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Girls’ Education Under Taliban Rule: Consequences for 
Afghanistan and the Region

By Arpan Tulsyan1

Since the beginning of Taliban rule in Afghanistan in August 2021, its 
decrees have systematically banned girls’ and women’s rights to education, 
training, and work. This is a rollback on gender equality, deepening cycles 
of poverty, and fuelling radicalisation with far-reaching consequences for 
Afghan society and regional stability. 

Against this backdrop, this paper discusses Taliban’s ban on education for 
women and girls and analyses its far-reaching consequences - not only for 
Afghanistan, but also for peace and global stability and, more specifically, for 
India’s regional interests. It examines how Indian foreign policy can respond 
to this challenge, balancing national security concerns with a commitment to 
regional peace and humanitarian values.

The paper is organised in four sections: the first section reviews the progress 
made and setbacks in girls’ education in 21st century Afghanistan, focussing 
on Taliban’s second regime. The next section discusses social, economic, 
geopolitical and global consequences of this ban. The third section explores 
why this ban matters for India and the fourth, and final section offers policy 
recommendations on how India must navigate the crisis of girls’ education 
under Taliban ruled Afghanistan. 

1. Dr. Arpan Tulsyan is a Senior Fellow at the Centre for New Economic Diplomacy (CNED), Observer Research 
Foundation, New Delhi.
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The Denial of Education for Afghan Girls

Afghanistan’s education sector has not witnessed a linear progress. In some 
years, there have been advancements—but regime changes, and conflicts 
have often slowed down, paused, or even reversed progress from time to time 
(Easar et al 2023). Therefore, historically, the country has recorded some of 
the world’s lowest literacy rates, with education for girls being a special area 
of concern. 

Formal schooling for girls started in 1920 (UN Women 2023), but for much 
of the 20th century, girls’ schooling was often met with social resistance and 
was therefore limited.  While still under monarchy, first women’s institute 
was opened in Kabul in 1946, followed by a women’s college of education in 
1947 (Middle East Council on Global Affairs 2023). First cohort of female 
elementary school teachers began teaching in 1949. Investments accelerated 
during periods of modernisation, like the 1950s and 1960s, but fell during 
Taliban takeover between 1996-2001. Just prior to when the 1st Taliban 
regime (1996), girls comprised 27% of elementary students and 30% of 
secondary students, while women formed 58% of elementary teachers and 
52% of secondary teachers. Higher education enrolled 28% female students 
(Middle East Council on Global Affairs 2023).

From 1996 to 2002, Taliban regime banned girls’ education and women’s 
employment. Education became entirely informal, and girls learnt at homes 
or in secret underground schools, risking prosecution for studying. In 2009, 
Shukria Barakzai, a leading Afghan women’s rights activist and politician, 
publicly called for “30,000 scholars or engineers” instead of 30,000 soldiers 
in response to President Barack Obama’s troop surge plans for Afghanistan 
(University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School 2023). Her request for 
scholars and engineers was not just rhetorical; it reflected a strategic vision for 
Afghanistan’s future, emphasising that long-term peace and security depends 
on education and capacity-building, not just military intervention.

Post the collapse of 1st Taliban regime, international and Afghan efforts led 
to millions of girls returning to classrooms and female literacy and enrolment 
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rates rose sharply. Before the Taliban regained control in August 2021, 
girls constituted 40% of primary school students, 35.7% of middle school 
students, 34% of high school students and 24.6% of university students. The 
female literacy rate almost doubled, reaching from 17% to 30%, from 2011 
to 2018 (UNESCO, 2023).

However, with the Taliban’s return to power in August 2021, these gains 
have been rapidly reversed and affected estimated 2.5 million school-age 
girls. Ban on secondary schooling, followed by ban on higher education, 
effectively erased any educational opportunities for Afghan women and girls 
beyond the age of 12 years (See Figure 1). 

Source: UNICEF 2022; UNICEF 2025

Figure 1 shows declining number of out of school girls since 2001 (end of first 
Taliban rule) and rising again since 2021 – the beginning of second Taliban 
rule. It is projected that if the ban persists until 2030, over four million girls 
will likely be deprived of education beyond primary schooling. This will lead 
to a wider gender gap in literacy. (See Figure 2)

Existing gender gaps in literacy are further widening in Afghanistan. In 
2018, 70% women aged 15 and above were illiterate, compared to 49% men 

Figure 1: Number of Out of School Girls in Afghanistan
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in the same age group.  However, soon after Taliban rule, this increased to 
73.4% for women, whereas male illiteracy decreased slightly to 48%.  The 
previous data which showed girls’ enrollment in schools before the Taliban 
takeover had highlighted progress in access, while the widening gaps in male 
and female literacy rates discussed above, a reversal of these hard-won gains.

 

Source: UNICEF 2022

In addition to institutional bans, Taliban has systematically targeted girls’ 
education through violent tactics i.e. through attacks on schools, students 
and teachers. According to UN Security Council (2023), between 2021 and 
2022, there were 125 attacks on schools and their staff, which resulted in the 
death of 326 students. Girls and their families fear harassment, kidnapping, 
acid attacks or school bombings if they seek to violate the ban (Human Rights 
Watch 2022). Reports also suggest that school wells have been poisoned 
(Popalzai, Popalzai and Nasser 2023). In May 2021, a bombing at Kabul’s 
Sayed al-Shuhada High School killed over 60 people, mostly school-going 
girls (BBC 2021).

The only place girls are allowed to study are madrasas, which prioritise 
religious and differentiated education, short-changing academic knowledge 
for household duties (UNESCO 2025). 

Figure 2: Literacy in Afghanistan, 2018-2021
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Consequences of the Ban 

Education is a fundamental human right under Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, further reinforced by the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, 1989 the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). These obligate states to ensure 
equal access to education for all children, regardless of gender. Accordingly, 
Taliban’s exclusion of girls contravenes international law, and has been 
termed “gender apartheid2” by United Nations (UNESCO, 2025). They argue 
that denying girls access to education will lead to serious setbacks on various 
fronts: social, economic, peace and security and across global developmental 
goals.

Social Costs

The denial of education carries far-reaching social costs, undermining 
not only girl’s individual well-being and future opportunities, but also 
weakening family and community resilience, and broader societal progress in 
Afghanistan. It reinforces harmful gender norms, increases the prevalence of 
early and forced marriages, negatively impacts women’s physical and mental 
health and deprives entire communities of the transformative potential of 
educated women and girls (Hamidi 2024).

First, it inflicts psychological trauma on girls who face despair and 
depression due to loss of aspirations, autonomy and agency. A 2024 survey 
of 426 Afghan girls revealed a that 87.6% of respondents exhibited clinical 
depression symptoms, while 49.8% reported suicidal thoughts (Mohammadi 
et al 2024). Through a multivariate analysis, they found these to be directly 
correlated with the education ban. The UN Special Rapporteur also noted that 
the ban has caused a “dramatic rise in self-harm” among girls (Kabul Now 
2024).

2. Gender apartheid can be understood as systematic and institutionalised, social and economic exclusion of 
women, because of their gender or sex.
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With rising economic and humanitarian crisis, families who struggle for 
survival often cope through strategies like early, forced or child marriages. 
UN Women reports that in 2023, 28.7% of Afghan girls were married before 
the age of 18. UN Women projects that by 2026, the impact of education 
ban will lead to an increase in early childbearing by 45%; and an increase in 
maternal mortality by 50% (UN Women 2024). 

Prohibition of women’s medical training has blocked the pipeline of female 
doctors, midwives, and nurses, leading to significant decline in female health 
workers. Studies suggest that National density of key health workers was only 
10.3 per 10,000 population in 2023, way below the WHO (World Health 
Organisation) accepted threshold of 44.5 per 10,000 for Universal Health 
Coverage. Among them, only 18%t of specialised physicians and 29% of 
nurses in Afghanistan were female (Neyazi et al. 2025). 

The Taliban’s simultaneous ban on female medical education and mandating 
that women be treated only by female healthcare workers creates an 
impossible dilemma for Afghan women’s health. UN experts state that 
together they “will undoubtedly lead to unnecessary suffering, illness, and 
possibly deaths of Afghan women and children” (United Nations Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 2024).

Economic Costs 

The prohibition on girls’ education has triggered economic setbacks that  
could have crippling consequences for Afghanistan’s economy and future 
prospects. Analysis by UNDP (2024) reveals that about 85% of Afghans 
live on less than USD 1 a day. According to UNICEF (2022), ban on female 
education will lead to at least 2.5% decline in its annual GDP (gross domestic 
product), which amounts to over USD 500 million. This economic hit will 
cascade into compounding losses every year, till the ban remains in place, 
undermining national productivity and growth. Similarly, a 2024 UNESCO 
study projected that if the ban on women’s higher education continues, 
Afghanistan will lose up to USD 9.6 billion by 2066, an amount which 
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is equal to two-thirds of the country’s current GDP. The absolute cost to 
individuals, in terms of lost income could reach USD 1.5 billion by 2030 
(Mixed Migration Centre 2024). 

Much of this loss will be due to exclusion of women from the workforce. 
UNESCO (2024) estimates that over the next 35 years, Afghanistan will lose 
nearly 600,000 women from the workforce, with no pipeline for replacement 
due to the education ban. This includes teachers, doctors, nurses, engineers, 
and other professionals essential for national development and public service 
delivery.

In 2019, female teachers made up 36.16% of primary school teaching staff 
(World Bank 2019). However, ban on girl’s education and prohibitions on 
female teachers from teaching boys rendered a large proportion of female 
teachers unemployed. Media reports suggest that hundreds of female teachers 
– from kindergarten to university lecturers have been barred from teaching, 
losing their jobs and livelihoods (Kabul Now 2025; Al Jazeera 2023; 
University World News 2025). Such mass displacement from the workforce 
has not only deepened gender inequality but also contributed to rising poverty 
levels.

These conditions have triggered a widespread exodus of professionals, 
resulting in a significant brain drain that weakens Afghanistan’s intellectual 
and institutional foundations (Amiri and Ashoori 2024). This erosion of 
academic and professional talent will not only undermine the quality of higher 
education and public services but also reduce mentorship and role models 
for younger generations, particularly girls. Together, these trends will soon 
hollow out the country’s human capital, disrupt intergenerational knowledge 
transfer, and weaken the very social infrastructure needed for future recovery 
and resilience. This will lead to generational impact, forcing millions of 
Afghan girls and their families into deeper poverty and poor health, reducing 
household incomes and incurring measurable losses in GDP, workforce 
participation, productivity, and human capital accumulation. 
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Setbacks for Global Development Goals

Afghan girls’ education crisis has profound implications for the achievement 
of global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The UN Women Gender 
Index 2024: Afghanistan Report (UN Women 2024) documents a deep and 
lasting rollback in Afghanistan’s, and the world’s progress, with far reaching 
consequences, including the following:  

	■ SDG 4 (Quality Education): In 2024, 78% of Afghan women were not 
in education, employment, or training, nearly four times the rate for men. 

	■ SDG 5 (Gender Equality): The gender equality gap in Afghanistan, 
particularly with reference to women’s education and economic 
participation is now among the widest in the world, with Afghan women 
reaching only 17.3% of their estimated full potential.

	■ SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth): Women’s labour 
force participation has dropped to 24% (compared to 89% for 
men), and they are mostly employed in informal, low-paid roles. 

	■ SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being): The report highlights that bans 
on female medical education and training, along with loss of autonomy 
and agency will further widen health disparities and worsen maternal 
and child health outcomes. As stated before, maternal mortality could 
increase by 50% in 2026 (UN Women 2024). 

 
The UN Women report states, 

“with targets of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 
accompanying SDGs only five years away, Afghanistan risks falling 
catastrophically far behind global efforts towards gender equality and 
women’s empowerment… Afghanistan’s scores across these development 
indicators are unfortunately predicted to continuously spiral downward 
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until the women’s rights crisis is addressed, demonstrating how equality 
between women and men is a critical element of a nation’s development.” 
(UN Women Gender Index 2024: Afghanistan 2024, 6).

Afghanistan is also the world’s sixth most climate-vulnerable country, yet 
among the least prepared to cope with its impacts (UNESCO 2025). The ban 
on girls’ education will further undermine the country’s resilience, limiting its 
future capacity to build an aware, adaptive, and gender-inclusive response to 
climate challenges.

Peace and Security Costs 

The crisis of girl’s education in Afghanistan is a catalyst for deepening 
insecurity, radicalisation, and instability, both within the country and in 
the region in at least three ways. First, it increases the risks of cross-border 
radicalisation (UN Security Council 2025). Experience from last Taliban 
rule shows that marginalised and poor youth, who have lost faith in a peaceful 
and prosperous future are more vulnerable to recruitment by transnational 
extremist groups, threatening peace within the country and security in 
neighbours like India. At the same time, shortage of women in crucial 
sectors like health, education and civil society will undermine basic services 
and public trust in institutions (Hamidi 2024). Second, by driving forced 
migration and refugee flows—as families seeking education and safety for 
their daughters may attempt exodus—strain regional resources and social 
cohesion. In 2023, Afghans were the second largest refugee population, 
with an estimated 6.1 million of them living in neighbouring countries 
like Iran and Pakistan (IOM; UNHCR and World Bank 2024). Third, it 
will undermine international peacebuilding efforts by causing a setback on 
women’s rights. It is well recognised that women’s exclusion from public 
life weakens governance, reduces oversight, and eliminates diverse voices 
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essential for meaningful policymaking.3 If the resulting vacuum is filled 
by non-state actors, particularly extremist and criminal networks, it could 
further destabilise the country and regional peace. The Taliban’s previous rule 
(1996–2001) demonstrated how such exclusionary policies can transform 
Afghanistan into a haven for global terrorism (Ahmadi and Lakhani 2016).

Particularly India, a country which is invested in Afghanistan’s reconstruction 
and committed to a peaceful neighbourhood, faces several direct and indirect 
consequences of Taliban’s ban on female education. The absence of educated 
women and rise of radicalisation in Afghanistan makes it a potential base 
of anti-India groups, with a clear security risk in sensitive regions like 
Kashmir. Moreover, with Taliban’s rule, India’s longstanding efforts to 
promote democratic values and inclusive development in Afghanistan suffers 
diplomatic setbacks, complicating its regional diplomacy. Humanitarian 
and ethical stakes are also high, as India has consistently championed girls’ 
education and women’s empowerment in its foreign policy, and the Taliban’s 
ban challenges these values. A more detailed discussion on India’s stake 
in girls’ education in Afghanistan, the need for a recalibrated response is 
discussed in the next section. 

India’s Strategic Stake in Girls’ Education in Taliban-Ruled Afghanistan

Besides being a humanitarian imperative, restoring girls’ education in 
Afghanistan is also deeply entwined with India’s broader strategic interests 
in central Asia. A stable, inclusive Afghanistan, where women participate 
meaningfully in the society and economy is essential for advancing India’s 
security, economic, energy, and geopolitical objectives.

3. The landmark UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000) recognises that women’s equal and full participation 
in conflict prevention, resolution, peace negotiations, peacebuilding, and post-conflict reconstruction results in 
more durable and inclusive peace. Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda is rooted in extensive evidence 
showing that peace processes involving women are more likely to result in agreements that are reached and 
implemented, and that gender equality itself is a predictor of a society’s resilience to conflict and violence. 
Therefore, Resolution 1325 obliges all actors, governments, the UN, and non-state entities, to ensure women’s 
effective participation in decision-making on peace and security and protect them from gender-based violence 
in conflict settings.



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY64

First, Afghanistan has been consistently cited by the UN Security Council as 
an area emanating global terrorism and a destabilising factor for the region 
and the world. The recent report in February 2025 observed, that there are 
over two dozen terrorist groups operating in Afghanistan, including ISIL-K, 
which the UN describes as the “greatest extra regional terrorist threat” (UN 
Security Council 2025). This makes the country a continuing driver of 
instability for regional peace, which India must be vigilant about. 

Second, lack of inclusive governance, respect for human rights, and ongoing 
security concerns have led to diplomatic isolation, sanctions and cuts in 
international aid for Afghanistan. The deteriorating situation has led to 
forced migration to neighbouring countries, particularly Pakistan, which has 
responded with mass deportations of Afghan refugees and heightened border 
security (Al Jazeera 2025), further destabilizing the region. 

Third, geographically, Afghanistan is important for India because it helps 
India reach energy resources and markets in Central Asia. Indian projects 
like the Chabahar Port and the International North-South Transport Corridor 
(INSTC) create routes and enhance connectivity without going through 
Pakistan (Wani 2023). These projects will work well only if Afghanistan has 
a stable, inclusive and cooperative government (Azmi, Khan and Ekstrom 
2025).

Fourth, India has invested over USD 3 billion in Afghanistan’s reconstruction 
post Taliban’s first regime - building roads, dams, power lines, and the Afghan 
Parliament building, as well as hundreds of schools and hospitals (Prabhu 
2021). These investments have fostered goodwill and people-to-people ties, 
but their long-term viability is threatened by ongoing instability (Shekhawat 
2022).

In this situation, India’s principled stance on girls’ education and women’s 
rights enhances its reputation as a responsible regional power, strengthens its 
diplomatic alliances in multilateral forums and helps to shape the regional 
order in alignment with India’s interests. It also allows India to leverage its 
soft power to maintain a positive presence to counter intensified competition 
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from China and Pakistan narratives that fuel extremism and instability. 

India’s Educational Relationship with Afghanistan  

India has had a long-standing educational tie of people-to-people  
engagement, capacity building, and developmental partnership with 
Afghanistan. Since the fall of the Taliban’s first rule in 2001, India has 
emerged as the largest regional donor for Afghanistan, investing over 
$3 billion in reconstruction and development projects (Prabhu 2021). A 
significant portion of this support was invested into the education sector, a 
recognition of its significance for Afghanistan’s stability and progress. Key 
initiatives included: 

1.	 Strengthen educational infrastructure: Construction and renovation 
of schools, including the Habibia High School and the Afghanistan 
National Agricultural Sciences and Technology University (ANASTU). 

2.	 Expanding scholarship opportunities: Thousands of Afghan students, 
including women, received scholarships to study in Indian universities 
and technical institutes.

3.	 Enhancing teacher capacity building: Indian institutions 
provided training for Afghan teachers, administrators, and 
professionals, with a focus on empowering women educators. 
Promoting community development: India’s High Impact Community 
Development Projects (HICDPs) supported local schools, literacy 
programs, and vocational training, often prioritizing female participation.  

4.	 Advancing digital learning programs: India extended the Pan-Africa 
e-Network Project to Afghanistan, enabling online education and 
telemedicine; launched the e-Vidya Bharati (e-VB) portal for distance 
learning; and supported virtual classrooms and partnerships between 
Afghan students and Indian universities.
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Through these interventions, India not only helped rebuild Afghanistan’s 
shattered education system but also contributed to the dramatic rise in girls’ 
enrolment and women’s participation in higher education and the workforce 
between 2001 and 2021.

Post Taliban takeover, Government of India expressed concern over its ban 
on education for women and girls, with the Ministry of External Affairs 
calling for the need to uphold human rights and equal participation of women. 
India’s approach is guided by “historical relations, friendship with its people,” 
(Ministry of External Affairs 2023) i.e. the long-standing cultural, economic, 
and diplomatic ties with Afghanistan, which go beyond government-to-
government relations. Positioning itself as a partner to the Afghan people, 
India stays committed to their welfare and development regardless of the 
ruling regime. This approach emphasises continuity in support through 
humanitarian aid, development projects, and educational initiatives, while 
adapting to the new political realities.

Accordingly, India continues to offer scholarships to Afghan students, with a 
focus on online and distance learning, under the Special Scholarship Scheme 
for Afghan Nationals (SSSAN), facilitated through the Indian Council for 
Cultural Relations (ICCR) via the e-Vidya Bharati (e-VB) iLearn portal. This 
portal provides access to online undergraduate and postgraduate programs at 
multiple Indian universities, covering tuition, examination fees, and related 
academic charges, thereby enabling Afghan youth to pursue higher education 
remotely despite the ongoing restrictions in Afghanistan. In 2023, India 
announced 1,000 online scholarships for Afghan students, including women, 
enabling access to higher education from within Afghanistan or as refugees 
in third countries. Indian EdTech companies and universities have expanded 
free or subsidised online courses for Afghan women and girls, providing 
them an alternative to banned physical classrooms. These platforms offer 
not just academic content but also language training, vocational skills, and 
mental health support. Indian universities and NGOs have launched special 
programs for Afghan refugees in India and neighbouring countries, including 
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preparatory courses, language support, and psychosocial counselling for 
women and girls (Deepak and Bidhuri 2024).

Following the pattern of overall international aid, India’s aid to Afghanistan 
peaked in 2021-2022, immediately after the Taliban takeover, but has 
consistently reduced since then (See Figure 3). 

 

Source: Basu and Krishnankutty 2022; Shukla 2025

Despite these cuts, India has consistently raised the issue of girls’ education 
at multilateral forums, including the United Nations and G20, calling for 
the unconditional reopening of schools and universities for Afghan girls. 
It has joined the South Asian digital education initiative and UNESCO’s 
global appeals for educational access in Afghanistan. Indian think tanks and 
academic institutions have published research and policy briefs highlighting 
the humanitarian and strategic imperatives of supporting Afghan women’s 
education.

The challenges and opportunities for the Indian government in engaging 
with girls’ education in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan are deeply intertwined 
with broader strategic, humanitarian, and regional stability considerations. 

Figure 3: India’s Aid to Afhganistan
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This situation offers India the opportunity to assert its role as a champion of 
human rights and gender equality in the region. By scaling up educational aid, 
scholarships, and digital learning programs aimed at empowering Afghan girls 
and women, India can reinforce its image as a responsible regional power that 
prioritises inclusive development. Such efforts strengthen India’s diplomatic 
alliances, boost its soft power, and provide a counter-narrative to extremist 
ideologies that thrive on exclusion and marginalisation. Supporting education 
through digital platforms and online scholarships also allows India to bypass 
Taliban-imposed restrictions and reach those most in need, allowing it to 
quietly support female education. This initiative can circumvent physical and 
ideological barriers. Additionally, India’s influence within regional platforms 
and the global diplomatic community can allow it to advocate for the urgent 
resumption of girls’ education in Afghanistan, while fostering partnerships 
with civil society, diaspora groups, and international agencies to create 
alternative educational models.

By supporting educational initiatives, India can support creation of a skilled 
workforce in Afghanistan, resulting in a conducive environment for sustained 
economic collaboration in sectors like agriculture, energy, and manufacturing. 
This aligns with India’s broader regional connectivity goals via projects 
like the Chabahar Port and the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India 
(TAPI) pipeline, which facilitate trade and reduce reliance on hostile transit 
routes. Effective support for Afghan education thus directly feeds into India’s 
long-term strategic vision of a stable and economically integrated Central 
Asia.

On the other hand, the challenges for India are substantial. The evolving 
political landscape and the Taliban’s control complicate direct engagement, 
demanding a delicate balance between diplomatic pragmatism and 
committed advocacy for women’s rights. In addition to a formal ban, the lack 
of infrastructure, such as schools and trained female teachers, coupled with 
widespread societal and familial resistance rooted in conservative cultural 
norms, pose significant barriers to advancing gender-inclusive educational 
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initiatives. A constrained international aid and diplomatic isolation of 
Afghanistan limit the scope for large-scale intervention, requiring India to 
work closely with multilateral coalitions, Afghan civil society, and diaspora 
networks to amplify its education diplomacy. 

Although India has not officially recognised Taliban government4, it has 
pragmatically engaged with it to deepen cooperation in trade, infrastructure, 
capacity-building, and humanitarian aid. Amidst regional geopolitical shifts, 
including growing Chinese influence in Afghanistan and its strained ties with 
Pakistan, India needs a patient, multifaceted, and adaptive approach, in line 
with the changing realities, ensuring that efforts to sustain girls’ education 
remain resilient against political headwinds while advancing regional 
cooperation, peace and development.  This nuanced balancing act of seizing 
opportunities for humanitarian leadership while managing geopolitical risks 
defines the path forward for India as it navigates the crisis of girls’ education 
under Taliban rule. The next section offers some recommendations for India 
to translate these opportunities and strategies into actionable policies.

Navigating the Taliban Challenge: Recommendations for India 

India should adopt a comprehensive, multi-pronged approach to navigating 
the Taliban challenge and balance humanitarian, diplomatic, strategic, and 
geopolitical imperatives. To this end, six recommendations are made:

	■ India should enhance well targeted and monitored educational aid to 
Afghanistan, and continue and scale up scholarships, digital learning 
initiatives, and capacity-building programs for Afghan girls and 
women, both within Afghanistan (though digital learning) and for 
refugees in India and third countries. Leveraging partnerships with 
Indian EdTech firms and universities can help bridge access gaps, while 

4. Editor’s note: As the paper went into publication in October 2025, the Government of India decided to upgrade 
its ‘technical mission’ in Kabul to ‘embassy’ with immediate effect without according a formal recognition to the 
Taliban regime. This development came during the visit of Amir Khan Muttaqi, acting Foreign Minister of Taliban 
administration of Afghanistan to New Delhi. 
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supporting community-based education initiatives can ensure outreach 
to those most vulnerable. India should also explore overcoming the 
language barrier that hinders many rural Afghan students from online 
courses by offering select programs (especially in ICT, business, 
and technical fields), in Persian (Dari) and other regional languages 
to widen accessibility without compromising educational rigour. 

	■ India should integrate educational materials and support for girls’ learning 
into broader humanitarian aid packages, ensuring that food, health, and 
psychosocial support are linked to education delivery, especially in 
remote and underserved areas of Afghanistan. For example, India can 
partner with UNICEF to distribute a joint India-UNICEF ‘learning and 
nutrition kits’ attached to hospitals or aid distribution centres, where girls 
receive food, health checkups, and informal education concurrently. 

	■ It should also grant asylum or temporary protected status to female 
students and educators, and allow them to pursue higher education 
or teaching roles in India. Some of these educators can be hired to 
teach Afghan students via online courses using Afghan languages.  

	■ India should continue to raise the issue of girl’s education in UN forums 
and G20 pushing for sustained international pressure on the Taliban 
government. It should also strengthen regional coalitions (like South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)) to collectively advocate 
for women’s education, at least in essential professions like health care.  

	■ India should maintain pragmatic engagement with the de facto 
Taliban government, without formal recognition, and advocate for 
inclusive governance and women’s rights. High-level dialogues 
must be held more often, with a focus on security concerns, 
educational access, humanitarian assistance and development 
cooperation. It should particularly press for delivering community-
based education for girls and modernisation of madrassa education. 
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	■ India should support Afghan civil society, women’s groups and 
diaspora networks, offering them technical and financial assistance 
and platforms for advocacy. It should support Indian NGOs, think 
tanks and Afghan diaspora in India, to collaborate with Afghan civil 
society groups and to amplify grassroots voices from Afghanistan. 

	■ While India already engages in intelligence cooperation and diplomatic 
efforts to prevent Afghan territory from being used against it, it should 
deepen real-time intelligence sharing and joint counterterrorism 
operations with regional partners, enhance cyber surveillance 
capabilities focused on terrorist financing and recruitment networks 
within Afghanistan, and establish a dedicated liaison mechanism with 
Taliban security agencies to monitor and address emerging threats 
proactively. This comprehensive approach goes beyond general 
vigilance and leverages India’s diplomatic relations with Afghanistan 
to build trust-based security channels despite the absence of formal 
recognition, thus strengthening India’s preventive and response capacity 
for security.

For India, supporting Afghan girls’ education is both a moral responsibility 
and a strategic necessity. Therefore, by combining these strategies, India 
can uphold its humanitarian values, protect its strategic interests, and play 
a leading role in shaping a more stable and inclusive future for Afghanistan 
and the region. These strategies should remain adaptive and responsive to the 
evolving needs of Afghan girls and women.
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