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Successful Past Strategies and Precedents that can be Adapted 
to End Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan: Lessons from South 

Africa’s Women’s Movement

By Yalda Bari1

Since seizing power in Afghanistan in August 2021, the Taliban have severely 
restricted women’s rights, and have banned women from employment, 
education, and other basic freedoms.2 Afghan women now face extreme 
hardships under an institutionalized system of gender apartheid.3 This essay 
focuses on successful strategies used to challenge and dismantle gender 
apartheid in South Africa (1948–1994), with the aim of identifying relevant 
lessons for Afghanistan. While both countries have experienced forms of 
gender apartheid, South Africa’s was linked to racial segregation, whereas in 
Afghanistan it is rooted in an extreme ideological system that fully excludes 
women.

This essay draws on existing research and sources to highlight strategies 
from South Africa’s apartheid era that helped dismantle gender apartheid, 
with a focus on lessons relevant to Afghanistan. The first section covers key  
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South African strategies. The second section outlines lessons learned for the 
Afghan context. The final section presents three practical recommendations. 

Strategies that Resisted Gender Apartheid and Advanced 
Women’s Rights in South Africa
Apartheid in South Africa (1948-1994) was a brutal system of legalized 
racial segregation enforced by an all-white government. The majority black 
population and other non-white groups were classified by race, stripped of 
rights, and confined to separate areas, denied access to public spaces, political 
participation, and basic human dignity.4

Between 1990 and 1994, South Africa began its transition to democracy, with 
women playing a crucial role through protests, trade unions, and grassroots 
activism. They ensured gender equality remained central to the liberation 
movement by integrating gender-specific demands into broader political 
struggles.5 Women from various backgrounds—internal activists, exiles, and 
international representatives—formed a united front that helped end gender 
apartheid.6

Black women were excluded from education, skilled employment, land 
ownership, and politics. Many were forced into underdeveloped rural areas 
or segregated townships with limited mobility or economic opportunity. 
Apartheid and customary laws reinforced patriarchal norms, treating women 
as legal minors and denying them custody of their children.7 Most worked as 
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domestic laborers under exploitative conditions, further constrained by the 
migrant labor system.8 While white women accessed better opportunities, 
black African, ‘coloured’, and Indian origin women were relegated to menial, 
underpaid work.9 Gender-based violence, including racialized sexual 
abuse, was widespread but overshadowed by the focus on racial injustice.10 
Apartheid thus reinforced a deeply patriarchal and racist system that 
oppressed black women in both public and private life.11 

To resist this, black South Africans developed powerful strategies and 
movements. The next section briefly discusses some of these efforts. 

A.	 Rural Women’s Movement

The Rural Women’s Movement (RWM), founded in the 1980s, adopted a 
grassroots approach to challenge patriarchal customary laws and fight for 
rural women’s land and inheritance rights. By working with allies like the 
Black Sash and the Legal Resources Centre (TRAC), the RWM mobilized 
local women, built coalitions, and engaged in public advocacy.12 Their 
actions, particularly during the early 1990s Multi-Party Negotiating 
Process (MPNP), were instrumental in pushing for constitutional 
recognition of gender equality. Even after the adoption of South Africa’s 
interim constitution, the RWM remained active, organizing protests and 
joining broader coalitions to demand access to healthcare, protest gender-
based violence, and fight against marginalization in rural area.13 These 
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13. Ibid (Aeby, 2018)



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY115

efforts aligned with a wider continental trend, as since the 1990s, African 
women’s movements have played a critical role in peacebuilding and 
embedding gender equality in post-conflict governance frameworks.14 

B.	 African National Congress

The African National Congress (ANC) was central to South Africa’s anti-
apartheid struggle and connected to women’s fight for equality, though it 
often limited their independence. Nevertheless, many women played key 
roles, including drafting the 1955 Freedom Charter. In the 1980s, ANC-
aligned women formed groups like the United Women’s Organisation, but 
serious attention to gender issues emerged only in the 1990s, when women 
leaders began promoting feminist agendas.15

To dismantle apartheid, the ANC used a multi-dimensional strategy. Armed 
resistance was led by its military wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), supported 
by Operation Vula, a covert mission to smuggle weapons and build a secret 
internal network.16 Civic resistance was mobilized through the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) and the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM), 
which organized protests, boycotts, and strikes across black townships.17

Women leaders within the ANC played a key role in linking gender justice 
to national liberation. Figures such as Albertina Sisulu and Gertrude Shope 
advocated for gender equality by presenting research, testimonies, and policy 
proposals that emphasized the importance of women’s inclusion in political 
processes. They also pushed for affirmative action through direct negotiations 
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and internal lobbying within the ANC’s male-dominated leadership.18

These efforts led to the end of apartheid and the establishment of a democratic 
South Africa. In 1996, South Africa’s new Constitution formally enshrined 
gender equality and established institutions such as the Commission for 
Gender Equality to promote and protect women’s rights.19 Today, women 
make up 33% of the cabinet and are prominent in diplomacy, fulfilling the 
Women’s Charter’s vision of ending sex-based discrimination, a major shift 
from the apartheid era when Helen Suzman stood alone in Parliament.20

C.	 Gender Advisory Committee

One of the key strategies South African women used to challenge gender 
apartheid during the country’s democratic transition was the establishment 
of the Gender Advisory Committee (GAC) in 1992. Formed in response to 
widespread public criticism over the exclusion of women from the Convention 
for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) negotiations, the GAC played 
a vital role in ensuring that women’s voices influenced political reforms. It 
systematically reviewed all decisions, advised on their gender implications, 
and advocated for the inclusion of women in constitutional negotiations, 
security structures, media, and electoral processes.21

However, GAC recommendations were non-binding, and negotiators 
largely viewed it as symbolic rather than substantive.22 In response, women’s 
organizations pushed for broader institutional mechanisms to advance gender 
equality. The Women’s Charter Campaign and feminist lobbying led to the 
creation of the Commission on Gender Equality (CGE), which was enshrined 

18. Ibid (Aeby, 2018)

19. Ibid (Aeby, 2018)
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in the interim constitution. While initially effective, the CGE later suffered 
from a disconnect with civil society, limiting its impact.23

The South African Communist Party (SACP) submission to the GAC further 
identified structural barriers that limited working-class women’s participation, 
such as lack of childcare, unsafe transport, illiteracy, and exclusion from 
labor protections.24 The SACP proposed actionable solutions: provide safe 
transport, public childcare, accessible civic education in local languages, 
and media outreach tailored to illiterate and post-literate audiences. Another 
critical recommendation was that all constitutional and peace processes must 
include affirmative action to guarantee women’s representation, especially 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds.25 

D.	 Women’s National Coalition 

The Women’s National Coalition (WNC) was a strategic alliance formed 
in 1991 in South Africa, bringing together over 70 women’s organizations 
from diverse racial, political, religious, and socioeconomic backgrounds.26 
It emerged in response to women’s exclusion from early constitutional 
negotiations such as CODESA and the MPNP, and was driven by the fear 
that gender equality would be sidelined in the transition to democracy, as had 
occurred in other post-liberation contexts.27 The African National Congress 
Women’s League (ANCWL) played a key role in initiating the formation of 
the coalition, with the explicit goal of drafting a Women’s Charter that would 
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influence the new democratic constitution before the 1994 elections.28

The WNC’s core mission was to ensure that gender equality became 
foundational to the new South African state. To achieve this, the coalition 
launched the Women’s Charter Campaign, a massive, inclusive effort that 
reached over 2 million women nationwide through community meetings, 
workshops, rallies, and consultations. These contributions were consolidated 
by feminist legal experts into the Women’s Charter for Effective Equality, 
which addressed issues such as legal rights, education, poverty, health, 
protection from violence, land access, and employment.29 One of the coalition’s 
key strategies was the Five-Issue Campaign, which asked regional and 
grassroots groups to identify the five most pressing issues affecting women in 
their communities, creating a unified agenda across diverse constituencies.30

The WNC also acted as a watchdog during constitutional negotiations, 
with feminist lawyers scrutinizing legal texts and challenging any reversals 
of gender-related progress.31 Additionally, it led direct action campaigns 
demanding women’s inclusion in political delegations and pushed for the 
establishment of long-term institutional mechanisms like the CGE.32 The 
coalition’s inclusive approach welcomed contributions from all sectors of 
society, including the LGBTQ+ community, and emphasized grassroots 
empowerment and participatory research methods.

Although the WNC did not become a permanent body after 1994, it left a 
lasting impact. Many of its members continued advancing gender equality 
through cross-party alliances in parliament. The 1994 Women’s Charter, 
presented to President Nelson Mandela, became key to South Africa’s 
constitutional gender provisions. The WNC’s locally grounded, intersectional, 
and collective feminist approach helped turn South African feminism into a 

28. Ibid (South African History Online, 2011).

29. Ibid (Sadie & van Aardt, 1995; and MavusoMda, 2009).

30. Ibid (MavusoMda, 2009).
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32. Ibid (Mavuso Mda, 2009)
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broad-based democratic force for structural change.33

Lessons Learned and Adaptable Strategies to Resist Gender 
Apartheid in Afghanistan

The South African struggle against apartheid, through the RWM, ANC, GAC, 
and the WNC offers powerful lessons for Afghanistan’s resistance to gender 
apartheid. While shaped by different forms of systemic repression, both 
contexts involve the structural exclusion of marginalized groups, black South 
Africans under racial apartheid and Afghan women under gender apartheid. 
South Africa’s strategies—anchored in grassroots mobilization, legal 
advocacy, and inclusive coalition-building—can be adapted to Afghanistan’s 
struggle today.

One of the most important lessons comes from the RWM, which mobilized 
women in deeply patriarchal, under-resourced areas to challenge customary 
law and demand legal protections. In Afghanistan, where Taliban repression 
is most severe in rural areas, a similar model of grassroots, locally-driven 
organizing is urgently needed. These efforts must include both women and 
male allies and should be supported through safe resistance methods such 
as storytelling, anonymous media outreach, and digital networks. Crucially, 
international donors should direct targeted funding to support legal aid, 
education, and healthcare in rural areas, an approach drawn not only from 
RWM but also echoed in the GAC-SACP proposals on structural inclusion.

Another critical and repeated strategy is coalition-building, a theme central to 
the mentioned South African movements. The WNC’s unifying model, which 
brought over 70 women’s organizations together to develop a Women’s 
Charter, and the ANC’s civic mobilization through the UDF and MDM, both 
demonstrate the transformative power of united, multi-actor platforms. In 
the Afghan context, fragmented advocacy efforts could gain strength and 

33. Ibid (Meintjes, 1996; and Mavuso Mda, 2009)
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legitimacy by forming a unified Afghan women’s coalition, both within the 
country and across the diaspora. This coalition should co-develop a joint 
policy agenda—rooted in grassroots consultations, like the WNC’s Five-
Issue Campaign and advocate collectively at major international platforms 
such as the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) and the Munich 
Security Conference. Unfortunately, such a coalition does not currently exist; 
instead, most organizations operate independently, with each pursuing their 
own agenda. This is a major gap in the Afghan women’s movement that 
undermines collective impact.

Equally vital is international legal advocacy, a strategy that appeared 
consistently across South Africa’s resistance movements. The ANC, for 
example, not only pushed for global sanctions but also engaged in diplomatic 
lobbying by presenting detailed research, testimonies, and policy proposals 
that underscored the need for inclusive governance and gender equality. 
Alongside this, the GAC worked to ensure that gender considerations were 
incorporated into constitutional and peace negotiations. These efforts show 
how domestic movements leveraged international law and diplomacy to exert 
pressure and advance justice. 

In the Afghan context, a similar approach is urgently needed, beginning with 
advocacy to recognize gender apartheid as a crime under international law. 
Such recognition would enable formal accountability mechanisms, including 
action through the International Criminal Court (ICC). This legal push should 
be reinforced by strict conditionality in diplomatic relations: no recognition 
should be granted to the Taliban without verifiable commitments to women’s 
rights, representation in peace processes, and constitutional gender quotas.

The South African case also teaches us that inclusion must be meaningful, 
not symbolic. The GAC’s experience, where recommendations were largely 
ignored due to their non-binding nature, shows that advisory bodies must 
have enforcement power and legitimacy. In Afghanistan’s context, where 
the Taliban does not engage meaningfully with civil society or international 
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norms, creating a gender advisory mechanism presents serious challenges. 

However, a practical step forward could involve establishing an international, 
Afghan-led advisory body under UN oversight that is legally empowered and 
rooted in civil society, especially the Afghan women’s movement in exile. 
This mechanism should draw lessons from the GAC’s institutional structure 
and the WNC feminist legal activism, which actively reviewed legal texts, 
shaped policy drafts, and ensured that women’s rights were embedded in 
South Africa’s constitutional framework. While a similar structure may not 
currently be possible within Afghanistan, an exile-based mechanism with 
global recognition could serve as a platform to monitor rights violations, 
influence donor conditions, and maintain international pressure, preventing 
the normalization of gender apartheid

Structural barriers to participation, such as illiteracy, lack of childcare, and 
unsafe transport were addressed explicitly in the SACP’s submission to the 
GAC, offering yet another strategy for Afghanistan. Today, rural Afghan 
women face identical constraints. Adapting the SACP’s solutions—such as 
accessible civic education, public childcare, and tailored media campaigns —
would directly support broader participation and prevent further exclusion.

Finally, South Africa’s post-apartheid lesson is clear: institutional mechanisms 
lose legitimacy if they become detached from civil society. The decline of the 
CGE, once constitutionally enshrined, underscores the need for long-term 
gender equality bodies in Afghanistan to remain deeply linked to grassroots 
women’s organizations. These institutions must not only be created but also 
continuously monitored and strengthened by civil society.

Conclusion 

South Africa’s struggle against apartheid offers rich and practical lessons 
for confronting gender apartheid in Afghanistan. Despite differing political 
and cultural contexts, the core strategies—grassroots mobilization, inclusive 
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coalitions, international legal advocacy, and institutional accountability— 
remain relevant. South African women’s movements proved that sustained, 
collective resistance grounded in lived realities can influence constitutions, 
reshape political systems, and uphold women’s rights. For Afghanistan, 
adapting these lessons requires both creativity and courage, especially given 
current constraints. But as history shows, even the most entrenched systems 
of exclusion can be challenged when movements are united, well-organized, 
and supported by global solidarity.

Policy Recommendations 

​These policy recommendations are informed by the South African experience. 
Careful deliberation is necessary when adapting lessons from the South African 
context to Afghanistan’s, to restore women’s rights. While South Africa 
and Afghanistan differ in their political, social, and institutional contexts, 
the recommendations draw on relevant lessons applicable to situations of 
systemic exclusion. Their practical application in the Afghan context would 
benefit from further context-specific assessment and discussion to ensure 
effective and meaningful implementation.

	■ The international community must support grassroots organizing and 
rural women’s leadership through safe, community-driven initiatives 
led by Afghan women’s networks, with the involvement of male allies. 
Flexible international funding should prioritize legal aid, healthcare, 
education, and digital outreach in remote areas. This includes supporting 
and formalizing online schools to motivate girls to pursue formal 
education and help transfer knowledge back into rural communities. 
Afghan diaspora and rights organizations can assist with advocacy, 
coordination, and protection.

	■ A unified Afghan women’s coalition must be established, one that 
connects actors within the country and across the diaspora to co-develop 
a joint policy agenda. First, a secure digital space should be created to 
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bring together diverse local and diaspora groups to map priorities. Second, 
hold structured dialogues to agree on a shared vision and coordination 
mechanism. Third, co-develop a joint policy brief to guide collective 
advocacy at international forums. While difficult, uniting around 
common goals can turn a key weakness into strength. This coalition 
should coordinate advocacy at key international forums and amplify 
Afghan women’s voices through collective action.

	■ Pursue international legal recognition of gender apartheid as a crime and 
establish an Afghan-led gender advisory mechanism in exile, under UN 
oversight. This mechanism should be initiated by a coalition of Afghan 
women legal experts, human rights defenders, and civil society actors, 
in collaboration with supportive UN entities (such as UN Women or the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights). 
This mechanism should serve as a credible watchdog and policy advisor, 
ensuring Afghan women’s rights are central to any future transition. 
To ensure legitimacy and effectiveness, the body should be inclusive, 
representative across ethnic, geographic, and political lines, and guided 
by a clear, transparent mandate. Its framework should include: a) 
independent appointment procedures with term limits and vetting by a 
multi-stakeholder panel; b) regular public reporting on violations, donor 
compliance, and negotiation processes; and c) built-in safeguards such 
as third-party audits, civil society reviews, and rotating leadership to 
prevent agenda capture or political bias.


