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Forms and Effectiveness of the Afghan Peoples’ Resistance to
the Taliban Rule

By Negina Yari'

Since the Taliban recaptured control of Afghanistan on 15 August 2021, the
group'’s policies and have upended governance and civil liberties, foremost
by systematically targeting the rights and freedoms of Afghan women and
girls and by imposing gender apartheid. Afghan women and girls have faced
severe restrictions under aregime that enforces gender apartheid. The Taliban
announced 150 decrees, 98 of which directly targeted the rights of women
and girls in Afghanistan. A month after the Taliban takeover, the group kept
secondary schools open for boys but banned it for girls. They shut the Ministry
of Women's Affairs and replaced it with the Ministry for the Propagation of
Virtue and the Prevention of Vice. In December 2022, the Taliban banned
women from working with local non-government organizations (NGO)
and banned women working in beauty salons, disenfranchising an estimated
60,000 women who were employed in this sector. In April 2023, they
further banned Afghan women from working for the United Nations (UN).
In September, the Taliban banned national female staff from entering UN
compounds. > In November, the Taliban demanded that all women, including
patients and all women staff, from cleaners to surgeons, wear a burqa to
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enter medical facilities in Herat. Despite the oppressive environment inside
Afghanistan, Afghan women and girls have not remained silent. They have
shown remarkable resilience and resistance, employing various strategies to
challenge the regime's restrictions.

This essay examines these forms of resistance to the Taliban rule that have
emerged inside and outside Afghanistan since August 2021 and their
effectiveness in pushing back against the Taliban's oppressive policies. To
that end, the essay begins by situating the nature and impact of the Taliban’s
wide-ranging restrictions on women'’s private and public lives. Section
2 provides an overview of the ways in which women in Afghanistan have
exhibited resistance and resilience in the face of these restrictions. Section
3 contextualizes the nature and forms of resistance—often led by women—
that have emerged inside and outside Afghanistan to push back against the
Taliban-imposed gender apartheid in Afghanistan and the outcomes of these
efforts. The concluding section summarizes the findings and ends with five
policy recommendations. In doing so, this essay relies on extant research,
news reports, and first-hand observations.

Impact of the Taliban's Gender Apartheid on Women's
Autonomy and Agency

Through repressive policies and practices, the Taliban have systematically
erased therights of women and girlsin Afghanistan. Theiractions categorically
reflect not just a political ideology but an extreme form of gender apartheid
that curtails autonomy, agency, and fundamental human rights. In December
2022, the Taliban banned girls from attending secondary schools, effectively
nullifying their right to education. This ban has extended to universities,
educational institutes and private classes too. Female students have also been
barred from enrolling or attending medical midwifery and nursing studies.’

3. Fetrat, S. (2024). Afghanistan’s Taliban Ban Medical Training for Women. Human Rights Watch. [online] 3
Dec. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/12/03/afghanistans-taliban-ban-medical-training-women.




57 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY

The loss of educational opportunities limits the Afghan women and girl's
capacity for personal and professional development. Additionally, it directly
causes and amplifies a severe mental health crisis among young women and
girls.* For the few private educational institutions that remain operational
for girls from Grade 1 to 6, the Taliban has imposed strict guidelines on
curriculum content. Educational materials are censored to ensure they
conform to the Taliban’s interpretation of Islamic teaching, often excluding
any materials that promote gender equality or women's empowerment from
all educational system at private schools, educational institutions and non-
government organizations (NGO).’ On 22 December 2022, the Taliban
imposed laws prohibiting women from working in NGOs t00.°

This policy not only strips women of financial independence but also limits
women’'s access to humanitarian aid distribution, healthcare services,
leadership roles, and undermines women'’s representation in public life and
decision-making processes. In the rare cases where the Taliban permits
women to work, it does so only subject to extremely specific rules and
regulations such as the mandatory obligation to have a mahram’ accompany
them at all times. This also limits the prospects of employment and mobility
for those women who do not have a mahram even in those specific sectors in
which the Taliban permit women to work (e.g., healthcare and certain private
sector jobs).

4. Safi, M. and Rivas, A.-M. (2023). The mental health crisis among Afghan women and girls. [online] London:
ODI. Available at: https://media.odi.org/documents/The_mental_health_crisis_among_Afghan_women_and
girls_mh602uX.pdf.

5. Sirat, S. (2025). Taliban remove 51 subjects from school curriculum: Sources. AmuTV. [online] 11 Sep.
Available at: https://amu.tv/198724/.

6. Loft, P. (2023). Afghanistan: Ban on female aid workers and future of UK aid. [online] [UK] House of Commons
Library. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/afghanistan-ban-on-female-aid-workers-and-
future-of-uk-aid/#:~:text=Since%20capturing%20the%20Afghan%20capital,extended%20t0%20local%20
UN%20workers.

7. An ‘eligible” male relative chaperone.
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These sweeping restrictions have been implemented with severity in all
provinces but considerably more so in certain provinces. For example, in
Paktia and Paktika provinces, male shopkeepers are not selling goods to
female customers who are not accompanied by their mahrams and in most
provinces, women are not able to take taxis without their mahram in tow.® In
situations where women do take taxis without being accompanied by their
mahrams, the Taliban punishes the taxi driver and the male family members
of the female passenger.” Women are fundamentally disenfranchised from
leaving their homes without a mahram, which has created a climate of fear and
isolation. This restriction not only impacts their mobility but also perpetuates
dependency on male family members for every basic need, including visiting
doctors or receiving the humanitarian aid services. Women's access to justice
is also a major casualty of Taliban policies, as they have fired all female
judges, and Taliban courts typically do not accept cases women wish to file.'”

In 2021, the Taliban issued their 11 Media Rules’ edict, which prohibit
criticism of Islam, Taliban leaders, policies, privacy violations etc., including
prohibition of publishing material that would result in a ‘negative impact on
public opinion’."! This prevents the press from doing its job—i.e., objectively
reporting facts. Afghan national and provincial media professionals
operate under immense pressure and risk. Additionally, local journalists
working Afghan media outlets based overseas operate underground amid
risk of arrests and torture, and social media users risk arrest and torture for

8. AFP (2021). No long-distance travel for women without male relative: Taliban. Al Jazeera. [online] 26 Dec.
Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/26/afghanistan-long-distance-travel-women-without-
male-escort-taliban.

9. Atef, S. and Safi, M. (2023). Taliban directive: Women belong in a taxi’s trunk, not its passenger seats. Zan
Times. [online] 14 Aug. Available at: https://zantimes.com/2023/08/14/taliban-directive-women-belong-in-a-
taxis-trunk-not-its-passenger-seats/.

10. Afghanistan’s Taliban have ‘weaponized’ the judicial system to oppress women, U.N. expert says.
(2025). NBC News. [online] 7 Oct. Available at: https://www.nbcnews.com/world/afghanistan/afghanistans-
taliban-weaponized-judicial-system-oppress-women-rcna223555.

11. The Taliban’s Directives on Freedom of Media and Access to Information. (2023). Afghanistan Journalists
Center. [online] 4 Dec. Available at: https://afic.media/english/index.php/killed/the-taliban-s-13-directives-on-
freedom-of-media-and-access-to-information.
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expressing dissent.'> Meanwhile, since August 2021, Afghan women have
boldly protested against the Taliban-imposed restrictions on women in
cities including (but not limited to) Herat and Kabul, demanding rights to
government, education, and employment. Taliban reprisals have been brutal:
beatings with rifle butts, whips, tasering, tear gas, and arrests leading to torture
(electric shocks, gang rape, genital beatings), forced disappearances, and
harassment of protestors’ family members. Many protesters and journalists
have faced detention, injury, torture, or even death."?

Such actions serve to silence dissent and create a chilling effect on civil
society movements, undermining the ability of women to advocate for their
rights publicly. The Taliban's policies to enforce gender apartheid are deeply
intertwined with both legal and social frameworks. For instance, the Taliban
have issued decrees that institutionalize gender discrimination, erasing any
legal framework for women's rights. They have systematically removed all
the previously existing protections under the Afghanistan constitution that
which guaranteed women and girls Rights.

The Taliban's policies are not only against Islamic rules and Afghanistan’s
international human rights obligations but also promotes a deeply patriarchal
ideology that confines women to traditional roles of homemakers and
caretakers. Additionally, the enforced limitations on women's mobility
and the requirement of male guardianship—including for visiting doctors,
markets, traveling within cities, and commuting via taxis—diminish women's
visibility in public life, effectively excluding Afghan women from social,
political, and economic spheres.

12. Media Freedom in Afghanistan. (2024). [online] Kabul: United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan.
Available at: https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_report_on_media_freedom_in

afghanistan.pdf.

13. Protesters and their families mistreated and tortured by Taliban: Human Rights Watch. (2022). Zan Times.
[online] 20 Oct. Available at: https://zantimes.com/2022/10/20/protesters-and-their-families-mistreated-
and-tortured-by-taliban-human-rights-watch/. Also see: Khorasani, A. (2024). From Sexual Assault to Torture:
Women'’s Plight in Taliban Prisons Across Northeastern Provinces of Afghanistan. Hasht-e Sobh. [online] 6 Feb.
Available at: https://8am.media/eng/from-sexual-assault-to-torture-womens-plight-in-taliban-prisons-across-
northeastern-provinces-of-afghanistan/.
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This absence means that the needs and perspectives of women and girls
are marginalized in policymaking processes and processes for shaping the
future of the country. The constant threat of violence, harassment, and legal
repercussions contributes to a climate of fear, which can lead to mental health
crisis, depression, anxiety, and a loss of self-worth among women. The
Taliban'’s policies have systematically entrenched gender apartheid, defining
and perpetuating a rigid structure of control over women's rights and agency.

Forms of Resistance and Resilience Exhibited by Afghan
Women

Despite the bans on girls' education, activists, human rights and women'’s
rights defenders, and various organizations inside and outside Afghanistan
have, based on their own abilities, organized underground schools, online
learning platforms, and applications where girls can learn in safe spaces.'
They distribute educational materials, and sometimes even hold classes in
private homes or secluded areas.'’

Social media has emerged as a valuable tool for Afghan women and girls to
raise awareness about the Taliban's oppressive policies, bolster advocacy
messaging, and to amplify their voices globally. These efforts include the
organization of online spaces, publication of videos, testimonials, digital
advocacy campaigns like the ‘End Gender Apartheid Campaign’.'® These
efforts have drawn international attention, urging foreign governments to
hold the Taliban accountable for human rights violations. Starting soon after
the Taliban takeover of the country, Afghan women and girls have bravely

14. Amini, F. (2025). Resisting Erasure: Afghan Women’s Struggle for Education and Agency in Post-2021
Afghanistan. Global South Forum. [online] 14 Nov. Available at: https://globalsouthforum.org/article/resisting-
erasure-afghan-womens-struggle-for-education-and-agency-in-post-2021-afghanistan.

15. Jenny, F. (2025). Education in Secret: How NGOs Provide Hope to Girls and Women in Afghanistan. NORRAG
Global Education Centre. [online] 30 Sep. Available at: https://www.norrageducation.org/education-in-secret-
how-ngos-provide-hope-to-girls-and-women-in-afghanistan/.

16. The End Gender Apartheid Campaign. (n.d.). End Gender Apartheid. [online] Available at: https://
endgenderapartheid.today/.
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organized protests and demonstrations across the country,"’

with young
women risking the lives and safety of themselves and those of their families

to assert and defend their rights.

Notable protests include those conducted in Kabul where women took to
the streets and demanded justice and access to basic rights, including the
right to education, employment, and other civil liberties, like mobility.'®
Afghan diaspora journalists and human rights defenders, organizations, and
other international partners have documented the crimes and abuses of the
Taliban."

Their efforts to record testimonies and report on the situation in Afghanistan
aim to preserve evidence and draw attention to ongoing violations. Women
rights defenders and organizations have also conducted high level advocacy
work and awareness raising meetings/briefings about the situation of Afghan
women and girls at the UN Human Rights Council, UN Security Council, and
other international platforms.*° Through the access and engagement of women
and girls at the international level, members states, Afghan women leaders,
and women’s rights organizations have highlighted the plight of Afghan
women in policy discussions, leading to increased pressure on international
bodies to prioritize gender rights in Afghanistan within humanitarian aid and
diplomatic conversations.

Afghan women and girls have continued to raise their voices and advocate
for their rights and have shown extraordinary resilience in the face of gender
apartheid enforced by the Taliban. Through strategic advocacy work, social

17. Afghan girls stage protest, demand Taliban reopen schools. (2022). Al Jazeera. [online] 26 Aug. Available
at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/26/afghan-girls-protest-demanding-taliban-to-reopen-schools.

18. Amiri, S. and Madwar, S. (2024). In Afghanistan, Women Haven’t Given Up. The Walrus. [online] 9 Dec.
Available at: https://thewalrus.ca/in-afghanistan-women-havent-given-up/.

19. Afghan journalist Zahra Nader: Creating a platform for Afghan women’s voices to be heard. (2022). UN
Women. [online] 9 Nov. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/feature-story/2022/11/
afghan-journalist-zahra-nader-creating-a-platform-for-afghan-womens-voices-to-be-heard.

20. December 2024 Monthly Forecast. (2024). [online] New York: Security Council Report. Available at: https://
www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2024-12/afghanistan-27.php.




62  WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY

media engagement, public protests, and cultural expression, women and girls
of Afghanistan are actively challenging the oppressive Taliban regime inside
and outside Afghanistan.

Outcomes of Afghan Women's Responses to the Taliban's
Gender Apartheid

In the face of the Taliban’s oppressive regime, Afghan women have refused
to be silenced. Instead, they have formed support networks, sharing resources
and information, and strategies to navigate daily restrictions, and have
established local coalitions. These local coalitions often include legal aid,
psychological support, and financial assistance programs through online
platforms, underground activities, home-based education, home-based
businesses etc., which help women assist other women, including who are
facing legal or domestic issues by the Taliban'’s policies.

Demonstrations, art, poetry, and literature have become powerful mediums
for Afghan women to voice their dissent and preserve their cultural identities.
Through artistic expression, many have sought to document their experiences
and convey messages of resilience, often using social media to reach wider
audiences both nationally and internationally.*' Afghan women human rights
defenders, civil society activists, human rights experts and female lawyers are
documenting incidents of oppression and violation; women's rights defenders
are determinedly pushing for and lobbying at the international level for an
accountability mechanism for Afghanistan. Testimonies of women and girls,
often shared via social media, international advocacy platforms like UN
Human Rights Council briefings, and UN Security Council meetings, or

21. Alexandra, R. (2021). Artists In and Outside of Afghanistan Depict the Agony of the Taliban Takeover. KQED.
[online] 17 Aug. Available at: https://www.kged.org/arts/13901335/artists-in-and-outside-of-afghanistan-
depict-the-agony-of-the-taliban-takeover.
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through NGO partnerships, serve to raise global attention on Afghanistan.*

Afghan women activists and experts have taken part in virtual conferences,
and dialogues with policymakers to advocate for the inclusion of women'’s
rights in international discussions about Afghanistan and to support the
legal international initiative including to support the Afghanistan Special
Rapporteur’s recommendations on the ‘All Tools’ approach.”* Many Afghan
women and advocates have lobbied international governments for the safe
evacuation and resettlement of Afghan women and girls at risk, and the urgent
need for protections and asylum options for those facing persecution based on
their gender.** Afghan women's response to the oppressive measures imposed
by the Taliban exemplifies resilience, courage, and unwavering commitment
to their rights and freedoms.

Asresultofthe women's movements’ persistence, the international community
has taken some initial steps to push back against the Taliban. For instance, in
September 2024, Australia, Canada, Germany, and the Netherlands formally
called upon Afghanistan to cease what these countries describe as violations
of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW).** This marks the beginning of the process for
the four countries to file a case with the UN's International Court of Justice
(ICJ). In support of these four countries, 26 other countries have expressed
their backing for a legal initiative aimed at holding the Taliban accountable

22. WILPF International Secretariat (2025). HRC58 Side Event: Afghan Women’s Demands for Justice and
Accountability — Key Takeaways . Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. [online] 31 Aug.
Available at: https://www.wilpf.org/hrc58-side-event-afghan-womens-demands-for-justice-and-accountability-

key-takeaways/.

23. Afghanistan: ‘All tools’ approach needed to end systematic gender oppression, says UN expert. (2024). UN
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. [online] 18 Jun. Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/
press-releases/2024/06/afghanistan-all-tools-approach-needed-end-systematic-gender-oppression-says.

24. Cone, D. (2022). ‘Now, There is Nothing Safe’: A Roadmap for Investing in Afghan Women and Girls. [online]
Washington, DC: Refugees International. Available at: https://01216324-8f38-4c¢70-902c-5f33d3e28a69.
filesusr.com/ugd/36b462_412b2694d9d94b5ab0ed9931874eb377.pdf.

25. Women foreign ministers’ statement on the ongoing and systematic violations of human rights in
Afghanistan. (2025). Global Affairs Canada. [online] 15 Feb. Available at: https://www.canada.ca/en/global-
affairs/news/2025/02/women-foreign-ministers-statement-on-the-ongoing-and-systematic-violations-of-
human-rights-in-afghanistan.html.
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at the ICJ for systematic human rights violations against women and girls in
Afghanistan. In a joint statement, these countries condemned Taliban policies
that have severely curtailed the rights of Afghan women and girls since the

Taliban regained control of the country in 2021.%

On 28 November 2024, six State Parties—namely Chile, Costa Rica, Spain,
France, Luxembourg, and Mexico—referred the situation in Afghanistan to
the International Criminal Court (ICC).*" In their referral, the States Parties
expressed concern about the severe deterioration of the human rights situation
in Afghanistan, especially regarding women and girls, and requested that the
Office of the Prosecutor (OTP) consider the crimes committed against them
following the Taliban takeover in 2021. According to the Rome Statute of
the ICC, a State Party may refer the Prosecutor to a situation in which one or
more crimes within the Court's jurisdiction appear to have been committed.*®

The six State Parties called on the OTP to ensure that the situation of women
and girls receives the attention it deserves, and concluded their submission
with the following statement:

" The recent measures taken by the Taliban, including the enactment
of the " Law on the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice,
reinforce and expand existing discriminatory policies, such as
mandatory dress codes requiring women to cover their bodies
completely, the segregation of men and women in public spaces,
and the prohibition of women from singing or speaking outside
their homes, among others. These actions demonstrate a complete

26. Joint statement regarding the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.
(2024). Global Affairs Canada. [online] 26 Sep. Available at: https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/
international_relations-relations_internationales/un-onu/statements-declarations/2024-09-26-women-
femme.aspx?lang=eng.

27. Gender Persecution and Justice in Afghanistan — ICC Fact Sheet. (2025). [online] Civic Engagement Project.
Available at: https://afghanistanjustice.org/resources/gender-persecution-and-justice-in-afghanistan-icc-fact-

sheet/.

28. Embassy of Chile in the Kingdom of the Netherlands (2024). Referral of the Situation in the Islamic Republic
of Afghanistan. [online] The Hague: International Criminal Court. Available at: https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/
default/files/2024-11/Referral_Afghanistan_Embassy-of-Chile_28-November-2024.pdf.




65 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY

disregard for women s dignity and indicate that the de facto authorities
will continue to infringe upon the fundamental rights of women and
girls in an attempt to erase them from existence.” >

On 23 January 2025, ICC Prosecutor Karim AA Khan KC announced that
his Office filed two applications for warrants of arrest for the crime against
humanity of persecution on gender grounds, under Article 7(1)(h) of the
Rome Statute, against the Supreme Leader of the Taliban, Haibatullah
Akhundzada, and the Chief Justice of the Taliban’, Abdul Hakim Hagqgani.*
The legal action from the ICC requires expedited processing and the support
of other states that are parties to the ICC and ICJ. Afghan women and girls are
encouraging the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) to support the
legal initiatives by the ICC and ICJ that will help women and girls achieve
justice and freedom, as the situation for women and girls in Afghanistan
clearly reflects gender apartheid.

The Taliban's responses have been marked by violence, torture, kidnappings,
honor killings, arbitrary detentions, and propaganda aimed at consolidating
their dictatorial power and preventing Afghan women and girls from having
any rights. In response to Taliban edicts, rules and policies, Afghan women
have shown incredible adaptability, and cultural expressions to advocate for
women's identities and continue pushing for all their rights and freedom.

In early 2026, the Taliban approved a formal penal code (119 articles) that
now serves as the country’s criminal law framework. It was enacted without
public consultation and replaces earlier informal rulings. Legal and rights
experts say it legalises broad repression including punishments for dissent,
vague “moral” offenses, and enforcement of loyalty to the Taliban leadership.

29. Afghanistan: Condemnation for new Taliban ‘virtue and vice’ order targeting women. (2024). UN News.
[online] 27 Aug. Available at: https://news.un.org/en/story/2024/08/1153631.

30. Facts and Figures. (2025). [online] The Court Today [International Criminal Court]. Available at: https://
www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2025-03/TheCourtToday-Eng_0.pdf.
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Critics call it codification of gender apartheid because it embeds systemic
discrimination and restrictions directly into law.*' The Taliban’s penal
code and accompanying decrees systematically target women and girls by
criminalizing ordinary aspects of daily life, including movement without
male permission and personal decisions such as visiting family, while also
extending punishment to relatives accused of “aiding” disobedience.

At the same time, the legal framework offers women profoundly unequal
protection, recognizing domestic violence only in limited circumstances,
imposing minimal penalties for severe abuse, and granting husbands
authority to discipline their wives under the pretext of enforcing morality.
These measures reinforce earlier bans on girls” education beyond primary
school, women's participation in most forms of employment, and independent
travel without a male chaperone, collectively stripping women of autonomy,
mobility, and economic independence. Beyond material restrictions, the laws
suppress women's voices through mandated dress codes, criminalization of
dissent, and pressure to remain invisible in public life, fostering deep social
isolation. The cumulative effect is a pervasive climate of fear, psychological
distress, and normalized exclusion that erodes women'’s rights, dignity, and
sense of self, while reshaping Afghan society around institutionalized gender
inequality.

Without sustained international pressure, accountability, and direct support
for Afghan women's resistance and survival strategies, the Taliban’s system
of gender apartheid will continue to deepen, with irreversible consequences
for Afghanistan’s future. If UN bodies and international mechanisms fail
to take decisive action, this system of repression will stand unchallenged,
setting a dangerous precedent that could embolden other authoritarian and
extremist regimes to normalize discrimination, gender-based oppression,

31. Mohammadi, H. (2026). EU lawmaker says Taliban penal code codifies ‘gender apartheid’. Amu TV.
[online] 29 Jan. Available at: https://amu.tv/223751/. Also see: Ahmadi, B. (2026). The Taliban’s New Criminal
Regulation Legalizes Slavery, Violence, and Repression of Women. Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace
and Security. [online] 30 Jan. Available at: https://giwps.georgetown.edu/2026/01/30/taliban-regulation-
legalizes-slavery-violence-repression-women/.
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and the erosion of fundamental human rights in their own countries.

The struggle for women’s rights both inside and outside Afghanistan is a
difficult and dangerous journey, but through their refusal to passively accept
the circumstances and by standing up for themselves, Afghan women have
kept alive the hope for a future were women and girls enjoy from the freedom
of movement, access to education, right to hold political power, participate in
the economic growth of the country, were women can sing a song, experience
a society free from violence and discrimination, and build a country where
women shape the future of women girls. The unwavering spirit of resistance
of Afghan women in Afghanistan serves as a beacon of hope. Ensuring that
their voices are heard and that women rights are upheld remains an essential
responsibility of the global community.

Conclusion

Regionally and internationally, Afghan women have built advocacy coalitions
that shaped the language of “gender apartheid” and “gender persecution” now
used by UN mechanisms and civil society campaigns, and have engaged
in strategic testimony before international bodies, media, and academic
forums. Tangibly, this has contributed to keeping women's rights central in
debates on recognition and sanctions; stiffening some states’ reluctance to
normalize Taliban rule without conditions; and supporting moves toward
accountability, such as evidence-preservation mechanisms and exploratory
work on gender-based international crimes. Yet, thus far, these gains have
not yet prompted a reversal of even a single anti-women core Taliban edict
inside Afghanistan. This suggests that while women's resistance has so far
clearly had a norm- and agenda-setting effect, its policy-changing effects on
the ground has proven to be a more difficult affair. This points to the urgent
need to remedy the gap between symbolic support and the hard political and
economic leverage needed to significantly alter the Taliban’s behavior and
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gender apartheid policies.

Policy Recommendations

The Taliban regime not only violates fundamental human rights but also

cripples the potential for societal growth and equity. The international

community must remain responsive to, and advocate for, the rights and

freedoms of Afghan women and to calling for accountability against such

oppressive practices. Without collective action and support, the cycle of

gender-based oppression is likely to persist, further entrenching inequality

in Afghanistan.

Hold the Taliban Accountable at the ICC and the ICJ: Violations of
international law, including systematic abuses of women's human rights,
must trigger clear and credible consequences. Member states should
pursue accountability for the actions of Taliban leaders through both the
International Criminal Court and the International Court of Justice and
ensure that the newly established independent investigative mechanism
is fully funded, technically supported, and politically protected. In line
with the demands of Afghan women, states should work toward the
recognition of gender apartheid as a crime under international law.
Governments should impose and rigorously enforce targeted sanctions,
including asset freezes and travel bans, against individuals responsible
for grave violations against women and girls, and refrain from lifting
sanctions or granting travel exemptions to those implicated in such
abuses. The Taliban should not be granted diplomatic recognition, nor
afforded a seat at the United Nations or other international or regional
forums.

Establish a Unified Conditionality Framework: International
actors should establish a unified conditionality framework that ties
all diplomatic engagement, technical cooperation, and financial
assistance to Afghanistan to a common set of minimum human-rights
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benchmarks. These benchmarks must include the immediate reopening
of secondary and higher education for girls, the lifting of bans on
women's employment across all sectors, and the repeal or suspension of
penal code provisions that criminalize women’s movement, expression,
and personal autonomy. A coordinated framework of this kind would
limit the Taliban'’s ability to exploit divisions among states, strengthen
international leverage, and ensure that engagement does not normalize
or entrench gender apartheid.

m  Prioritize Sustained and Comprehensive Support for Afghanistan’s
Women's Rights Defenders: The international community should
prioritize sustained and comprehensive support for Afghanistan’s
women human rights defenders, both inside the country and in exile.
Governments should establish and expand expedited and accessible
resettlement, humanitarian visa and emergency relocation pathways
for women at imminent risk, including activists, journalists, educators,
lawyers, and former public officials, with provisions for family
reunification.

®  Provide Predictable and Long-term Funding for Women-focused
Organizations: Donors should provide predictable, long-term, and
flexible funding to women-led and women-focused organizations
to enable continuity of programming, institutional survival, and
strategic planning, rather than short-term project-based assistance.
In parallel, international actors must ensure meaningful, regular, and
safe consultation with Afghan women human rights defenders and
civil society networks in the design, implementation, and evaluation
of policies and programs related to Afghanistan. Centering Afghan
women'’s expertise is essential to developing effective responses and
preventing policies that inadvertently legitimize or reinforce gender-
based repression.
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®  Ensure Substantive Participation of Women in All Discussions
Concerning Afghanistan’s Future: The international community
must insist that Afghan women are guaranteed meaningful and
substantive participation in all discussions concerning Afghanistan’s
future, including high-level negotiations such as the Mosaic Process.
Their inclusion should not be symbolic or tokenistic; women must
have decision-making power, equal representation, and a direct role
in shaping political, security, and social outcomes. Any engagement or
normalization of the Taliban that excludes women's voices undermines
legitimacy and violates fundamental principles of human rights and
democratic governance.



