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Deconstructing the Taliban’s Stances and Attitudes Regarding 
Women's Rights
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The Taliban's conception of women's rights is based on a narrow, specific and 
cherry-picked interpretation and application of Islamic sharia law combined 
with selective application of certain customary practices such as those in 
ethnic Pashtun tribal codes from their native heartlands in Afghanistan. 
Consequently, since the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, 
women's rights in the country have been severely restricted due to the Taliban’s 
worldview, which has in turn not only caused and exacerbated various 
crises for women across the country but has also drawn harsh criticism and 
condemnation both inside and outside the country.

This essay explores the core principles that shape the Taliban’s stances on 
women’s rights and contrasts them with foundational principles that underpin 
modern civil rights and as well as key Islamic principles to demonstrate how the 
Taliban’s behavior violates both. Section 1 summarizes the Taliban’s stances 
on women’s rights. Section 2 compares the Taliban’s views on women’s rights 
with international legal frameworks that govern women’s rights. Section 3 
critiques the Taliban’s stances in relation to Islamic principles and history. 
Section 4 summarizes patterns discernible in the Taliban’s outlook and efforts 
to dismantle women’s rights. Finally, the essay concludes with four policy 

1. Madina Qati Musadiq is an Afghan social researcher and women’s rights advocate, known for her work on 
girls’ education, gender equality, and social change in Afghanistan.
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recommendations. To do so, this essay relies on primary and secondary 
sources including extant research, international legal instruments, news 
articles, perspectives from Islamic legal and social history, and the Taliban’s 
own statements and edicts.

Taliban's Policy Positions on Women's Rights 

The Taliban’s edicts, statements, and actions as seen since the 1990s but also 
specifically since the group’s August 2021 takeover of Afghanistan, reveal 
clear, traceable patterns regarding the ideological moorings that underpin 
the group’s views on women’s rights. Those stances and patterns can be 
summarized as follows: 

	■ Restricted Engagement in Public Life: The Taliban has placed 
limitations on women's participation in public life because they think 
that a woman's place is primarily in the home. This covers limitations 
on public transportation, work, and education. Much like what they did 
during their first regime (1996 to 2001), since their return to power 
in August 2021, the Taliban have imposed sweeping prohibitions on 
women’s employment in many sectors and have prohibited women 
and girls from pursuing education beyond primary schooling.

	■ Restricted Freedom of Movement: The Taliban have imposed 
limitations on women's freedom of movement, mandating that 
they must only leave their homes if accompanied by a mahram (an 
‘eligible’ close male relative chaperone). This demonstrates the level 
of importance the Taliban place on entrenching male authority within 
the home and in society more broadly. 

	■ Reinterpretation of Rights: The Taliban often argue that their 
treatment of women is founded on a protective position, and that their 
actions are in line with Islamic teachings. They frequently dispute 
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criticism from the international community, claiming that Islamic law 
does not always align with Western ideas of women's rights. 

	■ Limitations on Girls' Education: Immediately after seizing power 
in August 2021, the Taliban placed severe limitations on female 
education. In the Taliban worldview, secondary schools are off-
limits to girls. The Taliban de facto authorities (DFA) repeatedly 
state that these institutions will stay closed until a proper setting is 
established. This position indicates a conviction that girls' education 
should strictly follow their interpretation of Islamic norms and is not 
a priority. 

	■ Gender Segregation: The Taliban have imposed strict gender 
segregation in educational institutions. Because of their worldview 
that boys and girls should not interact or study together, mixed-gender 
schools have been shut down, and in some cases, separate facilities for 
boys and girls have been established. 

	■ Curriculum Control: The Taliban have placed a strong emphasis 
on wielding authority over the substance of education, supporting 
curricula that reflect their interpretation of Islamic teachings and 
cultural norms.2 This frequently entails eliminating content that they 
deem improper or un-Islamic. They want to support curricula that 
give Islamic education precedence over subjects taught in secular 
schools like natural and social sciences.

	■ Emphasis on Vocational Training: The Taliban have proposed 
emphasizing vocational training and madrasa education that they 
considered as being ‘suitable’ for women as an alternative to formal 
schooling. Increasingly, the Taliban are making madrasa education 

2. Amiry, S. (2024). Inside Taliban religious schools: What girls are taught. Amu TV. [online] 2 Oct. Available at: 
https://amu.tv/127523/.
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(Islamic religious education) the only option for girls’ schooling.3  This 
suggests that the group may be in favor of educational programs that 
primarily prepare women for responsibilities in the home or in limited 
and specific sectors like healthcare. Girls' access to comprehensive 
education is still severely limited, though. Moreover, the Taliban have 
not only prohibited male doctors and other male medical professionals 
like nurses from treating female patients but have simultaneously also 
banned Afghan women from medical education to become nurses or 
midwives.4 This shows that the Taliban not only want women to be 
under the complete control of and dependent on male authority but 
also view women’s basic wellbeing and healthcare as expendable in 
their quest to achieve and entrench such a control.

Women’s Rights: International Legal Frameworks v. Taliban
Interpretations  

In their public statements and rhetoric, the Taliban often claim that they 
respect women’s rights. But their claim is misleading because the way the 
Taliban conceptualize women's rights is extremely and fundamentally 
different from the way established international legal frameworks 
conceptualize and interpret women’s rights. These frameworks are primarily 
defined by treaties and declarations that prioritize the rights to education, 
employment, and gender equality, among other things. Summarized below is 
a concise comparison of how these differences manifest in different spheres 
of life:

3. Ibrahim, S. and Habibyar, H. (2025). ‘Send your daughters or you get no aid’: the Taliban are making religious 
schools girls’ only option.  Zan Times. [online] 21 Sep. Available at: https://zantimes.com/2025/09/21/send-
your-daughters-or-you-get-no-aid-the-taliban-are-making-religious-schools-girls-only-option/.

4. Drury, F. and Gharanai, T. (2024). Afghan women ‘banned from midwife courses’ in latest blow to rights. BBC. 
[online] 3 Dec. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cwy3l1035nlo.
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Education 

Article 10 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW)5 upholds women's and girls' rights to an 
education, highlighting parity in curriculum, athletics, and education. It 
holds that everyone, irrespective of gender, has the right to education, and 
education should be focused on fostering the complete development of the 
human personality, according to Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR). However, despite Afghanistan being a signatory to 
the CEDAW, the Taliban explicitly violate these international agreements by 
prohibiting girls' education beyond primary school. In defiance of CEDAW 
recommendations, Taliban laws restrict girls' access to school by claiming 
that women do not need the same amount of education as males. 

Employment

Articles 11 and 14 of the CEDAW guarantee equal employment opportunities 
and the abolition of workplace discrimination against women, while also 
promoting women's rights to employment. Similarly, several International 
Labour Organization conventions support gender parity in the realm 
of employment and workplace rights. As a state party, Afghanistan has 
been a member of the ILO since 1934. Among others, it has also ratified 
five fundamental ILO Conventions: Equal Remuneration Convention 
(1951); Abolition of Forced Labour Convention (1957); Discrimination 
(Employment and Occupation) Convention (1958); Minimum Age 
Convention (1973); and Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention (1999).6

Ideologically, the Taliban view women performing paid work as a potential 
threat to the authority of males in the family and social norms of seclusion, and 

5. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. (1979). [online] UN Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/
instruments/convention-elimination-all-forms-discrimination-against-women.

6. International Labour Organisation (n.d.). Ratifications for Afghanistan. [online] NORMLEX Information System 
on International Labour Standards. Available at: https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:112
00:0::NO::P11200_COUNTRY_ID:102945.
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frame women’s economic dependence on male relatives as being religiously 
proper and not discrimination. The Taliban-imposed ban on women’s 
employment in most sectors, especially those requiring public appearances 
or interaction with men, violate international labor norms. In contravention 
to CEDAW directives and Afghanistan’s obligations under ILO conventions, 
the Taliban’s position restricts women's financial autonomy and increases 
women’s economic dependency on men.

Mobility 

The right to freedom of movement both inside and outside of a nation is 
affirmed in Article 13 of the UDHR. Similarly, CEDAW promotes the 
elimination of obstacles that impede women from using their freedom of 
movement rights. In severe breach of these principles, the Taliban have 
enforced severe restrictions on women’s freedom of movement, imposing 
a requirement under which women are only permitted to leave their houses 
if accompanied by a male guardian. The Taliban have often justified their 
restrictions on women’s mobility by resorting to safety and protection related 
rhetoric. However, their behavior indicates that they view male guardianship, 
not the woman herself, as the primary rights‑holder wherein movement is 
a privilege rather than a right, and which is arbitered by male relatives and 
constrained by collective notions of honor and protection. The severe mobility 
limitations enforced by the Taliban gravely impair women's internationally 
recognized right to freedom of movement. 

Public Life 

Equal participation of women in public life, including voting rights, political 
involvement and representation, and public service, is required under Article 
7 of the CEDAW. Articles 25 and 26 of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR) also guarantee the equal right and opportunity 
to participate in public affairs, including in public office roles, and prohibit 
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discrimination on several grounds including sex.7 Similarly, the Convention 
on the Political Rights of Women (CPRW)8 of 1953—the first international 
legal instrument designed to protect women’s political rights—women’s right 
to partake in their national governments, affirms women’s right to vote, and 
guarantees women’s right to stand for election to all publicly elected bodies 
without any discrimination. Having ratified the ICCPR in 1983 and the 
CPRW in 1966, Afghanistan is obligated to uphold these commitments.9

However, under the Taliban rule, women are virtually unrepresented in, and 
excluded from, both political and non-political decision-making processes as 
a direct result of the group’s gender-discriminatory policies. In their discourse 
and narrative justifications, the Taliban do not frame women as independent 
political or social actors with agency. Rather, they frame any female political 
participation as inherently immodest, un-Islamic, and destabilizing. The 
group only allows severely limited, symbolic, or functional roles (that too 
under strict male oversight), such as for enforcing their morality policing 
edicts on other women or allowing female doctors to treat women patients 
etc.—i.e., roles that do not pose any challenge to male (and especially 
Taliban) monopoly over public decision‑making. The Taliban's prohibition 
on women entering the political sphere, holding public office, or engaging 
in other public activities runs blatantly counter to Afghanistan’s obligations 
under CEDAW, the ICCPR, and other international norms.

Health and Well-Being

Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) affirms the right to the best possible level of health, 

7. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. (1966). [online] UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-
covenant-civil-and-political-rights.

8. Convention on the Political Rights of Women. (1953). [online] United Nations Treaty Collection. Available at: 
https://treaties.un.org/doc/treaties/1954/07/19540707%2000-40%20am/ch_xvi_1p.pdf.

9. UN Treaty Body Database. (n.d.). Ratification Status for Afghanistan. [online] Available at: https://tbinternet.
ohchr.org/_layouts/15/TreatyBodyExternal/Treaty.aspx?CountryID=1&Lang=EN.
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including the provision of essential healthcare services. Similarly, CEDAW 
highlights how crucial it is for women to have access to healthcare services, 
especially during pregnancy, childbirth, and post childbirth. The Taliban do 
not argue against women receiving healthcare, but they nevertheless place 
greater importance on male guardianship, skewed morality codes, and female 
subordination over (and often at the cost of) women’s healthcare needs, access, 
and services. For example, there is a shortage of female medical professionals 
in the country (especially in rural areas), but male doctors and nurses are 
prohibited from treating female patients, and women are required to have a 
male guardian accompany them on trips to medical services. This is further 
compounded by the fact that female doctors, nurses, and other healthcare 
professionals are also required to be accompanied by a male guardian to 
travel to their female patients’ houses. This situation directly affects women’s 
ability to seek and receive healthcare in a timely, professional manner, which 
exacerbates an increase in otherwise preventable mortality and illnesses. Thus, 
women's right to health services are undermined by the Taliban's regulations 
that limit female access to healthcare, especially when those restrictions are 
linked to movement and the need for male guardianship. 

Discriminatory Treatment 

The CEDAW offers a thorough framework protecting women from 
discrimination in all contexts. Similarly, the UDHR’s core precepts are 
equality and freedom from discrimination for all. The systemic and 
regulated gender-based discrimination practiced by the Taliban is in effect 
an operationalization of a larger ideological position that devalues women. 
Such ideological positions and practices contradict the fundamental non-
discrimination provisions of international human rights law and norms. 

Overall, the Taliban’s articulation of women’s rights is situated within a 
prescriptive, gender‑segregated framework grounded in their doctrinal and 
selective interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence. Within this normative 
structure, women are envisioned principally as the bearers of duties, most 
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notably, obedience to male guardians, observance of Taliban-codified 
standards of modesty, and spatial confinement to the domestic sphere, 
except under circumscribed conditions the Taliban deem ‘necessary’. 
Such an ideological formulation runs categorically contrary to prevailing 
international legal and human rights instruments, which enshrine substantive 
equality before the law and guarantee women the unencumbered exercise of 
civil, political, educational, and occupational rights free from gender‑based 
discrimination.

Women’s Rights: Islamic Principles v. The Taliban’s
Interpretations 

In justifying their discriminatory stances and practices on women’s rights, 
the Taliban repeatedly claim that their views on women's rights are based 
on Islamic ideals. However, a growing corpus of academics, activists, and 
interpretations of Islamic teachings have debunked such claims and have 
contended that the group’s actions run counter to Islam's central beliefs 
about justice, compassion, and gender parity. The Taliban's interpretation is 
compared to more general Islamic principles below. 

Women’s Right to Education 

According to several hadiths,10 it is the obligation of all Muslims to acquire 
knowledge. This argument is made by several scholars of Islam. For example, 
Hadith 224 in Sunan Ibn Majah states that Prophet Muhammad himself 
declared that “seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim.” It is 
understood that both men and women are included in its scope. Historically 
too, Muslim women have made substantial contributions to education and 
scholarship throughout history. Women played an active role in education 
throughout the Islamic Golden Age (800 CE to 1300 CE), as evidenced 

10. A hadith is a record of the sayings and actions attributed to Prophet Muhammad. Hadiths typically serve as 
a secondary source of Islamic law and guidance, after the Quran.
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by individuals such as Fatima al-Fihri, who founded the University of Al-
Qarawiyyin, in 859 CE, in present-day Morocco, which is widely regarded 
as the oldest continuously operational university in the world. However, 
citing misreadings of Islamic modesty and gender responsibilities, the 
Taliban has imposed significant limits on women’s education, prohibiting 
women’s education beyond primary schooling. This behavior runs counter to 
Islamic teachings that promote education as a universal right for people of all 
genders.11

Employment

Islamic writings do not forbid women from employment and holding paid 
positions. Khadijah, the first wife of Prophet Muhammad, was a successful 
businesswoman herself. Moreover, according to Islamic jurisprudence, men 
and women are both expected to contribute to the financial security of their 
families. In their seminal works, academics like Asma Barlas and Amina 
Wadud have demonstrated how Islamic law allows and promotes women's 
participation in productive economic endeavors that benefit society.12 The 
Taliban's restrictions on women’s employment in a variety of sectors thus 
not only restrict women’s ability to participate in the workforce but also run 
counter to Islamic beliefs that value women's contributions to the economy. 

Mobility

Islamic writings typically support people's freedom to travel. The Quran 
states that “He is the one who has made the earth habitable for you, so travel 
its regions and eat the food which He has provided.”13 Additionally, although 
there are rules on modesty and safety, academics contend that limiting 

11. Siddique, A. (2023). Islam Does Not Ban Girls’ Education. So Why Does The Taliban? RFE/RL. [online] 13 Aug. 
Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-girls-education-islam-takeover-anniversary/32546094.html.

12. Wadud, A. (1999).  Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.; Also see: Barlas, A. (2002).  ‘Believing Women’ in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal 
Interpretations of the Qur’an. Austin: University of Texas Press.

13. Quran 67:15 (Surah Al-Mulk, Ayah 15)
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women's movement is more a reflection of cultural norms than of true 
Islamic principles that endorse individual autonomy.14 The Taliban impose 
severe mobility limitations on women that go against the more general Islamic 
precepts of individual autonomy and independence by requiring women to be 
escorted by male guardians.

Public Engagement and Life

Islam promotes involvement in both local and national affairs. Even in the 
early years of Islamic history like during Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime, 
women like Umm Salama15 actively participated in political discourse 
and decision-making. Islamic beliefs support the idea that everyone in the 
community, including women, should be able to express their views and take 
part in decision-making. This is demonstrated by Prophet Muhammad’s 
discussions with his female companions. Additionally, according to historical 
literature such as al-Muhalla bil-Athar and Fath al-Bari,16 Caliph Umar 
appointed Al-Shifa bint Abdullah as the supervisor of a market in Medina, 
to oversee commerce and enforce standards,17 and later appointed another 
woman, Samra bint Nuhayk, to a similar role in Mecca. These appointments 
are often cited as evidence of women holding public authority roles in early 
Islamic society. They also affirm women's fitness for public authority roles 
from an Islamic historical perspective. The Taliban's total ban on women’s 
participation in politics and the group’s disregard for historical examples of 
women in active roles in society clearly conflict with these interpretations of 

14. Ibid. (Siddique, 2023)

15. Decker, D. (2017). Weibliche Politik im Frühislam am Beispiel von Muḥammads Frau Umm Salama [‘Female 
politics in early Islam using the example of Muhammad’s wife Umm Salama’].  Marburg Journal of Religion, 
[online] 19(1). Available at: https://archiv.ub.uni-marburg.de/ep/0004/article/view/7253/7410.

16. Al-Muhalla bil-Athar is an encyclopaedic work of Islamic jurisprudence by Ibn Hazm, in which he presents 
and critiques various scholarly opinions using evidence from the Quran and the Sunnah. Fath al-Bari by Ibn 
Hajar al-Asqalani is a renowned and authoritative commentary on Sahih al-Bukhari, considered one of the most 
authentic hadith collections. In this work, al-Asqalani explains the meanings and implications of the hadiths, 
often citing different legal opinions and their evidence.

17. Salahi, A. (2011). Al-Shifa bint Abdullah: The market controller. Arab News. [online] 27 Oct. Available at: 
https://www.arabnews.com/node/396260.
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Islamic teachings.

Wellbeing and Health 

Islamic teachings place a strong emphasis on the value of health and wellbeing 
for both men and women. Prophet Muhammad himself was concerned 
about women's health and recognized their requirements, particularly 
during childbirth. The Quran emphasizes caring for the weak and showing 
compassion towards them, which includes making sure that women have 
access to essential healthcare. The Taliban's imposition of obstacles to 
women receiving healthcare, especially the mandatory mahram requirement 
and the exclusion of women from the healthcare industry—such as via bans 
on women’s education in the medical sector—run counter to Islamic values of 
altruism and concern for the welfare of all people.

In contrast to the more expansive and progressive teachings contained in 
Islamic doctrine, the Taliban's interpretations and applications of women's 
rights frequently reflect a restricted and conservatively dogmatic version of 
Islam that is more in line with particularistic cultural traditions. The emphasis 
on equality, education, involvement, and welfare for both genders is reflected 
in scholarly interpretations, historical antecedents, and fundamental Islamic 
values. This approach empowers women rather than limits them.

Patterns in the Taliban’s Outlook and Efforts to Dismantle 
Women’s Rights

A comparison of the Taliban's understanding of women's rights with Islamic 
precepts and modern legal frameworks on this topic reveals that the group’s 
views are shaped by a blend of political ideology, societal norms, and selective 
religious interpretations. 
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	■ Emphasis on Rigid Compliance with Conventional Interpretations of 
Sharia 

The Taliban place a strong emphasis on a limited and narrow interpretation 
of Sharia law, which they see as requiring rigid imposition of gender norms. 
This understanding is frequently based on certain hadith, or the sayings of 
Prophet Muhammad, and specific local customs that prioritize the dominance 
of men over women. The Taliban themselves have stated18 that they adhere to 
a stringent interpretation of Sharia that they feel requires women to cover up 
completely when they are in public and to always be accompanied by a male 
guardian. The Taliban frequently cite the necessity of these actions in their 
legal writings as being consistent with their interpretation of Islamic law. 

	■ Willful Misinterpretation of Gender Roles 

The Taliban view women, and encourage women to see themselves, primarily 
as wives and mothers,19 which restricts their participation in higher education 
and the workforce. Rather than being based on widely acknowledged Islamic 
teachings, this perspective is the result of cultural interpretations. The 
Taliban's conviction in conventional gender roles is demonstrated by their 
statement, "Women are to be mothers and housewives, raising the children to 
become good Muslims."20

	■ A Focus on Feminine Purity and Modesty

The Taliban heavily emphasize ‘modesty’, which they see as entailing women 
to adhere to rigid dress regulations as well as limitations on their travel and 

18. Ibrahim, A. (2022). In Afghanistan, Taliban diktat sparks debate about women’s attire. Al Jazeera. [online] 26 
Jan. Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/26/holdafghan-women-denounce-talibans-burqa-
campaign.

19. Graham-Harrison, E. and Makoii, A.M. (2021). Evidence contradicts Taliban’s claim to respect women’s 
rights.  The Guardian. [online] 3 Sep. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/03/
afghanistan-women-defiant-amid-taliban-crackdown.

20. Valizadeh (2024). نابلاط تاضقلا‌یضاق باتک رد نانز هاگیاج [The position of women in the book ‘Qazi al-
Quzat’ by the Taliban]. Hasht-e Sobh. [online] 8 Mar. Available at: https://8am.media/fa/the-position-of-women-
in-the-book-of-qazi-al-qadat-taliban/. 
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relationships with men outside of their households.

The group places strong emphasis on modesty and the ‘defense of women's 
honor’ in its statements mandating strict dress codes and male chaperones 
for women. For example, on 7 May 2022, the Taliban’s Ministry for the 
Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice announced that it is “required 
for all respectable Afghan women to wear a hijab”, or headscarf, and that 
“[i]f a woman is caught without a hijab, her mahram (a male guardian) will 
be warned. The second time, the guardian will be summoned [by Taliban 
officials], and after repeated summons, her guardian will be imprisoned for 
three days.”21

	■ Dismissal of Western Models 

The Taliban view ideas of gender equality and Western education as perverse 
and wicked, and as being antithetical to Islamic principles. Their policies are 
frequently presented as a shield against the alleged moral decay of Western 
culture. For example, a high-ranking Taliban official stated that “[w]e do not 
want Western education, which has brought moral decay,”22 indicating that 
they disagree with the egalitarian ideas that are typically promoted in Western 
discussions on women's rights. 

	■ Control Using Islamic Justifications 

The Taliban base their policies on particular hadiths and verses from the 
Quran. They frequently quote scriptures that address men's and women's 

21.Kumar, R. and Noori, H. (2022). Afghan women deplore Taliban’s new order to cover faces in public. Al 
Jazeera. [online] 8 May. Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/5/8/taliban-make-burqa-
mandatory-for-afghan-women.

22. Payandeh, S. (2023). تسا نابلاط یژولویدیا زا هتساخرب یا‌هسردمریغ شزومآ اب زیتس [The fight against non-
formal education stems from Taliban ideology]. Hasht-e Sobh. [online] 11 Jun. Available at: https://8am.media/
fa/the-struggle-with-non-school-education-originates-from-the-ideology-of-the-taliban/. 
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duties in the home, leaving out larger contexts that highlight shared rights and 
obligations. For example, the Taliban, may cite passages from the Quran such 
as Surah An-Nisa (4:34), which addresses men's duty as women's guardians 
and maintainers, to bolster their claims of male guardianship and authority 
over women's liberties, while overlooking other passages that affirm women’s 
rights in a broader sense.23

	■ Emphasizing Patriarchal Authority 

A patriarchal system that places men in positions of control over women in 
both social and familial situations is fundamental to the Taliban’s ideology. 
Certain interpretations of religious texts support this idea. Citing their 
authoritarian interpretation of Quranic scriptures emphasizing male 
guardianship, the Taliban have repeatedly said in public that “Islam gives 
men authority over women.”24 The Taliban prioritize the upholding of 
traditional gender roles and modesty while opposing what they consider to 
be Western impositions. Their perception of women's rights is informed by 
a combination of stringent religious interpretations, cultural traditions, and 
political views. They frequently justify their policies—all of which promote 
female inequality and run counter to more general Islamic teachings that 
favor education and the rights of all people—by using selective readings of 
Islamic literature.

Conclusion

Politically, the Taliban’s conceptualization of women’s rights reflects an 
ideological project aimed at legitimizing and consolidating patriarchal 
authority within a theocratic governance framework. Their interpretation 

23. Girls’ Education and Islam: A Divine Command with Historical Precedent. (2022). [online] Washington, DC: 
Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security. Available at: https://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/
uploads/2022/08/Girls-Education-and-Islam.pdf.

24. ‘Men and women are not equal’: Taliban education minister. (2023).  The Times of India. [online] 1 Oct. 
Available at: https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/south-asia/men-and-women-are-not-equal-taliban-
education-minister/articleshow/104090692.cms
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of Islamic jurisprudence functions as a tool of political control, grounding 
social order in religious orthodoxy and reinforcing male dominance as a 
pillar of regime stability. The regulation of women’s mobility, dress, and 
public presence thus operates as a moral directive as well as an instrument 
of statecraft, aligning civic identity and power structures with patriarchal 
religious doctrine.

The Taliban’s discourse on women’s rights also reveals a systematic 
construction of gender hierarchy that naturalizes women’s subordination 
through religious and cultural narratives. By codifying obedience, modesty, 
and domestic confinement as moral imperatives, this framework transforms 
gender difference into a mechanism of structural inequality. The erasure 
of women from public, employment, and educational spheres constitutes a 
broader epistemic violence, which not only silences women’s voices but also 
redefines social value in explicitly masculinist terms.

The Taliban’s treatment of women’s rights also constitutes a fundamental 
rejection of established international legal norms. The Taliban’s policies 
directly contravene obligations under treaties like the CEDAW and the 
ICCPR, among others. The systematic exclusion of women from education, 
employment, and political participation is both a violation of individual 
human rights and an affront to the principles of jus cogens that underpin 
universal human dignity and equality before the law.

The Taliban’s stances on women’s rights exhibit a combination of authoritarian 
governance, patriarchal ideology, and legal exceptionalism. Politically, the 
Taliban regime is instrumentalizing religious doctrine to maintain authority. 
Socially, it is entrenching gendered subordination through cultural and moral 
rationalizations. Legally, it is positioning itself outside the normative bounds 
of the international order. This shows that the Taliban’s conceptualization of 
women’s rights is not merely a local cultural variation, but a deliberate mode 
of governance that mobilizes gender oppression as a central apparatus of 
power.
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Policy Recommendations

	■ International Recognition of Institutionalized Gender Oppression: 
The international community should formally recognize that the Taliban’s 
governance model constitutes a system of institutionalized gender 
oppression, in which religious doctrine is deliberately instrumentalized 
to legitimize patriarchal authority and political control. This system 
systematically excludes women from education, employment, public 
life, and political participation, transforming gender subordination into 
a central mechanism of governance. Such recognition is essential not 
only for accurately framing the nature of the crisis in Afghanistan, but 
also for preventing the normalization of gender-based exclusion under 
the guise of cultural or religious difference. Recognizing this structure 
enables stronger legal, diplomatic, and normative responses grounded in 
international human rights law.

	■ Strengthen International Accountability and Documentation 
Mechanisms: The United Nations and relevant international bodies 
should strengthen and adequately resource independent mechanisms 
mandated to document, monitor, and preserve evidence of gender-
based discrimination and human rights violations against women in 
Afghanistan. These mechanisms should focus on the role of Taliban 
edicts, enforcement institutions, and governance practices that 
operationalize women’s exclusion and subordination. Comprehensive 
and gender-disaggregated documentation is critical for future 
accountability processes, including international legal action, targeted 
sanctions, and sustained international pressure. Without systematic 
documentation, the Taliban’s practices risk becoming entrenched and 
normalized within the international system.

	■ Condition Engagement on Measurable Women’s Rights 
Benchmarks: Any form of diplomatic engagement, humanitarian 
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coordination, or political dialogue with the Taliban authorities should be 
explicitly conditioned on clear, measurable, and verifiable improvements 
in women’s rights. These benchmarks must include the restoration 
of women’s access to education at all levels, the right to work without 
male guardianship, and freedom of movement. Engagement absent 
enforceable conditions risks legitimizing the Taliban’s gender hierarchy 
and undermining the universality of international human rights norms. 
Conditional engagement ensures that international interaction does not 
function as implicit endorsement of systemic gender discrimination.

	■ Protect Women’s Agency, Education, and Socioeconomic 
Participation: International actors should prioritize policies and 
programs that preserve Afghan women’s agency and capacity to 
participate in social, educational, and economic life despite restrictive 
conditions. This includes supporting alternative and transnational 
education initiatives, safeguarding women’s access to professional 
pathways particularly in critical sectors such as healthcare and 
education—and providing sustained support to women-led civil 
society organizations. Protecting women’s educational and professional 
trajectories is essential to preventing long-term societal degradation and 
ensuring that women remain active agents rather than passive subjects 
within authoritarian governance structures.


