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Executive Summary  

Since August 15, 2021, the Taliban have systematically dismantled Afghanistan’s civic spaces 
and eroded its citizens’ fundamental rights. The CIVICUS Monitor now classifies the 
country’s civic space as closed, evidence of the regime’s relentless suppression of dissent 
and free expression. No space has been left untouched. Hundreds of NGOs have had their 
operational capacity diminished, leading to catastrophic reductions in essential services. 
Activists face severe crackdowns, extensive surveillance, arbitrary detention, torture and 
enforced disappearance. Women cannot access their fundamental freedoms of education, 
expression, association and peaceful assembly.  
 
JHR’s report, “Isolated and Denied: Civil Society and Human Rights in Taliban-Controlled 
Afghanistan,” provides a comprehensive examination of the de facto authorities’ systematic 
human rights violations and the collapse of civic spaces in the country. Its findings are based 
on interviews JHR conducted with civil society actors, founders of women-led organizations, 
women’s rights activists, female healthcare workers, media workers and men and women 
from a range of ethnic, religious minorities and economic backgrounds in 2024 and 2025. 
The report outlines the steps taken and methods used by the de facto authorities and the 
impact those actions have had on civil society. 
 
The report also focuses on the resulting absence of crucial services in the country. By early 
2023, women were removed from leadership positions within NGOs and restricted from 
signing documents. The closure of women’s shelters in late 2021 left survivors of domestic 
violence without essential support. The sidelining of female aid workers, who provide 
essential outreach to women and girls, has led to the suspension of key programs, including 
maternal healthcare and educational initiatives for girls. 89.7% of respondents to a JHR 
survey said that the lack of women’s health workers has had harmful effects on women’s 
health. Female physicians told JHR that their inability to provide the services they were 
trained to provide would significantly reduce patient attendance and exacerbate untreated 
health issues.  
 
State institutions and legal structures have also been impacted. Between August 2021 and 
November 2022, the de facto authorities arbitrarily detained at least 1,976 individuals, 
including women human rights defenders, journalists and activists. Hundreds more have 
been imprisoned since then. This number includes at least 352 women. Detainees often 
endure inhumane treatment. There are reports of solitary confinement and coercion into 
false confessions under torture. As human rights institutions have been dismantled and 
special courts dedicated to addressing violence against women abolished, there are now 
fewer ways to access justice than ever before. 
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Media freedom has also been severely curtailed. Directives issued in late 2021 forced 
women journalists off the air or mandated face coverings. By mid-2022, no female editors or 
station managers remained in their roles. The independent media landscape has been 
drastically reduced by threats and censorship. Afghanistan is now one of the most 
dangerous environments in the world for media workers. 
 
The report therefore calls for the de facto authorities to reverse oppressive measures and 
restore women’s rights. It recommends adhering to Afghanistan’s obligations under 
international law including the UN Security Council resolutions and CEDAW. It demands an 
immediate cessation of arbitrary detentions and violence against activists, the release of 
unjustly detained individuals and the unimpeded functioning of independent civil society 
and media. It urges the international community to prioritize human rights in all dealings 
with the Taliban and underscores the need for women’s participation in humanitarian and 
development efforts. 
 
This report also highlights the remarkable resilience of Afghan civil society. Women leaders 
continue to engage in efforts to advance education, healthcare and livelihood support for 
other women and to demonstrate a steadfast commitment to preserving hard-won gains, 
even under extreme threat. 
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Key Findings  
 

● Civil Society: The Taliban eroded civic space, criminalized independent activism and 
shut down women’s organizations. JHR confirmed that since 2021, the number of 
NGOs in the country has decreased from more than 6,000 to approximately 1,430. 
 

● Civil Society: Since August 2021, the Taliban have arbitrarily detained at least 1,976 
individuals, including women human rights defenders and activists. More than 76% 
of those detained indicated experiencing harassment or threats during this period. 
 

● Media Freedom: Taliban censorship has decimated independent media, forced the 
closure of more than half of all media outlets and driven approximately 60% of 
journalists out of work. This has a disproportionate impact on female journalists who 
face unique challenges in this restrictive environment. 
 

● Education: In the 12 provinces where JHR focused its research, JHR found that 
underground education networks and online platforms continue to thrive, enabling 
Afghan women and journalists to conduct their activities covertly and amidst 
restrictions imposed on their rights and freedoms. 
 

● Gender Equality: Excluding women from the provision of aid and healthcare has 
drastically reduced essential services. JHR found that 89% of its respondents had 
significant disruptions in healthcare delivery due to the ban on women aid workers. 
 

● Gender Equality: Taliban policies have severely affected Afghan women’s mental 
health. JHR found that 88% of its respondents reported experiencing significant 
emotional distress, including feelings of depression and hopelessness. The increase 
in clinical depression and suicidal thoughts among adolescent girls highlights a 
critical mental health crisis linked to these restrictions. 
 

● Gender Equality: Child marriage has increased. 94% of JHR respondents had 
observed a rise in their communities. 70% reported knowing at least one girl married 
under age 15. Child marriage is often driven by economic hardship and fear of 
Taliban fighters. These figures indicate that years of progress in reducing child 
marriage rates have been lost. 

● Marginalized Groups: Existing research has concentrated on the country’s major 
urban centers Kabul, Herat, Balkh, and Nangarhar. This study includes those centers 
but also looks at economically disadvantaged provinces that are home to significant 
populations of Hazaras, Uzbeks and Turkmens.  
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● Promising Practices: While the situation of civil society and women-led organizations
in the country has often been underreported due to a lack of access and
respondents’ safety concerns, this study looks closely at civic space and the impact
of restrictions on individuals. It highlights the women leaders who are working to
support the education, health, and business sectors for other women in spite of the
enormous challenges and obstacles.

Recommendations

Civil Society: Make assistance to civic actors, human rights defenders and journalists 
more innova ive and agile. Adjust the processes through which projects inside of 
Afghanistan are approved and supported including the methods with which impact 
is measured. 

Civil Society: Include mechanisms for collaborative projects between local and exiled 
journalists and civil society as part of international development projects to ensure the 
continuation of support to non-state actors inside of the country. 

Civil Society and Media: Include pathways for Afghan human rights defenders and 
journalists as part of democratic countries’ streams for assistance. Humanitarian visa 
schemes and emergency relocations must be offered to those at risk as this allows them 
to continue their work safely.  

Civil Society and Media: Encourage and foster regional cooperation among 
Afghanistan’s neighbouring countries to support NGOs, women-led organizations and 
independent media outlets. This could involve creating safe spaces for journalists and 
activists to operate in exile and fostering cross-border collaborations to ensure that 
Afghan stories reach global audiences. 

Ethnic and Religious Minorities: Ensure the equitable distribution of assistance to ethnic 
and religious communities whose civil society networks have been disrupted. Aid 
programs can be monitored to prevent discrimination by Taliban-appointed authorities 
and local minority leaders can participate in planning and distribution to promote 
inclusion and equity. 

Media: Fund and strengthen local Afghan media outlets. Prioritize female and local 
journalists in rural areas. Radio and television broadcasts are critical channels for 
delivering educational programming, healthcare guidance, human rights information 
and emergency updates that are accessible to women and girls in both urban and 
rural a  reas.
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Gender Equality: Invest in mental health initiatives that leverage digital channels, radio 
and television to support Afghan women and girls facing isolation due to Taliban 
restrictions. Collaborating with local women-led organizations is essential for providing 
culturally sensitive counselling services that address the psychological effects identified 
in the findings. Emphasize the creation of accessible mental health resources, trauma-
informed programming, and secure anonymous access to psychological services for 
vulnerable populations. 

Gender Equality: Advocate for the inclusion of Afghan women in humanitarian and 
developmental efforts. Specify that female staff are permitted to be employed and can 
engage directly with female beneficiaries. If the Taliban persist in restricting women’s 
participation, explore alternative methods to ensure that aid effectively reaches women 
and girls. 

Education: Support alternative educational initiatives for Afghan girls, emphasizing 
online education, radio and television lessons, and underground home-schooling. Focus 
on providing digital literacy training, secure access to online resources, and reliable 
technology to overcome barriers and ensure ongoing learning opportunities nationwide. 
Women-led organizations can be key partners in developing these programs, ensuring 
culturally appropriate content reaches girls despite restrictions.  
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Introduction

On August 15, 2021, the Taliban took control of Kabul and regained power two decades 
after their initial regime was overthrown.1 This sudden takeover, which coincided with the 
withdrawal of international forces, led to the dismantling of critical institutions and the 
erosion of rights and freedoms.2 

In the weeks that followed, the de facto authorities’ intentions became clear. Civic space in 
Afghanistan has been systematically dismantled, independent activism is criminalized, 
women’s organizations have been shut down, and freedom of association and assembly 
exist only nominally.3 Tactics included raiding civil society offices, freezing financial 
resources and barring female staff from the workforce. Freedoms essential to democracy 
have been stifled; activists face brutal crackdowns, surveillance, imprisonment and 
violence.4 Many NGOs have ceased operations, causing a catastrophic decline in the sector’s 
overall capacity. The CIVICUS Monitor now classifies Afghanistan’s civic space as closed.5  

The Taliban policies have not only devastated individual lives but also undermined the 
country’s social and economic fabric. By excluding half the population from education and 
employment, they have stifled innovation and jeopardized long-term development. 
Women’s exclusion from the workforce has diminished household incomes and national 
productivity while perpetuating cycles of poverty and inequality.6 Furthermore, the de facto 
authorities have exploited state infrastructure to enforce their regime through arbitrary 
arrests, torture, enforced disappearances and executions.7 

This report aims to document the restrictions placed on women’s rights organizations, 
human rights defenders and female journalists, as well as civic spaces, access to information 
and education from August 2021 to March 2025. The report looks at the state of NGOs, 
challenges for women led organizations, civil society resilience, gender based violence and 
freedom of information to analyze the impacts of the de facto authorities’ policies across 
several dimensions, including civic participation, access to information, education, 
healthcare and freedom from violence. 

This study differs from its predecessors in three key ways. 

Previous research has concentrated on the country’s major urban centers, such as Kabul, 
Herat, Balkh, and Nangarhar.8 This study includes those centers but also looks at 
economically disadvantaged provinces that are home to significant populations of Hazaras, 
Uzbeks, and Turkmens. This approach allows for an analysis of the sociocultural dynamics 
and developmental challenges faced by these communities and provides a more nuanced 
understanding of the region. While the situation of civil society and women-led 
organizations in the country has often been underreported due to a lack of access and 
respondents’ safety concerns, this study looks closely at civic space and the impact of 
restrictions on individuals. It highlights, for instance, the women leaders who are working to 
support the education, health, and business sectors for other women in spite of the 
enormous challenges and obstacles. 
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Methodology

Journalists for Human Rights (JHR) utilizes a comprehensive mixed-methods strategy that 
integrates primary data collection through semi-structured interviews and secondary data. 
This approach provides an evidence-based account that highlights both the oppression and 
the resistance of civil society during this period. It draws on insights from 67 women across 
12 provinces, which are supplemented by 16 in-depth interviews with civil society members, 
founders of women-led organizations, women’s rights activists, female healthcare workers, 
and female journalists. Additional participants include UN officials and men and women 
from a range of ethnic and religious minorities and economic backgrounds to ensure that 
the report captures diverse realities. 

Given the intricate and dynamic political and social situation, this method was developed to 
create a varied and regionally representative dataset while prioritizing the safety and 
privacy of participants. The primary data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews 
held online with 67 participants from 12 provinces: Balkh, Bamyan, Daykundi, Farah, Faryab, 
Ghazni, Herat, Kabul, Kunduz, Nangarhar, Maidan Wardak and Samangan.  

These provinces were chosen to ensure a range of locations and experiences and to 
integrate perspectives from urban, rural and conflict-affected regions. The participants 
ranged in age from 15 to 40 the majority were between 18 and 34 years old. They included 
civil society members, former government or NGO employees, journalists, human rights 
activists, high school girls, university students, and teachers.  

The interviews, lasting approximately 60 minutes, were conducted using secure and 
accessible platforms such as Zoom and Google Meet. This approach facilitated outreach to 
respondents despite mobility restrictions and security concerns. The interviews were 
conducted in Dari and Pashto (whichever the interviewee was more comfortable with) and 
translated into English.  

When permission was granted, audio recordings were made. Otherwise, detailed notes 
were taken and subsequently elaborated upon immediately following the discussion. To 
enhance the findings, the study incorporated 16 additional in-depth interviews with key 
stakeholders from civil society, including founders of women-led organizations, women’s 
rights activists, female healthcare workers, and female journalists facilitated through trusted 
local networks and a snowball sampling method. Initial participants referred others with 
relevant insights and experiences. The testimonies provided context for broader societal 
trends and allowed for an in-depth exploration of how restrictions on rights are enforced, 
how individuals navigate these challenges and the coping mechanisms they develop to 
sustain their lives.  

The report is informed by a literature review of existing documents to contextualize the 
primary data within the broader legal, social, and policy frameworks. The study also 
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reviewed historical reports, policy analyses, and gender-focused studies from other conflict-
affected and authoritarian contexts.  

This comparative analysis established patterns of governance, suppression, and resilience in 
highly restrictive environments. Additionally, regional and international policy frameworks 
were examined to assess the responses of global institutions to the evolving crisis in the country. 

Data Analysis

Given the heightened risks associated with conducting research in restrictive and surveilled 
environments, this study incorporated additional security and anonymity measures to 
ensure the safety of participants and the confidentiality of collected data. 

To protect digital communications, all interviews were conducted using end-to-end 
encrypted platforms to prevent unauthorized access and surveillance. Respondents had the 
option to participate via encrypted messaging apps, VPN-secured calls, or anonymous email 
accounts to safeguard their identities. The data anonymization techniques, meticulously 
applied during transcription and analysis, ensured that no personally identifiable 
information was retained in the records. Respondents were assigned randomized numerical 
identifiers instead of real names, further safeguarding their identities. 

All data was stored on encrypted, password-protected servers, with access limited to the 
core research team. Recognizing the increasing surveillance by authorities, metadata from 
digital communications was eliminated before storing responses to prevent potential 
tracking of participants. Special care was taken to ensure that no location-based metadata 
or device information was attached to interview records. The study also adopted secure 
transcription methods, where sensitive audio files were transcribed in secure offline 
environments to minimize digital exposure. To further ensure data security, interview 
recordings were deleted immediately after transcription, leaving no chance for 
unauthorized access.  

In cases where participants expressed concerns about voice recognition, interviewers 
provided alternative response collection methods, such as typed responses through secure 
platforms. To enhance trust and alleviate fears of retaliation, respondents were given 
significant control over their participation. This included the option to withdraw from the 
study at any time and to review their responses before finalizing their interviews. This 
approach ensured that informed consent was maintained throughout the process, and 
participants felt reassured about the confidentiality of their contributions, knowing that 
they had the power to shape their involvement. 
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Furthermore, the data collected was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. Interview 
transcripts were coded to identify recurring themes and issues that emerged from 
participants’ narratives. Key themes were categorized based on common patterns, legal and 
institutional barriers, socio-economic challenges and restrictions on education, mobility and 
access to resources. 

Ethics

Informed consent was obtained from each participant. All respondents were provided with 
detailed information about the purpose of the research, their right to withdraw at any time, 
and the measures taken to protect their identities. No personally identifiable information 
was collected to minimize the risk of retaliation or surveillance. 

The research was conducted in accordance with international ethical standards for studies 
involving vulnerable populations, ensuring compliance with Tri-Council Policy Statement 
protocols (TCPS) and best practices for conducting research in high-risk environments. These 
measures ensured that participants’ rights, safety, and dignity were upheld throughout the 
research process. 

Civic Space under the Taliban

The Taliban have had a severe impact on Afghanistan’s civil society, and in particular, 
women-led organizations and initiatives.9 Over the two decades preceding 2021, Afghan 
civil society organizations, including NGOs, advocacy groups, professional associations, and 
community-based organizations, flourished and served as vital advocates for human rights, 
good governance and social development.10 They also played a crucial role in bridging the 
gap between the government and its constituents. Women played a central role in many of 
these CSOs, leading efforts focused on women’s health, education, literacy, peacebuilding 
and protection from violence. Women’s rights organizations were particularly influential in 
advancing legal reforms and providing essential services, such as shelters for domestic 
violence survivors.11 

Since the takeover, the de facto authorities have eliminated institutions that support civil 
society and human rights. The following section summarizes those actions. 

In September 2021, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs was abolished, and its offices were 
transferred to the religious police Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention 
of Vice (MPVPV).12 

In 2022, the Taliban reactivated the “morality police” across Afghanistan.13 This culminated 
in the August 2024 decree, “On the Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice,” which 
formally imposed many of the Taliban’s earlier ad-hoc restrictions as law.14 This law 
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consolidated various prior edicts and further codified the Taliban’s extremist social code. It 
institutionalized gender discrimination; women are required to cover fully in public and 
prohibited from travelling more than 78 km without a male guardian.15 The law forbids the 
broadcasting of women’s voices, mandates gender segregation in public spaces, and 
empowers the MPVPV to punish violators at their discretion.16 

Afghanistan’s formal legal framework, meanwhile, was thrown into uncertainty. The Taliban 
have not reinstated the 2004 Constitution, and courts now broadly enforce decrees and 
Hanafi Sharia interpretations on a case-by-case basis.17 This legal vacuum means there are 
no avenues to appeal or restrain abuses of power. The de facto authorities operate with 
impunity, and exercising fundamental civil liberties can carry lethal risk.18 

In 2022, the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC), a pivotal 
institution for documenting human rights abuses and advocating for victims, was effectively 
dismantled.19 This dissolution had immediate and dire consequences for its female 
personnel and commissioners, many of whom were compelled to seek refuge either in 
hiding or in exile. Additionally, integral specialized frameworks such as the Elimination of 
Violence Against Women (EVAW) prosecution units and family courts which were designed 
to tackle domestic violence and resolve family legal issues were also abolished.20 This 
systemic regression represents a significant setback in the protection and promotion of 
human rights in Afghanistan, particularly concerning gender-based violence and familial 
legal disputes. 

This rollback of institutions effectively removed any official platform for civil society 
engagement or women’s issues in governance.21 These actions, which were not isolated 
incidents but part of a systematic strategy, signalled a fundamental incompatibility between 
the Taliban’s ideology and the principles of a free and active civil society, particularly 
concerning the rights and freedoms of women.22 The Taliban’s interpretation of Sharia law 
became a central tool for implementing systematic oppression and stifling any form of 
dissent or advocacy for human rights.23 Taliban security apparatuses, including the General 
Directorate of Intelligence, commenced surveillance and raids targeting NGOs.24 Numerous 
activists sought refuge, apprehensive of retaliation for their previous advocacy or 
connections to Western entities. By early 2022, credible accounts of reprisals against civil 
society participants, including enforced disappearances of protest organizers and homicides 
of NGO personnel, were surfacing from various provinces, highlighting the systematic nature 
of the Taliban’s actions.25 

The de facto authorities in Afghanistan have implemented stringent regulatory measures 
that severely restrict media operations.26 In November 2021, a directive was enacted that 
prohibited television stations from broadcasting content that featured women not wearing 
a hijab and mandated that female presenters conceal their faces while on air.27 Despite 
these challenges, journalists who seek to report on protests or provide critical coverage of 
the de facto regime have shown immense bravery, often at significant personal risk. They 
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have encountered severe repercussions, including detention, torture, and, in some cases, 
fatal outcomes.28 As a result, by 2022, Afghanistan has emerged as one of the most 
dangerous environments for journalists worldwide.29 

Hundreds of independent media organizations were compelled to shutter in the first year of 
the de facto authority’s governance due to systematic censorship and intimidation.30 As of 
mid-2022, no female editors-in-chief or station managers remained in their positions; 
women who once led radio stations or television outlets were replaced by men.31 The de 
facto authorities also imposed directives controlling NGO administration. They require a 
representative to be present in hiring processes or procurement committees, and NGOs 
must submit detailed quarterly reports to ministries for scrutiny.32 These measures indicate 
the Taliban’s intent to exert strict control over civil society operations, effectively co-opting 
or intimidating the sector into compliance.33 

Legal and Policy Frameworks under Taliban Rule

The Taliban have ruled Afghanistan through decrees, imposing a legal framework that 
severely restricts civil society.34 Unlike the previous Republic government, which had a 
written constitution and statutory laws aligned with international human rights standards, 
the Taliban have not established a formal constitution. Instead, governance is executed 
through Taliban-issued decrees, edicts, orders, and a strict interpretation of Sharia enforced 
by “morality police.”35 

The absence of the rule of law leaves civil society actors without legal recourse when their 
rights are violated by the Taliban. Afghanistan’s previously progressive 2004 Constitution, 
which guaranteed gender equality (Article 22) and freedom of expression (Article 34), is 
effectively nullified under the Taliban’s rule. A former female judge based in Kabul described 
the situation as “law by edict, orders and strict interpretation of sharia law,” noting that 
even Taliban-written regulations are inconsistently applied and can be overridden by local 
commanders’ discretion. This unpredictability increases the risk of arbitrary punishment. 
Civil society members, journalists, critics and activists have been arrested without formal 
charges and detained indefinitely, as due process is non-existent. In this environment, many 
civil society members perceive any activity outside Taliban approval as illegal. 

Critically, many Taliban directives contravene Afghanistan’s obligations under international 
treaties. For instance, prohibitions on women’s work and movement violate the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), to which 
Afghanistan is a state party. However, Taliban officials have dismissed international law as 
incompatible with their governance, a stance that is both shocking and concerning. There is 
currently no independent judiciary or oversight body in Afghanistan capable of upholding 
constitutional or human rights provisions against Taliban policies.  
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The Taliban’s Repression of Civil Society

The ramifications of these policies on civil society are substantial, effectively criminalizing 
essential activities such as public advocacy, peaceful assembly, and free expression under 
ambiguous interpretations of immoral conduct.36 Richard Bennett, the United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on Afghanistan, has warned that the Taliban’s governance is 
characterized by repression and intimidation, utilizing this legislation and analogous decrees 
to rationalize increasing human rights violations.37 

In conjunction with their moral edicts, the Taliban have implemented specific policies that 
directly target non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and media operations.38 Starting in 
January 2022, they mandated that all NGOs re-register with the Ministry of Economy and 
secure explicit permission to operate, threatening closure for those that fail to comply.39 
Throughout 2022, new regulations required NGO activities to align with Taliban-defined 
national interests, explicitly instructing organizations to avoid any work related to women’s 
rights or human rights, which the regime has dismissed as Western agendas.40 By December 
2022, the Taliban imposed a ban on Afghan women working for both national and 
international NGOs.41 This ban was further extended in April 2023 to include United Nations 
agencies, effectively prohibiting Afghan women from employment within the UN in 
Afghanistan.42 These actions represent serious violations of international law and 
undermine fundamental humanitarian principles.43 

In February 2022, a decree mandated that non-governmental organizations (NGOs) replace 
their board members and leadership with Afghan nationals residing within the country.44 
While this policy ostensibly aimed to enhance national ownership of these organizations, it 
also served to filter out individuals perceived as misaligned with the dominant ideological 
framework.45 Additionally, in October 2023, a directive was issued prohibiting women from 
holding director positions within NGOs.46 

The state’s surveillance and control over NGO staffing were further reinforced by a directive 
from Helmand province in December 2023, which required new local NGO employees to 
obtain approval from the General Directorate of Intelligence before being hired.47 
Simultaneously, a prohibition was imposed on NGO projects focused on peacebuilding, 
conflict resolution, advocacy, and public awareness—critical areas for human rights and civil 
society organizations.48 

In August 2024, NGOs were instructed to remove the term “woman” from their 
organizational names, reflecting a systematic suppression of gender representation within 
these entities.49 

Between September 2023 and June 2024, the Taliban enacted a decree that dismantled 
Community Development Councils (CDCs) and replaced them with religious councils 
responsible for overseeing decision-making related to aid initiatives.50 CDCs, typically 
composed of locally elected representatives, had been vital for promoting grassroots 
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engagement in development efforts.51 This transition effectively consolidates the Taliban’s 
authority and risks sidelining diverse community perspectives in favour of insights from 
religious leaders.52 As a result, this change undermines local autonomy and raises serious 
concerns about potential biases in the allocation of assistance.53 

Additionally, a policy introduced by the Taliban in late 2021 prohibits women from assuming 
leadership roles within non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or signing official 
documents.54 This vastly underreported regulation, communicated verbally and enforced by 
Taliban supervisors, has forced female directors of NGOs to either resign or designate male 
figureheads to represent them.55 Women are barred from serving on boards of directors or 
executive positions, effectively erasing their presence in formal leadership roles within civil 
society.56 NGOs that have sought to retain women in these capacities have faced non-recognition 
by the authorities, often resulting in shutdowns and revocation of operational licenses.57

Table 1: Key Taliban Decrees Affecting Civil Society (August 2021 - Present) 

Date of Issuance Title/Subject of Decree Key Provisions Affecting Civil Society 

February 2022 Order regarding NGO leadership Requires NGOs to replace board members and leaders 
with Afghans inside Afghanistan. 

March 2022 Verbal order regarding women 
in offices 

Bans women from working in offices. 

December 2022 Ban on female NGO staff Bans female staff working for international NGOs. 

April 2023 Ban on female UN staff Bans female Afghan staff working for the UN. 

July 2023 Ban on beauty salons Bans all beauty salons. 

December 2023 Restrictions on NGO projects Prohibits projects focused on peace, conflict resolution, 
advocacy, and public awareness. 

August 2024 Instruction to NGOs Instructs NGOs to remove the word “woman” from their 
organizational names. 

Sep 2023 - June 2024 Dissolution of CDCs Dissolves Community Development Councils (CDCs). 

October 2023 Restrictions on NGO leadership 
in Kabul 

Prohibits women from holding director positions in 
NGOs in Kabul. 

December 2023 NGO employee approval in 
Helmand 

Requires NGOs in Helmand to get GDI approval for new 
local employees. 
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The Status of CSOs and NGOs

These measures impact the wider landscape of NGOs, community organizations, 
professional groups, and civil society entities.58 Any organization that isn’t directly under 
Taliban control is regarded with distrust and faces stringent regulations.59 In order to 
function, civil society organizations have had to significantly reduce their operations, accept 
invasive monitoring and often modify their objectives to conform to Taliban mandates (at 
least on the surface).60 Many have ceased operations entirely.61 According to the Ministry of 
Economy’s records, Afghanistan has maintained 6,142 registered NGOs over the last twenty 
years.62 Of these, 408 are led by women, while men lead 5,734.63 Numerous NGOs that 
were registered under the former government were forced to undergo a vetting and 
approval process by the new regime in late 2021.64 JHR’s interview with a de facto Ministry 
of Economy representative indicates that approximately 1,350 national and 80 international 
NGOs are currently implementing various projects. 

NGOs that continue to operate face stringent regulatory hurdles.65 The Ministry of Economy 
has established a framework of compliance requirements for all active projects, mandating 
that each initiative secure a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the appropriate 
ministries.66 Project budgets are required to be disclosed transparently, and organizations 
must permit oversight by Taliban-appointed monitors throughout the implementation of 
their activities.67 

In 2021, the national banking system experienced a collapse due to sanctions and Taliban 
directives, resulting in the widespread freezing of bank accounts.68 This situation severely 
restricted access to funding for many NGOs.69 Although some financial channels have since 
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reopened under humanitarian exemptions, NGOs continue to encounter challenges with 
cash flow related to ongoing sanctions and currency regulations.70 Furthermore, the Taliban 
authorities have occasionally frozen NGO accounts when there is suspicion of non-
compliance with their directives regarding the use of funds.71 This financial instability has 
created substantial obstacles for NGOs and CSOs in their efforts to plan and sustain their 
operations.72 

The de facto officials frequently participate in NGO operations, including activities, 
meetings, recruitment processes and procurement committees.73 For instance, they may 
object to the hiring of specific candidates, particularly women and minority individuals, or 
redirect aid to align with their own loyalists.74 There are substantiated accounts of Taliban 
members exerting pressure on NGOs to appoint personnel they have sanctioned, essentially 
promoting practices of patronage that compromise principles of neutrality in the 
humanitarian sector.75 

JHR found a concerning decrease in the number of active NGOs in provinces predominantly 
inhabited by minority communities, including the Hazara, Uzbek, and Turkman populations. 
Furthermore, there has been a significant reduction in the representation of individuals 
from these ethnic minority groups in leadership roles within current active NGOs and civil 
society organizations. 

Among the 83 interviewed by JHR, a substantial majority (83.8%) indicated that they have 
observed a significant reduction in civil society activities since the Taliban’s assumption of 
power. This pronounced decrease in civil society engagement, reflected by a large segment 
of respondents, underscores the severe limitations imposed by the de facto authorities on 
fundamental rights such as freedom of expression, assembly, and civic activism. 
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Challenges for Women-Led Organizations

Women’s visibility and leadership in public life have been all but eliminated. A directive 
from the Taliban Ministry of Economy, announced in December 2022, mandated all national 
and international NGOs to suspend female employees, citing alleged non-compliance with 
Islamic dress codes as justification.76 As with the university ban on women, this edict 
compelled numerous NGOs and CSOs to halt operations immediately, as many essential 
staff, including teachers, community workers and project managers, were women. Although 
Taliban authorities later provided verbal assurance of exceptions for the health and primary 
education sectors, the ban significantly restricted the ability of women-led and women-
serving organizations to operate.77 

In April 2023, the Taliban extended the prohibition to Afghan women working for the United 
Nations.78 For Afghan women’s organizations, many of which were small NGOs focused on 
services such as girls’ literacy, vocational training for women and counselling for survivors of 
abuse, the impact was devastating. Many women-led organizations were forced to close 
entirely, while those that attempted to continue found it nearly impossible to operate. 
Female staff could not safely travel to conduct field activities due to the mahram (male 
guardian) requirement, could not attend meetings at ministries (as de facto officials refused 
to engage with unveiled women) and faced direct threats.79 In interviews, founders of 
several women’s NGOs reported visits from Taliban representatives warning them to cease 
what were deemed to be “Western” activities. By early 2023, Taliban authorities had 
removed numerous women from leadership and management roles in all NGOs. The Taliban 
policy explicitly prohibits women from leading NGOs or signing official documents.  

Programs run by women’s organizations have been heavily restricted. Women’s shelters, 
essential refuges for survivors of domestic abuse and forced marriage, were closed by late 
2021.80 Many occupants and staff of these shelters were left without alternatives. Facilities 
in Kabul, Herat, and Balkh were among those shutdown. Reports indicate that some women 
were sent to prison or returned to abusive family members. 

The closure of these services represents a significant regression in protections for vulnerable 
women. A women’s rights activist from Herat province expressed profound concern, stating 
that women who once sought assistance now report feeling there is  “no safe place left, not 

as they feel abandoned. Taliban morality police have effectively  
marginalized women from public gatherings and advocacy networks. Freedom of association 
for women has been severely restricted; even small group meetings among women activists
 in private homes must be conducted covertly to avoid scrutiny. Organizing demonstrations
or campaigns openly is unfeasible, as evidenced by the violent suppression of women’s 
protests in Kabul and other cities in late 2021 and early 2022.   81

even our own homes,”
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Perhaps most critically, the ban on women’s employment in NGOs has severely hindered 
service delivery to women and girls. Based on our interviews, a significant majority (79.4%) 
of respondents have noticed substantial changes in the landscape of civil society activities 
and women-led organizations since the Taliban’s rise to power. Female aid workers are 
essential, as they are often the only individuals capable of effectively reaching female 
beneficiaries.82 Their ability to conduct home visits and engage with women in rural areas 
where interactions with unfamiliar men are culturally inappropriate is vital. The sidelining of 
female staff has led to the reduction or suspension of numerous essential programs, 
including maternal health services provided by NGOs and community education initiatives 
for girls. 

This issue is particularly pronounced in healthcare.83 Clinics report that many Afghan women 
refuse treatment from male medical personnel due to cultural norms, resulting in women 
forgoing care when female nurses and doctors are unavailable.84, 85 89% of respondents in 
JHR’s study confirmed that the ban on women healthcare workers has significantly impacted 
healthcare for women in their communities. A 34-year-old female doctor from Samangan 
province stated to JHR, “If I am unable to be present at the clinic, many of my patients will 
choose not to attend, resulting in their health issues remaining unresolved.”

Arbitrary Detention and Prosecution

Since the Taliban regained power in August 2021, numerous civil society members, 
journalists, critics, activists and human rights defenders have been arbitrarily detained, 
tortured, or killed.86 Women human rights defenders (WHRDs) face heightened risks, 
suffering from both the general crackdown on human rights defenders and gender-specific 
repression by the Taliban.87 Many WHRDs, who were leaders of now-banned NGOs or 
movements, experienced dual persecution for their activism and for challenging Taliban norms. 

Our research indicates that 76.5% of respondents reported personally experiencing or 
knowing activists who faced harassment due to their civil society and women’s rights 
activities. This alarming prevalence of harassment underscores the significant risks faced by 
women’s rights activists and civil society members under Taliban rule. 

The detention of these individuals has severely impacted their ability to advocate for human 
rights, provide essential services to vulnerable populations and promote democratic values. 
Between August 15, 2021, and November 15, 2022, the Taliban arbitrarily detained at least 
1,976 individuals, including 136 women and four children, across 29 provinces.88 Leaked 
documents from Taliban databases reveal that the group imprisoned at least 352 Afghan 
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women and detained 1,081 others, including WHRDs and activists, between March 2023 
and March 2024.89 

Numerous accounts detail the widespread use of torture and ill-treatment against 
detainees.90 This treatment is often aimed at extracting confessions or punishing perceived 
opposition. Zarifa Yaqubi, a women’s rights activist detained for 41 days in 2022 for 
organizing a movement against Taliban policies, reported being tortured into confessing to 
receiving money from foreigners to protest.91 Another activist, Zholia Parsi, was held in 
solitary confinement for nearly two months in 2023 and endured routine interrogation and 
torture.92 Filmmaker Sayed Rahim Saeedi, sentenced to three years in prison in December 
2024, was reportedly subjected to torture and denied medical care while in detention.93 
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Table 2: Documented Cases of Arbitrary Detention and Prosecution

Name Position/Role Date of Arrest 

Matiullah Wesa Education Activist March 27, 2023 

Murtaza Behboodi Journalist January 7, 2023 

Neda Parwani Women’s Rights Activist September 2023 

Zholia Parsi Women’s Rights Activist September 2023 

Sayed Rahim Saeedi Filmmaker July 14, 2024 

Alam Hashimi Poet, Cultural Activist February 16, 2025 

Abdul Qoddus Yasinzada Education Activist November 2024 

Mahdi Ansary Journalist October 2024 

Ismail Mashal University Professor, Activist February 2, 2023 

Rasul Parsi University Professor, Critic March 2023 

Jawed Kohistani Political Analyst September 26, 2024 

Tamana Zaryab Paryani Women’s Rights Activist January 19, 2022 

Parwana Ibrahimkhel Women’s Rights Activist January 19, 2022 

Zarifa Yaqoubi Women’s Rights Activist November 2022 

Saifullah Karimi Journalist February 10, 2024 

Mansoor Nekmal Journalist February 17, 2024 

Abdullah Danish Journalist June 13, 2024 

Mohammadyar Majroh Journalist July 12, 2024 

Rohullah Rauf Former Politician July 19, 2024 

Enayatullah Batash Civil Society Activist February 18, 2025 

Hamed Qarloq Civil Rights Activist November 2024 

Izzatullah Rahimi Activist December 2, 2024 

Najib Watanyar Activist December 2, 2024 
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Civil Society and Resilience

Numerous women-led organizations compelled to cease operations have persisted in 
functioning covertly or through underground channels by leveraging informal networks and 
community-based initiatives to provide essential aid and support. JHR’s research indicates 
that over 210 women-led organizations are currently active in Afghanistan, with a significant 
concentration in provinces such as Balkh, Bamyan, Daykundi, Faryab, Ghazni, Herat, Kabul, 
Kunduz, Nangarhar, and Samangan. 

Some local NGOs, particularly those led by women, have engaged in direct negotiations with 
local Taliban authorities. These organizations have often made specific concessions to 
obtain the necessary permissions to continue their operations, particularly in aid 
distribution. In some instances, organizations have sought to build relationships with the 
Taliban to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance. 

Mahjabin (pseudonym), the founder of a women-led organization in Samangan, highlighted 
the critical role of community engagement and ongoing dialogue with local Taliban 
authorities in garnering support for educational initiatives targeting Afghan girls. She noted,  
“Through strategic collaboration and persistent advocacy, we secured an official endorsement 

that enables the continuation of our educational programs.” 

 Currently, the organization operates four classes, effectively servicing 100 girls who have 
been forced to halt their education due to the restrictive measures imposed by the Taliban.

 In lieu of physical gatherings and travel, many CSOs use online platforms to provide 
education, conduct training for activists and share crucial information. They are also 
leveraging traditional networks and their deep understanding of the local context to

 navigate the complex and often dangerous operational landscape. Asifa (pseudonym), the 
director of a women led organization in Herat, said that despite the challenging 
circumstances, 

 

“we have maintained our operations without interruption. Currently, we 

Numerous organizations have embarked on partnerships with community elders and 
influential religious leaders to combat gender-based violence (GBV). A local partner of 
Journalists for Human Rights (JHR) is actively working across eight provinces, focusing on

hold weekly town hall meetings via Zoom involving approximately 50 women from Herat. 
During these sessions, we focus on advancing our advocacy initiatives and enhancing 
support for girls pursuing secondary education.”    
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educating men about the repercussions of GBV. This initiative highlights that such actions 
are fundamentally incompatible with Islamic values. Aminullah, the executive director, told 
JHR, “The Taliban holds significant respect for community elders and prominent religious  
and prominent religious figures. By leveraging this influence, we have successfully engaged
with communities in eight provinces to enhance awareness of gender equality, all while 
being mindful not to provoke the Taliban’s sensitivities.”   

Freedom of Speech and Access to Information

The Taliban have implemented a new set of regulations rooted in their strict interpretation 
of Sharia law.94 This creates a climate of uncertainty for journalists, who operate under the 
constant threat of arbitrary punishment for perceived violations. A key entity in enforcing 
these restrictions is the Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of  Vice 
(MPVPV) and the “Law on the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice.”95 This 
legislation consolidates numerous discriminatory decrees issued since 2021, significantly 
curtailing civic space, disproportionately impacting women and restricting the ability of 
media organizations to operate freely. The Taliban have issued direct instructions to the 
media, notably the “11 Rules for Journalists,” which prohibit the publication of any content 
deemed “contrary to Islam” or critical of the de facto authorities.96 The lack of clear 
definitions for such terms fosters an environment of self-censorship. 

In several provinces, including Takhar, Kandahar and Maidan Wardak, a ban has been 
enforced on broadcasting or publishing images of any living being.97 This measure, rooted in 
the Taliban’s interpretation of Islamic law, has been widely criticized as a significant 
impediment to visual storytelling and the documentation of daily life. Live broadcasts of 
political programs on TV channels are prohibited, requiring pre-recording and Taliban 
review before airing.98 Media outlets must seek approval for political discussion topics and 
can only invite experts who are pre-approved by the Taliban. 

Reporting on sensitive topics, including insecurity, human rights abuses by the Taliban, 
corruption, and women’s rights, is heavily restricted.99 Interviewing practices are also 
limited. Male journalists are forbidden from interviewing women and vice versa. In some 
provinces, women’s voices are banned from local media, preventing them from 
participating in public discourse. Censorship practices are pervasive, with reports of Taliban 
officials intervening in newsrooms, dictating content and issuing warnings against reporting 
that contradicts their policies or highlights violence committed by their members.100 
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Media outlets are often compelled to share reports with Taliban authorities for approval 
before publication.101 This requirement serves as a barrier to independent journalism, 
enabling the Taliban to suppress unfavourable information. The prevailing climate of fear, 
coupled with the risk of arbitrary detention and ill-treatment, has led to widespread self-
censorship among journalists. To protect themselves and their families, many refrain from 
reporting on sensitive issues, resulting in a less informed public and a distorted 
representation of realities within Afghanistan. 

Since 2021, the country’s media ecosystem has experienced considerable turmoil, extensive 
layoffs and the systematic diminishment of press liberties. 51.45% of media outlets 
terminated their operations during this timeframe, resulting in 302 closures out of 587 
previously existing outlets.102 The most pronounced repercussions were within print 
newspapers, which encountered an 87.78% decrease, followed by news agencies (65.38% 
reduction), television channels (59.38% decline) and radio stations (35.69% decrease). Half 
of all media outlets ceased operations by March 2024.103 

The swift and significant decline of the media sector can be attributed to three key factors. 
First, the withdrawal of donor funding has had a profound impact, as a considerable number 
of media outlets relied heavily on financial support from international organizations.104 

Second, the imposition of operational restrictions by the Taliban has markedly increased 
costs for media operations. Third, the collapse of the Afghan economy has resulted in a 
significant reduction in advertising revenues from both private enterprises and government 
bodies. Additionally, the mandate requiring prior approval for advertisements has 
introduced further complications, creating an extra layer of oversight that can undermine 
financial stability. The prevailing atmosphere of fear and uncertainty has also compelled 
many journalists to seek refuge abroad, leading to a depletion of the media workforce.  

The number of active journalists has seen a significant decline, particularly since 2021. Prior 
to this year, the country had over 11,000 journalists and media personnel, with 
approximately 7,746 classified specifically as journalists. Recent evaluations indicate that 
about 60% of these professionals have become unemployed, with projections suggesting 
that this figure could rise to as high as two-thirds.105 This widespread unemployment 
represents a serious economic and professional crisis for thousands of Afghans and their families. 

Female journalists have been disproportionately affected by the shifts within the sector. 
Initial assessments indicated that between 80% and 90% of women journalists became 
unemployed.106 This sharp decline highlights a concerning gender disparity in the industry. 
Furthermore, those women who manage to continue their work often face significant 
gender-based segregation in their professional environments. 

The Government Media and Information Center (GMIC), in collaboration with the Ministry 
for Information and Culture, regularly issues directives to media entities outlining 
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permissible content. These directives prohibit derogatory commentary about the Taliban, 
ban discussions of women’s rights or critical analyses and mandate adherence to designated 
“Islamic values.” In November 2021, the Taliban implemented a 12-point directive requiring 
media organizations to refrain from publishing unverified information and ensure their 
narratives align with Taliban-approved accounts. 

Despite these restrictions, JHR found that 98% of interviewed Afghan journalists utilize 
platforms such as YouTube, X, and Facebook to circumvent traditional media censorship and 
share uncensored content. These digital spaces serve as vital avenues for free expression. 
JHR also conducted interviews with a dozen female journalists who are currently employing 
YouTube as their primary medium for street reporting and disseminating information to 

other women. “In adherence to the regulations imposed by the Taliban, I cover my face  

and focus exclusively on social issues and the lives of individuals; I generate over eight 
hours of content each week,” said Maryam (pseudonym), a freelance journalist from Kabul.  

  JHR found that 50% of women get their information from social media, 22% rely on radio, 
15% watch television, and 13% receive information from family members or relatives, as 
women now rely heavily on informal family and community member networks. 
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Since 2021, incidents of gender-based violence (GBV) against women and girls in Afghanistan 
have markedly increased.107 Reports indicate that from January 2022 to June 2024, there were 
700 documented cases of GBV, affecting at least 840 female victims.

108 These cases encompass

various forms of violence, including domestic abuse, sexual assault, forced marriages, underage 
marriages, honour killings, and other severe acts of oppression. Significantly, 422 of these 700 
incidents, approximately 60% identified perpetrators associated with the de facto 
authorities.109 This alarming rise in violence has resulted in the deaths of at least 332 women 

and girls, alongside numerous injuries, detentions, and reports of disappearances. It is critical to 
acknowledge that the actual prevalence of GBV is likely much higher, as such incidents are 
often underreported in Afghanistan due to social stigma and fear of reprisals.

110 

Even prior to 2021, Afghanistan had one of the world’s highest rates of violence against 
women, with an estimated 9 in 10 experiencing intimate partner violence or other forms of 
violence in their lifetimes. Since August 2021, it has become a crisis.111 Afghan women describe

living in a state of constant fear and vulnerability, with many characterizing their lives as “like 
hell.” One survivor in Balkh recounted that her husband beats her daily, and she feels 
compelled to tolerate it because there is nowhere to seek help under Taliban rule.  

“My body is always bruised and sometimes burned. I have to endure it for my children,” she 

said, emphasizing that, without family support or available organizations, she is trapped. 

Taliban-imposed restrictions have created an environment where women and girls are 
increasingly vulnerable to violence.112 Confined to their homes and economically dependent, 
many women are more susceptible to domestic violence from frustrated or extremist family 
members. Survivors report that abusers feel emboldened under Taliban rule as there is 
widespread impunity.  “I fear the Taliban. If I complain against my husband, The Taliban will 
not listen to me, and again, they force me to go stay with my husband,”

 

stated Najla 

(pseudonym), a woman from Kabul province, highlighting how the regime not only fails to 
protect women but also instills fear in those seeking help.

Gender-Based Violence Under the Taliban
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JHR found that the most frequently reported forms of GBV include harassment in public 
spaces by Taliban members (47.0%), domestic violence (physical, emotional, or 
psychological) (35.4%), and forced marriages (20.0%).  

The overwhelming frequency of public harassment, alongside pervasive domestic violence, 
reveals an environment characterized by acute insecurity and threats for Afghan women. 
79% of respondents to JHR’s study acknowledged witnessing such incidents in public spaces 
and at home. 

Child Marriage

Under Taliban rule, there has been a significant increase in child marriage, particularly 
among girls under the age of 18.116 JHR indicates that 94% of respondents have observed an 
increase in child marriages within their communities since the Taliban’s return to power in 
2021. Additionally, 70% reported having at least one relative or community member who 
has married off a daughter younger than 15 in the past three years.117  

Prior to 2021, child marriage rates were declining due to advancements in education and 
awareness.118 This trend has reversed, even in urban centers such as Herat, Balkh, and 
Kabul. The drivers are economic and social; the country’s economic crisis compels desperate 
families to marry off daughters to reduce the number of dependents and receive bride 
prices.119 A civil society member from Midan Wardak province told JHR about their 
neighbour, who married his 13-year-old daughter to an older man for approximately 
150,000 Afghanis (around USD 2,100) to settle the household debt. Such practices are more 
common in rural areas, where bride prices serve as a financial incentive for impoverished 
families. The absence of education and their confinement at home leads some parents to 
perceive marriage as the only viable future for their daughters.220 

There is also a prevailing fear that an unmarried girl could attract unwanted attention from 
Taliban fighters, prompting families to marry off daughters swiftly to prevent potential 
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forced marriages.121 The Taliban’s position on child marriage is marked by hypocrisy. In a 
December 2021 decree on women’s rights, The Taliban supreme leader, Hibatullah 
Akhunzada, stated that women should not be coerced into marriage and that widows could 
choose a new husband after a designated period.122 However, the decree did not establish a 
minimum marriage age or explicitly prohibit polygamy and child marriage. De facto officials 
have suggested that Sharia law does not specify an age for marriage, implying that puberty 
could serve as a criterion, which can be as young as 13 or 14.123 

Despite the Taliban’s occasional assertions against forced marriage, there exists no viable 
enforcement mechanism to uphold this stance.124 Numerous reports indicate that Taliban 
members engage in the practice of marrying minors, frequently as secondary or tertiary 
spouses. This situation fosters an environment that not only accepts but may also tacitly 
endorse child marriage. The absence of effective law enforcement contrasts sharply with the  
previous governmental framework, which had more proactive measures against such practices. 

Education
Afghanistan has become the only country in the world where girls are prohibited from 
education.125 In September 2021, girls’ secondary schools (grades 7-12) were closed across 
Afghanistan, making the de facto authorities’ education ban one of their most symbolic and 
damaging policies.126 The ban prohibited girls from attending secondary school and higher 
education, restricted or shut down educational programs and fostered an environment of 
fear that deters even informal learning. In December 2022, the Taliban extended the ban on 
higher education, issuing an indefinite suspension of women’s access to universities.127 
Female education has effectively stopped at the primary level. While primary schools 
(grades 1–6) are technically open in most areas, reports indicate that in some conservative 
rural districts, Taliban officials or local elders prevent older girls (ages 10–11) from attending 
or they restrict co-education beyond grade 3.128 Once a girl completes 6th grade (around 
age 11 or 12), she cannot continue her formal education. 95% of respondents to JHR’s study 
said they had experienced the direct denial of educational opportunities as a result of the 
restrictions imposed by the Taliban.   

According to estimates from UNESCO and UNICEF, the education ban has affected nearly 2.5 
million girls or 80% of Afghan school-age girls.129 More than 100,000 young women have 
been denied access to higher education due to the ban on women attending universities. 130 
Kabul University expelled thousands of female students across various faculties overnight in 
December 2022.  In April 2023, the Taliban ordered the closure of private training centers 
and courses for girls above grade 6.131 Some families had enrolled their daughters in private 
tutoring or language courses as alternatives to formal schooling. However, the Taliban 
moved to halt these efforts, raiding education centers and issuing warnings. The quality of 
primary education has also suffered, as many female teachers who previously taught 
secondary students are now idle or have left the profession.   
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By mid-2023, approximately 60 international and local NGOs with community-based 
education classes were compelled to suspend their programs.132, 133, 134 In June 2023, the 
Taliban instructed foreign organizations to stop the provision of education-related services. 
As a result, approximately 80% of Afghan school-aged girls and young women have no 
access to formal education.135, 136, 137,138 

Various forms of underground education have emerged as a lifeline for some. These include 
secret schools run in homes, informal study groups, online classes, online vocational training 
and educational content broadcast via radio or television or distributed through mobile phones. 135

Respondents to JHR’s study emphasized the importance of vocational and income-
generating skills. 45% said they were essential and that there was an immediate need for 
economic empowerment. Digital literacy was recognized by 35% of respondents, while 20% 
highlighted the necessity of healthcare training. 
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JHR found that more than half of the affected participants (56%) managed to engage in some 
form of alternative learning since 2021, while 44% had no access to education. The most 
common avenue for continued learning has been online resources. Approximately 50% of 
interviewees use the internet for educational purposes, such as watching instructional videos, 
enrolling in online courses, vocational training and participating in virtual classrooms organized 
by NGOs inside Afghanistan and the diaspora. 

Some respondents referred to an online high school program run by NGOs in Afghanistan and 
abroad. There, students receive lessons in a secret online group and complete assignments. 
However, internet-based learning is limited to those who have smartphones or computers and 
reliable, affordable internet connection. Girls in rural areas would be less likely to access such a 
program. Internet service can be inconsistent and there is fear that Taliban authorities monitor 
online activities. 

Another common form of alternative education is the home-based school. In many cities and 
some villages, women educators have turned their living rooms into miniature classrooms. They 
gather neighbourhood girls and teach them a simplified curriculum. In Daykundi, a female 
teacher told JHR that she has been teaching a class of 36 teenage girls in her home three days a 
week, covering subjects like math, literature, and history. 

“More than 125 girls from the community requested to enroll them in the class, but I cannot 
help all of them due to fear of being caught by the Taliban.” 

In Herat, an extensive clandestine network has been established to facilitate the organization of 
clandestine educational sessions, strategically rotating their locations to evade governmental 
surveillance. Parents who advocate for educational access are often willing to risk potential 
repercussions by sending their daughters to these covert schools, underscoring a significant 
commitment to female education despite the prevailing threats. Shabnam (pseudonym), 
founder of a women-led organization, told JHR that “with the support of community elders, we 
have received a letter from Taliban members to continue our work; since then, we have 
expanded our classes from two to five classes a day and support 136 girls.” In the twelve 
provinces where JHR focused its research, the Taliban have chosen to ignore classes that are 
small-scale, private and led by women teachers, but crackdowns can happen.  
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The de facto education ministry launched some radio and TV lessons, but these have not 
been particularly effective or widely trusted. Meanwhile, international broadcasters like BBC  
1 and VOA introduced special educational radio programs targeting Afghan girls who cannot 
attend school.136, 139 Some girls in remote areas tune in to these broadcasts on shortwave 
radio. Radio can provide alternative access to education. JHR found that 72% of respondents 
in remote areas said that radio was effective for delivering health and educational content. 

Consequences of the Education Ban for Women and Girls

If women’s access to higher education remains limited, the Afghan economy is projected to 
lose USD 9.6 billion by 2066, the equivalent of two-thirds of its current gross domestic 
product.140 The ban on medical training for women, including midwifery and nursing, and 
the severe shortage of female professionals, such as doctors, nurses, and teachers, will 
compound the effect. The closure of midwifery and nursing education programs impacts the 
availability of female healthcare providers and can lead to preventable deaths and 
exacerbate the already critical maternal health situation.141 Maryam (pseudonym), a 
women’s rights activist, told JHR that “the fact that we will not have female university 
students, and there will be no female healthcare workers or other educated female 
professionals” was shocking.  

The psychological and emotional toll on girls and young women is immense. 142 Many of our 
interviewees spoke of depression, loss of hope, and that they experienced an “identity 
crisis” after being told they could no longer be students.143, 144 88% of respondents 
described severe negative impacts to JHR, with many using words like “depressed,” 
“devastated,” “worthless,” and “hopeless.”  
“I am depressed and cannot manage my life as well as I used to,” said a 20-year-old woman 
from Farah who had been a university student at Herat University in 2021.

Another young woman from Ghazni commented,  “Banning education has taken away 
 my purpose… every day I feel the despair of a future that is being stolen.” 

A teen from Kabul mentioned that watching her younger brother go to school makes her feel
extreme envy and sadness. Mental health professionals have noted an uptick in adolescent 
girls presenting signs of clinical depression since 2021.   

 
 

Suicide attempts among young women have reportedly increased. Recent research found 
that among 426 female students prohibited from education or forced into marriage, 87.6% 
exhibited symptoms of depression, and 49.8% reported suicidal thoughts. 
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Healthcare

The Taliban’s prohibition on women studying medicine, including midwifery and nursing, 
makes it increasingly difficult for women to receive culturally sensitive and appropriate 
medical care.145 This creates life-threatening situations for women in need of medical 
assistance, especially in maternal health emergencies. 

The 2024 WHO report highlights that the closure of 288 primary healthcare facilities, 
including Mobile Health and Nutrition Teams (MHNT), has significantly hindered access to 
essential services.146 Current health indicators indicate that only 67.5% of deliveries are 
attended by skilled birth attendants, while just 18.9% of women of reproductive age utilize 
contraception.147 Additionally, 16.3% of women aged 20-24 have had a live birth by age 18, 
with pregnancy complications and unsafe abortions contributing to 62.64% of deaths among 
15-19-year-olds and 70% among 20-24-year-olds.148

The Maternal Mortality Rate (MMR) is reported at 620 per 100,000 live births, with under-
five and neonatal mortality rates at 55 and 24 per 1,000 live births, respectively. Non-
communicable diseases account for 52% of all deaths, revealing the most pressing needs 
within underserved populations, particularly among women, children, adolescent girls, and 
displaced individuals. Furthermore, there is a notable shortage of female healthcare providers. 

150

 

The Taliban’s policies, particularly the mahram requirement, severely restrict women’s 
mobility to access healthcare facilities.151 Approximately 30-35% of people in Afghanistan 
reside in areas lacking access to healthcare services, compounded by a critical shortage of 
trained health professionals, particularly female staff essential for reaching women and 
ensuring their access to healthcare.150 

In some provinces, including Kabul, Herat, and Balkh, women are permitted to travel alone 
without a male guardian. However, the mahram requirement poses significant challenges, 
particularly for households without an available male guardian, such as widows or women 
whose husbands work abroad. Many women delay or forgo care if they cannot find a 
mahram for accompaniment. JHR found that 55% of women identified Taliban restrictions, 
including the mahram rule, as a significant obstacle to accessing healthcare. A widow from 
rural Kunduz province told JHR that her 10-year-old son fell ill at night, but she could not 
take him to the clinic until the following day when her father accompanied them. This delay 
resulted in the child’s death from what appeared to be heart disease, illustrating the life-
and-death consequences of mobility restrictions. 

Although the Taliban initially permitted women in health professions to continue working, 
the NGO ban of December 2022 adversely affected many community health workers and 
midwives. Under Taliban guidelines, patients should ideally be treated by a provider of the 
same gender, particularly for procedures requiring physical examination. However, female 
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doctors have also resigned or reduced their working hours due to harassment by Taliban 
officials in hospitals.153 As a result, women in some areas are compelled to consult male 
doctors, which may not be acceptable to them or their families. In conservative households, 
the absence of a female doctor may result in women avoiding medical care altogether, 
leaving illnesses untreated. JHR found that approximately half of women respondents faced 
situations where they or a female relative could not access appropriate care due to the 
unavailability of female medical professionals. 

Distance and transportation have long posed significant barriers to accessing healthcare, 
especially for rural women. Increased poverty has rendered many women unable to afford 
transportation to distant clinics. Many NGOs that previously provided transport or operated 
mobile clinics, particularly for maternal care in villages, have scaled back their operations 
due to funding cuts and restrictions.152 Research conducted by JHR indicates that 
approximately 73% of women in remote areas cite transportation costs and the long 
distances to health centers as primary obstacles to accessing care. If a woman in a village 
needs to travel to a district hospital two hours away, she now requires not only funds for 
transport but also a male escort for the journey.155 She may forgo necessary medical care if 
she cannot secure these arrangements.154 
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Conclusion 

Over the last four years, Afghanistan’s civic landscape has been dismantled. Independent 
activism has effectively been criminalized and women’s organizations disbanded. Critical 
voices have been silenced through arbitrary detention, torture and extrajudicial killings, 
forcing many human rights defenders, journalists, and activists into hiding and decimating 
what was once a vibrant civil society. 

This report shows how women and girls have been disproportionately affected by the 
crackdown. Women have been removed from leadership positions across all sectors. Female 
professionals, including teachers, healthcare workers, and journalists, have been driven into 
silence or exile, while essential services such as women’s shelters and girls’ schools have 
been shut down. 

The implications of these developments are profound. They pose significant threats to 
Afghanistan’s social fabric and future stability.  They jeopardize a generation of young 
women's opportunities and ambitions. The Taliban’s governance has stripped citizens of any 
legal recourse. Minority communities, particularly in remote regions, have seen their 
conditions further exacerbated by the collapse of local NGOs and grassroots initiatives.  

Pockets of resilience endure. Some women continue to operate clandestine schools and 
community networks, exemplifying remarkable courage, albeit with severely limited reach. 
The Taliban’s policies have not only isolated Afghanistan but have systematically deprived 
Afghans, especially women, of their fundamental rights and dignity. As a result, Afghanistan 
faces a future marked by institutional collapse, a chronic humanitarian crisis and the 
unrealized potential of millions of its citizens. 
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