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Abstract

Since their resurgence to power in 2021, the Taliban regime has established one of the strictest 

and most regressive governments in the world, particularly concerning women’s rights. Since the 

establishment of the current de facto government, the Taliban have been repeatedly accused of 

widespread human rights violations, especially against women and girls. The new executive has 

reintroduced severe restrictions on education, employment, and women’s public participation, 

further exacerbating the humanitarian situation throughout the country. Moreover, sectors of 

the administration, from security forces to the judiciary, have been accused of perpetrating 

atrocious abuses, including executions of women fighting for their rights. 

This study analyzes the impact of current policies on the rights of women and girls in Afghanistan, 

focusing on the specific restrictions imposed by authorities, their evolution over time, and the 

effect of these limitations on their daily lives, particularly in terms of education, employment, 

and public participation. The research includes testimonies obtained through interviews with 

knowledgeable personnel on the ground, adding perspective to the understanding of the 

complexity and severity of the situation. Additionally, the report addresses the contribution of 

current public policies and civil setbacks to the deterioration of the crisis in Afghanistan and its 

implications for the country’s stability. 
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1.	Introduction

On August 15, 2021, life in Afghanistan changed dramatically. Taliban forces seized power in 

Kabul after months of advancing and gaining territory in many provinces of the country. Since 

regaining political leadership, the new regime has instituted one of the world’s most regressive 

governments.

	 The current de facto government has been accused of widespread human rights violations, 

especially against women and girls. The group has reintroduced harsh restrictions on women’s 

rights, including limitations on education, employment, and public life, further exacerbating the 

already fragile humanitarian situation (International Crisis Group, 2023). The Taliban’s actions 

have also resulted in terrible abuses, including extrajudicial executions of women who demand 

their rights (O’Donnell, 2023) and raise their voices to condemn the new measures imposed by 

the state apparatus. 

Afghan women protest against the new Taliban ban on accessing higher education 
in Kabul on December 22, 2022

FP/Stringer/Getty Images 
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	 Afghan women have long suffered severe discrimination, despite their rights to equality, 

education, property, and protection from violence being recognized in the country’s previous 

constitution. However, the Taliban regime has erased this progress in favor of its interpretation 

of Sharia law, making Afghanistan the only country where women are currently prohibited from 

pursuing education beyond primary school (Zaman, 2023).

	 Since late 2022, even stricter rules have been applied to women, with two harsh decrees 

prohibiting them from attending not only university but also primary education (Greenfield & 

Yunus, 2022), and from joining non-profit organizations (Roberts, 2023). The oppressive policies 

in force have also undermined advances made in women’s rights over the past two decades. 

United Nations special rapporteurs and observers have declared that the progress made in the 

rights of women and girls has been completely erased from Afghanistan (OHCHR, 2023). This 

lack of commitment by the Taliban to women’s rights and the international regulatory framework 

guaranteeing their rights has been met with skepticism by multiple activists and international 

organizations, questioning the new government’s stance on freedoms achieved after years of 

struggle.

	 In this context, this study addresses new public policies on women’s and girls’ rights in 

Afghanistan to explore the impact of their restrictions through the study of three cross-cutting 

aspects:

a)	 The specific restrictions imposed on women’s rights and their evolution over time;

b)	 The effect of these limitations on women’s daily lives, especially in terms of education, 

employment, and participation in public life;

c)	 The contribution of current public policies and civil setbacks to the worsening of the 

crisis in Afghanistan and its implications for the political, social, economic, and security 

stability of the country.

	 The research seeks to provide a comprehensive view of how current policies affect 

Afghan women, and in turn, how these policies have influenced the overall crisis in the country. 

To this end, the report will preliminarily explore the current Taliban regime and how it influences 

the protection and preservation of basic human rights and fundamental freedoms. Profiling this 

contextual section will lead us to narrow down the research to the areas of greatest interest 
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and will allow us to understand one of the crucial points of change concerning the previous 

regime: the evolution of the human rights political system for women, especially in the social, 

educational, and public life domains. This section will break down the impact of these three 

major areas on the coexistence of Afghan women and the country as a whole, considering that 

the current government has led Afghanistan to become one of the countries with the greatest 

social and economic regression in the world.

2.	Overview of the Situation in Afghanistan

With weak development and governance indicators, Afghanistan finds itself in a period of 

international isolation, social underdevelopment, and economic recession since the Taliban 

came to power in August 2021.

	 The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs records a 

disheartening statistic: 97% of Afghans live in poverty, more than double the figure in 2020 

(Amnesty International, 2023: 37). The population is not being assisted with minimum 

humanitarian standards, and the economic situation is experiencing one of the country’s 

darkest periods. The Afghan economy contracted by 25% over the past three years, a figure 

that will become even more dramatic considering the restrictions that continue to be imposed 

under the new legislative body in operation.

	 Afghanistan relies almost exclusively on foreign aid for its sustenance, most of it allocated 

to humanitarian assistance and has a weak private sector (World Bank, n.d.). Since 2021, 

the population has been unable to meet its basic social needs, hindering access to health, 

financial systems, and decent employment opportunities. This has led to a massive exodus 

of talent abroad, leaving the country with a severe shortage of professionals in highly valued 

sectors such as teachers, professors, doctors, and engineers. Education is another weak point 

under the new regime, especially for women, who have seen their opportunities decrease to the 

lowest rung at all educational stages.

	 Adding to this context of economic recession and social underdevelopment is a severe 

environmental reality: constant droughts, floods, and other natural disasters have created an 

even more complex subsistence landscape in the country. This situation not only affects the 

ability to live a dignified life without risking migration to more stable climatic zones but also 
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hampers professional activities such as agriculture and livestock farming, the main sources 

of income for the country. Afghanistan has experienced three consecutive years of adverse 

environmental conditions, leading to two-thirds of the Afghan population needing urgent 

humanitarian assistance to survive in 2023 (OCHA, n.d.).

	 Like the economic, social, and environmental areas, the political environment constantly 

undermines any measure of progress and development. Authorities have introduced a regime 

of repression that revolves around an extreme fundamentalism governed by their interpretation 

of Sharia or Islamic law. The set of laws imposed extends to all areas, from politics and justice 

to culture and society. Punishments for violating these laws are generally severe.

	 If we assess the current Afghan regime in terms of human rights and fundamental 

freedoms, we see a clear setback compared to the times before the Taliban came to power. 

Freedom of communication and expression are two of the areas that have suffered a severe 

blow, and the rights of association and assembly have been subordinated to the ambiguous 

fundamentalist interpretation of what can be said or thought and what cannot, creating an 

atmosphere of intimidation. This has led to the closure of media outlets, journalists in exile, 

and self-censorship (Amnesty International, 2023: 64).

	 Civil society organizations and institutions responsible for ensuring compliance with 

human rights have suffered similar experiences. These organizations are practically nonexistent 

now, either due to their current limitations in carrying out their work or due to their closure 

by the authorities. Among the most significant examples is the Independent Human Rights 

Commission of Afghanistan, which completely closed in May 2022, thus eliminating a major 

source of support for those facing violations of their most basic rights (UNICEF, 2022).

	 The right to peaceful protest is also now subject to arbitrary arrests, torture, and forced 

disappearances (Amnesty International, 2023: 64). The new government has introduced 

extrajudicial measures that have even included private and public executions of those who 

were supposedly a threat to the country1, a description that can now be attributed to almost 

any individual, especially those who protest against any decision of the interim government. 

Detained protesters have also faced excessive sentences that have included both physical and 

psychological torture. 

1	  The Taliban’s extrajudicial executions primarily target common criminals, alleged rebels, or individuals linked to the 
previous government and law enforcement.
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	 To justify the aforementioned actions and any possible criminal element, the new 

criminal prosecution authority has expanded the legal grounds for punishments to include any 

subjective element that the regime deems worthy of punishment. Evidence of this emerged 

in late 2022 when over a hundred individuals were subjected to between 20 and 100 lashes 

for alleged crimes such as theft, engaging in illicit relationships, or violating codes of conduct 

(UN News, 2022). Also, during the same period, the first public execution of a man on murder 

charges occurred, attended by the vice prime minister, the interior and foreign ministers, and 

hundreds of spectators (Gul, 2022). These events have instilled widespread panic and terror, 

ultimately breeding mistrust among all members of society, who fear that their actions may 

trigger reprisals often culminating in death.

	 Regarding security, we face a mixed scenario. Afghanistan’s security situation has 

improved in terms of internal violence compared to the period when Taliban forces were an 

insurgency. While this might initially seem positive, the reality is that the group capitalized 

precisely on the prior volume of violence, so it’s understandable that levels of terrorist activity 

have decreased following the new administration’s cessation of armed resistance. However, 

the country hasn’t been spared violent actions by other groups, which have embraced extremist 

violence in the vacuum left by their adversaries.

A Taliban militant aims his weapon at protesters in Kabul, September 7, 2021. 
VOA News
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	 Arian Sharifi2, former senior advisor to the Afghan Minister of Foreign Affairs and director 

general of national threat assessment at the National Security Council, identifies 24 non-Afghan 

terrorist organizations currently operating in Afghanistan, categorized into three main groups: 

1.	 Pakistani groups: Including Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), Lashkar-e-Taiba, and 

Lashkar-e-Islam.

2.	 Regional-oriented groups, at least four: the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP), the Islamic 

Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), the Tajik group Jamaat Ansarullah, and the Sunni 

militant group from Iran Jaish ul-Adl.

3.	 Globally-oriented groups: Including Al Qaeda, the Islamic State, and their franchises 

such as Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 

(AQAP), and Islamic State in Khorasan Province (IS-K). 

	 These groups currently have between 20.000 and 30.000 terrorists present in the country, 

with agendas extending beyond Afghanistan, leading to individuals and groups from regional 

origins (Tajiks, Uzbeks, Uighurs…) preparing on Afghan soil to infiltrate their countries of origin 

for political objectives.

	 One of the most active groups is the branch of the Islamic State in the region, known as 

Islamic State in Khorasan or IS-K. Just in 2022, this IS affiliate - spanning Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

and parts of India - has emerged as the primary threat to Afghan national security, pushing 

forward its violent agenda and carrying out a campaign of attacks against numerous military 

and civilian targets, particularly targeting the Hazara minority community (Igualada, 2023: 

29). Its rapid progress raises doubts about the current regime’s ability to provide security to 

the communities, leading to constant scrutiny of its fighters by security forces. Nevertheless, 

IS-K members have successfully executed large-scale attacks and garnered regional attention, 

swelling their ranks and coffers to such an extent that the threat is now viewed not only nationally 

but also internationally. Additionally, the significance of Al Qaeda’s core structures located 

between Afghanistan and Pakistan should not be underestimated, as it is an organization that 

has demonstrated enough “strategic resilience and tactical patience” to resume its operational 

agenda abroad in the future3.

	

2	  Information received as a result of an interview by the author with Arian Sharifi, April 2024.

3	  Information received as a result of an interview by the author with Arian Sharifi, April 2024.
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	 The aforementioned economic, social, and security aspects of Afghanistan’s current 

reality place the country in one of the worst moments of its evolution, second only to the 

first Taliban government in the late 20th century. The humanitarian crisis facing the country is 

exacerbated by threats that transcend all security realms, from jihadist terrorism to climate 

change. In this adverse environment, every Afghan experiences, to a greater or lesser extent, 

the grievances to which society is subjected in daily life. One of the most severely affected 

groups in many of these areas of analysis is women and girls, who face constant intimidation 

and violations of their dignity by authorities, in addition to the country’s harsh realities. These 

are the groups that have experienced the greatest regression in terms of freedoms compared to 

the current administration and the two previous civilian governments, freedoms that need to be 

broken down into their corresponding sections. 

3. Reintroduction of Restrictions on Education, Employment, and 
Public Life for Women

Since taking power in August 2021, the new leadership led by Hibatullah Akhundzada 

has been rolling out a series of rules and policies that seriously curtail the fundamental rights 

that women and girls had gained under the previous constitution. These policies have impacted 

various areas, such as their freedom of movement, right to work, access to education, and 

healthcare, among others.

Taking a closer look at these legislative setbacks for women, we can see three major areas 

where the Taliban’s influence has been most oppressive: education, employment, and public 

life.

3.1. Restrictions on Education

The educational rights of Afghan women are now under intense and systematic 

persecution. Evidence of this is that Afghanistan became, in September 2021, the only country 

in the world where girls are prohibited from attending secondary school. This decision was 

reinforced in March 2022, drawing widespread international criticism, including from all 

members of the United Nations Security Council, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and 

almost all members of the G7 and G20 (Human Rights Watch, 2023).
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	 The Taliban extended the ban to tertiary education (universities and colleges) in 

December 2022, making Afghanistan the only country where girls are prohibited from attending 

both secondary and higher education4. Additionally, women who managed to attend university 

faced significant obstacles, including gender-segregated classrooms and mandatory full-body 

coverings. Enrolling in classes and taking university entrance exams became complicated, 

and in some cases, they were outright denied access to university premises, making higher 

education almost inaccessible. Women were also barred from studying certain subjects, further 

limiting their educational opportunities. By the end of 2022, women and girls were only allowed 

to attend primary schools. As a result, 80% of school-aged girls and young Afghan women, 

approximately 2.5 million people, are not attending school today, and nearly one-third of these 

girls have never had the opportunity to enter primary education (UNESCO, 2023).

	 The ongoing bans on women’s education beyond basic levels have drawn global 

condemnation. United Nations Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in 

Afghanistan, Richard Bennett, presented a report to the Human Rights Council in mid-2023 

denouncing the “pattern of large-scale systematic violations of women’s and girls’ fundamental 

rights in Afghanistan, abetted by the Taliban’s discriminatory and misogynistic policies and harsh 

enforcement methods, constitutes gender persecution and an institutionalized framework of 

gender apartheid” (Special Rapporteur, 2023: 17).

	 These figures represent a significant setback from the educational progress the country 

had made in the post-first Taliban government era, where girls and women enjoyed educational 

opportunities at all levels across all 34 provinces5. In the period before this second Taliban regime 

(2002 – 2021), nearly four million girls were enrolled from first to twelfth grade. The figures from 

primary education are telling: in 2003, less than 10% of girls were enrolled, compared to 33% 

in 2017. Secondary education saw an even more dramatic increase, with female enrollment 

rising from 6% to 39% during the same period (Leclerc & Shreeves, 2023: 5). Almost a quarter 

of primary education teachers were women, and public and private universities boasted over 

100.000 female students (Ahmadi & Sultan, 2023). However, the participation dynamics and 

educational attendance of this group underwent a drastic change throughout the country 

with the arrival of the new regime, which swiftly imposed the same regulations, norms, and 

educational policies they had enforced in the areas under their control even before seizing 

power.

4	  Even before this prohibition, women’s freedom in the university setting had been diminished by preventing female 
professors from interacting with students or colleagues of the opposite sex on campus.

5	  Girls were allowed to attend school and university except in those areas dominated by the Taliban during this period 
between their two opportunities to govern (2001-2021).



3.2. Restrictions on Employment

In addition to the educational sphere, women in Afghanistan are now excluded from 

the labor market. Labor rights have indeed been one of the areas most affected by the return 

of the Taliban, with consequences not only on national productivity but also on the domestic 

economy in the current context of acute food insecurity.

	 There are currently some exceptions to the ban on women working: they can pursue 

their careers by working in hotels, agriculture, or to a limited extent, in the field of medicine. 

In the latter, female doctors and nurses in the capital are allowed to exercise their labor rights 

in hospitals and clinics as long as there is no possibility of being replaced by a man and they 

do not interact with their male counterparts (Cidón, 2023). In rural areas, however, they have 

the same conditions as their patients, being allowed to move only when accompanied by a 

mahram (a close member of the family or blood relative, such as a husband, father, or brother), 

a concept that will be discussed in the next section.

A banner with the faces of disfigured women inside a private university 
in Kabul, Afghanistan, on March 6, 2023.

CNN/ Wakil Kohsar/ AFP/ Getty Images
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	 Afghan women and girls are also prohibited from working, collaborating, or affiliating 

with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) since December 2022. If the new regime had 

already created an intimidating atmosphere for many international organizations and NGOs 

on the ground since its arrival, women working or cooperating with them have found it even 

more challenging. In April 2023, the Taliban extended this measure to specifically target United 

Nations workers. This action was considered “unprecedented in the history of the United 

Nations” by the Security Council (UN Security Council, 2023: 2), ordering its more than 3.000 

Afghan employees, including approximately 400 women, not to return to their offices and to 

work from home instead (Office of the Spokesperson for the Secretary-General, 2023).

	 Activists have also faced harsh reprisals from the authorities for doing their work, and 

journalists and human rights defenders often self-censor or cease their work out of fear of the 

same consequences. Afghan activist and writer Pashtana Dorani is a good example of this. 

Born in 1997 and residing in the province of Kandahar, Dorani founded “Learn Afghanistan” as 

an initiative to provide digital tools for the education of women and girls. Her testimony serves 

to understand how the fear that engulfed critical voices against the Taliban was experienced 

from within, before and after their return to power, in a context where Dorani, along with many 

other activists, was forced into exile by the newly arrived authorities.

	 Similar to the educational sphere, the female labor market experienced an improvement 

during the period between Taliban governments. By 2020, more than a fifth of the public officials’ 

quota was composed of women, 16% of them in management positions. Likewise, almost a 

third of the seats in the country’s parliament were occupied by women, which was a significant 

milestone considering their absence under the Taliban regime two decades ago (Leclerc & 

Shreeves, 2023: 5).

	 Once the power changed hands, the Taliban revoked the 2004 Constitution (which had 

enshrined numerous rights for women such as the right to vote, to run for public office, the right 

to education, and the principle of non-discrimination) and replaced women workers in public 

positions with men. They abolished the Ministry of Women’s Affairs created in late 2001 and 

established the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice in its place, which 

has had a daunting task ahead since its inception, pursuing all those involved in practices 

considered immoral and, now also, illegal.
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	 The judicialization of politics was one of the main maneuvers that the Taliban regime 

recovered, extending its mandate to create, under the umbrella of this new ministerial council, 

a police force that ensures the effective enforcement of the law against individuals involved in 

“moral corruption” crimes. This concept can include any interpretation and usually focuses on 

repressing any act towards or by women that deviates from what the regime stipulates, including 

not complying with the strict dress code imposed (covering up in public or at work avoiding 

flashy colors) or even serving food to women and girls in a restaurant6. A report by the Special 

Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) of the United States determined 

that, in January 2024, the Taliban began detaining women and girls in the provinces of Kabul 

and Daikondi for violating the current dress code that requires full coverage (SIGAR, 2024: 15).

	 Recent research and reports from international organizations have managed to 

document extensive human rights abuses and atrocities by the new administration, including 

selective killings and forced disappearances of journalists and activists. Amnesty International 

managed to gather nine cases of arbitrary arrests in 2022, one of them occurring in February 

of that year which resulted in the illegal detention of 29 women’s rights activists in a shelter in 

Kabul (Amnesty International, 2022). The widespread regime of fear of detention and torture 

has led to a considerable decrease in information about what happens to those who protest to 

reclaim their right to work, hindering the opportunity to enter the labor market achieved - after 

decades of struggle - in the 1960s7. 

3.3. Restrictions on Public Life

The current educational and labor policies are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to 

revealing the extent of restrictions placed on women’s participation in public life.

Once active members of Afghan society, women held positions of power and influence. The 

Taliban have succeeded in eradicating all this progress, sidelining women in decision-making 

processes, governance, and power management.

6	  One of the usual punishments in this case is to beat the restaurant staff.

7	  Previous instances of setbacks in human rights should not lead the reader to idealize pre-Taliban times; women 
were also persecuted for these moral crimes under the rule of certain Afghan politicians, although these offenses were 
limited to a smaller number of causes. One such cause was running away from home due to domestic violence or sexual 
harassment in the domestic environment.
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	 In December 2021, authorities issued an edict advising against assisting women 

traveling more than 72 kilometers. A year later, airlines received a government notice about 

new restrictions, including a ban on unaccompanied women flying (AFP, 2022). By August 2023, 

movement restrictions for women extended to gyms and even culturally significant outdoor 

spaces like Band-e-Amir, Afghanistan’s first national park. According to Mohammad Khalid 

Hanafi, the Minister of Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, this ban was imposed as 

punishment for not properly wearing the hijab (Gul, 2023).

	 Women also face increasing difficulties leaving their homes or traveling, especially if they 

are not accompanied by a mahram. This figure is essentially embodied by a male relative of the 

woman, such as a brother, father, or husband. If they oppose the movement or dress codes, 

women face punishments that can range from verbal reprimands to physical harm, such as 

beatings. However, as stipulated by the new rule, these consequences would first be suffered 

by the male members of their family, ensuring that women suffer both direct and indirect 

repercussions. This tactic instills fear among male relatives, leading them to further restrict the 

freedoms of their women and daughters in the first place (Cidón, 2023).

	 Moreover, they are unable to freely voice their dissent against the authorities. Over the 

past couple of years, there have been numerous examples where the new regime’s forces have 

resorted to excessive force against women and their families, often resulting in arrests and 

torture. For instance, in Kabul in February 2022, Taliban forces arrested three women who were 

protesting within their own homes, claiming they were planning future protests in support of 

their rights. The detainees recounted the brutality of the Taliban’s response, which included 

threats to seize their property if they caused any further disturbances (Human Rights Watch, 

2022).



	 The list of restrictions on public life for Afghan women today is extensive. In addition to 

the previously mentioned restrictions, there are other policies affecting more specific areas, 

such as the forced closure of beauty salons, prohibitions on playing sports, sharing public 

transportation with men, or being seen from outside their homes (to prevent this, they must 

have opaque windows and avoid going out onto balconies or terraces). They also cannot be 

filmed or photographed, and they have no say in choosing their future husbands or deciding 

how many children they will have.

4. Impact of New Afghan Social and Educational Policies

“The Taliban are implementing such long-term restrictive policies and impositions 

that, after two decades of international presence in the country, many of the advances and 

progress achieved have been wasted. At least two generations of Afghan children and young 

people received a quality education before the Taliban’s arrival, whether inside or outside the 

country. There was once a highly skilled workforce that has now vanished, forcing these highly 

experienced individuals to take up other professions abroad that have little or nothing to do 

with their original training”, explains Sharifi.

Women wait to receive bread in Kabul

Ali Khara/Reuters/Council on Foreign Relations
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	 Naseer Faiq, the current head of the Permanent Mission of Afghanistan to the United 

Nations, characterizes the plight of Afghan women as akin to “gender apartheid”, echoing the 

sentiments of the UN Special Rapporteur. Systematic violations of fundamental human rights 

have crippled women’s social contributions, exacerbating gender disparities and jeopardizing 

familiar well-being8. The enduring repercussions of these policies extend across generations, 

constraining the country’s economic potential. According to Naseer, “day by day, the Taliban 

are imposing restrictions on education, employment, and other aspects, rights that had been 

preserved and guaranteed under the constitution. The current regime also violates Afghanistan’s 

international obligations established in international conventions and disregards universal 

human rights declarations despite the continuous calls from the international community to 

reverse these bans and allow women to attend school, work, and have their rights restored”.

	 Beyond direct infringements on women’s rights, the dissolution of key institutional 

safeguards, such as the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and the Independent Human Rights 

Commission, has exacerbated vulnerabilities. The absence of governmental oversight has left 

women and girls defenseless against violence, both within and beyond their homes9. There 

no longer exists a dedicated court for gender-based violence cases, nor support systems for 

survivors of rape and other sexual abuses10. 

	 The implementation of Sharia law is depicted as a new geopolitical tactic. Faiq claims that 

“women’s fundamental rights are not political but God-given, and they continue their education 

in all Islamic countries. However, negotiations with the Taliban on this matter have failed to 

produce significant changes, as they try to justify their actions as cultural issues despite issuing 

supreme decrees”.

	 Predictably, the current situation has resulted in a rapid decline in the physical and 

mental health of women and girls nationwide. The healthcare system suffers due to the absence 

of female staff following the mahram policy and the exodus of talent abroad. In rural areas, 

already lacking resources before the Taliban’s arrival, clinics and hospitals operate at minimal 

capacity, exacerbating the situation (Amnesty International, 2023: 67).

8	  Statements received as a result of an interview by the author with Naseer Faiq, April 2024.

9	  In Afghanistan, child marriage was and is resorted to due to the economic need of families to receive the dowry.

10	  According to a document from the United States Department of State, the Human Rights Service of UNAMA 
(United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan) has received 87 reports since August 2021 concerning murders, rapes, 
suicides, forced marriages (including child marriages), physical assaults, and honor crimes. None of these cases have been 
processed through the formal judicial system. Source: Afghanistan 2022 Human Rights Report.
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	 The psychological impact, which has been less researched than the physical due to the 

lack of more evident external signs, is one of the main points emphasized by women who have 

had the opportunity to share their experiences. In an interview with the United States Institute of 

Peace, a teacher from a clandestine private school in Kabul described how her students “suffer 

from attention deficiency” and “most have learning difficulty and display signs of depression 

and anxiety”. The situation causes girls to experience post-traumatic stress, depression, and 

suicidal thoughts, among other issues, as they struggle to find a minimal sense of purpose. 

Some have ended up distancing themselves from their families, while others have turned to 

narcotics to alleviate their pain, further exacerbating Afghanistan’s ongoing drug crisis11 due to 

the trafficking and consumption of heroin (Ahmadi & Sultan, 2023).

	 The Taliban’s continued will to curtail fundamental rights and freedoms in women’s 

education creates a very uncertain outlook for job opportunities, economic prosperity, and 

access to basic resources such as healthcare, an essential area that could play a crucial role 

in addressing issues like mental health and mitigating stress or anxiety. Afghan diplomat Faiq 

supports the idea that not only is education essential for Afghanistan’s future, but so is “equal 

access and the quality” of the education provided. The replacement of relevant subjects in 

science or history with courses related to Islamic studies is one of the most recent additions to 

the country’s educational agenda.

	 Beyond the challenges faced by women and girls who remain in the country or have been 

forced to emigrate, the repercussions of the policies implemented by the current regime risk 

having devastating consequences on the economic and social fabric. Looking back, from 2002 to 

2013, Afghanistan experienced significant economic recovery after decades of war. Investment 

in infrastructure, health, education, and agriculture, largely supported by international donors, 

contributed to job creation and improved the population’s quality of life. Healthcare and school 

enrollment, especially for girls, were among the development policies that saw the most 

significant progress. The population grew, and several human development indicators, such as 

life expectancy, child mortality rate, and access to basic services, also improved significantly 

(Roy, 2022: 22).

11	  In conversations with Arian Sharifi, who currently serves as a professor at Princeton University, he discussed the 
symbiotic relationship between organized crime groups and the Taliban, explaining how both benefit from the revenue 
generated by markets for drugs, weapons, human exploitation, and wildlife, among other illegal activities.
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	 However, since 2013, the country has faced setbacks in both the economic and social 

spheres. Despite foreign assistance, Afghanistan faced deep structural challenges, including a 

lack of economic diversification, persistent poverty, and growing inequality, especially between 

urban and rural areas. High unemployment, particularly among the youth, increased instability, 

and the COVID-19 pandemic further strained an already tense economic situation, adding to 

the country’s difficulties. Despite initial recovery efforts, Afghanistan found itself at a critical 

juncture, with considerable challenges on its path to sustainable development and stability.

	 The Taliban’s return in 2021 triggered a complete economic collapse. In 2022, there were 

added restrictions on access to foreign aid, wage reductions due to decreased international 

donations, rising food and fuel prices, and a persistent drought hitting the country for the third 

consecutive year. Also noteworthy is the profound economic impact of women being banned 

from working in most of the labor market. The loss of income and personal fulfillment from 

having a good working life is causing significant distress among women, who now also suffer 

great social stigma, being confined to the home or very specific jobs that are strictly limited by 

permissible practices.

	 Humanitarian concerns have escalated since 2022, especially due to this economic 

collapse following the Taliban’s takeover. According to Human Rights Watch’s annual report, 

over 90 percent of society couldn’t secure food during that year, including tens of millions 

of people forced to skip meals daily or go whole days without eating. This malnutrition has 

led to an increase in starvation-related deaths and long-term health problems in adults and 

children (Human Rights Watch, 2023). Similarly, the World Food Programme estimated that 

nearly 100 percent of households headed by women experienced shortages of adequate food 

in 2022 (World Food Programme, 2022: 38). Virtually all had to take extreme measures to obtain 

food, including selling household items, child labor, or even marrying off girls to receive dowry 

payments (Human Rights Watch, 2023).
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	 The economic, social, and political conditions faced by Afghan society daily unfold in 

a context of uncertain security due to the threat of jihadist terrorism. This situation is also 

undermining the quality of life in Afghanistan, as law enforcement efforts to protect minorities 

from constant attacks by terrorist groups with various ideological backgrounds are insufficient. 

Consequently, the humanitarian crisis in the country could be categorized as catastrophic, with 

repercussions that risk extending beyond national borders and destabilizing not only the region 

but also the international community as a whole.

A Taliban fighter stands guard as people receive food rations in Kabul, 

April 30, 2022

AP Photo/Ebrahim Noroozi/The Diplomat

“The impact of the new policies for women in 
Afghanistan is so great that it cannot even be 

expressed” 
(Arian Sharifi, 2024)
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5. Conclusions

Following the withdrawal of the United States and its allies from Afghanistan, the central 

government led by Ashraf Ghani, supported by the West, fell dramatically into the hands of 

Islamist fundamentalism. August 15 marks the historic date when Taliban forces took control of 

the capital and established themselves in the presidential palace, ushering in a new regime that 

this year celebrates its third year in power, over half the time they lasted during their previous 

rule.

	 The Taliban assumed leadership of the country with the promise of respecting the rights 

of women and girls without resorting to the old practices of their first mandate. Unfortunately, 

this has proven to be merely a strategic move to attract international recognition, bearing little 

resemblance to the values currently promoted by the Islamic Emirate. One reality that has 

emerged is the interim government’s intent to drastically curtail the fundamental rights and 

freedoms of women and girls in Afghanistan, severely impacting the rights and freedoms they 

had fought to achieve both before and after the fall of the first Taliban regime.

	 Since their return to power, the current regime has imposed rules and policies that 

drastically limit the rights of women and girls. These regulations range from restrictions on 

secondary education to bans on employment and movement, even punishing the families of 

women who violate these rules and codes of conduct. Women face arbitrary detentions and 

repression for protesting against current policies, while the political elite continues to eliminate 

the presence of women in positions of power and governance.

	 The current reality starkly contrasts with the period between the two Taliban governments. 

During this time, urban women benefited from numerous advancements in their rights, although 

they never fully enjoyed the same opportunities as their male counterparts. This gap was 

relatively less evident in health and education but persisted significantly in the labor market. 

In rural areas, this segregation of advancements was even more pronounced, and rural women 

had to endure intensified struggles with rebel militias and terrorist groups, which prevented real 

progress and equal rights as their urban counterparts.

	 Today, Afghan women and girls—whether from urban or rural backgrounds—are confined 

to roles centered around household chores, reproduction, and family care. Anyone who violates 
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this protocol is considered sinful. However, the Taliban’s reasoning goes beyond rejecting 

women’s diversification in public life; the fact that when a woman breaks a rule, the appropriate 

punishment is inflicted on a male family member rather than the woman herself exemplifies 

how women have been reduced to public irrelevance under the current government. So much 

so that they are not even deemed worthy of being considered guilty for their supposed offenses. 

Instead, a man—whether adult or young— fulfills the necessary condition to be considered the 

recipient of the offense because he is ultimately responsible for the actions of the woman.

	 If we think that educational policies under the new regime can only be viewed from a 

gender perspective, we are mistaken. Men, though not receiving attention as visibly as women, 

are also being systematically targeted by authorities, so the real problem lies in education 

as a vector of thought and prosperity for the country rather than the gender of the individual. 

Examples include the burning of male-only schools, such as the fire in Panjshir province in April 

2023, or the arrest of men who speak out against gender-based educational discrimination, as 

happened to Professor Faizullah Jalal (Noori, 2023). An Afghan society stripped of its education, 

detached from employing critical thinking and analytical thought to address the fundamentalist 

postulates preached by the Taliban, undoubtedly becomes much easier to control due to its 

docile nature compared to a cultivated population prepared for progress and participation.

	 The repressive reality existed during the first Taliban regime, and the second has been no 

exception. The state apparatus has rolled back all the social rights progress made up until the 

first Taliban arrival, as well as all the progress attempted to be rectified during the twenty years 

of national relief away from fundamentalist leadership. So much so that the new regime has 

closed nearly all institutions previously established to address violence against women under 

the previous government.

	 Against all this, the international community has vociferously reacted. United Nations 

and European Union expert groups have directly accused the interim government of committing 

crimes against humanity under international law, particularly the Rome Statute, understanding 

it as gender-based persecution (Leclerc & Shreeves, 2023: 2). The Taliban’s actions also violate 

other international mechanisms such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women, the Convention against Discrimination in Education, and even 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights itself. Moreover, the Special Rapporteur’s and United 

Nations diplomacy’s firm assertion of the existence of “gender apartheid”, similar to the context 
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of the first Taliban rise to power in 1996, has led to numerous calls for accountability from 

Afghan authorities. Indeed, significant voices from the Deputy Secretary-General and Executive 

Director of UN Women and civil society representatives like Karima Bennoune have reiterated, 

in recent meetings of the United Nations General Assembly, the urgent need to codify this crime 

in international criminal law as “apartheid”, including gender alongside race in the institutional 

framework of repression (United Nations Meeting Coverage, 2023).

	 The rest of the international community has also been very active in accusing the 

regime of committing war crimes. A joint report presented by Amnesty International and the 

International Commission of Jurists in March 2023 outlines how Afghanistan, a member of the 

International Criminal Court (ICC) since 2003, was already under evaluation before the new 

government took over. In 2017, the ICC prosecutor requested authorization from the judges 

to initiate an investigation into possible war crimes committed on Afghan soil since May 1, 

2003, and in March 2020, the Appeals Chamber authorized the prosecutor to proceed with the 

investigation. The Afghan government was struggling to postpone this documentation process 

when the Taliban took over (Amnesty International & the International Commission of Jurists, 

2023: 50). Now, the decision to investigate this crime falls directly on the prosecutor handling the 

case as new information comes to light about the current conduct of law enforcement: in June 

2022, the Taliban raided a house in the Ghor province that belonged to a man from the previous 

government, killing six Hazara Shias, including a woman and a child (Amnesty International, 

2023: 64). These extrajudicial killings, justified by the Taliban as targeting rebels, have brought 

to light similar acts in other provinces like Panjshir and Sar-I-Pul, leading to increasing calls to 

pursue these crimes as war crimes.

	 The demand extends further due to the government’s failure to address extrajudicial 

executions or prosecute those proven to be perpetrators of these crimes. The politicization of 

the judiciary is also happening in reverse, fostering a culture of impunity that systematically 

denies the ongoing human rights violations committed daily by regime members and ordinary 

citizens against any man, elder, woman, or child who breaks the strict codes of conduct and 

arbitrarily established norms.

	 This human crisis unfolding in Afghanistan, along with the country’s economic collapse, 

has quickly revealed the devastating geopolitical repercussions of regional destabilization. 

One of these elements centers on the impact of forced migration due to fear of persecution 
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by regime authorities, many of whom have been rejected by the countries where they sought 

refuge (not to mention those who have suffered human rights violations at the border). 

Internally, approximately 3.8 million people have been displaced within Afghanistan (Amnesty 

International, 2023: 67), either out of fear of the regime or due to the precarious conditions in 

their places of origin, where they are exposed to violence, lack of job opportunities, or harsh 

climatic conditions.

	 In terms of security, the projected threats for the region are severe. Central Asia is 

witnessing skyrocketing levels of radicalization, especially among young generations12. Many 

young men from Central Asia, forced to seek job opportunities in Europe, Russia, or the United 

States, face increased risks of recruitment and radicalization by established movements 

abroad. This rising radicalization is the main threat that extends beyond the region, affecting 

the international community due to global inaction on the Afghan crisis.

	 Given these challenges, Afghanistan is facing a truly dire situation. Women, in particular, 

are experiencing unprecedented erosion of their rights, with a bleak outlook for the future. 

It is crucial to continue addressing these issues to achieve peace, justice, and prosperity in 

Afghanistan, a country whose fate will significantly impact global security and external risks. 
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