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A Critical Review of International Responses to the Taliban-
Imposed Gender Apartheid

By Oma Seddiq'

Since recapturing power in August 2021, the Taliban has systematically
stripped women of their rights in Afghanistan. The group has issued over
80 edicts that have methodically eliminated women's personal autonomy,
and their freedoms and rights to education, employment, mobility, and
participation in public life.* This institutionalized discrimination amounts
to what many human rights scholars have described as gender apartheid,
necessitating global cooperation and action to defend international human
rights law and the women of Afghanistan.’

Despite the severity of the Taliban’s oppression, the international response
has been fragmented and ineffective. Barring Russia, which recognized
the Taliban in 2025, no state has officially recognized the Taliban de
facto authorities (DFA) as the government of Afghanistan. Many Western
governments, including the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK),
and European Union (EU) member states have condemned the Taliban’s
treatment of women and sanctioned the group. Conversely, regional actors,
including China, Russia, and Pakistan have taken an ambivalent approach,
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balancing criticisms of the Taliban with diplomatic engagement. This essay
examines how these global and regional powers—critical relationships to
Afghanistan—have responded politically, economically, and legally to the
Taliban’s rule.

This essay argues that the international community’s disparate and dampened
responses have emboldened the Taliban's rule and weakened efforts to restore
women'’s rights in Afghanistan. To do so, this essay answers the following
questions: how have states responded to the Taliban-imposed gender
apartheid? To what extent have these actions improved women's rights in
Afghanistan? This paper emphasizes that states must uniformly recognize
the Taliban-imposed gender apartheid and adopt an alternative, actionable
strategy to support international law and the women of Afghanistan. In
this regard, Section 1 examines the Western responses to the Taliban rule.
Regional responses to the Taliban rule are analyzed in Section 2. Section 3
explores the policy proposals that have been floated thus far. The concluding
section summarizes the findings, following which the essay ends with five
policy recommendations.

Western Responses

The US, UK, and EU have taken a somewhat punitive approach to the Taliban's
rule. These governments have issued sanctions and public condemnations
designed to pressure the Taliban to lift its restrictions against women. These
Western countries have also attempted to skirt the Taliban's control to
provide humanitarian support for Afghan women. But these measures have
altogether failed to influence the Taliban’s policies toward women in any
significant measure, calling into question their effectiveness and enforcement,

highlighting the urgency for reform.
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For decades, the US, UK, and the EU have designated the Taliban as a
terrorist organization and imposed sanctions against the group.* Once the
Taliban recaptured power in August 2021, Western governments upheld
their existing sanctions regime to penalize the group and expanded some
of its scope. Key restrictions have included freezing Afghanistan’s banking
assets and prohibiting economic activity with Taliban entities. Afghanistan’s
economy—nheavily dependent on foreign aid—has suffered a massive
collapse since the Taliban takeover. However, the Taliban have managed to
survive the financial upheaval, generating revenue through new sources by
improving regional trade and boosting domestic industries, including mining
and infrastructure.’ The sanctions, intended to harm Taliban leaders, have
arguably been counterproductive, contributing to a humanitarian crisis for
Afghans that has disproportionately impacted women and children.®

To offset the economic turmoil, these countries have coordinated with UN
agencies and international non-governmental organizations (NGO) to funnel
humanitarian aid to Afghanistan, including funding for food, healthcare, and
educational and vocational programs for women. Between 2022 and 2024,
the US, UK, and the European Commission cumulatively contributed around
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USD 3.6 billion in aid to Afghanistan.” However, some scholars argue that
humanitarian aid can inadvertently buttress, rather than weaken, authoritarian
control.® Despite attempts to bypass the Taliban's control, the group’s
prohibitions on women's employment have undermined the success of these
aid initiatives. In April 2024, Samantha Power, a former director of the US
Agency for International Development (USAID) testified that in some cases,
agencies have suspended aid because of the Taliban’s diversions of aid.’

Moreover, the UN Security Council, under resolution 1988 adopted in 2011,
imposed travel bans on senior Taliban leaders. But enforcement has been
inconsistent and the sanctioned list of individuals has not been updated since
2015." Many Taliban authorities have successfully won travel exemptions
from the UN since 2021, frequently visiting countries including Saudi
Arabia, Russia, China, and Qatar.'' Non-sanctioned Taliban authorities have
also traveled across the region, as well as to EU countries, including Germany
and the Netherlands. Countries have largely justified hosting Taliban officials
citing the need to address humanitarian concerns and engage in diplomatic
meetings."?

Research suggests that sanctions are historically unsuccessful at influencing
authoritarianregimes."’ These leaders tend to adapt to restrictions and escalate
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their oppressive domestic policies in retaliation.'* The Taliban’s resilience
to Western-imposed sanctions exemplifies these points. Although sanctions
have signaled the West's opposition to the Taliban’s rule, the unintended
consequences have raised concerns and cast doubt over their implementation
and consistency. Moreover, these sanctions have failed to meaningfully
change the Taliban’s behavior toward women, ultimately falling short of their
desired outcomes.

Senior officials from the US, UK, and the EU have also explicitly denounced
the Taliban’s treatment of women. Former US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken repeatedly decried the Taliban’s rule and called for a reversal of its
anti-women edicts, warning in December 2022 that the group “cannot expect
to be a legitimate member of the international community until they respect
the rights of all in Afghanistan.”"” Yet these public condemnations have
been largely symbolic rather than substantive, failing to shape the Taliban’s
behavior or produce an actionable strategy that improves the situation of
women in Afghanistan. This inaction diminishes the credibility of these
countries’ purported commitments to upholding democratic values.

Despite these global pressure tactics, the Taliban has continued its restrictive
policies against women. This underscores how Western responses to
the Taliban’s rule have been ineffective at reinstating women's rights in
Afghanistan. The US, UK, and the EU are aligned in their goals to support
women's rights but are failing to meet binding human rights law. The ongoing
Taliban-imposed gender apartheid sends a dire message to Western actors to
acknowledge their shortcomings and revise their strategy to erode the group’s
standing. As Afghan women's rights activist Mahbouba Seraj told world
leaders in February 2023 at the Munich Security Conference, “is there a plan?

14. Ibid. (Escriba-Folch and Wright, 2010)

15. Standing with Afghanistan’s Women and Girls [Press Statement by Antony J. Blinken, Secretary of State].
(2022). US Embassy Italy. [online] 20 Dec. Available at: https://it.usembassy.gov/standing-with-afghanistans-
women-and-girls/.




76 ' WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY

Or are you just going to sit down and have meetings after meetings and talk
about it and not get anywhere?”'®

Regional Responses

Compared to Western countries’ responses, regional actors have assumed a
different response to the Taliban—which has only benefited the group. While
these countries have condemned the Taliban’s exclusion of women, they
have focused more on building diplomatic and economic ties with Taliban
leaders."”

However, these political relationships have not influenced the Taliban to undo
its anti-women policies. Rather, the region’s posture has helped empower and
normalize the Taliban as the de facto government of Afghanistan. Regional
powers have taken what can be considered a realist approach, prioritizing
national security, economic, and geopolitical interests over international
obligations to protect human rights.'® This subdued response has neglected
Afghan women and their plea for a restoration of their rights.

Since the Taliban recaptured power in August 2021, global powers like
Russia and China have strengthened relations with Taliban officials and have
even accepted Taliban-appointed diplomats to their countries.'® Beijing and
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Moscow have called on Western leaders to reverse the sanctions imposed on
Taliban and to directly engage with the group’s leaders to address concerns
about women's rights.?® In a January 2024 press conference, Wang Wenbin,
a former spokesperson of China’s foreign ministry, urged for international
engagement with the Taliban to support the group’s reconstruction and
counterterrorism efforts.*!

Likewise, in a July 2024 press conference, Russian President Vladimir Putin
emphasized cooperation with the Taliban for counter terrorism purposes.*
In July 2025, Russia formally recognized the Taliban as Afghanistan’s
government, becoming the first (and thus far, only) state to do so.** Qatar
has played the role of a mediator, often hosting Taliban leaders to the
country and facilitating talks between the group and the broader international
community.** Afghanistan’s neighbor Pakistan has long maintained ties with
Taliban leaders that have persisted since the group recaptured power. Russia,
China, and Pakistan have also strengthened trade and business ties with
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Taliban authorities, announcing new investments in oil production, mining,

and infrastructure.”

Regional governments have engaged with Taliban leaders and have resisted
enacting punitive measures in response to the group’s rollback of women'’s
rights. Instead, these countries have improved relationships with the Taliban
to achieve what they view as a protection of their sovereign interests of
domestic and economic security. However, research shows that women'’s
access to education, employment, and equal participation in society helps
strengthen economies and domestic security.*

Yet, as former deputy speaker of Afghanistan’s parliament and women'’s
rights activist Fawzia Koofi said at the Nobel Peace Conference in September
2024, “...the world has ignored and tried to deliberately de-link the
relationship between women's rights and security,” which also highlights the
need to reassess this “unprincipled and continued engagement” that has failed
to create change for Afghans.”’

Policy Proposals

Ultimately, the Taliban have benefited from these diverging responses
between Western and regional actors. While Western governments pursue
diplomatic and economic isolation, regional actors pursue diplomatic and
economic cooperation with the Taliban. The Taliban have endured as the two
strategies demonstrably contradict and undermine each other. The group has
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exploited the international community’s divisions to maintain its authority
and continue curtailing women'’s rights.

The Taliban’s ongoing oppression of women highlights the failure of current
international actions and demands a coherent strategy that compels the group
to ease its restrictions. Human rights organizations and defenders say status
quo efforts are insufficient and have petitioned the international community
to consider new tools to influence the Taliban’s authority and support the
women of Afghanistan.

In this regard, one vital move would be to codify gender apartheid as a crime
in international law—which scholars and Afghan women'’s rights activists
have repeatedly called for.*® The International Criminal Court’s January 2025
arrest warrant requests filed for two Taliban leaders on gender persecution
charges was a significant step, they argue, but expanding the legal framework
to recognize the systematic oppression of women as a crime against humanity
would be indispensable to strengthen the effort to hold violators accountable >’
Recognition of gender apartheid as a crime could also mobilize and unify
countries to take collective action against Taliban authorities. As Koofi said at
the Nobel Peace Conference, “...it's time for us—for the global community—
to step back and fix our mistakes. We owe it to the people of Afghanistan.™’

Policy experts and activists have also implored the international community to
prioritize engagement with Afghan women as key stakeholders and condition
talks with the Taliban to impel the group to restore women's rights.*' Another
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tool is to expand targeted, multilateral sanctions on Taliban officials and
increase enforcement mechanisms to impede their authority. In aMarch 2023
address to the UN Security Council, Afghan women's rights activist Zubaida
Akbar demanded there be no unconditional engagement with the Taliban,
including high-level visits with UN officials, until women’s rights are met.*

Coordination between Western and regional players is of utmost importance
to ensure that measures to hold the Taliban accountable succeed, and to
ensure the Taliban complies with international law. The US, UK, and the EU
should increase collaboration with regional actors, including China, Russia,
and Pakistan in attempts to apply greater pressure on the Taliban de facto
authorities.” These states’ stances are critical for influencing the Taliban,
and the international community must recognize its leverage. Such policy
measures, if not at least attempted, could deepen women'’s inequality, deny
future generations basic human rights, and weaken Afghanistan’'s economy
and security.

Conclusion

The Taliban has flouted international law and hardened its repressive regime
against women since 202 1. The international community has offered a mix
of political, economic, and legal responses to the Taliban's rule since 2021.
Global and regional actors have prioritized their domestic goals and have
undermined international human rights law in the process. The fractured
response to the Taliban can be characterized as cautious and neglectful rather
than proactive and targeted to reinstate women's rights in Afghanistan. The
lack of cohesion has only emboldened the Taliban whereas Afghan women
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have been left suffering.

Afghan women have urged for reform and called on the world for help, but
the international community has done little to successfully create or enable
change. Western powers have issued sanctions and public condemnations of
Taliban leaders and disbursed humanitarian aid to Afghans. Regional actors
have established relations with Taliban leaders that have failed to influence
the group’s rule. In any event, the Taliban has expanded its restrictions
against women, effectively erasing them from public life and completely
disenfranchising them even in their private lives.

Ignoring serious violations of international human rights law sets a dangerous
precedent, especially in today's era of increased threat of authoritarianism.
Lack of ramifications or accountability incentivizes bad actors to flout human
rights. Policy actions dictated solely by narrow sovereign interests can weaken
global peace and stability and undermine the legitimacy of international
charters and obligations. A reversal from the current trajectory is crucial.
Addressing the Taliban’s gender apartheid is not a standalone challenge, but a
global one, and requires collective, coordinated action to support the women
of Afghanistan and ensure their freedoms for generations to come.

Policy Recommendations

m  The international community must expand international law to
recognize and codify gender apartheid as a crime against humanity in
international law. This is an essential step for developing and enforcing
a comprehensive legal arsenal to counter the Taliban-imposed gender
apartheid.

®  The international community must coordinate a unified international

response to align against the Taliban and weaken its authority.
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All diplomatic engagement with the Taliban must be subject to the
condition that women'’s rights in Afghanistan are restored.

®  The international community must increase diplomatic engagement
with Afghan women to ensure their voices are heard. Alongside this,
they must create opportunities to support Afghan women, i.e. through
remote education, training.

®  The international community must apply stricter, multilateral, targeted
sanctions to ensure all Taliban authorities are covered under those
sanctions. This must be coupled with strengthening enforcement and
oversight of sanctions and other mechanisms.



