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In August 2021, the Taliban 
recaptured Kabul and, within 
weeks, barred girls from attend-
ing school beyond Grade Six. The 
ban has not lifted.
Afghanistan remains the only 
country in the world that for-
mally bars girls and women from 
secondary and higher education. 
In the years since, Afghan wom-
en have also been banned from 
working across most sectors 
that once employed them, from 
the civil service to national and 
international aid organizations.
About 2.2 million adolescent 
girls have been barred from sec-
ondary school for nearly 1,800 
days. A 2026 UNICEF analysis 
projects Afghanistan will lose 
up to 20,000 women teachers 
and 5,400 health-care workers 
by 2030, with the restrictions 
already costing the country an 
estimated $84 million a year.
Since September 2025, Taliban 
forces have also barred Afghan 
women, including United Na-
tions staff, from entering UN 
offices. In January 2026, wom-
en civil servants lost even the 
reduced pay they had received 
since 2021 for staying home.
I watched a version of this hap-
pen once before, as a young girl 
in 1996, the last time the Taliban 
took Kabul.
What strikes me most about this 
second ban isn’t that it happened 
again. It’s that the world’s fail-
ure this time isn’t due to a lack 
of awareness. Everyone knows 
what’s happening to Afghan 
girls. The failure is that knowing 
has not carried any real cost for 
the Taliban.

What Afghan women have 
built
Within days of the takeover, Af-
ghan women were in the streets 
of Kabul chanting “Bread, Work, 
Freedom,” a demand they have 
kept making since, at real per-
sonal risk. The defining rallying 
cry calls for basic human rights 
— education and employment in 
the face of systemic erasure from 
public life.

Groups of Afghan women have 
organized protests throughout 
that time, even as participants 
have described arrests, torture 
and killings in response — re-
actions so severe they’ve forced 
much of their resistance work 
underground.
As recently as February 2026, 
girls were back on the streets 
of Kabul, still demanding edu-
cation. But where protest has 
become too dangerous, Afghan 
women have built something 
quieter instead: informal net-
works of underground schools, 
run out of homes, that teach girls 
who would otherwise have no 
access to a classroom at all.
None of this resistance is hap-
pening because it’s easy or safe. 
It’s happening because no one 
else has done it for them, and it 
has to be done.
Alongside protest and under-
ground schooling, Afghan wom-
en’s organizations have also tak-
en on documentation. As of June 
2026, researchers at George-
town University’s Institute for 
Women, Peace and Security 
counted 264 Taliban decrees af-
fecting human rights since 2021, 
166 of which specifically target 
women and girls.

International response 
falls short
The main channel for interna-
tional engagement with the 
Taliban is the UN-led Doha pro-
cess. There have been multiple 
rounds of talks with Taliban 
representatives since 2023 in 
pursuit of Afghanistan’s eventu-
al reintegration into the interna-
tional community — normalized 
diplomatic relations, formal rec-
ognition of the Taliban govern-

ment and the country’s return to 
standard participation in inter-
national institutions and trade.
At the Taliban’s insistence, 
women and Afghan civil soci-
ety groups have been excluded 
from the main talks, meeting 
separately and on the side-
lines instead. Sima Samar, for-
mer chairperson of the Afghan 
Independent Human Rights 
Commission, has argued that 
by accepting the Taliban’s 
terms for participation, the 
UN risks indirectly legitimiz-
ing the very policies it says it 
opposes.
That risk is disputed within the 
UN itself. Georgette Gagnon, 
the UN’s deputy special repre-
sentative and officer-in-charge 
of the UN Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan, argued the oppo-
site case at that same session: 
that continued, principled but 
pragmatic engagement remains 
necessary even when progress is 
incremental.
That disagreement, playing out 
at the UN’s own podium, cap-
tures the trap Afghan women 
have been describing for years 
— statements of concern are is-
sued regularly and they cost the 
Taliban nothing.

Canadian efforts
Canada’s own record shows the 
same pattern, in a more hopeful 
register but with the same unfin-
ished quality.
In September 2024, Canada 
joined Australia, Germany and 
the Netherlands in formally in-
voking Afghanistan’s obligations 
under CEDAW, the UN conven-
tion against discrimination to-
ward women that Afghanistan 
ratified in 2003. It is a genuine-

ly significant initiative because 
it’s the first time any state has 
attempted to hold another ac-
countable at the world’s highest 
court for gender discrimination.
But two years on, the case has 
still not reached the Internation-
al Court of Justice (ICJ). Ottawa 
has described the required ne-
gotiation and arbitration steps 
as prerequisites that must run 
their course first. And civil so-
ciety’s own statement marking 
the initiative’s first anniversary 
could still only describe it as an 
effort that may eventually culmi-
nate in an ICJ case, not one that 
has reached it.
Canada has also just secured a 
seat at that same table. Amanda 
Dale, a Canadian human rights 
expert nominated by Ottawa, has 
been elected to the CEDAW com-
mittee itself for the 2027–2030 
term. With a Canadian nominee, 
advocates ask that Canada match 
that milestone with the same ur-
gency in moving its own Afghan-
istan case forward.
When Canada and the Nether-
lands pursued a similar case 
against Syria over torture, they 
moved through each stage with-
out delay. Once negotiations 
stalled in 2022, they promptly 
requested arbitration. When 
Syria failed to engage within 
the required six-month window, 
they filed at the ICJ in 2023 and 
secured a binding order.
After invoking the same mech-

anism against Afghanistan, no 
equivalent milestone has been 
reached. Negotiations, if they have 
failed, have not visibly given way 
to a request for arbitration, and 
the case remains where it started.
Afghan women, and the states 
that made this commitment on 
their behalf, deserve the same 
procedural urgency that carried 
the Syria case through to a res-
olution.
The scale of what this inaction 
has allowed is well-documented.

Personal reflections
I recognize all of this because I 
lived a version of it once already.
In 1996, I was a young girl a few 
weeks from final exams when 
the Taliban took over Kabul. 
That night, with no electricity, 
we gathered around a radio and 
heard we were promoted to the 
next grade, but that schools were 
closing to girls until further no-
tice.
At first, I didn’t understand what 
that meant. As a young student, 
I was excited about the cancella-
tion of final exams, so I ran to tell 
my grandmother. Partway down 
a dark corridor, what it actually 
meant caught up with me: there 
would be no school next year. I 
sat down and cried.
But I was fortunate.
My parents moved my sister 
and me to Pakistan so we could 
keep studying, a decision many 
Afghan families could not afford. 
We could not either. It was my 
aunts and uncles living overseas 
who supported our studies.
Friends of mine were not able 
to finish school and, as far as I 
know, were married off instead. 
I went on to become the first 
woman to serve as a director, 
then deputy minister, then acting 
minister of mines and petroleum 
in the Afghan cabinet.
Those conditions changed for 
my generation. Nothing guar-
antees they will for this one — 
awareness alone will not accom-
plish that.
Afghan women have spent the 
last five years proving they have 
not accepted this ban as perma-
nent. It is worth asking why the 
rest of the world has settled for 
so much less than that.

The article first appeared on The 
Conversation.

I lived through first Taliban girls’ school ban

Afghan schoolgirls pose for a photo in 
a classroom in Kabul, Afghanistan, in 
December 2022. The Taliban ordered 
women nationwide to stop attending private 
and public universities until further notice.
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Watching it happen again heartbreaking
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As recently as 
February 2026, girls 
were back on the 
streets of Kabul, 
still demanding 
education. But 
where protest 
has become too 
dangerous, Afghan 
women have 
built something 
quieter instead: 
informal networks 
of underground 
schools, run out 
of homes, that 
teach girls who 
would otherwise 
have no access 
to a classroom 
at all. None of 
this resistance is 
happening because 
it’s easy or safe. It’s 
happening because 
no one else has done 
it for them, and it has 
to be done.

excluded from a significant part 
of the education system, the 
country’s ability to produce that 
human capital inevitably suffers.
UNICEF and UNESCO warned in 
January 2026 that, beyond the 
ban on girls’ education, Afghan-
istan was also facing a broader 
learning dilemma, with a signifi-
cant proportion of children failing 
to achieve basic reading proficien-
cy by the end of primary school. 
Afghanistan therefore faces a dou-
ble whammy: some children are 
being denied continued access to 
education, while others are being 
educated within a system whose 
content is increasingly contested 
and ideologically shaped.

Books as last avenue for 
learning
Yet amid this cultural darkness, 
one fact remains important: 
the desire to learn has not dis-
appeared from Afghanistan. 
Many Afghan women and girls 
who have been excluded from 

schools and universities contin-
ue to pursue education through 
informal channels. Home-based 
classes, distance learning, dig-
ital resources and books have 
become substitutes, however 
imperfect, for formal education-
al institutions.
New technologies have also 
entered this struggle. Recent 
research on Afghan women in-
dicates that some are turning to 
artificial intelligence tools and 
online education to continue 
learning and develop new skills 
despite restrictions on formal 
education. At the same time, 
concerns over security, surveil-
lance and reliable access remain 
serious.
This reality demonstrates that 
the desire for knowledge cannot 
simply be eliminated by clos-
ing schools or removing books 
from libraries. A university can 
be closed, but the question itself 
cannot be shut down. A book 
can be removed from a library, 

but the need to know cannot 
simply be erased from the mind 
of a generation.

Afghanistan’s situation not 
only about today
Ultimately, what is happening to 
books, universities and schools in 
Afghanistan is about the country’s 
future. Five years after returning 

to power, the Taliban have con-
solidated their territorial control 
and expanded their diplomatic 
engagement with a number of 
countries. Yet the situation of 
the rights of women and girls re-
mains one of the most significant 
obstacles to the normalization of 
Afghanistan’s relations with the 
international community.

From this perspective, books are 
not a peripheral issue. A country 
that restricts its books is also re-
stricting its collective memory. 
A country that excludes women 
from universities is setting aside 
a significant part of its human 
capital. A country that rewrites 
its curriculum according to ideo-
logical considerations is shaping 
the intellectual future of its next 
generation. And a country that 
restricts free access to diverse 
sources of knowledge gradually 
loses part of its ability to debate 
its own future.
Afghanistan today is facing some-
thing larger than a book trouble. 
It is facing a trouble of access to 
knowledge. A trouble that began 
in schools, moved into universi-

ties and is now affecting the book-
shelves and libraries that once 
provided Afghans with access to 
a wider intellectual world.
Perhaps that is why, in today’s Af-
ghanistan, an ordinary book can 
carry a meaning far greater than 
its few hundred pages. A book 
can represent a world in which 
asking questions is not forbid-
den, women can be university 
students, writers can write with-
out fear, and universities can 
remain the meeting ground of 
competing ideas.
Five years after the Taliban’s re-
turn to power, the central ques-
tion is no longer simply how 
many books remain in Afghani-
stan. The deeper question is this: 
Will the next generation of Af-
ghans still have the opportunity 
to read different books and decide 
for themselves which version of 
the world they choose to believe? 
The answer may determine Af-
ghanistan’s cultural future more 
clearly than any figure.

Men read books in a library at a private 
university in Kabul, Afghanistan, on July 
22, 2024.
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