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Since 15 August 2021, the Taliban have issued over 100 decrees® that
systematically prohibit women in Afghanistan from accessing education,
undertaking employment, and engaging in political roles. While these
restrictions are producing wide-ranging negative consequences for women
and girls from all of Afghanistan’'s communities, the specific impact on ethnic
Hazara women has been particularly disproportionate and severe. This essay
illuminates how Hazara women are repeatedly being marginalized under the
Taliban regime, by contextualizing how intersectional factors like ethnicity,
gender, and religion are distinctly shaping their lived experiences in the
current circumstances. To do so, this essay examines two specific issues
affecting Hazara women: a) the erosion of civil liberties; and b) security and
safety implications.

To situate the treatment of ethnic Hazaras and Hazara women in the current
and historical realities, the essay builds on secondary sources, supplemented
with excerpts from five interviews with Hazara women living under Taliban
rule, conducted in January 2024. Section 1 provides an overview of the
historical, Republic-era (2001-2021), and post-August 2021 contexts.
Section 2 discusses the erosion of Hazara women's civil rights and liberties
under the Taliban regime. Section 3 examines the state of Hazara women'’s
security and safety under Taliban rule. The concluding section summarizes
the findings’ big picture aspects and ends with three policy recommendations.

Contextual Overview

Constituting around 20% of the population, Hazaras are one of Afghanistan’s
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main ethnic groups,’ and most are adherents of Shia Islam. The Hazara
community has been historically persecuted and was a frequent target of the
Taliban’s atrocities during the group’s first regime (1995 to 2001) as well.
For instance, in August 1998, the Taliban killed over 2,000 Hazaras within a
few days’ span,* and in 2001, shortly before the fall of the Taliban’s regime,
the United Nations (UN) discovered mass graves of those slain Hazaras in
Bamiyan province.’

During the 20 years between the two Taliban regimes, Hazara women
made significant strides with respect to civil liberties and security. Notably,
between 2001 and 2021, they saw the appointment of the first minister of
women'’s affairs,’ the first female provincial governor,’” one of the first female
district governors,® and the first female mayor’ in a traditionally male-
dominated area of local governance. Hazara women also excelled in the
security sector,'® sports,'' music,'? and other spheres of society. At the same
time, between 2014 and August 2021, ethnic Hazaras endured persistent
persecution carried out by both the Taliban and the Islamic State ‘Khorasan
Province’ (ISKP), including genocidal massacres, and multiple bombings
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targeting their mosques, schools, and maternity clinics. Hazara mothers,
babies, and school children were murdered in high volumes during several of
these attacks.

Morerecently, asthe Talibansteadily intensified their pursuitof power, leading
to their outright takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, ethnic Hazaras
were regular targets of the Taliban’s insurgency.'’ The Taliban specifically
attacked Hazara mosques, and cultural and educational centers in Kabul
and other provinces, causing the loss of thousands of civilian Hazara lives.
Between 2016 and 2020, over 40 attacks by individuals linked either to the
Taliban or the ISKP repeatedly targeted ethnic Hazaras in schools, mosques,
and workplaces,'* leading to extensive casualties, including hundreds of
extrajudicial targeted killings of Hazaras.”” These attacks included what
Doctors Without Borders termed a massacre at a maternity hospital in Kabul;'®
the May 2021 triple suicide attacks on the Sayed Ul Shahada Girls School
in Kabul;'” and the September 2020 attack on Kaaj Educational Center in
Kabul.'® These instances of violence specifically targeted Hazara women and
girls.

Despite the Taliban'’s assertion that Afghanistan is now safer under their rule,
the safety of ethnic minority communities is compromised. In the first nine
months of the Taliban’'s August 2021 power capture, nine lethal bombings
targeted Hazaras, accompanied by numerous individual targeted killings that
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claimed the lives of over 100 Hazaras.'” According to a recent report by the
UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), 40 Hazaras were killed
and 86 injured in a series of targeted attacks between October and December
2023.*Under the Taliban rule since August 202 1, the Hazara community has
also encountered instances of forced displacement and land expropriation.”!
Under the pretext of dispute resolution, the Taliban de facto authorities (DFA)
have imposed significant financial burdens on Afghanistan’s ethnic Hazaras,
coercing them to make substantial payments to ethnic Kuchis on multiple
occasions.”

The overview presented above encapsulates the current lived experiences and
state of affairs of ethnic Hazaras in Afghanistan. Within this demographic,
Hazara women emerge as the most vulnerable group because they encounter
multifaceted discrimination based on their religion, ethnicity, and gender,
among other factors.

Erosion of Hazara Women's Civil Liberties

Historically, Hazara women enjoyed certain social and political freedoms
due to the community s relatively progressive position on women'’s and girl's
education, employment, and participation in political and social spheres.*
As Hazara women were highly accomplished in the realm of education, they
played a strong role in the civil society and security sectors before the Taliban
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takeoverin 2021.%*

Despite their increased vulnerability arising from factors like gender, ethnic
identity, and societal roles, fewer Hazara women were able to evacuate the
country when the Taliban seized control of Afghanistan, as compared to
those from other communities. In fact, the chaotic evacuation process was
monopolized by existing networks of power, which left many Hazaras
behind.*> While indeed the Taliban DFA subjugates all women and many
civilians from all communities, multiple Taliban actions specifically target
Hazaras. Moreover, Hazara women remain particularly affected as the
Taliban DFA has severely decimated the rights of women in Afghanistan in
virtually all areas of life.

The January 2024 UNAMA report on Afghanistan’s human rights situation
underscores the discernible concentration of Taliban arrests of both women
and menin Dashte-Barchi, aneighborhood of Kabul city thatis predominantly
inhabited by members of the Hazara community.*® A majority of women who
were arrested for a so-called “bad hijab” were detained for a brief period, and
subsequently released, contingent upon their mahrams’ guarantee that these
women would comply with hijab rules in the future. However, the Report
cites troubling allegations of ill-treatment, including physical violence,
extended detentions, and instances where release was contingent on monetary
payments.*®

The enforcement measures regarding alleged hijab rules violations, notably
involving physical violence, pose significant and heightened risks to the
safety and well-being of Afghan women and girls, particularly in localities
like Dasht-e Barchi that feature large numbers of Hazara inhabitants. In
instances where women were apprehended, the Taliban DFA implemented
a coercive strategy by compelling their male family members to publicly
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endorse the arrests through street demonstrations, particularly concerning the

perceived violation of the so-called “bad Hijab."*

According to a respondent interviewed for this essay, since 12 January 2024,
when Hazara girls and women were detained on the pretext of being unveiled,
the policies and conduct of the Taliban have resulted in families imposing
restrictions on their daughters” attendance in educational institutions due to
the palpable fear of reprisals by the Taliban. This heightened state of caution
has significantly diminished the public presence of girls, contributing to an

alarming increase in instances of suicide and depression among them.

The repercussions further extend to the coercion of girls into underage and/or
forced marriages, and the distressing outcome, recently reported to researchers
for this article, of numerous families being compelled to relinquish their
native lands including their farms, crops, and other household belongings.
The Taliban have been using intimidation tactics and following girls or using
religious institutions to ascertain which families have unmarried girls or
widows and are then targeting those homes.*

In highlighting the Taliban's “bad hijab” policy in September 2023, the UN
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan, Richard
Bennett, has recognized the disproportionate impact of enforcement measures
against Hazara women.”' Bennett specifically highlighted the use of ethnic
slurs during Taliban enforcement operations in Hazara-populated areas.*

With the systematic enforcement of gender apartheid by the Taliban, Hazara
women are at special risk due to the targeting that is rooted not only in their
gender but also in their Hazara identity. The Taliban’s violation of the right
to freedom of expression and activism is evident in the arbitrary arrests of
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women protesters, an infringement that extends to Hazara women. Their
ordeal extends beyond physical assault and torture, involving the use of
derogatory language and ethnic slurs. Alarmingly, there are reports® of
Taliban soldiers categorizing all Hazaras as infidels, fostering an environment
of discrimination and religious bias. These actions not only contravene
fundamental human rights but also contribute to a societally hostile and
divisive atmosphere.

In 2022, a disconcerting incident unfolded as 60 Hazara female students
faced expulsion from both Kabul University and the associated dormitory.**
This punitive action was purportedly taken in response to their alleged
“intention to participate in the protest march” denouncing the suicide attack
on the Kaaj Educational Training Center and protesting what the genocide
against the Hazara community.*> Notably, in October 2022, sources stated
many of these female students had previously experienced deliberate food
poisoning before engaging in the protest though the Taliban denied any food

poisoning incidents.*®

Upon seizing power in August 2021, the Taliban—vehement adherents of
Sunni Islam—promised not to interfere with Shia Islamic worship. However,
Hazaras face greater restrictions on how they are able to practice their religion,
such as being able to prostrate publicly by praying with open hands.?” In July
2023, the Taliban implemented measures to curtail the religious practices of
Shia Hazaras, closing numerous places of worship and preventing them from
observing mourning rituals during Muharram.* In response, the Afghanistan
Shia Ulema Council, a group of influential Shia scholars and imams who
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advised the former Afghan president on moral and legal issues, published
a declaration to limit mourners’ activities on Muharram, the first day of the
Islamic calendar, specifically street processions during Ashura.*

Additionally, Hazara women faced prohibitions against participating in
Muharram ceremonies in various provinces.*’ Prior to the Taliban takeover,
Hazara Shias were able to observe Muharram with few restrictions and
perform religious ceremonies.*' Now, the Taliban has restricted the teaching
of Shia jurisprudence to a few universities,*> banned marriages between Shia
and Sunni Muslims, and disallowed any babies to be born from a mix of
Shia and Sunni parentage.*’ Furthermore, the Taliban compelled Hazaras to
break their fast before time, in contravention to the decision of Shia religious
authorities who had not yet announced Eid due to the incomplete month of
Ramadan.*

Security Impacts on Hazara Women

During the initial nine months of the Taliban's rule, Hazara women
experienced alarming incidents of violence. These included the April 2022
amputation and shooting of Nafisa Balkhi, a midwife in Balkh;* the January
2022 killing of Zainab Abdullahi at a checkpoint in Kabul while returning
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from a wedding;*° the October 2021 disappearance of Alia Azizi from Herat
with no updates of her whereabouts since then;'’ the September 2021 killing
of a pregnant police officer, Banu Negar, in Ghor province, by three armed
Taliban militants;** and the discovery of six corpses of Hazara women on the
streets of west Kabul.* The victims were subjected to sexual assault before
they faced brutal killings, highlighting the severity of the violence directed at
Hazara women based on their ethnicity.’® Since the Taliban has increased its
crackdown on the media, many of the killings of Hazara women are unlikely
to be reported.’’

Although the Taliban claim that Afghanistan is safer under their rule, safety
for ethnic minority communities has been undermined. The Taliban fail to
investigate systematic and targeted attacks on Hazara neighborhoods and
have removed existing security measures to protect them. The Taliban’s de
factoMinistry of Interior promised to ensure security for religious minorities
in October 2021 and has clearly failed to uphold that promise.’* As ‘N’, a
Hazara woman who lost her husband in 2023 to Taliban violence explained
when interviewed for this essay, the security situation for Hazaras in
Afghanistan is bleak: “[t]he Taliban claims to provide security, but Hazaras
have no security. My husband was neither a policeman nor involved in any
other work. We were just living our lives without any ulterior motives.”

One aspect frequently overlooked in the context of the mass killings of
Hazara individuals is the substantial number of widows left in their wake. In
Afghanistan’s deeply patriarchal society, the status of widowhood adds an
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extra layer of vulnerability, impacting women economically, socially, and
mentally. 'S’, a Hazara woman whose husband was killed in 2022 by Taliban
violence, who was interviewed for this essay, said that the incident has
affected her in several ways. On the one hand, there are economic problems,
and on the other, there are negative opinions of widows—and together these
aspects make life difficult. She said that the only reason she fights to survive
is for her only son.

The realities of living under Taliban rule have created a mental health crisis
for Afghan women. In December 2023, the Organization for Policy Research
and Development Studies released a policy brief on the mental health crisis
among Afghan women and girls.” Those surveyed and interviewed struggled
to pick which of the Taliban's restrictive edicts was most damaging to them,
with researchers reporting that they created an “overwhelming sense of fear
and psychological distress among Afghan women.”*

Those who suffer from mental health challenges risk being beaten and have
little hope of accessing mental health services, eviscerated by the Taliban,>
and while the suicide rate is on the rise, statistics on suicides and suicide
attempts are not being accurately recorded.’® However, doctors have reported
an increase in suicides and overall decreased mental health in women since
the Taliban took over.

Conclusion

The examination of Hazara women's plight under Taliban rule reveals
a distressing pattern of targeted violence, discrimination, and systemic
marginalization. The documented incidents—ranging from mass killings
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and forced displacement to educational restrictions and economic
vulnerabilities—underscore the profound challenges faced by Hazara women
within the socio-political landscape of Afghanistan and under the Taliban's
rule. While the Taliban have severely decreased the freedoms and rights of
women in Afghanistan, the impact of the Taliban’s rule on Hazara women is
significantly distinct.

The prevalence of gender-based violence, coupled with the intersectionality
of ethnicity, further compounds the adversity experienced by this specific
demographic. The identified patterns underscore the urgent need for
comprehensive and specifically tailored interventions aimed at safeguarding
the rights, security, and well-being of Hazara women in the face of these
multi-dimensional, systemic challenges.

Policy Recommendations

Call for International Recognition and Action: States around the world must
recognize the Taliban’s rule as a form of gender apartheid and acknowledge
the systematic oppression and discriminatory policies targeting women. This
should include supporting efforts to codify gender apartheid as an international
crime under the draft Convention on Crimes Against Humanity, currently
under consideration and international scrutiny. The international community
must officially recognize the targeted attacks on Hazara communities as
Hazara genocide. Mobilize diplomatic efforts to garner widespread support
for these recognitions by emphasizing the urgency of addressing the specific
challenges faced by Hazara women and communities. Recognition of the
violence against Hazaras should prompt coordinated international action to
prevent further human rights violations and implement protective measures
for the affected populations.

m Establish an Independent UN Investigation and Monitoring
Mechanism: The UN Human Rights Council should establish an
independent investigative mechanism dedicated to documenting and
monitoring the situation of Hazara communities, particularly focusing
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on the challenges faced by Hazara women under Taliban rule. In
collaboration with relevant international bodies, local organizations,
and affected communities, to ensure accuracy and comprehensiveness,
the UN can gather evidence of human rights abuses, discrimination,
and violence. The findings of this mechanism can serve as a basis for
informed policy decisions, targeted interventions, and accountability
measures, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the

situation.

m  Establish Protective International Humanitarian Response: The UN
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) should
create an international humanitarian response mechanism dedicated to
addressing the immediate needs of Hazara women and communities
affected by displacement, violence, and discrimination, with a focus
on ensuring their safety, well-being, and access to necessary services.
Displaced Hazara women should have essential services such as medical
care, psychosocial support, and education. Work collaboratively with and
fund humanitarian organizations to ensure swift and effective responses
to emergencies, safeguarding the well-being and rights of Hazara women
amidst challenging circumstances. Ultimately, this initiative should
prioritize humanitarian aid delivery and support for Hazara communities

facing systemic discrimination and violence.



