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Preface

It is now some twenty years since I first met a woman from Afghanistan. 
Listening to how difficult life was for them there, I wanted to help. Over the 
intervening years, with encouragement, the courageous women came forward 
to take their rightful place in every sphere of life in Afghanistan. 

Since the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in 2021, women have 
systematically been erased from society and public life. It is outrageous that in 
the 21st century there is a country that forbids women secondary and tertiary 
education and allows husbands to beat their wives! Women have been pushed 
back into their homes, unable to have any kind of autonomy, unable to go out 
without a male relative accompanying them, and unable to play any part in the 
future of their country. 

This latest volume of the Women and Public Policy Journal published by 
the Organization for Policy Research and Development Studies, edited by 
Mariam Safi and Rajeshwari Krishnamurthy, and themed ‘Countering the 
Taliban’s Gender Apartheid Regime: Legal and Policy Pathways’, offers 
us unique insight into life for women there, with each chapter written by a 
woman with deep understanding of the current situation reinforced with 
evidence from Afghan women across the country.

The Volume brings together Afghan scholars, practitioners, and global 
experts, with an effort to combine legal analysis, policy insight, and lived 
realities. The work is grounded in the voices and analysis of Afghan women, 
who remain central to both understanding the crisis and shaping responses, 
while at the same time, seeking to go beyond documentation by offering legal, 
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policy, and strategic pathways grounded in international law and comparative 
experience.

The central focus running through is on the term ‘gender apartheid’. What 
is happening in Afghanistan goes beyond just violence against women and 
unfair societal attitudes. It is an institutionalized and systematic form of the 
removal of the rights of women and girls. This is having a devastating effect 
on half the population, the women.

None of the present legal terminologies really address what is happening 
in Afghanistan and thus there has been growing use of the term ‘gender 
apartheid’ to recognise the structural nature of the oppression of women. A 
growing movement led by Afghan women’s rights defenders, international 
legal scholars, and civil society organizations has called for the codification 
of gender apartheid as a crime against humanity under international law.

How can the Taliban be held to account, and how do we move from mere 
condemnation to holding them accountable? Five years on, and the 
international community do not really have the answers. However, 
this Volume engages with pathways for moving from condemnation to 
accountability, including the use of international legal mechanisms such as 
the International Court of Justice and existing frameworks like the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, and 
the Convention against Torture. The question is whether the international 
community will have the appetite for pursuing this approach. The United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan only renewing its mandate for 
three months does not send a strong message of hope. 

I simply cannot imagine what it must be like as a woman living in Afghanistan 
right now.  With all the conflicts and crises in the world today, there is a 
tendency for the media spotlight to move on. However, we must ensure that 
five years on we do not forget what is happening in Afghanistan—nowhere 
else in the world are women facing such horrific systematic cruel subjugation 
simply for being female!
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It is hard not to be carried away with emotion when thinking of their plight, an 
approach easy for politicians and policy makers to dismiss. However, through 
painstaking qualitative and quantitative research, the value of this Volume is 
that it is based on hard facts, hard facts that cannot simply be disregarded. We 
owe it to the women in Afghanistan to ensure that their voices are not ignored!
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