studied, and in this study, my own 

interpretations of the collected data will play a central role. No clear line between data 

collection and analysis can be drawn, which requires the ability to be reflexive, insightful, and 

open to experience. Reflexivity plays a key role in many qualitative methodologies, including 

hermeneutics, and can be broadly described as the “researchers’ engagement of continuous 

examination and explanation of how they have influenced a research project.”7 To remain 

self-reflexive and to clarify the biases I bring to the study is vital - and so is the choice of 

literature. My pre-understandings and the selected theoretical lenses I use to examine the 

chosen topic will affect the interpretations, and the dissertation would indeed differ using 

other theoretical approaches and perspectives. For instance, I am myself brought up in a 

secular society and an environment enforcing Western values. Furthermore, I have my own 

experiences of being a resident of Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan, which will also influence 

 
6 Creswell, J. Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Los Angeles: SAGE, 

2017, p. 8. 
7 Given, L, M. The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2008, p. 

748. 
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the analytic interpretations of the collected data. It does, however, require me to be aware of 

my own situated knowledge and have a reflective engagement with the text. Bringing nuance 

to the interpretations has been prioritized, and my aim is that the findings will depend on the 

nature of the research topic rather than my personal beliefs - even if “a definitive 

interpretation is likely never possible.”8 

 

2.2 Meeting the Targets  

Between September 2020 and March 2021, I was relocated and living in Kabul. This was also 

where my field study took place, which later turned into the basis of this study. During field 

studies (December 2020 – January 2021), my first idea was to interview women about their 

experiences of the ongoing peace process in Afghanistan. Although, when conducting my 

interviews and from my own personal experiences as an Afghan resident, the rising number of 

target killings could not be left uncommented. Already by that time, the spate of high-profile 

assassinations of human rights activists, journalists, and government officials had a significant 

impact on the Afghan people and their everyday lives. I then decided to broaden my selection 

of participants to include human rights activists, regardless of gender, and the empirical 

sources in this study include a series of interviews with two Kabul-based human rights 

activists. The former United Nations Youth Representative for Afghanistan (2020), Zadran, 

and Safi, a well-known peace activist and advocate for women's rights in Afghanistan. I met 

both my respondents through my previous profession, and they have similar backgrounds: 

they both belong to the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan, Pashtuns. They are both well-

educated, middle class, in their mid-twenties, and considered to be young urban Afghans. I 

realize this is going to have an impact on the credibility of my findings. At the same time, my 

respondents are selected for a specific purpose: both of them are representing the ongoing 

modernization of Afghanistan by advocating for women's rights, and due to that, they are 

directly or indirectly being targeted in the dispute about the future nature of Afghanistan. 

The questions of research ethics and anonymity have been raised when 

conducting this study. Both respondents were informed of the purpose of the interviews, how 

the data would be used and offered anonymity in my reporting. Safi and Zadran both 

preferred not to be anonymous and consent was given in writing. However, given the 

vulnerable positions of human rights defenders, it requires me to undertake my dissertation 

 
8 Laverty, S. M. “Hermeneutic phenomenology and phenomenology: A comparison of historical and 

methodological considerations.” SAGE Publication. 2003. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/160940690300200303 (Date of access 15th of May 2021) 
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with transparency and the data to be honestly reported. It also requires me to be aware of my 

pre-understandings in interpreting the data, as mentioned above.  

 

2.3 Collecting Stories of and about Targets  

This study is based on empirical data collected through a series of interviews with two 

Afghan human rights activists. The stories of my respondents aim to serve as snapshots of the 

complex situation of human rights defenders in Afghanistan - lived experiences that are later 

examined in the light of selected theories. Semi-structured interviews were selected as the 

most appropriate method for data collection, as their loose conversational style allowed 

respondents to determine the content of the interviews to a large extent and give the subject 

the chance to tell “the story of his or her life” in their own words.9 The interviews were 

conducted between the 12th of January, 2021, and the 30th of March 2021. The first two 

interviews in the series took place in Kabul, and the following two interviews were conducted 

online using an interview guide.10 The interviews were recorded and later transcribed into 

writing to facilitate the process of identifying themes and conceptualizing the lived 

experiences of my respondents.  

The primary source of my study is transcripts of interviews, but it will also rely 

on selected written documents for empirical support. For instance, news articles produced by 

international media outlets, reports, and statements; mainly consisting of special reports 

relevant for the study.11 The selection of written documents will also serve as a macro-level 

framework for analysis, which is helpful in the credibility of the findings by indicating 

consistency across different studies on the matter.12 In hermeneutics, the primary aim is to 

understand – and the issues of reliability and validity are being addressed by the terms of 

rigor and trustworthiness.13 Rigor is referred to as the effort that findings represent the 

implications by the respondents, while trustworthiness is the result of rigorous research and 

reflexivity.14   

A note for clarification, I have collected stories of and about targets and 

deliberately chosen only to use secondary sources concerning the Taliban. The movement 

plays a significant role in this study by co-creating the conditions of my respondents, but the 

 
9 Creswell. Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches, p. 137. 
10 Interview guides are attached in appendix.  
11 Some of these reports are presented in the upcoming chapter of previous research on pp. 14-16.   
12 Creswell. Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches, p. 169. 
13 Laverty. “Hermeneutic phenomenology and phenomenology: A comparison of historical and methodological 

considerations.”  
14 Given. The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods, p. 896. 
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study aims to examine these specific circumstances and the experiences of my respondents - 

not of the Taliban. 

 

2.4 Searching for Similarities  

As this is a hermeneutic study, the question of texts and how I, as an interpreter, interact with 

the texts are crucial. 

 

In hermeneutics, data collection, analysis, and the emerged meaning are all parts of “a dialogic, 

dynamic, holistic, and self-reflective process where interpretation and understandings are 

developed continuously along the way rather than as separate stages of a study.15 

 

The primary texts are the transcripts of interviews, which are being placed in a historical and 

contemporary context and interpreted by me through the lens of presumptions but also 

theories and previous research. In the process of interpreting, all these segments will take 

place in shaping my understanding. And because every meaning is contracted ”even through 

the very constructive act of seeking to deconstruct, the process whereby that textual 

interpretation occurs must be self-critically reflected on.”16 In the process of analyzing, I have 

been looking for common themes and clusters emerging from the text yet bearing in mind to 

remain self-reflexive. In this case, I have been searching for similarities and uncover themes 

that emerged from the transcripts of interviews with my respondents, but also commonalties 

corresponding to insights in other written documents and theories to gain a holistic 

understanding of my topic. 

The process of interpreting texts occurs in a circle, the hermeneutic circle. This 

process involves the “researcher moving from parts of the experience to the whole of the 

experience, and back and forth again and again to increase the depth and level of 

understanding from within the text.”17 Under the influence of Gadamer, who expanded the 

effect of the circle to include the dynamics in the process of interpretation, I have been 

reading and re-reading interview texts to identify themes and merged insight from the 

theoretical approaches aimed at explaining them. This has led to a dynamic interaction 

between empirics and theory, in which my interpretations and selection of theory have been 

revised and revolved. In hermeneutics, this is described as a process of interpretation and 

 
15 Given. The Sage encyclopedia of qualitative research methods, p. 388. 
16 Harvey, L. and Myers, M.D. “Scholarship and practice: the contribution of ethnographic research methods to 

bridging the gap.” Information Technology & People, (8:3), 1995, pp. 13-27.  

(Date of access 22nd of May 2021). 
17 van Manen, M. Researching Lived Experience: Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy. Michigan: 

Althouse, 1994, p. 15. 
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interaction between the interpreter and the respondents leading to “a creative approach to 

understanding, using whatever approaches are responsive to particular questions and subject 

matters,”18 and according to Gadamer, a constant process of new projection constituting "the 

movement of understanding and interpretation."19  

In the process of analyzing the data, the following analysis questions have been 

posed: (1) Are there any similarities in my respondents' lived experiences, and (2) How do the 

testimonies of my respondents correspond to theory and other material? By posing these 

questions, and in combination with deep reading, I have been able to identify themes and 

establish patterns in my respondent's lived experiences. The identified themes have later 

formed the basis of the analysis, which is divided into four sections and a summery named 

after quotes of my respondents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 Laverty. “Hermeneutic phenomenology and phenomenology: A comparison of historical and methodological 

considerations.”  
19 Gadamer, H-G, Truth and Method. 3rd edition. London: Sheed and Ward Stagbooks, 2004, p. 269. 
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3. Historical Background & Political Context 

I am conducting a hermeneutic study of the complex situation of human rights activists in 

Afghanistan. As mentioned, hermeneutics focuses on interpretation, and to make sense of and 

interpret a text, it is important “to understand intended meanings and to place documents in a 

historical and cultural context.”20 Afghanistan is one of the most protracted conflicts in recent 

history, and a number of factors have complicated the stabilization of the country. The 

background to the four decades of conflict is multi-dimensional with several motives, 

including political, ethnical, and religious, with various key actors and events. These are 

briefly outlined below. 

3.1 Afghanistan’s 40 years of War 

In Afghanistan, it is common to hear people talk about the '40 years of war', and the persistent 

violence has affected almost everyone living in the Afghan society. According to the 2020 

Global Peace Index, the country is ranked least peaceful for the second year in a row, and 

Afghanistan is now the country with the highest number of deaths from war and terrorism 

compared to any other country in the world.21 The four decades of warfare includes different 

regimes and a variety of key actors, roughly divided into four eras: 

 

• 1979–89: the Soviet occupation 

• 1992–95: the civil war 

• 1996–2001: the Taliban regime 

• 2001–2021: post-Taliban and the American invasion  

 

Afghanistan is one of the most violent conflicts between religious interpretations of all 

times.22 The absence of adequate measures to protect civilians had characterized the fighting 

since the outbreak of armed conflict in 1979 when Soviet invaded Afghanistan in support of 

the Afghan communist government in its conflict with Islamic-oriented militant groups – 

 
20 Sharan, M. & Tisdell, E. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. San Francisco: Jossey 

Bass, 2015, pp. 34 – 35. 
21 Institute for Economics & Peace. Global Peace Index 2020. Sidney: Institute for Economics & Peace. 2020.  

https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/GPI_2020_web.pdf  

(Date of access 12th of May 2021) 
22 Svensson, I. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War. Brisbane: University of 

Queensland Press, 2012, pp. 175. 

 

https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/GPI_2020_web.pdf
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collectively known as the Mujahideen.23 The invasion by Soviet forces marked the beginning 

of a prolonged period of conflict. In the brutal nine years of conflict that followed, an 

estimated one million civilians were killed.24 After the withdrawal of Soviet troops and the 

removal of a “common” enemy, civil war raged primarily over the control of Kabul and 

between ethnic groups, which set the stage for the Taliban's takeover of the country.25 The 

Taliban's brutal form of justice introduced a sense of order following the chaos of the civil 

war. The Taliban announced the establishment of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan in 1996. 

They ruled most of the country until late 2001 when US forces invaded Afghanistan 

following al-Qaeda's 9/11 attacks in the United States and the Taliban regime's provision of a 

safe haven to the leader Osama bin Laden. After the Taliban regime was toppled in December 

2001, the United Nations Security Council formed the International Security Forces, and the 

so-called Bonn Conference was held to establish an Afghan interim administration. In 2004, 

the chairman of the interim administration was elected president of the country now named 

the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. By that time, the Taliban had launched an insurgency 

against the government and the international troops that continues to this day.26 

 

3.2 Behind the Scenes: Religious Actors and Ethnic Structures  

The war in Afghanistan is a multi-dimensional conflict involving a multitude of actors. 

Although best described as an armed dispute between the Afghan government, supported by 

the western alliances, and the Taliban and other insurgent groups – seeking to install a new 

regime. The Afghan insurgency consists of different armed groups best described as a 

composition of networks belonging to the Sunni Islam faith traditions. The overall number of 

armed Islamist groups being present in Afghanistan is constantly changing. Still, the key 

actors are the Afghan Taliban, al-Qaeda, and the Islamic State, which all share a conservative 

Sunni interpretation of Islam.27  

 
23 Mujaheddin broadly means those engaged in Jihad. The term is closely associated with the mujahideen in 

Afghanistan, a coalition of guerrilla groups in Afghanistan that opposed the invading Soviet forces and 

eventually toppled the Afghan communist government. Britannica. Mujahideen Islam. Britannica. 2020. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/mujahideen-Islam (Date of access 29th of May 2021) 
24 Oxfam. The cost of War: Afghan experiences of conflict 1978-2009. London: Oxfam International. 2020. 

https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/afghanistan-the-cost-of-war_14.pdf (Date of access 

12th of May 2021) 
25 Oxfam. The cost of War: Afghan experiences of conflict 1978-2009. 
26 Felbab-Brown, V. “Slip-Sliding on a Yellow Brick Road: Stabilization Efforts in Afghanistan.” Stability: 

International Journal of Security and Development, 1(1), 2012, pp.4–19. DOI: http://doi.org/10.5334/sta.af 

(Date of access 22nd of May 2021). 
27 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, pp. 175–176. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/mujahideen-Islam
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/afghanistan-the-cost-of-war_14.pdf
http://doi.org/10.5334/sta.af
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The conflict, however, also has an ethnic dimension, being fought by groups 

belonging to different ethnical identities. Lying in the heart of Asia, Afghanistan is the 

crossroads of the Middle East, Central Asia, East Asia, and the Indian subcontinent, and as a 

result of its location, the country is multiethnic and separated into 14 ethnic groups that have 

historically faced divisions that devolved into violence. Members of the Taliban movement 

are primarily of Pashtun origin, the largest ethnic group in Afghanistan, and many of their 

principles stem from the traditional Pashtun tribal way of life. A religious ideology drives the 

movement to establish a nation under the rule of Sharia in its most fundamentalist 

interpretation – helped by Pashtun nationalism.28 Historically, Pashtuns have almost always 

been at the top of political power in the country, and despite the Taliban’s claim not to have 

an ethnic agenda, the string of attacks on non-Pashtuns cannot be overseen.  

 

3.3 War Without End 

The complexity of the conflict and the vast number of actors with diverse interests pose a 

challenge to end the 40 years of war, and the list of missed opportunities for peace in 

Afghanistan is long. The most recent example of initiated peace talks between the Afghan 

government and the Taliban is intra-Afghan peace talks. In February 2020, the US signed a 

peace deal with the Taliban and paved the way for the withdrawal of American troops from 

Afghan territory — a longstanding demand of the militant Islamist group. In return, The 

Taliban also agreed to participate in peace talks with the Afghan government, aiming at 

ending the country's 40 years of conflict. In September 2020, the first intra-Afghan peace talk 

took place in Doha; unfortunately, the effort to end the war was yet again stalled with no 

significant advancement.  

In April 2021, only weeks before the agreed May 1 exit deadline that the Trump 

administration negotiated with the Taliban, the newly elected President Biden declared the 

withdrawal all American troops from Afghanistan by September 11, 2021. At the same time, 

NATO also confirmed that nearly 10 000 international soldiers are leaving. The timeline is 

now clearer for when American and international troops leave but raises questions about the 

prospect of peace returning to the war-torn country as the international forces withdraw: and 

yet again leaving the Afghan people in fear of increased violence.  

 

 

 
28 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, p. 177. 
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4. Previous Research: Human Rights at the Front 

The situation of human rights defenders is a global concern, thus being subjects of violence 

and threat of violence as a result of their work promoting and protecting rights. This chapter 

aims to provide an overview of previous research and identify gaps in existing literature 

relevant to the dissertation: research exploring the struggles over gender in Afghanistan and 

recent studies highlighting the worrying trends in the repression of human rights defenders 

promoting societal change.  

 

4.1 Battles Over Gender in Afghanistan  

Nowhere else has a war on women been illustrated so harshly as in Afghanistan, and the 

violation of Afghan women´s basic human rights during the Taliban regime has been widely 

documented.29 The discriminatory practices of the Taliban have been covered in numerous 

reports conducted by international organizations and in a variety of academic fields (Skaine 

2002, 2008; Hafizullah 2002). Despite being one of the most politicized figures of global 

affairs in the last two decades, gender studies in post-Taliban Afghanistan are scarce, and the 

scholarly literature on the intersections of gender, power, and politics in Afghanistan is 

limited. Borrowing insights from Wimpelmann, recent literature tends to examine how 

Afghan women serve to legitimate foreign invasion (Schueller 2011; Stabile 2005, Rostami-

Povey 2007) and domination.30 In the contribution to this field, “Women and Nation-

Building,” Benard et al. examine gender-specific impacts on conflict and Afghan women’s 

role in constructing the nation, in which they highlight the importance of a broader concept of 

human security and the establishment of governance based on the principles of equity.31  Less 

has been said about the meaning of violence and their implications of gender and power, 

which Wimpelmann addresses in “Pitfalls of Protection,” and locates the battles over gender 

violence in the local and global power configurations. Against the backdrop of recent 

literature on how Afghan women center crucial questions about sovereignty and power, I aim 

to examine how the complex situation of human rights activists promoting gender equality in 

Afghanistan illuminates critical questions entailing power, religion, and gender.  

 
29 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, p. 232. 
30 Wimpelmann, T. The Pitfalls of Protection: Gender, Violence and Power in Afghanistan. Oakland: University 

of California Press, 2017, p. 10. 
31 Benard, C. et al. Women and Nation Building. Santa Monica: Rand cooperation, 2008. 
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4.2 Human Rights Increasingly in the Line of Fire 

In “Protecting Human Rights Defenders at Risk,” Alice M. Nah assesses the international 

protection regime for human rights defenders, who, according to the author, has evolved 

significantly since the UN General Assembly adopted the Declaration on Human Rights 

Defenders two decades ago. According to Nah, “people, rather than states, are the most 

critical actors in advancing human rights,” and a significant number of human rights 

defenders risk their life, liberty, and security.32 In 2020, the international non-governmental 

organization Front Line Defenders documented the killing of 331 human rights activists 

worldwide. Front Line Defenders are referring to data provided by Afghanistan Human 

Rights Defenders Committee, and in 2020 at least 17 human rights defenders were killed, 

which is the highest number for a single year yet recorded.33 In addition, over 200 human 

rights defenders and media representatives reported that they were receiving serious threats.34 

As stated, the case of human rights activists is a global issue of concern. Still, women’s rights 

defenders are of particular concern, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human 

rights defenders concluded in 2019. The reasons behind the targeting of women defenders are 

multifaceted and complex, the report states, and identifies the perception of them as threats to 

religion, culture, or traditional ways of life, as the main cause.35 Relevant to this discussion is 

the scholarly reflections upon the prospect of human rights and critiques against the Global 

North perspective on implementing human rights in a “multipolar world order.” Nah, 

mentions cross-cultural impacts on human rights standards and stresses the importance of 

recognizing the advancements done by actors in the Global South. Actors demanding human 

rights and building institutions for their enforcement should simply not be dismissed as acts 

of American hegemony or Western liberalism.36  

In this specific case, the violation of human rights and how Afghan human 

rights defenders are being subjected to violence is primarily documented by local non-

governmental organizations and international organizations. For instance, the United Nations 

Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, UNAMA, shed light on the increase in the number of 

 
32 Nah. Protecting Human Rights Defenders at Risk, p. 1. 
33 Front Line Defenders. Front Line Defenders Global Analysis. 2020. Blackrock: Front Line Defenders. 

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/fld_global_analysis_2020.pdf  

(Date of access: 21st of May 2021) 
34 Amnesty. Afghanistan: Joint call for an immediate end to attacks against human rights defenders and need for 

protection and accountability. London: Amnesty, 2021. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa11/4146/2021/en/  

(Date of access 23th of May 2021) 
35 Human Rights Council. Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders. 2019. 

Geneva: Human Rights Council. https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A%2FHRC%2F40%2F60 

(Date of access: 13th of May 2021) 
36 Nah. Protecting Human Rights Defenders at Risk, p. 7.  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa11/4146/2021/en/
https://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A%2FHRC%2F40%2F60
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recorded killings of human rights defenders in their special report “Target Killing of Human 

Right Defenders, Journalists and Media Worker in Afghanistan 2018-2021.”37  

There is a lack of scholarly literature examining human rights activists in 

Afghanistan contingent on context. I aim to address this gap by carrying out a study exploring 

the complex situation of Afghan human rights activists and gain knowledge of why they have 

been in the line of fire recently. No other hermeneutical study on this subject was present in 

the literature prior to this thesis, and I hope to contribute to the conversation about human 

rights activists' and the studies of the intersections of power, religion, and gender in 

Afghanistan. 

 

 

 

 

 
37 United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA). Special report on killings of human rights 

defenders and journalist in Afghanistan 2018-2021. 2021. Kabul: UNAMA. 2021. 

https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_special_report_killing_of_human_rights_defenders_and_

journalists_in_afghanistan_2018-2021_february_2021.pdf (Date of access 12th of May 2021) 

 

https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_special_report_killing_of_human_rights_defenders_and_journalists_in_afghanistan_2018-2021_february_2021.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_special_report_killing_of_human_rights_defenders_and_journalists_in_afghanistan_2018-2021_february_2021.pdf
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5. Theoretical Framework: Clashes of Powers 

This chapter aims to define key concepts and theories in the examination of the complex 

situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan and the clashes of powers within the 

Afghan society. A note regarding the terminology in this study where the terms “religion,” 

“ideology,” “culture,” “tradition,” “Islamism,” and “fundamentalism” are widely used and 

therefore need to be defined. Most commonly, religion is understood to be a particular belief 

system in a God or Gods and the activities connected with this system. Ideology is defined as 

a set of principles and a manner of thinking characteristic of an individual, group, or culture. 

Culture is defined as the customary beliefs and social orders of an ethnic or religious group, 

while tradition is understood as an inherited customary pattern of thought and conduct. 

Islamism applies to political Islam, a reform movement advocating the rule of society in 

accordance with laws prescribed by Islam, and fundamentalism is a term used to define 

movements stressing strict and literal adherence to a religious system.38 I also want to note 

that the Taliban movement is not the only Islamist actor in Afghanistan but somehow 

represents a violent force aiming to establish a strict Sunni interpretation of Islam in 

Afghanistan, in alliance with a constantly changing number of insurgent groups operating on 

Afghan territory. A collaboration between anti-state elements also recognized by UNAMA.39 

 

5.1 Selecting Theories  

As this is a hermeneutic study, the theoretical framework has been outlined in dialogue with 

the shared experiences of my respondents. By reading and re-reading the interview texts, I 

have been able to identify themes in their stories. At the same time, I have gained further 

understanding from theory who shed new light on the themes identified. The purpose of this 

circular act of interpretation is to gain a clearer and holistic understanding of the topic.40 This 

dynamic process between the empirical material and theory has emerged in new insights, 

leading to modifying and broadening the selection of theories. To capture the complexity of 

the situation of Afghan human rights activists and understand why they are subjects of 

violence, I have gained insights from several disciplines and fields of academics that the 

nature of this interdisciplinary Master thesis also allows me. The theoretical framework will 

merge insights from a variety of academic fields, including but not limited to political theory, 

 
38 “Religion,” “ideology,” “culture,” “tradition,” “Islamism,” & “fundamentalism.” Britannica Company. 2021. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com (Date of access 16th of June 2021) 
39 UNAMA, Special report on killings of human rights defenders and journalist in Afghanistan 2018-2021. 
40 Gadamer. Truth and Method. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/
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theology, international relations, and feminist studies. A selection I find relevant not to 

determine the study and the belief that no single approach solely can bring clearness to such a 

multifaceted topic. However, there is no room in this thesis to elaborate on all the dimensions, 

and central to this study is two theoretical strategies: the concept of hegemony and a critical 

feminist approach to decode the meaning of violence against human rights activists promoting 

gender equality in Afghanistan. 

 

5.2 Hegemonic Struggles over Gender and Religion 

After being exposed hosting al-Qaeda after the 9/11 attacks, which provoked the American-

led invasion in retaliation, Afghanistan has been on the radar screen and a topic of interest for 

global affairs.41 The core of the dispute is an armed conflict between the Afghan government 

and the Taliban – seeking to install a new regime, yet centering a religious-political question: 

what should be the future nature of Afghanistan? A question of an Islamic state without the 

strict implementation of Sharia law, which the Afghan government seeks to maintain – or a 

state with the harsh application of Islam promoted by the Taliban.42  

In international relations, hegemony is a central concept that serves to 

understand how dominance is created, maintained, and challenged. Hegemony refers to the 

domination of one group of people over another and implies the art of providing “intellectual 

and moral leadership.”43 The Indian political scientist Deepshikha Shahi argues the concept of 

hegemony can bring clearness to the situation in Afghanistan, and what she means is a clash 

between opposing hegemonic aspirations. By looking into the historical processes of 

hegemonization of Afghan society, she is seeking to understand the linkage between ancient 

hegemonic struggles and tensions in contemporary Afghan politics. Predominantly, the 

tensions between ‘the Islamists’ and ‘the West’ on the one hand - and between different 

ethnic groups of Afghanistan on the other. Shahi throws light on the Soviet occupation and 

argues the invasion of Soviet troops had a destabilizing impact on national politics by 

threatening the country’s Islamic hegemony which led to strong opposition against the 

process of modernization.  “The national response to the presence of Soviet troops in 

 
41 Barfield. Afghanistan: A Cultural and Political History. 
42 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, pp. 3–4. 
43 Hoare, Q. & Smitt Nowell, G. Selections from Prison Notebooks. Geneva: International Publishers. 1971, p. 

182. 
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Afghanistan was more or less reactionary. The anti-secular Islamic forces strongly reacted 

against the ‘infidelity’ of the Soviet-backed Leftist government of Afghanistan.”44  

The philosopher Antonio Gramsci developed the concept of hegemony with a 

primary focus on capitalist struggle into an analysis of intellectual struggle. Cultural 

hegemony refers to domination maintained through ideological or cultural means. Gramsci 

argued that dominant groups are maintained by the spread of ideologies: beliefs, assumptions, 

and values - through social institutions. Through such institutions, for instance, schools, 

religious scholars, and the media, among others, dominance is achieved and maintained. Their 

work is to socialize people into the norms, values, and beliefs of the dominant social group.45 

The Afghan Islamic force's strong reactions were based on the perception of Soviet influences 

as a secular force: an invasive hegemonic discourse and an attack on the traditional Afghan 

way of life. Amongst other things, secularism was portrayed with the hidden goals of the 

emancipation of women as a key objective. In response to this reform agenda, a new wave of 

Islamists emerged and gave birth to the militant Mujahideen movement - and later the rise of 

the Taliban. 46 Militant movements with an Islamist hegemonic aspiration with the intention 

to reestablish the state of Afghanistan ruled by traditional Islamic codes of conduct. 

According to the American scholar in sociology, global studies, and religious studies, Mark 

Juergensmeyer, the establishment of a rule based on religious law is the primary aim of many 

Muslim terror groups. The basis is built on the idea that western ideology should be banished 

from their territories, and their common wish is to rebuild their societies on Islamic 

foundations.47 

 

5.3 Fundamentalism and the Revival of Holy Wars  

Over the years, a number of theories have been outlined to describe the rise of 

fundamentalism. According to the French political scientist Oliver Roy, fundamentalism is a 

symptom of, rather than a reaction against, the secularization of society. In his view, 

secularization has brought a kind of holy ignorance, an anti-intellectualism that promises 

access to the sacred and, most of all – positions itself in direct opposition to contemporary 

“pagan” culture. What brings fundamentalists together, Roy claims, are the forces they 

denounce. 

 
44 Shahi. “Post-9/11 Afghanistan: An Alternative Critical-Theoretical Perspective.” E-International Relations. 

2017. https://www.e-ir.info/2017/03/26/post-911-afghanistan-an-alternative-critical-theoretical-perspective/ (Date 

of access 23rd of May 2021) 
45 Hoare & Smitt Nowell. Selections from Prison Notebooks, p. 178. 
46 Shahi. “Post-9/11 Afghanistan: An Alternative Critical-Theoretical Perspective.” 
47 Juergensmeyer, M. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence. 4th edition. Oakland: 

University of California Press, 2017, p. 264. 
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There is a close link between secularization and religious revivalism, which is not a 

reaction against secularization, but the product of it. Secularism engenders religion. We 

are not witnessing a religious comeback but a transformation.48 

 

The British author, Karen Armstrong, known for her contribution to the field of comparative 

religion, recognizes the transformation of religiosity as well. In ’Fields of Blood: Religion and 

the History of Violence’, she argues the common denominator of fundamentalists is the 

perception of the secular liberal establishment as an assault. According to Armstrong, 

religious fundamentalists are seeking to imply a narrow and strict doctrine impinging on the 

wider society and the demand and advocacy of a particular sociopolitical order. These 

ideologies often include looking back into history and freezing moments from the past, “the 

perfect place in time from which to measure life in the present.”49 Described by the Professor 

of religious studies, Douglas Pratt, as an imagined golden age, believed to have pertained at 

the foundation of the religion, is held up as the model and reference point for contemporary 

reality.”50 The Taliban’s 1996-2001 brutal regime fiercely opposed modernity and ruled by 

traditional tribal norms, which they identified with the rule of God.51 In an attempt to move 

backward in history, the Taliban promoted a particular social order. At the same time, turning 

the clock backward was a strategy to combat anti-Islamic forces and pave the way for Islamic 

hegemony.52  

The Professor of political science, Asha Hans, claims the strict policies for 

women implemented by the Taliban have been rationalized throughout Afghanistan's long 

history of conflict. The country has been at the center of international interventions for 

decades and has been forced to maintain its nationhood from outside incursions. In this 

process, strategies of foreign influences of modernization and traditionalism constituted a site 

of conflict, in which women's bodies became central to the conservative policies of the 

Taliban.53 From Roy’s perspective, these kinds of clashes occur in a globalized era, when 

religious and socio-cultural identities are disconnected. Globalization created not only a fertile 

space for fundamentalism – but also an opportunity to grow new religious and cultural claims 

 
48 Roy, O. Holy Ignorance – When religion and culture part ways. New York: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 2. 
49 Armstrong, K. Fields of Blood – Religion and the History of Violence. Toronto: Penguin Random House, 2014, 

p. 378. 
50 Pratt, D. Fundamentalism, Exclusivism, and Religious Extremism. In Cheetham, D., Pratt, D., & Thomas, D. 

(Ed). Understanding Interreligious Relations. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, p. 244. 
51 Armstrong, Fields of Blood – Religion and the History of Violence, p. 377. 
52 Shahi. “Post-9/11 Afghanistan: An Alternative Critical-Theoretical Perspective.” 
53 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, pp. 235–237. 
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promoting new values and reference points.54 In strict religious communities, this poses a 

threat and is perceived as a dismantling of religion, stimulating political actions and giving 

rise to religious-political actors.55 Actors opposing the processes of modernization and 

placing women’s rights at the center of the conflict. In modern Afghanistan, illustrated by the 

clash between contrasting ideas and hegemonic aspirations regarding human rights in general 

and women’s rights in particular, in which those defending these rights have become a target. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
54 Roy. Holy Ignorance – When religion and culture part ways, pp. 123-124. 
55 Pratt. Understanding Interreligious Relations, p. 243. 
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6. Analysis: Targets in the Name of “Religion”   

In this chapter, I sought to examine the complex situation of Afghan human rights by 

shedding light on the stories of my respondents, which are providing me snapshots of the 

current situation in Afghanistan, and to discuss their stories through the lens of selected 

theories. Prior to this chapter, I have briefly outlined the historical background, and the 

political context Afghan human rights activists are operating within. Furthermore, I have 

defined key concepts and explained my theoretical approaches. The analysis will be carried 

out by adopting chiefly two theoretical strategies: first, the concept of hegemony to decode 

underlying power dimensions of the violence, and second, to employ a critical feminist 

approach to bring clearness of how gender constructions not only give rise to violence against 

women – but also can result in violence against defenders of women's rights.  

My interpretations and understandings are shaped by interview texts, the 

contexts, and my pre-understanding, yet with the aim to stay self-reflexive. I have been 

searching for similarities that emerged from my respondent's shared stories and life 

experiences, and commonalities corresponding to insights in other written documents and 

theories. In this process, my understanding has developed, and I gained new insights, which 

required modifications of selected theories to bring broader meaning to my findings. The 

critical feminist approach is an example of such a modification. In close dialogue with the 

selected theories and written documents, the attempt is to gain a holistic understanding of the 

complex situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan and the meaning of violence 

against them.   

The chapter is divided into five categories named after quotes from my 

respondents: In "To Target the Future Builders of a New Afghanistan," I focus on the 

operative environment of Afghan human rights defenders. In the next section, "Kill One and 

Terrorize Thousands," my respondent's stories are examined through the lens of theories on 

terrorism and religiously motivated violence. This brings us to the next section, "We are All 

Muslims Being Killed in the Name of Islam," which is an attempt to explain the role of 

religion in the present conflict. How women's rights have been placed at the center of the 

conflict is being discussed in "We cannot afford to compromise the rights of women." Lastly, 

the four previous sections are recapped in the summary "The New Afghanistan is Under 

Attack," which leads on to the final discussion and conclusions in the next chapter: "Holy" 

War on Human Rights. 
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6.1 “To Target the Future Builders of a New Afghanistan”  

The object of this section is to portrayal the current operating environment of Afghan human 

rights activists and to explain the term “target killings” that has been widely used to describe 

the new wave of deliberate attacks against them. “Target the Future Builders of a New 

Afghanistan” mirrors my respondents’ observations of the sudden change of strategy into 

targeting those promoting societal changes in Afghanistan.  

* 

Afghanistan is now in its fifth decade of warfare, making it one of the most protracted 

conflicts in recent history. The nature of conflict has evolved over time and continues to do so 

in line with changing internal and external political objectives and ground realities. By now, 

the Afghan people are familiar with violence and insecurity. The latest cycle of violence with 

sporadic forms of attacks, which are carried out for specific purposes, is somehow new. The 

change of strategy is recognized by Zadran, and she explains,  

 

What they used to do was to kill people in groups, and now they kill people individually. Instead 

of one blast with 20 dead, it is now 20 blasts with one specific target—well-known people, 

valuable for Afghanistan, who get much attention. The strategy before was to spread violence; 

today, the strategy is to target the future builders of a new Afghanistan.56 

 

The period starting from the commencement of Afghanistan Peace Negotiations in September 

2020 marked an increase in insecurity for human rights defenders and journalists, spreading 

fear among the civilian population. Terrorist groups and networks are now focusing on 

choosing and assassinating specific individuals of society. According to The United Nations 

Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, UNAMA, the overall increase in civilian casualties in the 

first quarter of 2021 was mainly driven by ground engagements, improvised explosive 

devices, and target killings. In their special report “Afghanistan: Protection of civilians in 

armed conflict annual report 2020,” UNAMA clarifies that these killings appear to be 

premeditated and targeted, and states the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
56 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
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The killings of human rights defenders and journalists are no longer occurring directly in the 

context of mass casualty attacks affecting civilians in Afghanistan. Rather, they are deliberate 

attacks directed at human rights defenders and journalists for their human rights work, presence 

in, and engagement with civil society.57  

 

“Targeted killing” is a term not distinctly defined under international law, but is defined by 

the United Nations Security Council as follows: 

 

The intentional, premeditated and deliberate use of lethal force, by States or their agents 

acting under color of law, or by an organized armed group in armed conflict, against a 

specific individual who is not in the physical custody of the perpetrator. […] Targeted 

killings can occur in various contexts in times of peace or armed conflict, and are used on 

numerous targets, such as government representatives or non-state agents.58  

 

The concepts behind targeted killings are nothing new. The use of assassination and 

the targeting of leaders of opposing forces are as old as warfare itself. In this case, of 

the recent surge of so-called target killings in Afghanistan, the term should rather be 

understood as assassinations. Assassination is defined as “the act of deliberately 

killing someone, especially a public figure, usually for hire or political reasons.”59 

Assassination has long been illegal under international humanitarian law. Considering 

the situation in Afghanistan, characterized by a number of non-international armed 

conflicts, the murder of civilians in non-international armed conflicts is prohibited.60 

The recent target killing campaign in Afghanistan, chiefly aimed at 

human rights activists, journalists, and government officials, is recognized by most as 

the Taliban’s attempt to pressure the Afghan government during the halting peace 

talks and to gain leverage in the peace process. This was also acknowledged by my 

respondents. At the same time, they consider the target killings as the means to silence 

critical voices. Zadran reflects upon the repression of opponents,  

 

 
57 UNAMA. Afghanistan: Protection of civilians in armed conflict annual report 2020. 2021. Kabul: UNAMA. 

https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/afghanistan_protection_of_civilians_report_2020_revs3.pdf 

(Date of access 12th of May 2021) 
58 UN Security Council. Controlling the Use of Defense Weaponry for Targeted Killings. New 

York: United Nations. 2016. 

https://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/documents/SCBackgroundGuide2017.pdf  

(Date of access 17th of May 2021) 
59 Venturini, F. “Targeted Killings – The Future of the War on Terror?” E-International Relations. 2013. 

https://www.e-ir.info/2013/12/23/targeted-killings-the-future-of-the-war-on-terror/  

(Date of access 17th of May 2021) 
60 UNAMA. Special report on killings of human rights defenders and journalist in Afghanistan 2018-2021. 

https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/afghanistan_protection_of_civilians_report_2020_revs3.pdf
https://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/documents/SCBackgroundGuide2017.pdf
https://www.e-ir.info/2013/12/23/targeted-killings-the-future-of-the-war-on-terror/
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Everyone says: why are they not killing ordinary people in blats like they used to do? The 

reason is that they are afraid of them. These targets are the ones who will not accept the 

fundamentalist mindset of the Taliban, and the Taliban knows this – they are the 

resistance.61 

 

Safi reiterates this point in the quote below, describing the target killing campaign as an 

attempt to silence and to terrorize, which also bridges over to the next section, “Kill One and 

Terrorize Thousands.” 

 

A loud voice of human and women’s rights activists would jeopardize their interests and 

lower their leverage in the Afghan Peace Process. We are an obstacle in their way. I think it 

is, therefore, that they want to silence us or terrorize us so that we do not raise our voice at 

this critical time.62 

 

 

 
61 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
62 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
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6.2 “Kill One and Terrorize Thousands”  

As outlined before, the situation of Afghan human rights activists is fraught with danger. In 

this section, the purpose is to give voice to my respondent's lived experience of being subjects 

to violence and the constant threat of violence through the lens of theories of terrorism and 

religiously motivated violence. “Kill One and Terrorize Thousands” is aimed to highlight my 

respondent's perceptions that the target killing campaign is now terrorizing everyone living in 

Afghanistan and how fear has become a way of life. 

* 

Since the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, Islam has been center stage when it comes to 

links between religion and conflict. Terrorism has become associated with militant religious 

fundamentalists taking place in the Muslim world. Even if movements of fundamentalists are 

undoubtedly evident in Islam, Pratt argues, religious fundamentalism can be found within the 

context of all religions. Islamic fundamentalists have undoubtedly caught the attention and 

caused headlines. Still, terrorism only occurs within certain contexts pertaining to a set of 

circumstances: political, social, and ideological, and when religion turns into an excuse for 

violent expressions of social aspirations and movements for political change.63 Zadran brings 

us back to the 1990s and illustrates how Kabul has been a frequent site of violent expressions 

for social aspirations, now being brought back to memory by the recent splurge of attacks 

against what she refers to as the youth of Afghanistan,  

 

I remember the smell of blood and flesh from the blasts when I was young. This was the scene of 

Kabul then, and it is the scene of Kabul now. The level of violence is the same, but the violence 

nowadays is different. Today, the youth of Afghanistan is targeted.64  

 

The recognition of targeting those representing a new generation of Afghans is a common 

theme. Safi is as well, identifying the purpose to be an attack on the new Afghanistan, saying, 

 

They want to silence everyone who endangers their interests – and that includes everyone. It 

doesn't matter who you are; if they feel insecure about you or your thoughts, you are a target. 

The new Afghanistan has been constantly under attack recently.65 

 

Terrorism is meant to terrify; the word derives from the Latin “terrere:” to cause tremble. 

According to Juergensmeyer, the public response to the violence – the trembling that 

 
63 Pratt. Understanding Interreligious Relations, p. 242. 
64 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
65 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
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terrorism affects is part of the purpose of terror acts.66 In Afghanistan’s uncertain present, 

with the possibility of sudden death from a strike, there is a heightened sense that life is 

fragile. Safi described the last time he survived the detonation of a magnet bomb in Kabul and 

says violence is now normalized in Afghanistan,  

 

I was about 10 meters away from the radius of the explosion, and it lifted my vehicle to around 

two feet in the air. That was a terrific scene, seeing people thrown here and there. Women and 

children were screaming and running for their lives. I was so traumatized. I took a few days' 

break to recover because I couldn't focus on anything, but then I returned to work. Such a 

situation should never be normalized anywhere in the world, but Afghans are so unfortunate to 

experience this every once in a while.67 

 

Most scholars today concur that a set of motives usually characterizes conflicts and cannot be 

limited to only one dimension. In ’Fields of Blood: Religion and the History of Violence,’ 

Armstrong sets out to discover the truth about religious violence and claims that in terror 

attacks, whether they are economically, socially, ethnically, or religiously motivated, the 

perpetrators are invariably engaged in a struggle for political power they wish to influence or 

replace.68 As mentioned previously, the establishment of a rule based on religious law is the 

primary aim of many Muslim terror groups, the Taliban as well. The basis is built on the idea 

that western ideology should be banished from their territories, and the common wish is to 

rebuild their societies on Islamic foundations.69 The Taliban’s attempt to impose a new social 

order that they identify with the rule of God and establish an Islamic hegemony in 

Afghanistan illustrates this wish. They fiercely opposed modernity in the 1990s with a 

combination of tribal chauvinism and religious fundamentalism, which turned into a maverick 

form of Islam that later expressed itself in violent opposition to any rival ideology.70 Today, 

the Taliban are demonizing proponents of democratization and liberalization as “Western 

agents,” which are portrayed as enablers for maintaining foreign influences by cooperating 

with the government.71 Despite the threat of violence, my respondents have committed 

themselves to the protection of human rights. Safi is sharing his experiences of living under 

constant threat of violence,  

 
66 Juergensmeyer. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, p. 28. 
67 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
68 Armstrong. Fields of Blood – Religion and the History of Violence, p. 344.  
69 Juergensmeyer. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, p. 264. 
70 Armstrong. Fields of Blood – Religion and the History of Violence, p. 378. 
71 Institute for the Study of War. The Taliban Resurgent: Treats to Afghan Security. Washington: Institute for the 

Study of War. 2015. https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/192271/AFGH%20Report.pdf ((Date of access 17th of May 

2021) 

https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/192271/AFGH%20Report.pdf
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Whenever I get into my car, I first check my vehicle so that there is no improvised explosive 

device attached under it because it’s how they usually target activists these days. It’s not only the 

fear of murder for us, but also the trauma and mental pressure that the current level of violence 

leaves us with.72  

 

Zadran explains how the presence of violence has affected her life and how she instead, of 

being thinking of how the future – thinks about death,  

 

I never used to think about death, but since the target killings started, I have made some 

necessary changes since I realized I am myself targeted. For instance, I told my husband that 

you should leave this country and marry someone else if something is happening to me. As a 

young couple, we should be thinking of what the future holds – instead, we are talking about 

killings.73 

 

According to Roy, Armstrong and Pratt, fundamentalism should be understood in terms of 

whatever it is against. It has oppositional elements inherent, and the roots are often correlated 

with a sense of moral panic occurring when a religious community is perceived to be at risk, 

which can and does give rise to political acts. Religious actors, like the Taliban, regard 

changes as a danger to ideas of identity, way of life, and social order. Even what would be 

considered to be universal values, such as human rights and freedom of religious expression, 

becomes more complicated in some cultural contexts where political power and religious 

identities are involved.74 My respondents are both promoting human rights and gender 

equality, values that have been embraced by the West and perceived as a contradiction to 

Islamic cultural codes. This clash between opposing hegemonic aspirations has been exposed 

and brought back to life after the commencing of the peace negotiation. Today, in the shape of 

deliberate attacks against them defending these values, in an attempt to silence them, terrorize 

people and keep them in control, described by Safi as follows,  

 

I think these targeted killings have several reasons, but mostly it could be for terrorizing people 

not to raise their voice and keep silent. They kill one and terrorize thousands so the rest of the 

community keeps silent or stop doing what they are doing.75 

 

 
72 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
73 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
74 Juergensmeyer, M., Griego, D. & Soboslai, J. God in the Tumult of the Global Square. Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 2015, p. 59. 
75 Transcript of interview with Safi 13th of January 2021. 
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Juergensmeyer explains the very act of killing on behalf of a moral code is a political 

statement. By demanding the right to take life, terrorists make a bold claim of power on 

behalf of the state’s monopoly of violence. In doing so, they demonstrate to everyone how 

fragile public order actually is.76 In Afghanistan, the fear of terrorist attacks has become a 

way of life. Particularly in Kabul, the hometown of both my respondents. Something also 

confirmed by Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Units study “Women’s Participation in 

the Afghan Peace Process,” in which participants from Kabul stood out from other provinces 

regarding the red lines for peace, underlining the importance of a secure environment. “Due to 

the continuously deteriorating security situation in the province, the respondents have 

highlighted a secured environment or security as one of the key aspects in the peace 

definition.”77 My respondent is stressing how the security situation in Afghanistan is not only 

affecting them as human rights activists - the target killings are now terrorizing everyone 

living in Afghanistan. Zadran explains how every Afghan live in uncertain conditions 

thinking that this might be their last moment,  

 

This is not only about us, but everyone in Afghanistan also lives in uncertain conditions 

and thinks that this might be my last moment. This is not the story of only me – but every 

Afghan. Every time we receive a call, we think it might be about the injury or death of 

one of our family members. It is getting normal for us; it has become a part of our lives as 

Afghans.78 

 

Similarly, Safi explains the detrimental impact on Afghan society and strategies of how to 

cope with the presence of violence.    

 

We have no other option than to restrict our movements. But we cannot restrict it more 

now, we still need to go out for work, visit the bazaars for groceries. It is just a matter of 

luck if you come back safe and sound.79 

 

Afghanistan is, as mentioned before, among the most dangerous countries globally, according 

to the 2020 Global Peace Index, and has the highest number of deaths from war and terrorism 

than any other country in the world.80 Regarding the recent splurge of violence aimed at 

 
76 Juergensmeyer. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, p. 265. 
77 Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. Women’s Participation in the Afghan Peace Process: A Case 

Study. Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. 2020.  https://areu.org.af/publication/2012/  

(Date of access 12th of May 2021) 
78 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
79 Transcript of interview with Safi 13th of January 2021. 
80 Institute for Economics & Peace. Global Peace Index 2020. 

https://areu.org.af/publication/2012/
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human rights activists and journalists, the acts carried out for specific purposes are considered 

new in an Afghan context. So is the absence of claims of responsibility. Unlike before, the 

responsibility of these killings is not claimed or acknowledged. Although the Taliban deny 

they are involved in the attacks, they remain the prime suspect. At the same time, other 

insurgent groups are believed to be involved in the killings aimed at spreading terror and 

silencing opposing voices. UNAMA concludes that the absence of claims of responsibility 

and the threat of violence and insecurity has created an environment in which human rights 

activists are forced to self-censor.81 Safi is capturing these uncertain conditions and how fear 

has affected his life,  

 

There are so many targets in Afghanistan today. I am an advocate of women’s and human rights, 

and of course, I am concerned. I censor myself all the time by thinking, can I write this really? I 

have not written anything in a long time due to this, because who is going to protect me?82 

 

According to Nah, in a significant number of threats and attacks against human rights 

defenders around the world, the identity of the perpetrators is unknown, but they are often 

non-state actors such as fundamentalist groups compromising the state authorities.83  

 

 

 
81 UNAMA. Special report on killings of human rights defenders and journalist in Afghanistan 2018-2021. 
82 Transcript of interview with Safi 13th of January 2021. 
83 Nah. Protecting Human Rights Defenders at Risk, pp. 1- 2. 
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6.3 “We are Muslims Being Killed in the Name of Islam”  

To understand the growing numbers of attacks by religious-political actors, we need to 

examine the role of religion and what constitutes the motives behind faith-based violence 

against human rights activists. In this section, I seek to look behind the religious dimensions 

and explore religion's ability to operate in human social life, exposing gaps between the core 

values of faith and religious practices. Contradictions identified by one of my respondents as 

“We are Muslims Being Killed in the Name of Islam.” 

* 

Afghanistan is one of the most well-known examples of armed conflicts with religious 

motives. Although, the role of religion and the relationship between religion and violence is 

complex. The researchers´ Best and Rakodi are explaining the multifaceted role of religion in 

contemporary armed conflicts:  

 

Conflict and violence often have a religious dimension, whether they occur between 

adherents of different faith traditions or rivals within a faith tradition. Religion may play a 

role as a marker of identity, a mobilizing device, a basis for rationalizing violent behavior, 

or a source of values on which to base peace-building and reconciliation.84 

 

The present conflict in Afghanistan is an armed clash between the Afghan government and 

the Taliban movement seeking to install a new regime. And even if religion is not the only 

factor, religion has played a significant role in the conflict. The Taliban movement is driven 

primarily by a religious ideology that, in its essence, seeks to establish a nation under the rule 

of Sharia law in its most fundamentalist interpretations. Their religious doctrine is based on a 

conservative Sunni Islamic orthodoxy that seeks to emulate the life and times of the Prophet 

Mohammed. The Taliban basically insists that everyone in Afghanistan should live according 

to their application of Islam, and the ultimate goal is to transform Afghanistan into a pure 

Islamic Emirate. A political-ideological agenda and that can be interpreted as supporting 

violence as it is a “sacred right and obligation to wage jihad to protect the Muslims of any 

country.”85  

The conflict in Afghanistan has religious dimensions, yet, the conflicting parties 

adhere to the same religion. The basic issue is the opposing aspirations of the future nature of 

 
84 Best, S. G. & Rakodi, C. Violent Conflict and its Aftermath in Jos and Kano, Nigeria: What is the Role of 

Religion? Birmingham: University of Birmingham Press, 2011, p. 5. 
85 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, pp. 177–178. 



  “Holy” War on Human Rights 

  Zandra Bergman   

 32 

 

the Islamic state of Afghanistan.86 These conflicting ideas of how to practice Islam is 

recognized by Zadran, who articulates the contradiction in being a Muslim herself and at the 

same time being a target of Islamist violence: 

 

Surprisingly, being a Muslim country – how come religion can be behind our tragedy? 

We are not in religious divided country, we are all Muslims, and we practice our religion 

carefully but we are still being killed in the name of jihad or in the name of religion?87 

 

The idea of how to be a true Muslim is related to ethnic structures in Afghanistan. This is 

identified by Roy, and the will to “claim” a religion which increases when religion has been 

de-ethnicized in a country like Afghanistan with several Muslim minority groups. Roy refers 

to a conversation with a Taliban representative, saying that they represent true Islam because 

they are Pashtuns. The will to establish a particular Islam faith tradition in Afghanistan is 

referred to as “Pashtuns are the best Muslims in Afghanistan.”88 However, despite being a 

practicing Muslim and of Pashtun origin, the Taliban and the insurgent groups' alliances still 

target Zadran. She says,  

 

I have always been talking against the Taliban, I put my life at risk, and they are evil, anti-state 

elements and destroying our future, even if I know they are Pashtun, like myself. Religious 

motives are only being used; they are no solid bases for their claims.89  

 

According to the British Academy, religious beliefs serve as a foundation of ethnic and 

nationalist projects by providing prevailing narratives in contemporary conflicts and shape 

powerful opinions that also generate political articulations. Furthermore, this is particularly 

evident in monotheistic religions where there is an urge to connect beliefs to human’s 

everyday life.90 William T Cavanaugh (2009), theologian and Professor of Catholic studies, 

highlights the importance of being cautious not to exaggerate religion as the cause of 

violence. Instead, Cavanaugh argues, we need to look behind the religious dimensions of 

conflicts in order to discover the real motives. Wars are never all about religion or all about 

 
86 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, p. 4. 
87 Transcript of interview with Zadran 29th of March 2021. 
88 Roy. Holy Ignorance – When religion and culture part ways, p. 179. 
89 Transcript of interview with Zadran 29th of March 2021. 
90 The British Academy. The Role of Religion in Conflict and Peacebuilding. London: The British Academy. 

2015. https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/325/Role-of-religion-in-conflict-peacebuilding_0_0.pdf 

(Date of access 12th of May 2021) 
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politics. Focusing on religion, and what Cavanaugh means is the ‘myth’ of religious violence, 

prevents us from tackling violence and the conditions, ideologies, and practices under which 

it emerges and spreads.91 Zadran echoes this point by referring to history and how religious 

motives, according to her, have destroyed Afghanistan.  

The religious motive is very usable; they even used it against king Amanullah Khan. The 

religious motive has played a huge role in destroying the nation.92 

 

The modern notion of religion as something separate from everyday life was an idea of the 

European Enlightenment, a counterpoint to the new concept of secularism.93 Until then, and 

for most of world history, religion had been part of everything humans did. In conformity 

with Gramsci and the concept of cultural hegemony’s recognition of religion as a social 

institution practicing internalization and social control, the American sociologist Christian 

Smith underlines the importance of accountability for religious influences in contemporary 

society. Religion matters, he says, because religion shapes people’s lives.94  One of the 

powers of religion, Smith argues, is religion’s capability to operate commonly in human 

social life and exercise social control. Religious practices offer moral orders and normative 

systems specifying and organizing the right and proper relationship among its people.95  

Research of the Afghan conflict has shown, the incompatibilities are both 

religious and political, which the Taliban’s demand of withdrawal of foreign troops 

demonstrates. According to peace and conflict researcher Isak Svensson (2012), the demand 

is part of an ideological stand that foreigners are corrupting Afghan society.96  Corruption in 

this context should be understood as the right to establish new social orders and bringing new 

values the Afghan society, creating a site of conflict in which progressives are being targeted. 

Something also observed by Safi, explaining human rights to be the reason behind the 

deliberate attacks,  

 

 
91 Cavanaugh, T.W. The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 7. 
92 Transcript of interview with Zadran 29th of March 2021. 
93 Juergensmeyer. Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, p. 268. 
94 Smith, C. Religion: What it is, How it Works, and Why it Matters. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 

2017, p. 92. 
95 Smith. Religion: What it is, How it Works, and Why it Matters, pp. 78-79. 
96 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, p. 179. 
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It is simply because we are shouting the voice of new Afghanistan over the Afghan Peace 

Process. The militant groups suppress women, violate human rights, and restrict citizens’ 

freedom of expression – to all which we oppose.97 

 

From this perspective, Afghanistan is experiencing a possible hegemonic shift rejected by 

conservative militant groups, finding human rights conflicting with the traditional Islam codes 

of culture. A battle over the role of religion and whether or not there is room for new values 

considered to be secular or “pagan” in the Afghan society. Moreover, an example of what 

Cavanaugh means is impossible, namely, to separate religious motives from political because 

what counts as religious or secular in any given context is a function of political power 

configurations.98 Zadran voices this and exemplifies the entanglement of ethnic, religious, and 

political motives behind the violence.   

 

I think it’s a proxy war, it has political reasons and a political base, the ethnic and religious 

elements come after. They come after in importance, but are being used. They are using ethnic 

and religious elements to intensify this war.99 

 

Building upon this section and the multiple motives of violence, the next section is examining 

how the current clash is pertaining to critical questions of femininity and yet again places 

Afghan women’s bodies at the center of the conflict. 

 

 
97 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
98 Cavanaugh. The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern Conflict, p. 169. 
99 Transcript of interview with Zadran 29th of March 2021. 
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6.4 “We Cannot Afford to Compromise the Rights of Women”  

Borrowing insights from Armstrong and Roy, this section seeks to explain the nostalgic 

characteristics of religious fundamentalism and how it is connected to the formation of 

conservative policies of conduct for women. The title “We Cannot Afford to Compromise the 

Rights of Women in Afghanistan” reflects the concerns of my participants about the future of 

Afghan women and the fear women's rights may be bargained for the sake of peace with the 

Taliban. 

* 

Armstrong explains the ideology behind religious fundamentalism as a narrow and strict 

doctrine impinging on the wider society with the demand of a particular social order. As 

mentioned before, ideologies of religious fundamentalism often include looking back and 

freezing moments from the past, which are perceived as the perfect place in time from which 

to measure life in the present.100 Something also recognized by Hans, who illustrates this and 

the clash that occurred when the Taliban implemented a new social order by quoting one of 

the participants in her studies of Afghan refugee women: “Taliban have their own rules and 

regulations, but these are not suitable for the contemporary people of Afghanistan. They have 

traveled back in time, and they want us all to the same.”101 This split, according to Roy, is 

between those who embrace the new cultural influences provided in a globalized world and 

the ones who define religion by focusing on religious markers that are at odds with the new 

cultural context considered pagan.102 My respondents both describe this condition, which can 

be understood as a hegemonic struggle and a new social awareness among the Afghan 

population. Zadran says,  

 

I believe that we are not like the young generation 20 years ago. We will not tolerate 

fundamentalist mindsets as of the Taliban. We know how the world works, and I am not sure 

the Afghan youth of today will accept the Taliban mindset.103 

 

The vision of politics as hegemonic struggles can serve as a meaningful tool to decode the 

political developments in Afghanistan. Social control in the name of religion and the conflict 

between the cosmopolitan progressives in Afghanistan’s urban centers and religious 

conservatives in the rural areas stretches back hundreds of years. As a matter of fact, one of 

 
100 Armstrong, Fields of Blood – Religion and the History of Violence, p. 378. 
101 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, p. 240. 
102 Roy. Holy Ignorance – When religion and culture part ways, pp. 128. 
103 Transcript of interview with Zadran 29th of March 2021. 
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the earliest attempts at emancipation and social reform for women in the twentieth century 

took place in Afghanistan. In 1883, al- Rahman Khan, the ruler of the country, located 

women’s emancipation central to modernization. In the 1920s, King Amanullah Khan 

initiated the next attempt to modernize Afghanistan, as mentioned in the introduction.104 Both 

attempts to reform the Afghan society were found conflicting with Islamic codes for proper 

behaviors and rejected by the religious communities. The same conflict then recurred in the 

1960s and the formation of the Peoples’ Democratic Party of Afghanistan, PDPA, which was 

under the influence of the Soviet and the Marxist ideas of egalitarianism. The Mujahideen 

was initially an ideological reaction to the rise of communism and the establishment of the 

PDPA, which mobilized Rural Afghan social forces against the secular and foreign-controlled 

Leftist party.105  

History repeated itself when the Taliban promoted social relations in an attempt 

to move backward in history in the 1990s, which centered the conflict between concepts of 

Western modernization and strict Islamic codes.106 Under the Taliban leadership, women 

were denied several fundamental rights; for instance, women’s right to education and 

employment was revoked. Women were also enforced strict dress codes and were not allowed 

to leave their homes without being accompanied by a male relative, preferably their husband. 

In a study conducted by the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Units, most of the women 

respondents expressed their distrust of the Taliban’s commitments regarding women’s rights, 

and the fear goes back to the time the Taliban established their regime. “Many respondents 

still consider the era of Taliban as a dark time for them. It was a time where women were not 

considered as full members of society, where they lived a life full of restrictions and 

limitations.” According to Hans, the Taliban implemented these limitations to reflect a highly 

restricted notion of what constitutes appropriate femininity in an Islamic state. “Politics in the 

name of tradition constituted resistance to the modernization process, which was seen as 

flowing from the West.”107 The gap between the traditional mindset of the Taliban and the 

younger generations raises questions about an uncertain future, concerns being addressed by 

Safi down below,    

 

 

 

 
104 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, p. 234. 
105 Olesen, A. Olesen, Islam and Politics in Afghanistan. London: Routledge, 1995, p. 214. 
106 Shahi. “Post-9/11 Afghanistan: An Alternative Critical-Theoretical Perspective.” 
107 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, pp. 238. 
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Afghans are hopeful for the Afghan Peace Process to end the decades of violence but there 

are things we cannot afford to compromise, and there are things we cannot afford to 

compromise – and we cannot afford to compromise the rights of women in Afghanistan. The 

gains of the past two decades, since the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, cannot be 

compromised.108  

 

As mentioned before, Hans considers the Taliban's strict policy for women to be rationalized 

throughout Afghanistan's long history of political conflict. In the eagerness to maintain its 

nationhood from outside incursions, strategies of foreign influences of modernization and 

traditionalism constituted a site of conflict – and this is why women's bodies became central 

to the conservative policies of the Taliban.109 Correspondingly to Hans theories of rejecting 

foreign influences in an attempt to maintain nationhood, Roy refers to the perception of 

globalization as an extension of colonialism and the debate about values such as human 

rights, women’s rights, and democracy as debate about power illustrated by the “right to 

intervene.”110 In this context, “foreign” has come to pose a threat to Afghan values and found 

to be conflicting with Islamic codes of proper behavior. Even contemporary values, such as 

freedom, democracy, and human rights, are labeled as western ideas and have become 

problematic in an Afghan religious context: the fundamentalists reject them while the more 

moderate try to give them new meaning. It is clear, most Afghans overwhelmingly want 

peace, but they also want to preserve the current system that includes democracy, personal 

freedoms, and women’s rights. The Taliban have said little to reassure the people that their 

views have changed from the extreme restrictions they brutally enforced in the 1990s. Zadran 

is reflecting upon future concerns,  

 

My biggest concern is that women’s rights will be compromised. Of course, I am worried. I 

am worried about Afghan women in general but also myself; will I be able to continue my 

work, be part of decision-making? Will I be limited to work as either a teacher or doctor in 

the future?111 

 

There is a great deal of uncertainty about the future and the fear the Taliban will curtail 

Afghan women’s rights. In the UN Women’s report “Women’s perspectives on the prospect 

of peace,” over 90 percent of the women respondents said, “that protecting women’s rights in 

 
108 Transcript of interview with Safi 13th of January 2021. 
109 Hans. Sites of Violence –Gender and Conflict Zones, pp. 235–237. 
110 Roy. Holy Ignorance – When religion and culture part ways, p. 150. 
111 Transcript of interview with Zadran 12th of January 2021. 
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the peace negotiations is important, with a notable number of respondents concerned about 

Afghan women’s achievements and gains of the past two decades.”112 Safi explains what he 

recognizes as a gap between the new and old Afghanistan.  

 

There is a huge difference between the new Afghanistan and the mindset of the Taliban militant 

group, a significant gap, and the Taliban knows this: it is a question of who is going to change, 

they or we?113  

 

Hasina Safi, Afghanistan’s acting minister of women’s affairs and a representative in the 

peace process, also expresses her concerns regarding the mindset of the Taliban and doubts 

there is any significant change in the Taliban’s view of women’s rights. At the United States 

Institute of Peace forum, Hasina Safi said, “a critical time that we as the people and 

government of Afghanistan have to keep the gains and all of the achievements, that we have 

worked from zero to get to,” and that “Afghan women activists are working around the clock 

to sustain pressure on the Taliban to finally accept women’s rights - and on the government to 

implement its commitments to those rights.”114 Safi expresses his concerns, saying that 

despite the fact that he is hopeful the intra-Afghan peace talks can end decades of violence by 

political settlement, there are things the country cannot afford,  

 

Collapse of the current government would be the worst-case scenario for the majority of Afghans 

because Afghanistan has transformed enormously post 2001, after the fall of the Taliban regime. 

If the Taliban returns to power by force and not through a political settlement in which the group 

accepts the new reality of Afghanistan, that’d mean again suppression of women, freedom of 

speech, democratic rights of the citizens, and many more, all of which are achieved so 

painstakingly that we can’t afford to lose.115 

 

My respondents are both illustrating a reoccurring clash between those representing 

modernization and those protecting the traditional Afghan way of life. They represent the 

“new” Afghanistan and illuminate the resistance against the Islamist hegemony the Taliban 

wants to establish, for which they are being attacked.

 
112 UN Women. Women’s Perspectives on the Prospect of Peace. Kabul: UN Women. 2020. 

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org//media/field%20office%20eseasia/images/2020/12/awn%20%20unwwomens%

20perspective%20on%20peace%20processresearch%20paperdec%202020.pdf?la=en&vs=3451  

(Date of access 14th of May 2021) 
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114 United States Institute of Peace. Afghan Peace Process Tests Women Activists. Washington: Unites States 

Institute of Peace. 2020. https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/10/afghan-peace-process-tests-women-activists  

(Date of access 14th of May 2021) 
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https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/media/field%20office%20eseasia/images/2020/12/awn%20%20unwwomens%20perspective%20on%20peace%20processresearch%20paperdec%202020.pdf?la=en&vs=3451
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/media/field%20office%20eseasia/images/2020/12/awn%20%20unwwomens%20perspective%20on%20peace%20processresearch%20paperdec%202020.pdf?la=en&vs=3451
https://www.usip.org/publications/2020/10/afghan-peace-process-tests-women-activists


  “Holy” War on Human Rights 

  Zandra Bergman   

 39 

 

6.5 Summary: “The New Afghanistan is Under Attack” 

To summarize this chapter, I am quoting one of my respondents saying, “The new 

Afghanistan is Under Attack,” which, in my opinion, captures the nature of the current 

conflict and the complex situation of Afghan human rights activists - illustrating a clash 

between two opposing hegemonic aspirations regarding the process of modernization in 

Afghanistan. 

The period starting from September 2020 and the commencement of the peace 

negotiations marked an increase in insecurity for human rights activists in Afghanistan. 

Despite the prospect of peace, the recorded number of deliberate attacks on human rights 

activists has increased, spreading fear among the country's civilian population. Bringing 

together the views of my respondents, they are both worried about losing their rights and 

freedoms if the Taliban returns to power. The risk of human rights being rolled back is a 

common fear among the community. A fear they are entitled to, according to Human Rights 

Watch report “You Have No Right to Complain - Education, Social Restrictions, and Justice 

in Taliban-Held Afghanistan,” which stresses the concerns about the protection of 

fundamental human rights in a peace agreement between the government and the Taliban.116 

The stories I have compiled expose great concerns of women's rights being 

curtailed if a peace deal is signed and, at the same time, shows strong support for women's 

rights and that these rights should be protected. Something also illustrated by both UN 

Women's report “Women's perspectives on the prospect of peace” and the Afghanistan 

Research and Evaluation Unit study “Women's Participation in the Afghan Peace Process,” in 

which the latter stipulates that there is a strong determination among Afghan women that 

women's rights should be protected in any peace agreement between the Afghan government 

and the Taliban.117 

The march of globalization has served as a fertile space for religious 

fundamentalism to grow, but at the same time, it also gave rise to new cultural claims of 

religion. In Afghanistan, demonstrated by the religious-political question of the future nature 

of Afghanistan – with or without the strict implementation of Sharia law. In the occurring 

conflict, my respondents not only represent new cultural claims by being producers and 

 
116 Human Rights Watch (HRW). You Have No Right to Complain - Education, Social Restrictions, and Justice 

in Taliban-Held Afghanistan. USA: Human Rights Watch. 2020. https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/06/30/you-

have-no-right-complain/education-social-restrictions-and-justice-taliban-held (Date of access 17th of May 2021) 
117 Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. Women’s Participation in the Afghan Peace Process: A Case 

Study. 
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maintainers of a new social order the Taliban rejects, but they also symbolize the threat of 

“foreign” influences by promoting gender equality which by the Taliban is recognized as a 

danger to the Muslim community. A reoccurring battle of values, placing my respondents in a 

long history of clashes between those representing modernization and those protecting the 

traditional Afghan way of life. They represent “the new Afghanistan” and illuminate the 

resistance against the Islamic hegemony the Taliban wants to establish. Because of that, they 

are perceived as targets in the name of “religion.” 
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7. Conclusions: “Holy” War on Human Rights   
 

I believe that we shouldn’t always be seeing things merely as black and white. Considering 

Afghanistan as all black and imagining other countries, especially the west, as all white is a 

wrong perception. Every country has its problems but in different forms. I think Afghans 

suffer from a lack of acceptance and respect for diversity – and we need to learn to resolve 

our differences peacefully because if we don’t do it ourselves, no one else will do it for us.118 

 

Throughout the process of conducting my study, this particular quote has come to represent 

the essence of my findings. The situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan is complex 

and multilayered. From my understanding, Safi is detecting the core of current conflict: the 

lack of acceptance and respect for diversity. The conflict in Afghanistan is described as an 

armed conflict with religious dimensions, but the war against my respondents as human rights 

defenders is rather an attack on diverse opinions identified by its opposers as the “new” 

Afghanistan. Safi also voices the notion that human rights do not travel from the West to the 

rest of the world, which is a common perception held by opponents of human rights. Instead, 

ideas of human rights “feed into and shape a global discourse about human rights; they travel 

and change as they mingle with other ideas.”119 

The purpose of this study is to examine lived experiences of human rights 

activists in Afghanistan and the complex situation in which they are operating, and an attempt 

to gain a deeper understanding of why they have been subject to violence. Furthermore, it is 

an attempt to explore the meaning of violence against Afghan human rights activists 

promoting women’s rights. Rather than touch every topic, my aim was to shed light on the 

shared experiences of my respondents, providing snapshots of the current situation of Afghan 

human rights defenders, and discussing their stories in the light of selected theories. The 

research questions I have been using to guide my study are: (1) How can we understand the 

complex situation of human rights activists in Afghanistan, and (2) What are the underlying 

reasons they are being targeted? 

I place my study within the hermeneutic tradition. To fulfill my purpose and 

answer the posed research questions, I was required to seek answers in the historical and 

social-cultural context in which they are operating, a hermeneutic strategy to gain knowledge 

and a holistic understanding of a complex topic. The process of interpreting has taken place in 

an outlined framework by specifying the historical background, theoretical approaches, and 

 
118 Transcript of interview with Safi 30th of March 2021. 
119 Nah. Protecting Human Rights Defenders at Risk, p. 7.  
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presumptions including, my own background as well as previous research, which all have 

been guiding and motivating me as an interpreter.120 Against the backdrop of the 

entanglement of power, religion, and gender in Afghanistan, this study explores the 

complexity of violence against human rights activists, focusing on how human rights activists 

illuminates central political issues in contemporary Afghanistan.  

Although it is impossible to cover all the dimensions of such a complex 

situation, some key insights have emerged. The problematic condition of Afghan human 

rights activists is characterized by how they center critical political questions entailing power 

claims, gender constructions, and the role of tradition and religion in the production of social 

relations. By adopting mainly, the concepts of hegemony: to decode underlying dimensions of 

power struggles, and a critical feminist approach: to grasp the gender dimensions of the 

conflict, I have exposed how my respondents in the positions of human rights defenders’ 

center political controversies pertaining to the processes of modernization in Afghanistan. 

From my understanding, the reason they have increasingly been in the line of fire following 

the commencing of the intra-Afghan peace talks is that they bring new life to a historical 

conflict of interests impinging on the future nature of the state of Afghanistan. Moreover, they 

expose a recurrent clash between opposing hegemonic aspirations: a struggle over the 

maintenance of social order in the Afghan society, in which they are being placed at the 

center.  

In the occurring conflict, my respondents represent new cultural and religious 

claims by being producers and maintainers of a new social order the Taliban rejects; at the 

same time, they symbolize the threat of “foreign” influences by promoting gender equality 

which by the Taliban is recognized as a danger to traditional Islamic codes of conduct. A 

reoccurring battle of values, placing my respondents in a long history of clashes between 

those representing modernization and those protecting the traditional Afghan way of life. In 

the positions of human rights activists, my respondents represent “the new Afghanistan” and 

illuminate the resistance against the Islamic hegemony the Taliban wants to establish. 

The conflict over social relations and the attempts to obstruct social 

development in Afghanistan stretches back hundreds of years. Efforts to implement rights and 

raise Afghan women's status began long before the fall of the Taliban and have continuously 

met strong resistance. That was the case of al- Rahman Khan in the 1880s, and Amanullah 

Khan, and Queen Soraya in the 1920s. The clash recurred when the obstruction of women's 

 
120 Laverty. “Hermeneutic phenomenology and phenomenology: A comparison of historical and methodological 

considerations.” 
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emancipation became central in the conservative policies of the Taliban in the 1990s. 

Women's bodies did, and still do, construct a site of violence in Afghanistan. They have come 

to represent not only nationhood, as Hans stipulated, but also the symbol of change and 

resistance, which the Taliban and other militant Islamist groups reject. Today, with the 

possibilities of a hegemonic shift, history is repeating itself, placing my respondents in a 

vulnerable position in the intersection of power claims, the role of religion, and the 

construction of gender in Afghan society.  

Even if religion is not the only factor, perhaps not even the most important, it 

still plays a significant role in the conflict.121 The Taliban’s wish to establish an Islamic 

hegemony in Afghanistan and the social relations of production promoted by them and other 

insurgency groups is an attempt to move backward in history – and the violence is masked 

with religious motives. In a society like Afghanistan, where the political context framing the 

religion is violent too, the controversy takes form in violent attacks to silence the resistance, 

compromising the lives of Afghan human rights activists. The stories I have collected 

exemplify how the violence and threat of violence affect the lives of my respondents. Still, the 

target killing campaign aimed at human rights activists, media workers, and government 

officials affects the entire society. Not only by terrorizing its people but also by obstructing 

social development. 

A key aim of this study was to contribute to the studies of intersections of 

power, religion, and gender in Afghanistan by examining the complex situation of Afghan 

human rights activists and how the struggle against them is gendered. Furthermore, it was an 

attempt to make a contribution to studies of contextual disparities of human rights activists 

and the protection of human rights. The repressions of human rights defenders and their 

experiences of attacks and threats of violence differ around the globe and depend on the 

issues they advocate for and the historical and socio-political contexts in which they act. This 

study draws upon the experiences of Afghan human rights activists and insight gained from 

literature on the entanglement of power, religion, and gender in Afghanistan, and I have 

sought to bring the issues of gender into closer dialogue with the issues of promoting and 

protecting human and women’s rights in Afghanistan. I have found them centering critical 

religious-political questions of modernization by promoting values being found contradicting 

traditional ways of life. Yet, much remains unknown, and the multifaceted topic has several 

dimensions left to be investigated. The actions of human rights activists are interpreted in the 

 
121 Svensson. Ending Holy Wars – Religion and Conflict Resolutions in Civil War, p. 177. 
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light of expectations shaped by constructions of various social characteristics creating 

overlapping systems of disadvantages. Intersectional approaches to this topic can further 

elucidate the experiences of Afghan human rights activists and analyze the power relations 

and sociocultural contexts in which they are located.  

In a joint call on the 19th of May 2021, undersigned by several international 

human rights organizations, they state that the escalating attacks against human rights 

defenders appear to be linked to the ongoing peace process. At the same time, they stress the 

importance of human rights and the protection of human rights defenders to be articulated as 

key benchmarks for sustainable peace.122 Correspondingly, the stories I have compiled show 

strong support for the protection of the rights gained in the last two decades after the fall of 

the Taliban regime in 2001. To what an extent the Afghan civil society can defend them in a 

peace agreement with the Taliban is a question that remains unanswered – and from what we 

have seen so far, no one is facing higher stakes than Afghan women and their defenders in 

this “holy” war on human rights.  

Remember how Queen Soraya was featured tearing off her veil in public at the 

beginning of this study? In an attempt to capture the cyclic nature and the recurrent 

hegemonic clash over modernization in Afghanistan, I will close this dissertation by referring 

to another characteristically provocative act of hers. In 1926, on the seventh anniversary of 

Afghanistan’s independence, Queen Soraya provoked again, this time by delivering a speech. 

Independence, she said, belongs “to all of us. Do you think our nation that our nation […] 

needs only men to serve it?”123 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
122 Amnesty. Afghanistan: Joint call for an immediate end to attacks against human rights defenders and need 

for protection and accountability. 
123 Arab News. “Queen Soraya of Afghanistan: A woman ahead of her time.” Saudi Research & Publishing. 

Company. 2020. https://www.arabnews.com/node/1732666/world  

 (Date of access 17th of May 2021) 
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APPENDIX  
 

Appendix I: Interview Guide 1  

 

Please, tell me about yourself.  

 

The rumor says the negotiations have been stalled, and now it’s been almost four months 

without reaching any agreement – What are your thoughts? 

 

Do you have any particular hopes and fears?  

 

Since the commencing of intra-Afghan Peace Talks, the violence has increased; what is your 

opinion on this matter?  

 

What is the opinion of Afghan people in general, you think? 

  

How has your everyday life been affected by the security situation, and how are you coping 

with the lack of security? 

 

How do you think the security situation has been affecting the people of Kabul in general? 

 

Appendix II: Interview Guide 2  

 

The Afghan people and especially Kabul residents, are still under constant threat of violence. 

How are you coping? 

  

Our first interview took place in mid-January; how would you describe the situation now? Is 

it the same, or have you noticed any differences? 

  

The last time we spoke, you told me about risk mitigations – are you still restricting your 

movements, etcetera?  

  

What would you say is the reason (s) you yourself, but also the community you represent 

(Human and women’s rights activists) are being targeted right now? 

  

The background to this phenomenon, so-called target killings or high-profile assassinations, is 

multidimensional, of course. Why would you say people like you and the community you 

represent are being targeted?  

  

A European Union representative living in Afghanistan described what is happening as “ethic 

cleansing.” Do you agree? Would you say that this battle is about ethics?  

  

What are your thoughts about the stalled peace negotiations in Doha and the upcoming 

conference in Turkey? 
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