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Barriers to Education in Afghanistan: A Critical Analysis of Challenges and Global Solutions

Education is widely acknowledged as a fundamental human right, essential for personal and societal development (Right to Education, 2023). Yet, in many majority-world countries, children and young people face substantial barriers to accessing quality and consistent education, with studies showing that globally around 250 million children are not receiving an education (UNESCO, 2023). While there are many countries globally where education is biased or unequitable, Afghanistan is a critical case study on barriers to education, due to its complex historical, political, and socio-economic challenges and being known as a “Fragile State” (Pehrali and Sahar, 2018). Despite numerous national and international efforts, educational access in Afghanistan remains significantly limited, particularly for girls and marginalised communities with over 2 million girls not in education (UNICEF, ND). This essay critically examines the key barriers to education in Afghanistan, exploring the roles of national and international policies, the history and modern day fall out of colonial and conflict-driven influences, and relevant theoretical frameworks. It will also consider the implications for a sustainable global education community and potential ways forward. The essay will evaluate gender discrimination, conflict and political instability, linking them to global policies such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education) (See appendix A).
Brief History of Afghanistan 
Afghanistan’s Education system has been hugely influenced by the decades of conflict that have occurred. Under colonial and neo-colonial influences, particularly from Britain and later the Soviet Union, educational policies have often been used as ideological tools rather than methods for development (Sahar, 2024).During the 19th century, Afghanistan was caught in the ‘Great Game’ between the British and Russian empires, which influenced its political and social structures. British interventions largely ignored education, focusing instead on military and economic control (Afridi, 2023). Following on from this, Afghanistan was then subject to the Soviet invasion in 1979-1989, which led to educational reforms that attempted to introduce more socialist ideologies, but these were met with resistance from conservative Afghan communities (Britannica, 2025). The Taliban's rule (1996-2001) saw an almost blanket ban on any education for young girls and women, a policy that was gradually withdrawn after the intervention from the United states in 2001. However, the recent Taliban resurgence in 2021 has once again restricted educational access, particularly for girls. These past conflicts and disruption to education systems in Afghanistan continue to create barriers to education, and supress women and other marginalised groups across the country (International Crisis Group, 2023).  
Barriers to Education in Afghanistan
Gender inequality. 
Gender equality in Afghanistan is bleak, and this causes significant barriers to equitable education. Deeply embedded cultural and religious norms, especially in rural areas, view males as more valuable in the family setting, with their education being prioritised, while restricting girls to domestic roles. These societal expectations stem from well-established traditions that envision a woman to be merely a domestic assistant, whose focus is marriage, motherhood, and servitude to males, the scope for girls or women receiving an education or having any professional aspirations is poor, due to the conflict this would have with their duty as women. In 2023, attitudes to women in Afghanistan had become so poor it was classed a ‘crime against humanity’ (Amnesty, 2024). 
Since the enforcement of sharia law in 2021, across many communities, families may perceive educating girls as unnecessary or even inappropriate, fearing that schooling could expose them to influences that contradict their conservative values, there is also a long standing fear of becoming ‘westernised’  or violence against those who question the morality of gender inequality (Yousafzai, 2025).  Forced marriage is another significant barrier to girls education in Afghanistan, with many young girls being wed in their teenage years, often against their will, due to cultural traditions, economic hardship, and societal pressure. Families, particularly in rural areas, may see marriage as a way to secure their daughters' future or reduce financial burdens, sometimes accepting payments that provide short-term economic relief. Once married, girls are expected to take on domestic responsibilities, including household chores and raising children, since the start of the Taliban reigime, there has been an increase in girls ages 11-13 marrying, which leaves little opportunity for education. The pressure to conform to traditional gender roles means that even those who had previously attended school are often forced to drop out, as their new roles as wives and mothers take precedence over their academic aspirations. This practice continues a cycle of illiteracy and dependence on male figures for the women of Afghanistan (Safi, et al, 2024).
Security concerns are one of the biggest barriers to girls' education in Afghanistan. Decades of war, ongoing violence, and direct attacks on schools, especially those that educate girls, have made families too afraid to send their daughters to school. This fear isn’t irrational, historically, groups like the Taliban and ISIS-K have repeatedly targeted schools, teachers, and students, making education feel like a dangerous choice. There have been school bombings, acid attacks on girls in class, and even kidnappings, all reinforcing the idea that education puts girls at risk (Save the Children, 2022). Travel to and from school also presents a major security risk, particularly in rural areas where infrastructure is weak. The risk of harassment, assault, or even abduction during long and unsafe commutes also deters families from allowing their daughters to access education. This is especially concerning given that many schools for girls are located far from their homes, requiring them to travel considerable distances, often without safe transportation options (UNICEF, 2019) The Taliban’s return to power in 2021 has further aggravated this crisis. Their restrictive policies have led to systematic discrimination against girls and women in education, with secondary schools and universities banning female students entirely. These bans not only strip girls of their fundamental right to education but also send a clear message that their role in society is to be confined to domestic roles, and that their homes are the only safe place for them to be (UN Women, 2024). 
These challenges to girls’ education in Afghanistan are worsened by a severe lack of infrastructure and educational resources. Many rural areas lack schools altogether, forcing girls to either travel long distances to access education or miss education entirely. In cases where schools do exist, they are often overcrowded and poorly maintained, with insufficient classrooms, desks, and learning materials (UNICEF, ND).Another of the barriers to girls education is the shortage of female teachers. In conservative Afghan society, many families are unwilling to allow their daughters to be taught by male teachers, particularly beyond primary school. However, due to restrictions on women’s employment and the Taliban’s crackdown on female participation in public life, the number of trained female teachers has diminished. The lack of female educators results in fewer schools that are deemed socially acceptable for girls, further limiting their access to education. Even in areas where girls are permitted to attend school, they often lack basic necessities such as textbooks, writing materials, and hygiene facilities. The absence of gender-segregated bathrooms, for example, discourages many adolescent girls from attending school, particularly after reaching puberty (UNESCO, 2023).
Theories of patriarchy (Walby, 1990) and cultural reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977) help explain how these societal norms are preserved through education systems and institutions. Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital suggests that dominant social groups control access to knowledge, thereby maintaining existing power structures(Edgerton and Roberts, 2014). In the context of Afghanistan, this means that restricting girls education serves to reinforce male dominance by limiting their ability to gain the skills and qualifications needed for social mobility. Education systems, when shaped by patriarchal values, reproduce gender inequalities by prioritising boys learning opportunities while excluding or marginalising girls. As a result, these systemic barriers not only limit individual progress but also uphold wider societal hierarchies (Bamik, 2019).
 Similarly, feminist theories such as,  Radical Feminism, argue that patriarchy is deeply embedded in society and works to keep women oppressed in all areas, including education. Radical feminists believe that systems of power are designed to limit women’s access to knowledge and economic independence, keeping them in subordinate roles (Guy-Evans, 2024).This can be seen in Afghanistan, where the Taliban’s ban on girls education is a clear example of how patriarchal structures restrict women’s participation in both the economy and society. By preventing girls from accessing education, these policies not only reinforce gender inequalities but also show how women’s oppression is deeply linked to systems of control and power (Feminist Majority Foundation, 2025). 


Conflict and Political Instability
Decades of war and ongoing conflict in Afghanistan have entirely disrupted the country’s education system, leaving many children without consistent access to quality education. In periods oof conflict schools have been targeted, teachers have been killed, and infrastructure has been destroyed, making it increasingly difficult for students to learn in a safe and stable environment (Thompson, 2018). According to the Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (GCPEA), between 2018 and mid-2021, over 200 attacks involving explosive weapons were carried out against educational institutions in Afghanistan. These attacks resulted in the deaths and injuries of hundreds of students and teachers, while also damaging or destroying dozens of schools and universities (GCPEA, 2021). For many children, especially those living in conflict zones, education is simply not accessible or safe.
Looking at Conflict Theory (Marx, 1848), it is clear that the deprivation of education in war-torn regions is not just a side effect of violence, but a deliberate strategy used to maintain power structures. When access to education is restricted, particularly in vulnerable areas, it ensures that the younger generation remains undereducated. This lack of education prevents them from acquiring the skills needed to challenge the existing power dynamics, keeping them in a cycle of poverty and social inequality. Education has long been seen as a key factor in achieving social mobility, and by denying it to children, particularly in conflict zones like Afghanistan, those in power are effectively maintaining their grip on control (Mishra, 2013). This ties into World-Systems Theory (Wallerstein, 1974), which argues that globally marginalised, or peripheral countries, like Afghanistan, face deep structural weaknesses that make it difficult for them to develop sustainable institutions. The destruction of educational infrastructure in Afghanistan only deepens these weaknesses, reinforcing its marginal position in the global system. Without access to quality education, the country struggles to build a more equitable and prosperous future, and its people, especially its children, are left to bear the consequence (Blakeley, 2023).


Policy Frameworks and International Responses
International laws, particularly Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), affirm that every child has the right to education, including secondary and higher education. Article 29 emphasises that education should contribute to the full development of a child’s abilities, preparing them to lead a responsible life in a free society (See Appendix B). These provisions are designed to ensure that all children, regardless of their background or circumstances, can access education that nurtures their potential (UNICEF, 2010).
In Afghanistan, however, these rights are regularly violated. The ongoing conflict, political instability, and extremist groups like the Taliban have disrupted the education system, especially for girls, who face bans on secondary and higher education. As a result, millions of children are denied their right to education, leaving them without the opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge needed for personal and societal growth. This denial not only limits individual potential but also challenges the country’s future, as the next generation is deprived of the tools to contribute to rebuilding Afghanistan. The persistent violation of these fundamental rights highlights the gap between international law and the harsh realities faced by Afghan children (UNESCO, 2021).
This situation in Afghanistan is also a major obstacle to achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) (See appendix A), which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education for all by 2030. Afghanistan’s ongoing conflict shows just how challenging it is to achieve this goal in places affected by war and violence. Education in these regions remains vulnerable to attack and disruption, and until global action is taken to protect education, children in Afghanistan and other conflict zones will continue to face major barriers to learning. This not only affects their individual futures but also prevents entire societies from moving forward and reaching their full potential . The Afghanistan Voluntary National Review report highlights key challenges in achieving SDG 4, particularly the lack of quality education in conflict-affected areas. It outlines barriers like insufficient infrastructure, insecurity, and gender inequality, which severely hinder children, especially girls, from accessing education. The report stresses the urgent need for international collaboration, investment in education systems, and peacebuilding efforts to improve education opportunities. Sustainable progress requires tackling these obstacles while ensuring that the education system is inclusive, equitable, and resilient in the face of ongoing challenges (Sustainable Development, 2017) .
National Strategies
Afghanistan’s National Education Strategic Plan (NESP) in 2017, aimed to improve education across Afghanistan, it celebrated the achievements made since 2001 with over 60% of new teachers being female,  and a vast increase in the numbers of children enrolled at, and accessing local schools. One of the key focus’ of the NESP was to improve equitable education, particularly for women and girls and between the years of 2017-2021, great progress was made (Balkhi, 2017). However, since the Taliban's return to power in 2021, the progress made by the NESP has been reversed, with current policies advocating for inequitable education, with no provision provided for girls once they pass primary school age. This regression has drastically limited educational opportunities, undoing years of progress (Atmar, 2019).
A secret school is an underground educational institution that operates in defiance of restrictive laws or bans on education, particularly for marginalised groups. In response to the Taliban’s ban on girls education, secret schools have emerged across Afghanistan, operating in undisclosed locations to provide learning opportunities for girls beyond primary school. Often run by former teachers, activists, and volunteers, these underground classrooms function in homes, basements, and other hidden spaces. Despite the risks of punishment, including imprisonment or violence, educators and students remain determined to continue learning. These schools offer a vital lifeline for Afghan girls, ensuring they can still access knowledge despite extreme restrictions. They also act as vital resistance against the oppression of women (Javdani, 2024).
International Interventions
The United Nations, through UNESCO and UNICEF, has advocated globally, for the rights of children, including those in Afghanistan. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), specifically Articles 28 and 29, outlines the rights to education and quality learning (See Appendix B). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4 (Quality Education), also emphasise the need for inclusive and equitable education. Afghanistan joined the UN in 1946,  and since the Taliban takeover in 2021, they have breached human rights agreed by the UN,  creating a “catastrophic humanitarian crisis”  and UN countries have spoken publicly, and urged the Taliban to reverse their  “abhorrent” policies (Jambert-Grey, 2024). 
SDG 4 emphasizes several key targets, including ensuring that all girls and boys complete free, equitable, and quality primary and secondary education by 2030 (See appendix A). For Afghanistan, this target is particularly difficult due to the systematic exclusion of girls from educational opportunities since the Taliban takeover. SDG 4 also aims to ensure equal access to affordable vocational training, eliminate gender disparities in education, and increase the number of youth and adults with relevant skills for employment. These objectives are critical in Afghanistan, where the education system has been severely disrupted, and youth unemployment rates are high (Faryabi, 2021).The use of secret schools to given women their right to education, and the use of Western medias and humanitarian aid, give a voice to the oppressed females in Afghanistan, giving them hope for a better future for education. Looking historically, when living under Taliban rule in 1996-2001, Women again attended secret schools, and upon freedom from the Taliban, huge progress was made in equitable education for all, it is vital that the western world and the UN continue to monitor events in Afghanistan, advocate for the rights of women and have progressive plans in place for when the Taliban no longer control who gets an education (Unterhalter, 2022) . 
For SDG 4 to be achieved in Afghanistan, both national governments and international actors must collaborate to create a more sustainable education framework that keeps the values of the Islamic culture, but gives equitable opportunity for all young people. This includes addressing not just immediate needs, like school infrastructure and materials, but also long-term solutions that empower communities to take ownership of educational reforms. By aligning education policies with SDG 4 targets, Afghanistan could pave the way toward an inclusive, resilient, and sustainable education system, however, this is unlikely to be a reality whilst Afghanistan is under Taliban rule (Bahkshi, 2020). 
Historically, international aid has played an essential role in rebuilding and reforming Afghanistan’s education system, funding school construction, teacher training, and curriculum development. However, reliance on foreign assistance has also created dependency, limiting Afghanistan’s ability to develop equitable educational policies independently, and leaving Afghan people with a government unable to provide basic human rights such as education. Programs funded by organisations such as USAID, the World Bank, and UNICEF have contributed to improving literacy rates and access to schooling, however they fail to align with local cultural and political dynamics, leading to community resistance (Action Aid, 2011).
A decolonial perspective (Mignolo, 2011) argues that education policies should be shaped by local knowledge systems rather than imposed through Western frameworks (Melber et al, 2023).Many aid initiatives have prioritised Western-style education without integrating Afghanistan’s socio-religious context, fuelling opposition from conservative groups. For example, the National Solidarity Programme (NSP), initially supported by the World Bank, aimed to improve rural development, including education however, conflicts with conservative norms in many rural areas, resulted in limited community trust and, in some cases, the rejection of new schools altogether. Without meaningful engagement with local participants, foreign  efforts have struggled to achieve long-term success, reinforcing scepticism toward foreign involvement in education policy (Haqpana and Tsouroufli 2023). 
Current international policies, such as UNESCO’s Global Education Coalition and SDG 4 initiatives, put emphasis on community-driven solutions, yet in practice, aid often remains western centric. Moving forward, Afghanistan’s education sector requires localised decision-making and culturally responsive policies, ensuring that external support empowers the people and rallies support rather than dictates and cause further oppression. For example, the use of online schooling could placate the Taliban laws, whilst still giving opportunity for education, and allowing communities to feel safe (Allam,2024).
In conclusion, Afghanistan’s education crisis is deeply rooted in political instability, systemic gender discrimination, and inadequate infrastructure, making equitable access to learning difficult under Taliban rule. While quiet resistance through underground schools and community-led initiatives continue to provide some opportunities, these efforts can only alleviate, rather than eliminate, the barriers to education. A more effective approach must prioritise more culturally aware foreign aid, community engagement, gender-inclusive policies, and sustainable investment in education infrastructure to create lasting change.
Developing safe learning spaces, including online platforms, alongside enhanced teacher training and alternative education models, can offer viable solutions to barriers to education in Afghanistan. Additionally, international support should focus on long-term solutions that help local communities take control of their own education system. Addressing issues such as corruption and weak governance will be essential in ensuring that educational resources are distributed equitably and reach those who need them most.
Ultimately, achieving SDG 4 and upholding the UNCRC’s principles on the right to education requires a coordinated global effort. National authorities, international organisations, and grassroots movements, such as secret schools and non-government initiatives supporting girls education, must work together to challenge systemic barriers and provide Afghan children, particularly girls, with the education they are entitled to.
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Infographic on SDG 4 – Quality education (United Nations, 2023) 
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