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It was August 2003 in the Iraqi city of Najaf—
long before the holy city’s takeover by Mus-
lim cleric Moktada al-Sadr—and U.S. Marine
Lt. Col. Christopher Conlin faced a dilemma.

Arriving at a swearing-in ceremony for Nidal Nasser
Hussein, Najaf’s first female lawyer and Conlin’s selec-
tion for a judgeship on the local court, he encountered
a gaggle of demonstrators protesting her appoint-
ment. Despite their relatively small number (about
30 in a city of more than half a million), Conlin relent-
ed and delayed Hussein’s appointment indefinitely.

Sadly, this episode of sacrificing Iraqi women’s
political participation to pacify vocal minorities is
hardly anomalous. Although the administration of
U.S. President George W. Bush extols women’s
advancement as a centerpiece of its Iraq strategy,
good intentions have seemingly substituted coher-
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Building democracy in Iraq will

prove impossible without immediate

leadership from the country’s forsak-

en majority: its women. But while

the Bush administration trumpets

women’s rights in the Middle East, it

neglects to back words with action.

The failure to empower women

would condemn Iraq to the fate of

its Arab neighbors—autocracy,

economic stagnation, and social

malaise. | By Swanee Hunt and
Cristina Posa

Heads of state? Iraqi women worshiping in Baghdad’s Abu Hanifa
mosque in December 2003.
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Nesreen Berwari
was minister of
public works in
the provisional
Iraqi government
and minister of
reconstruction
and development
for the Kurdistan

Regional Government in Northern Iraq. She
was also a member of the economy and
infrastructure working group at the U.S. State
Department’s Future of Iraq project. Berwari
previously worked with the International
Organization for Migration and the United
Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs.

ent policy. The administration devoted millions of
dollars to women’s professional training via the
Coalition Provisional Authority (cpa), the U.S.
entity created to run Iraq until the sovereignty
transfer on June 30, 2004. But after Bush ended
major combat operations in May 2003, the cpa
undermined its own good work by allowing Iraqi
women to become a bargaining chip in political
negotiations with powerful religious parties.

The United States thus made the classic mistake of
sacrificing long-term stability for political expediency.
Failing to include women in Iraq’s government noti-
fies other countries in the region that women’s polit-
ical engagement is not, in fact, the pillar of democra-
cy the West portrays. Ultimately, such failure could
undermine support for the U.S. mission in Iraq by rein-
forcing the notion that Washington used human rights
as a pretext for war rather than committing to it out
of principle. Moreover, it condemns Iraq to the fate suf-
fered by its Arab neighbors: autocracy, economic stag-
nation, and social malaise caused by sidelining half—
or 60 percent, in Iraq’s case—of the population. 

The political and religious climate in Iraq prac-
tically guarantees that if women are frozen out of
a nascent Iraqi government, their chances of break-
ing through later are slim to none. For Iraqi women,
it’s now or never. 

C H E C K E R E D  PA S T

Both supporters and critics of the war in Iraq politi-
cize the history and status of Iraqi women. In the
absence of weapons of mass destruction, the Bush
administration deployed the rhetoric of “rape rooms”
to justify the ouster of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein.

Meanwhile, critics of the invasion note that women in
Iraq had considerably better educational and profes-
sional opportunities under Hussein than did many
women in the region.

Conditions for Iraqi women have certainly dete-
riorated since the Persian Gulf War of 1991. Today,
mothers who can read have daughters who cannot,
and the older generation often displays more mod-
ern views than the younger. Those who recall pre-
Hussein Iraq remember women’s political activism.
The Iraqi Women’s League was founded in 1952 but
forced underground by Hussein soon after the Baath
Party took over in 1968. Members kept in touch as
exiles and recently reconstituted the league in Bagh-
dad with the aim of maintaining women’s involve-
ment in the new government. Although the Baathists
usurped Iraqis’ political freedom, women’s advance-
ment fit the party’s secular, nationalist agenda, and
it established a Soviet-style General Federation of
Iraqi Women in 1969 with branches throughout the
country. Women’s educational and professional
prospects improved, particularly in the fields of
education, medicine, and engineering, and women
became breadwinners when their husbands left for
the battlefields of the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. 

Many of these gains were lost during the eco-
nomic depression that followed international sanc-
tions in the 1990s. Men took priority in the shrink-
ing job market. Families pulled girls out of school to
work at home, and female literacy plummeted. Iraqis
increasingly turned to religion for solace, sharpening
the divide between the country’s Shiite Muslims (who
constitute roughly 60 percent of the population),
and Sunni Muslims (who account for about 35 per-
cent). Saddam Hussein, a Sunni, launched a “Faith

Songul Chapouk
represents the
Turkoman popula-
tion on the Iraqi
Governing Council.
An engineer by
training, Chapouk
founded the
Kirkuk-based Iraqi

Women’s Organization, which trains women in
computer skills, agriculture, and literacy.

Dr. Raja Habib
Khuzai was one
of three women
appointed to the
Iraqi Governing
Council, which
governed Iraq
prior to June 30,
2004. Khuzai pre-

viously directed a hospital in the southern Iraqi
city of Diwaniah while teaching at the local
medical college. Her current project is a 
national women’s health initiative for cancer
prevention. Khuzai is also president of the
Women’s Organization in Diwaniah and founder
of the Women’s Health Center in Baghdad.

Founding Mothers?
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Many Iraqi women are defying cultural conser-
vatives and danger outside their doors to par-
ticipate in Iraq’s incipient government and civil
society. Here are some who are taking the risk:



Campaign” in the early 1990s that attempted to co-
opt the support of conservative religious leaders
while eradicating Shiite leadership, rolling back
women’s legal protections in the process. Neverthe-
less, Shiite Islam’s influence grew steadily through-
out the 1990s, chiefly because its focus on social
justice attracted the poor and oppressed and also
because Hussein’s crackdowns strengthened Shiite
solidarity. This growing religious divide mirrored
an increasing gap between rich and poor Iraqis that
radical Shiite leaders such as Sadr would later suc-
cessfully exploit.  

A F F I R M AT I V E  R E A C T I O N

Following the U.S. invasion in March 2003, the
cpa attempted to elevate Iraqi women’s status
through educational programs, job-skills training,
rights awareness, and networking—no easy feat in
a country isolated for more than a decade. But
women in Iraq today need immediate political rep-
resentation to secure those long-term efforts. 

Unlike other post-conflict situations—wherein
international bodies such as the United Nations dis-
patch civilian experts to handle political negotia-
tions—Iraq has seen coalition forces take the lead
in establishing local governing councils and
appointing local administrators, particularly in
rural areas. Nongovernmental organizations have
helped Iraqis build political coalitions and take
other steps toward democracy. But when it came to
political appointments, the military was usually
the only game in town.  

In Iraq’s volatile security climate, women’s
empowerment did not concern military personnel
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on the front lines of nation building. “We didn’t give
special considerations to engaging the women,”
recalls Lt. Col. Carl E. Mundy III, now a federal exec-
utive fellow at the Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington. Mundy commanded a Marine battalion dur-
ing the invasion of Iraq and handled post-conflict
operations in the Al Qadisiya province. “My concern
was not stepping where I shouldn’t step, or dragging
a woman in there that would anger the local men,”
he explains. “Maybe once security has been estab-
lished to a certain degree and most people are back
to work, then you can start working around the
edges at fair representation of both sexes.”  

The problem with this approach is that involv-
ing women becomes considerably more difficult
after U.S. forces entrench conservative religious
clerics and tribal leaders in positions of power.
“Women may have greater voices in urban areas,
but they remain under the hold of tribal leaders and
religious clerics in rural areas,” observes Hind
Makiya, founding director of the U.K.-based Iraqi
Women’s Foundation. 

The United States set a disastrous precedent
even before the invasion of Iraq by creating a gov-
ernment-in-waiting led by an exile group almost
entirely bereft of women. The cpa appointed only
three women to the 25-member Iraqi Governing
Council, and Minister of Public Works Nesreen
Berwari is the only female in the Cabinet of Min-
isters. Although more than 80 women serve on
city, district, and neighborhood councils in Bagh-
dad, far fewer serve in the 18 Iraqi provinces, and
none has been appointed a provincial governor.
Worse, no women were appointed to the 24-mem-
ber constitutional drafting committee, which pro-

Siham Hattab
Hamdan serves
on several
committees of the
Baghdad City
Advisory Council,
including the pub-
lic affairs
committee and
the legal affairs and human rights
committee. A lecturer in English literature
at Mustansiriya University in Baghdad, she
previously served as the council’s vice
chairperson, representing the Sadr City dis-
trict. She is currently working to establish
women’s centers in Sadr City.

Ala Talabani, a
former vice presi-
dent of the
Kurdistan
Women’s Union,
fled Iraq in 1991
for the United
Kingdom after she
was fired from
engineering and teaching positions for her
Kurdish ethnicity and for not being a
member of the ruling Baath Party. In 2003,
Talabani cofounded Women for a Free Iraq
and the Iraqi Women’s High Council, which
drafted policies on the role of women in
Iraq’s post-conflict reconstruction.

Source: Women Waging Peace

Hind Makiya is
founding director
of the Baghdad
Women’s Founda-
tion and the Iraqi
Women’s Founda-
tion, a U.K.-based
nongovernmental
organization that
supports women’s participation in a
democratic Iraq. One of only five women
appointed to the Iraqi Reconstruction and
Development Council, she has also worked
with various administrative bodies to plan a
national strategy for Iraq’s post-conflict
education system. 



duced the document currently serving as the inter-
im constitution.

The drafting process guaranteed women’s
underrepresentation. The cpa declined to demand
a mandatory number of female-held seats in the
future National Assembly, despite support by Iraqi
women’s groups and Sunni statesman Adnan
Pachachi (an influential member of the Governing
Council), because the Bush administration didn’t
want to contradict its anti-affirmative action pol-
icy back home. Safia al-Souhail, a leader of the Bani
Tamim tribe in central Iraq, scoffs at such squea-
mishness and dismisses non-Iraqis’ concerns that

enforcing women’s representation violates indige-
nous culture. “They’re forcing a lot of changes on
this society. Why not force this as well?” she said.
“Suddenly, women’s rights are the red line?” 

U N H O LY  A L L I A N C E S

In February 2004, then council president and Shi-
ite cleric Abdelaziz al-Hakim introduced Resolution
137, which would have abrogated Iraq’s 1959 Uni-
form Civil Code for family law, giving religious
courts jurisdiction over matters such as inheritance,
marriage, and divorce. Women organized protests
in Baghdad and urged American cpa Administra-
tor L. Paul Bremer to pressure the Governing Coun-
cil to repeal the resolution. Council member Dr.
Raja Habib Khuzai, a former hospital director and
founder of the Women’s Health Center in Baghdad,
led the fight. Although she won support from mod-
erate Islamic leaders and convinced the majority of
the council to overturn the resolution, a cpa staffer
later told her that she had “chosen the wrong time”
to pick a fight with the council’s Islamists. 

Bremer tried to reassure concerned members of
the U.S. Congress. “Women’s rights in Iraq will be
protected by Iraqis, men and women,” he wrote in
a March 2004 letter to Rep. Carolyn Maloney of
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[ Iraq’s Excluded Women ]

New York. “Some elements here wish to make
Islamic law the law of the land, but they are neither
a majority nor close to constituting one.” He cited
a poll finding that two thirds of Iraqis support equal
legal rights for women.

Yet the will of the majority is hardly reassuring in
a country traditionally tyrannized by the minority.
According to Makiya, self-declared moderates and
conservative council members alike have skipped
council meetings to prevent the necessary quorum
from voting on issues affecting women’s lives and
political participation. “Meetings behind closed doors
and unholy affiliations are examples of men desperate

for power as an end in itself, rather
than as a means for social and eco-
nomic reconstruction,” Makiya says.

These maneuvers have compelled
many women to turn to clerics for
protection, Makiya adds. “We have to
rely on a moderate religious leader
such as Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani
to fight for our rights, as so-called
Iraqi liberals barter away our rights
amongst themselves,” she says. Some
Iraqi women have sought and received

pronouncements from Sistani (Iraq’s most respected Shi-
ite cleric) supporting their participation in government. 

By cultivating the support of true moderates such
as Sistani, U.S. and Iraqi leaders will be able to pre-
empt a backlash against women’s reforms. But if
they take the shortsighted approach of delaying
women’s progress and participation to avoid pro-
voking extremists such as Sadr, they’ll set a precedent
that will be hard to overcome. Warns American
Islamic Congress Executive Director Zainab Al-
Suwaij, “If we don’t push for women’s rights and rep-
resentation right now, then forget about it later on.”  

T I M I N G  I S  E V E RY T H I N G

Iraqi women are reconciling the principles of their
faith with the chance for new political, economic, and
professional identities. Even women from the most
conservative regions of the country are enthusiastic
about becoming involved in public life, says Zainab
Salbi, who runs women’s centers across Iraq through
her U.S.-based nonprofit organization Women for
Women International. A group of Shiite women seek-
ing funding for a women’s center in their hometown
of Karbala recently told potential donors that they
wanted room for a prayer space alongside that for
computer terminals and English lessons.

If U.S. and Iraqi leaders take the shortsighted

approach of delaying women’s progress to avoid

stirring up extremists, they’ll set a precedent that

will be hard to overcome.



Ultimately, greater political participation by
women could provide Iraq with a stabilizing force
needed to stave off the potentially disastrous divi-
sion of the country into ethnic states. Despite Iraq’s
diversity, “women are not a monolith, and neither
are Sunni women or Shiite women or Kurdish
women,” says Susan Kupperstein, senior program
officer for the U.S.-based National Democratic
Institute’s Iraq program. However, women have a
shared stake in their economic and social devel-
opment that impels them to transcend regional,
ethnic, and religious divides. “I detect a great spir-
it of unity among Iraqi women,” observes Char-
lotte Ponticelli, senior coordinator of the U.S.
State Department’s Office of International
Women’s Issues.
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It is not too late to secure meaningful political rep-
resentation for Iraqi women. U.N. Special Envoy
Lakhdar Brahimi’s plan to install a technocratic care-
taker government until democractic elections are held
could bypass the dangers of a rushed vote that might
solidify the base of extremists most likely to limit
women’s rights. Although the situation in Iraq is con-
stantly changing, Brahimi’s plan currently places gov-
ernance in the hands of a president, two vice presi-
dents, and a prime minister. Khuzai is pushing for the
appointment of at least one woman to this quartet to
ensure that the executive branch has the same 25
percent representation prescribed by the constitution.
“This is the only way we can encourage women to
participate. Otherwise they’ll think it’s only promis-
es,” Khuzai says. “The time is now.”

For profiles of women leaders in Iraq, visit the Web site of Women Waging Peace, launched by Har-
vard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government and overseen by the nonprofit Hunt Alter-
natives Fund. See also “Winning the Peace Conference Report: Women’s Role in Post-Conflict Iraq,”
which highlights the findings of an April 2003 conference by Women Waging Peace and the
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. 

Charles Tripp’s A History of Iraq, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000)
provides a detailed timeline stretching from the country’s establishment by the British to the run-
up to the recent U.S.-led war. See also Kanan Makiya’s Republic of Fear: The Politics of Mod-
ern Iraq, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

The Web site of WomenWarPeace, a project of the United Nations Development Fund for
Women, features in-depth information on the current conflict’s impact on Iraqi women. The Web
site of Women for a Free Iraq offers links to press reports on women in Iraq. The “Arab
Human Development Reports” (New York: United Nations) of 2002 and 2003 identify women’s
low status as a cause—not a symptom—of the Arab world’s economic and political challenges. Mari-
na Ottaway questions the link between women’s empowerment and democratization in “Women’s
Rights and Democracy in the Arab World” (Washington: Carnegie Papers, No. 42, February
2004). The Web site of the U.S. Department of State’s Office of International Women’s Issues doc-
uments deposed Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s brutality toward women and promotes U.S. efforts
to assist them. See also Human Rights Watch’s “Climate of Fear: Sexual Violence and Abduction
of Women and Girls in Baghdad” (New York: Human Rights Watch, Vol. 15, No. 7, July 2003).

Swanee Hunt and Cristina Posa discuss women’s ability to bridge divides in “Women Waging
Peace” (Foreign Policy, May/June 2001). For insight on how women around the world are simul-
taneously gaining political clout while bearing the brunt of poverty, read Jane S. Jaquette’s
“Women in Power: From Tokenism to Critical Mass” (Foreign Policy, Fall 1997) and Mayra
Buvinic’s “Women in Poverty: A New Global Underclass” (Foreign Policy, Fall 1997).

»For links to relevant Web sites, access to the FP Archive, and a comprehensive index of related 
Foreign Policy articles, go to www.foreignpolicy.com.
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