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Afghan Women Work for Themselves to Emerge from
the Shadows

By Nilova Roy Chaudhury'

An Afghan media professional who must remain unnamed for her security,
was informed that she had received an international award in 2025 for efforts
to uphold women’s rights and keep the world informed about what was
happening to her and women like her within Afghanistan under the Taliban
2.0 regime. When notified about the award, the woman, got out her valid
passport and looked forward to a brief reprieve from the harsh conditions of
her life just outside of Kabul. The journalist, nurtured in the post-Taliban
1.0 era after 2001 when India, as a close friend, became Afghanistan’s first
strategic partner, did not get a visa to come to India, despite multiple requests.
Instead, she found herself under Taliban 2.0’s critical scrutiny.

Disappointed, she criticised those who had nominated her for getting her
hopes up. India turning down legitimate visa requests from women of a
‘supposedly’ friendly neighbour seemed unfair. “We do not want charity, we
just want a chance,” she said to interlocutors in India.

Even worse, her personal security was threatened for receiving recognition
abroad. Highlighting the very difficult circumstances in which a scattered
few women function as journalists inside Afghanistan, the woman, in a mail
to the awarding organisation, said,

1. Nilova Roy Chaudhury is a journalist and commentator on issues primarily related to regional foreign policy.
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“OnFebruary 5,2025, Ireceived an email from your organizationregarding
the award we were to receive. However, since receiving your email, I have
personally encountered serious challenges. I am under severe threats from
anonymous individuals who appear to be aware of my past work. These
threats have significantly escalated, and unknown people have even come
to our home in an attempt to arrest us. Currently, my husband and I are
living separately in undisclosed locations, far from our family, in order to
protect ourselves. This situation has become extremely dangerous, and I
am deeply concerned for my safety and the safety of my loved ones.”™

She has not written again and has gone underground, remaining cloistered
inside a home somewhere.

This anecdote highlights the issues this paper aims to consider: One, as the
Taliban regime establishes complete sway over Afghanistan, traditional
avenues of employment have largely closed for women; Two, the critical
importance for Afghan women to know that the international community
maintains scrutiny on the misogynist regime, though the international
community s increasing engagement with the Taliban appears to further push
women of Afghanistan into the shadows; and Three, having established their
sway, the Taliban is desperate to get the economy moving and realise that
half the country’s population cannot be kept out, providing women a path to
emerge from the shadows. Therein lies a chance for women to fight back and
make a mark.

The media as an industry burgeoned in Afghanistan between 2001 and 2021,
bringing large numbers of women out of their homes into a space which gave
them voice, respect and financial independence. That and other more regular
avenues of employment have been closed for them since Taliban 2.0 assumed
power, enforcing their special brand of misogyny.

In addition to impeding women’s movements in public spaces, the Taliban has

2. Source of author information withheld for safety.
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also banned women and girls from secondary and higher education. Taken
together, these two edicts have profound ramifications at all levels of society.
Now, not only is it functionally impossible for women to receive educational
degrees, it is also unduly difficult for them to get jobs and enter into training
programmes. According to UN Women, as a result, over 78% of Afghan
women are not in education, employment or training (UN Women 2025a).

Women's participation in the labour force in 2024 is markedly lower than
that of men, 24% compared to 89%, respectively (UN Women 2025b).
Afghan de facto authority’s decrees and societal norms have limited women's
employment in specific sectors (e.g., non-governmental organizations
[NGOs], the United Nations and beauty salons) and restricted their access to
financial resources, such as bank accounts and mobile money services, crucial
for economic autonomy and resilience (UN Women 2025b).

In the absence of more traditional avenues of employment, does there exist a
possible opportunity to allow Afghan women to regain financial strength by
becoming entrepreneurs within their narrow confines, to gain some space and
economic heft?

Examples of their nascent efforts contributing to improving the country's
economic health are causing parts of the regressive regime to nuance their
positions to allow women to function, within restrictive parameters, without
active discouragement.

Authentic data is difficult to come by, but some available figures suggest
that possibilities, albeit limited, do exist. In February 2019, the Afghanistan
Women's Chamber of Commerce and Industry (AWCCI) said 1,150 women
entrepreneurs had invested in different businesses in the country over the past
18 years. According to AWCCI, figures showed that investments by women
reached more than USD77 million. (Rohullah 2019) AWCCI figures from
2019 showed that 300 women entrepreneurs started their businesses in 2018
and that investments by women investors had provided jobs for 77,000
individuals across the country.
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“Many differences canbe seenin the last three years. We had 650 women in our
database, and it was 830 women in 2017 and now itis 1,150 women and 300
of them have registered their business last year,” said Parwarish Oryakhail,
chairperson of business development services at AWCCI (Rohullah 2019).

In August 2024, the same AWCCI reported that approximately 130,000
women are engaged in business activities. The availability of such offi-
cial data from the Afghan Ministry of Industry and Commerce (MoIC) is
however, severely limited following the Taliban takeover in August 2021
(Ahmadi and Rahimi 2024).

It is also difficult to access information directly from women about the kind
of opportunities they have in Afghanistan today. Options appear limited, as
women try to cope between a ruling regime that is stifling their existence,
because of their gender, and an international community that conveniently
looks away and forgets they exist.

When the Taliban banned women from formal employment and public
education in 2021, millions of Afghan families lost vital income sources.
Amid this uncertainty, women like Frozan Ahmadzai refused to remain idle,
or recede into the shadows, like the journalist from the ZAN Times. Once a
medical student, Ahmadzai now leads a collective of more than 50 women
sewing clothes and making pickles from a Kabul basement (Butt 2024).
Their home-based work brings in around 30,000 afghani (USD425) per
month, providing essential support and a sense of purpose (Butt 2024).

Areportin The Washington Postspoke of a salon owner’s struggles to continue
her business, despite Taliban curbs. The beauty sector was considered safe
for women even after the Taliban takeover and Afghanistan’s 12,000 beauty
salons initially seemed exempt from the crackdown—among few public
spaces where women could gather—and Simin seized the opportunity.
Afghan brides could not get enough of pre-wedding makeovers. However,
renewed Taliban scrutiny now views these practices as “un-Islamic,” leading
to a blanket ban on salons.

“I'm worried that the Taliban will find us, but I have no other choice than to
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keep running it,” Simin told The Washington Post in Kabul. Her earnings
could feed the entire family on their earnings, including an unemployed father
and brother (Noack 2025).

The first Taliban regime, between 1996 and 2001, was ousted by strong
domestic opposition within Afghanistan, led by Ahmad Shah Masood, and
sharp international scrutiny and censure, for its maltreatment of women,
and support for terrorist activities, culminating in 11 September 2001. That
global focus and censure gave women who lived through that period some
hope. So now, as then, Afghan women want the world to hold the Taliban to
account on women's rights before they engage with them.

Despite appearing less regressive than their previous avatar at international
negotiations in the run up to their power grab in August 2021, Taliban 2.0
headed by Haibatullah Akhundzada has outdone its predecessor in imposing
repressive, life-stifling restrictions on women. They have dismantled
protections for women and girls experiencing gender-based violence,
created barriers to their accessing health care, and barred them from
playing sports and visiting parks. Women and girls must cover their faces
in public and are not permitted to sing in public or let their voices be heard
outside the house (Hassan 2025). Taliban 1.0 could not outlaw women to
these lengths.

Akhundzada and his support base in Kandahar rely on strict tribal norms and
widespread gender discrimination to enact stringent laws to keep women
secluded. His regime has enforced draconian laws cutting off women's
avenues of communication, fearing that women meeting and communicating
with each other is a threat.

Despite this, governments worldwide are increasingly engaging with the
Taliban regime. Russia, on 3 July 2025, became the first country to formally
recognise Afghanistan’s Taliban government, placing an international seal
of acceptance on them, which could prompt others to do the same (Roy-
Chaudhury 2025). China has posted an ambassador-level envoy in Kabul,
although it has not formally recognised the regime. India does not formally
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recognize the Taliban regime but, in perhaps the most shockingly insensitive
gesture to Afghanistan’s women, rolled out a red carpet to welcome a minister
of that harshly misogynist Taliban 2.0 regime to India (Mustafa 2025).

New Delhi actually sought a waiver of UN sanctions so it could host the
Taliban's Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi in India for a week and
upgraded its mission in Kabul to embassy status. (Sengupta 2025) India had
never engaged with any member of Taliban 1.0. It needed a waiver from the
UN because Taliban regime members have been sanctioned by the United
Nations as terrorists (The Wire 2025).

For Afghan women, particularly, India welcoming Muttaqi was a betrayal.
Calling it “Complicity, not Diplomacy,” Afghan journalist Zahra Nader wrote,
“When ademocracy like India welcomes the Taliban as political interlocutors,
it sends a chilling message: That systematic erasure of women can be tolerated
for strategic convenience, that women'’s rights are expendable, a collateral
cost of diplomacy” (Nader 2025). Nader, who edits the ZAN Times from
Canada, said the Indian government hosting Muttaqi was beyond belief and
did not augur well for all women, everywhere.

Afghanistan’s women did win a significant international victory earlier this
year, on 8 July, when the International Criminal Court in The Hague issued
arrest warrants against Akhundzada, the Taliban "Emir,” and Chief Justice
Abdul Hakim Haqgqani. Judges found reasonable grounds to believe that
they have committed - by ordering, inducing or soliciting - the crime against
humanity of persecution, under article 7(1)(h) of the Rome Statute, on gender
grounds, against girls, women and other persons non-conforming with the
Taliban'’s policy on gender, gender identity or expression; and against persons
perceived as “allies of girls and women” (ICC 2025).

“The issuance of the first arrest warrants in the Situation in Afghanistan
is an important vindication and acknowledgement of the rights of Afghan
women and girls... Through the Taliban’s deprivation of fundamental
rights to education, privacy and family life, among others, Afghan women
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and girls were increasingly erased from public life. The decision of the
judges of the ICC affirms that their rights are valuable, and that their plight
and voices matter” (ICC 2025).

“The ICC’s announcement comes at a time when the international community
has slowly started to normalize and accept the Taliban’s draconian regime.
The request for arrest warrants is an important reminder to the international
community about its obligation under international law conventions to tackle
impunity and not to recognize the Taliban, whose members have been deemed
criminal actors, as the legitimate government of Afghanistan,” the Atlantic
Council (2025) explained in a blog.

“Issuing warrants is the first step to holding the Taliban to account, validating
the efforts of women and girls of Afghanistan to document, resistand dismantle
the Taliban's systematic gender-based oppression” (Atlantic Council 2025).

For those in the Taliban opposed to Akhundzada’'s ideology, this could
be the required wake- up call. Most analysts believe most of the Taliban
administration realise that women must be involved in the country’s economic
revival, and are being quietly encouraged to set up SMEs, within certain
sectors.

Taliban 2.0 has quashed domestic opposition and ensured that law and order
is maintained. After 2001, they constantly fought Afghan governments
supported by the US and allied forces through a spate of kidnappings,
beheadings, grenade and landmine attacks and bombings. Having achieved
their goal of returning to power, they stopped the attacks and have imposed a
draconian peace.

Now, desperately, they seek to stamp their legitimacy by getting the economy
to move. Afghanistan has become one of the poorest countries in the world, with
apopulation growth of around 2% and a peak decline in the economy due to strict
gender-based employment policies. A glance at available figures highlights the
dire situation of the Afghan economy. After the August 2021 Taliban takeover,
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the economy contracted by 20.7 %, with another 3.6 % contraction in 2022
(The World Bank 2022).

International organisations and research studies indicate that women in
Afghanistan are increasingly turning to entrepreneurship as an economic
lifeline, despite significant challenges in accessing capital and operating
under Taliban restrictions.

By restricting work permits, shuttering female-run NGOs and barring
women's travel and NGO employment, the Taliban are curbing progress to
the extent that the UN estimates that the participation of Afghan women in the
labour force has dropped from 11% in 2022 to about 6% in 2023. However,
even the limited data available, primarily from the AWCCI, suggests that
there has been a definite increase in women's entrepreneurship and female-led
businesses, mostly small and home-based enterprises focused on handicrafts
and food products (Ciplak 2025).

Some women have found a place for themselves in the new order. Fariba
Noori, a 50-year-old female entrepreneur who coaches Afghan women
on launching market stalls or starting businesses, said she has not faced
interference from Taliban officials (Noack 2025).

A 2019 research study that aggregated findings from existing sources
observed that among the key motivations for the women to start a micro-
business is to be economically independent. Most working women in
Afghanistan believe that entrepreneurship allows them to fulfil their economic
potential. Family support is critical for their economic engagement. Almost
96% of women entrepreneurs said they started and ran businesses with
family support. Overall, 91.3% of Afghan women were able to be engaged
in economic activity due to the support of family and friends. More than
95% of Afghanistan’s production occurs in homes, with family participation
(Junussovaetal.2019).

With women's employment at just 7% (in 2024) and increasing restrictions
on mobility and access to jobs, women-owned businesses are among the few
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viable alternatives for income and jobs for women-led households. (UNDP
2024) Female-led businesses continue to be a vital source of income, with
some women finding new avenues like YouTube to bypass limitations on
traditional work (Yawar and Greenfield 2024).

A 2024 survey by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
spotlights the struggles and resilience of Afghan women entrepreneurs. Of
the 3,100 women they surveyed, 4 1% are in debt, with only about 5% having
secured formal bank or microfinance loans. Yet 80% of these women-led
businesses remain the primary income source for their families (Inan 2024,
25). UNDP reports that its targeted support, combining microloans, digital
literacy and market access, has benefited 75,000 women-led ventures and
created 900,000 jobs, supporting more than 4.5 million Afghans (Inan
2024, 3). Women-owned and -led businesses in Afghanistan continue
to demonstrate remarkable resilience, serving as vital pillars of economic
stability and hope amidst adversity.

While the Taliban ostensibly support women working in the private sector,
the gender segregation enforced by them poses a significant obstacle. Female
entrepreneurs face hurdles in acquiring or renewing their business licenses
under Taliban rule. A significant number of established, professional and
trained female entrepreneurs have left the country due to these restrictive
policies and ban on education (Ahmadi and Rahimi 2024). Still, Afghan
women entrepreneurs are launching small businesses and cooperatives,
though most face struggles accessing capital. Many manage by using tailoring,
food preparation, dairy cooperatives and handicrafts to build income and
resilience.

Options for women seeking to set up small businesses are quite basic. They
include tailoring and handicraft centres; fruits and vegetables processing
centres; honeybee keeper centres; poultry farms; bakery and cake making
centres; beauty salons; and women photography centres where women can
take pictures of other women for government documentation, ID cards,
schools and passports (Junussovaetal 2019, 14).
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Additionally, covert efforts to revive skills training, in stitching, for example,
are being led by groups such as Ideas Beyond Borders. More than 8,000
students have enrolled in covert schools across Afghanistan since 2021.
Students learn essential skills like sewing, literacy and business without
Taliban interference. About 38 such sites operate discreetly nationwide.

The agriculture sector employs nearly half of Afghanistan’s national
workforce and is also the largest source of livelihood for over half the rural
workforce. Women constitute over 50% of the total agricultural workforce.
They perform crucial roles alongside men in all areas of agricultural activity,
be it crop cultivation, vegetable farming, or animal husbandry. A majority
of the female agricultural workforce is engaged in animal husbandry and
livestock sectors (Ahmadi 2023).

In Bamyan province, for example, Mahroo, a dairy entrepreneur supports
women farmers by organizing cooperatives that process milk into cheese
and yogurt. She provides training and equipment, purchasing their produce
at fair prices. These cooperatives strengthen community resilience by
bringing women farmers into the formal market while preserving traditional
livelihoods (Taban 2025).

Accordingtoa2025 UN Womenreport (UN Women 2025c¢), the organisation
has, with funding from the Japanese government, worked across Afghanistan
over the past three years to expand women's access to livelihoods, income
and essential services. These initiatives provide business development skills,
financial support, market access, and safe spaces for literacy and vocational
training.

“Fromgreenhousecultivationtopoultry farmingandtailoringtohandicrafts,
women are using these tools to make income and gain a stronger voice in
making decisions in households and building resilience in communities.
More than 5,100 women entrepreneurs have been supported to launch or
grow their businesses and 3,700 women have accessed services through
safe spaces.” (UN Women ¢ 2025)
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Afghan women entrepreneurs like Frozan, Shimin, Mahroo and others are
reclaiming autonomy through enterprise. They are not just making products;
they are building community resilience, preserving cultural identity and
pushing back quietly against injustice (Ciplak 2025). UN Women Executive
Director Sima Bahous, speaking at the UN Security Council meeting on the
situation in Afghanistan on 23 June 2025, said, “Despite multiple Security
Council resolutions demanding safe and unhindered access for female aid
workers, the ability of the UN and our partners to deliver for Afghan women
has been drastically undermined. Legal and bureaucratic barriers imposed
by the de facto authorities make it harder than ever to hire women safely,
to even reach them, all while deep funding cuts have ever more devastating
consequences’ (Bahous 2025).

Yet, “Afghan women continue to lead the way . They have opened underground
schools, organized in silence, built lives in those slivers of space left to them.
They have shown unshakable determination, even when the world faltered”
(Bahous 2025).

It took a devastating natural disaster to focus the global spotlight back on
Afghanistan and remind the world that women there have not disappeared;
they are only missing from public view; dispensable without even hope of
getting rescued after an earthquake. When Taliban authorities appealed for
emergency international assistance on 2 September 2025 after a powerful
earthquake struck the mountainous provinces of Kunar and Nangarhar, killing
and injuring thousands, media reports stated that, despite rescue operations,
women were left to fend for themselves (ANI 2025; NYT 2025).

As Afghan women make fledgling attempts to fight back and live their lives,
governments across the world must not look away from their struggle to live
productive lives.

Although they have made small inroads to make ends meet, efforts at
effacement that Afghan women face daily while they struggle to survive
needs a vigilant global community to not forget about them. As geostrategic
compulsions bring increasing international engagement with the misogynist



130  WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY

Taliban regime, it is vital that women's survival and livelihood opportunities
increasingly feature on the negotiating table and women'’s voices continue to

be heard both within and outside Afghanistan.
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