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ABSTRACT 

Iraqi women suffer from the political domination of man who seeks to 

undermine and curtail women's roles, especially in relation to decisions and issues 

crucial to a number of laws that require acceptance or rejection. There are significant 

challenges have that faced women as an obstacle to their participation in political life 

alongside men. The most important challenge is the Arab social heritage which 

restricts women to seize the available opportunity to get the position of a sovereign 

post or as a decision-maker. Although the Iraqi Constitution guarantees the 

participation of women in the political process, such participation remained limited. 

On this basis, the role of Iraqi women in political participation is very limited and it is 

associated mainly with heads of blocs and not the member himself, whether man or 

woman. Despite the limited participation of Iraqi women, especially in political fields 

(parliament, ministries and institutions), but their roles are still evident in the army, 

police and judiciary fields, even they outnumber men sometimes. Nevertheless, the 

Iraqi women differ from women in women in Middle East because they are living in a 

country that had been suffered many wars and calamities. However, they are still 

performing their role naturally, thus the decision-makers in the Iraqi government must 

take into account this segment, which is half of the society. 
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Introduction  
The Iraqi women have given sacrifices in all fields of life; they have suffered 

from various kinds of persecution and violence because they are the weakest element 

in society and they lack sufficient protection. Women in Iraq are the first victims of 

human rights violations, in families, the streets, the government institutions, or 

amongst extremist groups of various orientations. However, Iraqi women have shown 

the genuine face of women worldwide suffering from a lot of catastrophes and wars 

before and after 2003.The Iraqi women have participated in all political decision-

making positions such as the government institutions, the army, police and other sites 

that require the presence of women on a permanent basis. Despite the threats and risks 

which have reached sometimes to rape, murder and kidnapping, the Iraqi women have 

continued in the political, economic and social approach to rebuild the new Iraq. On 

this basis, this paper attempts to clarify the genuine roles of the Iraqi women in 

political, legal and military fields before and after 2003. Shouldering responsibilities, 

Iraqi women have been faced many challenges and obstacles that have caused them a 

lot of problems. In the forefront of these problems were the men controlling the 

important decision-making posts whether in governmental or non-governmental 

establishment. 

 In addition, the traditions and social norms have obstructed sometimes the 

aspirations of Iraqi women to practice their legitimate role. Also the absence of the 

political and legal guarantees in the Iraqi constitution to guarantee women's right to 

participate in the political decision-making positions in parliament and the Iraqi 

government has rendered this participation weak. 

The research has essayed to prove hypothesis that is the participations of Iraqi 

women in all fields and actions have been indicated that they are immoderately still 

suffering from undermining by men and other obstacles, which would generate to the 

sapping of their political, statutory and social participation. It is due to several reasons 

in relation to the personality of complicated Iraqi society as well as the nature of the 

prevalent political system alike before or after 2003. 

However, research problematic has tested to answer the following questions: 

1. How is the beginning of Iraqi women’s political participation before 2003?  

2. How is the beginning of Iraqi women's political participation after 2003? 

3. What are major obstacles to women's political participation? 

4. What are the most prominent fields which Iraqi women participated? 

Consequently, research has divided into main four six, as follows: 

1. The beginnings of women's political action (before 2003). 

2. The role of women after 2003 (post-Baathist Iraq). 

3. Barriers to women's political participation. 

4. The categories of Iraqi women who have worked in the political sphere. 

5. The participation of women in the judiciary. 

6. The role of women in army and police. 
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Section I: The beginnings of women's political action (before 2003) 

The role of Iraqi women in the public life began in the early twenties of the 

last century. The involvement of women in that period was a result of the high 

proportion of women's education in Iraq in the late thirties, where women resorted to 

enter into fields of study in different schools and universities which were limited to 

males only in the past, for example women joined in the field of law and medicine. As 

a result of progressive and liberal attitudes that prevailed in the forties, Iraqi women 

participated in partisan political work and various political events. For example, 

women participated in the uprisings especially the so-called the bridge uprising, in 

which Iraqi women gave one martyr in 1948, whom known as the martyr of bridge. In 

1952 the first woman was appointed as minister for municipalities who was Dr. 

Naziha Dulaimi
1
. 

On the other hand, Iraq's interim constitution of 1970 ensured the equal 

opportunities for all citizens regardless of sex, but it did not mention any mechanisms 

that can help to guarantee or ensure the political participation of women. However, 

women were present in the Iraqi National Council during the period 1980-1995, when 

nine member women were by 1990; the participation rate of women rose to reach 

13.2% of the total membership. But at the fifth session of the National Council of Iraq 

in 2000, the number of women reached 20 (8%); this is a perfect ratio compared to 

women's participation in the Arab region in that period
2
. As for the participation in the 

political parties that were active at the time the membership was limited. The female 

party members did not increase in the ruling party about 5.4%; it was Dr. Huda Salih 

Mahdi Ammash was elected as member of the national leadership of the Baath Party
3
. 

Noteworthy, Iraqi women did not get ministerial positions although much the 

Iraqi state institutions have been run efficiently by women due to the emergence of an 

Iraqi Women's competencies and the preoccupation of men in the repeated military 

actions. Hence, the question why did not Iraqi women demand to participate in 

political decision-making positions, especially when they were efficient, effective, 

and qualified to achieve political participation? Has to be asked. It is possible that this 

case is the result of the following reasons
4
: 

1. The nature of the difficulties faced by women in Iraq and the multiplicity of 

fronts struggle helped to find some kind of interim satisfaction in 

prioritization. The political situations have affected negatively the demands of 

women in Iraq; women faced the security, political, economic, and social 

burdens, in addition to educational and psychological ones
5
. It was difficult to 

speak about women's claims to participation in decision-making positions 

before getting the essentials and basics of life. 

2. The nature of the prevailing regime in Iraq in that period rejected any criticism 

for its ideas. 

3. The lack of women's organizations in Iraq which could demand women's 

rights except the General Federation of Iraqi Women which was financed by 

the Iraqi government and was part of the leans to government's establishments 

at that time. 
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The women had a big role to participate in the political parties which opposed 

the Baath party at the time such as Islamic Dawa Party the Democratic Party of 

Kurdistan. Therefore, some women were exposed to many kinds of torture, arrest and 

prison and others managed to escape out of Iraq (Iran, England, the United States, the 

Netherlands, Denmark and Australia). However, women's portions were limited by 

liberal or Islamist parties. Women participated in the struggle of the Kurdish parties 

against dictatorship; this helps effectively the military action within the so-called the 

Peshmerga forces.  

Women left their husbands and children and joined the military training on the 

mountains of Kurdistan
6
. The most effective participation in decision-making for 

women in the province of Kurdistan was the period of 1992_2004 when the 

percentage of women's representation in the National Council of Iraqi Kurdistan was 

7%. Women also participated in the Kurdistan regional government
7
. Dr. Kafia 

Suleiman was the first woman minister of the municipalities ministry in 1996. In 

addition, many women were appointed as deputies to minister, mayors, directors and 

judges. Today there are 29 women members out of 111 in the Parliament of Kurdistan 

and three women ministers in the government which consists of 40 Ministries
8
. 

Section II: The role of women after 2003 (post-Baathist Iraq) 

Despite the democratic changes in Iraq, Iraqi women tried hard, without real 

success, to get their just right. The main players of the change process announced that 

the major objective is to spread democracy on the grounds that most of them had left 

Iraq due to the absence of democracy and returned to rebuild it in Iraq
9
. Indeed, it was 

strange that female representation in the first political block after changing Saddam's 

regime was very meager. Only three women out of 25 members in the Iraqi Interim 

Governing Council were appointed in 2004. Women's share of ministries was only 4: 

the ministries of Labor and Social Affairs, Municipalities, Agriculture and the State 

ministry for Women's Affairs
10

. 

Article C of the State Administration Law for the transitional period provided 

that the election law aims to achieve a percentage of women's representation no less 

than one-quarter of the members of the National Assembly. Then the Article 3 of 

Order No. 96 Section 4 of election law issued by the Coalition Provisional Authority 

to name at least the first three women of candidates on list; two women should be 

chosen out of the first six candidates in the list, and so forth until the end of the list. 

As a result of the application of this system the number of women reached 87 women 

out of 275 members in January 2005
11

. Women got six ministerial positions out of 36 

ministries in the transitional government. Also women did not hold office of any the 

four sovereign positions. Therefore, the female representation of 11% in the Cabinet 

and 32% in the National Assembly. This indicates tacitly that there is no legal text in 

the administration law of state that would specify a minimum of women's 

representation in the executive or judicial positions
12

. 

The provincial elections in Iraq was conducted in 2005 and it  observed the 

proportional representation applied by the Transitional National Assembly. However, 

this mechanism of the proportional representation resulted into fewer women than the 
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prescribed percentage. For example, the Council of Salahuddin province, there were 

10 women out of 41 members and that means 24%.  The Council of Maysan province 

had the same numbers, in the Council of Dhi Qar province there were 9 women out of 

41 members (22%) and in Karbala Province there were 8 women out of 41 members 

(19.5%). In addition, there were no female mayors or assistant mayors
13

. 

In the last election of the Council of the provinces the female representation in 

most of the Iraqi provinces has been achieved, which was 25%. Thus when a 

committee to draft a constitution consisted of 55 members, they comprised 9 women 

numbers and this was encouraging
14

. The new Iraqi constitution indicates in more 

than one article to enhance the equality between males and females in political rights. 

Article 49, paragraph 4, refers to customize a constant percentage of female 

representation in the House of Representatives by at least 25%
15

. 

The issue of proportional representation of women caused a widespread 

controversy, especially in the stage of the writing the Iraqi Constitution. The first draft 

of the Constitution, which was leaked, real trends to ignore called the development of 

mechanisms guaranteeing the achievement of political participation under the pretext 

that the quota text opposed with the principle of equality enshrined in the same 

constitution
 
. 

On this basis, the feminist movement began a strong opposition to this 

approach across a wide pressure campaigns on members of the constitutional 

committee and political leaders who have a genuine impact on the political process. 

Indeed, Iraqi women succeeded in promoting their rights regarding the quota system. 

Hence, when the Council of Representatives of Iraq was elected were 74 women 

members (25.8%). Also when the Committee on Constitutional amendments was 

formed, it included 2 women out of the 27 members (7%)
16

. 

However, women are denied the posts of Presidency in the legislature and also 

it missed Security and Defense ministries. Also and women's representation in the 

executive authority retreated after the 2010 elections. In addition, women did not get 

any ministerial portfolio except the post of Minister of State for Women's Affairs, 

which suffers from a lack of the sufficient funding allocations to promote its activities 

of women
17

. 

In fact, the main reason for the weakness of women's work in the political 

participation is the quota which has been adopted on number of women rather than 

their efficiency. 

The advancement of women depends on two issues: the first thing is the 

presence of women in the parliament (legislature) and the Council of Ministers 

(executive) in order to be able to participate in implementation and legislation 

simultaneously . The other thing is that they are not given post at the level of 

leadership because of their lack of experience in the parliamentary work. Yet this does 

not mean that all parliament women do not have roles; some of them, especially in 

regards to the role and experience of the previous parliamentary sessions, women had 

a real role in many of the laws and issues, as well as debates, votes and legislation. 
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In the field Iraqi parliamentary women's achievements, they have achieved a 

number of important laws that are related to Iraqi women directly or indirectly, 

especially when they established the Parliamentary Committee of Women, Family 

and Children in Iraq
18

. 

1. The law prohibits the import of games which instigate violence. 

2. Refusal of the jaafari law which allow men to marry 9-year-old girls. 

3. Approval to issue the law of social society in Iraq. 

4. Accession to the Hague Convention, which is committed to protect children 

who are abducted and detained. 

 

Section III: Barriers to women's political participation 

Political participation is the entire volunteer activities carried out by 

individuals and participate through it with other members of the community, whether 

in the choice of the ruling elite, directly or indirectly, or to participate in decision-

making or steering state's public policy. If democracy requires the participation of all 

members of the community in the political sphere, the application of democracy 

requires broader participation of women. But it remains just a theoretical matter that 

may not correspond completely with the distribution of power according to gender at 

the level of reality. There are many state constitutions have not distinguished between 

the rights of men and women in the field of political participation; at the same time 

they do not include guarantor to apply this. Besides there are some constitutions that 

have overlooked women's right to the political participation
19

. 

The phenomenon of the limited political participation of women is the 

outcome of interacting and overlapping of community factors, whether political or 

economic, social or cultural or religious. Some are due to:  

1. The constitutional and legal reasons, where legislature does not provide 

principle of equality between males and females with regard to some political 

rights. This may guarantee the right of nomination and election of women but 

those rights remain inoperative entirely or partially to the lack of a guarantor 

for the implementation of this as we have said
20

. 

2. High illiteracy rates among women in the developing societies hinder their 

political participation significantly. 

 

3. The emergence of terrorist movements that oppose women's rights, alongside 

the emergence of the forces of political Islam, which have deprived women of 

any political role. This point is the main handicap and barrier to women's 

participation in political field. Thus access to decision-making positions, 

which have exposed many political women activists of women to death threats 

and violations of their rights
21

. 

4. The wide interest of the press and media in men contributes to the relative 

weakness of women. This will contribute to the reduction of the capacity of 

women to participate effectively in the public activities related to the society 

and the state
22

. 
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5. The men dominance on the overall political process; here jurisprudence in Iraq 

tends to adopt a two-way interpretation of male's control over the political 

process
23

: 

 

 The nature of Iraqi society imposes on women to stay at home, 

especially for child-rearing. 

 Traditions, customs and social norms control the political process in 

Iraq; there is a tradition in Iraq that man is more loyalty to the clan 

than woman. Of course, this leads to supremacy of men over women in 

elections. 

 

In addition, there are fundamental reasons for the failure of Iraqi women in 

parliament. The heads of political blocs always try to prevent his political deputies to 

express their views or their participation in debates and decisions relating to sensitive 

political topics. The political permission and participations are limited to heads of 

blocs and parties or their representatives of men.  Another factor that affected the 

failure of the political role of women within the Iraqi government is the domination of 

the three presidencies over all major decisions and these are monopolized by men. 

This was clear when a number of prominent women politician were excluded from the 

media spotlight because of their statements that are not beneficial to their political 

parties.  

Despite the absence of women in power and decision-making positions, there 

is a public support demanding for the presence of women in decision-making 

positions. Consequently, in 2013 a study conducted a survey of Iraqi citizens, male 

and female, has showed that most respondents and by (80%) they believe (strongly 

support) in the importance of women's political role, especially if they have a culture 

and consciousness far from sectarianism and the narrow mindedness. Those who did 

not believe (opposite) in the importance of the role of women in political life 

constitute a proportion (20%) of the sample. They stated that women are not fit to be 

part of the political process because they are extremely emotional, which could affect 

their various decisions
24

 (See Figure 1).  
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(Figure 1) Percentage of the sample shows supporters and opponents of the role 

of women in political life 

 
 

 

Section IV: The categories of Iraqi women who have worked in the political 

sphere. 

The participation of Iraqi women in the political field is the issue of conflict 

between what Iraqi societies aspire to achieve in the shadow of the prevailing 

democracy and the reality of Iraqi society which is governed by clan, customs and 

traditions. The subject of women's rights and freedom is one of the sensitive topics 

because their presence is a measure of the culture of nations and peoples, thus 

detraction from these rights will reflect negatively on the entity of family and society 

on the grounds that women are half of the society
25

. However, the culture of women 

and their awareness play a real and important role in determining how to protect their 

rights as well as there is the true will to exercise these rights or freedoms. 

The most important of these rights and freedoms is the right of Iraqi woman in 

the political participation. But what threatens women's political rights in Iraq is the 

government which is unable to implement its commitment toward women. For 

example, there is the Ministry of State for Women's Affairs, but it is just an office 

belonging to the Prime Minister's Office; it does not have a separate budget to cover 

their activities
26

. In addition, other factors hinder women in the political field such as 

illiteracy and the lack of programs of the political education. 

Some political parties have tried to marginalize the role of women in an 

indirect way by selecting some women randomly and give them prominent political 

positions. Not only this, these women usually do not have political experience or 

certificates that qualify them for these positions
27

. 

This adversely affects the role of women in the political process and society's 

perception of woman. What explains this is what happens in the local or provincial 

strongly
support

opposite
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councils, parliament and ministries, where there is a little role allotted women to 

prove their ability in building a new Iraq. 

In fact, the Iraqi women who have worked in the political sphere are divided 

into three categories. The first category wants to work hard in order to prove 

themselves and it usually involves more than one committee to win attention, but they 

do not have sufficient experience which qualifies them for that. As a result, they often 

fail due to lack of specialization and that the large number of tasks assigned to them 

are not satisfactory for their work in any committee is undoubtedly flawed, and this 

groups is not useful in the political work; this needs strategic planning and 

organization
28

. 

The second category, it has a limited experience which out of their 

participation some courses, but because of absent of women do not want to offer 

something to the community as a result of exposure to violence by the authorities. 

This has a negative impact on the political work; hence this group is more endangered 

than the previous groups. 

The third group, the so-called spectator, thinks that the political work does not 

mean anything and it tries building a small Iraq (home) ignorant of a wider Iraq 

(home). This category is always anaclitic with the largest and smallest things; 

therefore this group usually enters into alliances with the strong groups for the 

personal interests
29

. 

  Arguably, the failure of women in the political field does not represent the 

true role of Iraqi women, but opportunities have given them positions. Also there are 

many women who deserve the positions and they want to work but they are not given 

proper chance to do things for one reason or another, and usually the main reason is 

the weakness of the political party which they belong to
30

.  

In fact, the situation will remain as it is for what is so-called quota which 

means the 25% representation of women. This means the imposition of women on 

society without their will, here this will to lead to a kind of dictatorship of the 

electoral women. The best evidence of this is by the provincial elections in 2008 when 

women did not get enough votes compared to men. Therefore, to reach the prescribed 

percentage of 25% men lost some of their votes
31

. This circumvents and tricks the will 

of the people and a waste their rights for the benefit of those who do not deserve. 

 

 

Section V: The participation of women in the judiciary 

Women starting joining the Judicial Institute in 1976 and many woman 

graduates have been appointed as judges and prosecutors. But in1984 and 2003 the 

former regime have prevented women from attending the judicial institute and thus 

limited the number of women judges who have been appointed before this decision 

and their number ranged of between 9-11 judges. Also were 25 women out of 235 

students enrolled in the Iraqi Judicial Institute in 2006
32

. This shows that the 

representation of women in the judiciary is still minimal. In addition to that there are 

only 13 women judges out of 738 judges in Iraq (except the province of Kurdistan); 
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this is less than 2%. While there are three female judges in the province of Kurdistan, 

particularly in Sulaymaniyah, who works as judges in juvenile courts
33

. 

The representation of women in the public prosecution is better off; women 

occupy 16 of 250 positions in the middle and southern of Iraq. Also there are 

approximately 150 women working in the public prosecutor's office in the Kurdistan 

region. This shows the important fact that prosecutors do not have the ability to make 

decisions in issues even in the early stages of the investigation
34

. 

Section VI: The role of women in army and police 

In fact, many women in Iraq want to join the police and the military, but they face 

more obstacles. The most important of these obstacles is community's rejection of 

these ideas as well as the presence of other obstacles related to legislation and laws 

which have been enacted by Saddam Hussein's regime, which are still valid now. 

These laws prevent the Iraqi women to obtain the rank of police officer or the rank of 

army officer. 

Many Iraqi women have been involved in the ranks of the Iraqi police and 

army because of the harsh living conditions unemployment and lack of job 

opportunities. In addition, there were no requirements or qualifications to join the 

ranks of the police and the army. Also women's nomination to the ministries of 

Defense and Interior are limited and few because the concentration of these ministries 

to reset officers of the previous Iraqi army
35

. 

Coalition forces have worked since 2003 to recruit and train the Iraqi women 

to work in the Iraqi security forces. American commanders said the that Iraqi women 

soldiers can carry out inspection and intelligence gathering better information than 

male recruits as well as they own neutrality more than men regarding peacekeeping.  

Hence, the coalition's efforts in 2003 have succeeded in recruiting two Iraqi 

women within the Baghdad police academy. After that five women have been 

recruited after taking permission from their tribal leaders to do it. By 2004, the 

numbers of Iraqi women who are working in the Iraqi army and police have expanded 

to up to 500 women, of whom 270 women have worked in the police force
36

. 

In addition, some Iraqi parliamentary women left their political work to engage in 

battlefield. For instance, Omaima Al-jabara who was killed in her  Tikrit city during 

fighting the so-called the Islamic state in Iraq and Levant is only one example. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

In spite of the threats and risks which have reached occasionally to rape, murder 

and kidnapping but, Iraqi women have shown the real face of women worldwide 

suffering from a lot of catastrophes and wars before and after 2003.The Iraqi women 

have participated in all political decision-making positions such as the government 

institutions, the army, police and other sites that require the presence of women on a 

permanent basis. The most important challenge is the Arab social heritage which 

restricts women to seize the available opportunity to get the position of a sovereign 

post or as a decision-maker. Although the Iraqi Constitution guarantees the 

participation of women in the political process, such participation remains limited. On 
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this basis, the role of Iraqi women in political participation is very limited and it is 

associated mainly with heads of blocs and not the member himself alike man or 

woman. Yet, research has recommended following recommendations: 

1. Creating a motivational financial system of the political blocs by state to 

stimulate and bring feminist voice within the bloc. This step has been applied 

in many developing countries, including Mauritania, where it has achieved 

remarkable progress in the field of women's participation in parliament; the 

participation rate of women in the Mauritanian parliament reached 20% until 

the end of 2006 after it was 8% in the previous years. 

2. It is necessary to provide the right environment and safe haven of women by 

the heads of blocs and political parties and give them equal opportunities as 

men regarding express their opinions freely and the effective participation in 

important dialogues. 

3. The adoption of mechanisms within the political parties and blocs based on the 

creation of the think tanks providing statistical studies and research concerning 

the of women's reality in the political field to motivate to the political 

involvement. 

4. In case of the re-adoption a proportional representation law should be develop 

independent commission which does not tend to partisan sectarian trends and 

in order to achieve transparency. The committee function is the evaluation and 

study the names and backgrounds of candidates whether women or men who 

are nominated by the political blocs in the next elections. This study based on 

efficiency, integrity in the work for the benefit of the homeland, not for the 

political party. 

5. Development of workshops by the state and the political blocs and parties in 

the field of women's political empowerment to enhance their cultural level and 

awareness. 

6. Supporting civil society organizations to establish motivational political 

programs to educate and enhance the awareness of women, especially 

politically. 

7. Formation of a feminist committee to survey the work of parliament's women 

to acknowledge mistakes which have been found to correct them. 

8. Training and motivating the female college students to take part in the political 

participation and the other governmental programs. 

 

J
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