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Scope and Operative Elements of What ‘Principled’ and 
‘Non-Principled’ International Engagement With the Taliban 

Entails in Theory and Practice

By Sofia Ramyar1

Since August 2021, international engagement with the Taliban has remained 
a contentious issue. While the international community, including the United 
Nations (UN), has argued that engagement is essential to alleviate the problem 
of hunger and to prevent large scale starvation, opponents of this approach 
believe that engagement with the Taliban and the resulting supply of aid 
stands to strengthen the draconian regime. This essay articulates the elements 
of a ‘principled’ approach, based on commitments to human rights, respect for 
women’s rights, and the interests of Afghanistan over the individual interests 
of countries. In contrast, a ‘non-principled’ engagement prioritizes individual 
approaches to dealing with the Taliban that have been driven by their own 
interests without a commitment to addressing the situation of women and 
gender equality in Afghanistan.

This essay explores the scope and consequences of both engagement and 
non-engagement policies of the world with Afghanistan. It also discusses 
whether this engagement should be principled or non-principled, or whether 
a different approach should be taken. Finally, the paper unpacks three 
terms: principled, non-principled, and pragmatic. To that end, Section 1 
provides a contextual overview of the situation and the questions this essay 
considers. Section 2 discusses the objectives of the Taliban, and those of 

1. Sofia Ramyar is an Afghan advocate for women’s rights, girls’ education, and mental health.
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regional countries and Western countries. Section 3 analyzes the potential 
impact of engagement and no engagement with the Taliban on the people of 
Afghanistan. The concluding section summarizes the discussions and ends 
with six policy recommendations.

Immediately after militarily capturing power in Afghanistan in August 
2021, the Taliban unilaterally declared the country as the ‘Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan’ (IEA) and their de facto regime as the legitimate governing 
authority. However, since then, neither Western countries nor regional 
countries have recognized the Taliban de facto authorities (DFA) as the 
legitimate government of Afghanistan. 

Although the Taliban DFA have not been formally recognized by any 
country in the world (except Russia, which did so in 2025),2 various Western 
and regional countries, as well as international bodies, have engaged with 
the Taliban DFA in different ways and for a variety of reasons that seem 
to serve their own interests. The priorities of countries in Afghanistan’s 
neighborhood have been security, economics, and refugee issues, whereas the 
West has prioritized the release of US nationals held hostage by the Taliban; 
counterterrorism and intelligence gathering; and humanitarian emergency 
response, and women’s rights crises.

The lack of formal recognition for the DFA stems in large part from the 
Taliban’s continued violations of international law, such as oppressive and 
unjust treatment of women, including denying women the right (and access) 
to education, employment, and freedom of expression. Additionally, the 
Taliban have failed to fulfill their promises to form a government in which all 
of Afghanistan’s diverse ethnicities, languages, and tribes are represented and 
are actively involved in policymaking and governance. 

2.Drury, F. and Wilson, T. (2025). Russia becomes first state to recognise Afghanistan’s Taliban government. BBC. 
[online] 4 Jul. Available at: https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c78n4wely9do. 
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Given the world’s varied strategies and approaches for engagement with the 
Taliban, this essay considers the following questions: 

	■ What are the primary objectives driving regional powers and the 
international community to engage with the Taliban, and what are the 
Taliban’s goals in these interactions?

 
	■ What are the impacts of these engagements for the people of 

Afghanistan, particularly women, who are extremely affected by the 
Taliban’s oppressive regime, confined to their homes, and deprived of 
their fundamental rights?

Understanding the Objectives

	■ What are the Taliban’s objectives?

Since assuming power, the Taliban have proclaimed that they rightfully 
deserve authority. They base this claim on the fact that they conquered 
Afghanistan by force, which they believe is the result of 20 years of struggle 
and their sacred jihad against the US occupation of Afghanistan.3  Furthermore, 
the Taliban believe that such victory was only possible with support from 
local communities. Additionally, the Taliban describe these political gains 
as divine. Consequently, they consider themselves to be Afghanistan’s 
sole representatives and demand diplomatic relationships and international 
recognition.

Following the Taliban’s power capture in August 2021, several Western 
countries, including the US, shut down their diplomatic missions in the country 
and refrained from establishing formal ties with the Taliban administration. 
Additionally, Taliban-appointed representatives have been denied permission 

3. Semple, M. (2014).  Rhetoric, Ideology, and Organizational Structure of the Taliban Movement. [online] 
Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace. Available at: https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/187121/PW102-
Rhetoric-Ideology-and-Organizational-Structure-of-the-Taliban-Movement.pdf.  
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to inherit Afghanistan’s seat at the UN at least twice so far.4 In their first press 
conference in Kabul in August 2021, Taliban Spokesperson Zabihullah 
Mujahid, said, “[w]e desire positive relations, a strong economy, robust trade, 
and effective diplomacy.”5 However, despite their demands, four years have 
passed and the group has not received any formal recognition from the wider 
international community.

That said, at present, the Taliban does have de facto recognition. The US 
describes its relations with the Taliban as “pragmatic engagement”6 necessary 
to pursue its interests in Afghanistan. US officials hold diplomatic meetings 
with the Taliban at various assemblies and functions, and Washington DC 
remains the largest financial contributor to the country. The UN has taken a 
step further and maintained open offices in Afghanistan.

Moreover, despite initial reservations, countries like China, Iran, Pakistan, 
and Russia are among the those that have welcomed Taliban-appointed 
diplomats and have hosted their representatives for talks and meetings in 
their territories.7 Several other countries, including Turkey, India, Iran, and 
Russia, have also taken significant steps toward normalized relations with 
the Taliban’s de facto administration through partnerships on projects and  
by reopening their embassies in Kabul.8 As of February 2024, there were 

4. Gladstone, R. (2021). U.N. Seats Denied, for Now, to Afghanistan’s Taliban and Myanmar’s Junta. The New York 
Times. [online] 1 Dec. Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/01/world/americas/united-nations-
taliban-myanmar.html. 

5.The Taliban’s Neighbourhood: Regional Diplomacy with Afghanistan. (2024). [online] International Crisis 
Group. Available at: https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/337-talibans-neighbourhood-
regional-diplomacy-afghanistan. 

6. U.S. Relations With Afghanistan [Bilateral Relations Fact Sheet]. (2022). U.S. Department of State. [online] 15 
Aug. Available at: https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-afghanistan/.

7. Dawi, A. (2024). China’s President Accepts Credentials From Afghan Representative. VOA. [online] 30 Jan. 
Available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/china-s-president-receives-afghan-ambassador-taliban-seek-
recognition-from-russia-iran-/7463837.html. 

8. Kumar, R. (2024). Why has China recognised Taliban’s envoy to Beijing? Al Jazeera. [online] 14 Feb. Available 
at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/2/14/is-chinas-recognition-of-afghanistan-envoy-a-diplomatic-win-
for-taliban.  
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16 foreign embassies operating in Kabul.9

The Taliban DFA have been lobbying more Western countries in a bid to 
convince them to open their embassies in Kabul, like other aforementioned 
countries have done. Additionally, the DFA continue to advocate for taking 
charge of all of Afghanistan’s embassies and consulates overseas, irrespective 
of whether those missions are formerly controlled by the Republican 
administrations or still overseen by Republic-appointed diplomats. 
Currently, the Taliban oversees at least 14  of Afghanistan’s diplomatic 
missions overseas.10 Furthermore, the Taliban are lobbying to take charge of 
Afghanistan’s seat at the UN.

	■ What does the region want?

Regional countries have a variety of interests in maintaining their engagements 
with the Taliban, ranging from geopolitical to economic. 

Afghanistan’s strategic location in Asia serves as a land bridge connecting 
countries around Afghanistan including China, Russia, Turkey, Iran, and 
Pakistan. Its abundance in natural resources further enhances its strategic 
significance, motivating positive relationships with the Taliban. This 
relationship has extended beyond mere engagement, to more concrete 
outcomes like reopening embassies within Afghanistan and welcoming 
Taliban-appointed diplomats in Afghanistan’s diplomatic missions in their 
own countries.  

Another matter of interest for the region influencing normalization of 
relationships with the Taliban is the presence of terrorist groups like al 

9. Wikipedia. (n.d.). List of diplomatic missions in Afghanistan [As of February 2024]. [online] Available at: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_diplomatic_missions_in_Afghanistan#:~:text=This%20is%20a%20list%20
of,in%20Kabul%20(February%202024). Please note: Sources citing official announcements of reopening of 
embassies and/or diplomatic presences in various forms are listed next to the names of the respective countries 
mentioned in this list. 

10. Afghanistan: Taliban Takes Over 14 Diplomatic Missions, Wants To Control More Missions. (2023). Outlook. 
[online] 25 Mar. Available at: https://www.outlookindia.com/international/afghanistan-taliban-takes-over-14-
diplomatic-missions-wants-to-control-more-missions-news-273297. 
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Qaeda, Islamic State ‘Khorasan Province’ (ISKP), and other foreign terrorist 
fighters in Afghanistan. This raises immense concern of future threats to 
the region despite the Taliban leadership’s assurances of cutting their ties 
with all terrorist groups, including al Qaeda, and that of the existence of no 
threat emanating from Afghanistan to any country. However, reports by 
the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan’s (UNAMA) have consistently 
pointed to the presence and escalation of activities of terrorist groups within 
Afghanistan.11 

The Taliban’s return has also triggered widespread fear within the country. 
Since August 2021, thousands of citizens have fled Afghanistan, seeking 
refuge in neighboring countries, often resorting to illegal migration routes, 
due to persecution by the Taliban for their affiliation with the West or the 
previous government in Afghanistan. Regional countries want to support 
Afghanistan to prevent further displacement and to encourage its people to 
remain in their homeland.

Finally, rivalries among regional countries such as Russia, Iran, India, 
Pakistan, and China, along with regional states’ competition with the West, 
particularly with the US, exist for various reasons, serving as a motive for 
these countries to maintain their relationship with the Taliban. They fear12 that 
cutting ties with the Taliban might lead to a threat from their rival countries, 
and they try to avoid these scenarios. 

	■ What are the Western countries’ objectives?

North America—the US in particular—has several stated interests in 
Afghanistan: delivering humanitarian aid; advancing human rights; and 
promoting more inclusive governance.13 But these are secondary objectives. 

11. Seldin, J. (2023). UN Report Warns Al-Qaida, Islamic State Growing in Afghanistan.  VOA. [online] 
14 Jun. Available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/un-report-warns-al-qaida-islamic-state-growing-in-
afghanistan/7138133.html.  

12. Ali, S.M. (2020). The U.S.-China Strategic Rivalry and its Implications for Pakistan.  The Stimson Center. 
[online] 1 Dec. Available at: https://www.stimson.org/2020/the-u-s-china-strategic-rivalry-and-its-implications-
for-pakistan/.

13. Ibid. (U.S. Relations With Afghanistan [Bilateral Relations Fact Sheet], 2022)
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The first set of priorities include securing the release of American hostages 
held by the Taliban; counterterrorism and intelligence gathering; and the 
evacuation of people who have served in Afghanistan alongside US military 
or diplomatic personnel. Western countries believe14 that their policy of 
engagement with the Taliban will help to convince the latter to comply with 
international legal standards and respect human rights, ensuring women’s and 
girls’ access to education, employment, and full participation in society. 

Since August 2021, Afghanistan has been grappling with a deep economic 
and humanitarian crisis and the people have been facing starvation. The 
West wants to help, and to avoid further devastation for the Afghan people. 
Moreover, Western countries remain concerned about the recurrence of 
attacks (like the 9/11 attacks that were orchestrated by al Qaeda from within 
Afghanistan in 1990s). They believe addressing security threats posed by 
Afghanistan requires diplomatic engagement with the Taliban to mitigate 
and prevent potential risks. Furthermore, concerns persist over illegal 
immigration from Afghanistan, which could have ramifications beyond 
Afghanistan’s borders.

Given these concerns, the Western countries believe that engagement with 
the Taliban is essential to help Afghanistan, and to prevent the country from 
becoming isolated from the international community. In the meantime, they 
want to hold the Taliban accountable to uphold the principles of women’s 
rights and human rights that are enshrined in international law.

Impact of Engagement and No Engagement on the People of 
Afghanistan 

According to the UN,15 principled engagement means promoting and 
encouraging respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, 

14. Taliban Restrictions on Women’s Rights Deepen Afghanistan’s Crisis. (2023). [online] International Crisis 
Group. Available at: https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/329-taliban-restrictions-womens-
rights-deepen-afghanistans-crisis. 

15. United Nations (1945). United Nations Charter, Chapter I: Purposes and Principles. [online] United Nations. 
Available at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-1. 
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regardless of race, sex, language, or religion. In contrast, ‘non-principled 
engagement’ would prioritize the interests of individual countries over 
the respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms of the people of 
Afghanistan. 

The West’s approach towards the Taliban has been mixed. On the one hand, 
Western countries have refrained from granting de jure recognition to the 
Taliban DFA regime. This can be referred to as a principled approach because 
the Taliban did not gain power through any legitimate process, instead 
capturing Afghanistan by force. On the other hand, Western countries meet 
with Taliban representatives both publicly and secretly.16 They [the West] 
describe this approach as pragmatic engagement and justify it in relation to 
the objectives discussed earlier in this essay.

Meanwhile, regional countries have taken further steps toward a normal 
state-to-state relationship. Thus far, no Western country has transferred 
the leadership of Afghanistan’s embassies to the Taliban DFA, but multiple 
countries in Afghanistan’s neighborhood have. Iran, Pakistan, China, and 
Russia are among the countries that have accepted the credentials of Taliban-
appointed ‘diplomats’ in their capitals. These countries have also described 
their engagement with the Taliban as pragmatic, albeit this approach 
contradicts the values of principled engagement. 

Neither the West’s restrained engagement nor the region’s unbound 
engagement stand to have a positive impact on the people of Afghanistan. 
Instead, these engagements do benefit the Taliban in their efforts to cement 
their repressive regime.

The plight of the people of Afghanistan, particularly women, as well as the 
unprecedented rise in violence against women—which has been described 
as “gender apartheid” in the report by the UN Special Rapporteur for Human 

16.  Bin Javaid, O. (2024). What to expect as Taliban joins third UN-held talks on Afghanistan in Qatar. Al Jazeera. 
[online] 1 Jul. Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/7/1/what-to-expect-as-taliban-joins-third-
un-held-talks-on-afghanistan-in-qatar.
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Rights in Afghanistan—have continued to exist and worsen in some cases.17 
Furthermore, despite significant aid support from international organizations 
to assist the needy in Afghanistan, a portion of these funds is directed to 
Afghanistan’s central bank, which is controlled by the Taliban.18 

According to the World Food Programme (WFP), as of December 2023, 
more than 15.8 million people in Afghanistan (36% of the population) have 
been experiencing a severe food security crisis.19 Over 89% of the people 
in Afghanistan are facing inadequate food consumption with critically high 
levels of hunger. The WFP estimates that they require USD 2.2 billion to 
deliver emergency food, and livelihood support to those in need.20

The world’s current engagement policy has proven detrimental, hurting the 
Afghan people, particularly women. Similarly, a policy of disengagement 
or isolation would also harm the Afghan people, pushing Afghanistan out 
of the global arena while allowing the Taliban to continue its repressive rule 
unchecked. While engagement provides opportunities for the Taliban, such as 
travel permissions, diplomatic representation, and receipt of humanitarian aid 
and other financial support in the name of Afghanistan, Western and regional 
powers should demand equal benefits, particularly regarding restoring and 
advancing women’s rights.

An examination of the policies of engagement with the Taliban reveals that 
there appears to be a struggle between adhering to principles and pragmatism. 
Given the complex humanitarian crisis, economic collapse, and the situation 

17. Barr, H. (2024). The Taliban and the Global Backlash Against Women’s Rights. Human Rights Watch. [online] 6 
Feb. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/02/06/taliban-and-global-backlash-against-womens-rights. 

18. Miller, T.C. (2024). U.N. Has Flown More Than $2.9 Billion in Cash to Afghanistan Since the Taliban Seized 
Power, Diverting U.S. Funds.  ProPublica. [online] 20 Mar. Available at: https://www.propublica.org/article/
united-nations-cash-afghanistan-following-taliban-takeover.

19. Integrated Food Security Phase Classification. (2023). Afghanistan: Acute Food Insecurity Situation for 
October 2023 and Projection for November 2023 - March 2024. [online] Available at: https://www.ipcinfo.org/
ipc-country-analysis/details-map/en/c/1156740/?iso3=AFG.

20. WFP Media. (2024) X [formerly 'Twitter'] 7 May. Available at: https://x.com/WFP_Media/
status/1787816465271259436 
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in Afghanistan under a regressive regime that flouts international law, any 
approach to dealing with the situation must proceed with extreme caution. 

Conclusion

Since 2021, various countries have maintained individual approaches to 
dealing with the Taliban—approaches that have been driven by their own 
interests without a commitment to addressing the situation of women and 
gender equality in Afghanistan. While these countries believe in maintaining 
an open channel of engagement between the Taliban and the world, any such 
engagement should be conducted under the condition that it does not grant the 
group any form of recognition and that it improves the situation of women. 

If such an objective is not attainable, then the policy of no engagement should 
be the best option as it would prevent further misery in the lives of people, 
particularly women. While a policy of no engagement would result in women 
being oppressed solely by the Taliban, engagement by the international 
community would mean that both the Taliban and the international community 
would be complicit in the oppression of women.

In other words, a non-engagement policy would at least prevent women 
from facing additional layers of oppression that could result from granting 
the Taliban greater international standing. Such engagement risks giving the 
Taliban increased political leverage, which they could then use to further 
entrench their restrictions on women. It would allow them to normalize 
their oppressive policies, reinforcing gender-based discrimination without 
accountability or international scrutiny. 

Supporting Afghanistan’s economy and providing humanitarian assistance 
presents significant leverage for the international community. The Taliban 
are aware that an economic collapse would undermine their authority and 
potentially trigger widespread discontent among the population. This could 
lead to increased opposition and insurgency, ultimately threatening their grip 
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on power. Therefore, the Taliban is motivated to avoid such a scenario at all 
costs. 

By recognizing and capitalizing on this leverage, the international community 
can effectively pressure the Taliban to reconsider their policies. 

Policy Recommendations

	■ Engagement, be it principled or pragmatic, should serve the best interests 
of the people, particularly women, and such opportunities should restrict 
the Taliban to meetings within Afghanistan, withholding privileges 
of travel and representation abroad, until they demonstrate tangible 
progress in respecting human rights. The decision of the UN Security 
Council’s Taliban Sanctions Committee to remove two Taliban education 
ministers from the exemption list due to the ban on women’s education in 
Afghanistan was a positive step.21 This approach should be applied to all 
Taliban members. While such actions may not yield immediate results, 
they will eventually marginalize the Taliban. Without consequences for 
their actions, the Taliban are unlikely to alter their oppressive policies.

	■ Regional and extra-regional countries should develop a united approach 
in dealing and engaging with the Taliban. Doing so would improve the 
odds of influencing certain policies of the Taliban. This requires rigorous 
discussion among key international actors in Afghanistan. The UN 
already convenes meetings of special envoys in Doha and a discussion on 
a cohesive, united approach can be included as an agenda point in those 
fora. 

	■ The international community should regularly review its policy of 
engagement with the Taliban to assess the (lack of) progress, particularly 
vis-à-vis the situation of women’s rights. Based on these assessments, the 

21. UN ends Taliban travel ban exemptions. (2022). Deutsche Welle. [online] 20 Aug. Available at: https://www.
dw.com/en/un-fails-to-reach-deal-to-extend-taliban-travel-ban-exemptions/a-62873851. 
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international community should adjust its approach towards Afghanistan. 
These assessments, and actions taken on their bases, should become 
public for transparency purposes.

	■ While aid is crucial for Afghanistan, this should reach only those in 
need without any portion of it being directed to banks controlled by the 
Taliban. UN agencies claim that humanitarian aid to Afghanistan is being 
distributed through secure cash transfer only accessible to donor and UN 
agency organizations. However, reports by the US’ Special Inspector 
General for Afghanistan Reconstruction contradict this claim. A robust 
monitoring mechanism must be instituted to ensure transparency and 
assure the public that the aid intended for vulnerable populations does not 
end up in the hands of the Taliban. Currently, there is no robust monitoring 
mechanism in place to ensure transparency and accountability of aid 
sent to Afghanistan, particularly to guarantee that it is free from Taliban 
interference. 

	■ Any aid sent to Afghanistan should adhere to the principle of equality 
and be distributed fairly between men and women, without the Taliban’s 
interference. If the world wants to address human rights and humanitarian 
crises, it must ensure women’s presence and active involvement in aid 
disbursal. To ensure equal access to aid for both men and women, it is 
essential that donor agencies include female staff in their teams. In many 
areas, the Taliban do not allow male staff to distribute aid directly to 
women, so the presence of female aid workers is critical for reaching 
women in need.

	■ Many households in Afghanistan are headed solely by women, with no 
male family members present. These women are often the only providers 
for their families. It is crucial that the donor community identifies and 
prioritizes such households during aid distribution. If these families 
are not properly identified, they risk being excluded from assistance, 
undermining the principle of equity and fairness in aid delivery.


