
TI
M

SI
M

A
G

ES
.U

K
/A

D
O

BE
 S

TO
CK

The story of how Afghanistan will be 
governed is still unfolding. Joan Garrod 
explains why the signs are not encouraging 
for women and girls

The Taliban is a highly patriarchal group that 
follows an extreme version of the Islamic code. 
During its rule in Afghanistan between 1996–

2001, almost all education for girls was banned, 
women had to be fully veiled and were forbidden 
to leave the house unless accompanied by a male 
chaperone.

Limited improvements after 2001
Following the invasion by Western powers in 2001, 
school attendance rose rapidly. By 2018 more than 
40% of girls were in secondary school, compared 
with only 6% in 2003. By 2021 women students were 
able to enrol at university, and women could pursue 
professions such as law, medicine and journalism.

However, much of the improvement was restricted 
to urban areas. Today, only 43% of the population is 
literate — just over a third of teenage girls and only two-
thirds of boys. Domestic violence is widespread, and a 
third of girls are married by the age of 18. Though there 
are a few refuges for abused women, mainly in Kabul, 
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Questions and activities
Watch this video, broadcast in March 2017. 
It features the work of Paula Bronstein, a 
photojournalist who spent 17 years documenting 
the lives of Afghan women. It shows that there 
were encouraging signs of change — but this is 
not the case now: https://tinyurl.com/3wsjjdrc

1 Briefly explain what is meant by ‘patriarchy’.
2 Briefly explain what is meant by ‘theocracy’.
3 Consider areas of the world, including your 

own, where religious doctrine has, now or in 
the past, been used to try to control people’s 
behaviour.

4 In a small group or as a class, identify and 
discuss as many reasons as you can think of 
regarding why it is important for individuals and 
society as a whole to have an educated female 
population. Here are some areas you might 
consider: the economy, human rights, families 
and children, socialisation, the birth rate, 
physical and mental health.

Read this article to learn how the Taliban’s return 
to power has exacerbated the health crisis in 
Afghanistan, and in particular its impact on 
pregnant women and babies:  
https://tinyurl.com/24p353y5

leaving one’s husband is seen as deeply shameful, 
and women fleeing domestic violence receive no 
government protection.

Summer 2021
Following the Taliban takeover of the country in the 
summer of 2021, significant concerns have been raised 
about the position of women and girls, particularly 
regarding education and work. Many women graduates 
report having to hide or burn their diplomas and 
certificates, and fear that they will never be able to 
resume their studies or careers.

Publicly, the new Taliban leaders have stated that 
women ‘will be free to work’, though no details have 
been given regarding what restrictions might be 
imposed. They have also said that the rights of women 
will be respected ‘within the framework of Islamic 
law’, but again giving no specific details of what this 
means. The Taliban also appears to have closed the 
ministry dealing with women’s affairs, replacing it 
with a department that under the previous rule was 
responsible for enforcing strict religious doctrine.

What next for Afghan women?
Currently, some women students have been able to 
resume their higher education, but strict segregation of 
the sexes has been enforced, and women are supposed 
to be taught only by female teachers. Few universities 
have the capacity to follow strict segregation of the 
sexes, and there are relatively few female lecturers. 
Overall, only a third of teachers are female, and the 

proportion is significantly lower in rural areas and 
above primary school. Only 10–15% of female teachers 
are properly qualified.

On 18 September 2021 the Taliban ordered boys 
and male teachers to return to the classroom, but 
significantly made no mention of girls. It is as yet 
unknown how the position of women and girls might 
change — but there currently seems little cause for 
optimism.
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