
 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY41

Collaborative Strategies to Address the Taliban-Imposed 
Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan

By Nazila Jamishidi1

Since seizing power in Afghanistan in August 2021, the Taliban have 
imposed increasingly harsh restrictions on the rights and freedoms of Afghan 
women, girls, and others, issuing over 100 edicts that limit their mobility, 
public gatherings, access to healthcare, education, employment, sport, and 
recreational activities. The actions of the Taliban de facto authorities (DFA) 
have effectively created a regime of gender apartheid, where women and 
girls are treated as second-class citizens solely based on their gender. The 
secretary general of the United Nations (UN) has highlighted the gender-
based apartheid emerging in Afghanistan, and the executive director of UN 
Women has called for an “intergovernmental process” to formally codify 
gender apartheid as a crime in international law.2 Drawing on the experience 
of the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, this essay argues that 
meaningful collaborations, international legal advocacy, and increased 
engagement with international human rights mechanisms are critical steps for 
building the political will necessary for the recognition of gender apartheid in 
Afghanistan. 

This essay explores the efforts being undertaken to address the Taliban-
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sg/statements/2023-01-12/the-secretary-generals-remarks-the-security-council-the-promotion-and-
strengthening-of-the-rule-of-law-the-maintenance-of-international-peace-and-security-the-rule-of.
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imposed gender apartheid in Afghanistan and examines collaborative 
strategies that can help end gender apartheid in the country. Section 1 provides 
a contextual overview of the efforts currently being undertaken to end the 
Taliban-imposed gender apartheid in Afghanistan. Section 2 discusses the 
need for, and pathways to, recognize the current circumstances in the country as 
gender apartheid. Section 3 argues that developing meaningful collaborative 
efforts would help develop and implement tangible, measurable actions to 
end gender apartheid in Afghanistan. The concluding section summarizes the 
findings and the essay concludes with three policy recommendations.

Contextual Overview: Current Efforts to End the Taliban-
Imposed Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan

To address the intensifying gender apartheid situation in Afghanistan, human 
rights defenders both within and outside of Afghanistan, alongside global 
human rights institutions, including Atlantic Council’s Project Litigation 
and Open Society are taking coordinated actions to facilitate codification of 
gender apartheid as a crime against humanity. For instance, in March 2023, 
numerous Afghan and global human rights advocates launched the grassroots 
End Gender Apartheid Campaign. By October 2023, over 100 prominent 
jurists, public figures, academics, and civil society leaders had urged the 
international community to incorporate gender apartheid as a crime in the 
Draft Crimes against Humanity Convention currently being discussed by 
the UN General Assembly.3 Several global institutions and organizations are 
actively engaged in discussions and efforts to codify gender apartheid as a 
crime against humanity. These include:

3. The End Gender Apartheid Campaign. (n.d.).  End Gender Apartheid. [online] Available at: https://
endgenderapartheid.today/. 
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1.	 United Nations (UN):
The UN, through its various bodies, has played a significant role in 
raising awareness of gender apartheid, especially in Afghanistan. The 
UN secretary general has voiced concern about gender-based apartheid 
under the Taliban. Additionally, the executive director of UN Women 
has called for an intergovernmental process to explicitly codify gender 
apartheid in international law.4

2.	 UN General Assembly: 
The Draft Crimes Against Humanity Convention, currently under 
consideration by the UN General Assembly, has been proposed as a 
vehicle for formally recognizing and codifying gender apartheid as a 
specific crime.5

3.	 International Criminal Court:
Under the Rome Statute, the International Criminal Court (ICC) has 
jurisdiction over crimes against humanity. Although “gender apartheid” 
is not yet formally recognized as a distinct crime, advocates are working 
to have it included as part of the broader category of crimes against 
humanity, under "persecution" or "inhumane acts" targeting gender.6

4.	 Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights:
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) monitors human rights violations globally and reports on 
gender-based discrimination, often providing detailed assessments 
of situations where gender apartheid may be occurring, such as in 

4. Ibid (Guterres, 2023) 

5. Draft articles on prevention and punishment of crimes against humanity [Recommendations from the 
Working Group on discrimination against women and girls]. (2024). [online] New York: UN General Assembly. 
Available at: https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/WG.11/40/1. 

6. Morioka, S. (2023). Bennoune Addresses UN Security Council on Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan. Univesity 
of Michigan, School of Law. [online] 27 Sep. Available at: https://michigan.law.umich.edu/news/bennoune-
addresses-un-security-council-gender-apartheid-afghanistan.
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Afghanistan.7

5.	 UN Human Rights Council:
The UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) has the authority to 
investigate and report on human rights abuses, including gender-based 
discrimination and apartheid. Through their reports and statements, UN 
Special Rapporteurs on violence against women and on the situation in 
Afghanistan have highlighted the systemic violations of women's rights 
in the country.8

These institutions are integral to the ongoing process of defining and 
incorporating gender apartheid as a crime against humanity into international 
legal frameworks, with advocacy efforts aimed at holding the Taliban 
accountable for systemic gender-based discrimination.

Significant efforts have been made by Afghan women and their international 
allies to facilitate the recognition of the current conditions in Afghanistan as 
gender apartheid. However, the campaign is still in its early stages and requires 
further coordinated efforts to achieve its deserved outcome. Drawing on the 
experience of the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, this paper argues 
that international legal advocacy and increased engagement with international 
human rights mechanisms are critical steps toward building the political will 
necessary for the recognition of gender apartheid in Afghanistan. 

Nonetheless, recognition—of gender apartheid as a crime against 
humanity—alone is insufficient. This paper also contends that developing 
and implementing tangible, measurable actions to end gender apartheid 

7. Gender apartheid must be recognised as a crime against humanity, UN experts say. (2024). Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights. [online] 20 Feb. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-
releases/2024/02/gender-apartheid-must-be-recognised-crime-against-humanity-un-experts-say.

8. Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan (2024). A/HRC/55/80: Situation of human 
rights in Afghanistan - Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan (Advance 
edited version). [online] Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. Available at: http://ohchr.org/en/
documents/country-reports/ahrc5580-situation-human-rights-afghanistan-report-special-rapporteur.
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in Afghanistan must be prioritized by human rights defenders and global 
actors alike. These actions include applying diplomatic pressure, supporting 
grassroots movements, and providing humanitarian and legal assistance to 
Afghan women. Collaborative global efforts are essential for transforming 
recognition into concrete changes on the ground.

Facilitating the Recognition of Current Conditions as Gender 
Apartheid

Afghan women and international human rights advocates are pressing for the 
recognition of gender apartheid as a crime against humanity due to its deeply 
entrenched and systemic nature. Apartheid is characterized by the intentional 
establishment of a regime designed to oppress and control a specific group, 
while enabling the dominant group to benefit from this subjugation. This 
oppressive structure permeates every aspect of the marginalized group’s 
political, economic, and social lives, making it exceedingly difficult for them 
to escape their subjugation.9 

Unlike general acts of discrimination, the purpose of apartheid is to sustain a 
governance system rooted in systemic domination. This is what distinguishes 
gender apartheid from other forms of gender-based persecution under 
international law—the focus is on preserving the oppressive system itself, 
not just denying individuals rights because of their identity.10 This distinction 
is critical in understanding why gender apartheid is viewed as separate from 
other types of gender persecution.

Codifying gender apartheid as a crime against humanity would create legal 
avenues to hold the Taliban accountable for their actions. This formal 
recognition would also enhance global solidarity by drawing attention to 
the gravity of the situation in Afghanistan and stigmatizing the Taliban's 

9. [Press Release] Global: Gender apartheid must be recognised as a crime under international law. 
(2024).  Amnesty International. [online] 17 Jun. Available at: https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/
global-gender-apartheid-must-be-recognised-crime-under-international-law.

10. Ibid (Morioka, 2023) 
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oppressive regime. By classifying gender apartheid as a crime, the 
international community can adopt a unified and strategic approach, using a 
combination of international and domestic legal mechanisms to address the 
systemic violations faced by Afghan women and girls.11 For Afghan women 
and their international allies, achieving this legal recognition is a shared 
objective.

These collective efforts should not only continue but efforts like international 
legal advocacy, leveraging media and public awareness campaigns, and 
further engagement with international human rights mechanisms need to be 
undertaken. 

International Legal Advocacy: A crucial strategy for human rights 
defenders is advancing legal advocacy to achieve international recognition of 
Afghanistan's situation as gender apartheid. While gender apartheid is not yet 
a formally codified crime under international law, it aligns with the broader 
framework of crimes against humanity as outlined by the Rome Statute. 
Some international non-government organizations (NGO) have begun this 
work. For instance, organizations like the Atlantic Council and the Global 
Justice Center are actively advocating for the recognition of gender apartheid 
as an international crime, with a specific focus on Afghanistan. Their efforts 
involve drafting legal arguments and advocacy strategies in collaboration 
with experts and endorsing joint letters and briefs to governments.

These organizations propose defining gender apartheid based on the 
established crime of racial apartheid, drawing strong parallels between the 
Taliban's systemic oppression of women, girls, and LGBTQI individuals in 
Afghanistan and the conditions that characterized racial apartheid.12 This 

11. Halaimzai, S., Mehran, M. and Theros, M. (n.d.).  Inside Afghanistan’s gender apartheid: Listen as women 
reveal the impact of the Taliban’s oppressive decrees. [online] Atlantic Council [Civic Engagement Project]. 
Available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/inside-afghanistans-gender-
apartheid-listen-as-women-reveal-the-impact-of-the-talibans-oppressive-decrees/. 

12. Mohammad, A.R. (2024). Why the Taliban’s persecution of women meets the bar of a crime against 
humanity. Atlantic Council. [online] 14 Mar. Available at: https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/
taliban-persecution-of-women-crime-against-humanity/.
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advocacy underscores the urgency for international action.

It is also essential that human rights defenders (Afghans and non-Afghans) 
collaborate and work alongside international legal experts and organizations 
to draft proposals aimed at bodies like the UNHRC, urging formal recognition 
of the Taliban’s actions in Afghanistan as gender apartheid. NGOs can further 
support Afghan human and women’s rights advocates by facilitating their 
engagement with the UN's legal offices and organizing discussions with 
South African experts to draw on lessons from the counter-racial apartheid 
movement. Coordinated international action, like that of the UN's response to 
South Africa's racial apartheid, is essential for addressing gender apartheid in 
Afghanistan effectively.

Leveraging Media and Public Awareness Campaigns: Human rights 
organizations and the public are launching targeted media campaigns to raise 
awareness about gender apartheid in Afghanistan. Initiatives like Women 
Post, End Gender Apartheid, and Zan TV, primarily driven by Afghan female 
advocates, are utilizing social media to draw attention to the urgent plight of 
Afghan women and the necessity of recognizing gender apartheid as a crime 
against humanity.13 Additionally, organizations such as the Malala Fund 
are amplifying the voices of Afghan women and girls by documenting their 
experiences with severe gender-based discrimination.14 These campaigns, 
to some degree, have successfully shaped global narratives and influenced 
policymakers to acknowledge the Taliban's policies as gender apartheid.15 
For instance, in September 2024, 26 countries expressed their support for 
a legal initiative to hold the Taliban accountable at the International Court 
of Justice for systematic human rights violations against women and girls in 

13 @EGACampaign [End Gender Apartheid]. X [formerly Twitter] (n.d.). Available at: https://x.com/
EGACampaign 

14. Tretler, M. (2024). Malala Fund works to end gender apartheid in Afghanistan. Malala Fund. [online] 6 Mar. 
Available at: https://malala.org/news-and-voices/malala-fund-works-to-end-gender-apartheid-in-afghanistan.

15. Joseph, J. (2024). Canada, Australia, Germany, and the Netherlands set to initiate legal proceedings against 
Taliban at ICJ.  JURISTnews. [online] 25 Sep. Available at: https://www.jurist.org/news/2024/09/canada-
australia-germany-and-the-netherlands-set-to-initiate-legal-proceedings-against-taliban-at-icj/#.
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Afghanistan.16 

The Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) effectively utilized media and 
public awareness campaigns to garner international support and pressure 
governments to act against racial apartheid in South Africa. Through initiatives 
like boycotts, mass demonstrations, and targeted media campaigns, the AAM 
raised global awareness of the injustices faced by Black South Africans under 
apartheid.17 Notable campaigns included the international sports boycott and 
cultural sanctions, which were widely publicized and highlighted the moral 
imperative for action. The AAM also worked with mainstream media and 
alternative press outlets to maintain a steady stream of information, making 
apartheid a regular topic of international concern.18 

Engaging with International Human Rights Mechanisms: Human rights 
defenders must collaborate with UN agencies, NGOs, and international human 
rights bodies to present reports and data on gender-based discrimination in 
Afghanistan. Currently, several Afghan-led and international NGOs, such 
as Rawadari, Amnesty International, and the UN, are documenting human 
rights violations with the aim of establishing an international accountability 
mechanism.19 Given the severe restrictions placed on both local and 
international media in Afghanistan, the work of documenting and reporting 
on the gender apartheid situation is crucial for the anti-gender apartheid 
campaign.

Sustained Funding: Sustained political and financial backing is essential to 
ensure these efforts continue. International NGOs must secure the necessary 

16. Launch of an initiative on accountability for Afghanistan’s violations of CEDAW declaration. (2024). German 
Federal Foreign Office. [online] 26 Sep. Available at: https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/
news/2677760-2677760.

17. Thörn, H. (2006). Anti-Apartheid and the Emergence of a Global Civil Society. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

18. Fieldhouse, R. (2014). The British Anti-Apartheid Movement: A Brief History.  Imperial & Global Forum. 
[online] 27 Jan. Available at: https://imperialglobalexeter.com/2014/01/27/the-british-anti-apartheid-
movement-a-brief-history/.

19. Rawadari. (2025). Afghanistan Human Rights Situation Report 2024. [online] Available at: https://rawadari.
org/reports/afghanistan-human-rights-situation-report-2024/.
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resources to maintain uninterrupted documentation. Submitting these reports 
to UN special rapporteurs on violence against women and human rights in 
Afghanistan, as well as to the OHCHR, can help apply pressure on these 
institutions to officially recognize gender apartheid in Afghanistan. This 
recognition could heighten diplomatic pressure on the Taliban and potentially 
lead to sanctions or other punitive measures.

Building Alliances: Activists and human rights defenders must forge strong 
alliances with global civil society organizations, particularly women’s 
rights groups. Building coalitions is vital for coordinated advocacy to gain 
recognition of gender apartheid in Afghanistan. A powerful example from 
the anti-racial apartheid campaign is the role of international coalitions 
such as the AAM, which was instrumental in pressuring governments and 
international bodies to act against apartheid in South Africa. Founded in 1959 
in London, the AAM brought together various civil society organizations, 
including trade unions, student groups, and women’s rights organizations, 
to create a global network advocating for sanctions and boycotts against 
the apartheid era South African regime.20 The organization successfully 
lobbied national governments and international bodies, including the UN 
and the Commonwealth of Nations, to impose sanctions on South Africa and 
recognize apartheid as a crime against humanity.

The Women's Committee of the AAM played a significant role in linking 
the oppression of women under apartheid to broader human rights struggles, 
demonstrating the importance of gender advocacy within the broader anti-
apartheid movement. These coalitions helped build a united front that spanned 
across nations and social movements, making international solidarity a key 
component in dismantling the apartheid regime.21 Thus, forging similar 
alliances between Afghan women’s rights groups and global civil society 
organizations can mirror the strategies that proved effective in raising 

20. Ronson, J. (2014). The Anti-Apartheid Movement. Archives Hub. [online] 29 Jul. Available at: https://blog.
archiveshub.jisc.ac.uk/2014/07/29/the-anti-apartheid-movement/.

21. Ibid (Fieldhouse, 2014) 



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY50

awareness and achieving international recognition of racial apartheid. 

Fostering Meaningful Collaborations to Implement Tangible, 
Measurable Actions to End Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan

Recognizing gender apartheid as a crime allows the international community 
to develop a coordinated and complementary response, utilizing a variety 
of international and domestic legal tools to address the ongoing suffering of 
women and girls in Afghanistan comprehensively and effectively.22 However, 
recognition alone is insufficient. Human rights defenders, alongside global 
actors, must work collaboratively to implement concrete, measurable actions 
that push toward the end of gender apartheid in Afghanistan. This includes 
applying diplomatic pressure, supporting grassroots movements, and 
providing humanitarian and legal assistance to Afghan women.

International Diplomatic Pressure: One significant example of 
international diplomatic pressure that helped dismantle racial apartheid in 
South Africa was the imposition of economic sanctions and arms embargoes 
by various governments and international organizations. The UN played a 
key role by passing resolutions like UN General Assembly Resolution 1761 
in 1962, which called for economic sanctions against South Africa. The UN 
Security Council later imposed a mandatory arms embargo with Resolution 
418 in 1977, and many countries implemented their own trade embargoes, 
divestments, and travel bans targeting South Africa's apartheid government.23 
Such diplomatic efforts are needed to end gender apartheid in Afghanistan 
but they must also be complemented by international advocacy campaigns 
and public awareness efforts that pressured governments to act. 

Supporting Grassroots Movements in Afghanistan: While many women’s 

22. Ibid (Halaimzai, Mehran and Theros, n.d.) 

23. UN. General Assembly (17th sess. : 1962) (1963). [A/RES/1761(XVII)] The policies of apartheid of the 
Government of the Republic of South Africa. [online] United Nations. Available at: https://digitallibrary.un.org/
record/204274?ln=en&v=pdf.
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rights defenders inside Afghanistan face persecution, there are still brave 
grassroots organizations and activists who continue to work for change. 
Human rights defenders abroad should provide support to these groups 
through funding, training, and resources. Similarly, organizations working 
on humanitarian aid in Afghanistan must prioritize programs that empower 
women and girls, such as education initiatives, healthcare services, and 
psychosocial support for victims of gender-based violence. Donor agencies 
and governments providing aid to Afghanistan should ensure that their funding 
supports projects that are explicitly aimed at addressing gender inequality. 
Furthermore, measurable indicators, such as the number of women receiving 
education or healthcare services, can be used to track the effectiveness of 
these programs.

Engaging the Afghan Diaspora and Global Advocacy Networks: 
Diaspora played an important role in the movement against racial apartheid. 
South Africans who had fled the country due to political oppression became 
prominent advocates for international efforts to dismantle apartheid. These 
exiled activists collaborated with global civil society groups, engaged in 
lobbying, and spoke at international events to highlight the struggles of Black 
South Africans under apartheid. Oliver Tambo, a key figure in the African 
National Congress (ANC), played a central role in these efforts.24 As leader 
of the ANC’s external mission, Tambo worked to influence the foreign 
policies of countries like the UK and the US, pushing for increased economic 
sanctions and diplomatic pressure on the South African regime. His work 
was instrumental in securing international support for the anti-apartheid 
movement.25

Afghan diaspora, given their access to various resources and networks, can 
contribute to raising awareness through partnerships with local activist groups 
and to help steer national and international public opinion against gender 

24. Tambo, A. (1987). Preparing for Power: Oliver Tambo Speaks. London: Heinemann Educational Books.

25. Allen, J. (2006). Rabble-Rouser for Peace: The Authorized Biography of Desmond Tutu. New York: Free Press.
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apartheid. They can act as spokespeople and leverage their international 
presence to ensure that gender apartheid remains a central issue in global 
human rights discussions.

Conclusion

Addressing the Taliban-imposed gender apartheid in Afghanistan requires a 
multifaceted approach, combining legal advocacy, diplomatic pressure, and 
strong grassroots efforts. Human rights defenders must continue working 
toward formal recognition of the Taliban’s policies as gender apartheid, 
following the model of past successful campaigns such as the anti-apartheid 
movement in South Africa. Legal recognition of gender apartheid would 
not only help hold the Taliban accountable for their actions but also create 
a foundation for coordinated international intervention. Global advocacy 
efforts should focus on pushing the international community, including 
the UN and the ICC, to formally codify gender apartheid as a crime against 
humanity. This recognition would significantly bolster efforts to impose 
sanctions and other punitive measures on the Taliban regime.

Beyond legal recognition, the implementation of practical, measurable actions 
is essential to ending gender apartheid. These actions include diplomatic efforts 
aimed at pressuring the Taliban, supporting Afghan grassroots movements, 
and engaging the Afghan diaspora to amplify the voices of Afghan women 
on the international stage. Drawing on the experiences of South African 
activists who played a critical role in mobilizing global opinion against 
racial apartheid, the Afghan diaspora can serve as key advocates, influencing 
foreign policy and ensuring that gender apartheid in Afghanistan remains a 
prominent international issue. Through these collaborative efforts, both local 
and international actors can work together to bring about meaningful change 
and restore the fundamental rights of Afghan women and girls.
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Policy Recommendations

	■ Apply Coordinated International Diplomatic Pressure:
Governments and international organizations must use diplomatic 
channels to pressure the Taliban regime. This pressure can come in various 
forms, including sanctions, travel bans, or freezing the assets of Taliban 
leaders and members. These measures should be tied specifically to the 
regime’s treatment of women and girls, signaling that their continued 
exclusion from society will not be tolerated. Furthermore, diplomatic 
efforts should aim at reopening negotiations on human rights conditions 
in Afghanistan, focusing on the rights of women as non-negotiable. Such 
diplomatic efforts are needed to end gender apartheid in Afghanistan, but 
they must also be complemented by international advocacy campaigns 
and public awareness efforts that pressure governments to act. 

	■ Support Grassroots (Women’s) Movements in Afghanistan: While 
many women’s rights defenders inside Afghanistan face persecution, 
there are still brave grassroots organizations and activists who continue to 
work for change. Human rights defenders abroad should provide support 
to these groups through funding, training, and resources. This support 
must be provided carefully to ensure the safety of local activists while 
empowering them to continue their work. International organizations 
can help provide secure communication tools, legal aid, and even 
financial support through encrypted platforms. Similarly, organizations 
working on humanitarian aid in Afghanistan must prioritize programs 
that empower women and girls, such as education initiatives, healthcare 
services, and psychosocial support for victims of gender-based violence.  

	■ Engage the Afghan Diaspora and Global Advocacy Networks: The 
Afghan diaspora plays a vital role in advocating for the rights of women 
in Afghanistan. By engaging with the diaspora and global advocacy 
networks, human rights defenders can ensure that the voices of Afghan 
women are amplified on the international stage. Afghan women who 
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have fled the country are often vocal advocates and can serve as key 
spokespeople for the cause. They can also work to influence the foreign 
policy of countries where they have resettled, pushing for stronger 
international responses to the Taliban’s gender apartheid policies. 
Afghan diaspora, given their access to various resources and networks, 
can contribute to raising awareness through partnerships with local 
activist groups and to help steer national and international public 
opinion against gender apartheid. They can act as spokespeople and 
leverage their international presence to ensure that gender apartheid 
remains a central issue in global human rights discussions.


