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In August 2021 the world watched as thousands of people, both Americans and Afghans, crowded onto airplanes at
the Kabul airport to escape the return of the Taliban. By the end of August 2021, the United States had evacuated
over 200,000 people. On August 15, 2021, Afghan president Ashraf Ghani fled the country, and the Taliban seized
control of Kabul calling themselves the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. The collapse of the Islamic Republic was
predicated on the United States-Taliban deal that was signed in February of 2020. Most people assumed the Taliban
would be unable to govern Afghanistan and that their government would not last. After all they were rural tribal people
with a fundamental belief in a primitive version of Islam, and their control of Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001 was in
many ways a disaster. But, the Taliban have now led the country for four years, with no end in sight.

Arguing that they are following basic Islamic law regarding the proper place for women in society, the Taliban have
severely restricted the rights of women, restrictions more severe than in any other Islamic country. The treatment of
women is the major reason the Taliban has not been recognized as the legitimate government of Afghanistan by
many nations (Drury, 2025). The Taliban have also been denied a seat in the United Nations, again largely because
of their treatment of women (Lederer, 2025). Recently the International Criminal Court has issued arrest warrants for
two Taliban leaders, Haibatullah Akhundzada, the supreme leader of Afghanistan, and Abdul Hakim Haggani, the
chief Justice in the Afghan supreme court, for their treatment of women and girls in Afghanistan (Ayre, 2025).

Not only are women not allowed to attend school beyond six grade, but they are not allowed to travel outside of their
homes without a male companion. Women traveling outside the home must wear a veil that covers their full body. The
Gender Inequality Index, a metric developed by the United Nations Development Program as a composite measure
of a women'’s place in society, is based on three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment, and labor market
participation. It ranks Afghanistan one of the lowest the world in terms of the treatment of women in government,
education, health and political participation (UNDP, Gender Inequality Index, 2025).

Gender based violence has also increased. Afghan women experience a high rate of harassment when they leave
their homes. Incidents of stoning and verbal harassment have been widely reported. This harassment and abuse is
condoned by the Taliban’s Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, a Taliban government
agency that, among other things, dictates where women can go or not go, what women must wear, and how they
must behave. Women who do not follow the rules of this Ministry are chastised, harassed, and often beaten. When
women are arrested, they often face verbal abuse and torture (Ahmadi, 2023). Afghan women also often have no say
in who they marry and many of these forced marriages are a result of poverty which drives fathers to marry off their
daughters, often at a young age (Nariman, 2025).

There are very few female doctors or nurses in Afghanistan. Because men are prohibited from treating women, let
alone seeing them without their veil, women are often unable to access basic medical services. Maternal mortality
rates are high compared to other countries. With poor medical help available for pregnant women, it is estimated that
approximately 24 women die each day in Afghanistan due to pregnancy related causes. Most of these deaths are the
results of complications during childbirth (Gluck, 2023). Because of the lack of medical support, the infant mortality
rate for Afghanistan is 62 deaths per 100,000 live births, one of the highest in the world (CIA, 2024).

Afghanistan has always been a poor country with high levels of poverty. Since the Taliban takeover poverty has
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drastically increased, particularly in the rural areas. It is estimated that over 90 percent of the population of
Afghanistan is facing poverty and food insecurity (Programme W. F., 2024). The United Nations Development
Project estimates that approximately 85 percent of the Afghan population live on less than one dollar per day (UNDP,
2024). The increase in poverty is in part because donors who had previously supported Afghanistan have halted their
support. By 2025, Afghanistan had lost about 26 percent of its gross domestic product as many of these international
development projects closed, pushing many Afghans out of work and into poverty (Smith, 2024). With the return of
President Trump in 2025, the United States stopped all aid to Afghanistan, worsening the situation. Food scarcity
falls most heavily on girls, as poor families make the hard choice of feeding boys before the girls. The mortality rate
among girls is 90 percent higher than among boys (Bank, 2023).

The increasing level of poverty is exacerbated by the large number of Afghan refugees who are being forcefully
repatriated from the countries where they had sought exile, mostly from Pakistan and Iran, but also in some cases
from European countries and other countries where they sought refuge. The United Nations High Commission for
Refugees estimates that over 96,000 Afghans were forcefully deported back to Afghanistan in April of this year
alone, and that over 3.4 million Afghan refugees have been deported from Iran and Pakistan since 2023 (UNHCR,
2025). Most of these returning refugees have no home or job to return to. Although the UNHCR sometimes gives
returning refugees a small amount of money as they return, most return to poverty and in many cases without homes.
These returning refugees most often settle in areas around major cities, especially Kabul, Kandahar, and Herat,
creating a large population of unemployed and impoverished families.

The returning refugee problem has been exacerbated by the decision by Iran to expel all Afghans. This is apparently
a result of the growing Iranian conflict with Israel (Haqgigatyar, 2025). It is not clear why Iran is expelling Afghans,
many of whom had been in Iran for decades. It has been suggested that Iran felt that the Afghan’s were sympathetic
to Israel and/or the United States and were acting as spies, although there is no evidence of this. It is estimated that
over 6 million Afghans had been living in Iran. The United Nations High Commission of Refugees reports that this
year over 1.4 million Afghans have returned from Iran (UNHCR, 2025).

Many former Afghan government officials have fled Afghanistan or have been killed as political dissent is not allowed
and political parties or ideologies that do not support the Taliban are forbidden. Those who have stayed have largely
been quiet. The media is controlled by the Ministry of Information and Culture. This includes the control of
newspapers, radio, and television. Most reporters and journalists have fled and female journalists are not
allowed (Mercier, 2025). Although there is some opposition to the Taliban government, especially by the National
Resistance Front, they have accomplished little and do not pose a serious threat to the Taliban (Bowes, 2024). Other
groups such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, while present in Afghanistan do not pose a serious threat to the
Taliban. These shifts have resulted in a marked drop in fighting, which has brought a form of security to the country.

Even though the US travel advisory for Afghanistan remains at ‘level four: do not travel’, in fact tourism, although
limited, is beginning. The Taliban government encourages tourism because it brings in much needed foreign
currency. The Afghan Ministry of Information and Culture, which oversees tourism, reports that there are at least 350
tourism companies operating in Afghanistan (Lateef, 2025). Humanitarian agencies working in rural areas report that
it is now possible to travel into remote areas of Afghanistan, areas that were previously either too dangerous to travel
to or too remote. This is in part because the Taliban have embraced the Afghan rural population, and while there still
areas that may be dangerous to travel to, much of the anti-government sentiment in the rural area is gone (Smith,
2024). Travel outside of Kabul has also improved as roadblocks have been dismantled, bridges repaired, and roads
repaved.

While there have been reports of petty corruption at the local level in Afghanistan, corruption under Taliban rule has
dramatically reduced. Pre 2021, numerous Afghan government officials, as well as American contractors, made
fortunes by funnelling off billions of dollars earmarked for public projects. The corruption took place at all levels so
that anything one wanted to do involved a bribe. Corruption was especially found in customs and border checkpoints.
It is estimated that during the Republic over 1.4 billion dollars were illegally collected at border checkpoints
annually (SIGAR, 2016). Much of this corruption has been eliminated under Taliban rule.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/4



Four Years On: An Appraisal of the Taliban’s Return
Written by Grant Farr

Finally, before the Taliban takeover, Afghanistan was the world’s top producer of opium which is used to make
Heroin. The Taliban imposed a ban on growing opium in the spring of 2022, with the exception that farmers were
allowed to harvest their standing crop. It is estimated that in 2024 about 12,800 hectares of poppies were grown,
down from before the ban when farmers planted over 233,000 hectares (Mishra, 2024). However, largely because of
economic difficulties, farmers are beginning to grow opium again, even if it is forbidden by the government in
Kabul (Mishra, 2024).

In sum, despite dire predictions of many the Tailban have managed to stay in power for four years and now seem to
exercise firm control of Afghanistan. As explored in this article, they have apparently done some things well and some
things poorly - and the international community should expect to see Taliban rule as a fixture in Afghanistan’s near
term future.
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