
Background

In the contemporary history of Afghanistan, 
participation of women in the public sphere starts 
with the reign of reformist king Amanullah Khan. It 
was during this reign (circa 1920) that the first girls’ 
school was established and female students were 
sent abroad to Turkey for further education. Also, 
in the constitution drafted under the King’s rule in 
the year 1922, certain social liberties for women 
were taken into consideration. Moreover, the Queen 
of Afghanistan Surayya was a companion of her 
husband in the reform process playing a key role in 
enlightening the women of her age. After the collapse 
of Amanullah Khan’s government, the succeeding 
governments did not have any programs in order to 
strengthen the role of women and women’s progress 
was limited to some urban girls attending schools 
and medical university. Women however regained 
the political (i.e. voting) rights after the signing of 
the 1964 constitution. Two women were placed in 
the drafting committee of the constitution and in the 
parliamentary election that followed a year later a 
number of women found their way to the legislative 
branch, and two women appointed as senators. The 
first civil organization of women independent of the 
government was also established under the title 
“Democratic Organization of Women” which was in 
fact a wing of the People’s Democratic Party. 

During the 14-year reign of People’s Democratic Party, 
although no proper programs or well-thought plans 

for the empowerment of women were in place, a 
number of educated women were elevated to senior 
party and government positions including a ministry; 
also women were involved in social activities such 
as demonstrations. Since women did not have any 
strong organizations to support them or their role 
in the police arena, they were not able to show any 
resistance against the limitations placed against 
them later during the reigns of the Mujahideen and 
Taliban. 

During the Mujahideen period, not only women 
were deprived of any decision-making authority, 
discussion about their rights was also postponed for 
a later phase. 

With the rise of Taliban, limitation and brutality 
against women reached an all-time high. Women 
were not only confined to their houses but the city 
streets and squares turned into exhibitions of stoning 
and execution of women. 

After the collapse of Taliban and establishment of 
modern government with massive international 
support, women also found themselves with access 
to opportunities in the society and politics. In the 
transitional government, Dr. Sima Samar became the 
first-ever lady to serve as the Deputy President of the 
interim government, where she was instrumental 
in the establishment of a policy-making ministry 
of Women’s affairs. Due to these developments, 
women found a voice in the drafting and approval of 
the new constitution. 
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Women’s role in major national decision 
making processes

Currently the government cabinet has 26 ministers 
of whom three are women. Ms. Surayya Dalil is the 
Health Minister, Ms. Amina Afzali the Minister for 
public affairs, martyrs and disabled, and Dr. Husn 
Banu Ghazanfar is the Minister of Women’s affairs. 

In the meantime, women’s participation in the 
parliament is considerably visible with 67 seats out 
of 249 seats of the legislature been dedicated to 
women. In the senate, 27 seats out of an overall 102 
seats are dedicated to women; similarly 124 seats 
out of 420 provincial council are also occupied by 
women. In addition, the Supreme Peace Council the 
representative body of the government for furthering 
peace talks with anti-government elements has 8 
female members out of an overall 68 members. 

Ms. Habiba Sarabi who served as the governor of 
Bamiyan province for a period of 8 years, recently 
has resigned from her position to nominate as the 2nd 
deputy of a prominent presidential candidate. Ms. 
Sarabi said that during her tenure as the governor 
of Bamian province she faced challenges as being 
the first female governor in the country. She adds 
her opponents and conservative elements couldn’t 
tolerate a woman as governor and therefore they 
would conspire against her by provoking the locals 
in order to prevent her from pursuing her tasks. She 
says that these elements would use her feminine 
attributes as vulnerability against the governor; 
however, she was able to gain public trust by hard 
work and dedication. 1

While problems persist with the judicial system 
of Afghanistan, women have been able to gain 
access to the country’s legal system. Currently, 186 
women work in the courts where 500 women are 
part of the prosecutor’s offices across the country, 
making 7 percent of the overall justice departments 
employees. 

With all these developments, women do not have 
a presence in the leadership of the judicial system. 
Recently, women’s rights activists have called upon 
the president to nominate a woman as member of 
the supreme courts leadership council composed of 
9 judges. According to these activists, the presence 
of a woman in such a position can be helpful in 
preventing cases of violence against women in the 
country. 
1. Special Interview with Afghanistan Watch, Dec 2013

Fear of U-turn

Observers are fearful that the current achievements 
are fragile and according to many of the women’s 
rights activists these achievements are threatened 
due to the fact that the presence of women in the 
country is not institutionalized. 

Mrs. Zahra Sepehr a women’s rights activist considers 
the last decade’s achievements as inadequate, 
terming them as symbolic. 

According to Ms. Sepehrm, “So far opportunity for 
equal competition between men and women has not 
been provided in any Afghan institution. Whenever, 
we reached equality of this sort, we can say that 
women have found their 
place in our democratic 
system.”2

Women do not have a role 
in many of the important 
arenas. Afghanistan 
has only one female 
ambassador in Norway 
and so far no woman has 
attained the leadership 
position of any of around 
70 registered political 
part ies. 

Similarly, some recent 
events have triggered 
concerns about the 
vulnerability of the last 
decade’s achievements. 
A prominent example is 
the decision to decrease 
female representation 
quota in the provincial 
councils from 25 percent to 20 percent. 

Kabul MP Farkhunda Zahra Naderi says: “Our 
politicians should not deprive women of their 
achievements by using them as a bargain chip 
in political dealings with conservative elements. 
Instead, we should all join hands in order to provide 
better living conditions to women across the 
country.” 3 

2. Special Interview with Afghanistan Watch, Dec 2013
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