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Leaving Many Behind 

Examining the State of Inclusivity and Non-Discrimination in Afghanistan 

Abstract 

Afghanistan’s historical challenges with inclusivity have deepened under Taliban rule, exacerbating 

marginalisation, particularly concerning equal political participation and access to services, along 

gender, ethnic, language, religious and ideological lines. This research examines the state of inclusivity 

in governance, emphasising the right to equal participation and non-discrimination in public life. It also 

seeks to decipher what the popular term “inclusive government or governance” means to Afghans in 

practical terms, by exploring how this concept aligns with their expectations for equitable power and 

resource sharing.  

Employing a mixed-methods approach – consisting of opinion surveys with Afghans residing across 34 

provinces of Afghanistan, elite interviews with political and academic figures, open-source information, 

and document analysis – the research explores Afghan’s perception of political inclusivity; the actual 

state of inclusion and exclusion at both a policy and in-practice level of the de facto Taliban authorities; 

and, ultimately, the impact on the enjoyment of services, identifying patterns of ethnic, linguistic, 

religious and regional variations.   

The findings reveal a bold rejection of tokenistic representation and ethnic appointments by invitation, 

favouring meaningful inclusion based on equal citizenry rights, merit and competence and, through 

democratic processes, the institutionalisation of power- and resource-sharing aimed at inclusive 

outcomes, such as laws, policies, and services. The research further reveals widespread imbalances in 

the Taliban’s governance structures, that consolidate power, and favour inclusion of a narrow 

demographic in the cabinet and beyond; and the marginalisation of women, ethnic, and religious 

minorities. It also uncovers variations in citizens’ enjoyment of government services, and both 

perception and lived experiences of discrimination, linked to their ethnic, gender, religious sect and 

political affiliations. 

The study highlights the interconnectedness of inclusivity and human rights and advocates for a rights-

based framework grounded on equal citizenry, meritocracy, distributive justice, participatory dialogue 

and democratic processes as cornerstones of development and maintaining social cohesion and political 

stability. By addressing these critical dimensions of inclusivity, this work informs the national dialogue 

and offers actionable insights for policy-makers, civil society and international stakeholders.  

Keywords: Inclusive government, inclusive governance, Taliban, political participation, ethnic 

representation, meritocracy, rights-based approach, equality and non-discrimination, power monopoly, 

ethnic favouritism. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Afghanistan is a pluri-ethnic and multicultural nation with a long history of unsettled grievances. 

While the governance in Afghanistan historically failed to reflect these diversities, three years of 

Taliban rule has considerably worsened the situation. Afghan women are living in an apartheid-like 

state, while the treatment of minorities falls short against any international standard. Understanding 

the current state of inclusivity is crucial for informed decision-making, national dialogue, and any 

form of engagement with the group. 

In a plural society such as Afghanistan, maintaining social cohesion demands inclusive governance. 

Inclusive governance, in turn, requires that government structures reflect the diverse identities that 

form the Afghan population (within the definition of the 2004 Afghanistan Constitution) and 

effectively serve and engage all people; and that institutions, policies, processes, and services are 

equitable, accessible, and accountable to and for all members of society. The 2004 Constitution 

denominates1 the word “Afghan” to apply to all those who hold Afghan citizenship, including some 

named ethnic groups, all equal before the law in their rights and duties. Whether this definition of 

citizenship holds up under the Taliban is uncertain.   

As a member of the international community, Afghanistan is party to seven core human rights 

conventions and committed to a set of goals aimed at ending inequality and fostering justice and shared 

prosperity. Contrary to this, in a bid to exert total control and maintain its grasp on power and resources 

longer, the Taliban has, arguably, formed the most exclusive form of government. Autocracies are 

more often than not exclusive; however, in a context like Afghanistan, the Taliban is doing itself and 

the nation a disservice as the long-term impact of this exclusive grasp on power, which extends to the 

delivery of services, will be renewed waves of conflict, instability – and, ultimately, the possibility of 

a total disintegration of Afghan society and the State if such policies and practices continue.  

1.2. Research Objectives 

Using the popular sentiment of distrust against tried and tested political figures, the Taliban discredits 

forming an inclusive government under the pretext of these figures’ unworthiness of holding any role 

under the new administration. This research aims to explore whether the perception of “inclusive 

government” among Afghans goes beyond sharing power with tribal and ethnic figureheads, defining 

the term from the perspective of the Afghans.  

 
1Article 4: “The nation of Afghanistan is composed of all individuals who possess the citizenship of Afghanistan. 

The nation of Afghanistan shall be comprised of Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, Uzbek, Turkman, Baluch, Pachaie, 

Nuristani, Aymaq, Arab, Qirghiz, Qizilbash, Gujur, Brahwui and other tribes. The word Afghan shall apply to 

every citizen of Afghanistan…” 
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It further assesses the current state of inclusivity and non-discrimination in political participation and 

delivery of public services, in particular, the selection of public-office holders and provision of basic 

services.  

1.3. Hypothesis  

The Taliban justifies its exclusive governance on the unworthiness of other, presumably, infamous 

political figures of a role in government. This research, on the other hand, assumes that the inclusivity 

Afghans desire and demand goes beyond sharing power with certain ethnic or tribal figureheads. 

Inclusivity in government is crucial: in a highly centralised State with a decentralised society, the 

logical assumption is that participation in the power structure leads to a distributive justice effect, 

positively correlating with the flow of public services – with the lack of such inclusion leading to 

marginalisation.  

The Taliban is trying to be more accommodating to certain groups – with ethnicity, language or 

religious belief being potential considerations – allowing the use of public services and diverting aid 

to consolidate power and expand constituencies among certain groups. This might be working in 

favour of the Taliban and the favoured constituency but may come at the expense of other groups.  

1.4. Research Questions 

This work seeks to answer two main questions with related sub-questions:  

1. What does inclusivity mean to Afghans?  

a. Does the perception of inclusive government among Afghans go beyond the participation of 

figureheads in power?  

b. What do Afghans and the international community perceive to be the minimal or optimal 

state of inclusivity, necessary for the re-integration of the Afghanistan State into the 

international community – and are there points of convergence? 

2. Does an exclusive structure of power extend to the delivery of services?  

a. As such, do citizenry rights and services to Afghans differ based on their ethnic, language, 

or religious identity under Taliban de-facto rule?  

1.5. Analytical Framework 

In a multi-ethnic country, the imperative for inclusion and equal political participation of all groups 

can be viewed in two perspectives: rights-based vs political stability.  

From a rights-based perspective, the effective assurance of other rights and the prevention of 

discrimination against various groups is contingent upon their active participation in the political 

decision-making processes that govern the protection of their rights (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2008, 

p.6). The right to political participation is a fundamental human right, enshrined in international 
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human rights law. Key international conventions, such as the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR), guarantee the right of all citizens to participate in the country’s political 

life. Article 25 (ICCPR, 1967) stipulates that every citizen shall have the right and opportunity to: 

(a) participate in the conduct of public affairs; (b) vote and be elected in genuine periodic elections; 

and (c) have access to public service in their country on equal terms. Similar provisions on the 

participation of citizens in the political process are found in the Universal Declaration on Human 

Rights (UDHR). 

The Sustainable Development Goals’ (SDGs, United Nations, 2015) framework of leaving no one 

behind, in particular, Goal 10 (Reduce Inequalities) and its targets 2 and 3, urge the promotion and 

empowerment of socio-economic and political inclusion of all, irrespective of distinctions based on 

sex, race, ethnicity, origin, or religion, among others, by 2030. The SDG requires States to “ensure 

equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating discriminatory 

laws, policies, and practices and promoting appropriate legislation, policies, and action in this 

regard.” Research on the state of inclusion and exposure of discriminatory policies and practices is 

an essential preliminary step in addressing such malpractices. 

Looking at political participation from the perspective of political stability in a multi-ethnic country, 

maintaining solidity serves as a key argument for the inclusion of all relevant groups, including 

minorities. The absence of participation in State institutions and marginalisation of specific groups 

can lead to their alienation. As a result, and in absence of peaceful avenues, the sense of lacking 

“ownership” develops over time, often leading to extra-institutional means of expressing 

grievances, ranging from the formation of parallel institutions to armed secessionist movements. 

The loss of the State’s legitimacy in the eyes of minority communities can significantly undermine 

the effectiveness of the State. It can thus be argued that it is in the State’s self-interest to provide 

for equitable political inclusion to avoid the destructive consequences of exclusion and political 

instability. Political representation can thus be viewed both as part of minority rights, and an enabler 

for other minority rights, and as a broader tool to advance stability through inclusive governance in 

a country (Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2008, p.8). 

Furthermore, the research is inspired by the theory of bureaucratic representation (posits of Donald 

Kingsley and Frederick Mosher), which suggests, “An organisation [that] mirrors the demographic 

characteristics of the population it serves will be more responsive to the interests of the public from 

which it is drawn” (Gibran, 2018). Although the theory is not immune to intellectual challenge and 

academic criticism, two major perceived benefits of such representation are of great relevance to 

this study: 1) bureaucrats’ administrative discretion and affirmative action favouring 

(disadvantaged) fellow groups among the population; and 2) the enhanced legitimacy in the eyes 

of these groups resulting from such representation, even if symbolic (Riccucci & Van Ryzin, 2017).  

This line of thought is particularly relevant in the case of Afghanistan, as clientelism historically 

dominated the public and political sphere. In a polity where services flow from individuals, and 

loyalty to power lies along similar lines, the thinking behind this theory helps provide a further 
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theoretical ground for the analysis of the need and merits of political inclusivity and/or participation 

(that is, having someone within the national and local power structures to benefit from the State) 

throughout this research.  

1.6. Methodology 

1.6.1. Data Collection and Analysis 

This research employed a mixed-methods approach, combining various research tools. Data was 

collected through surveys, structured elite and/or expert interviews, document analysis, and open-

source information. 

For exploring the meaning and perception of inclusive government, the research utilised simple 

surveys, with a comprehensive set of open-ended and closed questions, to reflect the views of 

citizens, reinforced by interviews with the Afghan intelligentsia. To ensure the surveys were as 

representative as possible, they reached more than 250 respondents in more than 30 provinces. The 

inclusion criteria were set flexibly as being of full-age and residing in Afghanistan. To identify 

participants, the research relied on personal and professional networks and the network of 

colleagues and research fellows at the Raoul Wallenberg Institute. To minimise bias, the referees 

were not asked to respond to surveys themselves, or to respond only after all the referred individuals 

had submitted their surveys. None of the survey respondents were directly selected by the 

researcher. Maximum effort was made for participants to reflect the diverse make-up of the 

population pertaining to ethnicity, language, religious sects, gender and class. Surveys were 

administered online through Google Forms, in Dari and Pashto (Afghanistan’s two official 

languages), due to limitations and risks associated with physical access to the country. Additionally, 

interviews were carried out with Afghan intelligentsia consisting of political and academic figures, 

having at least two participants from each major ethnic group and a balanced number of men and 

women.  

For uncovering structural discrimination at the policy level, all Taliban edicts, laws and decisions 

published in its Official Gazette, which impacted equality and non-discrimination; and the book of 

the Taliban chief justice, which serves as the de facto ideological manifesto of the group, were 

reviewed. The primary tool used to assess the state of inclusivity in political participation (cabinet 

and case ministries) was open-source information available on websites, social media channels, the 

press, and news pieces, supported by unstructured key informant interview. The survey 

questionnaire also included a related section for those currently working in the public sector. To 

assess the impact of inclusion and exclusion on public services, the questionnaires included a 

detailed section about the perceptions and experience of discrimination. Demographic details of 

respondents are given in Figure 1 on page 15.  

The (optional) information added by the respondents pertaining to gender, ethnicity, language, 

religious affiliation, province, education level, income and job, enabled the disaggregation of data 

and the identification of variation patterns based on these identity determinants. Collected data was 
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analysed using basic spreadsheet software and visualised through chart-making and graphic design 

tools. Artificial Intelligence-powered tools were used to a very marginal extent in transcription, 

summarization and in the making of the word cloud on page 17. All results were subsequently 

cross-checked.  

1.6.2. Limitations 

Under the existing operative context, the main challenges were access to first-hand data, building 

trust with respondents to express themselves on sensitive topics covered by the research, and 

assuring the widest possible representation. The research could predominantly reach educated 

Afghans with access to the internet. The research would have benefited from reaching more 

ordinary citizens, including those who cannot read or write; a higher number of respondents in the 

South and Eastern provinces; and a deeper level of conversation, all of which proved difficult due 

to the prevailing restrictive environment.  

1.7. Scope of the Study 

The research acknowledges that exclusion and discrimination are not new phenomena but rather 

historical practices in Afghanistan, and that a handful of identity markers form the grounds for such 

practices. It also acknowledges the need to limit the scope of the study; accordingly, the timespan 

is limited to after the August 2021 Taliban military takeover, and markers of interest for 

discrimination are kept to ethno-lingual and religious identities as the historically prevalent grounds 

for discrimination. Gender-based discrimination is deprioritised as understanding the level of 

exclusion and the current dire situation for women require little in-depth research, if any. 

As an indicator of public participation, the research will look not only at the cabinet ministers and 

deputy ministers but, to the extent possible, the third tier of senior public positions, that is, the 

director generals within the ministries. Where a comparison is required to better assess the situation, 

it will seek to look at two points in time, once during the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan then once 

during the post-2021 Taliban rule. 

1.8. Significance of the Study 

The study is significant in its success of making citizens’ voices heard on these sensitive topics 

under the current restrictions, and is one of a kind in that it includes 60% female respondents. The 

research is expected to provide insights on the current state of inclusivity in Afghanistan, highlight 

areas that require attention, and propose recommendations for viable interventions aimed at 

improving inclusivity and non-discrimination.   

Understanding the type of inclusivity the people desire, and the current state of political inclusivity 

in Afghanistan is critical for facilitating informed national dialogue to maintain social cohesion and 

bring durable peace. This research also contributes to the existing knowledge base for advocacy for 
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diversity through the engagement of the international community with the de facto authorities 

(DFA) in Afghanistan. 

1.9. Acknowledgement 

The research was made possible through the academic guidance and financial support provided by 

the RWI’s Afghanistan fellowship programme. The “do no harm” principle was adhered to, 

assuring voluntary and informed participation, as well as anonymity of all survey and interview 

participants.   

1.10. Structure 

The research is composed of an introduction, then three major parts, broken down into chapters. 

Part I: Focuses on the practical definition and perception of inclusive government or governance 

among Afghans. This chapter addresses the primary research question – whether the perception of 

inclusive governance in Afghanistan goes beyond the tokenistic representation that the term is often 

equated to within the current political discourse, and identifying the points of convergence and 

divergence among the people, the intelligentsia, the Taliban, and important international 

stakeholders. In this part, the research based on the survey responses and expert interviews shows 

strong preference for rights-based meritocratic inclusion through democratic processes. 

Part II: Searches through the Taliban’s legislative, policy and guiding documents for evidence of 

structured seclusion, discrimination, and favouritism among various groups of Afghan citizens. It 

establishes that citizens experience multiple forms of exclusion from public life, in particular 

women and religious minorities, and that this exclusion is grounded in the groups’ policies and 

ideology.  

Part III: Chapter 1 assesses the current state of inclusivity within the Taliban caretaker cabinet and 

beyond, unveiling visible trends of favouritism and exclusion based on ethno-lingual and 

ideological affiliations. Chapter 2 examines how the patterns of inclusion and exclusion in 

governance impact the enjoyment of public services and the variations in treatment of citizens, 

based on their ethno-lingual and sectarian identity, that ensue. Chapter 3, “Consequences of 

Exclusion,” presents an account of the detrimental impacts on the compliance with rights 

frameworks, as well as implications for political stability, arguing that the continuance of the status 

quo not only violates the Afghan State’s rights obligations, but also risks undermining stability and 

social cohesion in Afghanistan.  

The paper ends with a summary of the findings and presents actionable recommendations to those 

within the policy-making circles.
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2. Literature Review 

While not central to any study, various pieces of research addressing the element of ethnicity and its 

undeniable impact on the Afghan conflict and its politics touched upon the issue of exclusion and 

inclusion of ethno-lingual and religious groups from power and governance structures, ethnicity’s 

role as a driver of conflict, and its importance for political stability. However, within the existing 

literature, only a small fraction touches on the nature of inclusive government and its meaning in 

practical terms, and little of that is based on the perspectives of ordinary Afghans and indigenous 

experts and scholars.  

In this section, the paper screens existing literature around topics related to the focus of the research: 

namely the definition of inclusive government/governance, its significance, the means of achieving 

inclusivity, inclusivity’s links with legitimacy and development, the current state of inclusivity in 

Afghanistan, and, finally, a substantial section capturing a historical snapshot of political inclusivity 

in the country.  

2.1 Definition of Political Inclusivity and Inclusive Governance 

Political inclusion refers to the process of ensuring that all individuals and groups have the 

opportunity to participate in political decision-making and governance, regardless of their 

background or beliefs (Fiveable, 2024). Governance is inclusive if it effectively engages and serves 

all members of society (Berghof Foundation, 2024). Governance extends beyond government 

institutions to include structures that shape access to and influence over political, economic, and 

legal systems (Grindle, 2007; Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012, as cited in OECD, 2020).  

2.2. Significance of Inclusive Governance and How It is Achieved 

The significance of inclusive governance lies in its dual role as both a foundational principle of good 

governance and an enabler of sustainable development. It is strongly connected with the human 

rights-based approach to development, and legitimacy (Annahar et al., 2023). Inclusivity helps 

prevent violent conflict and fosters legitimacy by ensuring that the exercise of power and the 

distribution of wealth are viewed as fair and binding by diverse stakeholders (OECD, 2020). Over 

time, inclusive governance promotes wealthier, better-governed and more stable societies. (OECD, 

2020) The literature also explores different models of inclusivity, such as power-sharing, merit-

based systems, and rights-based approaches, among others. 

2.2.1 Power-sharing is often implemented in divided societies to include marginalised or potentially 

destabilising groups in governance. This approach seeks to prevent conflict by providing political 

representation to ethno-religious, or other groups, to stabilise fragile political systems. However, 

human rights safeguards are crucial, and arrangements must evolve beyond elite pacts to build 

inclusive social contracts, fostering broad participation and equality (Papagianni, 2008; Bell, 2018).  
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2.2.2. Merit-based systems, which prioritise competence and demonstrated ability, offer another 

avenue for fostering inclusive governance. In Afghanistan, many citizens express a preference for 

governance structures that adhere to meritocratic principles, provided they trust those in power to 

not abuse their authority (Simonsen, 2004; Mobasher, 2023). Despite its promise, meritocracy often 

struggles with inherent inequalities in access to opportunities, which can perpetuate exclusion in the 

absence of mechanisms to level the playing field. 

2.2.3. A Human Rights-Based Approach anchors inclusivity in governance by linking it to human 

rights principles such as non-discrimination, participation and accountability. This approach 

recognises that enhancing the access of marginalised groups to resources, services, and decision-

making processes is a prerequisite for inclusive outcomes (OECD, 2020). By framing access to 

public goods and services as a human right, inclusive governance not only promotes equality and 

justice but lays the groundwork for socio-economic progress (Annahar, cited in OECD, 2020). 

The concept of participation, particularly the transition from passive to active participation, is also a 

recurring theme in the literature. Active participation goes beyond a symbolic presence in decision-

making processes and extends to influencing policies and services.  

2.3. Current State of Inclusivity in Afghanistan 

Afghanistan presents a complex case for inclusive governance, characterised by deep-rooted patterns 

of ethnic, religious and gender-based exclusions. Historically, political structures in Afghanistan 

have favoured Pashtun dominance, creating persistent grievances among other ethnic groups. The 

post-Bonn Agreement period marked a departure from traditional exclusionary practices, 

introducing diverse and inclusive political arrangements (Simonsen, 2004). However, the return of 

the Taliban has reversed much of this progress.  

The reports by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Afghanistan (UNSR) presented to the 

Human Rights Council (A/HRC/55/80) and the General Assembly (A/79/330) highlight “a 

catastrophic step back” in inclusivity under Taliban rule. Women and minorities are facing the brunt 

of restrictions, with the Taliban pursuing policies that openly “discriminate and limit their 

participation in public life.” Ethnic representation has almost vanished under the Taliban with the 

major share of power and rule held by a narrow demographic, undermining legitimacy, creating 

tensions and a sense of marginalisation among ethnic and religious communities. The Taliban’s 

system of governance exhibits dissociation from global norms of inclusivity, prioritising power 

consolidation and monopoly at the expense of human rights, diversity, and equality (US Institute of 

Peace (USIP), 2023). 

Before moving to the first part of this research focusing on deciphering the term and concept of 

inclusive government, there is a need to look at the historical progression and regression of the 

inclusivity of political power and rule in Afghanistan and attempt to answer the basic question of 

whether the Afghan State has ever been inclusive.  
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2.4 A Historical Snapshot of Political Inclusivity in Afghanistan 

The history of inter-ethnic relations in Afghanistan is one of co-existence, tolerance and pride in 

diversity, but also unequal opportunities and conflict. Maley (1997, p.167) noted that Afghanistan 

had not had a “fully legitimate national government” for most of its history. Despite experiencing 

varied political systems, ranging from democratic republics and leftist single-party rule to 

monarchies (both totalitarian and constitutional) and theocratic States, the lack of inclusivity – in 

varying degrees – remains a homogenous feature of them all. Afghans have rarely witnessed an 

inclusive system of governance mirroring the diversities that make up the population, or 

meaningfully serving their interests, owing to the instability of regimes, monopolistic desires of the 

rulers, and their unwillingness or incapability to manage diversity and share power equitably.  

King Abdur Rahman’s modern Afghan central State (1880-1901) was established on what is termed 

domestic colonisation, characterised by the oppression of resisting tribes and ethnic groups. Rahman 

managed minorities selectively, elevating some while brutally oppressing others. He allocated some 

government positions to the minority ethnic groups least likely to revol. (Kakar, 1979, p.27). 

Although he appointed bureaucrats and army officers from Qizilbash, Tajiks, Hindus, Hazaras, and 

Uzbeks, his administration remained predominantly made up of Pashtun Sardars (Akrami, 2018, 

pp.23-31). 

King Habibullah (1901-1919) retained absolute power but reversed some of his father’s policies, 

allowing political exiles to return and granting religious and tribal leaders influence over State 

policy. He expanded political representation by including elite families such as the Barakzais and 

Tarzis (Fletcher, 1965, p.177). His reign accommodated a degree of free speech and political dissent; 

however, protests were suppressed in later years (Akrami, 2018, p.41). 

The successor, King Amanullah (1919-29), still an absolute ruler, introduced modern reforms, 

including a constitution, and allowed political representation. He established a partially elected 

consultative body, granted equal rights to women, and reduced the influence of tribal chiefs and 

clergy. Government roles were relatively open, with merit-based appointments such as ethnic Tajik 

Mohammad Wali Darwazi as top diplomatic advisor (Akrami, 2018, pp.53-54). 

Forcefully toppling King Amanullah, Habibullah Kalakani (1929) briefly altered Kabul’s ethnic and 

political culture dynamics. However, the absurdity of a Tajik being in power pushed the Pashtun 

tribes, including the religious clerics – initially aligned with Kalakani’s anti-reform stance – to join 

those in opposition to him. As an absolute ruler, Kalakani filled the rank and files with “friends” and 

“relatives”, suppressed dissent, and reversed reforms, restoring power to the clergy (Ruttig, 2016; 

Akrami, 2018, pp.57-64). 

Executing Kalakani, Nadir Khan became the King (1929-1933) and introduced a constitution that 

centralised power under his rule; he also made the throne hereditary, and established a cabinet and 

parliament. Despite the façade of a constitutional monarchy, true power remained within his family 

and elite Pashtun Mohammadzais. Free speech and political opposition were restricted, and eventual 
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revolts were dealt with brute force or buy-offs (Akrami, 2018, pp.65-73). He was succeeded by his 

son following his assassination in 1933. 

Zahir Khan‘s (1933-1973) early years of a four-decade reign saw political dissent and free press 

tolerated, however, there were crackdowns later. His final decade of rule was marked by a new 

impetus for democratisation, with a liberal constitution drafted by an inclusive committee and 

adopted through a grand assembly comprised of members from all ethnic groups; by seclusion of 

executive functions from the royal family; by reduced Durrani Pashtun representation; by its 

expansion to include a couple of non-Pashtun high executives for the first time in decades; and by 

holding the first general election for a bicameral parliament (Feroz, 2021). These liberal freedoms 

spurred political activity, prompting the government to revert to restrictive measures. Parliament 

weakened and elections became increasingly contested especially by non-Pashtun and minority 

groups, resulting in instability (Akrami, 2018, pp.74-88). 

This period, however, was a new experience for Afghans. Had it not been for heightened internal 

rifts, personal greed and negative external influences, its continuity could have gradually evolved 

Afghanistan’s political culture and put it on the list of stable and democratic nations.  

Through a soft coup, Mohammad Daud established the first Republic of Afghanistan (1973-1978) 

as a front for his one-man rule. The positions of president, prime minister, and ministries of (foreign 

affairs) and defence were simultaneously held by himself. While he was tough on the opposition, 

political representation and activity persisted, and many development-oriented initiatives were either 

planned or executed. “However, his regime lacked social justice, democracy, and equality, rejecting 

ethnic, and cultural pluralism” (Dr. Mehran, 2023). 

The republic was overthrown by leftists in a violent coup resulting in a single-party communist rule 

in Kabul (1978-1992). The early years were characterised by rivalries and eliminations within the 

communist party, known as the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), and fierce 

guerilla warfare from Islamist groups. Exclusion and violent repression were the hallmarks of the 

14-year rule. PDPA leaders monopolised senior government positions, but a shift in power from 

Durrani elites and other Ghilzai Pashtuns took place. PDPA leader Babrak Karmal sought to open 

up the Party and moderate policies, elevating some minority languages to national status and 

promoting ethnic cultures through media and education in their mother tongue. While actively 

exploiting ethnic groups, Karmal took a cautious approach toward Pashtun tribes exercising a 

flexible and conciliatory policy. In the PDPA’s final years, Mohammad Najibullah proposed a 

national reconciliation to the Mujahideen promising a cease-fire, a coalition government, and the 

return of more than 5-million refugees. None of the proposals was acted on (Akrami, 2018, pp.98-

126). 

The Mujahideen (1992-1996), which toppled the leftist regime through prolonged guerilla 

resistance, was primarily organised along ethnic and regional lines. Initially, a coalition was formed 

granting top government roles to faction leaders, however, those in power sought to exclude others 
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and concentrate power within their party and faction. The lack of a shared vision for the country and 

disputes over power-sharing led to a brutal civil war, exacerbating ethnic tensions, and leaving deep 

divisions. The chaos left the vacuum to be filled by new players, including the Taliban, which 

ultimately seized power.  

The Taliban regime (1996-2001) was marked by exclusion, hatred, and brutality toward opposing 

groups. Unlike traditional governance that sought legitimacy from tribal leaders, the Taliban relied 

exclusively on mullahs and clerics. It dismantled the bureaucratic structure and replaced it with an 

executive Council of Ministers in Kabul and a superior, decision-making council (shura) in 

Kandahar, centralising power under supreme leader Mullah Omar. The Kandahar Shura was 

dominated by his associates and other Kandahari Pashtuns, who also assumed high posts such as 

mayors, governors and police chiefs. Hazaras, Tajiks, and Uzbeks in Kabul were replaced with less 

experienced Pashtun bureaucrats, and women were completely excluded from public life (Akrami, 

2018, pp.127-147). The task of providing basic services was left to humanitarian NGOs 

(Rasanayagam, 2003, cited in Akrami, 2018). Ultimately, its unorthodox governance and support of 

terror organisations led to the Taliban’s downfall, and the UN was tasked to facilitate the formation 

of a successor government.  

A UN-organised conference drew broad participation from members of the Northern Alliance, the 

former royal family, and the Mujahideen leaders. The Taliban, however, was excluded, a missed 

opportunity for durable peace – and the proportional representation of Pashtuns was questionable. 

Nevertheless, the conference agreed to a Pashtun interim head of administration, Hamid Karzai, 

while dividing the positions of government along loose ethnic quotas, which was later endorsed by 

a grand assembly inclusive of all politically relevant groups – and women (Akrami, 2018, pp.147-

157). This post-Bonn Agreement (2001-2021) system “had a dimension of inclusiveness never 

before seen in Afghan politics” (Simonsen, 2004). 

In 2003, a constitutional assembly of representatives of all ethno-political groups except the Taliban 

convened to determine Afghanistan’s State structure. Non-Pashtun groups advocated for a 

parliamentary system with greater local autonomy, while conservative elements, including many 

Pashtuns, favoured a centralised presidential system conducive to the status quo of ethnic 

dominance. The latter prevailed, largely due to US and its allies’ support that prioritised the 

simplicity of dealing with a single address in Kabul over addressing deep-rooted conflict and 

structural imbalances that fuel the cycles of violence and regression in Afghanistan.   

The first presidential election brought hope, encouraging cross-ethnic voting, and resulted in an 

ethnically and politically inclusive cabinet (Akrami, 2018, pp. 147–156). During the [Islamic] 

Republic [of Afghanistan], ethnic representation was visible in the executive and parliament, with 

the average share of ethnic groups more or less proportional to their populations. Such fair ethnic 

representation was vital, as inclusive government was both a primary objective of the new 

constitutionalism and an essential for stability following prolonged civil war and ethnic violence 

(Mobasher, 2023, pp.15, 57-58).  
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Women, who were traditionally excluded from a role in power, found new standing in the republic. 

For the majority of survey respondents, women‘s education and employment, as well as the diversity 

in power and opportunities for previously excluded groups that were tangible during the early years 

of the republic, make it the only real instance of a degree of political inclusivity within their lived 

memories.  

However, things began to take a negative turn when President Karzai sought to weaken the 

parliament, undermining party-based representation, and failed to build a strong institutional State. 

Instead, he fostered a patrimonial system based on personal relationships. The Taliban’s resurgence 

and the ensuing insecurity in Pashtun-populated areas also exacerbated regional imbalances by 

hindering access to State riches and services (Akrami, 2018, pp.147-156). Subsequent elections took 

an increasingly ethnic tone with representation shifting drastically under new administrations. Non-

Pashtun representation steadily declined both in the cabinet and parliament. In the republic’s final 

years, President Ashraf Ghani, who succeeded Karzai in the 2014 election, intensified ethnic 

tensions and alienated peripheral groups through a series of discriminatory policies, deepening 

alienation between the State and society, especially among non-Pashtuns (Mobasher, 2023, pp.15, 

110, 117). Shortly after the Taliban’s violent takeover (2021 to date), representative aspects of the 

State were dismantled and replaced with authoritarian rule. The open and pluralistic civil society 

was instantly suppressed, and even regarded as a potential force of resistance to [the Taliban’s] 

authority (USIP, 2023, p.4). 

This historical overview of Afghanistan‘s nascent moves towards inclusive governance and the 

subsequent setbacks highlights the destructive impact of regime changes and interrupted reforms. 

While instability interrupted achieving inclusivity, the lack of inclusive governance reinforced 

regime instability in a recursive and destructive cycle. This confirms that moving forward, 

consolidation, substantialisation and continuation of reforms aimed at creating an inclusive polity 

are essential. 
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Part I: Inclusive Government in the Context of Afghanistan 

The first part of this paper primarily focuses on exploring the practical definition and perception 

of political inclusivity among Afghans and in the context of Afghanistan. 

Chapter 1  

Inclusive Governance: Perceptions, Elements, Points of Convergence and Divergence 

Commensurate with respect for human rights, the formation of an inclusive government structure is 

a key requirement for gaining domestic acceptance and international recognition for the Taliban-

formed interim administration in Afghanistan. From Western democracies to authoritarian regimes 

in the region, and the neighbouring countries with a vested interest in the matter, the call for inclusive 

government is frequent and persistent. 

The concept of “inclusive government” is an under-defined and relatively recent addition to the 

Afghan political lexicon, similar to the previously popular term “Afghan-led peace process.” One 

might posit that the term is intentionally left undefined to allow for a multitude of interpretations 

from the mere addition of a few women or individuals from different groups to the ruling class – to 

the creation of a State in which all segments of society are meaningfully included or democratically 

represented. The term’s vagueness also extends to the scope of inclusivity, which ranges from a 

narrow focus on the cabinet to broader coverage of all public institutions and, more importantly, 

resources, wealth, and services.  

To facilitate the identification of benchmarks and inform the national dialogue and international 

engagement aimed at achieving durable peace in Afghanistan, it is necessary to first define this 

concept from the perspective of various sections of Afghan society and the relevant international 

stakeholders. Subsequently, this practice should identify potential points of convergence.  

What does an inclusive government look like in practical terms, and how is it achieved in the 

immediate to long term? These are the questions this part of the paper engages itself with.  

This chapter is based on an analysis of the responses to the survey questionnaire distributed to more 

than 250 Afghans from all 34 provinces of Afghanistan. Figure 1 details the main demographic 

attributes of the survey participants.  

Additionally, the findings are informed by, and closely based on, the insights shared during 

structured interviews with an ethnic and gender balanced group of Afghan intelligentsia, including 

traditional and young political figures and some members of academia.  

In finding out what makes the government inclusive, the research also seeks to reflect the views of 

some figures close to or informed by Taliban perspectives. While interviews with representatives of 

relevant international stakeholders were initially desired, due to time constraints, the current version 
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of the research relies predominantly on diplomatic and other official statements of the relevant 

countries. 

 

Figure 1: Demographics of the survey respondents.  

Finding  

There is a broad concurrence among interviewees and survey participants consulted during this 

research that the symbolic addition of a few individuals from various ethnic or religious groups by 

way of invitation, a practice that could be described as the prevailing interpretation of inclusive 

governance by the Taliban and a number of international stakeholders, does not align with the 

inclusivity that Afghans aspire for their political system.  

Discussion  

When is the government inclusive?  

There is no better way to start this discussion than acknowledging the remarkable consensus (94%) 

among Afghans – men and women from all ethno-political backgrounds – who courageously and 

assertively responded that the regime in power, despite their claims, is not inclusive of all Afghans, 



 

16 

and that its policies and practices do not adequately represent the interests of all, considering the 

ethnic, language, and religious diversities among the population.  

Figure 2: Survey responses on perception of political inclusivity in Afghanistan.  

It is well-established that engaging minority ethnic and religious groups in institutional governance 

is an essential element of inclusive activity (World Bank, 2015; Mir et al., 2020). Afghanistan is a 

multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, and multi-religious polity, with each group having a degree of distinct 

historical experiences, set of demands, and values. A governance system or government that does 

not reflect these diversities, as asserted by the majority of the interviewees, cannot be called 

inclusive. 

The research also asserts that the way the government is structured and the degree of inclusion and 

exclusion of different ethno-lingual groups within it, impacts its perceived legitimacy. Afghans see 

a government that mirrors the population and serves them without any form of discrimination, as 

legitimate. This assertion is grounded in the responses from the overwhelming majority of the 

respondents, who agree that the inclusion of various ethnic, language, and religious groups, as 

principal identity markers in Afghan society, plays an important role in legitimising government rule 

and making it acceptable to them.  

For the majority of the Afghans surveyed, an inclusive government is one that is staffed, from the 

top to bottom, with merit-based cadres from every ethnic, language, and religious group. This 

tendency in favour of meritocratic inclusion in the survey findings could be explained in part by the 
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demographics of the participants, as nine out of 10 responses came from educated Afghans. The 

graphic below shows the inclusivity elements and benchmarks from the responses of the survey 

participants to the open-ended question of how they define inclusive government in their own words. 

As Figure 3 shows, merit and competence are the most frequent interpretations of inclusivity, along 

with guarantees of non-discrimination and fair representation.  

 

Figure 3: A word-cloud of the most repeated terms in more than 250 survey responses.  
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Chapter 2 

Rights-Based Meritocracy: Political Inclusivity through a Merit-Based System with 

Guarantees of Non-Discrimination 

Is merit enough?  

The responses to this question are rather non-binary. The findings of the paper reinforce the existing 

literature on the general tendency to favour merit-based inclusion, such as the work of Bashir 

Mobasher (Mobasher, 2023) and the Afghan Institute for Strategic Studies (AISS, 2008). The survey 

responses also suggest that all ethnic groups – large and small – acknowledge the value of 

meritocracy with only marginal variations, with Tajiks being the biggest supporter followed by 

Uzbeks, Hazaras and Pashtuns.  

Contrary to expectations, the Tajik respondents seem to be the least fond of figurehead inclusion 

(3.6%) while the Pashtuns are more accommodating of the idea of inclusion of known ethno-political 

figures. Recent events could explain these tendencies with Tajiks becoming dismayed with 

figurehead inclusion, which did not translate into meaningful political participation in the past, and 

the Pashtuns realising that the exclusion of non-Pashtuns from government is not sustainable. The 

respondents’ level of education could be a further contributing factor, the majority of them being 

part of the well-educated, young generation of Afghans with a relatively higher degree of political 

awareness.  

Figure 4: Survey responses – support for merit-based inclusion vs figurehead power-sharing  
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The results remain consistent when disaggregated by gender. Both male and female respondents 

expressed support for these options along largely similar percentages. The support for merit-based 

inclusion is also similar across income groups. However, there were slight variations in responses 

when it came to demanding power-sharing with ethnic political figureheads, which was slightly more 

pronounced among lower income groups of respondents compared to those in the middle- and 

higher-income brackets.2 

This research, however, contributes to the existing literature by finding that merit alone in the 

absence of the guarantee of non-discrimination is not enough to bring about the desired state of 

political inclusivity. Afghans want the government to mirror the population in such a way that the 

bests among each ethno-lingual and religious group are allowed and enabled to take part in the 

governance of the country based on their competence and free from discrimination. As such, they 

desire an inclusivity through a rights-based, meritocratic system.  

 
Figure 5: Survey responses – support for merit vs merit with fair representation guarantees.  

The two decades of the Republic (2001-2021) induced a degree of social change. This included the 

development of a nascent belief that social mobility is somehow possible through education. Many 

families invested in their children’s education as a mean to climb up the social ladder. For instance, 

in 2018, 380,000 students were enrolled in higher education (UNESCO, 2021) (compared to only 

26,000 in 2003), some 30,000 among them were studying abroad. This created a degree of 

 
2 Disclosure of income level was optional and not all responded, so this finding could not be confidently 

established. 
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confidence among the people that, in a fair governance system, they would be able to achieve what 

they deserved.  

Moved by the enticing promises of transfer of State power and positions to a young generation of 

technocrats, the quest for excelling in education, building competence, and amassing merit, was stark 

among all groups, but particularly the non-Pashtun such as the Hazaras and, to some extent, the 

Tajiks, who saw this social mobility as a tool to overcome historic exclusion and alter the status quo 

of ethnic hierarchy in bureaucratic and political participation.  

On the other hand, discrimination, ethno-lingual favouritism, corruption, nepotism – and the 

infamous policies aimed at keeping the status quo (for example, regional quotas in Kankor, a national 

examination for enrolment in public universities, allegedly benefiting certain groups such as the 

Kuchis (KabulNow, 2020) and disadvantaging other ethnic groups; or multiple scandals of 

manipulation of public recruitment based on ethnic grounds, including in the Administrative Office 

of the President) – created mistrust in the government. Consequently, and as the survey findings 

reflect, Afghans demand additional guarantees. As Simonsen rightly notes, most ordinary Afghans 

would prefer to see State institutions staffed using meritocratic principles if they could trust those in 

position not to exploit their power (Simonsen, 2004, p.8). 

These guarantees could be as small as the State’s inaction rather than action for the improvement of 

inclusion, or simply the negative action of refraining from rigging the game and letting the people 

with merit take centre stage, as the experience of ethnic quotas shows that government interventions 

had, at times, led to the opposite of the intended outcomes. Respondents seem to believe that if 

individuals from various ethno-lingual and religious groups are not discriminated against, and 

ethnocentric policies and practices are withdrawn, the government will, participation-wise, become 

inclusive because, as one of the interviewees highlighted, “merit exists within all ethnic groups.”   

A rights-based approach in which every individual is eligible for participation as an equal citizen 

offers the most favourable avenue for making the government and governance meaningfully 

inclusive. If citizens’ equal rights are guaranteed in a social contract and respected in the practice of 

statecraft, and each individual’s human right to participate in public and political life (including 

government positions) rather than just their affiliation with an ethnic, tribal, geographic or other 

grouping, form the basis of their inclusion within the government structure and enjoyment of State 

services, meaningful inclusivity will be most effectively realised.   

While there is consensus on fair representation in power of all relevant groups, and some degree of 

support for proportional representation, there is minimal support for ethnic quotas. This was 

highlighted to be, first, due to the lack of an official census and any credible mechanism to verify 

who truly represents which group. This, as reiterated by the interviewees, adds to the complexity of 

the issue because, in the absence of official records, most groups perceive or claim their population 

size to be significantly larger, sometimes the total perceived sums exceed well above 100%.  
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Figure 6: Survey responses – opinions on importance of fair representation.  

Secondly, it creates a hierarchy among ethnic groups; and thirdly, when every group’s future position 

is fixed or given, they will lack the incentive to think or act inclusively. According to one 

interviewee, “When [a] hierarchy of ethnicity in politics exists, the possibility of fair treatment of 

others by them is absent. Only when the future place of no ethnic, religious, regional, or lingual 

group is fixed, [will they] try to cede to a just formula and conduct, to secure an acceptable future 

for themselves.” 
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Chapter 3 

A New Definition of Inclusivity Beyond Tokenistic Representation: Inclusive Laws, 

Policies, Practices, and Service Delivery 

All those consulted during this research, through interviews or surveys, reject the narrow and 

superficial interpretation of inclusivity by equating it to a few ethnic appointments, which was the 

prevalent interpretation during the Republic and, to a narrower extent, that of the Taliban. All 

interviewees emphasised the importance of substantialising and institutionalising inclusivity.  

The dismay among interviewees of inclusion by figurehead participation reflects a positive change 

in the Afghan political culture. The fact that even interviewees who could potentially benefit from 

such tokenistic inclusion reject tending to the wound with temporary Band-Aids, implies that 

Afghans now understand that such solutions are often short-lived, and that real inclusivity is what 

needs to be sought.  

Listening to participants of a dialogue series, mostly younger generation of political and civil 

activists (a representative group was interviewed during this research), there is a noticeable emerging 

understanding that enough has been lost and little more is left to lose. As such, it is a high time to 

address the roots of the problem and focus on inclusive structures and systems of governance that 

enable the equitable and meaningful participation of all ethno-lingual and religious groups, and 

which is based on strong legal and constitutional guarantees rather than focusing on quick fixes that 

would further complicate the problem, prolonging the unbearable situation for the Afghans. 

Inclusivity also extends beyond mere equitable assumption of government positions to equitable 

control over sources of wealth and equal enjoyment of services. The aim should not be limited to 

creating an inclusive cabinet but to institutions that deliver inclusive processes, outcomes and 

services, “no matter who [or] from which group is at the top of the government.” 

In the prevailing circumstances, the participation in power of representatives of all ethnic groups is 

a bridge enabling access to State benefits under a patronage-based system of governance. If the 

system (its policies, agendas and practices), on the other hand, could move beyond clientelism and 

favouritism, and serve every individual from every ethno-lingual and religious group equally, the 

quest for nominal participation loses its centrality. If a Pashtun-dominated cabinet serves Pashtun 

members in Nangarhar and Kandahar, a Tajik in Takhar, a Hazara in Bamyan, or an Uzbek in 

Jawzjan, fairly and equally, and does not create additional hurdles to their participation in public 

life, they will have little incentive to group behind ethnic patrons.  

Inclusivity in its true interpretation should be based on equal citizenry rights that recognises 

individuals as right holders, enshrined in a social contract, such as a constitution, and built on 

democratic principles, strong institutions, meritocracy, real power and wealth-sharing. It should also 

be implemented through a mechanism that reflects the will of people, such as an election, rather than 

through ethnic appointments by invitation.  
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How to Reach the Desired State of Inclusivity?  

“Elections” was the most cited answer among both survey responses and elite interviews. Of the 250 

responses, elections were mentioned a total of 186 times as a solution to end exclusion and achieve 

inclusivity. It comes as a surprise that, despite the troublesome experience of the past two decades 

in which elections were manipulated, rigged, and could not result in anything beyond nominal 

inclusion, there is still confidence in democratic practices among the people; and that transparent 

and fair elections still offer the best solution.   

 
Figure 7: Survey responses – opinions on means and tools to reach inclusivity.  

Many interviewees also stressed that elections are the fundamental mechanism for achieving 

inclusivity, representation, and domestic and international legitimacy.  

Elections, however, should expand beyond the national level to include local government. According 

to some of the interviewees, “If establishing an inclusive and people-centered government is the 

desired end, governors, mayors, and provincial and village representatives should all be elective 

posts.” 
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In a well-functioning polity in which individual citizens are not intentionally excluded based on their 

identity or group affiliation, where power is not concentrated in the hands of one individual or 

specific group, and where the division of power exists, inclusivity is a value-added by-product of 

fair and democratic elections and meritocratic bureaucracy. In the long run, meritocracy and good 

governance practices that deliver inclusive services should be the basis of inclusivity rather than 

ethnic representation. 

The importance of establishing a constitutional framework drafted by representatives of the people 

and adopted through a participatory mechanism, such as a referendum, was also underscored by the 

interviewees as the cornerstone for future solutions for Afghanistan. This social contract should 

guarantee fundamental rights and equal treatment of all citizens regardless of their gender or group 

identity; provide for checks and balances while avoiding the past mistakes, such as over-

concentration of power in single hands; and foresee mechanisms for the assumption and transfer of 

power and accountability, laying the groundwork for true inclusivity.  

 

Minimal Inclusivity and Transitional Measures    

This vision of inclusivity seems distant and disconnected from realities on the ground where the 

Taliban maintains a monopoly over power and its authoritarian rule continues unabated. This 

highlights the need for preparatory and transitional measures. A minimal, practical definition of 

immediate inclusivity that Afghans and the international community seem to converge on is the 

inclusion of people beyond the Taliban. 

At the outset, it is important to note that many interviewees spoke against relying on minimal 

thresholds of inclusivity or temporary fixes in addressing the Afghan issue – such as adding ethnic 

appointments, something favoured by external and some opportunistic internal actors – which are 

seen as laying the groundwork for inevitable future collapses and forcing the people to endure the 

crisis of exclusion longer. Nevertheless, all interviewees acknowledged the need to start somewhere.  

The most repeatedly acclaimed entry point is a genuine, thorough, and open dialogue on the future 

of Afghanistan with the participation of all segments of Afghan society, including women, civil 

society, minority groups, and the Taliban. In this dialogue, elections and other pathways to 

inclusivity should be a primary topic, along with the future constitution and governance structure. 

According to interviewees, the first step in addressing the problem is acknowledging that the 

Afghanistan matter is not resolved and, in the absence of a critical and inclusive dialogue, any other 

mechanism in which the Taliban has sole control, whether a Loya Jirga (grand assembly) or 

handpicking individuals, will only lead to the consolidation of its power.  

This is also an area where the international community can play a role and, fortunately, where 

significant convergence of views exists among external stakeholders. While not hiding their 

scepticism and disbelief, the interviewees stressed the important role that the UN and the 

international community could play in facilitating such an inclusive dialogue. They are expected to 
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exert pressure on the Taliban to agree to the dialogue and monitor its inclusivity. One interviewee 

slammed the criticism from external actors, such as the US, that the opposition is not united, stating, 

“Diversity of opinions on future structure will always exist but some redlines and joint visions, such 

as the guarantee of human and women rights, and elections, should be there.”  

One interviewee stressed that the international community should clearly communicate to the 

Taliban that its regime is not inclusive and should set a definition of the term “inclusivity” (against 

rather loosely defined criteria), and that the Taliban should commence – or at least show the desire 

to have – an open dialogue by appointing a body in charge of the dialogue and engaging with some 

elements within Afghan political class. The interviewee reiterated that, ultimately, the ball is in the 

Taliban’s court, and that the regime must genuinely understand why it is important that it become 

inclusive for its own survival, and also for the sake of its recognition. 

Some of the interviewees and survey responses point out the serious divide and mistrust among 

different ethnic groups. For a transition and restoration of trust, and to turn Afghanistan into a 

common house of all, the dialogue as a preliminary step should lead to some concessions and 

transitional measures, such as (though not ideal) an interim government based on proportional 

democracy in which every group has a fair and proportionate share in power. This could bring some 

degree of satisfaction and legitimacy. This, however, must be only a transitional step to move the 

country towards governance in the long run based on the principle of citizenry rights void of identity-

based divisions.   

Another interviewee acknowledged that the transition to meritocracy needs time to build capacity in 

a uniform and balanced way among all ethnic groups, provinces and populations to pave the way to 

good governance practices. During this time, some concessions would be necessary. It is 

indispensable, however, that transitional ethnic-inclusion measures, such as power-sharing, extend 

beyond elites and be regarded as fluid and not strict quotas, which might be less effective and less 

flexible. 

 

Inclusion Through Decentralisation of Power and Authority 

During the analysis of the responses, a subtle recurring theme was evident, predominantly among 

non-Pashtun participants: The detrimental impact of over-centralisation and high concentration of 

power on creating meaningful inclusivity. Furthermore, the expansion and distribution of power and 

resources vertically among ruling positions and horizontally between the capital, provinces and 

districts – and allowing for higher local autonomy could lead to better inclusion and accommodation 

of diversity.  

Decentralisation does not necessarily equate to disbandment or separation along ethnic lines that 

many (mainly Pashtuns) fear and mark as a taboo topic. It could simply take the form of giving more 

authority to the regions and provinces; involving more people in electing or dismissing local 

officials; engaging more people in decisions over local policies; or allowing adherence to local 
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traditions, cultures and ways of life that might be somewhat different to the perceived national 

culture or that of the dominant group, for example, when it comes to female education, employment, 

clothing or role in society.  

Such measures would enhance the local rulers’ accountability to the people, as experience has shown 

that governors hired by the president were only accountable to him; as long the president was 

content, governors were kept in office no matter how despised these central dispatches were by the 

local population, something that deepens the sense of exclusion. Bestowing such local autonomy 

would also increase the prospects of co-existence as a unified nation.  

The system as a whole should become inclusive so that powers are not concentrated in the hands of 

one individual or group who make decisions for everyone. Some interviewees criticised the fact that 

under the Republic the concentration of authority in the presidency undermined inclusivity despite 

the (figurehead) representation of all groups being visibly high.  

Reflecting such pitfall, Mobasher argues that: “Inclusion requires not only numeric representation 

but also substantive political distribution, where the representatives of ethnic groups can exercise 

some real constitutional power. The primary reason that non-Pashtun ethnic groups remained 

dissatisfied with the presidential system in Afghanistan was that their highest representatives [vice-

presidents] in the government had no constitutional powers” (Mobasher, 2023, p.105). Out of the 21 

constitutional powers of the president, none were allocated to the two vice-presidents except when 

the president was absent. According to one interviewee, even that was disregarded during the last 

two administrations under the Republic, as President Ghani refrained from delegating authority even 

when on official visits abroad.  

 

The Taliban’s View on Political Inclusivity 

To counter the pressure to become inclusive, the Taliban and its sympathisers are clinging to a 

specific narrative: Equating inclusivity with the addition of certain political figures directly or 

indirectly associated with the Republic within their cabinet and using the public distrust of them to 

discredit the call or the need for political inclusivity. Some go further, stating in the media that asking 

for inclusivity is tantamount to asking the Taliban to include foreign spies in its government. A 

complementary narrative involves referring to the few non-Pashtun, high-ranking Talib officials at 

the cabinet level, coupled with a few recent ethnic appointments (again, allegedly with a background 

of subscription to the Taliban ideology) in non-influential posts, allowing the regime to claim it is 

already inclusive and enjoys “religious and national legitimacy”. 

Constituencies that the Taliban are willing to engage with are limited to sympathetic and supportive 

clerics, as well as the private sector. The USIP analysis notes that the Taliban has self-servingly 

developed relationships with the private sector. This goodwill entailed the inclusion of a significant 

proportion of business leaders in both ulema gatherings staged in 2022. Hibatullah Akhundzada, 

who rarely meets non-Taliban or non-religious figures, reportedly meets Kandahar business leaders 
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regularly (USIP, 2023, pp.29-41). According to another informed interviewee, if the pro-engagement 

faction within the Taliban prevail, they might favour the inclusion of some individuals to be 

nominated by figures such as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Abdullah Abdullah and Hamid Karzai – as 

allegedly brokered during the 2020 Doha Accord between the US and the Taliban. 

What is clear, however, is that the Taliban downplays the need for a constitution and even if there 

were to be one, the prospect of any democratic or representative inclusion under a Talib-dominated 

system is close to zero. The Taliban is inherently and ideologically against any democratic process. 

According to its de facto manifesto and an earlier draft constitution, the Taliban does not see a role 

for the public in the decision-making process – neither in the form of voting nor holding the 

government bodies to account because, according to the Taliban, elections are considered an un-

Islamic practice (Kamil, 2022). 

 

International Stakeholders’ Perception of Inclusive Government 

An area where a degree of consonance among relevant stakeholders within the international 

community exists is the call for a more inclusive government in Afghanistan. It is also one of the 

few common positions among Afghanistan’s contentious neighbours (Richer and Ahmadi, 2024). 

Contrary to the meagre historical memory of the Taliban, the regional stakeholders have a better 

understanding of the consequences of ethno-lingual exclusion and denial from fairly recent history. 

What their vision of inclusive government entails in practical terms, however, is often left to 

guesswork.  

Contrary to what one would expect, the regional stakeholders are clearer and more specific in their 

conception of political inclusivity compared to other international stakeholders who often avoid 

getting into the details of what their version may entail. This is possibly intentional so as to leave 

room for a varying degree of situation-based concessions towards the Taliban. To external 

stakeholders, two elements appear to make the government inclusive. The first, ethno-political 

inclusion, is seen as a good enough element and is a broader point of convergence but favoured more 

significantly by regional stakeholders – themselves pseudo-democracies – with vested security 

interests and with similar ethnic populations as Afghanistan (see Element 1 below).     

The second is promoted mostly by Western countries and neighbouring India and includes the 

additional qualifier of representation, implying some form of direct bestowal of legitimacy by the 

people. Only Tajikistan has been very clear in spelling out elections and referendums in addressing 

the question of inclusivity and governance structure. Uzbekistan is an outlier that is fixated on doing 

business and regional connectivity rather than any direct push or call for inclusion. Nonetheless, as 

a participant, it has been part of the Moscow Format joint statements (JST) calling for inclusion.   

Countries of the region, Muslim, or non-Muslim, are surprisingly silent on highlighting the inclusion 

of women in public life beyond the basic call for the removal of restrictions on their education and 

employment, exhibiting a pronounced degree of accommodation towards the Taliban.  
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Element 1. The Presence of all ethno-political groups within the State administration: Practical 

participation of all ethnicities (Tajiks, Hazaras, and Uzbeks, [Pashtuns]), political entities, politicians 

representing religious minorities, and various groups in the government and State administration 

(China, Russia, Pakistan, Iran, Tajikistan, UN Secretary-General). 

Element 2. The Formation of a representative government structure with the inclusion of 

women: The formation of a truly inclusive and representative government and political 

structure/system with the participation of women (India-US JST, Japan-India JST, France, UK), and 

rights respecting children and minorities (France-India JST).  

Additional Considerations: Socio-culturally pluralistic, peaceful, and open for business. Adequate 

respect for the language, culture, and traditional rituals of all populations (Iran). Peaceful 

Afghanistan that is open for business with the region (Uzbekistan).  

International Communities’ Preferred Route to Achieving Inclusive Government 

The major convergence point on the means for achieving an inclusive government is a political 

process sometimes referred to as the intra-Afghan dialogue. Opinions vary on form and principles 

governing such a dialogue with some being more practice-oriented (1), prescribing inclusion of 

relevant ethno-political and religious actors, and others being more principles-based (2), focusing 

on the inclusion of all segments of society as a prerequisite and establishing a constitutional legal 

framework and a representative system as the outcome of such a dialogue.   

(1) Making the government inclusive by adding more people through political processes: The 

regional camp wishes the dialogue to lead to a participatory style of inclusivity. The joint 

statement of Moscow Format Consultations countries (2023) urges the establishment of a 

“practical, outcome-oriented dialogue with representatives of alternative ethno-political groups 

with a view to completing the process of peaceful settlement and forging a balanced, broad-

based, inclusive, accountable and responsible government.” According to one interviewee, the 

push from the region to expand the government base is mostly self-serving as, through the 

inclusion of figureheads, these neighbours could each broker the installation of their trusted 

clients among the political figures within the Taliban administration to earn a degree of 

influence. 

 

(2) The democratic camp seems to be interested in the dialogue leading to a constitutional order and 

a representative style of inclusivity, again implying a form of direct legitimacy bestowed by the 

people. In one of the most widely supported joint statements issued in February 2023, following 

a meeting of the Western Special Envoys (Australia, Canada, the European Union, France, 

Germany, Italy, Norway, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the US) in Paris, they expressed 

the necessity of a “credible and inclusive national dialogue leading to a constitutional order with 

a representative and inclusive political system.” The latter converges more with the desires of 

the Afghans as reflected in the responses from survey participants and interviewees. 
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Figure 8: Venn diagram summarising all responses – points of convergence and divergence.  

As Figure 8 exhibits there is broad consensus around participation of all groups beyond the Taliban, 

a political process and national dialogue. There is also strong convergence between Afghans on the 

rejection of tokenistic representation. Broadly accepted constitutional, democratic and/or 

meritocratic approaches to inclusive governance are also cited by different groups as a way of 

reaching political inclusivity. The latter is also shared by the UN and some international 

stakeholders. 
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Part II: Patterns of Inclusion and Exclusion in the Policy and Legislative 

Documents of the Taliban  

Chapter 1: Structured Exclusion – Decrees, Policies and Manifests Affecting 

Minorities 

This section looks at the provisions in the Taliban’s policy, legislative and ideological documents, 

identifying structural patterns of inclusion and exclusion of different groups in Afghanistan.  

This paper argues that the Taliban’s approach to managing diversity has been largely rhetorical. An 

analysis of the decrees, edicts and directives issued by the Taliban’s supreme leader – a total of more 

than 65 published in the Official Gazette of the de facto Ministry of Justice – reveal major 

contradictions between the rhetoric and the reality for minority groups, suggesting that most of the 

provisions remain on paper and that the practice of the Taliban, its leader (as evinced by his choice 

of appointees) and that of his followers, deviates significantly from them.  

One group openly and unashamedly discriminated against at the policy and institutional level are 

the followers of the Shia sect of Islam, which make up approximately seven to 18% of the 

population. They are alienated on multiple levels including in the laws and the Taliban’s strict 

adherence to the Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence as the official religion of the State, source 

of law, and basis of verdicts at the courts, where no explicit legal documents exist on the subject 

matter3 (Ministry of Justice, 2023).  

Shia judges were among the first to be dismissed and the Shia Personal Status law was annulled, 

leaving Shia followers having to accept their legal disputes being handled on the basis of Hanafi 

jurisprudence. This could impact individuals negatively, given the differences in their provisions, 

most significantly in family law matters. “The imposition of a ban on Shias’ religious jurisprudence 

not only undermines the long-standing traditions but also effectively strips these communities of 

their fundamental rights and cultural identity,” argues Tawab Danish. (Danish, 2024)  

In an attempt to further restrict religious freedom, the Shia/Jafari jurisprudence was removed from 

the educational curriculum. In December 2023, the Taliban’s Ministry of Higher Education 

instructed private universities to remove all religious books that do not conform with the Sunni 

Hanafi sect (Radio Azadi, 2023). 

On other groups, the supreme leader, in his decrees of 28-11.8.1443 and 30-17.8.1442 issued only 

10 days apart (OG01432, Ministry of Justice, 2023), forbids his followers from ethnocentrism, 

affinity based on language, and cronyism or appointment of friends, acquaintances and relatives to 

government positions. In part, the decrees read: “Everyone should be aware that if anyone in this 

holy and pure Islamic Emirate has engaged or continues to engage in aforementioned reprehensible 

 
3 Decree of Amir al-Mu’minin on processing of legal documents – number (9) – dated 3/28/1444 HQ according 

to 8/2/1401 HS. Official Gazette OG01432  
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acts – despite numerous and repeated warnings – will be granted no pardon. To all the officials of 

the Islamic Emirate, I hereby instruct that if you have allocated positions to your close relatives or 

friends based on kinship or personal ties, cease this practice entirely, as it is a sin and invites the 

displeasure and punishment of Allah, the Almighty.” 

There is little evidence, however, that could corroborate the translation of these provisions into 

actions, as observed by the monopolisation of State powers through forming a cabinet composed 

almost entirely of Talib members, the majority stemming from the Pashtun ethnic group, and ethnic 

imbalances in senior civil service positions (USIP, 2023, p.9), as examined in the next part of this 

paper. There is no shortage of instances in which individuals from the same family hold multiple 

posts at cabinet level, as well as senior positions in the civil service.   

The fact that some of the above orders must be repeated several times indicates the seriousness of 

the situation. As the Afghanistan Analysts Network’s report argues in the case of the Emir’s decrees, 

“The frequent repetition of the same orders strongly suggests the persistence of a problem.” It also 

draws attention to the “gap between the Taliban’s ideal manifestos and their practice on the ground, 

and how they intend to close it” (Bjelica, 2023). 

 

How to Make Sense of the Taliban’s Exclusionary Practices 

In the absence of a constitutional document outlining the rights and duties of citizens, or any 

document of similar stature, one has to look elsewhere to uncover the Taliban’s vision for and basic 

principles of governance.  

A prominent such source is the Taliban chief justice, Abdul Hakim Haqqani’s book, The Islamic 

Emirate and its System. In sharp contrast to the accommodating language used in the decrees, this 

book illuminates the many hardline and fundamentalist beliefs that shape the Taliban’s exclusionary 

policies and practices – inciting layers of structured discrimination and hostility against women, 

ideological opponents of any kind, and other forms of diverse identities. The endorsement of 

Haqqani’s book through a preface by the Taliban’s supreme leader himself, adds to its credibility as 

the group’s de facto manifesto and vision for governance. 

 

A State Official Religion, No Place for Non-Followers  

The book doesn’t shy away from outright denigration of religious sects other than Hanafi, warning 

the rulers not to grant any privileges to minorities before the courts, marking this as a practice that 

weakens the system. The glorious Islamic empire built by the Ottomans fell for the very same reason, 

according to the author. On this matter the book reads: “The government should not give any 

privileges to the minorities before the judiciary because the participation of the minorities in the 

judicial position weakens the government. This was the case in the Ottoman State, when they 

integrated the judiciary and introduced foreign laws into the system and set up courts for them and 
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gave privileges to the minorities, the accumulation of such privileges caused the fall of the Ottoman 

State. The rulers of our time, the rulers of the Ottoman dynasty, as some scholars have stressed, for 

four centuries have not given their executive and judicial positions to anyone except those belonging 

to the Hanafi sect” (Haqqani, 2022, pp.53-55). 

Haqqani emphasises the importance of the Hanafi sect as the State’s binding religion because of its 

historical prevalence; he considers it a disgrace for ordinary people to follow other religious schools 

and that converting from Hanafi to other sects is a punishable offence. He writes: “It is necessary 

for the Islamic State to be committed to a specific religion to which all the inhabitants of that 

country or the majority of them are committed; therefore, the State of Afghanistan is obliged to 

follow the Hanafi religion in the courts and other aspects of life. Because the majority of the residents 

of Afghanistan have historically been of the Hanafi religion, and the jurisprudence books that are 

taught and the fatwas that are given are of the Hanafi religion” (Haqqani, 2022, pp.50-53). 

Several references in the book indicate that the Taliban, just like Haqqani, have a rather different 

definition of Afghans, equating it more with the Pashtun ethnic group alone. This group’s identity, 

customs, and way of life, albeit within the boundaries desired by the Taliban, are generalised to 

include all inhabitants of the country. Haqqani refers to the writings of Sayed Jamāl al-Dīn Afghan 

to describe the nature of the Afghans, quoting, “The majority of people living in Afghanistan and 

the largest number of them are Afghan (Pashtun), bravery is in their nature and their nature tends to 

be belligerent ... their clothes are shirts and turbans, loincloths and blankets; their women wear long 

dresses and are covered” (Haqqani, 2022, p.58).  

The radical views in his book are a blow to any hope of moderation and accommodation of religious 

and ideological pluralism. He attacks the freedom of expression and threatens anyone inviting 

someone to any other religion or sect (as a bidat meaning heresy) to death and in some cases to 

torturous killing: “The meaning of freedom of expression is not that everyone has the right to invite 

and propagate any religion, religious sect and heresy they want, such is prohibited in the Islamic 

Sharia and anyone who invites to heresy will be killed. If the heresy was one of the heresies of 

infidelity, its followers would be killed in entirety, and if it was not one of the evil heresies, only the 

leader and its preacher should be killed torturously to prevent its spread” (Haqqani, 2022, p.66).  

This line of thinking rings an alarm, as it could be generalised and utilised against any ideological 

opponents or followers of other sects to get rid of them. The book’s translator’s commentary echoes 

the same concern as some Taliban circles and, at one point, Haqqani’s writing itself refers to Shia 

as baatel (meaning wrong or false). “Later on, the caliphate of Abubakr, he says that the Shiites are 

wrong, when the Shia as a religion is wrong, the result is that its followers are wrong. Similarly, 

Taliban consider their ideological opponents to be wrong/invalid and eliminate them in the name of 

heresy, just as they kill and destroy the followers of Salafism.” 
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Not Everyone is Equal: The Superclass of Clerics and the Underclass of the Masses 

Equality appears to be the phenomenon most incompatible with the principles of governance 

enshrined in Haqqani’s book. He divides people into superior and inferior classes of clerics and 

ordinary, respectively, and goes so far as to regard equality, including the equality of opinion 

between clerics and ordinary people, men, and women – or “believers and infidels” – derogatory to 

Islamic teachings and the very reason for disqualifying democracy as system of governance. 

(Haqqani, 2022, pp.130-135, 138-139) 

The clerics are whose opinions count and who have the authority to be involved in matters of 

governance, including the election of the ruler [bayat-e-owlaa (principal pledge by the Council)], 

while the masses should simply follow suit and offer their pledge of obedience (bayat-e-sam wa 

eta’at) (Haqqani, 2022, pp.122-123). 

He writes that, “When it comes to the pledge of allegiance, a limited number of citizens, supporters 

and dignities who have authority, power, and competence should be present. Popular consensus is 

not a requirement for sovereignty and no wise person doubts this.” He goes on to write that, “Except 

for the pledge of the people of Hal and Aqd, no other pledge has any validity or status.” He refers to 

a Hanafi scholar, Imam Zuhaili, quoting: “It is enough for the common people to believe in being 

subjects, if they believe in anything other than this, they are transgressors ... also, women have no 

right to choose the ruler.” It notes further: “Women have never been given a role in this regard, and 

there is no such example over the passage of time and centuries, and the common people also do not 

have any role in this regard as they are not considered as wise/scholars. In addition to them, the 

Zimma people [non-muslims living in a Muslim territory] are not involved in the selection of the 

imam” (Haqqani, 2022, pp.308, 279). 

The masses are not clerics and thus have no say in choosing the ruler. The dominant narrative by the 

Taliban, as reflected in Haqqani’s writing, is, “Know that the Ruler is God’s vicegerent within his 

territory” and “following the Ruler’s direction is the same as that of God.” This is a cold blow to 

any hope of the Taliban heeding democratic legitimacy and exercising popular sovereignty 

(Haqqani, 2022, pp.280, 232, 266). 

In his chapter on the requirements for a ruler, in addition to the obvious gender requirement, he 

emphasises the seemingly obsolete requirement for the ruler to belong to the Quraish family. Under 

its explanation, Haqqani stresses the importance of the ruler stemming from a superior race and 

lineage to garner respect and writes: “If a person does not have a noble lineage, people look at him 

with contempt and humiliation.” He also sees disability as an obstacle to becoming a ruler (Haqqani, 

2022, pp.162, 164). 

On the requirements for membership at the consultative (Ahl al-Hall wa'l-Aqd, a decision-making, 

Muslim group with the power to elect others) council, he sees no privileges for those who live in the 

capital city or those in the suburbs, with the ironic exception of those residing in the city where the 
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ruler lives on the questionable grounds that they will be among the first to find out about the passing 

of the ruler and he assumes the one deserving of succession will be also found in that area (Haqqani, 

2022, p.278). This should give some hints on the Kandahar-Kabul power equation and potential 

succession scenarios, as well as the right to rule for a lifetime.  

 

Women: The Outcast 

In line with the Taliban’s policy and practice, the book contains a plethora of dehumanising and 

discriminatory provisions regarding women. Women can neither assume positions of governance, 

advisory, or senior public posts, nor become judges in courts of law. Such discrimination is justified, 

Haqqani argues, on the inherent grounds that women are not physically and mentally suited for 

leadership and the responsibilities it entails; that they are of lesser intellectual and religious capacity 

than their male counterparts; or that as there is no historical precedent for female involvement in 

governance, there is simply no reason for women to be engaged now. The book goes on to suggest 

that the rule of a non-believer is more tolerable and preferable to that of a woman (Haqqani, 2022, 

pp.150, 281). 

In the words of Haqqani, only men can rule, “because women are ordered to stay at home … when 

Aisha, the mother of the believers and the most knowledgeable wife of the Prophet … did not have 

the authority to administer the Muslim affairs, no other women can claim such authority. [Women] 

lack authority because being responsible in this field (governance) requires a ruler to perform 

activities associated with risks that are higher than a woman’s natural capacity; because a woman, 

as stated in the authentic Hadith, is deficient in intellect and deficient in religion. Know that God 

Almighty has determined the role of a woman: the place of a woman is in the house, the role of a 

woman is to bear children and take care of them, a woman is weak, she does not have the ability to 

defend herself or ward off the causes of her own harassment, let alone defend others after assuming 

rulership. For this reason, scholars have agreed that a woman cannot assume the role of the Imam 

(Amir al-Mu’minin or ruler and head of State). There is no doubt that the leadership of women is 

against the Sharia of God Almighty, as the Sharia has bestowed the prerogative of leadership to 

men.” 

He states that: “It is not permissible for women to engage in popular politics.” The same goes for 

women’s involvement in public life and employment in public services, when he asks readers: “If 

women are forbidden to go to mosques, which are the best places in the world, where the good and 

worthy people of the nation gather, how do you think they will be allowed to go out into the city and 

the markets and work in government offices and democratic politics?” It will never be allowed, he 

writes. “Women cannot be appointed as Amir, chief minister or as ministers of enforcement (for 

example, head of the office of the Amir al-Mu’minin (Office of Administrative Affairs of the 

Government)), as these duties are considered high-risk and require firmness of opinion and 

determination. It should be a man because women are weak in these positions” (Haqqani, 2022, 

pp.286, 289, 333). 
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He repeatedly highlights the inherent differences between the sexes. Such differences merit different 

roles for them in society. “For men, such tasks compatible with their creation, ability and capacity, 

are jihad (holy war) and public leadership (governance); and for women, housework and raising 

children.” In the chapter on the permissibility of modern education, he even divides modern science 

into subjects that are suitable for women, such as tailoring and medicine; and those that are not, such 

as chemistry and geometry (Haqqani, 2022, pp.449, 497). 

A short sentence in this book sums up the situation for women: “Woman is a captive in the hands of 

a man” (Haqqani, 2022, p.568). The prescribed restrictions on every aspect of women’s lives are 

numerous, and this paper has only briefly touched on those of them that help make sense of the 

Taliban’s policies and practices, bringing us closer to the conclusion that none of the existing 

restrictions are temporary or transitory in nature but are deeply rooted in ideological manifestations. 

They help us understand the Taliban’s “rationale” behind the restrictions and signals the future 

direction of developments for women and minorities, should Taliban rule remain unchecked, and 

their actions continue unabated. 
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Part III: Inclusivity in Practice – the State of Participation in Government and 

Access to Services under the Taliban 

Afghanistan is a country of various minorities formed around different ethnic, tribal, linguistic, religio-

sectarian, and geographical identity markers, among others. Owing to a system of political patronage 

and the tribal character of the country, resources and services have historically flowed from individual 

figures and intermediary brokers rather than directly from the central government. Loyalty similarly 

lies along these lines to patrons rather than the State. Such a character leads to an inevitable correlation 

between the participation of various figures representing the grievances of their group in positions of 

high stature and decision-making within the government structure from the bottom, at neighbourhood 

level, all the way to the national level. This correlative characteristic significantly impacts the state of 

inclusivity and marginalisation in Afghanistan, a country in conflict for decades, with deep-rooted 

mistrust, and grievances along identity lines. The well-represented groups are deemed to receive 

quality services, access more opportunities, get better educated, remain healthier, and be treated with 

more dignity. 

Building on Part II of this paper, the following three chapters seek to identify patterns of inclusion in 

the Taliban governance, examining the state of political participation and the impact of discriminatory 

policies and exclusive power structures on the enjoyment of public services, and exploring whether 

Afghans are treated differently based on their ethnicity, political affiliation, language or religious 

identity. This will be complemented with an analysis of the consequences of exclusion, highlighting 

the implications for human rights and political stability. 

 

Chapter 1: The Current State of Participation in Government – Trends in Inclusion 

and Exclusion 

Participation in public life is not only an inalienable right but also an imperative of the multi-ethnic 

Afghan polity. As a State that is party to the ICCPR, Afghanistan is obliged to adhere to the principle 

of non-discrimination while taking affirmative actions to ascertain that all groups, including 

minorities, are equally represented in all aspects of public life, including holding positions in public 

office that oversees the delivery of public services. Meanwhile, the bureaucratic representation theory 

suggests, as given earlier, that “An organisation [that] mirrors the demographic characteristics of the 

population it serves, will be more responsive to the interests of the public from which it is drawn” 

(Gibran, 2018). As such, individuals will more likely have their needs met if public servants share 

their demographics, beliefs or values. This will benefit the various segments of society as it can be 

logically assumed that “The presence of minorities in public agencies ensures greater responsiveness 

to minority concerns” (Gibran, 2018). 
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In Afghanistan, the de facto authorities” practice is going in the opposite direction. Since their return 

to power, they have consistently pursued monopolisation of all aspects of State power and authority, 

including economic activity and social engineering (USIP, 2023, p.8). 

As an authoritarian regime, the Taliban is sticking to all five rules of Bruce de Mesquita and Alastair 

Smith’s, The Dictator’s Handbook: Why Bad Behavior is Almost Always Good Politics, by keeping 

the ruling coalition small to maintain control, reshuffling the coalition to keep rivals in check, 

deploying revenues to reward key constituencies and/or consolidate power (according to William 

Byrd (2022), “this includes skewing aid from corruption to ‘taxing’ it and directing it to favoured 

beneficiaries”), as documented by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction 

(SIGAR) (2024, Audit 24-22). And, finally, “Cracking down on any opposition to prevent it from 

organising, sometimes through extreme measures such as executions, massacres, starvation, forced 

relocations, and the like” (Byrd, 2022).  

In pursuit of a monopolistic approach, the representative and participatory institutions of governance 

were among the first victims of the Taliban’s return to power. They treated government positions as 

a prize of winning the war and distributed the cabinet posts exclusively among leadership of the 

insurgency, even amid persistent calls from donors, regional powers, and Afghan civil society to 

achieve some degree of “inclusivity” (USIP, 2023, p.8). The Taliban seek to consolidate control and 

place its members and loyalists where the money flows. There are reports of the Taliban’s 

consolidation of control over offices that oversee aid, development, and other internationally funded 

activities, dismissing incumbent civil servants at the mid- and mid-senior positions, and replacing 

them with Taliban loyalists (USIP, 2023, pp.8, 15). 

 

Table 1: Summary of the Taliban cabinet (minister and deputy ministers) composition and features.  

The full list of individuals and their attributes (province of origin, ethnic and educational background, 

and political affiliation) is attached as Annex I. The following sub-sections under this chapter discuss 

the key characteristics and trends in more detail.
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Cabinet Ministers 

Institution Post Name Gender Ethnicity Origin Affiliation 
In 

Office  

Educational 

Background 

Council of Ministers 

Chief Minister Mullah Mohammad Hassan Akhund Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Deputy Chief: 

Political 
Mawlawi Mohammed Abdul Kabir Male Pashtun Paktia Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Deputy Chief: 

Economy 
Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar Male Pashtun Uruzgan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Deputy Chief  Mawlawi Abdul Salam Hanafi Male Uzbek Jawzjan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs Minister Mawlawi Amir Mohammad Muttaqi Male Pashtun Helmand Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Defence Minister Mullah Mohammad Yaqob Mujahed Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and 

Livestock 
Minister Mawlawi Attaullah Omari Male Uzbek Faryab Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Information and Culture Minister Mullah Khairullah Khairkhwa Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Public Health Minister Mawlawi Noor Jalal Jalali Male Pashtun Kunar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Minister of Higher Education Minister Mullah Neda Mohammad Nadeem Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Education Minister Mawlawi Habibullah Agha Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Interior Affairs Minister Sirajuddin Haqqani Male Pashtun Paktia Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Commerce and Industry Minister Haji Nooruddin Azizi Male Tajik Panjshir Non-Talib Post-2021 Non-Religious 

Ministry of Economy Minister Qari Deen Mohammad Hanif Male Tajik Badakhshan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Transport and Civil 

Aviation 
Minister Mullah Hamidullah Akhundzada Male Pashtun Helmand Talib Post-2021 No Data 

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs Minister Mullah Abdul Manan Akhund/Omari Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Borders and Tribal Affairs Minister Mullah Noorullah Noori Male Pashtun Zabul Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Energy and Water Minister Mullah Abdul Latif Mansoor Male Pashtun Paktia Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 
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Ministry of Public Works Minister Mullah Mohd. Essa Akhund / Sani Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

General Directorate of Intelligence General Director  Abdul Haq Wasiq Male Pashtun Ghazni Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Finance Minister Mullah Mohammad Nasir Akhund Male Pashtun Ghazni Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Afghanistan Central Bank Governor Mullah Hedayatullah Badri  Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Hajj and Religious Affairs Minister Shaikh Noor Mohammad Saqib Male Pashtun Samangan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Justice Minister Shaikh Abul Hakim Sharayi Male Pashtun Khost Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Communication and IT Minister Mawlawi Najibullah Haqqani Male Pashtun Kunar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation Minister Khalil Rahman Haqqani (deceased) Male Pashtun Paktia Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Office of Administrative Affairs Director General Sheikh Noorul Haq Anwar Male Pashtun Wardak Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Martyrs and Disabled 

Affairs 
Minister Mullah Abdul Majeed Akhund Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

National Examination Authority Chief Abdul Baqi Haqqani Male Pashtun No Data Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and 

Development 
Minister Mawlawi M. Younas Akhundzada Male Pashtun Kandahar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Propagation of Virtue, 

Prevention of Vice and hearing 

complaints 

Minister 
Mawlawi Sheikh Mohammad Khalid 

al-Hanafi 
Male Pashai Nuristan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Mines and Petroleum Minister Mawlawi Shahabuddin Delawar Male Pashtun Logar Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Ministry of Urban Development and 

Housing 
Minister Mawlawi Hamdullah Nomani Male Baluch Ghazni Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

State Ministry for National Disaster 

Management 
Minister of State Mullah Mohammad Abbas Akhund Male Pashtun Uruzgan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

General Directorate Supervision and 

Implementation of Leadership Decrees 
Director General Mawlawi Shamsuddin Shariati Male Tajik Badakhshan Talib Post-2021 Religious Studies 

Table 2: Full list of the de facto Taliban cabinet ministers and their attributes. 
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Ethnic Imbalances  

An overview of the current4 Taliban administration points to the formation of an all-male cabinet, 

with close to 80% of the ministers and 75% of the members (ministerial and deputy minister levels 

combined) belonging to the Pashtun ethnic group (Pashtuns comprise an estimated 40-45% of the 

population), most coming from the south and south-eastern provinces of Kandahar and Paktia and, 

more increasingly, from among circles closer to the Taliban’s supreme leader. 

 

Figure 9: Ethnic composition of the cabinet. Source: Author 

Individuals’ insurgency background and personal connections to southern leaders appear to be an 

explicitly desired asset, it being deemed a measure of trustworthiness. Ministries were mostly 

allocated by the roughly equivalent roles that individuals held in the Taliban Leadership Council 

during its insurgency. The cabinet makeup reflects the ethnic imbalance at the highest levels of 

Taliban leadership that has been persistent since its formation (USIP, 2023, p.9). 

Comparison to the Republic Era 

To fathom the extent of political exclusion, the research compares the current state of ethnic 

inclusion with ethnic representation under the four administrations during the Republic (2004-

2021). Then, as data borrowed from Mobasher (2023) shows, the average share of ethnic groups in 

the parliament and the executive (cabinet) across administrations and elections were proportional 

to their estimated population size.  

 
4Data collected between March and July 2024. 
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Figure 10: Comparison of cabinet’s ethnic composition across administrations (2004-2024).  

As briefly reviewed under the historic snapshot of inclusion, the 2004 administration with the 

share of Pashtuns (30%), Tajiks (37%), Hazaras (19%), Uzbeks (7%) and other groups (7%) 

encompassed a level of inclusion and representation of non-Pashtun and ethno-political 

minority groups never previously experienced in the modern Afghan State. This is also one 

reason why several survey respondents, particularly non-Pashtun participants, recall the first 

Karzai administration as the only historic instance of an inclusive government within their 

lifetimes.  

The imbalance in ethnic proportionality (in favour of minority groups) was gradually “fixed” 

after the next election with the formation of the second administration. In the 2009 

administration, Pashtuns’ and Tajiks’ share was 35%, with Hazaras and Uzbeks having 15% 

each. In 2009, Uzbeks had a share double the estimated size of the population, while smaller 

minority groups lost their share in power entirely.  

The 2014 National Unity Government stemmed from a power-sharing deal negotiated along 

regional and ethno-political lines, in the aftermath of a contested election. The arrangement 

resulted in the formation of an ethnically balanced cabinet. Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras and 

Uzbeks, with 38%, 31%, 19%, and 8%, respectively, were proportionally represented in the 

cabinet. Other small groups also recouped about a 4% share in the cabinet. Although empirically 

proportionate, this administration, unfortunately, marks the re-emergence of ethnic tensions and 

tokenistic representation as ministries that were in control of President Ghani’s supposed ruling 

partner (and election rival) Chief Executive Abdullah Abdullah, were systematically side lined 

and their authority was effectively transferred to institutions within the presidential camp or 

parallel or to the supra-ministerial structures formed at the presidential palace. A negative trend 

that started earlier but peaked after the 2014 elections.  
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Clergy Superiority: The Dichotomy of Religious vs Modern Education  

A detrimental development in the Taliban’s system of governance is the expansion of the role 

and authority of the clergy beyond religious matters, effectively establishing a superclass who, 

by divine blessing and possession of knowledge of deen (religion), are better placed to lead the 

believers to the goods of this world and the one that follows. Consequently, and on the grounds 

of religious justifications briefly mentioned in the earlier chapter, the clergy preside over almost 

every decision-making position, from civil affairs to the military to key positions that require 

technical knowledge in a relevant field.  

Key informant interviews with civil servants exposed the same concerns. They spoke of the 

clergy appointments within their ministries from the top posts, such as deputy ministers, to most 

director generals, and even some of the deputy directors in functions that require pure technical 

knowledge. Ironically, most of the technical deputy minister posts within the de facto cabinet, 

which, as the name suggests, should complement the political nature of other appointees, are 

also filled by those with a religious education background. Only from the third rank of civil 

service downwards is the appointment of new members or attainment of incumbent technical 

staff common.   

The only cabinet figure with education related to his field of work (a medical degree), the de 

facto minister of health was recently removed and replaced with an individual with a military 

and religious background. Almost all incumbent deputy ministers come from religious 

education backgrounds, apart from four5 individuals (deputy ministers of public health, mines 

and petroleum, public works, and Communications and IT have relevant, modern education 

backgrounds). Only one deputy minister from the Republic era has been kept in his previous, 

highly technical role.  

  

Figure 11: Summary of the current Taliban cabinet attributes.  

 
5As of 31 July 2024. 
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For technical and professional staff, according to the interviews, the ceiling appears at the 

deputy director level, which plays a demotivating role and has pushed those professionals to 

seek alternative employment outside the public sector or to leave the country when the 

opportunity exists. 

Talibanisation of the Cabinet 

The Taliban lacks consensus on a detailed political vision but is fully committed to the 

consolidation of power and the monopolisation of political space (USIP, 2023, pp.4-5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Political affiliation of the Taliban cabinet members. 

Of the ministers, 94% are members of the Talib movement compared to only 3% of outsiders 

(the only non-Talib is the Minister of Commerce). Cabinet positions were distributed among 

the movement members, roughly equivalent to their roles in various commissions during the 

insurgency era. At least 14 officials had previously served in senior positions during the first 

Taliban regime, while 12 came from the second generation of Taliban. At least 14 of the 33 

cabinet members (including the Prime Minister) are on the UN terror sanctions list (Tabnak.ir, 

2021). 

Adding the deputy ministers to the list, the share of members of the Taliban movement 

occupying these positions still dominates at 72% compared to 4% non-Talib. It is worth 

mentioning that for 23% of deputy ministers affiliations could not be confirmed due to the lack 

of data; however, the trend is clear.  

The Taliban’s refusal to involve those who were invited by its return commission and political 

figures remaining in Afghanistan, such as Hamid Karzai and Abdullah Abdullah, or turning 

even those political and social organisations that were sympathetic to the insurgency away, 

demonstrates its will to monopolise Afghan politics for the foreseeable future, a USIP report 

argues. According to this source, the Taliban is not even inclusive within itself. A southerners-

dominated inner circle, based in Kandahar, with perspectives, perceived threats and priorities 
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that do not fully represent the Taliban’s spectrum of views has emerged. This trend of 

dominance is further reinforced through the Emir’s control over senior appointments (USIP, 

2023, pp.18, 20, 27). 

The need to accommodate different elements of the movement in prized ministries has 

motivated reshuffles at the deputy minister level (USIP, 2023, p.15). Frequent rotations are a 

common practice, at least 10 instances of which were observed during data collection. In one 

particular case, the same individual (Mawali Hamdullah Zahid) had at least four positions in 

various ministries from Director General of the National Procurement Authority to deputy 

minister at the ministries of finance, energy and water, and commerce, in succession.  

Another trend, against the Emir’s decrees on countering nepotism, is the family ties between 

the senior officers. Deputy Minister of Information and Culture, Mullah Saaduddin Saeed, is 

the brother of Abdul Haq Akhund, Deputy Minister of Counternarcotics. The son of Mullah 

Akhtar Mansour, the former Taliban Emir, serves as Deputy Minister of Transport. Brother of 

Mullah Omar, and uncle of Mullah Yaqoob (Taliban’s Minister of Defence) serves as Minister 

of Labour and Social Affairs. Ministers of Communication and IT, Mawlawi Najibullah 

Haqqani, and Public Health, Mawlawi Noor Jalal Jalali, happen to be cousins. Minister of 

Refugees and Repatriation, Khalil Rahman Haqqani (deceased), was the uncle of Minister of 

Interior Affairs, Sirajuddin Haqqani.  

Instances of nepotism and cronyism have also been observed in lower positions in the case 

studies. In one instance, there were two brothers heading two directorates at the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs; the son-in-law of Mullah Akhtar Mansour heading two directorates at the same 

time; while the son of former Taliban Foreign Minister, Mawlawi Muttawakil heading another 

important directorate.  

The situation beyond the cabinet is equally bleak, with similar trends of discrimination and 

exclusion.  

Monopolisation and Talibanisation of Senior Positions Beyond the Cabinet 

The ethnic favouritism does not stop at the cabinet level but extends well beyond it. The research 

finds that the Taliban is seeking to monopolise senior public positions by appointing its 

members and, by extension, some sympathisers, while actively discriminating against various 

ethnic groups by favouring the recruitment of ethnic Pashtuns.  

The case study of three sample ministries, representing a prestigious civilian ministry, one 

prized military institution, and another purely technical ministry, shows that the Taliban is 

increasingly monopolising these public offices by appointing Talib members and recruiting 

almost solely from the Pashtun ethnic group to replace the existing senior and mid senior-level 

civil servants, or to fill positions left vacant due to evacuation and desertions that followed the 

collapse of the Republic.   
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Figure 13: Survey responses – opinions on ethnopolitical diversity in public offices. 

The findings of the interviews and information gathered through open sources concur with the 

results of the surveys in this regard. According to the survey findings, nearly 74% of 

respondents working in public institutions acknowledged that their newly recruited bosses and 

colleagues were members of the Taliban (Figure 13); and 84% and 85% of respondents, 

respectively, reported new members (within the prior year) being Pashtun, and the majority of 

members compared to the Republic now being from the Pashtun ethnic group (Figure 13). 
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Case Studies: Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Commerce and Industry, and Interior 

Affairs  

This table summarises the ethnic composition (data collection in June 2024) and key trends in 

the de facto Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA).  

 

Figure 14: Trends in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (based on K.I.I). 

Almost all previous senior MoFA officers (director general level) were either dismissed or left 

their positions in the aftermath of the military takeover of Kabul. Only three of the current 

director generals have previous experience working as career diplomats (including one kept in 

his position allegedly due to his earlier connections with the minister, which connections were 

allegedly business-related). All other directors (and extending to deputy directors) are newly 

appointed from outside the ministry (87%). Most of the senior recruits are reportedly close to 

the minister or from his region. Technical and career staff are retained mostly up to a ceiling 

level of desk officers (equivalent to the third rank of the old civil service system). There is little 

to no room for career growth beyond this level, which demotivates the remaining career staff 

of the ministry and, when coupled with questionable targeted terror attacks against ministry 

staff, is causing flight and a steady “brain drain.”   

Mirroring the trend in cabinet level appointments, most of the new appointees at the Ministry 

come from the Pashtun ethnic group (73.9%), are male (100%), and Talib (61%). A large 

number of them (43.5%) have religious backgrounds and madrasa education and, as such, lack 

essential knowledge to do with foreign policy. The share of directors with a modern education 
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is 56.5% in varying areas and levels of education. The few non-Pashtun appointees from Tajik 

and Baluch or Hazara communities are also either former Taliban members or sympathisers, 

and some are thought to be appointed due to their family connections with the minister. 

As the USIP notes: “The Taliban’s organisational culture is rooted in interpersonal 

relationships, encapsulated in the Pashto term andiwali (meaning comradeship)” (USIP, 2023, 

p.21). There is currently no law governing recruitment at this prized ministry. The Taliban 

doesn’t seem to be interested in forming an organised system, as it flourishes and functions in 

a chaotic system better than under one bound by the rule of law. One interviewee quoted a 

senior Talib figure, saying that: “[The Taliban] anticipates a future where [it] is overthrown 

from power and then [it] would greatly benefit from disorganised public institutions.”  

Variations exist in how incumbent civil servants from the Republic-era are treated, with the 

personal character of the minister being a decisive factor. Staff at the Foreign Ministry are 

reportedly treated safely as the minister is personally sensitive against mistreatment. In one 

case, the Taliban Minister of Justice arbitrarily detained one of the directors from the Republic 

era for days, who had to leave the country on the day of his release. The Taliban also allegedly 

collects information on the vulnerabilities of non-cooperative Republic-era diplomats, such as 

representatives to the UN and other outspoken individuals in the media. This includes locating 

bank accounts, properties and family members to gain leverage to silence them, if or when 

needed. 

Corruption allegedly persists, especially in the consular section, but goes unreported (in one 

case, a corrupt consular director general was dismissed but no trial or prosecution followed); 

and in another case, an officer from the Ministry of Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of 

Vice who wanted to report a corruption case to the senior levels was dismissed. 

A similar pattern of ideological and ethnic composition is visible at the senior leadership of the 

Ministry of Commerce and Industry (Figure 15). Data obtained from open sources shows that, 

from a total of 19 general directorates, 18 are occupied by Pashtuns with a background of 

Taliban membership. Only one directorate is headed by an ethnic Tajik, who is also allegedly 

close to Haqqani Network. The representation of Hazaras, Uzbeks, or other ethnic groups at this 

ministry at the time of data collection was zero.  

At this highly technical ministry dealing with various aspects of trade and industry, 13 out of 

the 19 directors (68.4%) have no professional knowledge in their field of work and are allegedly 

graduates of religious schools. These include departments of intellectual property protection, 

light industries, trade attaché affairs, investment facilitation, and development of industrial 

parks, among others.  
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Figure 15: Trends at the Ministry of Commerce and Industry. 

At the Ministry of Interior Affairs, the data made public by an information-gathering 

organisation shows that all 86 top officials of the ministry at the director, top executive, and 

military unit chiefs level belong to the Pashtun ethnic group, with the majority of them allegedly 

members and fighters of the Haqqani network. One interviewee confirmed that all former Tajik 

senior officials of the ministry were either dismissed or, when not perceived as a threat, are 

moved from executive to advisory roles within the same ministry.  

The findings prove ethnic favouritism and exclusion as evident in all the three referenced cases 

are testament to the general trend within the Taliban’s bureaucracy and governance. Almost all 

mid-senior level officials are appointed from Pashtun ethnic groups from southern provinces, 

and the majority with a background of membership and fighting for the Taliban during their 

insurgency. Many of the new executives recruited from other ethnic groups either have previous 

membership of the movement or are known to be loyal sympathisers and so are not perceived 

as any threat to the group’s dominance.  

Overall, there is a lack of professional knowledge in highly technical positions, as evident, 

graduates of religious schools take the central stage and professional staff unrelated to the 

Taliban or from minority ethnic groups, face glass ceilings at the level just under the director 

and deputy director level.  Ministries are also gradually pushing mid-level technocrats out, 

replacing them with members of the Taliban. The “suspicion and maltreatment of incumbent 

civil servants is a common practice [with] many reports of … an atmosphere of coercion and 

intimidation” (USIP, 2023, pp.37-39). 
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Chapter 2: The Impact of Exclusion on Public Services – Variations in Perception 

and Experiences of Discrimination 

This chapter addresses the important question of why the cabinet and senior positions need to 

be inclusive of all groups, beyond its theoretical significance. It looks into the potential impacts 

the current patterns of political inclusion and exclusion have on the delivery of services and 

treatment of citizens. In doing so, it studies the perceptions and experience of discrimination 

among Afghans, discerning if disparities exist that may be explained through groups’ 

representation in power – or if they are a bid by the Taliban to win constituencies among certain 

groups through providing better services. It examines variations in the treatment of different 

groups by disaggregating the survey data and exploring the potential role of ethnicity, religious 

sect, language, and gender in explaining such variations.  

Describing ethnic politics in Africa, Posner writes that “People want resources from the State 

[and they] believe that having someone from their ethnic group in a position of political power 

will facilitate their access to those resources” (Posner, 2005). As stressed earlier, Afghanistan 

is a country of minorities with a dominant, clientelist political culture. No matter how unpleasant 

or unfortunate it is to acknowledge it, in a clientelist society the gain and loss of patrons can 

leave a detrimental mark on ordinary citizens’ enjoyment of State benefits. Access to public 

benefits, such as State employment, humanitarian aid and, more markedly, justice in its broader 

sense and the fair settlement of disputes and conflicts over resources such as land, water, and 

grazing rights in particular, are, to a significant degree, reliant on who one knows within local 

and national power structures.  

Such a correlation significantly intensifies the impact of inclusion or marginalisation at the 

leadership level, and is more important in the case of Afghanistan, a country, as noted earlier, 

that has been in conflict for decades, with deep-rooted injustices and grievances based on group 

identities. The well-represented groups are deemed to receive quality services, access more 

opportunities, get better educated, stay healthier, and be treated with more dignity. When people 

feel victim to unfair treatment, and in the absence of a rule of law-based governance 

mechanisms, their first recourse is their co-ethnic patron, or the one from their region or 

language group.  

The Taliban’s dismantling of representative structures, such as provincial councils and the 

parliament, monopolising senior positions and allocating the majority of positions to members 

of the Pashtun ethnic group, presumably caused non-Talibs and non-Pashtun citizens to face 

limitations in access to services and to be more prone to unfair treatment.  

More than 80% of survey respondents agreed that if they knew someone at the local or central 

government, they would receive better services. Unfortunately, though, nearly 83% of 

respondents reported a decline in the number of people in power that they could approach to 

facilitate access to the government and its benefits.  
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Figure 16: Survey responses – opinions on the impact of patrons. 

The overall decline reflects the adverse effects of exclusion on the general population; however, 

modest variations in responses across different ethnic groups indicate a relatively 

disproportionate impact on non-Pashtun communities. Hazara respondents and other minority 

groups reported a 10% decline, and Uzbeks and Tajiks 5% higher decline in the number of 

people they know in government in comparison to their Pashtun fellows. Women also reported 

a 10% higher decline compared to men. 

 

Figure 17: Survey responses – Gain or loss of patrons, variations by ethnicity. 
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The Perceptions of Discrimination Among Afghans 

Survey findings reflect a high degree of perceived discrimination with eight in 10 respondents 

thinking that the de facto authorities have policies or practices that intentionally discriminate 

against citizens based on their ethnic origin or language. A slightly higher number of 

respondents believe these discriminatory practices extend to the provision of public services.  

 

Figure 18: Survey responses – perception of discrimination. 

They also believe that ethnic and linguistic favouritism in the access to public services is 

prevalent in the practice of the Taliban-ruled public offices.  

  

Figure 19: Survey responses – perception of favouritism and discrimination. 

More than 80% of respondents rated the public services in their community to be unfair and 

partial compared to the almost 20% who think services are rendered fairly. More than half of 

respondents believe that the quality of government services has worsened in comparison to the 

Republic era, while a fifth see no changes. A fifth acknowledged slight improvements but just 

5% of respondents reported significant improvements. The Taliban’s primary claim of bringing 

security to the whole country is also not substantiated as 4 in 10 respondents reported no 

improvement – or worsening security and crime situation within their community. 
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Figure 20: Survey responses – Opinions on Fairness and Quality of Services and  

Evolution of security situation compared to the Republic-era.    

The Experiences of Discrimination among Afghans 

In contrast to the previous section, here the analysis captures actual experiences of 

discrimination from participants that interacted with a public office or service within the prior 

six months (47.4% of total responses).  

 

Figure 21: Survey responses – Experiences and perceived discrimination at public offices. 
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Only a third of those who visited a government office reported fair and respectful treatment, 

while the majority claimed being discriminated against. Additionally, a shocking number of 

respondents reported either themselves or someone they know being denied access to public 

services due to their ethnicity or language. 

Language, gender, ethnicity and religion are the main determinants of discrimination in 

Afghanistan, with nearly 20% of respondents describing their intersectionality: the combination 

of gender and ethnicity, and ethnicity and religion, are particularly pronounced. It is surprising 

that when some of these main factors of discrimination are not in play, for example, among 

Sunni Pashtuns, individuals still report unfair treatment on grounds as obscene as their physical 

appearance; for instance, not having a (long enough) beard or their clothing choices (modern vs 

traditional).  

As mentioned earlier, the background of working for the republic is another factor that is 

perceived to be the premise of prejudice and disadvantage. A number of survey participants 

reported being denied services or disrespected due to their previous employment. A few 

respondents also claimed that for the Taliban, “It doesn’t matter much who you are; as long as 

you are not one of them, fair and respectful treatment [will] be non-existent.” 

Variations in the Taliban’s Treatment of Citizens 

The current research supports the hypothesis that, everything else being constant, a Pashtun has 

slightly better chances of participating in the government and assuming government positions, 

although membership of the Taliban or subscription to its ideology are still important 

determinants. Beyond political participation, it is also often claimed that the Taliban’s treatment 

of civilians varies significantly based on their group affiliation. The Taliban allegedly provide 

for and treat their co-ethnics better and they have comparatively smoother access to public 

services. The initial hypothesis held that if the inclusion of individuals from among the southern 

Pashtuns had increased, the services should also have improved in that region compared to 

provinces populated by other ethnic groups in the centre and north of the country. Here the 

paper examines to what extent the data supports this hypothesis.   

Variations based on Ethnicity 

Despite the Taliban’s assertions, in Afghan society today, legitimacy is no longer believed to 

originate from God’s grace. “Political officeholders thus have institutional incentives to gain 

legitimacy by favouring co-ethnics over others when it comes to the distribution of public goods 

and government jobs” (Cederman, Wimmer and Min, 2010). Breaking down the survey 

responses by ethnicity, the research shows that both the perception and the actual experiences 

of discrimination while accessing public services varies, highlighting the role that ethnicity 

plays.  
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While more than half of individuals from all ethnic groups faced discriminatory treatment, the 

prevalence was higher among non-Pashtun respondents, who are excluded from representation 

in power. On average, Tajiks, Hazaras and Uzbeks reported a 20-30% higher prevalence of 

discriminatory treatment when accessing services, as well as a higher perception of public 

policies and services to be unfair and partial.   

 

Figure 22: Survey responses – ethnic variations in perception and experiences of discrimination. 

Regional Variations  

To portray the regional variations, as explained in the methodology, the research compares 

responses disaggregated by provinces in the north, centre and south, and those populated 

predominantly by one ethnic group, then looking for instances of varied treatment. The figures 

below help visualise the nuances. As Figures 23 and 24 exhibit, residents in provinces that 

include Daikundi, Takhar, Balkh and Ghor, who personally visited a public office in the prior 

six months, reported significantly higher instances of unfair treatment in comparison to those 

residing in provinces such as Nangarhar, Helmand, and Paktia, which are predominantly 

Pashtun-populated areas. This implies that the public officials are treating residents in these 

provinces (slightly) better.  
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Figure 23: Survey responses – Ethnic variations in experiences of discrimination. 

There is a similar pattern when asked if respondents themselves, or someone they know, have 

been denied access to services due to their ethno-lingual identity. 

 

Figure 24: Survey responses – Ethnic variations in experiences of discrimination. 
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Here as well, the closer we move to non-Pashtun populated provinces in central and northern 

Afghanistan, the responses show more instances of service denial. This could be in part due to 

government officials sharing ethnicity, language or other identity traits with people in certain 

provinces – or the absence of this in others – which suggest a tendency within the Taliban 

administration to serve their main constituencies better. 

The research also compares the variations in responses pertaining to the perceptions of fairness 

and quality of services. It also exposes regional variations in response to changes in security 

and crime, something that, supposedly, should have improved all over Afghanistan. As Figure 

25 shows, respondents in Helmand, Paktia and Nangarhar perceive a significant improvement 

in the security situation, as expected. In contrast, Bamyan and Daikundi, which enjoyed a 

relatively higher degree of security prior to the Taliban, shows the opposite trend.  

The disparity can also be partially attributed to a sense of personal and political insecurity rather 

than physical security concerns. 

 

Figure 25: Survey responses – Regional variations in perceptions of security. 

 

On fairness, as Figure 26 shows, nearly half of the respondents in Paktia and Helmand provinces 

rated the services to be fair compared to none in Takhar and Bamiyan and one-tenth to a quarter 

in other cases.  
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Figure 26: Survey responses – Regional variations in perceptions on evolution of security situation. 

A similar pattern stands out when it comes to evolutions in quality of services. Here the 

difference between southern and eastern Pashtun-populated provinces is also visible, with 

Nangarharis having responses closer to other northern provinces.  

 

Figure 27: Survey responses – Regional variations in perceptions of quality of services. 

Although variations are visible and present within the current data, the research acknowledges 

that due to difficulties in data collection in the southern provinces, it is not possible to establish 

a uniform pattern across all provinces beyond actual experiences of discrimination. For instance, 

in some provinces, such as Zabul, the respondents had similar response patterns to those in non-

Pashtun provinces. Expanded data collection is needed, particularly in the representative 

provinces of comparison populated by Pashtuns and other ethnic groups, and also between 
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Pashtun-populated provinces. It must reach more, ordinary citizens who might be unbothered 

by the Taliban ideology and only concerned as to what type of services they get or how they are 

treated in their public service encounters.   

While the situation is evidently worse for non-Pashtuns, contrary to the assumption of better 

treatment by the Taliban, in some instances the responses from Pashtun-populated areas also 

reveal considerable levels of discrimination both in lived experiences and perceptions. What 

exactly causes this must be explored further. Whether this falls within the theory that the Taliban 

is indifferent to all classes of citizens, including their co-ethnics and residents of main 

constituency areas; or if it stems from higher expectations among the residents of these areas, 

who may demand more services compared to others but are accustomed or content with 

receiving less? 

What is notable, however, is that the reasons for discrimination differ among groups. For non-

Pashtun respondents, ethnicity, language and religious identity – inherent or unchangeable 

characteristics – are cited as the primary grounds for unfair treatment. This dynamic creates 

multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination rooted in identity differences. 

Language as a Factor in Advantage or Discrimination   

While both Pashto and Dari are the official languages of Afghanistan, the latter is the lingua 

franca of the land6 and is widely spoken by many ethnic groups, including some Pashtuns, 

besides the native Tajiks, Hazaras, and Aimaqs. Dari has also been the dominant language of 

bureaucracy over centuries. Since the Taliban’s return, “It has [pushed] people to speak Pashto 

in government offices, depriving people of engaging the government in their native language. 

This imposition includes renaming government and educational signs and titles” (Richer and 

Ahmadi, 2024), as well as using Pashto in government correspondence and decrees. Reportedly, 

Taliban-led offices do not give effect to private petitions not written in Pashto. 

The significance of language in Afghanistan goes beyond a medium of communication, as it 

plays a large role in defining identities within Afghan society. The majority of the population 

identify each other as either Dari/Farsi or Pashto speakers, a trait which might even precede 

ethnicity in influencing the treatment of individuals.  

As such, speaking a certain language can lead to advantages or disadvantages in instances such 

as a private setting, like getting a discount while shopping in a bazaar, to receiving preferential 

or derogatory treatment while visiting a public office.  

The findings of this study reiterate this fact, as more than half the respondents reported 

personally encountering problems or even being denied services for not being able to speak the 

language of the public office holder.  

 
6https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/afghanistan/language  
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Figure 28: Survey responses – Impact of language on enjoyment of services. 

Here again, there is a disproportionate impact on non-Pashto speakers. On average, the Dari 

speakers among survey participants are far more likely to have faced hurdles in access to 

services for not being able to speak the language of government officials compared to Pashto-

speaking citizens (59% vs 22%). This is particularly relevant given the prevailing circumstances 

in which most of the senior and mid-senior officials come from the Pashtun ethnic group and 

the use of Pashto in official business is being actively pursued by the regime as a non-written 

policy agenda. Results also reveal that Tajik participants are particularly negatively impacted, 

followed by the Hazaras and other small groups. 

“Face-to-face interactions between bureaucrats and citizens constitute a defining feature of 

public service provision. Services such as welfare benefits, public health or education have a 

significant impact on citizens’ lives or their well-being” (Eckhard et al., 2024). How an 

encounter proceeds is relevant beyond the factual service outcome, as citizens also judge State 

institutions based on their experiences of interactional justice (Döring, 2022, p.801 cited in 

(Eckhard and Friedrich, 2024). Several studies show that public officials’ behaviour towards 

citizens may contribute to legitimising or delegitimising the entire politico-administrative 

system (Eckhard and Friedrich, 2024). 

Not being able to interact with the public officials in their native language or the lingua franca 

alienates the public further, exacerbating the sense of isolation and marginalisation. The 

intersection of ethnic and language identity intensifies the discrimination and prejudice by 

public officials, in turn impacting the enjoyment of public services leading to unequal access to 

services or their denial. Expanding the linguistic base of the bureaucracy and ending hostility 

towards other languages thus rank high among the urgent needs of the moment.
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Chapter 3: Consequences of Exclusion 

The Taliban’s discriminatory policies and practices have far-reaching impacts. “Exclusion 

based on ethnicity, ideology, gender or religion is perilous, undermining civic rights and human 

dignity, alienating citizens from the State and harming unity and stability.” This quote from one 

of the interviewees rightly captures the multi-dimensional impacts of exclusion that will be 

explored in this chapter.  

Rights Implications 

As a member of the UN, Afghanistan is party to multiple international conventions and has 

endorsed several international soft law instruments, obliging it to the basic principles of equal 

treatment and the prohibition of discrimination. Prime among them are the core human rights 

conventions and the UDHR, which, in Article 21, stipulates the right of all citizens to take part 

in the government, freely express their will through periodic elections, and enjoy equal access 

to public services. As the de facto authority that maintains effective control over the territory, 

according to international law, the Taliban is bound by these international commitments of the 

State of Afghanistan.  

By effectively categorising individuals into a super-class of clergy (often only those who 

subscribe to the Taliban’s own interpretation of Islam) and an inferior class of the masses, with 

far reaching, practical implications on their eligibility to exercise the right to take part in 

governance and assume public positions, the Taliban is breaching the most basic human rights 

principle of equality and non-discrimination enshrined in the ICCPR; the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD); and the 

International Labor Organization’s Convention No. 111 concerning Discrimination in Respect 

of Employment and Occupation, among others.  

Assuming power by use of force, governing with no consideration of the will of the people, 

forming a cabinet comprised entirely of its movement members and loyalists, and excluding 

other groups and individuals based on their ethnicity, sex, language, religion, political opinion 

and social origin, the policies and actions of the Taliban are in clear breach of the Articles 25, 

26, and 2(1) of the ICCPR, which obliges parties to assure all rights recognised in the Covenant 

are respected without discrimination, and guarantee every citizen the right and opportunity to 

participate in public affairs without discrimination.  

The Taliban’s exclusion of ethnic groups from governance is also in contradiction with 

Afghanistan’s commitments under Article 5(c) of the ICERD, which similarly obligates the 

State to guarantee political rights, including participation in elections and public affairs, without 

racial discrimination. The Convention defines “racial discrimination” as any distinction, 

exclusion, restriction, or preference based on race, descent, or national or ethnic origin, among 

others, that aims or causes nullification or impairment in the recognition or equal exercise of 

people’s rights. 
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The Taliban is systematically and institutionally resorting to extreme forms of restrictive 

measures on women, including in employment and participation in public life, in full breach of 

the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

Its Article 7 requires States to eliminate discrimination against women in political and public 

life, ensuring equal participation in decision-making. Similarly, the ILO Convention No. 111, 

prohibits any discrimination (distinction, exclusion or preference) when it comes to equal 

opportunity or treatment in employment. 

Afghanistan was also beyond the halfway mark in achieving its targets under the SDGs by 2030. 

The Taliban’s exclusionary gender, ethnic and classist policies and practices, however, are now 

leading Afghanistan in the opposite direction. Not only do they not contribute to fulfilling the 

SDGs’ stipulated targets but they effectively reverse any progress that has been painstakingly 

achieved over the last two decades in the areas of poverty alleviation, reducing inequalities, and 

the creation of a just society. Instead of promoting inclusion of all (Target 10.2), the Taliban is 

disempowering and promoting social, economic and political exclusion, based on sex, race, 

ethnicity, origin, religion, economic or other reasons. In contradiction to the commitment to 

repeal discriminative legislation and policies (Targets 10.3, 16.c), the Taliban is applying 

policies and legislation that discriminate against women, religious and ethnic or linguistic 

minorities. Achieving Target 16.7 of ensuring responsive, inclusive, participatory and 

representative decision-making at all levels, will remain a distant dream as long as all decisions 

are made by one man and his close confidants, and the public has no role but to “listen and 

oblige.” 

Political Stability Implications  

For authoritarian regimes everywhere, and like the Taliban, the perceived route to longevity of 

the grasp on power and its consolidation lies in resistance-proofing the power structure. 

However, various qualitative and empirical studies of (ethnic) exclusion and conflicts suggest 

that exclusion, while self-serving in the short term, often leads to large-scale civil wars.   

Roessler’s study of power conflicts in Africa (Roessler, 2016) concludes that while strategic 

exclusion reduces the risk of a military coup, it raises the likelihood of civil war by providing 

motives, mobilisation opportunities, and weakening counter-insurgency support from excluded 

groups. In another statistical analysis of civil wars since 1960, Buhaug & Cederman found that 

their indicators of political discrimination and economic marginalisation among ethnic groups 

are powerful predictors of civil war onset (Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug, 2013).  

Similarly, Cederman et al., analysed armed conflicts from 1946 to 2005 driven by competing 

ethno-political groups’ claims to power. They found that ethnic groups are more likely to initiate 

conflict the more excluded they are from power, among other factors (Cederman, Wimmer and 

Min, 2010, pp.87-119). All these factors, in varying degrees, are found in Afghanistan. 
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The views of experts interviewed in this research, as well as the opinions collected through the 

surveys, all concur with the studies cited above, and warn of a heightened risk of Afghanistan’s 

move back to the brink of violence and civil war should the current patterns of exclusion persist.  

Experts argue that “exclusion of ethno-lingual groups from governance risks repeating the root 

causes of civil war in Afghanistan, such as discrimination and disenfranchisement, especially 

in the absence of any non-violent means of outing grievances and demands.” Another 

interviewee metaphorically compared the situation to a [coiled] spring where mounting pressure 

will, at some point, backfire at the cost of stability. One interviewee warned of exclusion and 

mistreatment seeding and inflaming secessionist sentiments among non-Pashtun groups, 

especially when the potential for manipulation by external actors exists. It was also highlighted 

that “exclusion diminishes prospects of development, and causes a brain drain, as the educated 

class, who do not subscribe to the Taliban’s ideology, see no future for themselves in the 

country.” 

Similarly, most survey respondents (75%) were sure that the current exclusionary policies and 

practices will lead to social unrest and another wave of conflict, compared to only 4% who 

disagreed, and 21% who were unsure of the consequences. It is important to note the slight 

variations in responses: though still significant among the Pashtuns, the number of respondents 

who subscribe to this belief is higher among the non-Pashtun ethnic groups (ranging from 71% 

to 87%), particularly Tajiks, compared to 69% for Pashtuns, which indicates a deemed higher 

impact on them and a relatively lesser understanding of the seriousness of the issue among 

Pashtuns. 

 

Figure 29: Survey responses – Opinions on the consequences  

  of exclusion and discriminatory practices. 
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To conclude, the core issue with ethnic exclusion is its violation of the nationalist principle, 

which is the foundation of modern States. When ethnic groups are excluded from central 

politics, the system loses its legitimacy stemming from disputes over who rightfully owns the 

State (Cederman, Wimmer and Min, 2010). Conflicts will also persist and recur as long as the 

root causes of political exclusion and economic inequality remain unaddressed. Durable peace 

and stability can only be achieved through empowering discriminated groups and reducing 

ethnic inequalities through a fairer distribution of public goods and resources rather than 

focusing on short-sighted illegitimate and exclusionary practices in the name of “stability” 

(Buhaug, Cederman and Gleditsch, 2014). 

The Taliban’s emphasis on the centrality of religion (Islam) as the uniting factor, with little 

accommodation and regard to grievances of other groups, and not allowing for meaningful 

representation of various ethnic communities, including the Hazaras, Tajiks and Uzbeks, is 

destined to fail. The conflict in Afghanistan has an ethnic dimension at its roots; neglecting it 

will not serve any group.  

A considerable portion of the exclusion problem is inherited and stems from the deep-rooted 

belief of some groups (southern Pashtuns) that they are the sole owners of the country and have 

a perpetual and inherent right to rule it. This has led to exclusion under all forms of regimes; 

from monarchies to communist and democratic republics, to the Taliban’s theocratic rule. If 

there is no end to the political tradition of ethnic classification in sight, and the perceptions of 

superiority and monopoly over the right to rule do not cease, even creating a façade of ethnic 

participation will not end the cycle of ethnic-political and tribal rivalries and grievances. 

By ignoring the value of inclusiveness, by categorising Afghans and discriminating against 

them on different and varied grounds, the Taliban regime is doing a disservice not only to the 

people but also to itself. “State-building will likely be on hold as the Taliban continues and fails 

to deal with ethnic, religious and development challenges” (Abbas, Ahmed and Fakhar, 2023). 
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Conclusion and Recommendations to Policy-Makers 

This research addressed the important question of what inclusivity means for Afghans in practical 

terms, looked at policy and legislative documents of the Taliban and how they include and 

exclude different groups of citizens, examined the traits and make-up of the Taliban’s de facto 

leadership, assessed how patterns of inclusion and exclusion impacts outcomes such as service 

provision and treatment of citizens and, finally, drew attention to their implications for human 

and civic rights and political stability.  

The findings support the hypothesis that mere symbolic or tokenistic representation does not align 

with the desired inclusivity Afghans aspire to for their political system. Inclusivity in its true 

interpretation should be grounded on equal citizenry (that is, a rights-based approach), which 

recognises individuals as right holders, is enshrined in a social contract such as a constitution, 

and is built on meritocracy, resulting in inclusive outcomes, real power- and wealth-sharing, and 

being implemented through a mechanism that reflects the will of people.  

The research unveiled that the Taliban system of governance has become overly exclusive, 

creating a super-class of clergy with a prerogative over the right to rule, and the masses whose 

role is limited to listening and obedience. It seeks consolidation and monopolisation of power at 

the expense of rights and social cohesion. It favours a narrow demographic consisting of Taliban 

members and loyalists, all male, and the majority stemming from the Pashtun ethnic group, while 

marginalising other groups, including women, ideological opponents, and non-Pashtun ethnic and 

minority groups.  

The data in its current extent and reach, however, is not conclusive enough to support or nullify 

the hypothesis that higher representation of Pashtuns translates to better services for them. 

Nevertheless, the research uncovered considerable variations in both perception and lived 

experiences of discrimination among citizens based on factors such as their ethnic, linguistic, 

regional and religious identity, implying correlation and, to a certain extent, causality. While the 

situation is far from good for every group, including the Pashtuns consulted in this study, its 

impacts are felt far more intensely or aggressively by the non-Pashtun participants that represent 

(to the degree possible) the broader population.  

The paper concludes that the status quo is at complete odds with a rights-based approach and 

reiterates that without an inclusive government, neither Afghanistan’s human rights obligations 

are met, or SDGs achieved, nor will stability or social cohesion be maintained. By choosing 

exclusionary and antagonistic policies contrary to the equal citizenry rights approach, the Taliban 

is doing the country and itself a disservice. The research ends with echoing the UN (2016), that: 

“Addressing inequalities entails addressing structural barriers, reversing unequal distributions of 

power, resources, and opportunities, and challenging discriminatory laws, policies, social norms 

and stereotypes.”  
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Recommendations to Policymakers: 

• Communicate clearly to the Taliban that its government is not inclusive and why it is 

important for them to become inclusive of all segments of the Afghan society.  

• Set benchmarks and criteria for inclusive government and converge on a single definition of 

inclusivity. 

• Reject the approach of equating inclusive government to a few tokenistic ethnic 

appointments at the cabinet level, by way of invitation. 

• Align with the people of Afghanistan’s perception of inclusivity, which entails equal 

citizenry rights and meritocracy, guaranteed in a constitution. 

• Support the reinstatement of democratic processes such as referendums and elections, 

including at the local level. 

• Assure that transitory power-sharing measures are not the goal but the starting point for 

achieving inclusivity, and that these measures extend beyond elite pacts to include 

individuals from all ethno-political groups based on merit.   

• Pressure the Taliban to cede to, and facilitate, a thorough and comprehensive dialogue with 

the participation of all segments of Afghan society to discuss all bits and pieces of 

Afghanistan’s future, including the means to achieving inclusivity. 

• To Afghans: End the stigma around the discussions of decentralisation and treat horizontal 

and vertical expansion, and deconcentration of power and authority, as potential solutions 

for achieving meaningful political inclusion and models for effective and accountable public 

service delivery.  

• Respect the international obligations of Afghanistan by ensuring that public services are 

delivered equitably, free from discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, language, religious 

sect, class, or any other considerations. 

• Cease the ideological and ethnic favouritism in the selection of senior public office holders.  

• Remove the structural and non-written barriers to the participation in government and its 

institutions and ensure that individuals with merit and competence are recruited, free from 

any form of discrimination based on their group identity and affiliation.  

Suggestions for Further/Future Research  

The expansion of the current research to enhance representation and reach a balanced number of 

citizens across all provinces would be beneficial. Further research is required to identify patterns 

of variations in the Taliban’s treatment of civilians and the motivations behind the manipulation 

of public services and diversion of humanitarian assistance, and to establish whether the regime 
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use them to rewards loyalty as a tool for expanding constituencies among certain favoured 

demographics at the expense of the rest. Expansion of the data from the recipient to the provision 

side of public services based on hard evidence, such as budget allocation and disaster response, 

is also recommended as a subject for future studies. 
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