GENDER ALERT NO. 2

Women’s rights in Afghanistan
one year after the Taliban take-over

15 August 2022
Photo: UN Women

Introduction
This Gender Alert documents how changing dynamics in Afghanistan are impacting women’s rights and gender equality one year after the Taliban take-over of Afghanistan on 15 August 2021. This Alert builds on the first Gender Alert
issued by UN Women on Afghanistan in December 2021.1
The Taliban’s position on women’s rights has been central to its worldview and vision for society – from its first period of rule (1996-2001), its position at the peace table in Doha and now, its contemporary practices and vision for
Afghanistan. This Gender Alert draws on secondary data published in the past year and insights from UN Women
visits across provinces in 2022, and has found that the Taliban has not substantively changed its position on women’s
rights. Women are systematically excluded from public and political life, and restricted in their access to education,
humanitarian assistance, employment, justice and health services. In short, women and girls’ lives and prospects are
confined to the home.
The short- and long-term costs of these drastic reversals on women’s rights are tremendous. Suicides rates among
women have reportedly increased; mortality rates, including maternal mortality are expected to rise; and overall economic losses due to the erosion of women’s employment are estimated at up to USD 1 billion (5 percent of GDP).2
The combined effect of gender-segregation requirements and a lack of educated women will be far-reaching, shutting
women out of public life, access to services, knowledge.
Methodology: The Gender Alert was developed using secondary data, analysing developments since 15 August 2021.
A rapid desk review of literature was undertaken. The analysis contained in this Gender Alert presents indicative
trends as they relate to women’s rights and gender equality, rather than providing exhaustive information. Direct
quotes from Afghan women have been anonymized to protect their identity.
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Snapshot: Gender equality data in Afghanistan
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GENDER GAP
• Afghanistan is ranked 156th out of 156 countries by
the Global Gender Gap Index 2021.3
HUMANITARIAN
• Numbers in need of humanitarian assistance:
• January 2021:18.4 million people - including 4.1
million women and 4.7 million girls. 4
• January 2022: 24.4 million people – 5.5 million
women and 6.3 million girls.5
• January 2022: 85 percent of women-headed households turning to negative coping strategies, compared with 62 percent of male-headed households. 6
• Just 10 percent of women said they could cover basic health needs, compared to 23 percent of men. 7
WOMEN’S CIVIL SOCIETY
• Approximately 77 percent of Afghan women civil society organizations had no funding and are no longer
running any projects in 2022.8
EDUCATION
• Girls graduating: In 2021, 22.375 (or 12.5 percent
out of 179.000) female secondary school students
took the national university entrance exam.
• Girls out of school: As of April 2022, 80 percent of
secondary school girls (850.000 out of 1.1 million
in 2021) were prevented from attending classes.9
EMPLOYMENT
• In 2020, women made up 18.8 percent of the employment sector (compared with 81.2 percent for
men).This may have already decreased by as much as
28 percent (compared with a 12 percent decrease
for men).10
• Unemployment rate:11
• 2021: 13 percent
• 2022: estimated to reach up to 40 percent

Freedom of movement
“Back then [before 15 August 2021], I had no fear
when I left home. I had no fear that someone would
stop me on the street and ask me why my veil is
black, or red or white, [or] that someone would stop
me to see what is on my phone.”
– Afghan woman, 2022.12
On 7 May 2022 the de facto authorities issued a directive
requiring all women to wear Islamic hijab and fully cover
their faces except the eyes when outside the house. The
most effective form of Islamic hijab, the directive noted,
was not to leave home except in cases of necessity.13
Violations of this decree lead to punishment of male relatives – essentially making male relatives responsible for
enforcing the hijab decree.14 This directive reinforces the
dominance and control of men over women’s lives, and
deepens prevailing discriminatory narratives that women are inherently vulnerable, require protection and can
provoke sinful behaviour if they do not follow the dress
code. Earlier decrees related to freedom of movement,
escalating in severity, included requiring a mahram (male
relative chaperone) to travel with women for any trips
further than 45 miles from home15 or on any domestic or international air travel,16 hijab requirements,17 and
various decrees requiring gender segregation in public
spaces.18 These restrictions remove women’s agency
where gains in women’s access to public life were just
starting to take hold. Women living with disabilities and
female-headed households are the most impacted by the
mobility restrictions.
In practice, restrictions on women’s freedom of movement often go beyond what is prescribed in decrees.
Women report that families, communities, and employers are pre-emptively limiting movements of women and
girls. This demonstrates how fear of consequences for
transgression can be enough to separate women from
men, ultimately relegating women to the private sphere
and reinforcing the norms that justify this exclusion.
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Participation in public and political life
“Unfortunately, life, studies, and education – all at
the same time – have lost their colour.”
– Afghan woman, 2022
The representatives of the de facto authorities are
men; almost exclusively from the Pashtun ethnic group.
Women have been removed from public service positions – except where they cannot be filled by men in
education, health, and certain elements of policing – in
some cases, being asked to send male relatives to replace
them.19 A 3 day gathering on 30 June 2022 of around
4.500 clerics and leaders chosen by the Taliban fully excluded women with the argument that women would be
sufficiently involved through the presence of their sons,
husbands and fathers.20 Pre-existing norms around male
leadership have thus been consolidated and legitimized,
dismantling inroads women have made into public life in
the past decades.
The Ministry for Women’s Affairs (MoWA) – including
its provincial offices – and the Afghanistan Independent
Human Rights Commission (AIHRC) were abolished in
September 2021 and May 2022, respectively, de-activating the country’s gender-equality and women’s-rights machinery. The Taliban reinstated the de facto Ministry for
Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice (MPVPV),
tasked with enforcing the edicts issued to ensure compliance with the Taliban’s interpretation of Islamic law.
The de facto MPVPV has taken over the former MoWA
building in Kabul and the Departments of Women’s Affairs across the country, sending a powerful signal that
there is no room for women or entities tasked with taking gender equality forward.

Women’s civil society
“We raised our voice, therefore women’s voice has
not been silenced.”
– Afghan woman 2022
Women’s civil society has been significantly impacted since the Taliban takeover. Many women’s rights and
women-led civil society organizations have closed in
the past year. Most high-profile women’s rights leaders,
from all walks of life, fled the country following the fall
of Kabul, creating a leadership vacuum. Reports indicate

that 77 percent of women civil society organizations are
no longer running any projects in 2022.21 Women-led
organizations that continue to operate face intimidation
and threats, significant cash and banking issues, constraints around registration, challenges around limitation
of movement, and operational restrictions given the sensitive nature of human rights-related work.22
On 8 September 2021, the de facto Ministry of Interior
banned demonstrations that did not have prior permission. Nevertheless – and in tandem with the steady and
systematic regression on women’s rights – women have
been at the frontlines of protests in Kabul and beyond.
Women as well as journalists at these protests have
consistently been met with threats, violence, arrest, detention, and torture.23 In response to these measures,
women’s groups and leaders have increasingly resorted
to advocacy at indoor gatherings and on social media.24
Women who fled the country are also mobilizing to keep
global attention on women’s rights: from briefing the UN
Security Council and Human Rights Council and reporting on issues using data from women on the ground, to
forming coalitions to strategize on how best to influence
the Taliban and lobby the international community to
put women’s rights at the centre of their engagement.
Women leaders have expressed frustration at the international community’s reluctance to make women’s rights
a prerequisite for engagement with the de facto authorities. Women leaders have also raised concerns when allmale delegations from the international community meet
the Taliban.25 Inside and outside of the country, Afghan
women have not accepted the status quo and are finding
ways to hold the Taliban to account on women’s rights.

Media
The Taliban has issued various rules aimed at removing media freedoms and excluding women from public
broadcasting comprehensively, including their faces, perspectives, and their needs. On 21 May 2022, a nationwide
order targeted women journalists, requiring them to cover their face when on air.26 Male journalists showed solidarity at two news stations by initially wearing facemasks
alongside their women colleagues.27 The broadcasting of
drama, entertainment, and music has also been restricted
through guidelines issued on 21 November 202128 - likely
to reverse gains made during the past decades to shift
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away from harmful social norms, including regressive gender values and practices. By early December 2021, some
43 percent of media outlets had closed and 84 percent of
women journalists and media workers (compared with
52 percent of men in the sector) had stopped working
amid an environment of harassment, violence, and censorship.29 Estimates in December 2021 put the number
of women journalists at 410 (compared with 3.950 men),
down from a total of 2.490 (compared with 8.290 men)
six months earlier. The broader impact of the repression
and censorship of the media is that women journalists
are rendered invisible; as a result, content that reinforces women’s rights and gender equality is systematically
erased.
Social media has provided a safer, alternative space for
women, including women journalists, to engage publicly
and advocate for women’s rights, although it is not entirely devoid of issues as many women report threats and
intimidation online. The move online has effectively, and
to some degree, safely, allowed women activists to stage
and document indoor protests. Although social media
provides a crucial and one of the last remaining platforms
for women, there is still a need to remain anonymous,
both to avoid attention from the de facto authorities, as
well as to mitigate online harassment and abuse for what
is perceived as transgressive social behaviour.This security concern still creates barriers for women to meaningfully contribute to debate and influence content online. 30

Education
“My daughters are at home because schools are
closed for them. My dreams for their future are all
shattered.”
– Afghan woman, 2022.
Contrary to prior commitments, on 23 March 2022, the
de facto authorities announced that secondary schools
would remain closed to girls. No meaningful steps have
been taken to reopen secondary schools for girls to date.
These restrictions directly and systematically exclude
1.1 million girls from secondary education.31 While girls
continue to attend secondary school in some districts,
the absence of a systematic, national policy hampers universal access to education and ultimately contributes to
the broader architecture that curtails women’s rights and
confines them to their homes. Economic difficulties, re-

strictions on women and girls’ freedom of movement,
and insufficient numbers of women teachers all contribute to limiting girls’ access to education, even at a primary school level. Roughly 36 percent of teachers across all
levels were women in 2018, boosted by a higher percentage in urban areas.32 Where girls are not in school there
is an increased risk of exploitation and abuse, including
child and forced marriage.33
Women’s access to university, though not officially restricted, is constrained by gender segregation and strict
dress codes. Broader gender-specific mobility restrictions, as discussed above, also create significant obstacles
for women and girls to independently access classrooms.
Where universities cannot implement gender-segregation guidelines, women – not men – are disadvantaged.
Many women have either stopped attending or opted not
to enrol in university as they do not feel comfortable
or safe due to restrictions targeting them. Pressure from
family and community also contributes to girls opting out
of university-level education.34

Health services
The health system is plagued by service gaps and inequalities, including access issues in rural areas, shortages of
staff, supplies and equipment, and limited specialized care
for women, particularly around reproductive health.35
Gender segregation has been applied to some men and
women health workers, who are prohibited from communicating with each other and are limited to treating
patients of the same gender as themselves.36 Nutrition
sites report that in some districts there are no women nurses in 86 percent of their centres and no women
doctors in 71 percent of their centres.37 This shortage of
women health workers is particularly critical in addressing the urgent needs and rights of at-risk and crisis-affected women and girls.38 In early 2022, only 10 percent
of women said that they could cover their basic health
needs with the services available to them (compared
with 23 percent of men).39 Afghans with restrictions to
their movement – women, people living with disabilities,
vulnerable and at risk communities – face the highest
barriers to accessing health services.
Maternal mortality rates for women and girls are expected to rise due to restricted mobility for pregnant women
as well as midwives, and the rise of child marriage and as-
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sociated likelihood of early pregnancy. Mental health outcomes are bleak due to economic stressors, lack of support services, displacement, social trauma, and exposure
to protracted conflict. In 2022, 72 percent of households
reported a behavioural change in at least one household
member.40 Stressors for women include a sense of hopelessness given their lack of political and social possibilities. Stressors for men include the experience of combat
and being unable to provide for their families due to high
unemployment and food insecurity.

Employment
“For now, I see no hope.”

– Afghan woman, 2022.

Restrictions confine women to the home, prohibit them
from entering de facto authorrities buildings, and broadly
contest their presence in public spaces. Before 15 August
2021, 17 percent of women participated in the labour
force nationwide; this decreased by 16 percent by the
end of October 2021 (compared with a 6-percent decrease for men during the same time period).41 Under
current mobility restrictions and safety concerns, women’s employment was projected to decrease by as much
as 28 percent by July 2022.42 Employment restrictions
have targeted women in the public service (except for
roles which cannot be filled by men in health, education,
and policing) and, to a lesser degree, in the private sector,
varying by region, sector, and workplace. Ultimately, the
past year has created a disabling environment for women
to fully participate in the workforce – private and public
alike.
Although gender-specific restrictions are generally more
difficult to enforce in the informal and agricultural sectors, limitations on women’s freedom of movement and
increasingly intolerant attitudes towards women in public spaces have the potential to decrease women’s labour
in these sectors. In remote and isolated rural areas,
women play a key role in the agricultural sector, tending
to livestock and daily subsistence more broadly.43 Thus,
restrictions on women’s mobility will put communities at
risk, many of whom are already facing acute food insecurity. Restrictions on freedom of movement, particularly
the mahram requirement, risk eliminating possibilities
of employment for women-headed households. In January 2022, almost 100% of women-headed households
faced insufficient food consumption; and 85 percent of
female-headed households surveyed reported turning to

drastic coping measures – limiting food intake, borrowing food – compared with 62 percent of male-headed
households.44

Humanitarian assistance
In 2022, 24.4 million people, including 5.5 million women
and 6.3 million girls, are in need of humanitarian assistance.45 Approximately 7.400 people were displaced in
2022 due to conflict, of whom 80 percent are women
and children who need humanitarian assistance.46 In the
midst of this complex crisis, a 5.9-magnitude earthquake
hit eastern Afghanistan in June, levelling entire communities, killing 1.000 and injuring more than 1.500, many of
whom were women and girls.47
Obstacles to women and girls’ access to humanitarian
assistance stem from the gendered vulnerabilities and
current mobility and social restrictions targeting women and girls. Access to aid is limited due to gender segregation at and on the way to distribution points and
mahram requirements, lack of required civil documentation, and mobility constraints related to increased risks
of gender-based violence (GBV) and unmet sanitation
and healthcare needs. Compounding these barriers are
the impact of gender-specific mobility restrictions that
impact women humanitarian workers who are vital to
ensuring that humanitarian assistance reaches the most
vulnerable groups, in both planning and distribution roles.
Due to these restrictions, women are at risk of being excluded from life-saving humanitarian assistance, creating
another layer of inequality.
An Afghan Women’s Advisory Group comprising of nine
Afghan women leaders from across the country was established by the UN to advise on the humanitarian response, including how to best respond to the specific
needs of women and girls, and engage with the de facto
authorities on gender-related issues.48 A national-level
de facto committee was established on 7 May 2022 to
monitor humanitarian aid delivery by the de facto Ministry of Economy.49 No concrete and transparent channel
currently exists for direct engagement between Afghan
women’s civil society – or indeed any Afghan women –
and the de facto authorities at the national and sub-national levels. Without such a channel, the needs, perspectives, and expertise of women risk being obscured in any
humanitarian response.
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Violence against women and girls
Violence against women and girls in Afghanistan is a pervasive problem, with reports suggesting nearly nine out
of ten women have experienced at least one form of intimate partner violence in their lifetime.50 Since August
2021, infrastructure to seek support in addressing GBV
has been dismantled, and the remaining institutional avenues to address GBV have presented dangers for women, girls and service providers. Since 15 August 2021, risk
factors have worsened: confinement of women to the
home; mahram requirements; displacement; economic
pressure; erosion of women’s rights; and regressive gender norms. Furthermore, growing male hegemony across
all sectors has meant that people feel more entitled to
perpetrate violence against women and girls, especially
given the lack of functional accountability mechanisms.
The increasingly dangerous and hopeless situation for
women and girls has contributed to a reported increase
of suicides among women.51
Child and forced marriages have increased in the past
year despite a decree issued by the de facto authorities
in December 2021 opposing forced marriage.52 Drivers
include economic pressure, lack of educational and professional prospects for girls, and the reported practice
among Taliban officials of forcibly marrying women and
girls themselves, which leads families to pre-emptively
marry off their girls and women.53 Girls who are forced
into marriage face increased risk of GBV perpetrated by
their husbands and in-laws, as well as limitations in accessing reproductive health, and lower levels of completed education.54
The system that aimed to provide support and justice
to survivors of GBV, and which had previously served
thousands of women and girls each year,55 has collapsed.
Personnel qualified to deal with GBV within the legal and
judicial system have been removed or fled the country;
and civil society organizations providing essential support services have largely been shut down and face severe operational constraints.
Access to justice for women and girls in this context is
almost non-existent. Court cases of family law and violence against women are being increasingly diverted to

informal justice mechanisms. Between August 2021 and
June 2022, the UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
(UNAMA) received 87 reports of violence against women and girls, including two honour killings, none of which
were processed through the formal justice system.56 Informal justice systems do not have a survivor-centred or
do-no-harm approach, thus the risk of re-traumatization
is high. They also lack safeguards for fair processes and
can reinforce power imbalances and inequities. Further,
dependence on male relatives for both financial means
and travel outside the home severely limits opportunities for reporting domestic violence, particularly when
the perpetrator of violence is a family member. Where
reporting occurs, women and girls risk arrest and prosecution for so-called moral crimes,57 which is a further
strong deterrent. Without avenues for women and girls
to seek help and referrals, there is an increased risk that
they remain in life-threatening situations.

Justice and accountability
“I ask the international community to listen to Afghan women; we need to be heard and the world
needs to stand in solidarity with us more than before.”
– Afghan woman, 2022.
The justice system has in large part been dismantled, to
the disproportionate disadvantage of women and girls.
Institutional safeguards ensuring fair trials and monitoring
bodies have been dissolved, including the AIHRC and the
Afghanistan Independent Bar Association, as well as specialized judicial infrastructure aimed at ending violence
against women. With a lack of institutional oversight and
no clarity on the applicable legal framework, individual
interpretation of the law has increased. In a male-dominated environment, arbitrary interpretation and application of the law risk enforcing harmful patriarchal
norms and promoting impunity for violations of women’s
rights. In this ambiguous legal environment, women are
at increased risk. There have been some potentially encouraging reports of judgements by the Taliban clarifying
women’s rights, including their right to inheritance according to Islam; furthermore, a December 2021 decree
has in principle banned forced marriages, and protects
a widow’s right to inheritance and a woman’s right to
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choose her own husband.While these are positive developments, they remain the exception and not the norm. 58
Former women judges, lawyers, and prosecutors have
largely fled or been sidelined and replaced almost entirely by former Taliban fighters and madrasa (Islamic religious school) graduates who do not automatically have
any legal training or expertise. The lack of women’s representation and legally trained personnel in the justice
system reinforces the sector’s existing domination by
men, and hinders access to justice for women and girls.
There is an increasing reliance on informal justice, with
courts referring in particular family law cases to informal
dispute-resolution mechanisms.59 This poses issues for
women and other marginalized groups. Deeply embedded in patriarchal traditions, decisions in informal processes are presided over by men and reflect local norms;
they often reinforce power imbalances and inequities
rather than address them. Taken together, these developments risk setting the framework for a significant level of
ongoing gender-based rights violations.

Conclusion
Despite initial ambiguity and assurances provided by the
Taliban that it would protect women’s rights through the
prism of Sharia law, the past 12 months has seen previous years of progress on women’s rights and gender
equality fundamentally reversed. There is a systemic and
institutionalized exclusion of women and women’s rights
witnessed. Decrees, statements, and practices related to
women’s rights have created an environment of fear and
uncertainty, meaning that formal decrees are no longer
needed; informal policing by families, communities and in
the workplace are reported as commonplace by women. These developments have fostered a harmful shift in
social perceptions towards women and girls that risks
entrenching this institutional regression and reinforcing cultural norms that privilege men’s leadership and
restrict women to the household. The dismantling and
censorship of civil society and the media – who previously played key roles in both sensitizing communities and
holding the former government to account on women’s
rights – leaves the logic of discrimination unquestioned.

subordinates women and relegates them to the private
sphere. There are currently no indications that any of
these fundamental rights and freedoms will be restored.
Rather, the trend of the past year suggests further discriminatory and oppressive measures on women and
girls will continue.
These ubiquitous restrictions on women’s lives and accompanying increase in conservative cultural norms have
directly caused an increase in reported suicides among
women and girls.60 The de facto authorities have created an environmentwhere some Afghan women and girls
see death as preferable to living under the current conditions where there is little hope in sight. Women have
raised concerns over how many more women and girls
are dying by suicide in their communities.61 With the
sustained erosion of women’s rights, diminished access to
healthcare and women friendly safe spaces, alongside the
reality that suicides are generally underreported globally,
in Afghanistan these numbers are likely even higher than
reported given the codes of family honour and shame.
Suicide is a key indicator of how the lives of Afghan women and girls have changed for the worse, to an extent and
at a pace that makes living unbearable for some.
The erosion of women’s rights has been one of the most
notable and consistent characteristics of the de facto authorities to date. It is clear that the Taliban’s position on
women’s rights is central to their vision for Afghanistan,
as evidenced by the growing architecture governing the
lives of women.

The year since 15 August 2021 has seen the near-erasure of women and girls from public life, and their full
erasure from political life. Compounding this, Afghan
women largely feel that the world has abandoned them.
Restrictions on one set of freedoms often provide the
basis for reversals on others, creating an interconnected
and mutually reinforcing ecosystem of oppression that
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59
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Recommendations
1.

Advocate for the return of the full spectrum of women’s rights: In a context where the rights of women and
girls are restricted in every sphere of life, it is critical that efforts are undertaken to restore all rights. Prioritizing
one set of rights for women and girls – such as the more socially accepted rights to education and health – over
another risks setting a pathway that normalizes acceptance of women’s inferior status and reinforces socio-cultural norms that underpin justifications for exclusion.

2.

Invest in women – across all spheres of life: Such investment is critical to transforming Afghanistan. Afghan
women are forming new civil society groups to address community needs, running businesses, and providing
health and protection services. Globally, women’s civil society is the driver and engine behind gains in gender
equality and women’s rights. Now more than ever, concerted efforts are needed nationally and internationally to
address the growing deficit of women’s rights.

3.

Invest in the women’s movement: Include Afghan women as equal partners to inform programming, advocacy,
and policy priorities, ensuring that barriers that limit diversity are addressed. Build strategic partnerships delivering substantial, long-term, flexible funding to local and national organizations working on women’s rights and
gender equality.

4.

Ensure inclusive assistance: Conduct gender-sensitive needs assessments to understand the specific needs and
barriers for women and girls, and marginalized groups. Ensure adaptive approaches to programming, building in
specific and extraordinary measures to counteract the effect of the Taliban’s restrictions and social norms on
women’s fundamental freedoms. This includes finding flexible and innovative ways to investing, supporting and
advocating for the inclusion of Afghan women humanitarian personnel and partnerships with Afghan women-led
local and national non-governmental organizations in both planning and delivery of humanitarian responses to
ensure that life-saving aid reaches women and girls.

5.

Meaningfully integrate the policy perspectives of Afghan women: Support and facilitate Afghan women representatives to negotiate directly and meaningfully with the Taliban, and all other stakeholders. This includes
engaging with the Taliban in ways that reinforce the priorities of Afghan women and the immediate restoration
of their fundamental freedoms and rights, including by means of targeted leverage and conditional engagements.
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