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Please note: this report may contain links to graphic content. AW may have removed 

links to content posted by individual social media accounts.  

Executive summary  

 

When the Taliban assumed power in Afghanistan in August 2021, the group’s leadership sent a 

message to international governments: this time would be different. Women’s rights would be 

respected, security assured, and a general amnesty granted to all who had fought against the 

group or worked for the former government. These were the messages Taliban spokesman 

Zabihullah Mujahid delivered in a speech just days after the group seized Kabul.  

 

“We have pardoned anyone, all those who had fought against us,” Mujahid announced during 

the Taliban’s first press conference following the takeover. He added that “Security has been 

assured” and promised that women’s rights would be respected “within the framework of 

Sharia”. When asked about press freedom, Mujahid replied that the Taliban “are committed to 

media within our cultural frameworks”, and that private media can “continue to be free and 

independent.”  

 

Since October 2021, Afghan Witness (AW) has been using open source data collection and 

analysis techniques to collect, preserve and verify user-generated content and media reports 

emerging from Afghanistan. This report aims to provide an overview of the project’s monitoring 

across four categories: human rights violations (HRVs) and abuses related to right to life, torture 

and liberty; the rights of women and girls; violations against vulnerable and marginalised 

groups, and the freedom of civil society and the media to operate. Data the project has collected 

and analysed over the last two years paints a very different picture to the promises made in the 

initial days of the Taliban takeover.  

 

Throughout the last two years, there has been a steady stream of reports of human rights 

abuses. As well as widespread reports of killings, detentions and torture there are continuing 

reports of reprisals targeted at former Afghan defence and security forces (ANDSF), as well as 

arrests of civil society activists and journalists. In October 2022, the Taliban also announced the 

return of public punishments in Afghanistan, resulting in frequent lashings, as well as two 

executions, issued by the Taliban-led Supreme Court. Restrictions on women’s rights have 

gradually worsened throughout the last two years: after an initial period of uncertainty and a 

degree of flexibility at local levels, the Taliban have introduced nationwide edicts targeting 

women’s dress, ability to work, access to education and freedom of movement. Hundreds of 

reports of women being violently killed by Taliban, family members, or unknown actors have 

also surfaced.  

 

● AW has recorded 3,329 reports of human rights abuses since January 15, 2022 relating 

to infringements of the right to life, right to freedom from torture, freedom of the press, 

freedom of assembly, women’s rights and more. 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/transcript-of-talibans-first-press-conference-in-kabul
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● There has been a steady reporting of the killing and detention of former ANDSF 

members. Since January 2022, AW has recorded 112 claims of killings and 130 

detentions – likely an undercount, given the high number of cases where the victims and 

perpetrators are unidentified. 

● AW has recorded 56 announcements by the Taliban-led Supreme Court issuing 

punishments in public to more than 350 individuals, predominantly for ‘moral’ crimes 

such as having an illicit relationship, sodomy and adultery.  

● Despite wide-ranging and increasing suppression of resistance to Taliban rule, AW has 

verified nearly 70 women-led street demonstrations since the first one in August 2021, in 

large part protesting increasing restrictions on girls’ and women’s access to education 

and work. Between March 1, 2023 and June 27, 2023, AW recorded and analysed 95 

separate women’s protests, including 84 indoor protests and 11 street demonstrations 

across 12 provinces in Afghanistan. 

● Between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023, AW recorded 188 cases of women being 

killed by a range of actors, including family members, unknown perpetrators, and in 

some instances, alleged Taliban members.  

● Afghanistan has seen the gradual erosion of space for independent media and civil 

society. AW has recorded 67 reports of civil society activists and protesters being 

arrested between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023.  

● During the same period, AW recorded 98 reports of journalists, photographers and 

media commentators being detained by the Taliban across Afghanistan. 

● Afghanistan has seen numerous attacks by Islamic State – Khorasan Province (ISKP) 

on Hazara and Shia communities since 2016. These continued during the Taliban’s first 

year of rule, with mosques, schools and religious celebrations targeted. Across the two 

year period, AW records show that ISKP have claimed 29 attacks on Hazaras and 

Shias, resulting in the deaths of 193 people and 454 injured since August 2021, 

according to media reports.  

 

Based on AW’s open source monitoring, there have been some differences in trends in the first 

and second years of Taliban rule. The first year saw the group clamp down on dissent, with the 

reported arrests of women’s rights activists, journalists and protesters. The Taliban issued a 

series of restrictions on the media which, coupled with economic constraints and the flight of 

journalists, has led to the reported closures of hundreds of outlets.  

 

The overall level of armed violence in the country immediately decreased following the Taliban 

takeover. However, the security situation in the first year of the group’s rule remained volatile, 

with IS affiliate ISKP committing regular attacks on both civilian and Taliban targets. Spring 

2022 saw an offensive erupt between resistance forces and Taliban in the north of the country, 

which led to widespread allegations – some verified by AW – of human rights abuses committed 

against resistance fighters, including extrajudicial executions and mass arrests. 

 

The second year of Taliban rule, however, has been somewhat different. Our open source 

monitoring indicates that as a result of both Taliban restrictions and self-censorship, media and 

opposition in the country have largely dispersed, though reported arrests of women’s rights 
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activists, educational campaigners and journalists have continued. Women have continued to 

protest against Taliban restrictions and edicts, but protests have largely been held indoors – 

seemingly an attempt by protesters to conceal their identities and reduce the risk of facing arrest 

or violence. Despite these threats, women have still taken to the streets to protest major edicts, 

including the ban on women’s university education in December 2022, and the closure of beauty 

salons in July 2023. In both cases, AW verified examples of the Taliban responding with force, 

using aerial gunfire and water cannons to disperse protesters.  

 

AW has recorded far less activity by resistance forces during the second year of the Taliban’s 

rule, and, after several high-profile attacks claimed by ISKP in the first few months of 2023 – 

mainly targeting Taliban figures – AW has also seen a drop-off in ISKP activity following a 

period of intensified raids against alleged IS cells in March and April. ISKP also appear to have 

shifted away from attacks on civilians and Hazara and Shia neighbourhoods and have focused 

instead on predominantly Taliban targets. 

 

 
Figure 1: a graph showing the number of reported human rights incidents recorded per reporting period 

by AW between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023.  

 

A note on “verified” and “unverified” data  

 

AW collects and archives information gathered from social media and digital channels, and, 

where possible, investigates claims further using techniques such as geolocation to verify 

images and videos. The research included in this report consists of both verified and unverified 
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information. Most is based on our monthly HRVs tracker, which has recorded claims of human 

rights abuses across four categories (HRVs and abuses related to right to life, torture, liberty; 

freedom of civil society and the media to operate; human rights violations against vulnerable 

and marginalised groups; and the rights of women and girls) since January 2022.  

 

Collection of data for our monthly tracker involves the daily monitoring of social media and 

digital channels, with keyword searches carried out in Pashtu, Dari and English, as well as other 

languages, on platforms such as Telegram, Twitter and Facebook. Posts from social media 

users and local media are scrutinised and multiple reports of the same incident de-conflicted. 

Claims are then assigned to one of the four categories. The nature of evidence assigned to the 

categories is described in the different sections of the report. Where possible, we have 

attempted to supplement unverified claims with verified case studies, corroborative information 

from sources on the ground, or with reporting and investigations conducted by other 

organisations or journalists.  

 

When AW describes a piece of content as “verified”, it means that investigators have been able 

to confirm, with a high degree of confidence, the location and date of a piece of footage or a 

photograph. If a claim is “unverifiable” it does not necessarily mean it is untrue, rather that there 

is insufficient evidence available to verify a time and location of the imagery.  

 

The Taliban’s restrictions on the media have caused particular challenges for journalists 

investigating human rights issues, and the resulting self-censorship due to fear of reprisal has 

led to limited visual evidence surfacing online. As well as this, a lack of internet access in some 

regions, or Taliban rules around photographing or recording incidents, has also likely 

suppressed visual evidence. AW is conscious of the limits of open source monitoring in 

Afghanistan and, in particular, is mindful that verified incidents alone – which are recorded in our 

interactive map – likely represent just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to human rights 

abuses in the country.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/map
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Section 1: Human rights violations related to the right to life, 

torture and liberty 

 

 
 

Summary: since the Taliban’s return to power, there has been a steady stream of alleged 

killings, beatings and detentions. While some have allegedly involved former Afghan security 

forces members (ANDSF) and ex-government workers, many reports have involved 

unidentifiable targets and perpetrators – making it difficult to verify who was targeted and why.  

Claims of human rights violations have also been driven by clashes and unrest between Taliban 

forces and resistance fighters in the northern provinces of Panjshir, Baghlan and Takhar, with 

the conflict intensifying in Spring 2022 as the Taliban sought to reassert control over these 

areas. November 2022 saw the Taliban announce the enforcement of Sharia punishments in 

Afghanistan, which has led to regular announcements of public lashings – as well as two 

executions – mainly for a range of ‘moral’ crimes. 

 

The targeting of former security forces and government workers  

 

In August 2021, when thousands rushed to leave the country as the Taliban seized power in 

Kabul, the Taliban announced a general amnesty for former government workers and members 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/taliban-announces-amnesty-urges-women-to-join-government#:~:text=The%20Taliban%20has%20announced%20a,get%20out%20of%20the%20country.


 

7 

of the nation’s security forces. Soldiers who had fought against the Taliban “have been 

pardoned,” Taliban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid attempted to assure journalists at a press 

conference days after the takeover. “Those with families at the airport waiting, if they come back 

to their homes, no one is going to do anything to them; they will be safe,” he added. 

 

Days after those remarks, reports emerged of the Taliban conducting door-to-door searches for 

people who worked with the former Afghan government or Western countries, with claims of 

reprisal killings soon surfacing. A seven-month investigation by the Opinion Video team of The 

New York Times claimed that nearly 500 former government officials and members of the 

Afghan security forces were killed or forcibly disappeared during the Taliban’s first six months in 

power, while UNAMA recorded 160 extrajudicial killings, 178 arbitrary arrests and detentions, 23 

instances of incommunicado detention and 56 instances of torture and ill-treatment of former 

ANDSF and government officials in the period between August 15, 2021 and June 15, 2022. 

 

Between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023, AW recorded 112 cases involving the alleged 

killing of former ANDSF members, as well as 130 detentions. This is likely an undercount 

considering the steady stream of killings recorded by AW on a monthly basis where the victims 

and alleged perpetrators are not identified and limited details or evidence is available. The 

project’s monthly monitoring of cases has flagged two broad categories of claims involving 

former security forces. The first category involves targeted arrests and killings, where individuals 

are apparently taken, arrested and then killed, with bodies often surfacing or being given to 

families after a certain period. The second category is former ANDSF members killed in Taliban 

operations – usually raids which the Taliban claim to have conducted against criminals, 

resistance or ISKP.  

 

AW noted an uptick in reported arrests and killings of former ANDSF members between 

January and March 2023. There were several notable incidents around the time of this spike, 

including the alleged arrest of 43 ANDSF and former government members across two days in 

Helmand province in February, as well as house searches reportedly conducted in Kabul, 

Parwan and Takhar in January and February. The reports of house searches were 

accompanied by claims that the Taliban were searching for former ANDSF and National 

Resistance Forces (NRF) members ahead of the spring offensive. During this period, details 

also emerged of several particularly violent killings and dismemberments of former ANDSF 

members, as well as the public display of bodies after the Taliban claimed to kill a number of 

criminals and rebels in targeted raids.  

 

 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/transcript-of-talibans-first-press-conference-in-kabul
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/aug/20/afghanistan-reports-of-torture-and-killing-contradict-taliban-promises
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-58395954
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/04/12/opinion/taliban-afghanistan-revenge.html
https://unama.unmissions.org/un-releases-report-human-rights-afghanistan-taliban-takeover
https://twitter.com/natiqmalikzada/status/1629452813582614528
https://twitter.com/Payam__Azadi/status/1622873326011011076
https://twitter.com/Payam__Azadi/status/1622873326011011076
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/taliban-display-bodies-of-alleged-%E2%80%98kidnappers%E2%80%99%2C-%E2%80%98insurgents%E2%80%99-and-%E2%80%98thieves%E2%80%99
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Figure 2: a graph showing the number of reported killings and detentions of former ANDSF members per 

reporting period, between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023.  

 

Case study: Taliban display bodies of alleged criminals and insurgents  

 

In March 2023, the bodies of six alleged ‘kidnappers and insurgents’ were publicly displayed 

near the Blue Mosque in Mazar-i Sharif. The local police spokesman claimed eight were killed in 

a joint operation by the 888 Unit and Police Headquarters in Balkh province. AW was able to 

verify the presence of seven bodies and weapons in images of the raid, although open source 

evidence suggested the weapons were placed next to the bodies after death. Family members 

of the victims, which reportedly included a former ANDSF member, claimed their relatives were 

innocent and had been handcuffed and shot at close range.  

 

In a separate incident on the same day, the Taliban displayed two more bodies alleged to be 

thieves at the side of the Blue Mosque. Similar incidents also took place in Herat in late 

February, when the Taliban publicly displayed the bodies of alleged thieves at major 

intersections in the city. AW investigated a similar case in February 2022, when the bodies of 

three ‘kidnappers’ were displayed in different parts of Herat city. At the time, AW verified the 

incident and was able to corroborate reports that one of the victims was a former military officer. 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/taliban-display-bodies-of-alleged-%E2%80%98kidnappers%E2%80%99%2C-%E2%80%98insurgents%E2%80%99-and-%E2%80%98thieves%E2%80%99
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/taliban-hangs-bodies-of-%E2%80%98kidnappers%E2%80%99-in-herat-%E2%80%93-at-least-one-claimed-to-be-former-government-security-personnel
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Widespread claims of human rights abuses in Panjshir  

 

On September 7, 2021, the Taliban claimed to have captured Panjshir, a historical stronghold of 

resistance in Afghanistan and the last province outside their rule. As the Taliban flag was raised, 

resistance fighters denied defeat, arguing they were still present in "all strategic positions" and 

would "continue to fight". Clashes between the two sides intensified in Spring 2022, traditionally 

known as the fighting season1 in Afghanistan. Since the takeover, regular reports of human 

rights abuses have surfaced from the Panjshir Valley, despite Taliban claims in June 2022 that 

fighting had ceased. Claims include forced displacement, reprisal killings and detentions 

targeting both alleged resistance as well as civilians. Ascertaining total casualty figures and the 

extent of alleged abuses is challenging, however – the valley is isolated both physically and 

digitally, and press restrictions reportedly limit journalists’ ability to investigate claims.  

Case study: verified summary executions in Panjshir  

 

In September 2022, Taliban spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid claimed 40 resistance fighters 

had been killed and 101 captured as part of a “large-scale clearance operation” conducted in 

the Rukha, Dara and Afshar districts of Panjshir province. Around this time, footage surfaced 

online showing five men – hands bound behind their backs – being shot at close range on a 

mountaintop in a rugged rural landscape.  

 

The footage led to an in-depth, open source investigation by AW, with the team conclusively 

linking one group of Taliban fighters to the execution of ten men. Footage of the execution of 

five men was geolocated to a mountaintop in Pochaveh Valley, in the Dara-e-Hazara area of 

Dara district, Panjshir. The five victims were also matched to earlier footage showing them 

being marched up the mountain – this video was geolocated within metres of the execution site. 

  

 
1 “Fighting season” referred to the cyclical restarting of fighting every Spring during the War in 

Afghanistan, and is thought to be based on agricultural cycles driven by the opium poppy harvest, 
improved weather conditions, and recesses in Pakistani madrassas, as well as related socio-economic 
factors.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58466647
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/06/08/afghanistan-panjshir-valley-taliban-resistance/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-61430836
https://twitter.com/afghan_witness/status/1564246908385873922
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58545892
https://twitter.com/Zabehulah_M33/status/1569684060527542272
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/investigating-evidence-of-prisoner-executions-in-the-panjshir-valley-in-september-2022
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Figure 3: one of several screenshots of videos geolocated by AW investigators and used to verify footage 

of the executions [35.338321, 69.697990] 

 

The group of Taliban fighters were identified with five more men who were later executed. One 

victim was seen being marched up the mountain alongside the first five, and two were recorded 

being interrogated by the fighters. The bodies of these three men were photographed together 

at an unidentifiable location, but likely within the vicinity of the first execution site. 

  

The last two confirmed victims, allegedly father and son, were photographed in captivity and 

recorded being interrogated by a fighter from the Taliban group, who was also present at the 

mountaintop executions. The bodies of the two men were later shown in a video at an 

unidentifiable location. As part of the investigation, AW also gathered credible – though 

unverifiable – evidence of a further 17 executions and 30 deaths as a result of the Taliban 

offensive against alleged resistance fighters in Panjshir.  

 

The reintroduction of public punishments  

 

In September 2021, shortly after the Taliban takeover, one of the senior Taliban leaders, Mullah 

Nooruddin Turabi, told AP that “Cutting off of hands is very necessary for security,” and that it 

had a deterrent effect. He said the Cabinet was studying whether to punish people in public and 

would “develop a policy.” Little over a year later, the Taliban announced the return of Sharia 

punishments in Afghanistan, raising fears of a return to the stadium punishments that became 

synonymous with the first period of Taliban rule. 

 

AW has been monitoring the Taliban-led Supreme Court’s announcements of public 

punishments since October 2022, which have been broadcast on the court’s Twitter page and 

website. As of August 4, 2023, the total number of announced public punishments recorded by 

https://apnews.com/article/religion-afghanistan-kabul-taliban-22f5107f1dbd19c8605b5b5435a9de54
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-63624400


 

11 

AW stands at 56.2 AW records indicate that punishments have been handed out to 353 people, 

including 51 women. The claimed offences are predominantly ‘moral crimes’ such as illicit 

relationships, adultery, sodomy, as well as running away, in addition to ‘conventional’ crimes 

such as robbery, drug smuggling and alcohol production.  

 

 
Figure 4: map showing the locations of public punishments announced by the Taliban Supreme Court 

between October 26, 2022 and August 4, 2023. These announcements have not been independently 

verified by AW. An Interactive map which is regularly updated is available here. 

 

In May 2023, the Taliban’s deputy of the Supreme Court, Abdul Malik Haqqani, announced in a 

video statement that since the group’s return to power, the court had issued 175 Qisās3, 37 

stoning sentences and four sentences of a wall being collapsed onto perpetrators. According to 

Haqqani, the verdicts had been issued after the completion of the Taliban’s jud icial processes, 

but some of the sentences had not yet been handed out.  

 
2 Number of public punishments announced by the Taliban Supreme Court between October 26, 2022 

and August 4, 2023. Some public punishments have been reported by media or claimed by social media 
users, but have not been announced by the Taliban. This figure includes announced punishments only. 
AW has also recorded cases where those convicted have been pardoned.   
3 Qisās is interpreted to mean retributive justice. In such cases, the victims' family decides the 

punishment, which may involve either retaliation in kind, blood money or to forgive the perpetrator.  

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/iNlGu/34/
https://kabulnow.com/2023/05/taliban-supreme-court-has-issued-175-qisas-and-37-stoning-sentences/
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The majority of public punishments recorded by AW have so far been Ta’ziri4 (lashes), though 

two sentences of Qisās have been implemented, both on men accused of murder. The first 

execution took place in Farah province in December 2022, and the second in Laghman in June 

2023, when an alleged Taliban member was publicly executed.  

 

Despite claims on social media, at the time of publication, the Taliban has not officially 

announced any other forms of punishment being implemented, such as the amputation of limbs. 

The same day as the June execution, the Taliban released a statement emphasising due 

process in the application of public punishments and demanded that no punishments be 

implemented without a court order. The execution of the alleged Taliban member appears to be 

an attempt by the authorities to demonstrate that justice will indeed be applied to all.  

Case study: visual evidence of lashing in Kandahar  

 

While there have been regular announcements of public punishments, which have often been 

reported by Afghan media, visual evidence has so far been scarce. Overall, the Taliban appear 

to be successfully minimising the release of videos and photographs which would provide 

powerful and resonant imagery for campaigners to use against them. Sources on the ground 

have told AW that the Taliban have issued stringent restrictions around the photographing and 

recording of public punishment events.  

 

So far, there has been just one video documenting the implementation of public punishment. 

The footage shows a lashing in Kandahar province in January 2023. A Supreme Court 

statement at the time claimed nine people were sentenced “for the crimes of sodomy and theft”. 

In the video, a Taliban fighter can be seen taking one of the men from the line, standing him up 

in front of the crowd, and flogging him at least ten times. The figure below shows the location 

and a large crowd of men attending the public punishment; highlighted in red is the Taliban 

fighter flogging the alleged criminal. 

 
4 Ta’zir punishments – unlike Hudūd and Qisās – are not defined in the Quran or Sunna and are executed 

under the discretionary power of the judge. They may include lashings, prison, financial compensation or 
a combination of the above, and are considered “less severe” than Hudūd, which involves 80 or 100 
lashes, as well as punishments such as the amputation of hands and feet or stoning. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/taliban-publicly-execute-man-accused-murder-senior-officials-attend-2022-12-07/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/public-execution-of-an-alleged-taliban-member-charged-with-murder&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1692011680861220&usg=AOvVaw2clqAZ31ZFoEj6Dc5SypQm
https://twitter.com/natiqmalikzada/status/1615279519430238209
https://twitter.com/Hedayatullah111/status/1671076250218029061?s=20
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/video-emerges-of-flogging-in-kandahar
https://twitter.com/SupremeCourt_af/status/1615264803571859457
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Figure 5: geolocation of the Ahmad Shahi stadium in Kandahar, where a large audience gathered to 

watch nine men receiving a public punishment by flogging in January 2023 [31.609952, 65.688366]  
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Section 2: rights of women and girls 

 

 
 

Summary: the situation for women and girls in Afghanistan has continued to worsen since the 

Taliban’s return to power. After an initial period of uncertainty and a more flexible approach 

negotiated in some areas, the group has issued nationwide restrictions on women’s access to 

education, employment and public spaces, which have been linked to soaring mental health 

issues and almost-daily reports of suicide among women and girls. Meanwhile, a culture of 

impunity enabled by the Taliban’s rule is thought to have driven an uptick in femicide cases and 

violence against women. Self-censorship and cultural sensitivities, coupled with a lack of 

independent institutions to investigate cases, often mean the possibility of tracing the 

perpetrators – and holding them accountable – is highly unlikely.  

 

Increasing restrictions on women and girls  

 

In their first press conference since taking control of Afghanistan, the Taliban provided little 

detail when probed on women’s rights – revealing only that these rights would be respected 

"within the framework of Islamic law” and that women would be “very active within our society”. 

Little over a month after they seized Kabul, female employees in the Kabul municipal 

government were instructed to stay home, however, with work permitted only for those who 

could not be replaced by men. An edict In December 2021 followed, with the Taliban 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-58249952
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/19/kabul-governments-female-workers-told-to-stay-at-home-by-taliban
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announcing that women should travel with a mahram5 on distances over 45 miles (72km). Girls’ 

high schools have remained closed since the group’s return to power, with authorities U-turning 

on a decision to reopen schools in March 2022.  

 

2022 saw the Taliban’s restrictions on women’s rights intensify and official edicts become more 

frequent. Nationwide, they enforced mandatory face coverings for women – implemented to 

various degrees across provinces – and restricted access to spaces such as gyms and parks. In 

December 2022, despite restrictions already in place to segregate male and female students 

and limit the subjects female students could study, the Taliban announced a ban on women 

attending university. Days later, they issued a separate edict banning female NGO employees 

from working.  

 

In July 2023, the Taliban ordered the closure of women’s beauty salons – one of the few spaces 

where women had continued to work and meet one another. The announcement may reportedly 

lead to the loss of 60,000 jobs for women. In addition to these nationwide edicts, since the 

Taliban’s return, there has also been a string of restrictions implemented at provincial levels, for 

example, gender segregation in restaurants and healthcare, though the extent to which these 

have been formally implemented remains unclear.   

 

 
Figure 6: a timeline showing restrictions on women’s rights implemented by the Taliban since their 

takeover.  

 

 
5 A male family member chaperone.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59800113
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/23/taliban-orders-girls-schools-shut-hours-after-reopening
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/07/taliban-order-all-afghan-women-to-wear-burqa
https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-religion-womens-rights-taliban-177fd5045f692b2572b0f202d25c4d3a
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/women-banned-from-public-spaces-in-kabul-and-faryab-
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/2/26/afghan-main-universities-reopen-but-few-women-return
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-63219895
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64045497
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64086682
https://apnews.com/article/taliban-beauty-salon-ban-women-rights-66c7151465679565d6332b61bf18a584
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-66271855
https://www.independent.co.uk/asia/central-asia/taliban-rules-restrictions-afghanistan-provinces-b1949260.html
https://www.etilaatroz.com/142269/the-talibans-gender-segregation-plan-was-implemented-in-herat-restaurants/
https://8am.media/the-taliban-in-balkh-ordered-that-female-patients-should-not-visit-male-doctors/
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Case study: Violence against female students at Badakhshan University as Taliban 

enforce hijab  

 

Restrictions on education for women and girls has mobilised protests and triggered 

confrontations between female students and Taliban enforcers. For example, in October 2022, 

some female students were blocked from attending their lessons at Badakhshan University. The 

Taliban fighters responsible were reportedly from the Ministry of Propagation of Virtue and 

Prevention of Vice – the body responsible for issuing and enforcing the Taliban’s moral and 

religious edicts. The women were allegedly barred from entering the university for not adhering 

to the Taliban’s interpretation of the Islamic hijab. AW’s analysis of the various pieces of footage 

confirmed that only female students wearing black niqabs were allowed to enter the university 

gates that day, while students wearing colourful head coverings, face masks, or no coverings 

were refused entry.  

 

A video shared online showed a large group of female students gathered outside the university 

gates, some hitting and kicking the gates as they demanded to be let in. Footage shows a 

Taliban fighter dressed in military uniform attempting to strike the gathered students with what 

appears to be a small whip or baton, then striking again at another group of students just 

seconds later. 

 

 
Figure 7: sequence of events at the Badakhshan University gates. Female students hit the gates 

demanding to enter (left), while Taliban respond by striking them indiscriminately. 

 

Femicide, violence against women and an environment of impunity 

 

In May 2023, UN experts warned that the Taliban’s restrictions on women could lead to multiple 

preventable deaths that may amount to femicide. In a statement, the experts said that measures 

have reportedly contributed to a surge in the rates of child and forced marriage, as well as the 

proliferation of gender-based violence perpetrated with impunity.  

 

Since January 2022, AW has been recording reports of women being individually killed, often in 

circumstances of extreme violence and brutality. These killings have allegedly been carried out 

by a range of actors, including family members, unknown perpetrators, and in some instances, 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/female-students-denied-access-to-badakhshan-university-for-inappropriate-hijab
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements/2023/05/afghanistan-systematic-crackdown-womens-and-girls-rights-un-experts-say


 

17 

alleged Taliban members. Between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023, AW recorded 188 

cases throughout the country. Reports included cases of women being brutally beheaded, shot 

and stabbed, with bodies often dumped in rivers or streets, sometimes reportedly showing signs 

of suffocation or torture.  

 

 
Figure 8: a graph showing the number of reported killings of women by Taliban, family members and 

unknown perpetrators between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023. 

 

Many of these incidents are not verifiable due to insufficient open source evidence. However, 

this figure is likely also an undercount given the sensitivity of the topic and the cultural taboo, 

which means family members likely self-censor out of fear or shame. A report by Afghan media 

outlet Etilaatroz describes several reasons behind the culture of impunity that has prevailed 

under Taliban rule: a reluctance by the Taliban to follow up on cases where an investigation has 

not been requested by the family, and a lack of independent institutions to investigate incidents 

and enforce accountability. As a result, the newspaper points out that it is impossible to 

ascertain just how many women have been killed by Taliban fighters, their own family members, 

or unknown perpetrators.  

 

The impact of Taliban restrictions on women’s mental health has been well documented by both 

media and human rights organisations. Multiple women AW has spoken to over the last two 

years have also stressed that they experience feelings of hopelessness and depression due to 

the restrictions on their access to work and education. Reports of suicides emerge almost daily 

https://rukhshana.com/the-body-of-a-beheaded-woman-was-found-in-kandahar-city
https://8am.media/eng/man-shoots-his-wife-dead-in-uruzgan/
https://rukhshana.com/unknown-people-stabbed-a-woman-to-death-in-kapisa-at-night
https://www.etilaatroz.com/166247/%DA%AF%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%B4%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B2%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA-%D8%B4%DA%A9%D9%86%D8%AC%D9%87-%D9%88-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84-%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86/
https://www.etilaatroz.com/166247/%DA%AF%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%B4%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B2%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA-%D8%B4%DA%A9%D9%86%D8%AC%D9%87-%D9%88-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84-%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-65765399
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/07/1121852
https://www.afghanwitness.org/stories-1
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/07/1121852
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in Afghanistan. The head of one provincial hospital in Badakhshan province told Tolo News in 

May 2023 they had recorded 250 suicide attempts over the last year, including 188 cases 

among women and 62 among men. However, as with cases of femicide, suicides are also likely 

underreported due to cultural sensitivities and self-censorship among both the media and family 

members. 

 

Cases of suicide among women have been linked to the lack of opportunities available, but also 

to gender-based violence. In July 2023 alone, there have been several reports of female 

suicides linked to domestic abuse or forced marriage. There have also been several cases 

reported by media where the cause of death – though reported as suicide – has been disputed. 

In July, a woman reportedly died after jumping from a building in Kabul, however, according to 

sources, the woman’s father claimed she had been killed by her husband and had not ended 

her own life.  

 

Rights groups have also drawn attention to the potential risk of Taliban restrictions driving 

increasing domestic violence in Afghanistan. When the Taliban enforced mandatory face 

coverings for women in May 2022, the decree warned that the male relatives of women who 

failed to comply would be called in for questioning and could potentially be jailed or fined. At the 

time, Heather Barr, Associate Women’s Rights Director at Human Rights Watch (HRW), told 

Radio Free Europe that the decree “essentially compels every Afghan man to become the jailer 

of his own female relatives” and would likely “increase domestic violence.” 

 

Afghanistan has always had high rates of gender-based violence, with 9 out of 10 women 

estimated to experience at least one form of intimate partner violence in their lifetime. Since the 

Taliban’s return however, services and institutions that were available to support survivors 

previously have been dismantled. In September 2021, the Taliban closed the Ministry of 

Women's Affairs and replaced it with the Ministry of Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of 

Vice. Women’s shelters were also shut after the group’s return. In March 2022, AW published a 

report based on interviews with former employees of several shelters, who said that in some 

cases, survivors were put into female prisons, sent back to abusive families, or can no longer be 

accounted for.  

 

One interviewee was particularly concerned at the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan’s 

Independent Bar Association (AIBA) in November 2021 and its subsequent merging with the 

Ministry of Justice. The Taliban reportedly issued a directive which stripped the AIBA of powers 

to licence lawyers and instructed prior licence holders to re-apply to the Ministry of Justice. The 

interviewee added that the move will disproportionately restrict women’s “access to justice” in 

Afghanistan, at a time when women “are more vulnerable than ever to domestic violence”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://tolonews.com/afghanistan-183250
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/activists-sound-alarm-over-surge-in-suicides-among-afghan-women/2959080
https://www.etilaatroz.com/171641/%DB%8C%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%AA%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%B2-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D8%A2%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%AE%D9%88%D8%AF%DA%A9%D8%B4%DB%8C/
https://twitter.com/ZANTV/status/1675406315886358528?s=20
https://twitter.com/ZANTV/status/1680836444708020224?s=20
https://rukhshana.com/a-woman-in-kabul-threw-herself-from-a-building-and-died
https://twitter.com/ziashahreyar/status/1522895642640670722
https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-burqa-decree-afghan-women-domestic-abuse/31869788.html
https://reliefweb.int/report/afghanistan/un-calls-solidarity-and-commitment-end-violence-against-women-and-girls-amidst
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58600231
https://www.independent.co.uk/asia/central-asia/taliban-rules-restrictions-afghanistan-provinces-b1949260.html
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/women-%22more-vulnerable-than-ever%22---the-closure-of-afghanistan's-safehouses-
https://tolonews.com/index.php/afghanistan-175659
https://pajhwok.com/2021/12/03/gobal-legal-body-voices-concern-over-aiba-merger-in-moj/
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Section 3: freedom of civil society and the media 

 

 
 

Summary: since the Taliban’s takeover in August 2021, female Afghan protesters and activists 

have carved out a notable presence in the eye of the international community. These women 

have taken to the streets to protest restrictions on their right to work, education and political 

participation. A trend of indoor demonstrations has also emerged, with protesters appearing to 

turn to indoor settings as a way to avoid potential violence or disruption from the Taliban. The 

women-led protest movement has been set against a backdrop of alleged arrests, not only of 

female protesters but also of educational campaigners and journalists. There has also been a 

significant shift in Afghanistan’s media landscape: restrictions on the press have made it 

particularly difficult for journalists to hold the Taliban to account or investigate human rights 

concerns, which, coupled with widespread self-censorship and the reported closures of 

hundreds of outlets, has led to decreased visibility of the situation in the country.  
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Women-led protests, and the Taliban response   

 

In early September 2021, the Taliban issued a decree banning demonstrations and the public 

display of any associated slogans that had not been pre-approved by the group, warning that 

permission must be secured before protests or those involved would face “severe legal 

consequences”. Despite the edict, AW has recorded and geolocated open source evidence of 

69 separate women-led outdoor protests held against the Taliban since the group’s return to 

power – the first taking place on August 17, 2021, when armed Taliban surrounded a group of 

women holding hand-written placards in Kabul.  

 
Figure 9: map showing number of women-led outdoor protests per city across Afghanistan between 

August 17, 2021 and August 9, 2023.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/08/taliban-ban-protests-and-slogans-that-dont-have-their-approval
https://twitter.com/pajhwok/status/1427584481490202629
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AW has verified [GRAPHIC] multiple instances of the Taliban using violence against female 

protesters, including the use of pepper spray, gunfire into the air, and water cannons to disrupt 

protesters. Most recently, AW confirmed the use of water cannons and gunfire into the air to 

disperse protesters demonstrating against the Taliban’s ban on women’s beauty salons 

announced in July 2023. These tactics were also used against female students following the 

ban on women’s university education in December 2022.  

 

 
 

Figure 10: screenshots from footage posted on social media showing Taliban and firefighters using water 

cannons to disperse protesters on July 19, 2023.  

 

A trend of indoor protests  

 

Due to the risk associated with protesting on the streets, a trend of indoor protests has emerged 

since the Taliban takeover and was first picked up by AW analysts in November 2021. These 

demonstrations have been characterised by women filming themselves indoors, often with their 

faces covered and holding various slogans and messages on placards. Photos and videos of 

these protests are posted on social media or reported by Afghan news outlets almost daily, 

though due to their indoor settings, are not verifiable through techniques such as geolocation.  

 

Between March 1, 2023 and June 27, 2023, AW recorded and analysed 95 separate women’s 

protests, including 84 indoor protests and 11 street demonstrations across 12 provinces in 

Afghanistan. It is worth noting that while outdoor protests have dropped in recent months, the 

number and geographic spread of indoor protests appears to be increasing, with more groups in 

https://twitter.com/rahmanrahmanee/status/1437578360272588802
https://twitter.com/bsarwary/status/1435183233042354182
https://twitter.com/aamajnews24/status/1482610236565434372
https://twitter.com/andrewquilty/status/1435146521771749382
https://twitter.com/AmuTelevision/status/1606573054573912065
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/women-protest-in-kabul-over-taliban-ban-on-beauty-salons
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/ban-on-female-students-attending-university-met-with-protests
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a broader range of locations choosing to participate. Most women-led protests have been 

clustered around several themes, including women’s rights, gender-based violence, child 

marriages, and prison conditions, as well as a need for greater scrutiny of the Taliban and 

support and solidarity from the international community. 

 

Arrests of female protesters  

 

Since the takeover, there have been continued reports on the Taliban’s arrests of female 

protesters, civil society activists and educational rights campaigners. AW has recorded 67 

reports of civil society activists and protesters being arrested between January 15, 2022 and 

July 20, 2023. Several cases have attracted international media attention and triggered 

widespread condemnation of the Taliban, such as the case of Afghan women’s rights activist 

and protester, Tamana Paryani, who was arrested in January 2022 after participating in a 

protest against the mandatory hijab in Kabul.  

 

At the time, a video filmed by Paryani surfaced on social media, showing the activist inside her 

home and pleading for help as she alleges that Taliban fighters are at her door. At the time, an 

eyewitness told AP that the Taliban stormed the apartment in Kabul, smashing the door in and 

arresting the activist and her three sisters. Taliban spokesperson Zabihullah Mujahid denied any 

women were being held, but his interview with AFP provoked further concern when he claimed 

authorities had the right "to arrest and detain dissidents or those who break the law".  

 

 
Figure 11: screenshot of an Aamaj News post featuring the video posted by Tamana Paryani. 

https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-taliban-kabul-social-media-media-eec3080df6a424aee6021a273f69e6cd
https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-taliban-kabul-social-media-media-eec3080df6a424aee6021a273f69e6cd
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220122-taliban-warn-against-dissent-women-s-rights-activism
https://twitter.com/aamajnews24/status/1483830037015109641?s=20
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Education campaigners detained, foreign NGO programmes suspended  

 

It is not just female protesters who have been targeted by the Taliban. In March 2023, the arrest 

of educational rights campaigner and PenPath founder, Matiullah Wesa – still thought to be in 

detention – sparked concern among the UN and other bodies. Wesa’s case followed the 

reported arrest of Professor Ismail Mashal in February 2023. Mashal was an outspoken critic of 

the Taliban's ban on education for women and was reportedly arrested in Kabul while handing 

out free books. He was allegedly freed on March 5 but has not spoken out since – a recurring 

theme among activists and campaigners arrested and then released by the Taliban. Some 

female activists previously told AW they were forced to sign agreements prior to their release, 

which stated they would cease their activism and not speak about their experiences in Taliban 

detention.  

 

The Taliban have also issued several restrictions on civil society organisations, in what appears 

to be an attempt to curb organisations and initiatives they perceive as alternative influences. 

Following a ban on female NGO workers in December 2022, in early June 2023, they reportedly 

ordered foreign NGOs and charities including UNICEF, Save the Children, and ACTED to 

suspend their educational programmes in Afghanistan. These gradual restrictions on NGO 

organisations, coupled with the move against domestic educational rights activists and the drive 

to open madrassas nationwide, highlight the importance the Taliban place on control over the 

education sector. 

 

An erosion of press freedom  

 

At a press conference just days after the takeover, Zabihullah Mujahid reassured journalists that 

the Taliban “are committed to media within our cultural frameworks”. He reiterated “the media 

should be impartial” adding that “[t]hey [the media] can critique our work, so that we can 

improve.” Just weeks later, images emerged online of two journalists from Etilaatroz newspaper 

with welts and bruises on their bodies. The journalists alleged they were beaten, detained and 

flogged by the Taliban after attempting to cover protests in Kabul. In the months following the 

takeover, AW verified several instances of journalists being threatened, arrested and attacked in 

various provinces, mostly as they attempted to cover women’s rights protests. 

 

There have been regular claims of journalists and media workers being detained. Between 

January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023, AW recorded 98 reports of journalists, photographers and 

media commentators being detained by the Taliban across Afghanistan. Other organisations 

have documented higher figures when considering a broader range of abuses. The Afghanistan 

Journalist Centre (AFJC) stated in May 2023 that it had documented a total of at least 213 

incidents of violence, threats, and detentions of journalists since the last World Press Freedom 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-65095663
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64623868
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/female-activists-allegedly-detained-by-taliban-speak-out-
https://kabulnow.com/2023/06/taliban-bans-foreign-ngos-from-providing-educational-services/
https://www.afintl.com/202204243028
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/17/transcript-of-talibans-first-press-conference-in-kabul
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58500579
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/-taliban-attempt-to-disrupt-female-led-protests%2C-in-some-cases-responding-with-violence-
https://twitter.com/MusadiqParsa/status/1436079112943194118?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1436079112943194118%7Ctwgr%5E15f4bf730b28d2cf3a39c73582767e4edbe02e9c%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fmap.afghanwitness.org%2Fevent%2FAW1852%3Fquery%3DjournalistchosenOption%3Dnull2Cnull2Cnullcategories%3Dactor%3Dvictim%3DdateRange%3D16311420000002C1678492800000onlyEventsMapFrame%3Dfalse
https://twitter.com/VOADari/status/1451194061092638720
https://afjc.media/english/events/press-release/world-press-freedom-day-2023-afjc-records-213-incidents-of-press-freedom-violations-in-a-year
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Day on May 3, 2022 – including 19 injuries claimed by ISKP, who in March targeted journalists 

as they gathered at a Shia, Iranian-affiliated centre in Mazar-i-Sharif, Balkh province, to 

celebrate National Journalists’ Day. 

 

 
Figure 12: a graph showing the number of reported detentions of journalists and media workers in 

Afghanistan per reporting period, between January 15, 2022 and July 20, 2023.  

 

Restrictions on media and widespread self-censorship  

 

Afghanistan’s media landscape has changed significantly since the Taliban’s return. Restrictions 

on the press, coupled with the economic impact of the group’s takeover, have led to mass 

closures of media outlets and many journalists leaving the country out of fear of reprisal or 

violence. Self-censorship is likely widespread, with topics such as women’s rights and human 

rights particularly challenging – and now more dangerous – to report on.  

 

Outlets and journalists who remain in the country must navigate a string of restrictions – in some 

provinces, media organisations have been instructed to only publish Taliban-approved content, 

while nationwide, international media outlets such as the BBC have been banned from 

broadcasting in local languages.  

 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/iskp-targets-journalists-in-attack-on-mazar-i-sharif-tebyan-cultural-centre
https://rsf.org/en/country/afghanistan
https://twitter.com/HashteSubhDaily/status/1564336273665495040
https://8am.media/eng/talibans-latest-decree-in-parwan-requires-%20media-to-publish-content-verified-by-bakhtar-news-agency/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/taliban-ban-bbcs-local-language-services-afghanistan-broadcaster-2022-03-28/
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Some journalists report limited access to government information or scenes of security 

incidents, and female journalists face increased challenges when reporting due to restrictions on 

their work and freedom of movement. AW’s recent research into technology-facilitated gender-

based violence found that as a result of online harassment, female journalists reported having 

less access to online sources and information compared to their male counterparts. 

 

These factors combined have led to a shrinking information space in the country, making it 

difficult for both ordinary citizens and international organisations to monitor events and access 

reliable sources of information.  

 

 
Figure 13: a timeline of the Taliban’s restrictions on media and journalists since the group’s takeover.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.etilaatroz.com/167983/%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%86%DA%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%B1-2/
https://tolonews.com/node/179331
https://tolonews.com/node/179331
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Section 4: human rights violations against vulnerable and 

marginalised groups 

 

 
 

Summary: Hazara communities have historically faced persecution and discrimination in 

Afghanistan, but have experienced increasing uncertainty since the Taliban’s return to power. 

Despite the Taliban’s promise of security for all Afghans, in the first year of the group’s rule, 

Hazara and Shia neighbourhoods were regularly targeted by ISKP. There have also been 

widespread allegations of Taliban abuses against Hazaras, including killings, detentions and 

forced displacements in Afghanistan’s Hazarajat6 region. AW has also recorded claims of 

government employees, university professors and judges being ousted from their roles based 

on their ethnicity, as well as Taliban restrictions directed at religious minorities. 

 

 
6 A region of central Afghanistan which comprises the provinces of Bamyan and Daykundi, as well as 

several adjacent districts in the provinces of Ghazni, Uruzgan, Wardak, Parwan, Baghlan, Samangan and 
Sar-e Pul.  

https://minorityrights.org/minorities/hazaras/


 

27 

 

Multiple attacks targeting Hazaras and Shias  

 

In October 2021, after two separate attacks were committed against Shia worshippers in 

Kunduz and Kandahar, the Taliban Interior Ministry spokesperson, Saeed Khosty, said that the 

Taliban would ensure security for religious minorities in Afghanistan. Despite this, attacks on 

Hazara and Shia communities continued throughout the first year of the Taliban’s rule, with 

mosques, schools and religious celebrations targeted. During the two years of Taliban rule, AW 

records show that ISKP have claimed 29 attacks on Hazaras and Shias, resulting in the deaths 

of 193 people and 454 injured, according to media reports.  

 

 
Figure 14: a graph showing the number of ISKP-claimed attacks on Hazara and Shia communities and 

the resulting casualties since the Taliban’s takeover. There have been no ISKP attacks on Hazara or Shia 

targets since September 2022.7  

 

The deadly attacks on mosques in Kunduz and Kandahar in October 2021, both targeting Shia 

worshippers, were followed by a spate of ISKP attacks on Hazara and Shia neighbourhoods in 

Kabul in November and December. On April 21, 2022, the IS affiliate targeted a Shia mosque – 

predominantly frequented by Hazaras – located in central Mazar-i-Sharif, Balkh province, and 

 
7 The above graph excludes an ISKP-claimed attack which targeted journalists at the Shia, Iranian-

affiliated Tebyan Cultural Centre in Mazar-i-Sharif in March 2023. This attack is mentioned under ‘The 
Erosion of Press Freedom’ section on page 24.  
 

https://www.etilaatroz.com/132433/kunduz-and-kandahar-blasts/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58842793
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58925863
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/iskp-claim-multiple-attacks
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just over a week later, a double explosion targeted two minivans allegedly carrying Hazara Shia 

passengers, also in Mazar-i-Sharif. 

 

There have been several major unclaimed attacks targeting an education centre and schools in 

the Hazara and Shia dominated Dasht-e-Barchi neighbourhood in western Kabul – an area 

which has been targeted by ISKP in the past. Multiple explosions targeted a boys’ school in 

April 2022, while an attack on the Kaaj Education Centre in September 2022 reportedly killed 

more than 50 people and injured dozens, with significant casualties among female students who 

were sitting exams at the time. The attacks bore hallmarks of ISKP, but remain unclaimed.  

 

Since the Taliban’s takeover, ISKP have claimed five attacks specifically targeting Shia and 

Hazara civilians at locations along the Shaheed Mazari road, near to where the education 

centre is located. Taking into consideration two additional unclaimed attacks, the Kaaj attack 

marked the eighth in the area and triggered a wave of protests led by Hazara women in Kabul, 

Balkh, Herat and Bamyan in the days following.  

 

 
Figure 15: map overview of ISKP-claimed explosions [black] and unclaimed explosions [red] along or 

near the Shaheed Mazari Road in PD6 and PD13, in the Dasht-e Barchi area of western Kabul.  

 

In early September 2022, Human Rights Watch highlighted not only the systematic nature of 

attacks against Hazara and Shia communities in Afghanistan, but a lack of security measures 

by the Taliban to protect them. This is in addition to the removal of resources for the 

communities to protect themselves. Since the attack on the Kaaj Education Centre, AW has 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/double-explosion-targets-two-minivans-in-mazar-e-sharif-
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/multiple-explosions-target-kabul-boys%E2%80%99-schools-
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-63526483
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/09/06/afghanistan-isis-group-targets-religious-minorities
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seen a drop-off in attacks on minority targets. ISKP appear to have shifted from regular civilian 

attacks to less frequent attacks focused on Taliban targets, with several high-profile 

assassinations and an attack on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Kabul in early 2023. In 

addition to this trend, a series of raids conducted by the Taliban against alleged IS cells in 

March and April 2023 corresponded with a reduced number of attacks.   

 

Reports of Hazara killings, detentions and forced displacement  

 

As well as facing attacks by ISKP, there have also been widespread claims of Hazaras being 

killed or detained by the Taliban, and several reports of raids allegedly targeting Hazara 

civilians, including minors. In November 2022, at least eight civilians, including four children, 

were reportedly killed by the Taliban in the Hazara-dominated province of Daykundi. The 

Taliban claimed "armed rebels" had been targeted in the raid, though this was disputed by local 

sources, who said the Taliban also wounded four civilians and detained several others. Amnesty 

International released an investigation into a similar incident in September 2022, reporting that 

Taliban fighters killed six Hazara people – including one woman and a 12-year-old girl – during 

a night raid in Ghor province. The human rights organisation said it documented similar killings 

of Hazara people in Ghazni province in July 2021, and Daykundi province in August 2021. 

 

There have also been widespread reports of the Taliban carrying out forced displacements of 

Hazara communities. In October 2021, it was reported that thousands of people were forced 

from their homes and land, with many evictions targeting members of the Shia Hazara  

community. At the time, Human Rights Watch logged forced evictions in five provinces, 

including Kandahar, Helmand and Uruzgan in the south, Daykundi in the centre, and in the 

north, Balkh. Regular reports of forced displacements of Hazara families have also been 

recorded by AW. AW has geolocated footage purporting to show the demolition of homes in 

Hazara communities in Kabul in June 2022, as well as footage in November 2022 showing 

Hazara residents loading their belongings into trucks in Ghor province, allegedly after their 

forced displacement by the Taliban. These incidents are often based on long-running and 

complex land disputes with Hazara communities often the ones to lose out.  

 

Alleged discrimination and restrictions on religious minorities  

 

Despite initial claims by the Taliban that their caretaker government would be “inclusive”, 

judges, university professors and government employees claim they have been ousted from 

various roles based on their ethnicity. As of June 2023, AW has only been able to verify 4 

Hazara individuals in senior leadership positions, 5 Uzbeks and 15 Tajiks, as opposed to 137 

Pashtuns. Non-Pashtuns that previously held government positions have largely been let go.  

 

https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/iskp-claim-two-high-profile-assassinations-in-balkh-and-herat-
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/explosion-near-ministry-of-foreign-affairs-building-in-kabul
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/taliban-increase-raids-in-response-to-recent-attacks-and-seek-to-downplay-iskp-threat
https://www.rferl.org/a/afghan-survivors-taliban-raid-hazara-village-demand-justice/32185190.html
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/09/afghanistan-taliban-torture-and-execute-hazaras-in-targeted-attack-new-investigation/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/afghanistan-taliban-responsible-for-brutal-massacre-of-hazara-men-new-investigation/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/10/afghanistan-13-hazara-killed-by-taliban-fighters-in-daykundi-province-new-investigation/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/23/taliban-forcibly-evicting-hazaras-and-opponents-in-afghanistan
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/10/22/afghanistan-taliban-forcibly-evict-minority-shia
https://twitter.com/KblMunicipality/status/1536932722861649920
https://twitter.com/bbcpersian/status/1590328236202160128
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/27/exclusive-taliban-plans-inclusive-caretaker-govt-in-afghanistan
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In January 2022, a report emerged claiming the “mass removal” of Hazara judges and judicial 

employees who had been employed under the former government. While it was essentially part 

of a clear out of the judiciary, it disproportionately impacted Hazaras. A month later, it was 

reported that the Taliban had dismissed non-Pashtun employees from the General Directorate 

of Oil and Gas in Kabul and unlawfully dismissed the chancellor and vice-chancellor of Bamyan 

University. In April 2022, a report claimed that Abdullah Safi, the Taliban representative at Balkh 

University, terminated the employment of 50 professors mainly based on their ethnicity. At the 

time, a list containing the names of all the dismissed faculty members was shared by a journalist 

on Twitter, with a civil activist in Balkh province also confirming the news to AW.  

 

Additionally, there have been regular claims of the Taliban implementing restrictions on religious 

minorities in Afghanistan. In April 2023, multiple reports claimed that the Taliban instructed 

Shias to celebrate Eid on the same day as Sunnis. In July, restrictions on Shia communities 

were reportedly implemented across the country ahead of the month of Muharram and the 

religious ceremony of Ashura. This allegedly sparked clashes between Taliban fighters and 

worshippers in Kabul. There have also been reports of the Taliban detaining and killing 

members of the Salafist8 community, as well as raids and closures of mosques, madrassas and 

religious seminaries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
8 Salafism is a branch of Sunni Islam and is based on the idea that the most authentic and true Islam is 

found in the lived example of the early, righteous generations of Muslims, known as the Salaf, who were 
closest in both time and proximity to the Prophet Muhammad. 

https://www.etilaatroz.com/135556/dismissal-of-judges-of-previous-government/
https://www.etilaatroz.com/136413/ethnic-cleansing-and-regional-appointments-by-taliban/
https://8am.af/the-taliban-fired-50-professors-at-balkh-university/?fbclid=IwAR08PURtHbKhZAu-IU1bw_Z74a4_QiQ76JYznxkCg_GuIL6JuYW12iCxC_I
https://www.afghanwitness.org/reports/afghanistan%E2%80%99s-education-sector-under-the-taliban
https://8am.media/taliban-in-balkh-shiites-should-celebrate-eid-%20according-to-the-announcement-of-the-supreme-court/
https://twitter.com/mukhtarwafayee/status/1649288872679952386
https://www.independentpersian.com/node/343071/%D8%B3%DB%8C%D8%A7%D8%B3%DB%8C-%D9%88-%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9%DB%8C/%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%B7%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%87-%D8%B4%DB%8C%D8%B9%DB%8C%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%B2-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA%D9%86-%D9%BE%D8%B1%DA%86%D9%85%E2%80%8C%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D9%85%D8%B0%D9%87%D8%A8%DB%8C-%D9%88-%D8%A8%D8%B1%DA%AF%D8%B2%D8%A7%D8%B1%DB%8C-%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%85-%D8%B3%DB%8C%D9%86%D9%87
https://8am.media/taliban-have-clashed-with-muharram-mourners-in-kabul-over-the-installation-of-ashurai-flags/
https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-crackdown-salafis-islamic-state-khorasan/31524687.html#:~:text=Since%20seizing%20power%2C%20the%20militant,and%20madrasahs%2C%20or%20religious%20seminaries.
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Final remarks  

 

This report aims to shed light on the extent of claimed HRVs surfacing from Afghanistan through 

open source. During the first two years of the Taliban’s rule, AW has collected thousands of 

claims of human rights abuses relating to infringements of the right to life, right to freedom from 

torture, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, women’s rights, and more. The scale and 

scope of these claims – which, given the limits of open source techniques, self-censorship and 

capacity for access to information on the ground, only ever represent a portion of incidents in 

the country – iterates just how challenging the reality of life in Afghanistan is, two years after the 

Taliban’s return to power.  

 

Monitoring these claims has flagged trends such as alleged reprisals against former security 

forces, regular public punishments issued by the Taliban-led Supreme Court, and gender-based 

violence, including a pattern of violent killings of women being reported. These alleged 

violations are a stark contrast to the promises made by the Taliban following their takeover, 

such as a general amnesty granted to those linked to the former government, and assurances 

of women’s rights and press freedom.  

 

As mentioned, AW is aware of the limits of open source monitoring. There are many factors 

stifling the information environment in Afghanistan, including fear of reprisal, widespread self-

censorship, cultural sensitivities around certain topics, and restrictions on the media. There are 

also challenges to verifying information, with a lack of visual evidence available in many cases. 

With this in mind, open source data should be used in conjunction with other mechanisms that 

are in place to monitor the situation – such as on-the-ground reports by NGOs and international 

organisations, as well as reporting by the media.  

 

These sorts of collaborative efforts – another area of focus for Afghan Witness in addition to our 

monitoring – where Afghan and international organisations work to share skill sets and 

techniques, swap information, limit duplicated efforts and work together on collaborative 

investigations or other types of projects, is key. A cohesive information environment supports 

transparency and, ultimately, the potential for both domestic and international accountability.    
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