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Glossary 
 
ailoq  upland pasture area 
arbab  appointed village leader 
burqa  full-length garment that covers a woman’s face and body 
jerib unit of land measurement; one jerib is approximately one-fifth of a 

hectare 
maharram male chaperone 
mullah religious teacher/mosque prayer leader 
namad felted woollen rug 
pie wasi custom whereby women receive livestock upon marriage 
purdah tradition of seclusion of women from public view 
qrut dried yoghurt 
shura local council 
taks unit of monetary measurement 
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Executive Summary 
 
Land and livestock are considered to be key assets for rural livelihoods, yet little is 
known about the factors that enable or constrain different women’s access1 to these. 
A longitudinal study of rural livelihoods launched in late 2002 revealed that very few 
women actually owned land, and only some widowed women owned livestock. But 
what these rights of ownership mean in practice is not known, nor is much known 
about women who come forward to claim their rights. This study of rural villages in 
Badakhshan, Bamyan and Kabul Provinces sought to examine these issues in greater 
depth, as well as build understanding of the factors that enable and constrain 
different women’s access to land and livestock.   
 
The findings show that while women in the study villages (who represented a range of 
religious, ethnic and cultural backgrounds) have a great deal of involvement in 
agriculture, few own land or livestock themselves. Where women were found to own 
either asset, most women were able to use them productively, though their level of 
control over those assets varied.  Moreover, this study found that though the numbers 
of women who claim rights to land and livestock are not great, they were surprisingly 
higher than anticipated, with poverty and a sense of not being cared for by family 
being major reasons why women stake those claims. 
 
Access to land and livestock can be a necessity for household security for both rural 
women and men. The research uncovered many reasons why women would benefit 
from improved access to land and livestock, including:  
 

• Land and livestock ownership is considered to increase a woman’s decision-
making power inside the household, and women are often able to control the 
income gained from the sale of livestock produce inside the village. 

• Both assets, especially land, can provide security for elderly women who are 
often solely dependent on their family. These assets can act as bargaining tools 
for greater care from relatives in old age. 

• Ownership and access to land and livestock can generate more income than 
most activities women are currently involved in. This in turn can enable women 
to support a family, which may give some young widows the choice over 
whether to remarry and potentially lose custody of their children or support 
their children themselves. 

• Few other income generating options currently exist for women that can be 
carried out inside the village, as compared to men who can work outside the 
village and migrate for work. 

• Many women already possess knowledge of crop agriculture and livestock 
management. Improving this knowledge could contribute to increasing food 
security at the household level. 

• Ownership of land and livestock can open up possibilities of accessing credit. 
 
The findings also show that there are many constraints that women face in accessing 
land and livestock, as well as some enabling factors. Some of these constraints include 
culture and tradition; lack of credit, land and shelter for livestock; and poverty. Much 

                                                 
1 Access is defined here as the right to use land or livestock.  This therefore includes access in terms of physical access 
to work with one’s own or others the land and livestock, and also includes access in terms of ownership. 
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can be done to overcome these constraints, though some will be harder to tackle than 
others. The following recommendations to non-governmental organisations and 
government are based on the findings in the three studied provinces, and offer some 
suggestions for how to improve women’s access and ownership of these key assets: 
 
Support Women’s Role in Agriculture Through: 

• Developing a more nuanced understanding of women’s role in agriculture and 
women who own land and livestock, and use this to inform programme design. 

• Emphasising the importance of women’s agricultural activities to both men and 
women through extension work. 

• Incorporating women into agricultural training. 
• Training more women as basic veterinary workers.  
• Providing women with adult literacy classes that would enable them to read 

labels on agricultural inputs, to read wills regarding their inheritance, as well 
as earn them more respect within the community. 

• Providing women with credit to: purchase fodder for animals if they do not own 
land; hire a shepherd if they lack mobility; or enable group rental of land for 
cultivating crops or for building animal shelter and keeping livestock. 

 
Support Women’s Ownership and Claims By: 

• Exploring the possibilities of providing large amounts of credit to groups of 
landless women to enable them to buy land when it is for sale. 

• Exploring the potential of providing sheep, or other livestock, as payment for 
work. Livestock has many extra benefits as compared to cash, in terms of 
animal produce for household consumption, as well as income from the sale of 
an animal and its produce. 

• Ensuring, if any land distribution schemes go ahead, that women and widows in 
particular are included in such schemes. 

• Coordinating and scaling up a legal rights outreach programme that educates 
women and men about inheritance rights at the village level. 

• Establishing family courts in rural areas and training and employing more 
female judges to adjudicate on inheritance claims cases.  
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I. Introduction 
 
There is a growing body of work on land and, to a lesser extent, livestock issues in 
Afghanistan,2 yet the gender dimension of these issues has been little explored, 
despite the fact that land and livestock are considered to be key assets for rural 
livelihoods.  As a result, little is known about the factors that enable or constrain 
women’s access to land and livestock.  
 
In 2002, the Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) launched an 18-month 
study aimed at building understanding of the realities of Afghan livelihoods by 
monitoring households over time. A key finding of the AREU Rural Livelihoods 
Monitoring project was that some (though very few) women were considered to own 
land and that some widowed women owned livestock.3 However, what these rights and 
ownership mean in practice is not known. Similarly, little is known about those few 
women who actually come forward to claim their rights and whether they have been 
able to make use of the land or livestock. This study, developed as a follow-on to the 
initial rural livelihoods research, aimed to fill in some of these knowledge gaps.  
 
Access to land and livestock can be crucial for women’s livelihoods in rural (and urban) 
areas, especially for widows, who often lack sufficient income generating alternatives. 
The purpose of this research was to examine access to agricultural land and livestock 
through a gender analysis lens4 and thereby build understanding of the factors that 
enable and constrain different women’s access to land and livestock. This paper does 
not suggest that men do not face problems in accessing land and livestock, but rather 
focuses specifically on women due to the lack of attention these issues receive with 
regards to women.  The goal is to raise awareness of these issues with examples from 
seven villages in three provinces, and to offer recommendations as to how these issues 
can begin to be addressed. 
 
The next section of this report will explain the study methods and limitations.  Section 
III provides a background on the villages, which differed greatly in terms of location, 
size, and ethnicity, and draws out the similarities and differences in the roles and 
responsibilities of women and men in agriculture (crop agriculture, horticulture and 
livestock) across the sites.  It also looks at the factors that affect the level of women’s 
involvement in agriculture. Section IV addresses the issue of ownership of land and 
livestock, looking largely at obstacles to women’s ownership through inheritance, as 
well as other forms of ownership. It also examines claims made by women for their 
rightful shares in land, reasons behind these claims, the outcomes of these claims and 
the reasons why women often do not claim their rights.  The final section summarises 
the key factors enabling and constraining women’s access to land and livestock and 
provides some recommendations as to how access can be increased and improved. 

                                                 
2 Liz Alden Wily has produced several papers addressing land issues in Afghanistan, some of which raise some of the 
problems women face in securing land ownership. See for example Alden Wily, L. Looking for Peace on the Pastures. 
Kabul: AREU. December 2004. and other reports on AREU’s web site (www.areu.org.af). 
3 For this project, AREU worked with six NGOs to track households over time in order to better understand the realities 
of how rural Afghans earn their living. See Grace, J., and Pain, A. Rethinking Rural Livelihoods in Afghanistan. Kabul: 
Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit. 2004.   
4 Gender analysis provides an examination of the situation of women and men and the relations between them that 
impact on their ability to carry out specific activities or make decisions. 
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II. Methods 
 
This study was conducted using qualitative research methods, including in-depth semi-
structured conversational interviews, as well as focus group discussions and 
participant observation of activities.  A checklist of key questions was used, around 
which interview questions were directed where possible (see Box 1 below).  Due to the 
perceived sensitivity of the subject matter, questions were asked in a broader context 
of what men and women were doing in agriculture in general and then the information 
needed for this research was extracted. Male and female team members spoke with 
men and women respectively. Information gained from the interviews was then shared 
between teams each evening. 
 

Box 1: Key Questions 

• What access to land and livestock do women have? Has this changed over time? 
• Which women are able to claim their rights and why do they claim? 
• What channels do women go through to claim their rights?  
• What are people’s perceptions around these claims? 
• Does owning land affect women’s ability to own livestock and vice versa? 
• How does women’s ability to access land or livestock affect their ability to access other 

resources (such as credit)? 
• What does ownership mean in reality? 
• What other resources, besides ownership rights, do women need to be able to use land 

as a productive asset for themselves and their families? 
• How does women’s access to land and/or livestock affect their decision-making power? 

 
It was decided from the beginning that three geographic areas would be visited. The 
number was chosen as it was manageable in the time given and would allow for an in-
depth understanding of each village studied. The villages were selected for the 
following reasons: 
 

• They were in areas where land and livestock were available; 
• Most were villages where women were known to have claimed land; and 
• They were in areas where non-governmental organisations (NGOs) interested in 

participating in the research were present and were operating agricultural 
programmes, the intention being that these NGOs would be able to use the 
findings in those areas.5   

 
The original intention was to visit the district governor in each area, who would assist 
with the selection of the exact villages. This was to be done by asking the district 
governor about cases of women claiming land or livestock and then selecting the 
villages on the basis of where these women came from. In Badakhshan this did not 
prove possible, as the governor was not present and the researchers could not access 
this information. The two villages were therefore selected based on AKF’s 
recommendations as well as their location. In Bamyan, AKF recommended working in 
Taga Bargh District, as information collected would be useful for their future 
programming in the area.  The research team then visited the district governor for this 
area and were given the location of two villages where women were said to have made 

                                                 
5 These NGOs were the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) in Badakhshan and Bamyan and CARE International in Kabul 
Province. 
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claims. One of the claims, however, turned out to not be over property. The two 
villages within this valley were very small and did not take as long to study as those in 
Badakhshan so the team also visited another larger village near the district center to 
look at the possible effects of village size on mobility. Due to the ethnic composition 
of the previous villages studied, the researchers then chose to visit Pashtun villages in 
Kabul Province.  
 
Within each village the researchers met with different types of women and men: those 
from landed and landless households,6 those from households with livestock and those 
without, as well as widows and married women. The number of people without land or 
livestock interviewed varied depending on whether there was a high number of 
landless households, etc. Landless households were the minority in all villages studied 
(though this is not the case in many parts of Afghanistan),7 and were therefore a 
smaller part of the sample. A total of 166 interviews were conducted with 87 women, 
including 28 widows, and 79 men. Each interview lasted between one and two hours. 
 
Analysis of the data was carried out by using the set of key questions to compare and 
contrast responses from different people in different areas.  
 
Limitations 
A number of limitations to this study should be mentioned. Due to the sensitivities, 
perceived or real, of discussing women’s rights and activities with men, fewer 
questions were asked of men than was originally planned. The researchers were, 
however, able to ask women all of the necessary questions but would have preferred 
to get a better idea of men’s perceptions of women’s access to land and livestock. 
 
It was originally intended to conduct repeat interviews with a small number of people.  
As this increased suspicion as well as raised expectations, the team decided to avoid 
repeat visits in all but a few highly interesting cases where interviews were conducted 
in a very informal manner.  
 
Insecurity limited the study areas and delayed the research several times. In 
Badakhshan the team had intended to visit Jurm District but had to relocate due to 
the start of poppy eradication in the area. Insecurity also meant that Pashtun areas 
went unvisited, but instead the researchers visited Pashtun villages in a largely non-
Pashtun area (which is likely to be somewhat different to Pashtun villages in Pashtun-
dominated areas).8   
 
The study sample is in no way representative but does provide useful insights and 
indications of trends, given that similarities in access were observed across all villages 
despite their differences.  In order for the sample to have been representative a very 
large number of villages would need to be studied. It is hoped that the findings from 
this study will raise interest in these issues and that various organisations can use the 
lessons learned in their own geographical areas of work, as applicable. 

 

                                                 
6 Household is defined here as a unit in which one or more families live together under one roof and share resources.  A 
family is defined as a smaller unit within a household and is usually comprised of parents and their dependent children. 
7 See for example, Alden Wily, op cit. 
8 This was not considered to be too problematic, however, since Pashtun villages in Pashtun areas can also differ 
greatly from village to village, as can all villages in Afghanistan. 
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III. Men and Women’s Agricultural Roles and 
Responsibilities in the Study Villages 

 
This section offers a brief introduction of the villages and then discusses the different 
roles and responsibilities of women and men in agriculture in these villages, drawing 
comparisons across the sites. It then examines the factors that were found to affect 
those roles and responsibilities.    
 

A. Background on the Villages 
 
Village 1, Ishkashim, Badakhshan 
Village 1 lies in a valley upon rocky land about a 45-minute drive or a three-hour walk 
from the district centre of Ishkashim.  The valley runs adjacent to a tributary of the 
Amu River, which separates it from Tajikistan. 
 
The population of the village is mostly Tajik Ismaili, with only four Sunni households 
out of a 42 household population.  There are no absolute landless households, though 
most people own only one to two jeribs (one jerib is equal to one-fifth of a hectare) of 
agricultural land. All households own at least one animal. The village suffers from 
many problems which affect its agriculture: occasional flooding of arable land that 
washes stones onto the land, rendering it unusable; high salinity of the water; crop 
diseases; as well as the flooding of the pasture land due to flood protection measures 
being taken on the Tajikistan side of the river, resulting in water washing on to the 
village’s riverbanks.  
 
Village 2, Ishkashim, Badakhshan 
Village 2 crosses the district centre of Ishkashim and is made up of four sub-villages.  
The 75 household population is almost evenly comprised of Tajik Ismaili and Tajik 
Sunni households.  During previous years, people in this village faced many economic 
problems as the route into Ishkashim was closed due to a Taliban blockade.  This 
meant that accessible food was exceptionally costly (800 Afs [US$16] for 7kg of wheat) 
and many are still in debt from this period and/or have not regained the parts of their 
land that they had to sell to pay for food. There are more landless households in this 
village than in Village 1.  Most of the landless households are Sunni, and as they were 
not originally from the area they only have land if they were able to buy it. Those 
without land also tend to be without livestock. The average size of land owned is 
around five jeribs. 
 
Village 3, Panjao, Bamyan 
Village 3 lies adjacent to the main road that runs through Taga Bargh valley, on the 
right-hand side of the road, about a 40-minute drive from Panjao centre. 
 
Village 3 is very small, with only 18 households, five of which are landless. All 
households are Hazara Shi’a. The landless households are still very involved in 
agriculture, working as sharecroppers for landowners within the village. Most 
households own a few livestock. The villagers face huge problems of water shortages 
and with pasture; therefore, they are currently unable to cultivate all of their land.  
With few other income generating activities in the area, many of the men migrate to 
Kabul at certain times of the year. 
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Village 4, Panjao, Bamyan 
To the right-hand side of the main road running through Taga Bargh valley, across a 
stream and up and over the hilly valley floor, lies Village 4.  Village 4 has greater 
water access than Village 3 and therefore more productive agriculture. 
 
Village 4 is also small, with only 20 households, all of which own some land and 
livestock and are Hazara Shi’a. There are another four landless families also living 
here who have come from other villages. These families, as with other sharecroppers 
in Panjao, have no land or shelter and so are locked into exploitative sharecropping 
cycles in order to secure some accommodation that landlords provide.  
 
Village 5, Panjao, Bamyan 
Near to Panjao district centre is Village 5. Village 5 is larger than the previous two 
villages and is made up of 88 households, all of which are Hazara Shi’a.  Village 5 has 
an interesting history, as its land was originally bought from the government, which 
had seized the land around 200 years ago from a female arbab (village leader) who 
had held a lot of power, but been accused of rebelling against the government.  
Interestingly, the researchers were told that in the past many women held a lot of 
power and villagers named several women who had been arbabs in Bamyan.  Educated 
women of this time were also consulted by all members of their communities 
regarding their problems.   
 
Village 6, Shomali Plains, Kabul Province 
Village 6 lies on the right-hand side of the road going through the Shomali Plains from 
Kabul near to the Qara Bagh bazaar. The village is quite large, with around 360 
households. Most households are Pashtun though there are a few Tajik women living in 
the village who were married to men here. 
 
While all households were said to own land, few are now able to cultivate it due to a 
severe lack of water. Most of the land is vineyard but the grapes no longer grow 
properly. Very few households own livestock now as there is no fodder to feed them.  
 
Village 7, Shomali Plains, Kabul Province 
Village 7 is on the other side of the road from Village 6 and faces the same agricultural 
problems.  It too is large, with a population of 785 households, and is comprised of 
several sub-villages. As with Village 6 the vast majority of the population is Pashtun.  
There are more landless households in this village, who in previous times worked on 
the land of others in the village. As with landed households in Village 6, many 
members of landless households now work on cash for work projects and migrate to 
Kabul to find work. 
 

B. Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Table 1 summarises the key characteristics of the roles that women and men play in 
agricultural work in the seven villages studied. As the table illustrates, women in all 
villages were involved in agriculture, despite differences between villages in terms of 
ethnicity, religion or location. This was also found to be the case in the five villages in 
Faryab and Saripul studied as part of the AREU Rural Livelihoods Monitoring project, 
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though in these areas it was largely poorer women who were most involved in 
agriculture.9 
 

Table 1. Women and Men’s Roles in Agriculture in the Seven Villages 

Village Women’s Activities Men’s Activities 

Village 1 
(Badakhshan) 

Women were said to do as much agricultural work as 
men.  Ismaili and Sunni women are mostly responsible 
for: weeding, and cultivating vegetables and tobacco. 
Ismaili women are also involved in:  

• removing stones from the land,  
• harvesting,  
• gathering the crops into bundles,  
• threshing, and  
• cleaning the seed.  

Sunni women here tend to be less involved in 
agriculture due to less mobility. 
 
Women are responsible for livestock and carry out all 
activities from breeding, to milking to making dairy 
produce, spinning wool and selling small animal 
products inside the village and outside during an 
annual two-three month migration to pasture land. 

Sunni and Ismaili men are 
mostly responsible for:  

• ploughing,  
• irrigating,  
• sowing,  
• harvesting,  
• threshing,  
• separating the 

wheat from the 
husk,  

• cleaning the seed. 
 
All men bring fodder and 
water for the animals in 
winter and one man from 
a household often 
accompanies the two 
women to the pasture 
land.   

Village 2 
(Badakhshan) 

As above but few Ismaili women migrate to the 
pasture as there are fewer animals and children are 
more involved in grazing around the village area.  

As above 

Village 3 
(Bamyan) 

Women are involved in all agricultural activities on 
land except for ploughing, planting and separating the 
wheat from the husk and irrigating. Most women are 
involved in agriculture. Women also:  

• collect stones,  
• turn the soil where the oxen can’t reach 

during ploughing, and  
• break up hard large clumps of soil.  

 
Women also collect cumin and other plants used for 
medicinal plants and sell cumin to traders who visit 
this village. With livestock the shepherding is often 
carried out by young boys and girls in return for cash 
or food and is a very important source of income for 
some families. As in Villages 1 and 2, livestock is 
considered to be the responsibility of women.  
Women bring grass in summer to feed the animals, 
sometimes twice a day. As in the other sites, women 
feed and milk the animals, clean the animal shelter, 
spin wool and make namads (felted woolen rugs) and 
make other goods such as dairy produce and dung 
cakes for fuel.    
 
 

Men are responsible for: 
• ploughing, 
• irrigating,  
• sowing,  
• harvesting,  
• threshing,  
• separating the 

wheat from the 
husk  

• cleaning the seed. 
 
Men bring fodder for 
animals in winter. 

                                                 
9 Grace, J. Gender Roles in Agriculture: Case Studies of Five Villages in Northern Afghanistan.   Kabul: Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit. 2004. 
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Village 4 
(Bamyan) 

As above As above 

Village 5 
(Bamyan) 

As above As above 

Village 6 
(Kabul) 

In the past some women gathered weeds and cleared 
stones from the vineyards and cut grapes when they 
were ready. Women would dry the grapes and clean 
the raisins.  When the grapes were ready poorer 
women would come and cut them in return for 
money. Then they would take turns on each other’s 
land. Wealthier women worked less in agriculture in 
the past as labourers were hired though they still 
visited the land with their husbands and observed.  
More women are working on land now that most 
households are poor due to drought and war.  In the 
past and present (among those households who have 
them), women were responsible for feeding and 
watering animals inside the compound and making 
dairy produce. 

As above.  In the past 
when people owned 
livestock men and young 
boys were grazing animals.  
Men were more involved 
than with livestock outside 
the household than in the 
other villages due to 
greater restrictions on 
women’s mobility. 

Village 7 
(Kabul) 

As above As above 

 
Specifically, women across all sites were involved in weeding and to a lesser extent 
harvesting. Most were also involved in post-harvest work such as threshing and 
cleaning seeds. Women were also found to be responsible for livestock in all of the 
villages, most notably in Badakhshan Village 1. Despite this, organisations still work 
with men in livestock and veterinary training in this village. With the exception of 
Villages 1 and 2 there was little animal health care inside the villages, though both 
women and men were able to diagnose when an animal was ill. In Kabul Villages 6 and 
7 women had, in the past, given some home remedies to their livestock, and the 
advice of elderly women living in the villages had been sought when an animal was ill. 
 
Women in all villages are able to sell some animal produce such as eggs and qrut 
(dried yoghurt) inside the village if they need the money and if their family owns 
livestock. Whether they are able retain the income from their sales differs from 
household to household.  Most women use any income generated for household, rather 
than personal, needs. If produce is sold at the bazaar, men are responsible for 
transport unless a woman has no male relative who can take it for her.  Men are 
mostly responsible for the sale of any crops and for the final decision about what is 
bought with the income generated.   
 
The delegation of agricultural roles based on gender were said not to have changed in 
living memory in Villages 1-5.  In Villages 6 and 7, however, women and men felt the 
roles had changed to some extent.  Most agreed that women now play a greater role in 
agriculture, as they can no longer afford to hire labour now that the productivity of 
the land is very poor, but there was a lack of consensus over the role women played in 
the past.  Some said that in the past women never worked on land.  Indeed, a group of 
women said, “We were like queens sitting at home without work.  We would only go to 
the land for leisure to visit.  We only cooked and sent the food for the men and looked 
after the livestock.” Others, including elderly men, said that women had always 
worked alongside them. Given the strong purdah norms in this village, expressed by 
the villagers, it seems unlikely that people would say women had worked in the fields 
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in the past if they had not. To some extent there seemed to be a desire to represent 
the past in a idyllic way, presenting life in terms of how it is “meant” to be.  This was 
also observed in Villages 1 and 2 where the researchers were often told by women and 
men that women, especially Sunni women, were not working in agriculture. When 
women and men were then asked whether women were carrying out specific activities 
such as weeding, they said that yes the women were. Thus, this may have been 
another presentation of the “ideal” reality, rather than the “lived” reality. 
 

C. Factors Affecting Gendered Roles in Agriculture 
 
This section looks at the factors that were found to affect the level and nature of 
women’s involvement in agricultural activities as compared to men. These include: 
 

• Whether a woman belongs to a landed or landless household; 
• Village-specific resource sharing arrangements; 
• Household composition; 
• Knowledge of agricultural activities; 
• Marital status; 
• Wealth; 
• Tradition; 
• Location and size of villages; and 
• The nature of NGO projects working in a given village. 

 
Each of these factors is discussed in greater detail below. 
 
Landed or Landless 
Whether a woman belongs to a landed or landless family, regardless of who owns the 
land, affects the amount of access she will have to land and therefore the number of 
agricultural activities she will carry out.  The same applies for livestock.   
 
Few women work on the land of others and where they do, this tends to be largely 
reserved for the very poor, and for poor widows in particular. However, the 
researchers did uncover four cases of women working as labourers on others’ land.  
Women from sharecropping families may work on the land of others with their husband 
if he is a sharecropper.  However, if the men of the family do not own land or do not 
work as sharecroppers, it is highly unlikely that women will have any physical access 
to agricultural land, since villages do not usually contain common land that can be 
cultivated, as is found in other countries, such as India. 
 

Village-specific Resource Sharing  
Village-specific systems affect the roles women and men play in agriculture in terms of 
their level of involvement and responsibility, though other factors such as ethnicity, 
religion and location also interact. For example, in Badakhshan Village 1, and to a 
lesser extent Village 2, villagers have a system of sharing livestock that is entirely 
arranged and managed by women (see Box 2).  This exchange is carried out by both 
Ismaili and Sunni women, though Sunni women in Village 2 are less able to do this, as 
many are from landless households and are renting a house that does not provide 
enough space for livestock. 
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Box 2: Borrowing Livestock 
One village in Badakhshan exemplified how a village-specific system can affect access to 
livestock. The system is arranged as follows: a woman from a household with no or few 
livestock borrows a female animal from a household that has more. Often the system begins 
with the woman wanting to borrow the animal cooking two pieces of bread and taking it to 
the livestock owning household, who are then aware why the woman has come. She will 
often have helped them with some tasks before taking the bread to them.   
 
The recipient mates the animal with a neighbour’s animal of the opposite sex and keeps it 
until it produces offspring. During the time of keeping the animal the woman will feed and 
milk the animal, make qrut, butter and yoghurt, a share of which will go to the household 
that lent the animal.  She does not allow the animal to go to pasture with other animals 
until it has been in her household for long enough to become used to her and return to her.  
Once the animal has finished nursing the offspring, the adult is then returned to the owner 
and the woman who looked after it keeps the progeny.  
 
This system acts as an excellent means of accessing livestock, and as a major source of 
income—extra livestock can be an asset that is sold to make up the shortfall in grain needed 
for the household.  Some women had managed to rear several animals without having to sell 
them.  The livestock provides produce that is used for household consumption and the qrut 
is sold where possible, if the woman needs goods or money.  If the household needs income 
to buy food, the animal can then be sold. 

Most women seem able to participate in this arrangement, though one Ismaili woman 
from a neighbouring village to Village 1 cannot as her husband is an opium addict and 
people think her husband will sell the animal to buy opium.  
 

 
The system seen in Badakhshan enables those with few or no livestock to gain access 
to it, meaning that even poor households and poor women in particular can access 
livestock. In some cases women are considered to own the animals they bring to the 
household in this manner. In a couple of other cases where women had brought several 
animals, they were allowed to keep one, sell it, and decide how to use the income.  It 
is very difficult for the poorer households to retain the animal, which is most often 
sold to buy food, to make up for the shortfall in wheat. Even if the animal can be 
retained there are few decisions to be made over how to use any income generated, 
since it is used for basic household necessities. This system was not in place in the 
other study villages, though it does happen in other areas of Afghanistan such as parts 
of Laghman.10 
 
Another type of system, again only found in Village 1, and to a lesser extent in Village 
2, is that of migrating to what is known as the ailoq — a designated upland pasture 
area. Two women and one boy or man usually migrate together to the pasture, many 
hours’ walk away, for a period of two to three months.   This migration is partly due to 
a lack of pasture land inside the village and therefore the need both to feed the 
animals as well as keep them away from the crops grown inside the village prior to and 
during the harvest.  During this time it is the men’s responsibility to watch over the 
women and the animals while the women carry out many tasks such as milking the 
animals and making dairy products such as oil, butter, qrut and yoghurt. Upon return 

                                                 
10 Kerr-Wilson, A., and Pain, A . Three Villages in Laghman: A Case Study of Rural Livelihoods.  Kabul: Afghanistan 
Research and Evaluation Unit. 2003. 
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from the ailoq women are then responsible for the breeding of animals. This is often 
done with neighbours’ animals if there are not sufficient livestock within the 
household.   
 
The income women can make from dairy produce inside the village depends on how 
many other people in the village or area have livestock, as well as whether there is a 
tradition of giving, rather than selling, dairy produce, especially milk. In the two 
Badakhshan villages, for example, the idea of selling milk made people laugh. It was 
considered ridiculous given that most people in the area own livestock and therefore 
have their own milk. In the two villages in the Shomali Plains, the sale of milk was a 
recent phenomenon, one that was said to have been learnt in Pakistan, and one which 
many people disapproved of, referring back to when milk was given for free to those 
who needed it. 
 
This period of migration to the ailoq (during which time less men are present with the 
animals) means that livestock is clearly seen as women’s responsibility, though only 
certain female members of the household will go. This greater responsibility for 
livestock does, to some extent, appear to translate into more decision-making power 
over the produce of the animals, as women appear to be able to sell this produce and 
sometimes make decisions over how to use the income generated. 
 
Household Composition 
The number of people in a household, and in particular the ratio of women to men, 
affects the activities household members carry out.  For example, women in all of the 
sites were said to work less in crop agriculture, and in a few cases not at all, if there 
are “enough” men in the household. Conversely, where there are few men in a 
household women may transcend the boundaries of the “normal” activities they carry 
out with regards to agriculture.  
 
The number of females in a household was also found to determine whether certain 
activities could be carried out all. Several women in Badakhshan Village 2 for example 
said they could not keep livestock because there were not enough women in their 
household to look after them as well as carry out other housework and agricultural 
work. While some women work on both land and with livestock, it is not always the 
same women carrying out both types of activities. For example, if a household is 
comprised of more than one family, meaning there are several females in the house, 
the tasks may be split between women, with some women working with livestock and 
others with crops.  This is especially the case in households where women migrate to 
the ailoq. There did not appear to be any particular reasoning in choosing which 
women go to the ailoq, though households generally preferred to neither send young 
girls nor old women. 
   
Therefore, while most of the interviewed women work in agriculture in general, at an 
individual level, they may not always work with both livestock and crop agriculture.  
In households with few women, however, women may be working with both. The 
household composition will therefore play a role in determining which activities 
women carry out and where their expertise lies, how much time they have, and when 
they might be able to engage in other projects. This is of significance for programming 
as it shows the need not only to look at the different tasks which “women” and “men” 
carry out but also differences between the genders. This will be important for 
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example in deciding which household members to include in which types of training, 
while recognising that these roles may change over time. 
 
Related to this is the fact that in joint households, where more than one family live 
together, decision-making over who does what, and also who controls what, often lies 
with the head of the household, most often the parents or the oldest brother. This 
means that men also do not have equal decision-making power and that simply 
working with “women” would not necessarily lead to increased decision-making for all 
women in the household where an age hierarchy is in place. An understanding of both 
who does what, as well as who controls what, is needed to target the right people 
within a household, if increased decision-making is the aim. 
 
Knowledge 
Several aspects of women’s agricultural knowledge, as well as lack thereof, affect 
women’s role in agriculture. 
 
Lack of Agricultural Knowledge 
When some women in Bamyan Village 4 were asked about why women do not plant 
seeds, the women said they do not know how, and men do not show them. They also 
said they are not interested to learn, as if they do, this work will become their 
responsibility.  Another elderly woman in Village 5 said she did not know how to plant.  
She said in the past she had wanted to learn but other women in the village told her 
not to, as then they would also have to do this work. This demonstrates how the 
appearance of a lack of knowledge can be perceived as very useful in minimising one’s 
workload.   
 
Traditional/Hidden Knowledge 
In another example, in Bamyan Village 4, when women said they couldn’t separate the 
good seed from the bad, some women were asked if they had ever wanted to learn. To 
this they replied that they know how, but women in their culture do not do this. The 
women also said that planting on irrigated land takes place when the weather is very 
cold and planting on rain-fed land takes place when there is still snow on the ground 
so they are unable to take their children there and cannot go (if they have young 
children). 
 
Another group of women in Village 5 said they could not plant seeds. When asked if 
they would like to learn, they said that there is no need, as they already know. They 
explained that women spend a lot of time on the land with their husbands and so they 
watch and learn. When asked if their husbands know that they know how to plant, 
they said no, again for the same reason as the other women gave—then they would 
have to do the work and “what would be left for the men to do?” 
 
Being known to possess certain knowledge can be seen as negative and the desire by 
one woman for a certain type of knowledge could possibly have a negative effect on 
others in terms of increasing their workload. This may suggest a need to reach a 
consensus with women in a given village about the desire for new forms of training, as 
well as to guard against both the assumptions that women do not know how to do 
activities that they do not carry out, as well as that knowledge is always positive for 
all people. 
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Marital Status  
The marital status of women also affects the activities they may be involved in.  
Unmarried women, especially if near to the age of marriage, are less likely to be 
allowed to carry out agricultural tasks outside the house.   
 
Women in female-headed households on the other hand, whether temporary or 
permanent, are likely to have more of a role in managing activities on land as well as 
livestock (see Box 3). This will not always mean that the women will carry out more 
activities on the land themselves, but they will be responsible for recruiting day 
labourers or giving their land to a sharecropper to work. This will also depend on 
whether they have male children and how old these male children are. If the sons are 
old enough they may work on the land instead of labourers. The research team also 
came across several cases where members of the community or relatives were also 
helping to work on a widow’s land, sometimes without any form of compensation. 

 
In most cases widows and the few temporary female-headed households studied were 
able to manage the land, though some lacked adequate knowledge of seed and 
fertiliser types. Indeed, one example was found in Village 1 in Badakhshan of a woman 
who had cultivated five jeribs (one hectare) of land by herself when she was widowed 
and her children were too young to work on the land. Where difficulties do lie is in 
finding sufficient income to pay for labourers where there is need for them.  If a 
sharecropper is hired, female-headed households face problems in getting enough 
produce to feed the family, if the land is small. 
 

Box 3: Women Managing Their Own Land 
A Sunni widow in Village 1 was left the land of her husband. Her three brothers-in-law also left 
their land with her for cultivatation, as they moved to other areas.  She is able to keep 50 
percent of the production.  Her son works on the land when he can, but is a soldier and so is often 
away.  The rest of her children are girls who are not allowed, for cultural reasons, to work 
outside.  Though she said “women don’t work on the land in our culture” she then said that she 
does help in weeding and at harvest time, though qualified this by saying she was able to carry 
out these tasks because the land is close by.  She said women also cultivate vegetables. To carry 
out the tasks she is unable to do she hires a young farmer – between 12 and 15 years old.  In order 
to raise the cash needed to hire the farmer her son brings her opium from various places, which 
she then sells for a higher price to the opium addicts inside the village. 
 
A Sunni widow in Village 2 hired people to work on the land she received from her father-in-law 
when her husband died.  She also claimed land from her brothers in another area.  She said they  
knew she was in a difficult situation so she said they didn’t mind her claiming.  She sold it back to 
them and bought land in this village.  Last year she mortgaged both pieces of land to large 
landowners and used the money from one piece to trade in Wakhan and then used profits to get 
the land back.  The other piece of land remains mortgaged.  They have little money left now but 
use what there is to buy opium, which her son sells for a profit in the Wakhan Corridor. 
 
Another elderly widow in Village 6 in Kabul was managing her own land.  She had only one son and 
he committed suicide.  She now gives her land to a labourer to work on when she can afford it 
and supervises him.  Sometimes she also works on the land herself.  She dries grapes and sells 
them herself to businessmen either in the village or in the bazaar. She is able to pay the labourer 
with the money she raises from this and her occasional work with an NGO, delivering educational 
messages to women inside the village. 
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Many women in Afghanistan are married to men in their natal village, making it easier 
for them to control any property they do own through inheritance.  However, even if 
they are married to men in another village, they can still utilise the land through 
renting it out or giving it to a sharecropper to work. 
 
Wealth 
In general, poorer women tend to be more involved in agricultural tasks than 
wealthier women. This has however changed in some areas. For example, in both of 
the villages in the Shomali Plains women and men explained that women in richer 
households were much less involved in agriculture in the past when there was an 
abundance of production and enough income to hire agricultural labour. Now that war 
and drought have severely limited the accessible water sources and households have 
become poorer, more women are involved in trying to help the household increase 
food production. 
 
There does appear to be more room for maneuver with poorer women in terms of 
involving them in activities than would not traditionally be considered appropriate, 
but can contribute towards gaining livelihood security. 
 
Tradition 
Mobility, as dictated to some extent by tradition, was also found, not surprisingly, to 
affect the level of agricultural involvement of women.  A difference in the mobility of 
Sunni and Shi’a Muslim women was noted, with a greater level of mobility observed 
amongst Shi’a people, though this varied according to the location of the village, as 
discussed in the following section. Ismaili women in Badakhshan Village 1 appeared 
very free to move within the village and are able to sit with men from other 
households in meetings and to graze their animals and to work on land.  Similarly the 
Shi’a Hazara women in Panjao also seemed free to move around and so could take 
animals to pasture. In these villages it is not considered acceptable for Sunni women 
to take animals for grazing. Instead they hire someone, or if they are poor, their 
children will graze the animals. They may go if there is no one else, otherwise they 
will not keep livestock in the first place. This is not to suggest that tradition is 
predicated solely on religion, but rather that religious traditions intersect with 
ethnicity, location and wealth. 
 
Tradition dictates not only what people should do. As mentioned earlier a difference 
was observed between the answer people gave to questions about women’s role in 
agriculture and the reality of women’s role in agriculture, a difference that might be 
better understood with in-depth investigation into women and men’s roles. 
 
Location and Size of Villages 
The size of a village and its proximity to the district centre also appear to affect 
women’s mobility. The smaller the village, the greater the apparent trust in 
neighbours due to greater knowledge of them and the further away from the district 
centre, or from a through road, the more women may have mobility inside the village. 
 
In one of the villages with a mixed Ismaili and Sunni population, near to the district 
centre for example, Ismaili and Sunni women were observed wearing their burqas to 
the land, then removing them once there to work. This was in comparison to the 
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majority Ismaili village studied which was far from the road, where no women wore 
burqas inside the village.  
 
NGO Projects 
The actual activities involved in NGO programmes can also affect the agricultural work 
women carry out.  For example, a CARE project carried out in Village 6 in Kabul 
resulted in women and men being paid to work on the vineyard of a widow without 
children.  Given that it is not considered appropriate for women to work on the land of 
others, the idea met with some resistance at first, but was later welcomed after much 
negotiation at the village and district level.  Both men and women alike felt this was a 
very good income generation opportunity for the women.  Those women involved were 
mostly widows and elderly women, as this work is considered more acceptable than 
for younger women, and these women were considered the most in need of work.   
 
Another proposed project from an organisation working in Village 7 in Kabul might also 
affect women’s roles and mobility. The proposal is for a livestock project and came 
about after a lengthy process (see Box 4). Unable to supply livestock to all households, 
the NGO suggested a member of the community give or rent out their land and the 
women create a farm, the animals for which are to be supplied by the NGO. One 
woman from each household is allowed to participate and the women have organised 
themselves into teams led by a team leader. The teams are to take turns in working on 
the farm. NGO staff apparently told the women that when the farm is established 
women have to go work on the farm with other women and not with their husbands.  
When asked what their husbands thought about the project, a group of women, 
including a team leader, said that the men said, “If this is an income source then you 
can go.”  They said the men told them to go, but that they are also happy to go.   
 

 
In the three villages in Bamyan, AKF asked the researchers to find out about the 
possibilities of women being trained as basic veterinary workers. Almost all women 
and men said that this work would be possible for women and felt that this would be a 
good idea, as women are responsible for livestock. People said women would be able 
to go alone to treat animals in the houses of others inside the village, but would need 
a maharram to go outside the village. If this idea goes ahead then women’s activities 
and responsibilities for livestock will be increased. The women seemed very interested 
in “learning anything new” and felt that such knowledge would command respect from 
other members of the community.  Women and men in Kabul Villages 6 and 7 also felt 

Box 4: Farm Project 
According to several women from Village 7 in the Shomali Plains, NGO staff asked the 
women of the village to come up with some income generating ideas.  The women decided 
a good business would be for the NGO to bring them pots and pans and other vessels they 
could rent out for weddings.  The elders of the village disagreed with this idea, however, 
and said they should ask for livestock.  The women then met again with NGO staff and 
discussed this with them.   
 
At first they asked for one cow per family but the NGO said this was not possible and 
suggested they give one goat for seven households but that they establish a farm to keep all 
of the animals and that the women work on the farm without taking their husbands as 
maharrams.   
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this would be a good idea, though women would only be able to carry out this work in 
their own homes. 
 
Most women have some physical access to land and livestock. While this means that 
many women have access to the food produced by themselves and their family 
members, this access does not necessarily translate into rights and control over 
produce and what to sell and buy. This is in part due to lack of ownership, which in 
turn is linked to socio-cultural norms. This shall be discussed in the following section, 
which examines women’s access to land and livestock through ownership. 
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IV. Factors Affecting Women’s Ownership of Land and 
Livestock 

 
This section examines the different factors found to affect women’s ownership of land 
and livestock. The focus of this section is largely on inheritance, as this is the main 
means by which women gain ownership of land and livestock. It begins by looking at 
inheritance and other ways in which women can gain ownership, then examines the 
factors that prevent the majority of women from inheriting land and livestock. 
 

A. Means of Gaining Ownership of Land and Livestock 
 
There are few forms of coming into land and livestock other than through inheritance. 
Few women own land that was not inherited. The AREU Rural Livelihoods Monitoring 
project found that of 360 households studied, only 1.87 percent of women owned land 
by themselves, and only 11 percent of women were found to own livestock 
individually, and these were almost all widows.11 The few possibilities of gaining 
ownership of land and livestock are outlined below. 
 
Pie Wasi  
At the time of marriage women receive mostly small house items and clothes from 
their parents. In both the Badakhshan and Bamyan villages women receive livestock 
through a tradition known as pie wasi, the first visit of a new bride to her parental 
home after marriage. This appears to be a form of pre-mortem inheritance. The 
woman then takes the animals to her marital home. In theory the animals belong to 
her but whether this ownership is respected, and whether it translates into control 
over the animals and their produce, varies from household to household. In some cases 
the husband’s parents take control and even sell the animals without asking the 
woman’s permission.  In other cases other household members will consult her before 
making decisions over the animal and its produce.  
 
Buying Land 
One possibility of gaining access could be to buy land, however, there does not appear 
to be much of a land market in Afghanistan. The research team did not come across 
any cases of women buying land. Given the lack of income generating opportunities 
available to women (and men), it is highly unlikely that even if there were a land 
market, women, especially poor women and men, would ever be able to purchase land 
without access to large amounts of credit, to which they currently have little access. 
The poor people interviewed told of how difficult it is to access credit if you do not 
already own land or livestock at least. Where it is possible, most land tends to be 
bought by those who already own it, since those are the people with financial means 
to purchase land.12  
 
Borrowing Livestock 
As discussed earlier, women in both of the villages in Badakhshan access livestock 
through a local practice of borrowing animals from wealthier households. In some 
cases, because women are fully responsible for arranging this, they are considered to 

                                                 
11 Grace and Pain, op cit. 
12 Alden Wily, op cit. 
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own the animals, though this appears to depend on the relations inside the household.  
Several women said they have all authority to sell the animals they brought through 
this system without anyone’s permission, and that if anyone else wants to sell them 
they have to ask the women. In a few cases, where women had brought several 
animals through these means, men said that women were able to keep one of the 
animals which they brought and could decide what to do with the animal; if they 
choose to sell it they can decide how to use the income.  Where women cannot control 
decisions about the sale of an animal they often have some control over the animal 
produce, which women in all the villages were found to trade inside the village, and in 
some cases, decide how to use the income. 
 
Inheriting Land  
The Civil Code of 1978 governs inheritance law in Afghanistan and is based on Islamic 
jurisprudence. Under Shari’a law women have rights to inherit both as daughters and 
as widows. Divorced women, however, are given no rights to their husbands’ property. 
The inheritance rights that do exist for women are clearly laid out in the Koran (see 
Box 5) and therefore in the Civil Code. Widows are to receive one-eighth of the 
property or one-fourth if they have no children. Where there is more than one wife, 
this proportion is shared among them. Provision for widows is priority.   

 
While the law dictates that women have rights to inherit as daughters and as wives, 
the reality is far removed, particularly with regards to daughters.  In the seven villages 
studied, 12 cases of daughters actually inheriting land without having to claim were 
found, though there may have been more. These were usually special circumstances, 
however:   
 

• Seven cases were of women who had no brothers.  
• Three women were given land because they had never married (see Box 6) and 

therefore had no one to support them.  
• One woman’s parents gave her land because they had not been able to give her 

any dowry when she married.  
• Another woman was given land because her father was very wealthy and owned 

a lot of land. 
 
Widows do in general appear to receive the land, at least nominally, though they often 
transfer the land into their sons’ names to avoid any confusion later on.  Often these 
women do still appear to be able to exercise some control over the land and some sons 
may still consider the land to belong to their mother. Unfortunately, not all widows 
are clear about their rights to property (see Box 7). If old enough, the sons are often 

Box 5: Shari’a Law: From Chapter 4 of the Koran: The Women (Surah 4 – Al Nisa)  
God (thus) directs you as regards your children’s inheritance: to the male, a portion equal to 
that of two females: if only two or more, their share is two-thirds of the inheritance: if only 
one, her share is half. For parents, a sixth share of the inheritance to each, if the deceased 
left children; if no children, and the parents are the (only) heirs, the mother has a third; if 
the deceased left brothers (or sisters) the mother has a sixth. The distribution in all cases is 
after payment of legacies and debts. Ye know not whether your parents or your children are 
nearest to you in benefit. These are settled portions ordained by God: and God is all-knowing, 
all-wise [Art.11]. 

Cited in Alden Wily, op cit. 
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the ones who make the decisions about the land, though they will usually consult their 
mother about any sales of land. 

 
 
As will be discussed next, there are man differences in the way inheritance law is 
actually practiced among different groups, and many socio-cultural and socio-
economic reasons given by people to account for these differences.  
 

B. Factors Constraining Women’s Ownership of Land and 
Livestock 

 
While the law grants daughters and wives the right to inherit property, few women – 
particularly daughters – inherit in practice. This section looks at the factors which 
were found to constrain women’s ownership through inheritance. These include: 
 

• Culture, i.e., that it is not considered culturally appropriate for women to 
inherit land; 

Box 6:  Women Who Never Married 
An elderly woman in Kabul Village 6 said that some people give land to their daughters. She 
and her sister were given land, for example, as they had never married. A cousin had come 
to marry the younger of the two sisters but she refused and her parents accepted her 
decision. Her cousin subsequently stopped anyone from coming to marry her. Her sister had 
not wanted to marry when she was young as was happy being wealthy and living with her 
parents and thought life would always be this way. When their father died, she and her 
sister gave the land to a sharecropper.  
 
Another elderly woman in the same village was in a similar situation. This woman was living 
alone and had also never married, as she had to look after her mother who was widowed 
and blind.  She also said her cousins were very cruel to her and did not want her to marry as 
they wanted to keep her poor and working for them.  Her father had land which should have 
all gone to her, but when her cousins returned from Pakistan after the Taliban left, they 
divided the land and only gave her two rooms, one of which was inhabitable, and 100 taks.  
She is ill now and so has given the land to her niece who she lived with during both periods 
as a refugee in Pakistan (during the Soviet invasion and Taliban). She gave the land to her 
niece rather than her nephews, as they never came to visit her or help her.  In return for 
the land she asked that her niece visit her and bring her food, which she does. 

 

Box 7: Lack of Knowledge of Rights 
One widow present had sold 300 taks to pay for her husband’s funeral. She still has 2-300 
taks. She had land in her own village but her husband sold it and took the money. She is 
now unclear what rights she has to her husband’s property and is very worried, as her 
daughter-in-law wants to evict her from the house. She asked the research team if she had 
rights to the property. No will was written. One woman present tried to stop her talking 
about it and told her not to tell secrets. She said she thinks if a woman has no children – 
and she has none from her second husband (her first husband’s brother) – she gets two-
thirds.  Other women present told her she should speak to the mullah, but others also asked 
her very questioningly: “You’re not going to claim, are you?” 
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• That women “love their brothers” and do not want to upset them by accepting 
their rights to claim land; 

• The lack of land available to give to daughters as well as sons; 
• The perception (and reality) that a man is responsible for feeding his wife and 

therefore needs the land more; 
• In the instance of the Bamyan villages, the belief that women only inherit 

moveable property; 
• The practice of leaving all property to sons in wills; 
• The difficulties facing widows living in joint households in receiving their 

inheritance rights; and 
• The fact that women do not receive any share of property in cases of divorce or 

desertion. 
 
Various factors affect women differently according to whether they are to inherit as 
daughters, widows, or divorcees, as illustrated in Table 2. These factors are explored 
in greater depth, using specific examples from the study villages, below. 

Table 2. Law vs. Practice in Land Inheritance for Different Women 
Type of women What the law says What the reality is 

Daughters  Daughters are entitled 
to half of their 
brothers’ share of the 
parental property 

Daughters rarely receive or accept their 
share of land for several reasons: 

• It is not considered the culture to 
give land to girls 

• Women want to keep their brothers 
happy and so do not accept their 
share 

• There is said to be insufficient land 
to give to daughters as well as sons 

• All property is sometimes left to 
sons in wills 

Widows Widows with children 
are entitled to one-
eighth of the property 
and one-fourth if they 
have no children 

Widows living in separate households, i.e., 
not with other related families, appear to be 
able to receive their share more easily.  
Some widows living in joint families may 
also receive their share depending on the 
household. Several factors constrain their 
right to inherit: 

• Living in joint households may make 
it harder for widows to receive their 
share since land has often not been 
divided and all is shared 

• In some areas there is a custom of 
only giving moveable property to 
widows 

• Widows without children are often 
forced to remarry and do not 
receive any of their first husband’s 
property 

• Property is often to willed to sons 
and not to the wife of the deceased 

Divorced Women are to receive 
maintenance for one 
year but not property 

Women do not receive any property and 
rarely receive maintenance 
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“It is Not Our Culture” 
The most common answer given by both women and men to the question of “do 
women inherit land?” was “no, it is not our culture.”  In the case of Ismaili women in 
Badakhshan the “culture” does not allow daughters to inherit land if they have 
brothers because of a ruling made around 200 years ago. According to many 
interviewees, a council of Ismaili elders met in Badakhshan around this time and made 
this decision, purportedly due to a shortage of land. It was decided that women should 
inherit livestock and clothes equivalent to the value of the land instead. The ruling 
that daughters with brothers do not inherit land is still practiced, but women do not 
receive equivalent livestock and clothes. Interestingly, when men were asked what 
people thought of women who then claimed land, several men answered, “If it is 
according to Shari’a law we accept it.”   
 
Though such a ruling had not been made in other villages studied, a similar situation of 
women not inheriting land in practice was found. Women are offered their rights to 
some extent. Until land is actually divided between siblings, sisters are considered to 
have a share of land in theory though very few ask for that share. If siblings choose to 
divide the land, few women will ever receive their rightful share without having to 
make a claim, and most will leave the land for their brothers. As one former shura 
leader in Village 7 said, “We are Muslims – we divide our land according to Shari’a and 
give land to sons and daughters” to which the other elders added, “Sisters have a right 
to their fathers’ land, but among us women don’t take their rights from their 
brothers.” However, a woman in Bamyan Village 5 said, in front of other men, 
“Women would like to have land but fathers do not give the land. Sisters do not give 
the land to their brothers, their brothers take it.” 
 
This is not to say that some people do not want to give land to their daughters; the 
cultural pressure is often too strong to allow them to. Two widows interviewed in 
Badakhshan expressed a desire to give land to their daughters, but one said she could 
not because the rules say that you should give it to your sons. The other widow said 
she told her sons that she would like to give some land to her daughter but they got 
very angry and argued that it is not their culture and they will give her dowry instead.  
The researchers also heard of a third case where a widow desperately tried to get her 
daughter to accept all of her land, since her sons had not taken care of her when she 
was ill, but her daughter refused, as she wanted to leave it with her brother.  
 
“We Love Our Brothers” 
Many women said they would not accept their land rights because “we love our 
brothers.” As in many other countries, such as India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, 
brothers are seen as playing an essential role in a woman’s life.  Brothers are expected 
to care for their sisters throughout their lives in times of need.  It is also very clear 
that relations with brothers can be severed if a woman chooses to accept or claim her 
legal rights.   
 
Interestingly, two men in one of the Bamyan villages said that some men deliberately 
trick their sisters. The tactic used is that of kindness and care. Brothers are extra kind 
to their sisters, and buy them gifts, even livestock if they can afford it, or say they 
will go to Haj and pray for them, so that their sisters will then think, “My brothers are 
so kind to me and will look after me, I do not want to take my share.” The perception 
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among most women and men is that the brother would sever ties with his sister, unless 
there was a great deal of land and the family is very wealthy. 
 
Women’s mobility in rural areas is often very limited and most interactions with the 
wider world are conducted through men. There are few sufficient income generating 
activities for women and tradition together with Shari’a law to some extent dictate 
that men are the “breadwinners” of the family, the failure to be so being shameful.  It 
is therefore perhaps understandable that, aside from the fact that many women love 
their brothers and want them to be financially secure, they are also afraid of severing 
ties with their brothers as brothers provide a safety net in times of need.   
 
If women actually write, or have written, a document that says they give the land to 
their brother, and the signature of this document is witnessed, they can never try and 
claim this land.   
 
“We Don’t Have Enough Land” 
Another frequently given answer to the question of whether women inherit land was 
that they do not because there is not enough land. This answer was most often 
preceded by that of “it is not our culture.” Given that the majority of landowners in 
the seven villages owned small amounts of land, often less than five jeribs, and have 
very large families, this argument holds sway to a certain extent.  However, when 
there are cases of a family with seven brothers, where all receive an equal share, and 
cases of a family of four brothers and three sisters and similar size landholdings where 
only the brothers inherit as is it said there is not enough land to also give a share to 
daughters or sisters, fault can clearly be found with this argument. On the flip side, 
however, where large landholdings are owned, women will sometimes be given land 
and no men will object to them accepting it if they themselves have sufficient land. 
 
The argument that there is not enough land and so girls cannot inherit is likely to 
become more significant since landholdings will continue to diminish in size with each 
new generation, thus potentially making it even harder for women, and possibly some 
men, to inherit. What remains to be seen, however, is whether there will be a 
“feminisation of agriculture” in Afghanistan if non-farm labour opportunities for men 
increase and migrant labour continues, given that rural women currently have few 
other opportunities and given their current limited mobility to work outside the 
village.  Whether this would lead to increased ownership rather than just an increased 
workload also remains to be seen. 
 
“Our Husbands Have to Feed Us” 
In one village in Bamyan, several women and men said that women gave their land to 
their brothers as their brothers will get married and need to feed their families 
whereas their husbands will have to feed them. 
 
This is not just a perception, but actually reflects the current gender order. Men are 
considered to be responsible for providing all basic needs for their wives and so 
therefore need land, arguably more than women who are the ones being provided for. 
However, men do already receive twice the share of their sisters, presumably for this 
reason. If this status quo changed and women were also recognised as greatly 
contributing to household income, which in many cases they do, this may change. It 
must be remembered though that societal pressure on men to provide is very strong 
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and that this would also need to change. Similarly, many men will fear that women 
owning property will mean they have more decision-making power, which will detract 
from their own, and so will be resistant to women owning property. This is despite the 
fact that in the long run husbands would also benefit from women’s ownership of land, 
in the same way as wives benefit from men’s land, that is, through increased food 
production at the household level. 
 
“Widows Only Inherit Moveable Property” 
In the Bamyan villages, it was stated that widows only inherit moveable property and 
this was certainly what was happening in practice, though in some cases widows had 
retained control over the land and were considered the owners. It was said that this is 
according to the law, which for Shi’a people in Afghanistan is largely Jafori Law, which 
Shi’ites can now legally use since the enactment of the new Constitution (Article 131).  
While two Sunni judges said that women from the Shi’a sect inherit the same shares, 
but cannot inherit land, an expert outside the country said that this was not the case.  
Unfortunately, given the lack of clarity of the law in general and time constraints, it 
was not possible to verify this and warrants further investigation. Regardless of the 
actual law, in these three villages the only case found of a daughter inheriting was 
where she had been an only child. Likewise, only one case of a widow inheriting, as 
opposed to her sons, was found. Indeed, some women had been left out entirely from 
their husbands’ wills, leaving them entirely dependent and at the mercy of their 
children. 
 
Property is Left to Sons in Will 
Information about the writing of wills was only obtained in the Bamyan and Kabul 
villages. Not all people write a will and it appears that most women never make them, 
since they generally have no property to leave, and often transfer any they do have 
into the names of their sons while they are still living. In Bamyan it appeared to be 
quite common for men to write wills, whereas in Kabul it was rarely done. Some men 
did not like the idea of leaving a will as they felt people then lose respect for you.  
One man in Panjao said, “People are just waiting for you to die.”  He said people who 
are not in the will “do not even wash your clothes and do not care about you.”  He felt 
very strongly about this and continued, “I and my wife are very old and if I leave a will 
no one will look after us and they might even kill us.” 
 
Where cases of written wills were found, property had been left to sons. However, in 
several cases in Bamyan where women said the land and house had been left to their 
brothers, they had never actually seen the will, and even if they had would not have 
been able to read it as they are mostly illiterate. 
 
People understood that if a father writes a will leaving land or other property to his 
sons, the daughters cannot dispute it. However, if no will is left, then the property 
will be divided according to Shari’a law. Shari’a law and the Civil Code dictate that 
only one-third of property should be willed, with the rest divided among the rightful 
heirs. If a person wishes to leave more than one-third to certain parties the rightful 
heirs have to agree. 
 
Others divide the land and property before they die to avoid conflict later on, either 
through telling all of the family members in front of one another or by writing a 
witnessed letter that is legally binding. This can be negative for women in some cases, 
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because if the land is given only to sons it cannot be contested, in comparison to a 
will. 
 
Separated Versus Joint Households 
Widows living in a “separated household,” that is not living with other families, appear 
to have fewer problems inheriting their husbands’ land, as the son will usually receive 
his share of the land once he is separated from the joint household. 
 
Therefore, once the husband dies it is very clear that this land belonged to him and 
will therefore be inherited by his family. Several women specifically gave this as the 
reason why they faced no problems in receiving the land. In contrast, the researchers 
came across several cases where widows living in joint households where land had not 
been divided faced problems, and as will be shown later, had to claim their rights. 
 
Remarriage, Divorce and Desertion 
Young widows will often remarry if they are too poor to support themselves and their 
children or if they simply choose to remarry. The relation of the person they marry 
varies from place to place. For example, in the two Pashtun villages in Kabul, women 
usually marry a brother of their husband. In contrast, in Bamyan and Badakhshan, 
widows normally do not marry a brother of their husband, meaning that if they 
remarry they have to leave their children behind with their deceased husband’s 
family.   
 
Widows who have not inherited land from their parents or are from landless families 
find it extremely difficult to generate sufficient income to support a family by 
themselves and may therefore have to remarry. Curiously, most of the widows the 
team met who had remained widows (as opposed to remarrying) had inherited land 
from their husbands and so had been able to keep their children with them, though 
many still struggle greatly. Widows without children were made to believe that they 
could not inherit a share of their husband’s property despite the legal provisions for 
widows without children. 
 
Divorced women also face many problems, as few receive any property, or anything at 
all, despite the fact that they are usually pledged an amount of money and sometimes 
land and livestock, as in the Kabul villages. This amount is pledged at the time of 
marriage and can be claimed at any time as well as upon divorce but no one 
interviewed could cite any cases of women receiving this.  Without property and few 
income generating opportunities, most women will have to remarry (if young enough) 
or be to some extent dependent on family members if not. 
 
Women whose husbands are “lost,” (either missing or who have deserted them without 
divorcing them) may be particularly vulnerable if their marital family does not care for 
them, as they cannot remarry for a period between 6-10 years and do not appear to be 
able to claim property if they do not know their husband is dead. These women are 
also less visible than widows as they are a category few people ask about. 
 
This section has shown that there are many factors which may combine to deny 
women ownership to land and livestock. It has also shown the reasons behind women’s 
choice to often not accept their inheritance rights even if offered. The following 
section looks at why some women do choose to claim those rights. 



Who Owns the Farm? Rural Women’s Access to Land and Livestock 

Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit  24 

C. Claiming Rights to Land and Livestock 
 
This section looks at cases of women who have claimed their legal land rights, as 
opposed to accepting offered rights, and reasons behind these claims. Most of these 
cases happened long after the land was inherited.  
 
Reasons for not claiming land were largely the same as reasons why women do not 
inherit in the first place: it is not the culture and women do not want to upset 
brothers or other family members. Though men in Village 7 in Kabul also said that, 
while in some cases a woman’s husband may encourage her to claim from her 
brothers, in other cases he will not accept her claiming, as “people will say you’re 
dependent on your wife – you can’t stand on your own two feet.” One other reason not 
mentioned earlier, however, was the strong perception of both women and men that 
in most cases the community would and do think very badly about women who claim. 
Several men expressed very strong views about women who claim, with one man 
saying, “If I thought my daughter would claim land I would kill her now.” 
 
In total the researchers came across nine cases of women who had claimed, seven as 
sisters (one from Bamyan Village 5, one from Badakhshan Village 1, two from 
Badakhshan Village 2, and three from Village 7 in Kabul) and two as widows (both from 
Village 2), and one case of a woman who had tried to claim her livestock (from 
Bamyan Village 3). The latter case arose when a joint household separated into 
smaller households and all property was divided, including the livestock the woman 
owned, which she had brought with her through the custom of pie wasi. She did not 
continue to pursue the claim, however. The team also encountered a further five 
cases of women who were planning to claim, one as a sister (from Village 7) and four 
as widows (one from Village 2, one from Village 7 and two from Village 1). 
 
While the sample size is perhaps too small, there did appear to be religious 
differences with regards to the number of women who claimed their land rights.  Not 
surprisingly, few Ismaili women in Badakhshan did due to the age-old ruling that they 
could not inherit if they have brothers, though cases were still found, but less than 
among the Sunni women in the same area. Only one case was found in the three 
Bamyan villages, and the woman had been forced to claim by her husband who had 
repeatedly beaten her for not claiming.  More cases of women claiming their rights as 
sisters were found among the predominantly Sunni villages in Kabul.  Interestingly, it 
appears that at least within this village sample, Sunni women are more likely to claim 
their rights, despite the fact that they sometimes have less physical access to the land 
or livestock. 
 
The majority of cases were found to have been raised and solved at the village level, 
most often according to Shari’a law, though two cases of widows going to the district 
governor were found. The distance to the district governor’s office and the fact that 
all district staff are male in most rural areas (if not all) makes it very difficult for 
women to go altogether, but especially so if they do not have a male relative to 
support them. 
 
Several reasons were given as to why the women who had claimed their legal rights, or 
were intending to, did so. These included: 
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Box 8: A Widow’s Claim 
One widow in Badakhshan had been living with her brother-in-law and his family when her 
husband died. His family constantly pressured her to remarry and leave her children and the 
house with her. Because of this she claimed her husband’s share of the land.  She claimed 
through the elders, but her brother-in-law would not accept this and so she went to the 
governor and after a lot of difficulty received the land. Her brother-in-law and his family then 
moved to another house. 

 

• Not receiving dowry at the time of marriage; 
• Not being properly taken care of by their brothers; 
• Not being properly taken care of by their in-laws; and 
• Poverty. 

 
These are discussed below in greater detail. 
 
Did Not Receive Dowry 
Some women felt that they were entitled to claim their land rights, as they had never 
received anything at the time of marriage. This was the case in two instances in the 
Badakhshan villages where women wanted to claim. In one case, the woman first went 
to her brothers to ask for her dowry. She did not like the way her brothers responded 
to her request so she decided she would claim land. She then intends to sell the land 
and buy livestock to earn her livelihood. She said she has a right to if she did not 
receive dowry. Views from others in the same village on whether she does indeed have 
the right differed. The villagers did, however, agree that a woman who receives no 
dowry at the time of marriage does have the right to ask for dowry in some form at a 
later stage. 
 
Brother(s) Did Not Take Care of Me 
Four cases were found of women claiming land from their brothers because they felt 
that their brothers had not treated them properly. One elderly woman from Village 6 
in Kabul said that women sometimes give land to their brother and say, “If you cannot 
give us our rights on land then you must support us in other ways.” If the brothers do 
not then some will claim. She said she had heard of a few cases and the community 
thought it was good, as their brothers were not treating them properly. It therefore 
appears that the right to claim land was an asset itself, as it is a way for women to 
bargain with their brothers for support in times of need. Men are well aware that if 
they do not look after their sisters well, the women may turn around and claim their 
rights from them. As Agarwal13 puts it, talking mainly about Indian women, “The 
appearance of compliance need not mean that women lack a correct perception of 
their best interests; rather it can be a survival strategy stemming from the constraints 
on their ability to act overtly in pursuit of those interests.”   
 
Family Not Taking Care of Them 
As discussed earlier, it appears that it is easier for widows in separated households to 
receive their rights. Those living in joint households at the time of death who do not 
receive their rights or are not taken care of may claim. The research team came 
across four such cases of widows claiming land, who had been poorly treated by their 
husbands’ families (see Box 8).   

                                                 
13 Agarwal, B. A Field of One’s Own: Gender and Land Rights in South Asia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
1994, 430. 
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The researchers also came across several cases of disputes between sisters over land.  
In one case, a woman had bought her sister’s share of the land but the sister had then 
stolen the land document and was claiming that it was her land. The woman had 
witnesses, however, that she had sold the land.  So the problem of women’s ownership 
of land is not only between women and men but also between women. 
 
Poverty 
Another of the main reasons why women may and do claim land is poverty. The team 
encountered four cases of women claiming or planning to claim because they could not 
bring sufficient income to the household. One of these women was married, but her 
husband could no longer work. She is worried as her husband is very old and she is also 
getting old and they can no longer bring all of the necessary items they need to the 
household. Poverty was also given by many interviewees as one of the main reasons 
why women might claim. 
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V. Ways Forward 
 

A. Conclusion 
 
The findings of this research show that women in the study villages have a great deal 
of involvement in agriculture, yet few own land or livestock themselves, and where 
women do, they sometimes still lack control over it.  Where women were found to own 
either asset, most women were able to use those assets productively – that is, to gain 
produce from them – though more could be done to assist them.  Most women and men 
are aware of the basic laws that grant women rights to inherit property. The findings 
have shown that though the numbers of women who claim are not great, women will 
claim if necessary and those numbers doing so were higher than expected. There were 
doubtless countless more cases of women who had wanted to claim but could not due 
to social pressure or other reasons. 
 
The findings have also shown that there are many constraints that women face in 
accessing land and livestock as well as some enabling factors. Table 3 outlines these 
main factors, among which culture and tradition are arguably the most pervasive.   
 

Table 3: Factors Affecting Women’s Access to Land and Livestock 

Factors Affecting Land and Livestock Use 

Constraining Factors Enabling Factors 

Culture and tradition prevent women from 
carrying out certain agricultural activities  

Culture and tradition make it acceptable for 
women to work in agriculture 

General agricultural constraints such as 
drought and flooding 

Most women are already very involved in 
agriculture and so have some knowledge 

Lack of women to care for livestock Women know how to manage land 
Poverty means it is difficult to hire labour, 
buy agricultural inputs, and retain livestock to 
breed as they must be sold to purchase food  

Poverty sometimes means that women will 
work on the land of others 

Lack of credit for the above If there are enough women in a household, 
livestock can be kept and looked after 

Lack of pasture land  
Lack of space for shelter for livestock  

Factors Affecting Land and Livestock Ownership 

Constraining Factors Enabling Factors 

Culture and tradition dictate that women do 
not own property, especially land 

If a family owns large landholdings they may 
give a share to daughters which will not be 
contested 

Difficult to have livestock without land as 
need fodder and shelter  

Women often inherit as widows 

Men’s role as breadwinners means that women 
are reluctant to claim, as brothers have to 
feed their wives and husbands will feed the 
women  

Women inherit if have no brothers  

Women and men do not have sufficient 
knowledge of women’s inheritance rights 

Women and men have some knowledge of 
women’s inheritance rights 

Poverty sometimes means that women have to 
sell off livestock and parts of land to pay for 
large expenses such as weddings 

Poverty sometimes means women will claim 

Difficult to access district courts as usually too 
far and male dominated 

Where women do claim they appear to win 
through rulings made by village elders/shuras 
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B. Benefits to Land and Livestock Ownership 
 
Much can be done to begin to overcome some of these constraints, as discussed in the 
next section. The findings showed that there are many reasons why women need 
greater access to land and livestock. The following is a list of such reasons: 
 

• It may increase women’s decision-making power in the household.  Women’s 
lack of ownership and control of property creates dependency on men, 
reducing women’s fall-back position, and leaving them vulnerable in situations 
of marital abuse or breakdown. The vast majority of women felt that if women 
owned their own land, and to some extent livestock, they would have more 
decision-making power in the household and would also have more respect 
from their husbands and their husband’s family: 

 
“If I had land in my own name I would be king of myself, I could make 
all my own decisions.  When the land is in the name of the man a 
woman can’t even sell or give someone a piece of bread without asking 
her husband’s permission.” 

 
“It is good if the land is in the woman’s name as they can get all of the 
income from the land themselves rather than wait for a piece of bread 
from their husbands.” 

 
Men also expressed the same views when both men and women were asked 
what they thought would give women more decision-making power; many 
answered land, livestock and education. When asked, one man even said it 
would not be good for women to own land because they will not accept their 
husbands’ decisions, reflecting his perception that land ownership equals more 
decision-making power. 

 

• Land especially can provide security in old age. Land can be used as a 
bargaining tool.  For instance, the team came across four cases (three involving 
men and one involving a woman) where land had been given to a particular son 
in return for care of the landowner in their old age. Several women also said 
that they would use land in this way if they had it. 

 
Land (and to a lesser extent livestock) provides widows with some security in 
their old age as it provides an income source. Currently elderly widows are 
mostly dependent upon their families to look after them if they have not 
received their rights from their natal or marital family or were born and/or 
married into a landless family. The situation may be especially difficult for 
widows who have no sons, as it is rare for a widow to live with her daughter’s 
family as they do not wish to support her and the daughter is unlikely to have 
sufficient independent income. Though the number appears to be few, some 
widows who do not have family to take care of them can end up begging to 
survive. This was a fear, and a reason expressed by many women as to why 
women having their own land was good.   

   
• Having land, and to a lesser extent livestock, would give young widows the 

choice over whether to remarry. Some young widows face a heartbreaking 
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life choice – whether to keep their children and not be able to provide for them 
due to a lack of sufficient income-generating activities, or whether to remarry 
and leave the children with her husband’s family and possibly never see them 
again, but where they will be fed and clothed. If women had some property 
such as land and/or livestock or income-generating activities that provided 
enough income to support a family, most widows would have the option either 
to remarry or keep their children. While the study found few cases of this in 
the study villages, the number is likely to be sizeable across Afghanistan.  

 
• Women know how to manage livestock and receive several benefits from 

livestock. Dairy produce, especially qrut, is one of the few things that women 
can sell and also sometimes keep the income from and use for themselves and 
their children.   

 
• Improving women’s agricultural knowledge could help increase livelihood 

security at the household level. Women know how to carry out many 
agricultural tasks. Supporting women’s access and improving their agricultural 
knowledge could contribute towards household livelihood security if the 
household owns or has access to land. Similarly, women have a great deal of 
knowledge about livestock; supporting women in managing and caring for 
livestock could improve animal health which again would have a positive effect 
on household livelihood security for those with access to livestock.   

 
• There are currently few other income-generating activities for women 

inside the village that provide income equal to that which agriculture can 
provide. Agricultural work takes place inside the village, can generate income 
and can be done by women. Compared to men who can work outside the village 
and migrate for labour, agriculture represents one of the few financially 
profitable activities women can engage in.  

 
• Owning assets can increase access to credit which will help women to cope 

better with shocks and hopefully capitalise more on the assets they do have. 

 
C. Recommendations 
 
There are numerous ways in which women’s access and ownership of land can be 
increased in order to improve livelihoods security and strengthen women’s ability to 
make their own decisions. This is not to suggest that ownership of land in particular 
(as opposed to livestock) is always beneficial for women. Indeed where women do 
inherit land before marriage, for example, they are likely to have even less choice 
over who to marry since relatives may wish to keep the land inside the family and they 
will therefore be married to a relative. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that 
unmarried female landowners may sometimes fall prey to commanders. Nevertheless 
in the majority of cases, increased access to land and livestock would benefit the 
livelihoods of rural women.   
 
It must be remembered that the issue of women’s access and rights to land and 
livestock is set against a backdrop of land conflict over both arable and pasture land in 
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many parts of Afghanistan,14 together with a water shortage in many areas. These 
therefore also need urgent attention. 
 
Agriculture is still only a part of people’s livelihoods in rural areas and other areas of 
their livelihoods, such as non-farm labour, also need to be supported. Nonetheless, 
improving women’s access to land and/or livestock could go a long way to increasing 
livelihood security for many rural women and their households. The following are 
recommendations for tackling different aspects of women’s access to land and 
livestock. 
 
Support Women’s Role in and Knowledge of Agricultural Activities  
Women appear to be able to learn from others in the village about agricultural work 
but could also benefit from training in the same way as men. Several measures could 
be taken to support and improve the knowledge of those women who work in 
agriculture: 
 

• NGO workers should ask field staff about who does what in each village, and 
use that knowledge for programme design. Most NGO field staff know what men 
and women are doing, yet programming does not always reflect this 
knowledge. 

 

• NGO field staff should emphasise the importance of women’s agricultural 
activities to both men and women. This could be incorporated into agricultural 
extension work. 

 
• When visiting new (and existing villages), NGOs should ask questions about 

whether there are women with land or livestock, especially widows in the 
village. This would of course have to be done in a sensitive manner. Visits to 
these households could then be made to assess if these women need support in 
terms of information or credit, which would enable them to use their assets as 
productively as possible. 

 
• As part of extension activities NGOs should investigate whether there is a need 

and/or desire for women to be trained in agricultural activities that they are 
currently working in and/or not working in. Consent among all women may 
need to be sought with regards to new activities, as there is a worry by many 
women that some new knowledge brings new responsibilities and therefore 
more work. 

 
• NGOs and possibly district level government officials should ensure that women 

are able to access market price information so that they are aware of the 
correct market prices when they buy and sell from traders who come to the 
village. 

 

• NGOs and the Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development should train 
more women as basic veterinary workers. Almost all women who were asked 
whether they would be interested in learning these skills said they were and 
men also felt this would be a good idea. Some also felt that in this case, such 

                                                 
14 Alden Wily, op cit. 
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knowledge would increase their respect within the community. Both men and 
women in the Bamyan villages agreed that women could go alone to treat the 
livestock of other households within the village but that most women would 
need a maharram if they were to work in other villages. In the Kabul villages, 
however, women would only be allowed to treat their own animals.  

 
One possible way of helping to increase the security of sharecropping families 
could be to train the women of the households in veterinary care.  It may then 
be possible for them to negotiate better terms if the landlord has livestock.  
This would of course need to be monitored to see if it in fact makes any 
difference to their security of shelter and terms of work. 

 
• NGOs, the UN and the government should provide adult literacy to women.  

This would enable women to read labels on agricultural inputs as well as to 
read wills.  It may also be a small step to enabling women to purchase and sell 
goods in the bazaar, though so-called tradition currently dictates that most 
rural women do not have this level of mobility. Some men argue that women 
cannot go to the bazaar because they cannot read monetary notes or do not 
know the prices of goods. If women were able to read or write this could not 
be given as a reason for not allowing them to go. Education is also perceived as 
increasing a person’s ability to participate in decision-making at both the 
household and community level.   

 
• There are often multiple levels of decision-making within a joint household and 

it must be recognised that increasing women’s income contribution in a male-
headed household will not always improve her position within the household.  
It will differ from household to household. Ways in which specific activities can 
benefit specific household members need to be further explored and 
monitored. 

 
Provide Credit to Women 
The provision of credit would also be highly beneficial for increasing women’s access 
to land and livestock and improving household livelihood security. Credit could be 
provided by NGOs and microfinance providers and used in the following ways: 
 

• The possibilities of providing credit to groups of women to rent land could be 
explored. Similarly the possibilities of providing credit to enable groups of 
women who have no space for shelter for livestock to rent a small piece of land 
to build an animal shelter, buy livestock and grow fodder could be explored. 

 
• Credit to buy fodder would enable those without sufficient access to pasture 

and who lack the income to purchase it to access fodder (if available) in order 
to raise livestock. 

 
• Similarly, women who are unable to graze animals outside and do not have 

other family members to do so could be provided credit to hire with others, or 
fully hire a shepherd so they can keep livestock. 
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• For all of the above, there would first be a need to ensure that there is a 
market for livestock and its produce, and that women are able to find out 
about, and access, those markets. 

 
• Credit for life-cycle ceremonies such as weddings or funerals would allow 

widows who may otherwise have to sell part or all of their land or livestock (if 
they have any) to pay for such ceremonies, to retain their assets, by which 
they can then repay the credit. 

 

• Provide credit to enable groups of women to purchase land where it is for sale. 
 

• Provide credit for the initial outlay of money for tools, seeds, etc. which 
women may need to begin to cultivate land, given that they often lack other 
means of finding the income needed for this. 

 
Improve Women’s Ownership of Land and Rights to Claim  

• NGOs could explore the possibilities of suggesting systems of reciprocal 
arrangements where richer households lend livestock to poorer households to 
mate in return for work, for example.   

 
• While caution is exercised against land redistribution given the role it has 

played in Afghanistan’s history in fuelling conflict,15 it must be ensured that if 
any such government schemes do go ahead, women are fully included both on 
the names of any deeds given to men as well as in their own right. This would 
be in line with the Constitution, which states that “the state adopts necessary 
measures for housing and distribution of public estates to deserving citizens in 
accordance within its financial resources and the law” (Chapter 1, Article 14).  
 

• NGOs and the government should explore the possibilities of providing sheep 
instead of cash for public works programmes. Oxfam had asked women who 
were gabion weaving in one of the Panjao villages what type of payment they 
would prefer and they opted for sheep. It is recognised that households, 
especially poorer ones, often prefer cash in order to buy the food they need 
immediately, however, sheep provide women (and men) with possibly longer 
lasting benefits than cash, such as dairy produce, wool, etc. that can then 
further generate income which women may be able to control. It may 
therefore be worth experimenting with providing sheep where women choose 
this option. 

 
• The government, together with NGOs, should work to improve women and 

men’s knowledge of inheritance rights. While most women and men have a 
basic idea of their rights, many are not clear on all aspects. A legal rights 
outreach programme which reaches women and men inside villages needs to be 
put in place. While efforts are being made by some organisations on a localised 
level, these need to be coordinated and scaled up. National Solidarity 
Programme shuras could be a part of this training, since in many areas, they 
will be the ones who decide upon cases of women’s claims for their rights. This 
is unlikely to lead to women claiming their rights on a mass scale, but will 

                                                 
15 Alden Wily, op cit. 
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mean that where women are in a vulnerable economic or social position and 
need to make a claim, or where they simply choose to claim, they will have the 
knowledge to do so.  

 
• The government should introduce more family courts in rural areas with some 

female judges. Currently, there are hardly any family courts in rural areas.  
Family courts enable cases such as claims on inheritance to be looked into in 
greater detail and may therefore be more beneficial to women.   

 
Increase Women’s Control Over Their Assets 
While many of the above measures would hopefully lead to an increased ability of 
women to control assets they own or have access to, it will still be difficult for many 
women to directly control any income gained, since few women are able to sell or buy 
produce outside the village. This is not to say that women not directly selling or 
buying produce is necessarily negative for them and they may still receive the income 
or may be happy for the income to go towards household needs. However, giving 
women the choice over whether to sell the products themselves would be beneficial. 
This could be done by exploring ways of encouraging village economies. What this 
means is to find ways of encouraging trade inside a village where women can 
participate, as well as seeking over the long term to find ways of helping them to 
participate outside the village.  
 
As with all programmes, all people cannot always benefit from a single programme, as 
in some cases benefits are canceled out and the demand for certain products and 
services is reduced.  For example, if oxen were supplied to many households in a small 
village to rent out, the demand and therefore the benefits to the owner would be 
reduced. Instead it would be useful to gain a better understanding of village 
economies and to try and work with different groups of women who can supply 
different products and services to one another. The richer women may then have more 
locally available services, which they can more easily access, while the poorer women 
would have outlets for product and service delivery. 
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Appendix 1. Key Questions Around Which Interview 
Questions Were Asked 

 
Access/ownership: 

 
• What access to land and livestock do women have? 

o What activities are men and women involved in with land and livestock – 
has this changed over time - what is the produce used for? Which produce 
(if any) can women control? 

o Do women and men work on the land of others, including vegetable 
gardens? 

o Do different people do different types of work on the land? Who sells the 
produce? How do you decide how to spend the money? 

o How has access/ownership of land and livestock changed over time? 
o Which types of land and livestock do men and women own? 
o Which activities do men and women carry out with which animals and which 

products can they control? 
o What happens to the land if a woman’s husband comes to live with her 

family? Does the land then belong to him? 
o What is the history of ownership in the person’s family - did parents have 

land? Who did they inherit from? Who owns the land now? 
o Do people make wills to prevent or give ownership of property to women? 
o What does ownership mean in practice? What decisions can women make 

over property they own? Can they decide how it is used, whether it is sold? 
 
Claims: 

 
• Which women are able to claim their rights and why?  

o In cases where women claimed, who actually registered the claim – the 
woman or her husband or relative?  

o Can women whose husbands have deserted them or who are “lost” claim 
land? 

• Why do women claim these rights? 
• Which channels do women go through to claim their rights?  

o Did these women first go through local dispute mechanisms? If no, why 
didn’t they go through local dispute mechanisms? 

• What were the outcomes of the claims? 
• How are disputes resolved? 
• What are people’s perceptions around these claims? 
• Why don’t some women claim their rights? 

 
 
Perceptions of women’s right to access land and livestock: 

 
• What would people feel about women having access to land and livestock 

(sons, fathers, other women, landed, landless)? 
• Do men think women need land? 
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Resource needs: 

 
• What other resources, besides ownership rights, do women need to be able to 

use land as a productive asset for themselves and their families? 
• Does women’s ability to own land affect their ability to own livestock and vice 

versa? 
• How does women’s ability to access land or livestock affect their ability to 

access other resources (such as credit)? - Ask landed and landless men and 
women about their access to credit, pasture, water, etc. and compare 
responses. 

• How could women make use of veterinary services, etc.? How do they/could 
they access them? Would women want to become veterinary workers 
themselves – what would be the obstacles to this? 

 
Decision-making: 

 
• How does women’s access to resources affect their decision-making power? 

o Does ownership of land or livestock by a woman make any difference to her 
life? Would it make a difference in her in-laws’ house? 

o Do women have any control over the products of land and livestock? Do 
women trade the grain received in return for livestock? 
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