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Country of Origin Afghanistan 

Main subject  
Afghan nationals perceived as ‘Westernised’ 
 

Question(s) 
 

Information on the treatment of Afghan nationals perceived as 

‘Westernised’ (2018-2020): 

1.1 What behaviours and/or appearances are reported to be seen 

as ‘Westernised’ and what is the attitude and treatment by 

Afghan society of people returning to Afghanistan from abroad, 

in particular from Western countries? 

- Behaviour and appearance seen as ‘Westernised’ 

-       Attitude and treatment by Afghan society of returnees from 

Western countries 

1.2 What is the situation of in particular women and girls, who are 

seen as having adopted a ‘Westernised’ behaviour or way of life?  

1.3 Are there documented cases of mistreatment or targeting of 

individuals seen as ‘Westernised‘ by: 

- the family, community and/or broader society? 

- by the Afghan State authorities? 
- Anti-Government Elements (AGEs)? 

1.4. Is there any difference in treatment between rural and urban       

areas and in particular in Kabul, Mazar-e Sharif and Herat City? 

1.5 How did the Afghan State respond to documented cases of 

mistreatment directed at individuals seen as ‘Westernised’? 

Date of completion 2 September 2020 

Query Code Q19 

Contributing EU+ COI 
units (if applicable) 

Germany, Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF), 
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Disclaimer 
 

This response to a COI query has been elaborated according to the EASO COI Report Methodology and EASO 
Writing and Referencing Guide.  
 
The information provided in this response has been researched, evaluated and processed with utmost care 
within a l imited time frame. All sources used are referenced. A quality review has been performed in l ine with 
the above mentioned methodology. This document does not claim to be exhaustive neither conclusive as to the 
merit of any particular claim to international protection. If a certain event, person or organisation is not 
mentioned in the report, this does not mean tha t the event has not taken place or that the person or 
organisation does not exist. Terminology used should not be regarded as indicative of a particular legal position.  
 
The information in the response does not necessarily reflect the opinion of EASO and makes no political 
statement whatsoever. 
 
The target audience is caseworkers, COI researchers, policy makers, and decision making authorities. The answer 
was finalised on 2 September 2020. Any event taking place after this date is not included in this answer. 

 

 

 

  

https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Report_Methodology.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Writing_and_Referencing_Guide.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/2019_EASO_COI_Writing_and_Referencing_Guide.pdf
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COI QUERY RESPONSE 
 

Information on the treatment of Afghan nationals perceived as 
‘Westernised’ (2018-2020): 

1.1 What behaviours and/or appearances are reported to be seen as ‘Westernised’ and 

what is the attitude and treatment by Afghan society of people returning to Afghanistan 

from abroad, in particular from Western countries? 

 

Behaviour and appearance seen as ‘Westernised’ 

 

While abroad, returnees may have been exposed to a more liberal environment that could make 

integration in Afghanistan more difficult.1 Rejection by the family and society could be triggered by 

‘speaking with an accent, engaging into conversation when not talked to, dressing differently, going 

to the gym, using skype to speak to friends abroad’, as reported by Asylos in their August 2017 study 

on returnees from Western countries to Kabul.2 Other reasons include a different haircut and style of 

dress3, relaxed position towards religion or consumption of alcohol.4 Friederike Stahlmann, a social 

scientist and an Afghan expert from Germany,5 stated in an expert opinion for a German court, in 

support of an asylum case, that in Afghanistan, all returnees from Europe are suspected that they have 

adapted themselves to the [informal translation] ‘European culture and lifestyle’ while abroad.6 The 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) indicated that the returnees can be seen 

with suspicion by both, local communities and state authorities.7 

 

Friederike Stahlmann indicated that Westernised Afghans are in Dari called ‘qarb-zadeh’ and the 

reasons to be seen as qarb-zadeh could include personal expressions that cannot be spontaneously 

suppressed such as posture and gesture. The returnees then could be seen as having become less 

religious in the West and in order to avoid this accusation they have to demonstrate their faith in a 

‘particularly convincing’ way in their daily lives.8 Stahlmann further wrote that [informal translation]: 

 

                                                             
1 OXFAM, Returning to Fragility: Exploring the link between conflict and returnees in Afghanistan, 31 January 2018, url  
2 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, p. 100 
3 Finland, Finnish Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in 

Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, p. 20 
4 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, pp. 99-100 
5 Friederike Stahlmann is a researcher at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology (Germany) with a focus on 

Afghanistan. The author is specialised in social, religious and legal questions on Afghanistan and has submitted materials on  

Afghanistan to British and German courts in asylum cases. See: Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen 
abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, p. 276, and Max Planck Institute, Friederike Stahlmann, n.d., url  
6 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 312 
7 UNHCR, UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum -Seekers from Afghanistan, 

30 August 2018, url, pp. 46-47 
8 Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, p. 280 

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/oxfam/bitstream/10546/620399/4/rr-returning-fragility-afghanistan-310118-en.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2017434/AM19-8-9_beitrag_stahlmann.pdf
https://www.eth.mpg.de/stahlmann
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b8900109.html
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2017434/AM19-8-9_beitrag_stahlmann.pdf
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‘[…] the expected misconduct also includes extramarital relationships,  consumption of pork, 

alcohol and drugs, as well as all possible forms of apostasy - from neglecting religious duties 

such as regular prayer, through various forms of blasphemy, to conversion to Christianity or 

atheism. Asylum seekers in particular are suspected of having converted because there is an 

increasingly widespread rumor in Afghanistan that European countries allegedly only grant 

protection to Christians.’9 

 

Stahlmann noted that deportations of Afghans from Europe are widely covered in the media and 

deportees are often identified by their full name what makes their return to the country publicly 

known.10 And, according to Stahlmann, the longer time the deportees have spent abroad, the more 

difficult will it be for them to hide the changes in their behaviour and looks and to fit in.11 According 

to the Danish Refugee Council (DRC), ‘[t]he risk of being suspected is greater the longer you have been 

outside Afghanistan and the further away you have been.’12  

 

The Austrian Centre for Country of Origin and Asylum Research and Documentation (ACCORD) 

referred to Melissa Kerr Chiovenda, an anthropologist at the Zayed University in Abu Dhabi, who noted 

in an email that [informal translation]: 

 

‘[M]any Afghans who return from the West certainly are viewed with suspicion, and the 

degree to which they experience this depends upon where they are from and their social class. 

(ie someone from Kabul would have an easier time than someone from Jalalabad, someone 

from an educated class that has sent a lot of people to study in the West would have an easier 

time than someone who was a farmer). A lot of this has to do with fear about possible 

conversion. This level of suspicion can, among certain areas, even be elevated when someone 

has simply spent time with foreigners. People in certain areas of Afghanistan who spend 

extended time with foreigners may be chastised by their communities, so you can imagine 

that in such places, the effect is even worse for those who have spent time in the West.’13 

 

In a response to the ACCORD, Noah Coburn, a Bennington College (Vermont, US) social and cultural 

anthropologist with focus on Afghanistan, stated that certainly not all returnees are confronted with 

such suspicion because of ‘Westernisation’, as there are many Afghans that were once refugees. 

According to Coburn, it is regularly the case for Shia Hazara who are often not considered ‘real 

Muslims’.14 

 

                                                             
9 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 314 
10 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 300 
11 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, pp. 301, 313 
12 DRC, Tilbagevenden til Afghanistan, October 2017, url, p. 16 
13 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 

Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 17 
14 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 
Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 17 

https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://flygtning.dk/media/3886281/tilbagevenden-til-afghanistan-2017.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
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Attitude and treatment by Afghan society of returnees from Western countries  

 

Enforced returns from Europe can be seen be the society and families as shame and failure.15 An expert 

interviewed by Asylos stated that ‘[m]any of these young men come back with debts and with nothing 

in their pockets: a return within the family or the community is therefore impossible as it would shame 

everyone, the returnee included.’16 To be returned to Afghanistan without a secured status in Europe 

is seen as failure, whether it is voluntary or forced.17 If someone returns without money and presents 

for the family members, it is associated with ‘stigma of failure’.18 According a study published by the 

Mixed Migration Centre (MMC) in January 2019, ‘[w]hile direct family tend to be welcoming, there is 

evidence that deportees are viewed negatively in their communities and there is stigma around those 

who migrated irregularly to Europe.’19 Some Afghans believe that returnees must have committed 

crime abroad and that caused their deportation.20 

 

In October 2018, Save the Children released a report documenting experiences of child returnees from 

Europe to Afghanistan that found that ‘stigmatisation due to perceived ‘westernisation’ is a very real 

fear.’21 The same source noted that ‘[w]hile having spent time abroad does not always imply a risk of 

specific targeting, the risks faced by returning children are worsened by the fact that, in some cases, 

the threats that led families and individuals to go abroad, such as targeting by insurgent groups or fear 

of kidnapping, remain upon return.’22 The report added that threats experienced by the children were 

related to their personal enemies, risk of kidnappings and ‘the impact of Westernisation’, without 

further elaborating on the issue.23 

 

Many returnees entirely depend on the support of their family members.24 It would be therefore more 

difficult for the returnees returned to areas from which they do not originate.25 An International 

organisation interviewed during the Finnish fact-finding mission in Kabul in 2019 stated that the 

                                                             
15 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, p. 97; Finland, Finnish 

Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in Kabul, 15 October 

2019, url, p. 21; Seefar, Examining Return and Reintegration in Afghanistan: Why Psychosocial Interventions Matter, July 
2018, url, pp. 30, 33 
16 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, p. 97 
17 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 302 
18 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, pp. 305-306 
19 MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url, p. 41 
20 AI, Rückkehr in Schuld und Scham, 28 August 2019, url; Finland, Finnish Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact -Finding 

Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, p. 21; Diplomat (The), The Ceaseless 
Struggle of Afghan Migrants, 27 May 2020, url; MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, 

January 2019, url, p. 41; Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 307 
21 Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of child returnees, 16 October 2018, url, p. 51 
22 Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of chi ld returnees, 16 October 2018, url, p. 51 
23 Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of child returnees, 16 October 201 8, url, p. 33 
24 MMC, Distant dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url , p. 40 
25 Belgium, CGRS, Cedoca, Afghanistan: Security Situation in Kabul City, 8 April 2020, url, p. 34; Finland, Finnish Immigration 

Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, p. 
21 

https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
https://seefar.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Seefar-Afghanistan-Reintegration-Study.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.amnesty.de/informieren/amnesty-journal/afghanistan-rueckkehr-schuld-und-scham
https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/the-ceaseless-struggle-of-afghan-migrants/
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/belgium/PLib/coi_focus_afghanistan_security_situation_in_kabul_city_20200408.pdf
https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
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‘[n]ewcomers are welcomed by the community to a certain extent and many share houses with each 

other.’26 

 

The Afghanistan Migrant Advice and Support Organization (AMASO), a humanitarian, non-

governmental and non-profit organization, which supports deported Afghan asylum seekers from 

Europe and Australia, indicated that the biggest challenges in general for returnees are lack of income 

and networks.27 A 2017 study by the REACH Initiative, a humanitarian initiative providing data and 

analysis related to crisis, disaster and displacement, found that in general, obstacles faced by Afghan 

returnees include unemployment, homelessness, insecurity and lack of networks.28 Similarly, the 

January 2019 MMC report noted that ‘discrimination is a lesser challenge for many returnees. Most 

Afghans know at least one returnee and are often sympathetic to their situation. The majority (58%) 

of returnees in to a 2017 UNHCR survey reported problems with their communities relating to jobs 

and the cost of living (rather than discrimination). Skilled returnees may be seen positively if they 

promote business or employment.’29 On the other hand, sources reported on an increased risk of 

kidnapping because of a perceived wealth accumulated while abroad.30 

 

An article by Deutsche Welle (DW) also indicated that returnees from Europe may be seen as wealthy 

and that could put their lives in danger.31 A supposed success could be assumed because of a variety 

of reasons, including having a new smartphone or a laptop.32 Referring to a variety of sources, 

Stahlmann concluded that returnees and their families are exposed to the risk of daily criminality and 

criminal networks that think that they could make a huge profit through blackmailing and kidnapping 

of the returnees because of the assumed immense prosperity in Europe.33 

 

1.2 What is the situation of in particular women and girls, who are seen as having adopted 

a ‘Westernised’ behaviour or way of life?  

 

Only limited information on the situation of returnee women and girls who are seen as ‘Westernised’ 

could be found in the consulted and used sources. Sources indicate that majority of returnees to 

                                                             
26 Finland, Finnish Immigration Service, Afghanistan: Fact-Finding Mission to Kabul in April 2019 - Situation of Returnees in 

Kabul, 15 October 2019, url, p. 21 
27 Paris Globalist (The), Afghans - Europe’s forgotten refugees, 20 October 2018, url  
28 REACH Initiative, Migration: A study on Afghan returnees from Europe, their motivations and challenges to reintegration, 

7 November 2017, url, pp. 21, 22 
29 MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url, p. 41 
30 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, p. 97; DRC, Tilbagevenden 

til Afghanistan, October 2017, url, p. 16; Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, 
March 2019, url, p. 93; Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of child returnees, 16 October 2018, url, 

p. 33 
31 DW, Afghans deported from Germany face violence, other perils, 26 May 2019, url 
32 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 322 
33 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 321 

https://migri.fi/documents/5202425/5914056/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf/ebbe969e-aea8-768d-c10b-37fad4b2bbd2/Afghanistan_FFM_Returnees_MIG-1914851.pdf
http://www.parisglobalist.org/afghans-europes-forgotten-refugees/?fbclid=IwAR1PHNvHrAeM0DCRAVmd1nSxVS5OlZhyC7AYIu2SzvoflwrHgL7w0wuhQiw
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/f786ff0a/reach_afg_report_mmp_drivers_return_and_reintegration_october_2017.pdf
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://flygtning.dk/media/3886281/tilbagevenden-til-afghanistan-2017.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/afghans-deported-from-germany-face-violence-other-perils/a-48854746
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
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Afghanistan are men34 and that it would be difficult for a single Afghan woman to leave the country in 

the first place.35 

 

According to a Thomson Reuters Foundation poll, Afghanistan was the second most dangerous 

country to live for a woman in the world in 2018.36 Describing the situation in Afghanistan in 2019, 

Amnesty International (AI) note that ‘Afghan women and girls continued to face gender-based 

violence throughout the country, especially in areas under Taliban control. Incidents of violence 

against women are believed to be significantly underreported.’37 Gender inequality in Afghanistan 

remains a challenge.38 Report by the Dutch government dated March 2019 indicates that social 

position of women is better in the Shia communities of Afghanistan.39 Hazara women are reportedly 

enjoying more freedom than women of other ethnic groups in the country.40 The situation of women 

and girls in urban and rural areas also differs.41 In the major urban centers such as Kabul, Mazar-e 

Sharif and Herat, women can move alone in the public space without a male companion if they family 

agreed to that.42 

 

During an online event organised by the ACCORD in May 2020, F. Stahlmann noted that many Afghan 

girls and women have themselves limited their movement in the public as they were afraid that 

someone could take picture of them and publish them online and that these could be seen in 

Afghanistan.43 In 2018, Stahlmann reported of cases of young women who were allowed by their 

families to work and study, but this was forbidden as soon as they have noticed changes in their 

behaviour influenced by these new freedoms.44 

 

Referring to the concept of ‘male honour’, an Afghan sociologist explained to the BBC News that ‘[t]he 

harshest and toughest men are the most respected and honourable men in society. If the female 

members of their family are liberal, they are considered promiscuous and dishonourable. ’45 In some 

areas of the country, female clothing was subjected to the ‘conservative social mores’ and sometimes 

enforced by the Taliban and religious leaders.46 

 

                                                             
34 MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url, pp. 19, 44; Norway, Landinfo, 

Afghanistan; Kvinners bevegelsesfrihet, 29 May 2020, url, p. 4 
35 Norway, Landinfo, Afghanistan; Kvinners bevegelsesfrihet, 29 May 2020, url, p. 4; Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 

28 March 2018, url, pp. 304, 313 
36 Thomson Reuters Foundation, The world's most dangerous countries for women, 2018, url  
37 AI, Human Rights in Asia-Pacific; Review of 2019 - Afghanistan, 30 January 2020, url 
38 MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url, p. 45 
39 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 88 
40 Australia, DFAT, DFAT Country information report Afghanistan, 27 June 2019, url, p. 35; Norway, Landinfo, Afghanistan: 

Kvinners bevegelsesfrihet, 29 May 2020, url, p. 11 
41 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 88; New Yorker 

(The), Peace talks, the Taliban, and Afghan women’s uncertain future, 19 December 201 9, url  
42 Norway, Landinfo, Afghanistan; Kvinners bevegelsesfrihet, 29 May 2020, url, p. 12 
43 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 

Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 13 
44 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 312 
45 BBC News, WhereIsMyName: Afghan women campaign for the right to reveal their name, 25 July 2020, url  
46 USDOS, Country Report on Human Rights Practices 2019 - Afghanistan, 11 March 2020, url, p. 21 

https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2030706/Temanotat-Afghanistan-Kvinners-bevegelsesfrihet-29052020.pdf
https://landinfo.no/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Temanotat-Afghanistan-Kvinners-bevegelsesfrihet-29052020.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://poll2018.trust.org/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/asia-and-the-pacific/afghanistan/report-afghanistan/
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/country-information-report-afghanistan.pdf
https://landinfo.no/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Temanotat-Afghanistan-Kvinners-bevegelsesfrihet-29052020.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/news/dispatch/peace-talks-the-taliban-and-afghan-womens-uncertain-future
https://landinfo.no/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Temanotat-Afghanistan-Kvinners-bevegelsesfrihet-29052020.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-53436335
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/AFGHANISTAN-2019-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf
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In March 2019, Dutch government released a report that indicates that women seen as Westernised 

‘are at risk of being targeted by AGEs.’47 The report further states that: ‘Afghan women who have lived 

in Western countries for a long time, been educated there and come to cities such as Kabul, Herat or 

Mazar-e Sharif are more likely than local women to find work, for example at an international 

organisation.’48 In Kabul, ‘tens of thousands’ of women now reportedly work outside of their homes.49 

 

Women participating in public life as, for example, civil servants, lawyers or teachers, can be seen as 

‘immoral’ by segments of society.50 According to the United States Department of State (USDOS) 

report covering 2019, ‘[w]omen active in government and politics continued to face threats and 

violence and were targets of attacks by the Taliban and other insurgent groups.’51 UNHCR noted that 

‘women in the public sphere and those holding public office continue to be subjected to threats, 

intimidation and violent attacks’ because of supposed transgression of social norms and immorality 

of such behaviour.52 Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported on ‘high rates of sexual harassment and 

violence against women in Afghan public life’ in 2019.53 Additionally, single or divorced women are 

not seen positively by Afghan society.54 

 

Save the Children reported on the following issues that girls returning to Afghanistan are facing: a lack 

of freedom, violence against women, social pressure, and limited ability to protect themselves from 

harassment.55 The same source has also found that none of the girls they interviewed would seek 

formal justice in case of harassment.56 The January 2019 MMC study reported that female child 

returnees have to face social pressure, harassment and violence after their return to Afghanistan.57 

 

In March 2020, it was reported that the Taliban ‘will protect women's rights, but only if they don't 

violate Islam or Afghan values, suggesting it will curtail some of the fragile freedoms gained by women 

in the past two decades.’58 Already in February 2019, it was reported that Taliban was to allow women 

to work and study, as long as ‘cultural and religious codes’ are maintained, indicating rejection of 

Western clothes.59 

 

                                                             
47 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 92 
48 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 93 
49 Reuters, Afghan working women still face perils at home and office, 20 May 2019, url  
50 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 88 
51 USDOS, Country Report on Human Rights Practices 2019 - Afghanistan, 11 March 2020, url, p. 27 
52 UNHCR, UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum -Seekers from Afghanistan, 

30 August 2018, url, pp. 45-46 
53 HRW, World Report 2020 - Afghanistan, 14 January 2020, url 
54 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 92 
55 Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of child returnees, 16 October 2018, url, p. 45 
56 Save the Children, From Europe to Afghanistan: Experience of child returnees, 16 October 2018, url, p. 44 
57 MMC, Distant dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url , p. 29 
58 RFE/RL, How The Taliban Went From International Pariah To U.S. Peace  Partner In Afghanistan, 23 March 2020, url  
59 RFE/RL, Afghan Taliban Open To Women's Rights -- But Only On Its Terms, 6 February 2019, url  

https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-attacks-women/afghan-working-women-still-face-perils-at-home-and-office-idUSKCN1SQ01D
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/AFGHANISTAN-2019-HUMAN-RIGHTS-REPORT.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b8900109.html
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2020/country-chapters/afghanistan
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/14238/pdf/sc-from_europe_to_afghanistan-screen_1610.pdf
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.rferl.org/a/how-the-taliban-went-from-international-pariah-to-u-s-peace-partner-in-afghanistan/30502909.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-afghanistan-open-women-s-rights-only-terms/29755102.html
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The Afghan Women's Educational Center (AWEC) is providing literacy and tailoring classes for returnee 

women in Kabul, according to Oxfam.60 

 

1.3 Are there documented cases of mistreatment or targeting of individuals seen as 

‘Westernised‘ by: 

- the family, community and/or broader society? 
- by the Afghan State authorities? 

- Anti-Government Elements (AGEs)? 
 

Family, community and/or broader society 

 

The MMC study has found that the returnees ‘may be disproportionately targeted in intercommunal 

violence and robbery because of a lack of local connections.61 Friederike Stahlmann mentioned cases 

when family members beat the returnees and blamed them for their deportation. 62 In their 2016 

report, Refugee Support Network (RSN) reported on two cases of young male returnees being killed 

because of their stay in the UK and Norway, respectively. One killing was attributed to the Taliban, no 

information on the perpetrators was provided regarding the other.63 

 

Returnees from Europe may be associated with shame and failure and rejected by their families, 

according to the Asylos report, and some prefer to remain homeless upon return to Afghanistan rather 

than face rejection by their families.64 According to the Amnesty International (AI), many returnees to 

Afghanistan fear being targeted on suspicion that they behaved in an unislamic way while abroad, 

including drinking alcohol and meeting with women.65 

 

According to Friederike Stahlmannm, as reported by the ACCORD, to be seen as ‘Westernised’ can 

result in threats to the returnees by their family members and neighbours. Most of the [informal 

translation] ‘politically motivated attacks on the ground on Westernisation’ known to the author came 

from the neighbourhoods.66 The source mentioned a case when a returnee was physically assaulted 

by his father and neighbours, as well as six other cases when returnees were threatened or attacked 

in the public because they were seen as ‘traitors’ or ‘unbelievers’.67 

 

                                                             
60 Oxfam, Returning to fragility, Exploring the link between conflict and returnees in Afghanistan, January 2018, url, pp. 23-

24 
61 MMC, Distant Dreams, Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url, p. 41 
62 Diplomat (The), The Ceaseless Struggle of Afghan Migrants, 27 May 2020, url  
63 RSN, After return: Documenting the experiences of young people forcibly removed to Afghanistan, April 2016, url, pp. 29-

30 
64 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, p. 100 
65 AI, Rückkehr in Schuld und Scham, 28 August 2019, url  
66 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 

Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 18 
67 Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, pp. 279-280 

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620399/rr-returning-fragility-afghanistan-310118-en.pdf;jsessionid=55717E095F3BD1A3A10C15FF6EE5A9B3?sequence=4
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/the-ceaseless-struggle-of-afghan-migrants/
https://hubble-live-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/rsn/attachment/file/8/After_return_April_2016.pdf
https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://www.amnesty.de/informieren/amnesty-journal/afghanistan-rueckkehr-schuld-und-scham
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2017434/AM19-8-9_beitrag_stahlmann.pdf
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In Afghanistan, converts from Islam may be abandoned by their families.68 According to the USDOS, 

Afghan Muslims converting to Christianity have received threats from their family members.69 The 

source adds that ‘[a]ccused blasphemers, like apostates, have three days to recant or face death, 

although there is no clear process for recanting under sharia. ’70 Despite no official prosecutions in the 

last five years, individuals have experienced rejection by their families.71 

 

Afghan state authorities 

 

Afghan constitution guarantees to every Afghan the right to travel abroad and to return. 72 Returnees 

from Europe and Western countries represent only a small fraction of returnees to Afghanistan. 73 In 

2016, Afghan government and the European Union adopted a document ‘on addressing and 

preventing irregular migration, and on return of irregular migrants’.74 In 2018, Ministry of Refugees 

and Repatriation published Return and Reintegration Response Plan - 2018 for returnees from Iran 

and Pakistan.75  

 

The Afghan government may support returnees from Europe with legal aid, job placement, land, and 

housing, according to the Asia Foundation.76 In July 2018, Seefar77 published a study that has found 

that ‘very few individuals’ received other form of support upon return than transportation and 

financial assistance, provided by a sending country and the UNHCR.78 In August 2019, Al Jazeera 

reported that IDPs in Kabul complained of a lack of governmental support.79  

 

A November 2019 joint report by the Medico International and Afghanistan Human Rights and 

Democracy Organization (AHRDO) has found that ‘[t]he Afghan government has done nothing to 

tackle the grievances of the deportees from Europe. Instead, it has contributed to them by harassing 

some of the deportees at the airport. The only assistance that the deportees have received, has been 

small amount of cash by the deporting countries.’80 The August 2017 Asylos report indicated that 

                                                             
68 Australia, DFAT, DFAT Country information report Afghanistan, 27 June 2019, url, p. 28 
69 USDOS, 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom), Afgha nistan, 10 June 2020, url, pp. 2, 17 
70 USDOS, 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom), Afghanistan, 10 June 2020, url, p. 6 
71 USDOS, 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom), Afghanistan, 10 June 2020, url, p. 9 
72 Afghanistan, Islamic republic of, The Constitution of Afghanistan, 26 January 2004, url, art. 39 
73 Oxfam, Returning to fragility, Exploring the link between conflict and returnees in Afghanistan, January 2018, url, p. 3 
74 EEAS, Joint Way Forward on Migration Issues between Afghanistan and the EU, 2017, url 
75 Afghanistan (Islamic Republic of), Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, Return and Reintegration Response Pl an, 2018, 
url 
76 Asia Foundation (The), A survey of the Afghan returnees, 2019, url, p. 47 
77 Seefar describes itself as "Our vision is for a world in which vulnerable people have more opportunities to advance  

themselves. The purpose of our social enterprise is to work with those people to build a better future." See: Seefar, About 
us, n.d., url  
78 Seefar, Examining Return and Reintegration in Afghanistan: Why Psychosocial Interventions Matter, July 2018, url, p. 14 
79 Al Jazeera, 'Poor people's Eid': How Kabul IDPs welcomed Muslim celebration, 13 August 2019, url  
80 Medico international and AHRDO, Deportation to Afghanistan: A Challenge to State Legitimacy and Stability?, November 
2019,  url, p. 19 

https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/country-information-report-afghanistan.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AFGHANISTAN-2019-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AFGHANISTAN-2019-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/AFGHANISTAN-2019-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
http://www.afghanembassy.com.pl/afg/images/pliki/TheConstitution.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620399/rr-returning-fragility-afghanistan-310118-en.pdf;jsessionid=55717E095F3BD1A3A10C15FF6EE5A9B3?sequence=4
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/eu_afghanistan_joint_way_forward_on_migration_issues.pdf
https://afghanistan.iom.int/press-releases/ministry-refugees-and-repatriation-morr-and-international-organization-migration-iom
file:///C:/Users/hessece/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/N1XNU5O6/2020_AFG_COI_Query_Westernisation_Q19.docx
https://seefar.org/about-us/
https://seefar.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Seefar-Afghanistan-Reintegration-Study.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/08/poor-peoples-eid-kabul-idps-welcomed-muslim-festival-190812185753373.html
https://www.medico.de/fileadmin/user_upload/media/en/deportation-to-afghanistan.pdf
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returnees are seen as a financial burden and a security threat by the state.81 Sources noted that the 

returnees largely depend on the support of their family members.82 

 

In a December 2019 report, UNHCR noted that: 

 

‘Security forces and officials regularly accuse Afghan returnees of having betrayed their 

country by fleeing, to be infidels or even converts. Several deportees reported that state 

actors insulted or threatened them with violence. This includes not only members of pro-

government militias. Some deportees reported that security forces at the airport questioned 

whether they were Afghans, on the basis that Afghans are expected to defend their fatherland 

instead of seeking safety abroad. Some deportees reported that the officers denied them the 

issuance of their ID-card, on the basis that they had fled to Germany.’83 

 

According to F. Stahlmann, as quoted by the UNHCR, ‘[d]eportees often lack social and political 

support as well as money for bribing security officers in order to ensure their help.’84 Stahlmann added 

that organised crime networks count on the corruption of the justice system and de facto immunity 

for their acts.85 

 

According to the Medico and AHRDO report, ‘Afghan President Ghani upholds and promotes a 

nationalist discourse of state-building. Within this framework, it is expected that every Afghan citizen 

acts patriotically. Escaping the country for whatever reason is considered an unpatriotic act, therefore 

reproachable in and of itself.’86 As such, President Ashraf Ghani views people fleeing as both, a 

destabilising and a discrediting factor.87 In 2018, a government spokesperson assessed a deportation 

from Europe to Afghanistan as a punishment for a crime, as reported by Stahlmann.88 

 

In their June 2019 report, Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) 

stated that ‘DFAT has no information to suggest that returnees from western countries attract 

negative attention from state authorities for having sought and failed to gain asylum.’89  

 

                                                             
81 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, pp. 96-97 
82 Belgium, CGRS, Cedoca, Afghanistan: Security Situation in Kabul City, 8 April 2020, url, p. 34; MMC, Distant dreams, 

Understanding the aspirations of Afghan returnees, January 2019, url , p. 40; REACH Initiative, Migration: A study on Afghan 
returnees from Europe, their motivations and challenges to reintegration, 7 November 2017, url, p. 22 
83 UNHCR, Afghanistan: Compilation of Country of Origin Information (COI) Relevant for Assessing the Availability of an 

Internal Flight, Relocation or Protection Alternative (IFA/IRA/IPA) to Kabul, December 2019, url, p. 20 
84 UNHCR, Afghanistan: Compilation of Country of Origin Information (COI) Relevant for Assessing the Availability of an 
Internal Flight, Relocation or Protection Alternative (IFA/IRA/IPA) to Kabul, De cember 2019, url, p. 20 
85 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 321 
86 Medico international and AHRDO, Deportation to Afghanistan: A Challenge to State Legitimacy and Stability?, November 
2019,  url, p. 17 
87 Medico international and AHRDO, Deportation to Afghanistan: A Challenge to State Legitimacy and Stability?, November 

2019,  url, p. 17 
88 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 307 
89 Australia, DFAT, DFAT Country information report Afghanistan, 27 June 2019, url, p. 51 

https://www.asylos.eu/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=687d4df7-bf78-4000-8acc-3f2c07c750ef
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/belgium/PLib/coi_focus_afghanistan_security_situation_in_kabul_city_20200408.pdf
https://drc.ngo/media/5222134/mixed-migration-understanding-afghan-returnees.pdf
https://www.impact-repository.org/document/reach/f786ff0a/reach_afg_report_mmp_drivers_return_and_reintegration_october_2017.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5def56204.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5def56204.html
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.medico.de/fileadmin/user_upload/media/en/deportation-to-afghanistan.pdf
https://www.medico.de/fileadmin/user_upload/media/en/deportation-to-afghanistan.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/country-information-report-afghanistan.pdf
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Anti-Government Elements (AGEs) 

 

In their August 2018 report, the UNHCR noted that ‘[t]here are reports of individuals who returned 

from Western countries [to Afghanistan] having been threatened, tortured or killed by AGEs [Anti-

Government Elements] on the grounds that they were perceived to have adopted values associated 

with these countries, or they had become “foreigners” or that they were spies for or supported a 

Western country.’90 The same source indicated that the following individuals could be additionally 

seen as Westernised by the AGEs: humanitarian and development workers, and women in public 

sphere.91 

 

In their December 2019 report, UNHCR quoted F. Stahlmann who concluded that: ‘The fact of having 

been in Europe is enough to be targeted by the Taliban. From the Taliban’s point of view, Afghans who 

risked their lives to ask the “infidel occupiers” for protection “clearly defected to the other side.” They 

are not only accused of being infidels, but also of being spies and traitors.’92 In an online event 

organized by the ACCORD in May 2020, Stahlmann noted that in relation to the Taliban, the accusation 

of being an unbeliever may have two meanings, religious and political. The latter could imply a person 

who was in contact with their perceived enemy.93 

 

According to Stahlmann, emigration to Europe is seen as an act of political opposition by the Taliban. 

All those seen as the opponents could be declared apostates, spies or foreigners, which could bring 

them to a deadly danger.94 Two deportees from Australia have been previously killed by the Taliban 

on the ground of being in an infidel country.95 In 2016, RSN reported on a young returnee from Norway 

killed by the Taliban.96 In their annual report covering 2019, Amnesty International stated that ‘[u]pon 

their return, many Afghans were exposed to renewed threats and violence from armed groups and 

local militias they had sought to escape’, without providing further details.97 

 

According to Friederike Sstahlmann, returnees from Europe could be betrayed to the Taliban also in 

big cities Kabul, Herat, Mazar-e Sharif and Jalabalad and the risk [informal translation] ‘is really based 

only on the escape [to Europe]’. 98 The source further indicates that there is ‘a big difference’ between 

those who had gone to Iran and those who had gone to Europe and that emigration to Iran is not sot 

                                                             
90 UNHCR, UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum -Seekers from Afghanistan, 

30 August 2018, url, pp. 46-47 
91 UNHCR, UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum -Seekers from Afghanistan, 
30 August 2018, url, pp. 46-47 
92 UNHCR, Afghanistan: Compilation of Country of Origin Information (COI) Relevant for Assessing the Availability of an 

Internal Flight, Relocation or Protection Alternative (IFA/IRA/IPA) to Kabul, December 2019, url, p. 20 
93 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 
Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 14 
94 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 310 
95 Stahlmann, F., Gutachten Afghanistan, 28 March 2018, url, p. 311 
96 RSN, After return: Documenting the experiences of young people forcibly removed to Afghanistan, April 2016, url, pp. 29-

30 
97 AI, Human Rights in Asia-Pacific; Review of 2019 - Afghanistan, 30 January 2020, url 
98 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellscha ftliche 
Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 18 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b8900109.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b8900109.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5def56204.html
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1431611/90_1527075858_gutachten-afghanistan-stahlmann-28-03-2018.pdf
https://hubble-live-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/rsn/attachment/file/8/After_return_April_2016.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/asia-and-the-pacific/afghanistan/report-afghanistan/
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
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seen as ‘an escape’ by the Taliban.99 F. Stahlmann has documented a case of two Afghans returned to 

Afghanistan from Germany, who were arrested by the Taliban at a checkpoint. They came under the 

suspicion because they didn’t wear a beard. They were later mistreated because they were suspected 

of working for ‘the unbelievers’.100 The same source concluded that [informal translation] ‘violence 

against deportees or their families due to their return is not only to be expected, but also occurs within 

a very short time.’101 

 

Accusations made to the returnees include lack of belief, espionage and betrayal. Some 20 % of 31 

deportees in the Stahlmann’s study were either directly threatened by the Taliban or blackmailed to 

be handed over to the Taliban because of their stay in Europe.102 Similarly, an older study from April 

2016 by the RSN found that returnees were in danger because the Taliban could see them as infidels 

and spies.103 

 

Sources suggest that returnees may be at higher risk of recruitment by armed groups.104 Moreover, 

men and women accused of immoral behavior in the Taliban controlled areas can face sentences 

including lashings and death.105 

 

On 31 July 2019, the attack on the Department of Refugees and Returnees in Jalalabad left 15 people 

dead.106 

 

In June 2020, FDD’s Long War Journal informed about a Taliban video that called ‘atheism, 

communism, secularism, democracy, and other satanic western and disbelieving ideologies’ 

‘poisonous deviant beliefs’.107 

 

1.4 Is there any difference in treatment between rural and urban areas and in particular in 

Kabul, Mazar-e Sharif and Herat City? 

 

                                                             
99 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen  islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 

Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 18 
100 Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, str. 279 
101 Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, str. 278 
102 Stahlmann, F., Studie zum Verbleib und zu den Erfahrungen abgeschobener Afghanen, 2019, url, str. 278 
103 RSN, After return: Documenting the experiences of young people forcibly removed to Afghanistan, April 2016, url, pp. 28-

29 
104 Asylos, Afghanistan: Situation of young male 'Westernised' returnees to Kabul, August 2017, url, pp. 46-47, p. 101; DRC, 

Tilbagevenden til Afghanistan, October 2017, url, p. 16; Medico international and AHRDO, Deportation to Afghanistan: A 
Challenge to State Legitimacy and Stability?, November 2019, url, pp. 6, 21; Seefar, Examining Return and Reintegration in 

Afghanistan: Why Psychosocial Interventions Matter, July 2018, url, p. 40 
105 UNHCR, UNHCR Eligibility Guidelines for Assessing the International Protection Needs of Asylum -Seekers from 
Afghanistan, 30 August 2018, url, p. 79 
106 UNSC, Letter dated 10 June 2019 from the Chair of the Security Council Committee established pursuant to resolution 

1988 (2011) addressed to the President of the Security Council, 13 June 2019, url, para. 58 
107 Roggio, B., Taliban denounces ‘ deviant beliefs,’ including ‘satanic western and disbelieving ideologies’, In: LWJ, 10 June 
2020, url  
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Only limited information on difference in treatment of returnees from Western countries in urban and 

rural areas could be found in the consulted and listed sources.  See also 1.2 and 1.3. 

 

Sources indicate that there are differences between more liberal urban centers and traditionally 

conservative rural areas in Afghanistan.108 Over 70 % of the Afghan population lives in the rural 

areas.109 The March 2019 Dutch government report quoted a confidential source that stated that 

‘armed opposition groups are the de facto rulers in the countryside and they impose their own values 

and principles on the population.’110 

 

The Afghan capital Kabul hosts a diverse society including young and educated urbanites seen as more 

liberal111 but also some very conservative segments of the society112. Similar differences between 

conservative and liberal members of the society were described also in the city of Herat.113 In April 

2019, it was reported that religious authorities in Herat managed to ban live concerts and celebrations 

of the Valentine’s day in the city.114  

 

In an email exchange with ACCORD in June 2020, Kerr Chiovenda indicated that the acceptance of a 

returnee from the West depends on the region of origin and a social position of a person, so for 

example, [informal translation] ‘it is easier for a person from Kabul than for a person from Jalalabad.’ 

The same source adds that [informal translation] ‘in some regions of Afghanistan it can happen that a 

person who has spent long periods of time with foreigners is punished by their community. So one 

can imagine that the consequences for a person who lived in the West could be even worse.’115 

 

1.5 How did the Afghan State respond to documented cases of mistreatment directed at 

individuals seen as ‘Westernised’? 

 

Only limited information on the Afghan state response to the cases of mistreatment of individuals 

seen as Westernised could be found in the consulted and listed sources.  

 

Afghanistan Migrants Advice and Support Organization (AMASO), an Afghan NGO interviewed during 

the Finish fact-finding mission in Kabul in April 2019, stated in relation to targeting of returnees by 

family members and other individuals, that ‘[t]he Afghan police are not able to deal with these cases 

                                                             
108 GSR, The Price Of Inequality: The Dangerous Rural -Urban Divide In Afghanistan, 9 June 2019, url; Guardian (The), The 

female journalists defying taboos and braving death threats in Afghanistan, 31 May 2017,  url  
109 Australia, DFAT, DFAT Country information report Afghanistan, 27 June 2019, url, p. 51; GSR, The Price Of Inequality: The 

Dangerous Rural-Urban Divide In Afghanistan, 9 June 2019, url 
110 Netherlands (The), Ministry of Foreign Affairs: Country of Origin Report Afghanistan, March 2019, url, p. 87 
111 Spiegel, Afghanistan's Young Liberal Elites Challenge the Taliban, 24 Jul y 2017, url  
112 EASO, EASO Country of Origin Information Report Afghanistan Individuals targeted under  societal and legal norms, 
December 2017, url, p. 100; NYT, For Women in Kabul, ‘It Is Just Me and the Water’, 22 December 2019, url  
113 Gandhara RFE/RL, In Push For Afghan Peace, Society Weighs Tradition And Modernity, 23 April 2019, url 
114 Gandhara RFE/RL, In Push For Afghan Peace, Society Weighs Tradition And Modernity, 23 April 2019, url 
115 ACCORD, Afghanistan: Apostasie, Blasphemie, Konversion, Verstoß gegen islamische Verhaltensregeln, gesellschaftliche 
Wahrnehmung von RückkehrerInnen aus Europa, 15 June 2020, url, p. 17 

https://globalsecurityreview.com/inequality-dangerous-rural-urban-divide-afghanistan/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/may/31/female-journalists-defy-taboos-braving-death-threats-afghanistan
https://www.dfat.gov.au/sites/default/files/country-information-report-afghanistan.pdf
https://globalsecurityreview.com/inequality-dangerous-rural-urban-divide-afghanistan/
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2010321/COIAfghanistanMarch2019.pdf
https://www.spiegel.de/international/world/a-seed-sown-by-the-west-afghanistan-s-young-liberal-elites-challenge-the-taliban-a-1158572.html
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/easo/PLib/Afghanistan_targeting_society.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/22/world/asia/afghanistan-kabul-women-swimming.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-in-push-for-afghan-peace-society-weighs-tradition-and-modernity/29898990.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-in-push-for-afghan-peace-society-weighs-tradition-and-modernity/29898990.html
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2031618/Afghanistan_Apostatsie_Konversion_Blasphemie.pdf
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because the police are busy tackling the Taliban and ISIS terrorism. The police are not able and not 

interested in dealing with personal cases.’116 

 

An expert interviewed by the Asylos in June 2017 noted that there is ‘very little sympathy for 

returnees. It is often expressed through rudeness and insults from authorities, but also an 

unwillingness to address returnees’ claims or requests.’117 
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