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Consequences of Afghan Women’s Civil Activism Inside and 
Outside the Country Under Taliban Rule

By Sara Batoul**1

After re-capturing power in Afghanistan in August 2021, the Taliban swiftly 
imposed numerous restrictions on women, including bans on their education, 
employment, freedom, and social and political activities. In response, Afghan 
women based inside as well as outside the country immediately began resisting 
these regressive changes, by organizing, carrying out public protests, and 
advocating for the restoration of the full spectrum of women’s rights in the 
country. This resistance, which is now in its fourth year, has grown, evolved, 
and become stronger. These efforts have borne substantive positive outcomes 
during this period, but Afghan women inside the country have also paid a high 
price for standing up for their rights.

Using an analytical-descriptive approach, this essay: a) identifies key 
positive outcomes and negative consequences of women’s civil resistance 
under Taliban rule; and b) articulates how the Taliban’s ideological views 
influence their harsh responses to Afghan women’s civil resistance. The 
findings indicate that women’s civil protests have led to violence, beatings, 
threats, humiliation, murder, sexual assault, forced migration, hostage-
taking, and other oppressive actions by the Taliban against participating 
women. However, the continuation and persistence of civic advocacy and 
activism by Afghan women and girls have laid the groundwork for ensuring 
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women’s human rights in the future and have significantly impeded the 
Taliban’s political engagement with the international community.

The essay begins with a brief introduction, followed by a concise discussion 
on the Taliban’s ideological foundations. The two subsequent sections 
respectively analyze and contextualize the achievements made by women’s 
civil resistance so far, and the risks and reprisals Afghan women face for their 
activism. This is followed by a short discussion exploring how the Taliban’s 
ideological frameworks shape how they view women’s rights and how they 
have responded to women’s activism. The essay concludes with three policy 
recommendations.

Introduction

Following the fall of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (IRA) to the Taliban 
in August 2021, the Taliban de facto authorities (DFA) began imposing 
numerous restrictions on women’s education, employment, and economic, 
social, political, and cultural activities. Through these restrictions, they are 
denying women the right to education, employment in foreign institutions 
and non-government organizations (NGO), engage in trade, drive, participate 
in elections, and partake in other social, political, and artistic activities. The 
Taliban justify their opposition to women’s rights and freedoms as  ‘religious 
duty’. 

As a group claiming to uphold Islamic principles, the Taliban have adopted 
the most rigid and inflexible interpretations of Islam, unprecedented even 
within the broader Islamic world and among other religions. They demand 
unconditional adherence to their interpretation of Islamic behavior, requiring 
people to pray five times daily, avoid shaving their beards, and forbidding 
women from appearing in public without a mahram (close male relative 
chaperone). They have deemed filmmaking, photography, and cinema as 
forbidden, and have established sharia courts and makeshift tribunals as a 
means of instilling fear among the public and setting examples. These extreme 
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postures and policies are perceived as unnecessary even by some members of 
the Taliban (Gul 2025).

The Taliban-imposed restrictions, especially on women, contradict the 
country’s 2004 constitution (which the Taliban voided shortly after seizing 
power), various international conventions and legal instruments to which 
Afghanistan is a signatory, and even Islamic principles. Mainstream 
Islamic jurisprudence across the Muslim world supports women’s right to 
education, employment, and participation in society. This is evidenced by 
policies in Indonesia, Turkey, Jordan, Morocco, and  most Gulf Arab states. 
Key authorities on Hanafi jurisprudence and various Islamic institutions 
worldwide too do not endorse the Taliban’s sweeping bans.

However, the Taliban have remained unfazed, obstinate in their intent 
to subjugate women and impose their narrow interpretation of Islamic 
principles, in their pursuit of increasing and retaining absolute control and 
power over the people and state of Afghanistan. Afghan women have been 
the primary bulwark against the Taliban, with their sustained activism and 
civil resistance—both inside and outside the country—playing a crucial 
role in slowing the pace of the Taliban’s regressive sprint, often at immense 
personal cost. A 2024 study that examined Afghan women’s protests inside 
Afghanistan provides a glimpse into these civil movements (see Fig.1 and 
Fig.2). 
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Fig.2: Major Afghan Provinces Featuring Afghan Women’s Protests and Activism
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Fig.1: Afghan Women’s Protests Against the Taliban Regime Inside Afghanistan (2021-2023)
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The Ideological Underpinnings of The Taliban

From a religious standpoint, the Taliban identify as Muslims and followers of 
the Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence. However, the Taliban’s ideologies, 
policies, and practices merit critical examination in relation to the principles 
of the Hanafi school and other intellectual and theological traditions (Mahdavi 
2014, 87). This is because the patterns/details in the Taliban’s stated views and 
actions (including many inherent contradictions) are among the core factors 
influencing the Taliban’s opposition to women’s rights even as prescribed in 
Islam, and the nature of the Taliban’s responses to women’s civil activism. 

A.	 The Hanafi School of Thought 

The Hanafi school is one of the four major Sunni schools of Islamic 
jurisprudence, which recognizes the first four caliphs—Abu Bakr, Umar, 
Uthman, and Ali—in the order of succession. The founder of this school of 
Islamic thought, Imam Abu Hanifa (Nu’man ibn Thabit), was of Persian origin 
and is known for his reliance on analogy (qiyas) and rational judgment in 
deriving legal rulings. For instance, Abu Hanifa’s stance on apostasy (ridda) 
and retribution (qisas) emphasized caution and rational discourse. He argued 
that any accusation of apostasy must first be verified, followed by engaging 
the accused in dialogue to offer convincing arguments, rather than rushing to 
punishment. 

In this regard, the Taliban’s practices align with the Hanafi school only in 
their method of attaining governance—i.e., via dominance, one of the four 
traditional methods of claiming a caliphate. However, their approach to social 
and political matters diverges significantly from Hanafi teachings. Whereas 
Abu Hanifa advocated for analogy and rational inference in interpreting 
religious rulings, the Taliban adhere to superficial and Salafist interpretations 
of Islam in their social and political policies. Thus, the Taliban’s ideology 
finds little alignment with the jurisprudential framework of the Hanafi school 
(Mahdavi 2014, 88-90).
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B.	 Salafism 

Salafists reject any interpretation or exegesis of Quranic verses, advocating 
instead for unquestioning belief in the Quran as the word of God as inherently 
correct and beyond objection. Their ideology emphasizes adherence to the 
practices of the early generations of Muslims (the salaf) in all political and social 
matters. Similarly, the Taliban adopt a literalist and superficial interpretation 
of Quranic verses, opposing any form of interpretation or exegesis. In this 
regard, the Taliban’s stances align closely with Salafist ideology. Another 
point of convergence between the Taliban and the Salafists is their shared 
belief that Shia Muslims are infidels and that killing them constitutes a form 
of jihad. However, significant differences also exist in practice, amongst 
the Talib. For instance, some Taliban members have (occasionally) shown 
respect for shrines and the tombs of Shia saints, and certain Taliban leaders 
have favorable views of Sufi sects, including the Naqshbandi order (Hamidi 
2019, 43).

C.	 Wahhabism 

Founded by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab in Arabia, the Wahhabi 
movement, focuses on fighting polytheism and rejecting rationalism, 
philosophy, independent legal reasoning (ijtihad), Quranic exegesis, 
mysticism, civil society, and women’s participation in public life without 
mahram (close male relative chaperone/guardian). Wahhabis also oppose 
any form of innovation (bid ’ah). The Taliban’s beliefs and practices share 
a strong resemblance to Wahhabi teachings, such as their claim that their 
interpretation of Islam is the only authentic one, opposition to ijtihad, rejection 
of philosophical methods, hostility toward innovation, and the killing of 
individuals accused of polytheism. However, not all Taliban leaders subscribe 
to the Wahhabi view of labelling Shias as infidels. Despite this distinction, 
the ideological and operational ties between the Taliban and Wahhabis are so 
close that it is difficult to draw a clear line between their practices (Mahdavi 
2014, 101-104).
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D.	 Deobandism

The Deobandi movement initially emerged as a progressive force resisting 
British colonial rule in India. It declared its mission as  ‘reform and unification 
of the Islamic community’. Generally, the movement has emphasized non-
compromise with Western values, advocating that the West should respect 
the Islamic value system (similar to Taliban claims). Deobandism assigned 
limited role to women and did not accept Shia Islam. The Taliban’s affiliation 
with the Deobandi school has a long and deep history spanning time, financing, 
ideology, and manpower (Rana and Ganguly 2021) and has been confirmed 
by various sources, including the Taliban themselves. The alignment between 
the Taliban’s ideology and the Deobandi school remains undeniable.

Overall, when analyzing and matching the Taliban’s ideological and doctrinal 
principles, it becomes evident that they are not exclusively influenced by a 
single school of Islamic jurisprudence or a specific intellectual tradition. 
Instead, similarities and overlaps can be observed between the Taliban’s 
ideological foundations and various fundamentalist movements, such as 
Salafism, Deobandism, and Wahhabism. Their ideological underpinnings 
thus reflect a blend of elements from different Islamic schools of thought, 
featuring a distinct and multifaceted doctrinal approach.

The Taliban’s bans on women’s education, employment, and social and 
political participation are firmly rooted in their religious and ideological 
foundations that feature a narrow interpretation of the Hanafi school of 
Islamic jurisprudence, a strong influence from Deobandism, infusions of 
Wahhabi-like rigidity, and reinforcement by Pashtunwali (the traditional 
Pashtun ethnic tribal code). While the broader Hanafi tradition is one of the 
more flexible schools of jurisprudence in Sunni Islam, the Taliban adopt 
an ultra-restrictive, ‘Hadith-oriented’ approach shaped by the Deobandi 
doctrine. Whereas Hanafi thought endorses rational thought and reasoning, 
Deobandism emphasizes literalism and discourages rational reinterpretation, 
creating an environment hostile to female autonomy and modern civil rights.

The Taliban’s anti-innovation and anti-modernity stances overlap with the 
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Wahhabi and Salafi ideologies, which justify limiting women’s public roles, 
echoing Hanbali-inspired rigidity but enforced under a Hanafi or Deobandi 
guise. Additionally, Pashtunwali enshrines patriarchal norms and notions of 
family, female seclusion, and collective honor. The Taliban (most of whom 
are ethnic Pashtuns, with some hailing from other ethnic groups) frequently 
fuse Pashtunwali cultural practices with religious decrees derived from 
selective readings of Islamic principles to proclaim restrictions on women as 
being both religiously mandated and culturally authentic.

Achievements of Afghan Women’s Civil Activism Against the Taliban 
Regime

After the Taliban recaptured power in August 2021, women immediately came 
out strongly and in large numbers in street protests and other civil movements 
and campaigns inside Afghanistan. Since then, Afghan women have been at 
the forefront of activism, with more women than men organizing non-violent 
push backs against the Taliban’s oppressive regime. Afghan women have 
also persisted against all odds including the fact that occasionally, even UN-
supported initiatives—like the 2024 Doha conference between the Taliban 
and representatives of the UN and various governments—have excluded 
Afghan women representatives from the discussions, at the behest of the 
Taliban. These efforts have borne certain crucial and substantive results.

Preventing Formal International Recognition of the Taliban’s Interim 
Government

Through varied activities like public protest marches, media campaigns, 
artistic expressions, scholarly research and legal efforts, Afghan women 
have managed to draw and sustain the international community’s attention 
to the situation of women in Afghanistan and have helped prevent the formal 
recognition of the Taliban regime by all countries (except Russia, which 
recognized it in 2025) and the UN. In this regard, the active role of Afghan 
women based overseas should not be overlooked. They have been a key part 



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY185

of the civil struggle and advocacy for Afghan women’s rights. The protests 
they organize in foreign countries in front of parliaments and the meetings 
they continue to hold with high level officials, including foreign ministers 
and parliamentarians, have been crucial for raising awareness and drawing 
global attention through localized action across diverse geographies. The 
steadfastness and civil activism of women both inside Afghanistan and in 
foreign countries has contributed substantially towards the lack of/limited 
political engagement between the Taliban and the international community.

Facilitating Accountability and Reform(s) in International Law

In 2023, women’s rights activists, academics, other experts and legal 
professionals from Afghanistan and Iran conceived and launched a campaign 
demanding the recognition of gender apartheid as a crime against humanity 
(Sadr 2025). Since then, relentless advocacy by Afghan women has catalyzed 
moves by several countries and multilateral bodies like the UN to explore 
pathways to recognize gender apartheid as a crime under international law. 
Similar efforts by Afghan women have raised the profile of this critical issue, 
paving the way for legal proceedings like the International Criminal Court 
issuing arrest warrants against Taliban leaders, and UN agencies’ call for 
recognizing gender apartheid, directly tying activists’ pressure, advocacy, and 
documentation to concrete international action and discourse (Sadr 2025).

Keeping Opportunities for Women’s Employment and Education Alive

The Taliban’s opposition to women’s right to education and employment is not 
due to religious reasons, but rather because they view women as a commodity 
meant to be used solely to fulfil male desires. According to the Taliban’s 
worldview, if women are educated, employed, and empowered with rights, 
it would undermine the masculinity of men and men would lose their ‘honor’ 
and ‘reputation’ within their own villages and regions. Under the guise of 
religion, their primitive cultural views, and extreme beliefs, the Taliban have 
sought to eliminate opportunities for women’s education and employment. 
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The Taliban have continued to ban women from studying beyond primary 
school and have even barred women from medical training as of December 
2024. However, had women not launched their civil resistance, the Taliban 
would have completely banned women’s education and employment outright 
from the beginning, and would have totally opposed any progress in these 
areas. Additionally, inside Afghanistan, women have organized clandestine 
schools, home-based learning, and mutual aid networks, ensuring hundreds 
of girls and women continue to access education and support despite the bans 
(Newton 2025; Sirat and Hakimi 2021). Their organizing preserves vital 
skills, fosters solidarity, and keeps the hope for future empowerment alive.

Boosting Women’s Morale Inside Afghanistan

Afghan women’s civil activism and relentless campaigning have become a 
formidable thorn for the Taliban. Through their protests and diverse modes 
of activism—including digital campaigns like #BreadWorkFreedom and 
#LetAfghanGirlsLearn (Haidari 2024); data gathering and documentation 
work like the BISHNAW-WAWRA initiative; women-run news media 
like Zan Times etc.—Afghan women successfully continue to highlight 
several key issues to both domestic and international communities. Despite 
the Taliban’s brutal treatment of female protestors—including arrests, aerial 
firing, closure of girls’ dormitories, beatings, insults, humiliation, and other 
threats—Afghan women have remained defiant, refusing to accept any 
curtailing of their rights and liberties, continuing to advocate for their rights 
both inside and outside the country. The persistence and continuation of such 
civil activities by women strengthens the morale of other women throughout 
Afghanistan in their fight against the oppression and authoritarian rule of the 
Taliban’s male-dominated government. 
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Ensuring Preparedness to Guarantee Women’s Future Participation in 
Society and Politics

Afghan women’s activism has kept global attention on Taliban human 
rights abuses through evidence-based campaigns, reporting, and digital 
documentation. Their collective voices have shaped media narratives, 
academic research, and political debates globally, driving sustained coverage 
and diplomatic condemnation that would otherwise have faded. Without 
women’s participation in social and political spheres, it is impossible to 
achieve social and political balance, and just outcomes in a society. During 
the IRA era, numerous women were actively participating in various roles, 
including leadership roles, as members of parliament, ministers, civil servants, 
doctors, educators, and law enforcement and armed forces personnel to name 
a few. However, there are no women in the Taliban de facto authorities’ 
(DFA) cabinet, and women’s social and political activities face numerous 
restrictions. Nevertheless, the very act of women’s civil activism keeps alive 
the prospects of women’s active participation in society and politics. Without 
sustained protests and advocacy, Afghan women will be completely excluded 
from society and politics under such a discriminatory government. 

In this regard, Afghan women are also critically examining and harnessing 
Islamic theological interpretations to contest the Taliban’s patriarchal claims, 
asserting rights within an Islamic framework (Shahir, Ren, and Noor 2025). 
This strategy helps legitimize resistance culturally and religiously, countering 
Taliban justifications of gender apartheid. Cumulatively, by ensuring multi-
dimensional resistance and legal argumentation, women’s efforts are also 
systematically strengthening the prospects of future restitution by laying 
strong foundations across the legal, social, economic, and political spectra. 
Their work ensures that even under repression, international and local 
frameworks remain ready for progress in a post-Taliban reality.
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Risks and Reprisals Afghan Women Face due to Their Anti-Taliban 

Civil Activism 

The Taliban’s return immediately sparked several months of non-violent 
protests by women and girls demanding the right to work, education, and 
social welfare, where they consistently raised their voices, calling for the 
protection of their human and civil rights by the Taliban. Each of these 
protests led to confrontations between women and the Taliban, who have 
reacted repeatedly and brutally to prevent gatherings, demonstrations, and 
any form of advocacy for women’s rights. Consequently, while the positive 
outcomes of Afghan women’s civil activism inside and outside the country 
have delivered country-wide and society-wide net benefits, the negative 
consequences have been borne primarily and almost exclusively by women, 
as these consequences arise mainly from the Taliban’s backlash.

Physical Violence, Abductions, and Arbitrary Detentions

To crush the women’s movement, the Taliban have routinely resorted to 
threats, arrests, and abductions. For example, in response to the advocacy 
and protests of women in Kabul and several other provinces, the Taliban 
abducted several women (such as Parwana Ibrahimkhil, Tamana Zaryab 
Pariani, Zahra Mohammadi, Parisa Mubariz, Zarifa Yaqoubi, and several 
other girls) and subjected them to torture (Human Rights Watch 2022). 
According to Parwana Ibrahimkhil, one of those detained, during the arrests 
of women and girls, the Taliban had no female police officers; instead, men 
arrested, tortured, and interrogated women. The Taliban have used unethical, 
un-Islamic, and inhuman methods to suppress women, including threatening 
them and their family members with violence. The Taliban forces have also 
resorted to beating women and subjecting them to various forms of violence 
both at protest marches and in detention. Problematically, the Taliban not only 
(threaten to) extort money from families of detained women and girls (Barr 
and Fetrat 2023) but also use detained women as leverage to extract political 
and other concessions from the international community in exchange for 



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY189

their release. In many instances, as a precondition of release from detention, 
female protesters detained by the Taliban have also been coerced into signing 
statements committing that neither they nor their family members would 
protest or publicly discuss their detention experience (Amnesty International 
2022).

Sexual Assault and Murder

Afghan women are also facing a grave risk of sexual assault and extrajudicial 
killings as consequences of their activism for women’s rights. For example, at 
a women’s protest march in Mazar-e-Sharif in September 2021, the Taliban 
abducted over 60 protestors, including at least 40 women. Corpses of eight 
detainees were discovered in city streets a week later (Clark, Joyner, and 
Patidar 2021). The Taliban released most of the remaining detainees after 
over 45 days of tireless efforts by the detainees’ families, but the fates of nine 
detained girls remain unclear. The risks women face come not just from the 
Taliban but sometimes also from their own families or communities. For 
example, five girls who had been detained were later killed by their families 
after being freed from the Taliban’s grasp (Bahar News 2023). There have 
also been reports about the Taliban’s abduction of girls, forced marriages to 
Taliban soldiers, and sexual assaults for months, but due to concerns regarding 
family and personal security, and even conservative mores, these violations 
seldom receive media coverage, or are discussed publicly by the survivors. 
This “silence” was eventually broken by Elaha Delawarzai, a female medical 
student who took to social media and shared that Saeed Khosti, a former 
spokesperson of the Taliban-run Ministry of Interior, had sexually assaulted 
her at the Taliban’s General Directorate of Intelligence, filmed the act and 
threatened to share the footage, and had forced her into marriage with him 
(Zan Times 2022). Protesters also reported that the abduction of girls and 
women, sexual violence, and forced marriages to Taliban fighters had become 
common and everyday occurrences (Langar 2022).
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The issue of sexual violence and ‘honor’ killings of Afghan girls and women by 
the Taliban, both in the past and present, remains largely underreported. This is 
because, due to Afghanistan’s traditional culture, there is an unwillingness to 
report the conditions of sexual violence victims and survivors. When women 
and girls engage in civil activities to assert their rights, the Taliban arrest them 
without female police officers, detain them in prisons where no women are 
present, and subject them to sexual assault (Joya et al. 2024). Survivors have 
stated that the Taliban not only sexual assaulted them but also filmed the act 
and blackmailed them with releasing the footage if they continued to speak 
out against the Taliban regime (Joya et al. 2024).

Increase in Domestic and Psychological Violence

Given the harsh reactions of the Taliban to women’s civil protests and 
considering Afghanistan’s traditional culture with its harmful customs and 
practices, women are consistently subjected to various forms of violence, 
particularly domestic and psychological violence. Women protestors who 
are detained are subjected to violence and interrogated for days or months 
in Taliban prisons, resulting in them developing psychological issues. Once 
released, these women face further challenges, as their families, concerned 
about their honor and reputation, often place them in difficult situations and, 
in some cases, have even killed them. Thus, one of the negative consequences 
of women’s civil activism is the psychological trauma and domestic violence 
that they suffer from the resulting backlash.

Forced Displacement 

Gender inequality and safety concerns are strong motivators that inform 
women’s desire to migrate. As the Taliban have responded to Afghan women’s 
civil resistance with violence, threats, kidnappings, arrests, sexual assault, and 
harassment, this has led many women to emigrate and leave their homeland. 
Nevertheless, although this is reducing the numbers of women inside the 
country who can organize and resist the Taliban’s anti-women policies, those 
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Afghan women who have had to emigrate overseas to safety have continued 
to play a leading role in the ongoing struggle against the Taliban’s male-
dominated regime from abroad.

How Do the Taliban’s Ideology and Policy Measures Intersect in Their 
Suppression of Women’s Rights and Women’s Civil Resistance?

A juxtaposition of the Taliban’s actions, rhetoric, and policies in relation to 
each other reveals that the group is leveraging selective readings of religious 
principles in combination with conservative cultural mores in Afghanistan 
that traditionally subordinate women and emphasize family honor linked 
to female modesty and seclusion. The Taliban combine a rigid, selective 
application of Islamic doctrine with patriarchal cultural values to enforce a 
gender system that denies women political and social agency. Their methods 
are not (merely) about enforcing religious norms but maintaining a power 
structure that hinges on female invisibility and male control in governance. 
This toxic fusion enables systematic, brutal repression of women’s activism, 
aimed at ensuring a complete elimination of any public challenge to their 
ideological and political monopoly. While the Taliban repeatedly claim that 
their rule and policies are legitimate on religious grounds, many Islamic 
scholars across the world and Afghan citizens, including women activists, 
have rejected the Taliban’s (mis)interpretations of Islamic principles and 
jurisprudence as being distorted, selective, and politicized for personal 
(political) gain. 

The Taliban’s approach to punishing women activists is not (merely) about 
enforcement of religious codes but a calculated use of ideology and culture 
to preserve an authoritarian gender order. This system criminalizes activism 
as heresy and cultural betrayal. The methods combine physical coercion, 
psychological intimidation, social isolation, and economic deprivation, 
forming a comprehensive machinery aimed at eliminating women’s agency 
and public presence. By using arbitrary detentions, sexual assault, collective 
punishment (by targeting families of activists) and other forms of violence, 
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the Taliban are thus deploying a multi-pronged strategy to coerce women into 
submissive compliance. Their measures weaponize social norms, increase 
pressure, raise the risks involved in protesting, and stand to suppress long-
term activism.

The intersection of religion and culture in the Taliban’s punitive strategy 
against women and Afghan women’s activism creates (and reflects) a highly 
gendered system of repression that targets not just individuals but entire 
female social networks, leveraging family and community pressure to enforce 
compliance. This multi-dimensional repression is aimed at preventing any 
challenge to the Taliban’s authority and to maintain the gender apartheid 
fundamental to their governance model. The punitive measures inflicted on 
women activists reflect the political nature of Taliban repression disguised as 
piety and tradition.

Conclusion

After the Taliban’s resurgence in Afghanistan, many women and girls became 
the leaders of street protests and civil opposition against the Taliban in the 
streets of Kabul and various other provinces of Afghanistan. Additionally, 
several Afghan women in foreign countries (those who grew up overseas as 
well as those who had to relocate overseas after the Taliban returned) have 
actively campaigned and lobbied the governments of those countries to 
support Afghan women’s rights and efforts. Women’s rights activists have 
fought non-violently for their fundamental rights and freedoms since the 
Taliban’s takeover. However, the Taliban have not responded rationally to 
their protests. On the contrary, the Taliban have escalated their restrictions 
against women, and have countered female protestors, activists, and dissidents 
with harsh and brutal measures including torture, beatings, violence, sexual 
assault, blackmail, arbitrary detentions, imprisonments, torturing for days 
and months, and even extra-judicial killings. 

The Taliban’s repression of women is an ideology-driven campaign that 
leverages religious symbolism and cultural traditions to repress dissent, 
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control society, and entrench authoritarian governance by eliminating 
women’s visibility and participation in public life (Sahill 2023). The 
Taliban exploit deeply rooted Afghan cultural norms that emphasize female 
modesty, male honor, and social control of women’s behavior. The Taliban 
frame women activists as threats not only to religious law but also to cultural 
traditions and family honor. The DFA’s punitive tactics extend to targeting 
activists’ families to amplify social pressure and discourage resistance. This 
interplay between ideology and culture enables the Taliban to frame punitive 
actions against non-violent women activists as collective defense of Afghan 
cultural identity, punishing women activists with violence, isolation, social 
ostracism, and economic deprivation designed to break their will.

Despite these brutalities, Afghan women have remained strong, continuing 
their efforts to restore their rights, refusing to surrender the field to an extremist, 
misogynistic group like the Taliban without a fight. Through these protests, 
both in Afghanistan and abroad, they continue to challenge the Taliban, expose 
their flaws to the world. Their efforts are also facilitating accountability, 
propelling reforms in international law, keeping opportunities for women’s 
education and employment inside Afghanistan alive, and boosting the morale 
of women inside the country. Crucially, women have thus far successfully 
prevented the Taliban’s formal recognition by the international community 
(barring Russia) and are also laying strong foundations to revive and protect 
women’s rights in a post-Taliban world.

Policy Recommendations

	■ Apply Diplomatic Pressure on the Taliban: The UN and the 
international community must use all tools at its disposal to apply 
and/or increase diplomatic pressure on the Taliban to ensure 
that the group upholds all of women’s rights and freedoms. This 
pressure could include cancellation of visas and refusal of travel 
exemptions for (sanctioned) Taliban leaders and members, 
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making economic aid subject to conditions, and limiting of 
political engagement with Taliban leaders and representatives. 

	■ Conduct Regular and Broad-based Documentation: International 
human rights bodies, lawyers, legal collectives and the broader 
civil society must conduct and expand broad-based documentation 
of cases of violence against Afghan women. This effort must be 
based on exclusive interviews with women victims, and the findings 
must be published in the form of periodic and one-off reports. 

	■ Support Women’s Civil Resistance Inside Afghanistan: The UN, 
including (permanent and non-permanent) members, must actively 
support civil activities by Afghan women living under Taliban rule.
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