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AFGHANISTAN’S

King Amanullah Khan and Queen Soraya’s attempt  
to implement educational, gender, and infrastructural  
reforms, modeled after Western ideals, receives backlash 
from religious institutions and the general public.

Zahir Shah, the last king of Afghanistan, takes  
over at the age of 19 after his father’s assassination. 
He rules for 40 years during the Era of Peace.

In a bloody coup d’etat known as the Saur Revolution, the  
People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan massacres Daud Khan 
and his family at the presidential palace. The new government 
implements a series of socialist reforms backed by the USSR.

The Mujahideen begin to split into factions 
with competing ideals and fight with each 
other. Burhanuddin Rabbani is nominated 
as interim president of the Islamic State  
of Afghanistan.

The United States invades Afghanistan after the  
attacks on September 11 to remove the Taliban from 
power and take down al-Qaeda, the organization  
behind the attacks.

Incumbent President, Ashraf Ghani, hopes to quell  
corruption and move the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan  
to stability. The process so far has been slow and bloody.

King Amanullah Khan abdicates in wake of  
popular uprising. Muhammad Nadir Shah  

becomes king and abolishes Amanullah Khan’s 
reforms before his assassination in 1933.

President Daud Khan  
overthrows King Zahir Shah, 
his cousin, in a military coup 

and declares the country 
the Republic of Afghanistan 
in hopes of modernization.

Soviet forces invade Afghanistan to protect 
an unstable communist government. Guerrilla 

fighters known as the Mujahideen fight back 
against the Soviets with weapons provided 

by the U.S. In 1989, the Geneva Accords are 
signed and Soviet troops withdraw.

The Taliban, led by Mullah Omar, takes advantage of an  
Afghanistan fatigued by war by promising peace. After  

gaining control of the country, the Taliban brutally enforces 
their interpretation of Sharia Law and renames the  

country the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. 

Hamid Karzai, backed by the United States, becomes 
the President of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. 
The U.S. continues to deploy troops to Afghanistan.
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King Amanullah Khan and Queen Soraya made reforms that brought 
unprecedented changes to the lives of Afghan women. Under King Amanullah, 
women were granted the right to vote, coeducational schools were opened, 
polygamy was discouraged, and a minimum age to marry was instituted. The 
King also abolished codes that forced women to fully cover themselves in public; 
Queen Soraya, who was born and educated in Syria, appeared in public in 
Western-style skirts, blouses, and hats. Queen Soraya became an international 
symbol for women’s rights, and both she and King Amanullah received honorary 
degrees from Oxford for their revolutionary work. Queen Soraya also founded 
the first magazine for Afghan women. King Amanullah was not as popular at home, where his 
progressive agenda and fast paced reforms rattled traditionalists; he was overthrown in 1929.

King Nadir Shah took power in 1929 after the abdication of King Amanullah and the brief reign of 
Habibullah Kalakani. King Nadir Shah quickly repealed the many progressive reforms of Amanullah, 
including those that expanded the rights of women. King Nadir Shah was assassinated in 1933 and was 
succeeded by his son, 19-year-old Zahir Shah. 

King Zahir Shah ruled for 40 years, an era of peace and stability in Afghanistan. Guided by his cousin 
and Prime Minister Daoud Khan, King Zahir Shah, reinstituted many of King Amanullah’s reforms, but did 
so slowly, and over a long period of time. Under King Zahir, women were eventually allowed to attend 
university and join the workforce. They were exempt from wearing the veil, and could vote and enter 
politics. The first Afghan beauty pageant was held in 1972; Zohra Daoud was named Miss Afghanistan. 

However, the lives of rural and urban women differed greatly. 
Rural areas were largely untouched by any governmental 
reforms that granted rights to women. Daoud Khan, frustrated 
by the slow pace at which change was being made in the 
country, organized a coup and took power in 1973, renaming the 
country the Republic of Afghanistan. Under President Daoud 
Khan, the rights of Afghan women continued to expand.

After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the country underwent extensive reforms, some aimed 
at giving Afghan women more rights. Girls were required to go to school and a minimum age to marry 
was again implemented. Women were encouraged to work, participate in society, and stand equal to 
men. The urban-rural divide prevented the reforms from spreading beyond cities where patriarchal 
families were the norm. In rural areas, Afghans did not welcome the new policies, which were mostly 
seen as un-Islamic and against Afghan values.

However, the Russians’ brutal air attacks on Afghan villages, farmland, 
cattle, and civilians ignited further resistance against any and all policies 
of the Russian occupation. Over 6,000,000 Afghans fled the war and 
became refugees around the world. Thousands of women became 
widows and children became orphans. Overall, on paper, women in 
urban areas were granted equal rights and some did benefit from the 
newfound freedom, but that was at the cost of millions of Afghan lives and the independence of the country. 
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After the Russians left Afghanistan, a civil war erupted among the Afghan Mujahideen, freedom 
fighters who had defeated the Russians, but were unable to establish a united government. The 
country came to a standstill for five years while the disputing groups fought amongst each for control 
of the government, causing much destruction, instability, fear, and setbacks in a country that had 
already been wounded by the Russian occupation. 

After five years of devastation, Mullah Omar organized a new 
movement with the backing of Pakistan. The Taliban marched into 
Afghanistan with promises of peace, stability, and a moderated 
government. The war-beleaguered Afghans welcomed the defeat 
of the fighting factions of the Mujahideen and the Islamic Emirate 
of Afghanistan was born.

Under the Taliban, most human rights were stripped away and 
Afghanistan entered into its worst period for women’s rights. 

Women were banned from going to school, working, and leaving the house alone, and without full 
cover with a burka. Additionally, social services such as hospitals, roads, schools, and government 
offices fell into disrepair. The Taliban regime was isolated since most developed countries did not 
recognize its legitimacy. This caused further economic disability, unemployment, and increased 
opportunity for the Taliban to brutally enforce its laws on the Afghan people.

Today, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan has the most modern 
constitution in central Asia. Under the new laws, women can 
work, be educated, take part in government, and vote. For the 
first time in two decades, Afghanistan’s first lady, Rula Ghani is 
taking on a public role by implementing programs that encourage 
and welcome Afghan women to participate in their communities.

Even before Mrs. Ghani’s arrival, Afghan women had stepped 
into the political arena, taking part at both the federal and 
provincial levels; currently 30% of government employees in 
Kabul are women. The parliament, which is split into a House 
of People and House of Elders, is required to award 25% of 
seats in the House of People to women. In the September 
election of 2010, there were 406 female candidates for the  
64 parliamentary seats to be filled by women. 

In 2018, 68 required slots were filled, with an extra 17 
women winning seats in their own right. Similar quotas are 
implemented in the House of Elders. In 2005, the first female 
governor, Habiba Sarabi, was appointed to Bamyan province. 
In addition, girls make up one-third of school-age children. 
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Mujahideen crossing to Afghanistan from Pakistan border, 1985. 
Photo by Erwin Franzen.

Four Afghan helicopter pilot candidates attend a press conference, 2011. 
Photo by U.S. Air Force Staff Sgt. Desiree N. Palacios.

Habiba Sarabi, Afghanistan’s first female Governor.

Captain Niloofar Rahmani, Afghanistan’s first female pilot. 
Photo by Airman Magazine.

GOING TO SCHOOL, WORKING, AND LEAVING THE HOUSE ALONE

THE MOST MODERN CONSTITUTION IN CENTRAL ASIA

WOMEN WERE BANNED FROM

TODAY, AFGHANISTAN HAS

Unfortunately, most of the rights afforded to women in the constitution are not enforced; federal law 
is largely ignored in rural courts, where 90% of criminal and civil disputes are handled. Girls’ schools 
are closing across the country due to attacks and threats. In most provincial areas, girls stop attending 
school at the age of 14. Progress is slow but with growing numbers of educated and politically active 
women, it seems as if Afghanistan could be on a path toward gender equality.
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