
The Taliban Decrees That Broke Afghanistan's Soul

by Alex Reed



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE TALIBAN DECREES THAT BROKE AFGHANISTAN'S SOUL

    

    
      First edition. April 2, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Alex Reed.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224456260

    

    
    
      Written by Alex Reed.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Taliban Decrees That Broke Afghanistan's Soul

Introduction

Chapter One: General Provisions

Chapter Two: Separation of Male and Female Educational Institutions

Chapter Three: Final Provisions

Sign up for Alex Reed's Mailing List

Also By Alex Reed
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In a world that tells us monsters are just fairy tales...

The Taliban proves that Monsters Are Real...

On 21 August 2024, the Taliban de facto authorities in Afghanistan released what they call the law on the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice. In truth, it does not invent anything new. It simply gathers up and hardens into one official document all the discriminatory decrees, edicts and policies they have been layering onto Afghan society since they seized power in 2021. The effect is unmistakable: they have tightened their grip still further.

Women and girls carry the heaviest burden of this oppression, yet no one is truly spared. Men and boys, gender-diverse people, ethnic and religious minorities, those already living on the margins, and the handful of journalists still trying to speak freely, all find themselves living under a regime that claims the right to dictate almost every detail of daily existence.

The moment the law was made public, Afghan human rights defenders, especially the courageous women who have been at the forefront of resistance, raised their voices in immediate and passionate protest. Their outcry was joined by United Nations experts, including the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan, the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, the Security Council, international non-governmental organizations and governments around the world. The condemnation was swift, clear and widespread.

This study examines the law with care and honesty: what it contains, the wide-ranging human rights violations it entrenches, and the profound, often devastating consequences it is already producing. It places the law within the larger story of Taliban rule, tracing the steady escalation of repression since 2021 and the unmistakable similarity of the group’s earlier, equally draconian period from 1996 to 2001. What emerges is confirmation of earlier warnings: Afghanistan has become the epicenter of an institutionalized system of gender-based discrimination, oppression and domination that meets the legal threshold for crimes against humanity, including the crime of gender persecution. The Taliban are tightening their control over people’s lives in a deliberate, step-by-step manner, and without meaningful intervention the already grave situation is likely to grow still darker.

If this assault on rights and freedoms is allowed to continue, the damage will be deep and lasting. We risk a society steeped in fear, divided against itself and closed off from hope, one in which misogyny is treated as normal and inequality is locked into the very fabric of daily life. Without meaningful action to reverse course, repression will only deepen, isolation will tighten, and the possibility of an inclusive, stable and prosperous Afghanistan will slip further from reach.

International Legal Obligations

Afghanistan remains a state party to a range of core international human rights treaties and conventions and is therefore bound to uphold the commitments it has made under international law. These include the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.

Since August 2021 the de facto authorities have exercised effective control over the territory and population of Afghanistan. As a result, they bear responsibility for meeting the obligations contained in these international instruments, regardless of whether the change of government has received formal recognition from other states.

The Taliban Return to Power

In August 2021 the Taliban seized power in Afghanistan, bringing about the swift collapse of the government that was then in place. They immediately declared the restoration of the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”, the same title they had used during their earlier period of control from 1996 to 2001. To this day, the de facto authorities have not received formal international recognition.

Almost immediately after taking power, the Taliban began imposing a wide array of restrictions on the lives and fundamental rights of the Afghan people. The most visible and systematic of these has been the assault on the rights of women and girls. They have been largely erased from public life and denied basic freedoms, of movement, expression, assembly and association, as well as the rights to work, to education, to healthcare, to political participation and to access to justice. These deprivations have reached a scale and severity that may amount to crimes against humanity, including the crime of gender persecution.

Although women and girls have borne the heaviest burden of this oppression, other serious human rights violations persist. The de facto authorities continue to subject ethnic and religious minorities to discrimination and violence. Deadly attacks, many claimed by the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant–Khorasan Province, have not ceased, with ethnic Hazaras in particular remaining a frequent target. Despite public declarations of a “general amnesty,” former civil servants and members of the security forces have faced targeted reprisals. Civic space has contracted dramatically; the space for independent journalism has all but vanished. Human rights defenders live under constant threat of detention, violence, threats and intimidation. At the same time, there has been a disturbing rise in the use of corporal punishment.

All of this takes place against the backdrop of a continuing humanitarian and economic crisis. Some 22.9 million people, nearly half the population, require humanitarian assistance. The situation is made worse by shrinking international aid and Afghanistan’s acute vulnerability to climate shocks and natural disasters.

Taliban Rule, 1996–2001

The Taliban’s earlier period of rule in Afghanistan, from 1996 to 2001, was defined by brutal repression. The group maintained tight control over the population, systematically violating the rights and freedoms of ordinary Afghans. Women were almost entirely excluded from public life, subjected to severe restrictions, and banned from both education and employment. Public executions, floggings, and amputations were commonplace. Ethnic and religious minorities, especially the Hazara community, faced widespread violence, discrimination, and repression.

Taliban control was enforced through a web of laws, decrees, and directives, many of which bear striking similarities to the measures introduced since the group returned to power in 2021. In 1997, for instance, they issued a specific regulation on the “promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice.” Other decrees banned women from working for foreign or non-governmental organizations, prohibited sports in stadiums and fields after the afternoon prayer call, prescribed punishments for individuals who had converted to Christianity or Judaism, and forbade the display of images of living beings, crosses, and sacred words on commercial products.

Much like the 2024 law on the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice, the 1997 regulation imposed strict mandatory hijab requirements on women and sharply restricted their freedom of movement. If a woman left her home without observing what was considered “proper hijab,” her husband could be punished and the family home publicly marked. The regulation also banned women from dancing or singing loudly at celebrations, visiting public baths, or being seen in tailor shops. It further dictated the appearance of men and boys, required strict observance of prayer times, outlawed music cassettes and the sale of kites, and ordered the destruction of images of living beings in public spaces. Penalties were fixed and predetermined, leaving no room for discretion or leniency.

In 2001, the Taliban added Annex No. 1 to the regulation, which expanded both the list of prohibited behaviors and the mechanisms for enforcement. This annex introduced new rules covering everything from the conduct of shopkeepers to restrictions on foreign nationals and institutions. Religious minorities were required to follow specific dress codes and faced limits on their religious practices. They were instructed to mark their vehicles and wear identifying symbols, though this was never fully implemented before the regime fell. The annex also required homes to be designed so that passers-by could not see inside, a measure that closely mirrors a directive issued by the Taliban in December 2024. Women were additionally told to avoid any place where they might be visible to men.

Annex No. 1 also spelled out the duties, powers, and scope of the muhtasibs, the officials responsible for enforcing these rules. Further edicts strengthened this system by establishing local offices for the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice in districts, organizing regular meetings on the subject, broadcasting related programs, and appointing muhtasibs across the country.

Beyond listing prohibited acts, the 1997 regulation created a dedicated institution to promote virtue and prevent vice. What began as a department within the Ministry of Justice eventually became a full ministry by September 2001. This body, often referred to as the “religious police” played a central and feared role in enforcing the Taliban’s strict rules.

Restrictions were applied ruthlessly. Officials subjected Afghans, particularly women, to harassment, arbitrary public beatings, humiliation, and detention. Punishments were often immediate and severe, with no right to appeal or due process. In some cases, they included amputation and stoning.

Internal Dynamics within the Taliban

The announcement of the 2024 law on the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice came against a backdrop of persistent speculation about tensions and divisions inside the Taliban movement. Since returning to power, there have been steady reports of internal power struggles, often described as a contest between ideological hardliners centered in Kandahar and more pragmatic figures in Kabul who worry that some of the stricter measures are harming any chance of international recognition or relief from sanctions. A number of senior Taliban officials have even voiced reservations about particular policies, especially the bans on girls’ secondary and higher education, pointing to an absence of complete agreement within the group. At the same time, the ministries led by the more uncompromising leaders, particularly those responsible for the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice, justice, education, and higher education, are reportedly applying the new law with the greatest rigor.

Power struggles over control of the country’s security, intelligence and law-enforcement apparatus remain intense. During the Taliban’s first period in government, officials tasked with promoting virtue and preventing vice held an effective monopoly on policing. That dominance has since been reduced. Responsibility for law enforcement and security is now divided among three separate bodies: the de facto Ministry of the Interior (which oversees the police), the de facto General Directorate of Intelligence, and the de facto Ministry of Defense. Some observers see the enactment of this law as a deliberate effort to restore the authority of the ministry responsible for virtue and vice, not only over the population but also within the Taliban’s own ranks. The law itself clearly reaffirms the supreme position of the Taliban leader. The group’s spokesperson has dismissed talk of internal conflict as mere propaganda. In the end, the passage of the law itself demonstrates that, whatever tactical differences may exist, the Taliban remain united around their core objectives and show no sign of departing from them in the foreseeable future.

The so-called law on the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice

Overview

The law, published in both Dari and Pashto, is organized into five sections: a short introduction followed by four chapters containing a total of 35 articles. These articles are accompanied by extensive footnotes in Arabic that cite classical Hanafi texts and scholars as the source or justification for each provision.

The introduction sets out the law’s religious and ideological foundation, its stated aims and objectives, and definitions of key terms. It designates the de facto ministry for the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice as the lead institution for implementation, with day-to-day enforcement entrusted to muhtasibs (morality officers).

Chapter One lays down the principles and qualifications that muhtasibs must follow. It includes rules on eligibility, requiring sound knowledge of relevant Sharia rulings, and insists that officials must respect individuals’ dignity and human rights, refraining from unnecessary investigations or invasions of privacy except where Sharia explicitly permits.

Chapter Two lists the prohibited actions and behaviors. These are framed as the duties of the muhtasib and apply across a broad range of people and institutions: media organizations, merchants, business owners, farmers, public-transport companies and drivers, among others.

Chapter Three sets out the punishments muhtasibs are authorized to impose, together with their responsibilities toward anyone they detain. 

Chapter Four contains miscellaneous provisions dealing with monitoring and evaluation of the law’s implementation, reporting requirements, and the organization of training and educational activities.

Legal Basis

The law is the outcome of a lengthy drafting process that began in early 2023 and was formally completed when it was published in the Official Gazette on 31 July 2024. Article 1 states that it was issued under Decree No. 9, signed by the Taliban leader on 24 October 2022, which governs how legislation is approved under the de facto authorities. The process begins with the relevant department preparing an initial draft, assisted by a committee of religious scholars and experts. The text then goes to the Ministry of Justice for a Sharia-based review to ensure consistency. An independent commission examines it for corrections before it is presented to the Taliban leader for final signature. Once signed, the law takes immediate effect and is published.

In this way the law both reaffirms the absolute authority of the Taliban leader as the ultimate source of legislation and underscores the deliberate, institutionalized nature of the measure. It is important to note, however, that many Afghans reject the Taliban’s claim to legitimacy and therefore do not recognize their right to enact or enforce such rules. The law was never subjected to genuine public consultation. Although the formal procedure calls for input from a council of ulama, experts, academics and legal researchers, only individuals aligned with the Taliban were included. Women, members of minority or marginalized communities, and the general public were entirely excluded. Under the severe restrictions on freedom of expression now in place, Afghans inside the country, religious scholars included, risk threats, intimidation or detention if they question the Taliban or their interpretation of Sharia. Those living outside the country often fear reprisals against relatives who remain at home. Several experts consulted for this study spoke only on condition of anonymity.

Concerns regarding the law’s religious and legal foundation

It lies beyond the scope of this study to assess whether the law conforms to Sharia principles. However, Islamic scholars and other experts consulted during its preparation expressed deep concern over what they view as the Taliban’s extreme and selective interpretation of Sharia. They pointed to provisions that have no basis in the Qur’an or the teachings of the Prophet, prohibitions that lack broad consensus within Islamic jurisprudence or are actively contested, and what they described as the selective use, distortion or decontextualization of Hanafi sources.

A particular point of criticism is the law’s establishment of the Hanafi school of thought as its sole legal foundation. This approach effectively excludes other Islamic traditions and schools, disregarding the beliefs and practices of significant Muslim communities in Afghanistan, including Shia, Ismaili, Salafi and Sufi groups.

There are also serious questions about how the law fits within the broader legal framework. After seizing power, the Taliban suspended the 2004 Constitution and announced a review of all laws passed during the Republic era to determine their compliance with Sharia and Afghan traditions. The status of much of that previous legislation remains unclear, creating significant legal uncertainty and inconsistency.

Legal certainty also requires that laws be accessible, foreseeable and easy to understand. This law falls short. Many of its provisions are broadly and vaguely worded, with key terms left undefined. Such ambiguity gives the de facto authorities wide discretion to decide what is permitted or prohibited, raising the risk of arbitrary, discriminatory or abusive enforcement.

Although the main text is published in Dari and Pashto, it is accompanied by extensive footnotes in Arabic citing classical Hanafi sources. As Arabic is not widely spoken or understood in Afghanistan, most Afghans cannot read or meaningfully engage with these references. Even those who understand Arabic would require advanced specialized knowledge of Islamic jurisprudence to critically evaluate the Taliban’s claim that the law faithfully reflects Sharia.

Notably, this is the first time the Taliban have included such detailed references and explanations of Islamic terms in an official legal document, neither the 1997 regulation nor the 2001 annex contained them. Scholars suggest the inclusion is deliberate: it lends an air of religious authority to the rules and makes any criticism of the law appear as criticism of Islam itself.

Purpose, Scope and Applicability

The law has two central objectives: to promote virtue (Amr bil-Ma’ruf) and prevent vice (Nahiyya Anil-Munkar), and to clearly define the duties and responsibilities of the muhtasibs. While everyone is expected to uphold virtue and avoid vice, the responsibility for enforcement rests with the muhtasibs rather than the general population.

Under Article 5, the de facto Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice holds overall responsibility for implementing the law. It is tasked with encouraging virtuous behavior in line with Islamic law and Hanafi jurisprudence, promoting social peace, and discouraging ethnic, linguistic and regional prejudice.

The law applies to all individuals in Afghanistan. This represents a change from earlier drafts, which referred only to “citizens.” It remains unclear how strictly the provisions will be applied to foreign nationals, including United Nations staff and humanitarian workers. There is understandable concern that the Taliban may reintroduce restrictions on foreigners and foreign institutions similar to those enforced between 1996 and 2001.

Significant ambiguity exists regarding where and when the law applies. Article 4 states that it is to be implemented in “public places,” yet the term is not defined. This grants muhtasibs wide discretion in determining what constitutes a public or private space. Although the law instructs officials not to intrude into private homes or personal lives without clear Sharia justification, reports from inside Afghanistan indicate that in practice the boundary between public and private is often ignored. De facto officials have conducted house searches and inspected mobile phones in search of alleged violations. Other provisions appear to authorize entry into private spaces and interference in personal matters.

Another serious concern relates to the age of criminal responsibility. The Taliban do not recognize the international standard of 18 years as the threshold of adulthood. Instead, they define a child as someone who has not yet shown signs of puberty. This creates dangerous legal and protection gaps. Children can be subjected to the same punishments as adults, including corporal punishment.

The law not only permits but explicitly requires the punishment of children. Muhtasibs are instructed to prevent children from committing wrongful acts. Without proper safeguards, children risk being punished themselves and being exposed to, or forced to witness, the punishment of others, including their own parents or guardians. While the law does contain some protective provisions, such as bans on bacha bazi (a form of child sexual exploitation) and the mistreatment of orphans, the Taliban’s wider system of discrimination and the dismantling of child protection mechanisms largely undermine any potential benefit these measures might offer.

Substantive provisions

Hijab requirements and mandatory dress codes

Since returning to power, the Taliban have steadily tightened and enforced strict dress codes, above all on women and girls. They insist that whenever women or girls leave their homes they must wear what they term the “Sharia hijab,” which requires the entire face to be covered except for the eyes. Even girls in fourth to sixth grade have been ordered to cover their faces while travelling to and from school. The new law solidifies these rules. Articles 3 and 13 state that women and girls must cover their entire bodies and that their clothing must not be thin, short or tight. They are further required, under Article 13 (2) and (6), to cover their faces in the presence of any man who is not their mahram (a close male guardian) in order to avoid what the law calls fitna, social or moral disorder. Men and women who are unrelated are prohibited from looking at one another’s faces or bodies (Article 13 (7)). Muslim women are even instructed to cover themselves in the presence of non-Muslim or “impious” women for the same reason (Article 13 (6)).

Beyond reinforcing existing rules on appearance, the law introduces new restrictions on women’s voices. Singing or reading aloud in public is now considered awrah, something private that must be concealed. Article 13 (8) requires that when a woman leaves home she must not only cover her face and body but also refrain from raising her voice. Article 22 (10) directs muhtasibs to ensure that women’s voices are not heard outside homes or gatherings, exposing women and girls to the risk of punishment even within private spaces.

The law also imposes appearance rules on men and boys. Article 14 (1) declares that the part of the male body from the waist down to and including the knees is awrah and must be covered. Clothing must not be tight or revealing, particularly during exercise (Article 14 (3)). Article 22 (18) forbids men from shaving or trimming their beards to shorter than the length of a fist.

Other provisions reach further still, limiting personal appearance and, by extension, the rights to freedom of expression and freedom of religion or belief. Neckties, crucifixes and other vaguely defined “un-Islamic” symbols are banned (Article 22 (22)). Under international human rights law, the right to freedom of expression includes the freedom to choose how one dresses. Mandatory hijab and dress codes do more than violate that right; they entrench discrimination and harmful gender stereotypes. The Taliban’s rules reveal a rigid, binary view of gender that divides society strictly into male and female, assigning fixed roles, obligations and behaviors to each. Anyone who steps outside these expectations risks discrimination or violence. Restrictions on appearance also serve as a tool to justify other forms of control and harm.

It is worth remembering that many Afghan women and girls have long chosen to wear some form of veil, often as a deeply personal expression of faith, culture, ethnicity or tradition. The real issue is choice. Every Afghan woman and girl should be free to decide for herself what she wears, rather than being compelled to follow rules imposed by others.

2. Freedom of movement

Afghan women have shown remarkable courage in resisting mandatory hijab rules since the Taliban returned to power. Some have taken to the streets in protest, despite the very real danger of arrest and detention. In Kabul and other cities, many continue to wear the form of veil they choose for themselves. Yet the de facto authorities have responded at times with arrests and detentions.

Since 2021 the Taliban have layered one oppressive restriction on women’s and girls’ freedom of movement after another. Freedom of movement is not only a right in itself; it is the gateway to almost every other right, education, work, healthcare, justice and participation in public life. By confining women and girls to the private sphere, the Taliban are deliberately segregating society and stripping them of their fundamental freedoms. The very language of the hijab rules implies that a woman’s presence in public must have a “necessary purpose,” making staying at home the default and any time spent outside the exception.

The new law strengthens these movement restrictions in two important ways. First, it repeats and hardens the mandatory hijab requirements. Second, it requires women to be accompanied by a mahram (a male guardian of sound mind) when using public transport. Article 20 instructs drivers not to carry women who lack such a companion or who are not wearing what the authorities deem the correct hijab, and to prevent women from sitting or mingling with unrelated men. An earlier draft had set a 72-kilometre limit on unaccompanied travel, but this was dropped in the final version. The law now refers only to hadiths mentioning journeys of one to three days and nights. The resulting vagueness leaves muhtasibs with wide discretion: in practice, almost any journey a woman makes on her own can be treated as a violation.

In practice, this means that travel on public transport by a woman without a mahram can be prohibited, regardless of the purpose or the distance involved. A woman’s ability to move freely, and therefore her access to healthcare, education, employment, justice and public life, now depends almost entirely on whether she has a male guardian who is both able and willing to accompany her. The impact falls especially heavily on female-headed households, widows, internally displaced people, and women whose close male relatives have disabilities. The consequences become particularly acute in emergencies: when someone falls seriously ill, or when a woman needs to flee domestic violence or abuse, the requirement can trap her in harm’s way.

Within weeks of the law’s announcement, women across many provinces reported a noticeable tightening of controls. At checkpoints they were stopped, questioned and sometimes harassed, no matter how short the journey. Even when accompanied by a mahram, they faced scrutiny over whether the man was a sufficiently close relative. Enforcement has been arbitrary and inconsistent. Shopkeepers have been told not to serve unaccompanied women; bus and taxi drivers have been ordered not to let women sit in the front seat. The de facto Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice has rejected these accounts, describing a January 2025 UNAMA report on the issue as “far from the truth” and an attempt to discredit the ministry. Yet the evidence from women on the ground continues to mount.

Faced with these pressures, many women are choosing self-protection. According to the Bishnaw survey, two-thirds of respondents said they had changed their behavior, wearing the required hijab or leaving home only with a mahram, simply to avoid confrontation with muhtasibs.

Personal relations

Several provisions reach deep into personal relationships and everyday interactions, revealing the Taliban’s determination to regulate even the most private dimensions of people’s lives. Article 22 (20), for example, forbids Muslims from forming friendships with or offering help to non-Muslims. In practice this rule does not appear to be strictly enforced; senior Taliban figures themselves continue to meet with non-Muslim diplomats and officials in pursuit of international engagement. Still, the provision sends a chilling message: Afghan Muslims should limit or avoid contact with certain groups.

Other articles reinforce strict gender segregation in workplaces, schools, hospitals and public spaces, while limiting contact between unrelated men and women in daily life. Taken together, these rules violate the rights to non-discrimination, privacy and freedom of association. They risk fraying the social fabric, isolating minorities and at-risk communities, and deepening division. During the Taliban’s first period in power, similar restrictions on foreigners interacting with Afghan women sharply reduced women’s social connections and severely hampered humanitarian aid and support services. The same danger exists again today.

Adultery

Article 22 (1) of the law prohibits adultery (zina), whether committed by force or with consent. Because zina is classified as a hudud offence, a crime considered to be against God, punishment is not imposed directly by muhtasibs but is referred to the courts. Muhtasibs are nonetheless required to report suspected cases.

Criminalizing adultery has long been associated with discrimination and violence against women, both in law and in practice. It undermines rights to privacy, freedom of movement and equality before the law. Those accused often face corporal punishment that amounts to torture or other cruel treatment; in some instances, sentences of stoning have been handed down. Although both men and women have been punished for zina under Taliban rule, women and girls have been disproportionately affected.

Particularly troubling is the law’s failure to distinguish between consensual sexual relations between adults outside marriage and rape or other forms of sexual violence. While international law demands that states protect people from rape and sexual assault, the conflation of these acts with adultery creates a climate of fear. Survivors of sexual violence in Afghanistan already face a deep culture of silence. The added risk of being accused of zina themselves discourages them from coming forward, further limiting their already fragile access to support and justice.

Same-sex relations

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and other gender-diverse Afghans have faced discrimination and criminalization in law, policy and everyday life for many years. During the Taliban’s first period in power, homosexuality was punishable by death. It remained a criminal offence under the Republic, though the penalty was reduced to imprisonment. The new law, in Articles 22 (3) and (4), reaffirms this criminalization, explicitly banning same-sex relationships and the creation of any “opportunities or means” for them. As these are classified as hudud offences, punishment is determined by the courts rather than by muhtasibs, though the latter are required to report suspected cases.

Under current Taliban rule, people in same-sex relationships are subjected to corporal punishment, typically combined with a prison term. Some have been sentenced to “burial under a wall.” Official reports from the de facto Supreme Court do not always provide disaggregated data, but there was a clear rise in recorded corporal punishments for “sodomy” in 2024, with a sharp escalation beginning in September after the law entered into force.

LGBT+ individuals accused or punished for these “offences” face heightened risks of violence and discrimination, especially once their situation becomes known to family or community. Male survivors of sexual violence can also find themselves punished under the same provisions, compounding their trauma.

Religious beliefs and practices

Several provisions of the law place significant restrictions on the right to freedom of religion or belief. They do so by imposing the Taliban’s specific ideology and religious interpretations on the entire population, regardless of personal conviction or the absence of religious belief; by requiring Muslims to follow particular religious practices; by prohibiting the open practice of any religion other than Islam; and by giving officials wide powers to suppress Muslim practices or beliefs that do not align with the Taliban’s narrow interpretation of Sharia.

The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion protects the freedom to have, change or reject a religion or belief, and to manifest that belief through worship, observance, practice and teaching. Forcing conformity under threat of punishment, or imposing one interpretation of faith on everyone, violates this fundamental right. Mandating uniform religious practices also undermines the personal and voluntary nature of genuine faith and disregards the rich diversity of beliefs within Afghan society.

The law strictly regulates the religious life of Muslims. In addition to the mandatory dress codes and hijab rules, it requires attendance at congregational prayers in mosques at set times (Articles 18 (1), 19 (2) and 22 (16)), the observance of mandatory fasts (Article 22 (17)), and, for businesspeople, traders and farmers, the payment of zakat and ushr together with the conduct of affairs in line with Hanafi jurisprudence (Article 18). Individuals who repeatedly fail to observe prayers or fasts without valid excuse, and even entire communities that neglect congregational prayers, can be referred to the courts. Even before this law, the Taliban had already begun enforcing prayer attendance through detention and corporal punishment. Since the law’s enactment, reports of businesses being inspected during prayer times and attendance being recorded have continued.

The law also restricts the practice of religions other than Islam, for example by banning crucifixes and other “un-Islamic” symbols and by prohibiting celebrations that have no basis in Islam (Article 22 (21) and (22)). This adds further pressure on religious minorities who already face discrimination and severe limits on openly practicing their faith.

Any action or behavior the Taliban deem “un-Islamic” can also be punished. This includes publishing content considered contrary to Sharia (Article 17 (1)), celebrating non-Islamic festivals (Article 22 (21)), wearing or promoting “un-Islamic” symbols (Article 22 (22)), or engaging in bid’ah (religious innovations) (Article 22 (23)). The broad and vague wording of these prohibitions, combined with the Taliban’s strict reliance on their interpretation of Hanafi jurisprudence, heightens concerns about discriminatory enforcement, particularly against Muslim minorities such as Shia communities, who follow different schools of thought and have long experienced persecution in Afghanistan.

Freedom of expression and access to information

The law imposes heavy restrictions on freedom of expression and access to information. General provisions ban the “wrongful” use of tape recorders or radios without defining what “wrongful” means (Article 22 (8)). Taking photographs or videos of living beings on any device is prohibited outright. This ban extends to media organizations, which are forbidden from publishing images of living beings (Article 17 (3)), and to traders, artisans and farmers, who cannot use or sell such images in advertising (Article 18 (5) and (6)). Media outlets are also barred from publishing any content the authorities consider contrary to Islamic law and religion or that “belittles” or “humiliates” Muslims (Article 17).

Under international human rights law, freedom of expression includes the right to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds through any medium. Any restriction on this right must be clearly set out in law, pursue a legitimate aim, and be necessary and proportionate. The provisions in this law do not meet those standards.

Since seizing power, the Taliban have already severely curtailed freedom of expression by detaining peaceful protesters and education activists, suppressing independent media, and banning books they view as contrary to their ideology. In this climate, the vaguely worded rules in the new law are likely to be used to further stifle criticism of the authorities and prevent the sharing of information about human rights violations.

Since the law’s enactment, pressure on independent journalists has continued. Officials in several provinces have verbally warned media outlets against broadcasting or publishing images of living beings, and some television stations have been forced to suspend operations.

Some media outlets have resumed broadcasting, but only after stripping out all programming that includes images of living beings. Others have been targeted for airing material the authorities label “un-Islamic.” In December 2024, for instance, several media workers at a television station in Kabul were arrested. Although the workers were eventually released, the station itself remains closed.

So far the ban on images of living beings has not been applied evenly. Some Taliban officials themselves openly ignore it, continuing to appear on television and post photographs on social media. Beyond the news industry, the prohibition has damaged the livelihoods of artists, photographers and other creative professionals. Educators have also warned that it harms children’s learning, including vital safety lessons such as landmine awareness.

Cultural events and celebrations

Since returning to power, the Taliban have repeatedly moved to restrict public celebrations of important cultural and religious festivals, often citing security concerns. Article 22 (21) of the law explicitly prohibits cultural events and festivals such as Nowruz (the Persian New Year) and Yalda (the winter solstice celebration), along with the use of fireworks by Muslims and any other “non-Islamic” days. Both Nowruz and Yalda have been recognized by UNESCO as intangible cultural heritage of humanity, which places Afghanistan under an international obligation to protect and safeguard them.

These restrictions violate the right to participate in cultural life and, in the case of non-Islamic festivals, the right to freedom of religion or belief. The vague wording also hands muhtasibs broad and arbitrary powers to forbid almost any gathering, including those important to minority Muslim communities. This is especially worrying given the Taliban’s existing limits on Shia observances such as Ashura.

Music

During their first period in power the Taliban imposed a near-total ban on music. Since 2021 they have once again sought to suppress it, prohibiting singing, the playing of instruments and public musical performances. Officials have raided homes, venues and studios to confiscate and destroy instruments, including the rubab, a traditional Afghan lute that UNESCO has also inscribed as intangible cultural heritage. The crackdown has reached weddings, artistic events and radio stations. Musicians and radio journalists have been harassed, detained and, in some cases, forced to leave the country.

The new law formalizes these earlier restrictions. Muhtasibs are required to ensure that music is not heard coming from homes or gatherings (Article 22 (10)), while drivers and staff of commercial vehicles are forbidden from playing it (Article 20 (1)). Enforcement has been uneven, but it has visibly increased in the south-eastern, eastern and western regions. Several radio stations have been forced to close after broadcasting music; some were permitted to reopen only after promising to stop.

Punishment and enforcement

Broad and arbitrary powers

The law gives muhtasibs extremely wide and largely unchecked authority to detain and punish people accused of breaking its rules. They are not required to produce evidence or follow any form of due process, in clear violation of international human rights standards. In practice, muhtasibs act simultaneously as police officers, judges and prison wardens, with very few meaningful limits on their power.

For lesser offences they may impose ta’zir punishments through a seven-step process that begins with advice and verbal warnings and can escalate to the destruction of property and imprisonment for up to three days. They are also allowed to apply whatever punishment they consider “appropriate” for offences not reserved for the courts. This highly subjective standard leaves individual officers with dangerous discretion. The law contains no safeguards against torture or ill-treatment, nor does it guarantee the accused any right to legal defense or appeal.

Importantly, muhtasibs are empowered to monitor and discipline not only ordinary citizens but also other de facto government ministries and officials. Senior officials at the Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice can apply all seven levels of punishment, while local muhtasibs must seek approval from superiors for more serious measures such as property destruction or imprisonment. Repeat offenders are referred to the courts.

Enforcement

Since the law was published, there has been a noticeable rise in enforcement activity, alongside stricter application of other existing Taliban restrictions, especially those affecting women and girls. Afghans describe a greater visible presence of muhtasibs on the streets, in markets and on public transport. Officers conduct inspections, issue verbal reprimands, humiliate people publicly, impose fines and, at times, resort to physical violence.

In some areas muhtasibs use loudspeakers to shame women who are not accompanied by a mahram or who are not wearing what the authorities deem the correct hijab. Consistent reports speak of officials checking mobile phones for banned content and entering homes to carry out searches. While enforcement remains patchy from place to place, the overall trend is toward greater conformity and control.

Mirroring practices from the 1990s, in October 2024 the Taliban leader ordered the creation of oversight committees, headed by provincial governors, to monitor implementation and report regularly on progress. Some provinces have issued additional local orders to support the effort.

Marginalized communities, widows, female-headed households and internally displaced persons, are bearing a disproportionate burden. There are also troubling signs that the law is being applied more rigorously in areas home to ethnic and religious minorities, particularly in central, northern, north-eastern and western Afghanistan.

A worrying development is the growing involvement of community and religious leaders in enforcement. Imams have used sermons to urge compliance with hijab and mahram rules, and the Bishnaw survey identified instructions from local mosques as one of the most common ways the rules are being communicated. Within families, male relatives are increasingly enforcing restrictions on women and girls, with more women reporting that they now need permission to leave the home. There are also rising accounts of female family members helping to ensure compliance.

Enforcement 

While the extent of community enforcement varies from one part of the country to another, the broader pattern is unmistakable: restrictions are steadily becoming normalized, and the line between official Taliban control and everyday pressure from families and communities is blurring. What begins as state policy is gradually seeping into private life, turning neighbors, relatives and religious leaders into informal enforcers.

Lack of independent oversight mechanisms

Article 29 of the law charges the de facto Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice with supervising the conduct of muhtasibs. Yet the law itself sets out no real consequences or accountability measures for officers who abuse their power or fail to follow their duties. A ministry spokesperson has said that a special unit handles complaints of misconduct and that the public can report concerns through a 24-hour telephone hotline. Still, many Afghans worry that filing a complaint could itself invite reprisals.

The situation is made far worse by the total absence of independent oversight. Since the Taliban returned to power, key institutions such as the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission have been dismantled. With no credible external bodies left to investigate abuses, protect victims or hold officials to account, ordinary people have almost nowhere to turn for justice or support.

Socialization, training and education

Under Article 31 the ministry is required to train and educate muhtasibs and other officials so they understand the law and their responsibilities. In practice this has taken the form of nationwide and local awareness campaigns. The de facto minister himself has travelled extensively to promote the rules, while provincial departments have held regular briefings for district officials, military commanders, religious leaders and others, stressing the need for full compliance.

Alongside this, the ministry has run an online communications effort aimed at countering criticism of its policies on women and girls. It presents itself as a defender of women’s rights, highlighting claimed interventions in cases of forced marriage, domestic violence and inheritance disputes. Since October 2024 there has been a noticeable rise in social-media posts from the ministry using terms related to women’s rights, mostly in local languages but some in English. The timing of this campaign, which has coincided with stricter enforcement on the ground, suggests a deliberate attempt to shape how the authorities are perceived, especially within Afghanistan, and to downplay reports of harsh or abusive implementation.

Impacts and implications

A road map of things to come

It is important to recognize that the law on the promotion of virtue and the prevention of vice, repressive though it is, is not an aberration. It stands as the latest chapter in a consistent pattern of discrimination and control that the Taliban have pursued since returning to power in 2021, a pattern that mirrors their rule from 1996 to 2001. By gathering earlier decrees and edicts into a single formal document, the law makes clear that these measures were never merely ad hoc or temporary. They form part of a deliberate, institutionalized system of oppression.

The close resemblance to the rules enforced during the Taliban’s earlier period leaves little room for doubt: the group has not changed its fundamental ideology or intentions. It remains committed to a deeply discriminatory and misogynistic vision for Afghan society.

Looking ahead, the situation is likely to deteriorate further. If left unchecked, the Taliban will almost certainly intensify, expand and embed these restrictions more deeply, drawing Afghan women and girls and quite possibly ethnic and religious minorities into ever-widening circles of segregation, discrimination and control.

Perpetuating gender persecution

Since 2021 the de facto authorities have imposed severe and systematic restrictions on the rights of women and girls. They have also targeted LGBT+ individuals and anyone perceived as supporting women’s rights. This architecture of gender-based oppression has been built through decrees, edicts, threats, public humiliation and violence, while resistance has been met with repression.

The evidence accumulated over these years points to an institutionalized system of discrimination, exclusion and repression that amounts to a widespread and systematic attack on the civilian population of Afghanistan and may constitute crimes against humanity, including the crime of gender persecution. The new law is not an isolated measure; it provides further confirmation that this policy has been planned and directed at the highest levels.

In January 2025 the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court announced
















































































































	If a mixed class has more than 10 students, separate classes must be formed, with female classes held in the morning and male classes held in the afternoon.

	If the total number of male and female students in a class is less than 10, the students should be transferred as follows: 	To appropriate departments within the relevant faculty.

	To suitable faculties at the Polytechnic University or Education University.

	If possible, to appropriate faculties in provincial universities.

	Three or four faculties should be identified, and students should be given options to choose from.











































	Television media should not broadcast any films that contradict the principles of Sharia and Afghan values.

	Foreign and domestic films that promote foreign cultures and traditions and cause moral corruption in Afghan society should not be broadcast.

	Humorous and entertainment programs should not be produced in a manner that leads to the humiliation or disrespect of individuals.

	Programs that degrade religious symbols or human dignity should not be aired.

	Films and videos featuring men in indecent or inappropriate attire should not be broadcast.

	Female journalists in television media should adhere to Islamic hijab.

	Dramas and theatrical programs that feature women in leading roles should not be aired.

	TV series that depict the lives of prophets or companions of the Prophet in visual form are strictly prohibited from being broadcast.


















	Consent of Adult Women in Marriage The consent of adult women is essential for marriage (provided the marriage is with a suitable match and there is no risk of discord or corruption). No one has the right to force a woman into marriage through coercion or pressure.

	Women Are Not Property A woman is not a commodity; she is a free and dignified human being. No one may offer her in exchange for reconciliation (e.g., as compensation in tribal disputes).

	Rights of Widows After Husband’s Death After the death of her husband and the completion of the prescribed waiting period (four months and ten days, or until childbirth), a widow cannot be forced into marriage by her brother-in-law or anyone else. She has full autonomy in deciding her future and marriage (again, considering suitability and avoidance of discord).

	Right to Dowry in Remarriage A widow is religiously entitled to receive a dowry from her new husband upon remarriage.

	Inheritance Rights of Women A woman has a fixed and legitimate share in the inheritance of her deceased husband, children, father, and other relatives, as prescribed by Islamic law. No one has the right to deprive her of this inheritance.

	Justice Among Multiple Wives A man with multiple wives is religiously obligated to uphold the rights of all his wives equally and to maintain justice among them.


















	Drivers should not play music in their vehicles.

	Unveiled women should not sit in the front seat of vehicles.

	Unaccompanied women should not travel in vehicles beyond a radius of 45 kilometers from the city.

	Drivers must abstain from using or transporting narcotics.

	Drivers should stop their cars at prayer times in appropriate locations for passengers.


















	The Documents and Communications Department and the Information and Publications Department will be reduced and placed under the office of the General Directorate, organized into a directorate with a total of 40 positions.

	The General Directorate of Religious Affairs and Endowments will be downgraded to the second level.

	Advisors will be reduced from 20 positions to five first-level and three second-level positions.

	The Gender Directorate will be eliminated from the structure.

	The General Directorate of Energy Services Regulation will be placed under the Energy Deputy Ministry with a total of 40 positions.














































	Female employees must observe Islamic hijab.

	The distinction between male and female offices should be maintained.

	Female employees should be treated equally in accordance with Prophetic tradition.

	Female visitors should be allowed to visit government offices without violating Islamic hijab.



	Mawlawi FazluRahman – Head of Inspection

	Mawlawi Muhammad Yahya Arif – Head of Reform and Training

	Mawlawi Raz Muhammad – Head of Military Affairs for the presentation of complaints

	Mawlawi Muallim Jan – Head of Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice in Kabul city















































	All female employees entering their offices must fully observe Islamic hijab.

	Separate offices should be allocated for male and female staff.

	Male offices should be decorated according to the Prophetic tradition.

	Performing prayers in congregation should be ensured.

	Women visitors without hijab should not be allowed to enter ministries and government offices.



	Mawlawi Fazl Rabbi – Head of Inspection

	Mawlawi Muhammad Yahya Arefi – Head of Reform and Training for Enforcers

	Mawlawi Raz Muhammad – Head of Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice in Kabul city

	Mawlawi Muallim Jan – Head of Eradication and Prevention of Vice





















	Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays are exclusively allocated for women, provided that they observe proper Islamic hijab. During these days, Mujahideen and the general public are not allowed to enter the parks.

	Wednesdays, Thursdays, Fridays, and Saturdays are designated for men. On the days specified for men, if Mujahideen go for leisure, they must not carry weapons or display military insignia, as per Article 5 of Cabinet Resolution No. 21 of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.

































	Independent Human Rights Commission

	Constitutional Oversight Commission

	House of Elders

	House of Representatives

	High Council of National Reconciliation

	Security Council





























	The Sharia basis for hijab

	The definition and type of hijab

	Conditions and benefits of observing hijab

	A six-step implementation and punishment mechanism



	On the first offense, the woman’s home address and head of household are identified and reprimanded.

	On the second offense, the woman’s male guardian is summoned to the Ministry.

	On the third offense, the guardian is imprisoned for three days.

	On the fourth offense, the guardian is referred to the judiciary for Sharia-based punishment.

	On the fifth offense, any female government employee violating the hijab rule is dismissed.

	Male government employees whose wives or daughters fail to observe hijab will have their duties suspended.

























	Dismissal of Three Professors The council discussed the cases of three faculty members: 	Ms. Munira Alamyar, Department of Geography, Faculty of Social Sciences

	Ms. Mazda Naibsh Noor, Department of History, Faculty of Social Sciences

	Ms. Faiza Darakhani, Department of Horticulture, Faculty of Agriculture After reviewing the recommendations from their respective departments, the Academic Council unanimously approved their dismissals in accordance with university policies.



	Approval of Badakhshan University’s Operational Plan The university’s operational plan was reviewed and, after thorough discussion, was unanimously approved.

	Proposal for a Night Program in the Faculty of Law and Political Science The proposal to establish a night program for the Department of Public Administration and Diplomacy within the Faculty of Law and Political Science was discussed. Considering the challenges associated with night programs, the council decided to conduct a needs assessment to determine market demand and societal necessity. Further discussion was deferred to the next council meeting.

	Implementation of Islamic Culture Courses In compliance with the directive from the Ministry of Higher Education, the council addressed the adjustment of Islamic Culture courses (ranging from 17 to 31 credits). These changes may result in credit reductions or the removal of overlapping courses. The council resolved to implement the Islamic Culture courses during the first semester of the academic year 1401. Any necessary credit adjustments will be finalized accordingly.

	Academic Promotion of Mr. Abdul Baqi Azizi The academic promotion of Mr. Abdul Baqi Azizi, a faculty member of the Faculty of Sharia and Islamic Studies, to the rank of professor was reviewed. Following expert evaluation, the council unanimously approved the promotion.































	Female students above grade six and teachers must be dressed in Islamic hijab, ensuring that their faces are covered.

	During official hours, except for female students, no one is allowed to enter girls’ schools for administrative purposes.

	All female students are required to refrain from standing or socializing with friends in separate areas.

	Educational managers and headteachers are obligated to adjust the teaching schedule to make up for any lost time.


































































	Every employee must strictly adhere to the Prophetic tradition. Anyone deviating from this tradition will be dealt with severely.

	Each employee must regularly attend their duties at the center. If assigned to provinces and districts, they must report to their assigned schools and offices punctually.

	Female employees must observe Islamic hijab. Failure to comply with this requirement — whether male or female — and attending duties without proper hijab, especially during emergencies, will result in a warning and may lead to further disciplinary action.
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