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Submission to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination All Forms of Against Women (CEDAW)
91st Session (June-July 2025)—Afghanistan  

Introduction: 
1. The University of California, Irvine School of Law (UCI Law) International Justice Clinic conducts research and advocacy that promotes compliance with international human rights law. Under the supervision of Professor David Kaye, a former UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, the Clinic works with human rights defenders, attorneys, scholars, NGOs, and other civil society organizations within the United States and abroad to develop and implement advocacy strategies regarding accountability for violations of human rights law. 
2. To assist in monitoring the situation and identify strategies for advocacy, the UCI Law International Justice Clinic launched its Afghanistan Human Rights Project in the summer of 2022. 
3. This report accounts for violations of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women in Afghanistan since the Taliban took over, specifically addressing women’s rights to space in political and public life, education, and employment.
4. To support the accuracy and efficacy of our reporting, we conducted interviews with Afghan women who have been affected by the Taliban’s discriminatory laws and restrictions related to women’s right to political and public life, education, and employment.
Women’s Presence in Political and Public Life
5. Article 7 of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) stipulates that “State parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the political and public life of the country…”. Under Article 7, the Taliban, the de facto rulers of the State, has the responsibility of ensuring that women have the same opportunities as men to participate in the political and public life of Afghanistan. This responsibility is a broad one, including ensuring women: have the right to vote and be eligible for election; participate in the formulation of government policy; hold public office; perform public functions at all levels of government; and participate in the work of non-governmental organizations and associations concerned with the public and political life of Afghanistan.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) art. 7, Dec. 18, 1979, available at https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-elimination-all-forms-discrimination-against-women.] 

6. CEDAW General Recommendation 23 broadens the explicit language of Article 7 by clarifying that it extends to all areas of public and political life, not only those included in its subparagraphs.[footnoteRef:2] The recommendation clarifies that Article 7 extends to public boards, local councils, political party activities, trade unions, and professional or industry associations.[footnoteRef:3] Additionally, General Recommendation 23 highlights that Article 7 covers all aspects of public administration and the formulation and implementation of policy at the international, national, regional, and local levels.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 23: Political and Public Life, CEDAW/C/1997/23 (1997).]  [3:  Id.]  [4:  Id. ] 

7. Furthermore, article 7 should be interpreted in view of Article 2 of the Convention, which defines the ways State parties should pursue the elimination of discrimination against women.[footnoteRef:5] Article 2 articulates that State parties have both positive and negative obligations to both promote and eliminate discrimination against women.[footnoteRef:6] This means State parties should adopt the principle of equality of men and women within their national constitution; adopt appropriate legislative measures; refrain from engaging in any act or practice of discrimination against women; modify or abolish any existing laws, regulations, or customs which constitute discrimination against women; and repeal all provisions which constitute discrimination against women.  [5:  Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women supra note 1, art. 2.]  [6:  Id.   ] 

8. In light of Article 2, Taliban should take steps to eliminate or modify all laws or customs that discriminate against women in the area concerning women’s presence in political and public life. Additionally, the Taliban must adopt measures that allow for women’s presence in political and public life, at the same level as men.
Limitations on Women’s Right to Presence in Political and Public Life in Afghanistan
9. Days after the Taliban takeover, the Taliban urged women to join its government.[footnoteRef:7] In the Taliban’s first news conference since its takeover, spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid promised that the Taliban would respect women’s rights, and women would be very active in society, but “within the frameworks of Islam.”[footnoteRef:8] Despite these initial statements to the public, the government has since issued several edicts and decrees that impose severe restrictions on women’s ability to participate in political and public life.  [7:  Taliban Announces Amnesty, Urges Women to Join Government, AL JAZEERA (Aug. 17, 2021), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/taliban-announces-amnesty-urges-women-to-join-government.]  [8:  Taliban Says Will Respect Women's Rights, Press Freedom, AL JAZEERA (Aug. 17, 2021), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/taliban-says-will-respect-womens-rights-press-freedom.] 

10. The Taliban began their assault on women’s presence in public and political life by removing women from government roles. In September 2021, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs was dissolved and replaced with the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, which is responsible for enforcing Taliban morality laws.[footnoteRef:9] In the same month, the Taliban urged women and civil servants to stay at home, except for some working in the education, health, and security sectors.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Al Jazeera, Taliban Replaces Ministry for Women with Ministry for Guidance, AL JAZEERA (Sept. 18, 2021), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/18/taliban-replace-ministry-for-women-with-guidance-ministry.]  [10:  United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), Human Rights Situation in Afghanistan: October–December 2024 (2025), available at https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/human_rights_situation_in_afghanistan_october_-_december_2024_-_english.pdf.] 

11. Similarly, the Taliban issued several decrees and decisions restricting women’s ability to participate in international organizations, including NGOs and the United Nations. In December 2022, the de facto Ministry of Economy prohibited Afghan women from working for domestic and international NGOs.[footnoteRef:11] Moreover, in April 2023, the de facto Foreign Minister verbally notified UNAMA of a decision to impose severe restrictions on national female staff working for the UN, except those working in the health and primary education sectors.[footnoteRef:12] In December 2024, the de facto Ministry of Economy disseminated a letter reemphasizing the December 2022 ban on women working for domestic and international NGOs.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Id. ]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

12. In August 2024, the Taliban published the Law on Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, commonly referred to as the “Morality Law,” which incorporates previous decrees that further restrict women’s rights. Specifically, the morality law allows the Taliban’s morality police to enforce dress codes, mobility restrictions, gender segregation, and more. Concerning women’s political and public presence, Article 13, titled, “Injunctions Relating to Women Covering Themselves,” forbids women from using their voices in public.[footnoteRef:14]This restriction severely limits women’s ability to participate in political and public life.  [14:  Afghanistan Analysts Network, Law on Virtue and Vice: Basic Text (2024), available at https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2024/08/Law-on-Virtue-and-Vice-Basic.pdf.] 

13. The vaguely worded Morality Law allows the Taliban to enforce discriminatory measures against women based on their interpretation of Islamic law. 
Recommendations Addressing Restrictions Against Women in Political and Public Life
a. The de facto authorities should immediately repeal the restrictions preventing women from holding public office or participating in governance, including the Morality Law;
b. The authorities should ensure women’s inclusion in policymaking processes and ensure their representation in all roles of government, including in judicial and legal positions at the national and local levels;
c. The authorities should immediately repeal the order imposing severe restrictions on women working for domestic or international organizations including the UN;
Women’s Right to Education
14. Article 10 of CEDAW imposes broad obligations on State parties to take measures to ensure women have the same access to education and career opportunities as men. It not only addresses access to education and career opportunities, but also emphasizes the quality of education and utilization of education to achieve certain benefits. 
15. CEDAW General Recommendation 36 provides a framework for interpreting Article 10, articulating that Article 10 addresses three dimensions of education: (a) the right of access to education; (b) rights within education; and (c) the instrumentalization of education for the enjoyment of all human rights.[footnoteRef:15] The right to access education encompasses both participation and infrastructure to ensure equal representation of girls and boys at all levels of education.[footnoteRef:16] However, true gender equality in education goes beyond numerical parity and requires equal treatment, opportunities, and the dismantling of discriminatory norms by educational institutions.[footnoteRef:17] With respect to rights within education, women and girls must have access to content and quality of education equal to that of men.[footnoteRef:18] Moreover, the General Recommendation adds that education should be a transformative tool for gender equality in a broader social, political, and economic sphere.[footnoteRef:19]  [15:  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 36: The Right of Girls and Women to Education, para 13, U.N. Doc. CEDAW/C/GC/36 (Nov. 27, 2017). ]  [16:  Id. para 15. ]  [17:  Id. para 16. ]  [18:  Id. para 56. ]  [19:  Id. para 17. ] 

16. In addition, the recommendation emphasizes that patriarchal systems and cultural norms are powerful barriers to women’s enjoyment of their right to education.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Id. para 51. ] 

17. Moreover, article 10 must be interpreted in light of Article 2 of CEDAW, which outlines how State parties must pursue the elimination of discrimination.[footnoteRef:21] Given Article 2, State parties must adopt legislative measures prohibiting all discrimination against women in the area of education, and modify or abolish any existing laws, regulations, customs, and practices which allow for discrimination against women in education.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  CEDAW supra note 1, art. 2.]  [22:  Id.] 

Restrictions on Women’s Education
18. Since the Taliban returned to power in 2021, they have been stripping away women’s rights in the educational setting through a series of edicts and decrees. When the Taliban initially took over in August 2021, many girls and women were forced to stop attending school due to instability and uncertainty. In March 2022, the Taliban officially announced that girls’ schools above 6th grade would remain closed until a plan could be developed in alignment with Islamic law and Afghan culture.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  The Taliban Closes Afghan Girls' Schools Hours After Reopening, Al Jazeera (Mar. 23, 2022), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/23/taliban-orders-girls-schools-shut-hours-after-reopening.​] 

19. While secondary education was banned, universities remained open for women, but with restrictions. The de facto government passed several decrees and decisions affecting women’s right to access higher education and universities. In February 2022, the Taliban ordered universities to enforce gender-segregated classrooms.[footnoteRef:24] In October 2022, the Taliban announced women were prohibited from choosing agriculture, mining, civil engineering, veterinary medicine, and journalism as their university majors.[footnoteRef:25] In December 2022, the Taliban banned females from public and private universities until further notice.[footnoteRef:26] The Ministry of Higher Education reinforced this ban by issuing a letter to private universities, instructing them to exclude women from taking the university entrance examination.[footnoteRef:27] In March 2023, in a letter to higher educational institutes, the Taliban ordered universities to only admit male students in the upcoming academic year.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  Afghan Women at University Must Study in Female-Only Classrooms, Taliban Say, The Guardian (Sept. 12, 2021), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/12/afghan-women-university-female-only-classrooms-taliban-say.]  [25:  Afghanistan: Taliban Ban Women from Many University Subjects, BBC News (Oct. 14, 2022), https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-63219895.]  [26:  UNAMA supra note 10.]  [27:  Taliban Warn Women Can't Take Entry Exams at Universities, Associated Press (Jan. 28, 2023), https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-colleges-and-universities-taliban-education-religion-66a66b52706e8190332625c8a42e51e3.]  [28:  Taliban Excludes Female Students from Next Academic Year's University Entrance Exams, KabulNow (July 17, 2023), https://kabulnow.com/2023/07/taliban-excludes-female-students-from-next-academic-years-university-entrance-exams/.] 

20. One of our interviewees, Mursal, shared that after completing the university entrance exam, she was admitted to study computer science.[footnoteRef:29] However, after the Taliban took over, she was unable to attend university.[footnoteRef:30] Her story is one of many women who were barred from pursuing their area of desired study.  [29:  Interview with Mursal, (Mar. 28, 2025).]  [30:  Id.] 

21. The de facto government also released several decrees that specifically attacked women’s right to study medicine. In February 2023, the de facto Afghanistan Medical Council barred women from taking medical university exit examinations.[footnoteRef:31] Moreover, in December 2024, the Taliban's Ministry of Public Health verbally ordered medical institutes to bar women and girls from studying in their institutions.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  UNAMA supra note 10.]  [32:  Id.] 

22. The Taliban has also placed restrictions on non-traditional forms of education provided by NGOs and the UN. In June 2023, the Taliban banned foreign NGOs from providing educational programs, including community-based education.[footnoteRef:33] In November 2024, the Taliban shut down accelerated learning classes funded by UNICEF, which were designed to support girls out of school below the sixth grade.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Taliban Bans Foreign NGOs from Providing Educational Services, KabulNow (June 7, 2023), https://kabulnow.com/2023/06/taliban-bans-foreign-ngos-from-providing-educational-services/.]  [34:  Taliban Closes UN-Supported Educational Classes for Girls in Bamyan, Sources Report, KabulNow (Nov. 28, 2024), https://kabulnow.com/2024/11/taliban-closes-un-supported-educational-classes-for-girls-in-bamyan-sources-report/.] 

23. The Morality Law, passed in August 2024, reinforces previous restrictions on women that further limit their rights to access education. Specifically, the morality law restricts women’s movement, affecting their ability to access educational facilities.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Afghanistan Analysts Network, supra note 14. ] 

24. Because many of the de facto government’s decrees remain uncodified, their enforcement across the country has been uneven.[footnoteRef:36] Due to this uneven enforcement, some academic institutions and centers providing education to girls and women remain open while implementing the Taliban’s rules, such as gender-segregated classrooms. In our interview with Mursal, an aspiring university student and English teacher in a private education center, she stated that her center continues to provide English classes to girls and boys.[footnoteRef:37] She added that the authorities have come to the center many times, however, the center insisted on abiding by the Taliban’s rules, such as abiding by gender-segregated classrooms and dressing appropriately.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  RFE/RL, Draconian Decrees: Taliban Restrictions in Afghanistan (Feb. 9, 2024), available at https://www.rferl.org/a/draconian-decrees-taliban-restrictions-afghanistan/32547882.html.]  [37:   Mursal supra note 29.]  [38:  Id.] 

Recommendations Addressing Women’s Right to Education
a. The de facto government should immediately lift all bans that prevent women from pursuing secondary and higher education.
b. The authorities should protect girls and women from being deprived of their right to education on the basis of patriarchal, religious, or cultural norms and practices.
c. The authorities should undertake appropriate legislative actions to ensure the protection and enforcement of the rights of girls and women, within and through education.
d. The authorities should work with the international community and civil society towards the enhancement and development of the right of girls and women to education.
Women’s Right to Employment and Non-Discrimination in the Workplace
25. Article 11 of CEDAW mandates that State parties must take all necessary actions to eliminate discrimination against women in the workplace, ensuring that men and women have equal rights.[footnoteRef:39] This provision affirms that the right to work is an inherent right for all individuals, and States are required to create protective legislation that guarantees equal access to employment opportunities, the freedom to choose a profession, and equal pay for equal work. [39:  CEDAW supra note 1, art. 11.] 

26. CEDAW General Recommendation 12 urges States to take comprehensive measures to protect women from violence, including physical, emotional, and sexual harassment, at the workplace.[footnoteRef:40] It recognizes the significant impact that such violence has on women's ability to freely participate in the workforce, often leading to job insecurity, loss of income, and a lack of workplace stability. Similarly, General Recommendation 19 defines gender-based violence as a form of discrimination that restricts women’s ability to fully enjoy their employment rights.[footnoteRef:41] Both recommendations call for States to implement effective legal frameworks, policies, and practices to prevent and respond to gender-based violence, including support services and public awareness initiatives.  [40:  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 12: Violence Against Women (1989).]  [41:  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 19: Violence Against Women (1992).] 

27. Furthermore, CEDAW General Recommendation 13 highlights the critical issue of equal pay for equal work, calling on States to eliminate gender-based wage disparities by ensuring that women receive compensation equal to that of men for the same work.[footnoteRef:42] This recommendation underscores the importance of closing the gender pay gap by addressing factors such as occupational segregation and discriminatory pay practices that contribute to inequality.[footnoteRef:43]  [42:  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 13:Equal remuneration for work of equal value (1989).]  [43:   Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, General Recommendation No. 13:Equal remuneration for work of equal value (1989).] 

28. Additionally, in the context of Article 11, Article 2 of CEDAW requires States to ensure labor laws uphold gender equality, remove barriers to workforce participation, enforce equal pay, and combat workplace discrimination and harassment. 
Limitations on Woman’s Right to Work in Afghanistan
29. As outlined in paragraphs 10 and 11 above, Taliban have imposed severe restrictions on women’s right to work since coming to power. These restrictions not only have undermined women's rights but also exacerbated the nation's economic crisis. A 2021 report by United Nations Development Program stated that women make up 20% of the national workforce, and preventing them to work could reduce household spending by as much as half a billion dollars.[footnoteRef:44] A year later in late 2022, the International Labor Organization (ILO) documented a 25% drop in women’s employment level, attributed the decline to the restriction on women’s work.[footnoteRef:45] Additionally, recent Taliban directives to shut down national and international non-governmental organizations employing women in Afghanistan has drastically reduced job opportunities for women.[footnoteRef:46] [44:  Charlotte Mitchell, Taliban’s Ban on Women in the Workforce Can Cost Economy $1bn, Al Jazeera (Dec. 1, 2021), https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2021/12/1/talibans-ban-on-women-in-the-workforce-can-cost-economy-1bn.]  [45:  Women Bear Brunt of Afghanistan Job Losses, INT'L LABOUR ORG. (Mar. 7, 2023), https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/women-bear-brunt-afghanistan-job-losses.]  [46:  Afghanistan’s Taliban Rulers Say Will Close All NGOs Employing Women, AL JAZEERA (Dec. 30, 2024), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/12/30/afghanistans-taliban-rulers-say-will-close-all-ngos-employing-women.] 

30. Taliban have only permitted women whose jobs cannot be done by men under their strict interpretation of Shari'a law such as doctors, nurses, and teachers.[footnoteRef:47] Even in fields where women are allowed to work, they often face segregation policies, forcing them into gender-isolated spaces or remote work, further limiting their professional growth.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Charlotte Mitchell, Taliban's Drastic Cut in Salaries of Female State Employees, RFE/RL (Dec. 1, 2021), https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-women-employees-salaries/32998050.html.]  [48: Taliban Orders Afghan Women to Cover Their Faces in Public, AL JAZEERA (May 7, 2022), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/5/7/taliban-orders-afghan-women-to-cover-their-faces-in-public.] 

31. Moreover, women who work in government institutions and in important fields like medicine are not equally paid as their male colleagues.[footnoteRef:49] In June 2024 Taliban authorities issued a decree that set the monthly salaries of all female government employees at 5,000 AFN, or around $70, regardless of their job, qualifications, or experience[footnoteRef:50]. For many women, that means a drop of up to 75 percent in their wages at a time when Afghanistan is grappling with mass unemployment and rising poverty.[footnoteRef:51]   [49:  Interviewee’s indication]  [50:   RFE/RL's Radio Azadi, 'Systematic Discrimination': Taliban's Drastic Cut In Salaries Of Female State Employees Triggers Anger, RADIO FREE EUROPE/RADIO LIBERTY (June 18, 2024), https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-women-employees-salaries/32998050.html.]  [51:  RFE/RL's Radio Azadi, 'Systematic Discrimination': Taliban's Drastic Cut In Salaries Of Female State Employees Triggers Anger, RADIO FREE EUROPE/RADIO LIBERTY (June 18, 2024), https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-taliban-women-employees-salaries/32998050.html.] 

32. The new Morality Law has added yet another layer of restrictions on women’s ability to work. For instance, requiring women to cover their whole body including their faces in public[footnoteRef:52] not only imposes social pressure but also discourages female participation in workplaces where visibility and interaction are essential. Moreover, the law requires women to have a male guardian (mahram) to travel to work.[footnoteRef:53] This makes independent career advancement nearly impossible in a country where more than 40 years of conflict have left millions of widows, many of whom struggle to find a mahram.[footnoteRef:54]  [52:  Afghanistan Analysts Network supra note 14, art. 13.2.]  [53:  Id. art. 20.5.]  [54:  Afghan Women Struggle Under Male Guardian Rules, FRANCE 24 (May 10, 2024), https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20240510-afghan-women-struggle-under-male-guardian-rules.] 

33. This environment of constant surveillance and fear discourages many women from venturing into the limited public or professional spaces. 
Recommendations Addressing Women’s Right to Work
a. The de facto government should immediately repeal all bans that restrict women from working including in government, business, and NGO sectors. 
b. The authorities should enforce laws mandating equal pay for equal work while establishing robust mechanisms to prevent any type of violence against women in workplace. 
c. The de facto government should equip women with the necessary skills to contribute meaningfully to the economy and improve their participation across all opportunity sectors.
d. The authorities should restore independent bodies to monitor and enforce compliance with CEDAW obligations.
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