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Seeking Futures Beyond Despair: Afghan Women’s 
Perspectives on Peace, Governance, and Human Security1

By Shilpi Shabdita2

Afghanistan has long been a theatre of geopolitical contestation and witnessed 
several transitions in its recent political trajectory—from constitutional 
monarchy to Islamic Republic to Islamic Emirate post the second Taliban 
takeover. Four years since the Taliban seized control of Afghanistan (in 
2021), the country rapidly recedes from the global spotlight as ongoing 
wars in Ukraine and Gaza dominate the discourse on foreign policy and 
command international media attention. Against an increasingly complicated 
geopolitical backdrop, the Western impetus appears to have shifted from 
pursuing regime change in Afghanistan to regime transformation, relying 
on regional actors and discreet diplomacy to nudge the Taliban towards 
international reintegration (International Institute for Strategic Studies 
2024). Strategic recalibrations in foreign policy and diplomatic regional 
engagement with the Taliban are evident across Asian countries such as China, 
India, Iran, Uzbekistan and Pakistan, among others. With Russia becoming 
the first country to diplomatically recognize the Taliban government in 2025, 
a gradual trend of tacit normalization of the regime internationally seems to 
belie the domestic reality of an escalating human rights and humanitarian 
crisis (Human Rights Watch 2024) within Afghanistan.  

1. The title of this paper is drawn from one of the reports on the WISCOMP dialogues that form the basis of this 
paper. See Meenakshi Gopinath and Shilpi Shabdita, Afghanistan in Transition: Seeking Futures Beyond Despair 
(New Delhi: Women in Security, Conflict Management and Peace, 2023).
2. Shilpi Shabdita works at Women in Security, Conflict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) on programs 
related to conflict transformation, education for peace, and gender justice in South Asia.
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The conditions inside Afghanistan remain dire, with institutionalized gender 
oppression, media censorship, targeted violence against ethnic and religious 
minorities, economic collapse and armed resistance defining the precarious 
status quo. Persistent fear of persecution under Taliban rule, exacerbated by 
natural disasters, have triggered alarming rates of displacement, with over 3.3 
million internally displaced persons and approximately 5.8 million Afghan 
refugees—rendering it the third-largest displaced population globally after 
those in Venezuela and Syria (United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees 2024). Afghanistan also remains the only country in the world 
where women and girls are denied access to secondary and higher education.

As the country navigates these complex dynamics, understanding the 
internal struggles and aspirations of its people—particularly through the 
often-marginalized voices of Afghan women—becomes vital to imagining 
sustainable pathways for the future.

This paper synthesizes insights and perspectives of Afghan women gathered 
during two virtual intra-Afghan dialogues convened by the South Asian NGO, 
Women in Security, Conflict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) with 
groups of Afghan journalists, scholars, policymakers, former government 
officials, and civil society leaders in 2022 and 2023. The ‘Afghanistan in 
Transition’ dialogue series foregrounded the voices of Afghan women—
both within the country and in the diaspora3—regarding key developments 
in Afghanistan since the Taliban takeover in 2021 and the prospects for 
peace in the context of the unfolding global realpolitik. This paper attempts 
to distil the perspectives of the women, while staying as close as possible to 
the tenor of their original reflection on myriad issues. What are the prospects 
for just peace and stability in Afghanistan? Is it likely to remain in a perpetual 
state of war and armed resistance over the next decade or is there potential 
for a transition toward peace? What direction does the country seem to 
be moving towards—radical theocracy, civil war, anarchy or political 

3. This paper uses the analyses and statements of Afghan women who participated at the dialogues, except in 
some places where male quotes are used. In all such places the fact that it is a male Afghan voice is specifically 
mentioned. 
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stabilization? Will Afghanistan continue to be a theatre for international 
power play and geopolitical leverage? To what extent might the Taliban’s 
pursuit of international recognition and financial assistance facilitate a shift 
toward more moderate or progressive governance? Can the Taliban’s current 
governance strategies and policy frameworks effectively promote stability, 
national unity, and human security within Afghanistan? 

Deconstructing the Taliban

Seeking International Recognition versus Maintaining Ideological 
Cohesion

“At the Great Gathering of the Ulema organized by the Taliban in June 2022, 
Haibatullah Akhundzada, head of the Taliban, spoke about the demands of 
the international community to uphold human rights and women’s rights in 
Afghanistan as the ‘imposition of non-Muslim beliefs on the Muslim community’ 
and ‘restrictions on Islamic practices’, and affirmed the Taliban’s commitment to 
its religious ideological moorings.”

- Afghan Human Rights Advocate, 2023

The Taliban seek international diplomatic recognition, engagement and 
resources to transition from a militant group to a recognized political 
movement that establishes their legitimacy as the Government of Afghanistan. 
Simultaneously, they already receive support from an ‘alternative international 
community’—the violent extremist ‘jihadist networks’4—that provide 
protection, funding, weapons, manpower, and propaganda essential for their 
survival. As an ideological movement, their power and cohesiveness depend 
on remaining connected with this core constituency. This strategy aims to 
unify the Taliban, leverage their ideological narrative to instil fear in regional 
and global communities, and forge alliances with like-minded actors.

The ideological rigor of the Taliban contributes significantly to the 

4. The Afghan speakers at the dialogue used the word ‘jihadist’ to refer to individuals or groups that interpret or 
employ the concept of jihad as violent religious extremism.
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movement’s cohesion. They are unlikely to transform from a radical, extremist 
group into a liberal, democratic force within Afghanistan. While some 
analysts cite the example of Afghans who fought against the Soviet invasion 
under the banner of Islam—motivated primarily by resistance to foreign 
invasion rather than religious extremism—the current Taliban regime has 
radicalized its fighters through extremist propaganda, reinforcing resilience 
against a superpower’s external military threats (Watkins 2023).

In June 2022, the Taliban organized the Great Gathering of the Ulema, a three-
day conference attended by three to four thousand male Islamic scholars and 
tribal elders from across the country, to demonstrate their ideological cohesion 
and domestic legitimacy. The head of the Taliban, Haibatullah Akhundzada, 
addressed the gathering, emphasizing that the Taliban’s ‘victorious jihad’ 
in Afghanistan was not only a source of pride for the Afghans but for the 
global Muslim community. He called upon the ulema (religious scholars) 
to help establish a ‘pure Islamic regime’ in Afghanistan, where Sharia law 
is fully implemented, and sought to position the Taliban as a leadership 
force for the broader Muslim world (Hakimi and Fair 2023). Alluding to the 
growing pressure of the international community to uphold women’s rights in 
Afghanistan, Akhundzada referred to them as ‘the imposition of non-Muslim 
beliefs on the Muslim community’ and ‘restrictions on Islamic practices’ and 
affirmed the Taliban’s commitment to its religious ideological moorings 
(Hakimi and Fair 2023).

However, internal fissures among diverse factions of the Taliban are 
gradually surfacing. Senior leaders such as Sirajuddin Haqqani, Taliban’s 
Acting Minister of Interior Affairs, and Mohammad Yaqoub, Taliban’s 
Acting Defense Minister, have publicly commented on the Taliban’s 
“monopolization” of power which was “defaming” their entire system, and 
asserted the need for the Taliban to listen to the “legitimate demands of the 
people” (Watkins 2023). These fissures and dissenting views are rooted in 
policy differences and concerns over the future direction of the country, along 
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with contestations for power and how the state will apportion it (Watkins 
2023).

Capacity for Governance and Links with Terrorism

“Historically, the Taliban have been soldiers of proxy war, furthering the larger 
project for the continuation of war and instability in Afghanistan. They were never 
built for governance. Their policies have been shaped by military imperatives, 
the exigencies of waging an insurgency and the subjugation of civilians.”

- Senior Afghan Academic, 2023

Despite controlling all the classical elements of a state—territory, population, 
government and sovereignty—the Taliban lack international recognition. 
Governments derive legitimacy from safeguarding citizens’ rights, ensuring 
accountability among leaders, and institutionalizing laws that serve the 
interests of their people while adhering to international norms. The Taliban’s 
ascent through violence remains imprinted in the collective consciousness as 
emblematic of their intrinsic nature and their means of consolidating power 
and governance. Their regime has been characterized by violations of various 
international legal frameworks including the UN Security Council Resolutions 
1325 and 2513, escalating poverty and unemployment, appointment of non-
expert Taliban loyalists in leadership and technical positions (The Diplomatic 
Service of the European Union 2022), extrajudicial killings of former security 
forces and government officials, institutionalized denial of women’s rights, 
and systematic marginalization of ethnic minorities from positions of power. 
In light of suspension of the 2004 Constitution, governance is carried out 
through a strict Sunni interpretation of Sharia, influenced by local traditions 
and tribal dynamics, under an authoritarian, all-male, predominantly Pashtun 
de facto regime, with little prospect of establishing an inclusive, multi-ethnic 
cabinet.

Afghanistan also remains a safe haven for terrorism and shelters several 
radical extremist groups such as Al-Qaeda, ISIS, Haqqani network among 
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others, which threaten regional and international security. While the Afghans 
condemn the governance failures of the previous regime led by Ashraf Ghani, 
it is unlikely that the Taliban can usher stability and unity in the country 
through oppressive means of governance and continued support to terrorist 
networks. These governance complexities are further intensified by the 
Taliban’s regional strategies, which adapt differently across ethnic and tribal 
lines within Afghanistan.

Taliban’s Two-Tier Strategy: Pashtun Areas versus Non-Pashtun Areas

“In the non-Pashtun areas of Afghanistan, the consolidation of ethnic power 
dominates the Taliban’s strategy, where a non-Pashtun cannot be allowed to 
become ‘too powerful’. In Pashtun areas, the Taliban’s approach focuses on 
religion and inter-tribal rivalry.”

- Former Afghan Male Government Official and Academic, 2023  

Since 2021, the Taliban have been implementing a two-tier approach to 
policymaking and governance, which differs starkly between Pashtun and 
non-Pashtun areas of Afghanistan. 5

In the non-Pashtun areas, ethnic considerations significantly influence 
decision-making, particularly regarding the appointment of Governors 
and District Governors, to contain non-Pashtun Taliban commanders from 
occupying influential positions. In provinces such as Badakhshan and Takhar, 
established non-Pashtun Taliban commanders have been systematically 
sidelined, while Pashtun governors and commanders who bear loyalty to 
either the Haqqanis or Kandaharis have been appointed to key positions. 
Ethnic fissures within the Taliban are deepening, as exemplified by the 2022 
protest following the arrest of Uzbek commander Makhdum Alem (Pannier 
2025). The protest was less about anti-Taliban resistance and more about 

5. This analysis was shared by a former Afghan government official and academic at the virtual intra-Afghan 
Dialogue convened by WISCOMP in 2023.
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longstanding ethnic rivalries, highlighting how the Taliban’s strategy in non-
Pashtun areas emphasizes the consolidation of ethnic power.

In Pashtun areas, the Taliban’s approach centres on religious ideology, with 
two distinct sub-conflicts emerging. The first involves a tension between 
conservative religious factions and more liberal segments within the Pashtun 
community. The second involves ongoing inter-tribal rivalries among groups 
such as the Noorzais, Ishaqzais, and Popalzais, each vying for influence and 
dominance.

This two-tier strategy, implemented since 2021, reveals inherent limitations, 
with visible fissures and gaps emerging within the Taliban’s approach.

Agenda for Legitimization

“To treat an erstwhile terrorist group as a de facto government without ensuring 
accountability, speaks to the complicity of the international community. Instead 
of demanding women’s right to education in Afghanistan, if the international 
community starts to question the legitimacy of the Taliban and the lack of a 
Constitution that guarantees fundamental rights, all other related issues will get 
resolved.” 

-  Afghan Human Rights Activist, 2022

Since the Taliban returned to power in 2021, there was an informal international 
consensus that diplomatic recognition of the Taliban regime would depend 
on its fulfilment of certain conditions, including mitigating terrorism threats 
from Afghan soil, transitioning to an inclusive government, and ensuring the 
rights of women and girls (International Institute for Strategic Studies 2024). 
However, there is a gradual ‘normalization’ of the Taliban regime and a de 
facto accordance of legitimacy with increased diplomatic presence in Kabul 
and Taliban officials abroad. Thirty four embassies and eighteen consulates 
operate in Afghanistan as on November 2025. Taliban delegations are invited 
to global conferences, UN-led meetings, talks with US representatives in 
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Doha, and for interactions with foreign ministers of various countries. Over 
the last one year, Kazakhstan (Putz 2024) and Russia (Al Jazeera 2025) have 
removed the Taliban from their list of terrorist organizations citing reasons 
of trade and economic cooperation. Cautioning the international community 
in light of Russia’s recent diplomatic recognition of the Taliban regime, a 
former Afghan national security adviser noted, “This is just the beginning; in 
the absence of widespread resistance, others will follow Russia.” (Drury and 
Wilson 2025)

At a dialogue in 2022, Taliban leaders claimed they were ‘as good as 
recognized’ as they were already receiving economic support and humanitarian 
aid from the international community, which provides tacit recognition. 
This raises several questions: what does it really mean to expect the Taliban 
to transform? How much strategic leverage will the Taliban give, to which 
country and for what? How will the Taliban shape their future agenda on 
international policy and domestic governance? What implications do these 
trends have for the Taliban’s adherence to international law and the covenants 
ratified by Afghanistan?

As the conundrum of diplomatic recognition unfolds in the international 
arena, the stark reality of Afghanistan’s human rights crisis underscores the 
urgent need to scrutinize the Taliban’s approach to justice and fundamental 
freedoms.

‘Security of the Graveyard’: Situation of Human Rights 

Defunct Institutions of Justice
 

“Afghanistan has a paralyzed justice sector, with extrajudicial killings, issuing 
verdicts without considering the due process, illegal arrests, detention and no 
right to fair trial without discrimination especially for women and minorities.”

- Former Afghan Government Official and Civil Society Leader, 2022
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Taliban’s suspension of the 2004 Constitution and declaration of Sharia 
as Afghanistan’s supreme law fundamentally alter the legal and judicial 
architecture, nullifying most national and international frameworks 
established over the past two decades.

The Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission has been 
disbanded. The Afghanistan Independent Bar Association, with over 6,000 
lawyers of which 25 per cent were women, was dissolved into the Ministry of 
Justice, compelling thousands of legal professionals to either flee the country 
or remain unemployed. All judges appointed under the previous government, 
including around 270 women, have been dismissed, replaced by all male, 
mostly ethnic Pashtun, Taliban-affiliated judges who lack professional legal 
training (Bennett 2025). Notably, Taliban leaders accused of severe human 
rights violations and listed on UN terrorism sanctions now helm key justice 
institutions including the Supreme Court, Ministry of Interior, and Attorney 
General’s Office (Hazim 2022).

In a climate of fear, surveillance and impunity, there are widespread incidents 
(Bennett 2025) of arbitrary arrest, detention, torture and extrajudicial killings 
of journalists, activists, human rights defenders, political commentators, 
loyalists of the old government and parties to the ‘new resistance’. Absence 
of clear legal frameworks and due process, coupled with harsh and arbitrary 
enforcement including corporal and capital punishments, severely hinder 
Afghans’ access to justice.

Challenging the Taliban’s approach to justice, Islamic scholars and experts 
raise concerns about the Taliban’s interpretation of Sharia, unparalleled 
in other Muslim majority states, asserting that it does not adhere to Islamic 
teachings in principle or in practice (Bennett 2025). They criticize the 
group’s selective, distorted, or de-contextualised use of Hanafi sources and 
the failure of the Taliban’s justice system to adhere to key principles of mercy, 
due process, and evidentiary rigour which are foundational in Sharia (Bennett 
2025).

This judicial paralysis disproportionately impacts women and girls, whose 
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rights are systematically eroded through laws and policies that institutionalize 
gender discrimination.

‘Gender Apartheid’: Women’s Systematic Erasure from Public Life 

“The Taliban claims they are restoring security in Afghanistan. What does 
security mean when women in Afghanistan face domestic violence at home and 
violations of their human rights outside it? This is security of the graveyard.”

- Afghan Human Rights Advocate and former Government Official, 2022

Systematically deprived of their rights to freedom of movement, education, 
work, healthcare, and expression, Afghan women and girls have been 
effectively erased from public life since the Taliban’s return to power in 
2021 (Bennett 2025). Over 70 edicts, decrees and laws (UN Women 
2024) have been passed denying secondary and university education to 
women, prohibiting them from working in non-governmental organizations, 
mandating long-distance travels only when accompanied by a mahram (close 
male relative), and dissolving institutional mechanisms to seek redressal 
for gender-based violence. These directives fit the pattern of gender-based 
institutional discrimination and contravene Afghanistan’s obligations under 
numerous international human rights treaties to which it is a state party.

The ban on secondary education for girls will have far reaching effects on a 
country where 63% of the population is under 25 years of age (UNFPA 2024). 
Lack of access to secondary education for girls implies de facto exclusion 
from universities and workplaces, denying women the right to participate in 
public and political life. In December 2022, the Taliban banned university 
education for Afghan women and prohibited them from working for national 
and international non-governmental organizations. In December 2024, a ban 
was placed on women’s access to private medical institutions, closing the last 
remaining pathway to higher education and also eroding women’s access to 
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healthcare. The annual economic cost of women’s retreat from the workforce 
in Afghanistan is estimated at USD 1 billion or 5% of the country’s GDP 
(Qazizada 2024).

The Taliban’s dissolution of key institutions has severely limited access to 
justice for victims of gender-based violence. The Ministry for Women’s 
Affairs was repurposed as the de facto Ministry for the Propagation of 
Virtue and Prevention of Vice, while the Afghanistan Independent Human 
Rights Commission was disbanded, leaving female victims of violence with 
no legal recourse or support. The incidence of domestic violence is on the 
rise and shelters for women fleeing violence have been closed. The EVAW 
(Elimination of Violence Against Women) law stands annulled along with 
several progressive legal reforms enacted between 2001-2021, which were 
heralded as significant advances for Afghan women and girls.

It appears that the Taliban frame the ‘women’s rights agenda’ as a Western 
imperialist imposition on Afghanistan, and thus the institutional legitimization 
of misogyny and patriarchal structures seem to bolster their ideological 
cohesion. Despite repression, some Afghan women are leading nonviolent 
protests in the streets. These numbers are small owing to the Taliban’s threats 
of punishment to the male members of the women’s families. In doing so, the 
Taliban are reinforcing patriarchy in practice and policy in Afghanistan.

While women face systemic oppression, ethnic and religious minorities 
also endure targeted violence and marginalization, further fragmenting 
Afghanistan’s social fabric.

Plight of Ethnic and Religious Minorities

“The Hazaras and other religious minorities are being repeatedly attacked at their 
mosques, schools, workplaces and homes in Afghanistan. The world watches 
in silence and a systematic crackdown on the local media by the Taliban means 
several attacks will likely go unreported.”

- Afghan Human Rights Advocate and former Government Official, 2023
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In 2022, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on human rights in 
Afghanistan stated that the attacks specifically targeting the Hazaras, other 
Shia communities and Sufis are becoming increasingly systematic in nature 
and reflect elements of an organizational policy, thus bearing hallmarks 
of crimes against humanity (United Nations Human Rights Office of the 
High Commissioner 2022). Predominantly orchestrated by groups such as 
Islamic State - Khorasan Province, these assaults against ethnic and religious 
minorities occur at their places of worship, education and homes, with 
notable incidents including the 2022 suicide bombing targeting the Hazaras 
at the Kaaj Educational Center in western Afghanistan. Additionally, the 
illegal seizure of land and forced evictions disproportionately affect Hazara 
communities; in 2021, displacements in Daikundi and Uruzgan provinces 
alone totalled at least 2,800 individuals (Harrison 2021).

Such systematic violence has elicited international condemnation, framing 
these attacks not only as atrocities against Hazaras but as affronts to 
Afghanistan’s broader social fabric. Voices advocating justice for the Hazaras, 
which were previously seen as ‘obstacles’ to nation-building and national 
unity in Afghanistan, are finding resonance and support across ethnic divides. 
While ethnic fault lines are being exploited by the Taliban to sustain power 
structures, the systematic targeting of the Hazaras has become a rallying 
point for Afghans across ethnicities. The #StopHazaraGenocide campaign 
on Twitter has surpassed 11 million supporters (Bamyan Foundation 2025), 
bringing the culture of impunity against the historical persecution of the 
Hazara community to global attention.

The ongoing violence and instability extend to former security personnel and 
their families, complicating efforts toward national reconciliation and peace.

Former Afghan National Security Forces

Despite announcing a ‘general amnesty’ for former government officials 
and Afghan National Security and Defense Force members, at least 218 
extrajudicial killings, 14 enforced disappearances, 424 arbitrary arrests 
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and detentions, and 144 instances of torture and ill-treatment of former 
government and security officials, as well as their families, by the Taliban 
have been reported between 2021 to 2023 (United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan 2023). Around 7,500 families of martyred security 
officials have been removed from the pension scheme and are systematically 
excluded from humanitarian assistance. While the announcement of the 
general amnesty was a welcome step, the de facto authorities’ failure to fully 
enforce their publicly stated commitment to it, and to uphold their obligations 
under international human rights law, have the potential to seriously impact 
both the cohesion and stability of Afghan society and the prospects for 
securing lasting peace in the country (United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan 2023). 

In a climate of insecurity, control over information and media becomes a 
vital tool for the Taliban, shaping narratives and suppressing dissent within 
Afghanistan.

Information Flow

Media Censorship

“During the Doha Talks, when the media delegation asked Khairullah Khairkhwa, 
Taliban’s Minister of Information and Culture, what he thought of the media, he 
responded, ‘Media has the power to collapse a government.’” 

- Afghan Scholar and Author, 2023

During the Taliban rule from 1996 to 2001, there was only one domestic radio 
station, broadcasting Taliban messaging and religious programming (Cary 
2012). Initiating press freedom and freedom of expression in Afghanistan 
were remarkable achievements of the last two decades. The return of the 
Taliban reign from 2021 has been marked by stringent media censorship, 
suppression of reporting on critical issues, and detention and torture of 
journalists.
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Between 2021 to 2024, human rights violations have been documented 
against 336 journalists and media workers-256 instances of arbitrary arrest 
and detention, 130 torture and ill-treatment, and 75 threats or intimidation 
(United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 2024). Journalists are 
released from detention on coercive conditions of not publishing negatively 
on the Taliban or the Emirate, failing which threats of physical mutilation are 
routine. Several remain in hiding with precarious futures and careers. Out of 
approximately 11,000 journalists working prior to 15 August 2021, around 
7,000 remain inactive.6

While print media has all but ceased, financial constraints have caused several 
media outlets to scale down operations. Reporting on sensitive issues—such 
as targeted assassinations of former government officials and Afghan National 
Security Forces, persecution of ethnic and religious minorities, and detention 
and torture of human rights activists and women in prisons—is heavily 
restricted. Independent outlets previously serving marginalized groups like 
Hazaras are largely absent. In September 2021, the de facto authorities’ 
Government Media and Information Centre issued an 11-Point Guidance 
to media, forbidding the publication of content deemed contrary to Islam 
and Afghan culture, or more broadly deemed to be against national interests 
(United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 2024). Interference with 
editorial content, pre-vetting of news agendas, mandatory clearance from the 
de facto authorities prior to publication of reports—all practices amount to 
censorship.

Taliban’s digital surveillance also spans social media, particularly monitoring 
posts from activists, journalists and civil society leaders. Fear of reprisals 
leads to widespread self-policing, with many refraining from online criticism 
of the Taliban to protect themselves and their families. This climate affects 
even Afghans abroad, many of whom self-censor to safeguard their relatives 
in Afghanistan (United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 2024). 

6. This figure was quoted by a senior Afghan journalist at the virtual intra-Afghan Dialogue convened by 
WISCOMP in 2023.
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In such a controlled context, even the presence of international media as 
‘witness’ is scarce.

Afghanistan currently lacks free and transparent media reporting on daily 
developments within the country. The quality of media coverage originating 
from Afghanistan has direct implications for accurate needs assessment and 
understanding of humanitarian and human rights conditions on the ground. 
In the context of an information blackout, some Afghan media personnel and 
civil society figures aligned with the Taliban continue to present a normalized 
view of the situation internationally, further complicating accurate reporting.

Impact on Women in the Media

Prior to the Taliban regime, there were 1,400 female journalists in 
Afghanistan. While this number drastically reduced to 400 in 2023, the 
number of active female journalists has steadily increased to 600 in 2024 
(International Media Support 2024).

Women in the media sector have been disproportionately affected. Their 
access to information is severely curtailed as the de facto authorities 
often do not invite women journalists to press conferences, deny them 
significant interviews, and require an official letter to access reporting sites. 
Additionally, women are required to be accompanied by a mahram (close 
male relative) to travel over 78 kilometres, making it a severe impediment for 
female journalists to be involved in field work (United Nations Assistance 
Mission in Afghanistan 2024). In May 2022, the Taliban ordered all women 
television presenters to cover their faces. In protest, male presenters at several 
major news channels in Afghanistan wore masks on air in solidarity with their 
female colleague—an act that prompted the #FreeHerFace campaign.

The suppression of women’s rights extends into the sphere of education, where 
ideological battles over curriculum threaten to deepen societal divisions in an 
already fragmented society.
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Education as a Source of Conflict

Geopolitical Influences on Education: Modern versus Traditional 
Ideologies

From the early 1900s, the issue of education in Afghanistan, particularly 
for women, has served as a source of conflict rather than unity. At a national 
level, there is need for reconciliation between two conflicting ideological 
factions around education: the faction supporting progressive thought, and 
the faction comprising the traditionalists and Islamic education experts. In 
the absence of a consensus between these, education for women persists as a 
bone of contention.

Geopolitical influences on education in Afghanistan have been historically 
significant. When Amanullah Khan was in power, he linked the education 
system of Afghanistan to Aligarh Muslim University, opened the first girls’ 
school in Afghanistan, and provided women the right to vote in 1919. 
Amanullah Khan was removed from power in 1929, and the successive rulers 
overturned the education system, attempting to link it with the Deobandi 
movement. Throughout the Cold War, Afghan women were targeted for 
being in violation of ‘Islamic values’. The situation worsened during the 
‘Islamization’ campaign of Pakistan’s General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq in 
the 1980s, when religious extremist thoughts were propagated in Pakistani 
madrasas where many young Afghan boys were educated.

Politics of Madrasas 

“The Taliban appointed Education Minister openly stated that Masters’ and PhD 
degrees have no value in a society where the Taliban, trained in madrasas, rule.” 

- Afghan Human Rights Activist, 2022

Historically, madrasas have played an important role in Afghanistan, 
particularly in educating children in rural and impoverished regions, often 
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offering shelter, food and clothing alongside religious education. The 
politicization of religion in Afghanistan and Pakistan, coupled with the 
emergence of the Taliban movement from a network of Pakistani and Afghan 
madrasas in the 1990s, has contributed to some madrasas becoming sites 
to proliferate fundamentalist religious ideologies and facilitate military 
recruitment for political ends. In a 2023 speech, Taliban’s acting Minister of 
Education, Mawlawi Habibullah Agha, announced the regime’s initiative to 
establish ‘jihadi’ madrasas across Afghanistan to teach students about Islamic 
Jihad as interpreted by the Taliban (Centre for Information and Resilience 
2023).

Prior to the Taliban’s return to power in 2021, approximately 5,000 madrasas 
were registered across Afghanistan which have mushroomed to 22,972 in 
2025 with a total enrolment of 3.6 million students (Kawa 2025). This marks 
a shift in the educational landscape of Afghanistan, where madrasas now 
outnumber the more than 18,000 public and private schools (Kawa 2025). 
With no access to secondary and higher education, many girls and women 
increasingly rely on madrasas for educational opportunities.

Curricular content within these institutions is systematically being reshaped 
to align with the Taliban’s ideological narratives. The Ministry of Education 
announced revisions to the content of 18 religious textbooks covering Hadith, 
Seerat (Islamic Biography), and Taaleem-ul-Islam (Islamic Teachings), 
which were under review by the Taliban’s Quality Assurance Committee 
(Kawa 2025). Additionally, textbooks for history and geography for grades 7 
to 12 in madrasas have been revised under the Taliban’s ideological framework 
(Kawa 2025), further entrenching their influence over educational content.

Mohammad Moheq, a religious scholar and former Afghan Ambassador 
to Egypt, contends that the Taliban’s ‘madrasa-building campaign’ is a 
‘recipe for future crises in Afghanistan’ and will impact the country’s long-
term socio-economic development (Centre for Information and Resilience 
2023). It exacerbates sectarian tensions by promoting a singular religious 
interpretation and risks precipitating a looming expertise crises where 
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Afghanistan will require diverse fields of modern knowledge to sustain social 
life and development (Centre for Information and Resilience 2023). Such 
shifts in educational policies will increasingly shape cultures that prioritize 
ideological conformity over social justice.

Inclusion and National Unity at the Cost of Social Justice

“Afghanistan needs robust systems of citizen-oriented governance, instead 
of symbolic representation of different ethnicities and social groups in the 
governance structures.”

- Afghan Human Rights Advocate and former Government Official, 2022

The ‘add and stir’ approach7 of ensuring diversity and inclusion in governance 
structures was a major shortcoming of the Bonn Agreement that laid the 
foundation for US and NATO-backed state-building efforts in Afghanistan. 
Ill-suited to Afghanistan’s context, this strategy fuelled challenges such as 
skewed political power, inequitable resource distribution, intra-cabinet 
rivalries, corruption, and incompetence. A shift towards structural reforms is 
essential to establish truly inclusive and representative governance.

While fostering national unity among Afghans from diverse ethnicities, 
genders, and political leanings remains urgent, this unity must not come at the 
cost of social justice. The façade of ‘national unity’ over the past two decades 
has often silenced critical discussions on issues that were seen as obstacles 
to nation-building, such as systemic persecution of Hazaras, women’s rights, 
inter-tribal rivalries, status of religious minorities, corrupt governance 
structures and skewed power-sharing. Addressing these root causes is crucial 
to building a sustainable future rooted in peace and coexistence.

While efforts to forge national unity confront deep-rooted social inequities, 

7. The Bonn Agreement, established in 2001 to help Afghanistan transition to stability and governance after the 
fall of the Taliban, faced criticism regarding its shortcomings in promoting inclusion and diversity. Specifically, 
its ‘add and stir’ approach—where policies were added onto existing frameworks without comprehensive 
integration or sustained engagement—often failed to address deep-seated issues of marginalization, resulting in 
persistent social divides and undermining long-term stability and reconciliation.



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY169

Afghan-led dialogues domestically and in the diaspora are emerging as vital 
platforms for re-imagining a peaceful and inclusive future.

Intra-Afghan Dialogue: Ongoing Re-thinking and Re-imagination 
among Afghans

The previous cycles of conflict in Afghanistan were primarily located in 
the regional and international paradigms including the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan and the US-NATO intervention. After the Taliban takeover 
in 2021, for the first time a sustained Afghan-led, Afghan owned series of 
dialogues are taking place among Afghanistan’s intelligentsia across faultlines 
of ethnicity, gender and political affiliations, to analyze why Afghanistan 
has been embroiled in protracted cycles of violence and instability, and to 
imagine prospects for sustainable peace. This attempt to enable a bottom-
up analysis fosters an Afghan-centric narrative, countering the historically 
dominant international narratives, and represents a constructive form of 
diaspora engagement in nation-building.

Over the years, various dialogue platforms have emerged globally—in 
Vienna, Qatar, Istanbul, as well as structured groups across USA and Australia. 
The focus of these is as expansive as the diverse range of perspectives 
participating in them, and they address devastating cuts in humanitarian 
funding, deteriorating economic and environmental conditions, new regime 
restrictions on female education, and a lack of recognition compounded by 
governance weaknesses (Samad 2025).

Among all Afghanistan diasporic subgroups, the Taliban is viewed to be a 
common concern and threat that targets the sub-identities of all the citizens 
of Afghanistan. Although the definitions and perceptions of the different 
diasporic groups about the Taliban are not the same, the general consensus is 
that continuation of Taliban rule is not promising for the future of Afghanistan 
(Balkhi 2023).

The #StopHazaraGenocide campaign exemplifies this collective dialogue, 
mobilizing support across ethnic lines. International gatherings of young 
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Afghan political and diplomatic leaders further reflect an unprecedented 
willingness among Afghans globally to collaboratively envision a resilient 
future. Afghan women leaders—both within Afghanistan and in the 
diaspora—have sustained efforts to ensure women’s inclusion in political 
dialogue and peace processes.

As a fragile state, Afghanistan will need the support of regional interlocutors 
to amplify its own voice and demands in the international diplomatic space, 
and to resist foreign intervention for purely strategic ends.

Policy Recommendations

Recommendations for India

India must adopt a more proactive stance in Afghanistan, leveraging its 
longstanding friendship and regional influence. Key recommendations 
presented at the two intra-Afghan Dialogues convened by WISCOMP 
include:

	■ Implement a liberal visa policy for Afghan nationals, prioritizing women 
students, medical patients, and those at risk of Taliban persecution, such 
as journalists, women’s rights activists, civil society leaders, human 
rights defenders and former government officials. Grant extensions to 
visas as needed.

	■ Resume Track 1.5 and Track 2 dialogues between India and 
Afghanistan, especially foregrounding the voices of women 
where they can share their concerns with policymakers in India. 

	■ Provide targeted medical aid and humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan 
and support local organizations engaged in similar efforts. Ensure 
that the aid is accessible to women, religious and ethnic minorities, 
former security personnel, and families of martyred security forces. 
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	■ Unlike countries that are engaging predominantly with the Taliban leaders, 
India should engage with diverse stakeholders in Afghanistan including 
women, youth, civil society groups, political parties, among others. 

	■ Mobilize transnational solidarity to condemn systematic gender-
based violence, galvanizing the Indian government into action for 
both humanitarian assistance and the promotion of an official public 
discourse that foregrounds women’s rights to education and employment 
in Afghanistan. South Asian women’s networks can lead these efforts. 

	■ India could explore with other concerned countries the possibility of a 
policy of ‘neutrality’ on Afghanistan to prevent it from being enmeshed 
in another ‘Great Game’.

 
	■ Lead regional efforts to foster inclusive peace and political stability, 

reaffirming Afghanistan’s sovereignty and India’s historic ties to the 
Afghan people, with a focus on serving the best interests of the people.

Recommendations for the International Community

While a uniform international policy towards the Taliban is challenging 
given the constantly evolving situation in Afghanistan, the following 
recommendations emerged at the two intra-Afghan Dialogues:

	■ The international community needs to prevent the gradual ‘recognition’ 
of the Taliban. Taliban are a reality in Afghanistan, but they are not the 
only reality. There is a thriving civil society working hard to protect its 
hard-won democratic gains, who need support and encouragement. 

	■ Promote Track 2 diplomacy to expand people-to-people exchanges 
and foster trust among diverse Afghan stakeholders.
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	■ The international community and regional partners of Afghanistan 
need to engage in a broad-based inclusive dialogue with diverse 
stakeholders both within Afghanistan and in the diaspora to explore 
a political solution for Afghanistan. Emerging Afghan leaders 
can be found among the recently formed diaspora community, 
longtime exiles, former Afghan diplomats who continue to have 
convening power and are respected in the international diplomatic 
space, civil society groups in Afghanistan, the private sector, and 
the religious and tribal leaders who are not a part of the Taliban. 

	■ Only moderate levels of engagement by the international community is 
advised because high levels of international engagement and external 
interventions in the last two decades drained agency and leadership 
from the Afghans and made them ‘passive beneficiaries’ and ‘puppets’. 
A lasting peace process requires Afghan ownership and leadership. 

	■ Condition any engagement, support, or recognition of the Taliban on 
their adherence to international human rights standards, reversal of 
oppressive decrees particularly concerning women, and inclusive 
participation of all Afghans in shaping the country’s political future. 

	■ Strengthen links between the Afghan diaspora and civil society within 
Afghanistan, enhancing access to international networks and resources. 

	■ Recalibrate regional policies to share responsibility for stability, 
addressing security threats posed by terrorism and radicalism emanating 
from Afghanistan.

	■ Long-term sustainable peace in Afghanistan is possible only through a 
political process. Prioritize a negotiated, Afghan-led, Afghan-owned 
peace process involving the Taliban, Afghan leaders, and international 
stakeholders.
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	■ The systematic persecution of the Hazaras in Afghanistan requires 
an urgent response, including investigating the atrocities and 
prosecuting the perpetrators. It can serve as a common rallying point 
for Afghans across ethnic divides and the international community. 

	■ Systematically document ongoing human rights violations to build a 
case for accountability and justice.

	■ Support the women of Afghanistan who are at the forefront of non-violent 
resistance against the Taliban. Their resistance is not only for the women 
of Afghanistan, but to craft a better future for all the people of the country. 

	■ There is a need for regional interlocutors to listen to the discourse being 
shaped by the Afghans and amplify their voices to the broader regional 
and international community. This must be done in the interest of the 
people of Afghanistan – not for purely ‘strategic’ influence and presence.
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