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Malala Yousafzai

MALIN FEZEHAI/MALALA FUND

It is 9 October 2012. “Which one of you is Malala?” asks the man dressed 
in white. He hides his face with a scarf. None of the girls in the back of 
the minibus say a word. The man raises his pistol and fires three rapid 
shots. The first bullet hits Malala in the head. Malala has fought for a 
long time against the Taliban in the Swat Valley in Pakistan, for girls’ 
right to go to school. Now, at the age of 15, she is close to death. But by 
the time Malala regains consciousness, she has become a symbol for 
girls’ right to go to school throughout the world.

Malala has been nominated 
for her fight for girls’ right  
to education and a life of 
freedom, in Pakistan and  
all over the world. 

THE CHALLENGE

In many parts of the world, girls 
are subjected to brutal violence 
and cannot live freely. Over 130 
million girls are not allowed the 
education they have a right to 
today; 5 million of them live in 
Pakistan. Their rights have been 
taken away from them due to 
poverty, war and discrimination. 

THE WORK

Malala began speaking openly 
about girls’ rights at the age of 
11, when the Taliban prohibited 
girls from attending school in 
the Swat Valley in Pakistan. As a 
15-year-old, she was shot in the 
head on her way home from 
school. The Taliban thought 
they could silence Malala by 
killing her. Instead, her voice 
became even stronger. She and 
her organisation Malala Fund 
now support local activists in 
Syria, Nigeria, Pakistan and oth­
er parts of the world where girls 
are severely affected by injus­
tice and violence. Malala 
demands that the world’s lead­
ers keep their promises to vul­
nerable girls, and also makes 
sure they get to tell their stories 
and demand their rights them­
selves.

RESULTS & VISION

Malala has created a global 
movement for girls’ right to edu­
cation and a good life. Together 
with them, she continues to 
fight to ensure that every girl 
receives 12 years of free educa­
tion in a safe environment, and 
where girls lead others in their 
efforts for a better world.

CHILD RIGHTS HERO 4 

WHY HAS 
MALALA BEEN 
NOMINATED?

I n the book about her life, 
Malala says that she was 
born in the most beautiful 

place in the world.
“The Swat Valley is a heav­

enly place full of mountains, 
flowing waterfalls and clear 
lakes. The sign at the 
entrance to the valley reads 

’Welcome to Paradise’.”
In this ’paradise’, Malala is 

set to experience earthquakes 
and severe flooding that kills 
many people. But the worst 
thing of all is when the Taliban 
come to the Swat Valley.  
They threaten and kill people,  
forcing women to cover their 

MALALA CONTRIBUTES TOWARDS FULFILLING 
THE GLOBAL GOALS, INCLUDING:

Goal 4: Quality education, in particular girls’ right to go to 
school. Goal 5: Gender equality. Goal 10: Reduced inequalities. 
Goal 11: Sustainable communities. 

PAGES
52–59

 Malala has started reading,  
and her little brother Khushal is 
copying her.

ROUND THE GLOBE RUN 
FOR A BETTER WORLD 1 APRIL

On Malala Day 2017, 
Malala visited refugee 
children from Syria in 
Iraq.
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faces and girls to quit school. 
They will bomb more than 
400 girls’ schools in Swat.

Girls suffering
Malala spends a lot of time at 
her father’s school in Swat’s 
biggest city, Mingora. She 
learns early on how different 
boys’ and girls’ lives are, and 
how men are in charge. But 
Malala also learns from her 
father that things don’t have to 
be like that. 

When her family go to visit 
relatives in a mountain vil­
lage, Malala notices that her 
cousin Shahida is missing. 
She is only ten years old, but 
her father has sold her to an 
older man who already has a 
wife. Malala complains to her 
father about how girls are suf­
fering in Swat.

Arrival of the Taliban
Malala is ten years old when 
the Taliban come to the Swat 
Valley. They gather people’s 
CDs, DVDs and televisions 
and burn them in huge piles 
on the street. The Taliban also 
stop young children from 
being vaccinated against 
polio. They shut down cable 
TV channels and ban chil­
dren’s board games.

Then the Taliban set their 
sights on girls’ schools. When 
Malala’s family return from a 
visit to relatives in a rural 
area, there is a letter pinned to 
the school gate. It is a warning 
to Malala’s father not to allow 
the girls to continue wearing 
normal school uniform. 
Instead, they must wear bur­
kas and cover their faces. 

No girls in school
It is now 2008 and the Taliban 
begin blowing up schools – 
mostly girls’ schools – almost 
every day. Malala is 11 and is 
interviewed on several TV 
channels. She speaks out for 
girls’ right to go to school. In a 
BBC interview in Urdu, the 
language of Pakistan, she 
says:

“How dare the Taliban take 
away my right to education?”

Things go from bad to 
worse. The Taliban announce 
that all schools for girls are to 
be closed. From 15 January 
2009, no girl in the Swat 
Valley is permitted to attend 
school. At first Malala thinks 
it can’t be possible. But her 
friends ask who can stop the 
Taliban?

Malala went to her father’s school. 
You can’t tell that it’s a school from 
the street.
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Malala starts writing a dia­
ry about life in Swat under the 
Taliban. When it is read out on 
BBC radio it is under a made-
up name, Gul Makai, which 
means cornflower. Her school 
friends talk about the diary at 
school, but they don’t know it 
is Malala who is writing it. She 
talks about how it feels to be 
afraid, about the ban on girls 
going to school, and about 
being forced to wear a burka 
and hide her face.

When she is filmed for a 
documentary, Malala says, 
“They cannot stop me... our 
challenge to the rest of the 
world is: Save our school, save 
our Pakistan, save our Swat.” 
But soon the Taliban close 
down their school.

Protests cause the Taliban 
to allow girls up to the age of 
ten to attend school. Malala 
and her friends, who are too 
old, go to school in their nor­
mal clothes, hiding their 
schoolbooks under their 
shawls. The girls’ headteacher 
calls it ’the secret school’.

Serious threats
In her book, Malala writes 
that she often thinks about 
what life is like for girls and 
women in her country:

“We want to be able to make 
our own decisions and be free 
to go to school or work. 
Nowhere in the Koran does it 

School for girls under threat
The girls in the picture are on their way home from 
school in Malala’s hometown of Mingora. They are 
wearing burkas. The Taliban demand that they observe 
Purdah, which means that women and girls are not 
allowed to show their faces to men. The Taliban also 
want to stop girls from going to school. With 185 million 
inhabitants, Pakistan has the world’s seventh largest 
population. Three out of four women can’t read. In rural 
areas, there are places where only three in a hundred 
women can read. 5 million girls who should attend 
school get no education whatsoever. 
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Malala always went to school 
by rickshaw during the final 
year before she was shot. 
Before that she used to walk  
to school, but her mother  
was worried after all the 
threats against the family.  

Malala is carried from the helicopter to a military hospital in the city 
of Peshawar after being shot.

Malala with her father Ziauddin and younger brothers Khushal and Atal 
at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham in the UK.

Malala is unconscious, having been 
shot at with three pistol bullets.  
One of them hit her in the head.

You can’t see Malala’s school from the street. The  
girls go in quickly through the iron gate and usually 
check carefully before they go out onto the street.

say that a woman should be 
dependent on a man or have to 
listen to a man.”

Malala’s father sees on the 
internet that the Taliban are 
issuing threats against two 
women, and one of them is 
Malala. “These two women 
should be killed,” he reads.

Malala’s parents tell her 
about the threat and her 
father says that she should 
stop speaking out about girls’ 
education and against the 
Taliban, just for a while.

“How could we possibly  
do that? I’ve been invited to 
speak at lots of events,  

and I can’t just pull out,” says 
Malala.

Dangerous to walk
Malala and her father plan to 
travel to the villages in the 
Swat mountains in the next 
school holidays, to talk to par­
ents and children about the 
importance of learning to read 
and write. 

“We’ll be like education 
missionaries,” says Malala to 
her father.

Malala’s mother will not 
allow her to walk to school any 
more. Instead, she always 
travels by rickshaw. She  

travels home with 20 school 
friends, on the back of a truck 
with a canvas roof. In the back 
of the truck there are three 
long benches. The school bus 
stops at the steps leading up to 
Malala’s street. These days she 
is always afraid of the Taliban 
when she walks up the steps. 

Which one of you is Malala?
On the night of 8 October, 
Malala sits up late studying 

for an exam in Pakistani his­
tory. The school bus does two 
runs after school every day. 
Malala and her friends stay 
behind and chat after the 
exam, so they take the second 
run, at twelve noon. 

Suddenly, two young men 
dressed in white step out into 
the road, forcing the minibus 
to make an emergency stop. 
One of them, wearing a hat 
and a scarf covering his eyes, 
climbs onto the back of the bus 
and bends to look in, near 
where Malala and her best 
friend are sitting.
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On 14 October 2012, five days after Malala was shot, children demonstrated 
on the streets of the city of Karachi in Pakistan in protest against the Taliban’s 
attack on her.

On 12 July 2013, Malala’s 16th 
birthday was celebrated at the 
UN, in front of one hundred 
young people from 80 countries. 
The UN Secretary General 
called the day ’Malala Day’, and 
gave Malala a leatherbound edi-
tion of the UN Charter; some-
thing that is usually only given 
to heads of state.

Malala receiving the World’s 
Children’s Prize from millions of  
voting children, at Gripsholm Castle 
in Mariefred, Sweden.

“Which one of you is 
Malala?” he asks.

Some of the girls shout for 
help, but the man forces them 
to be quiet. Malala is the only 
girl who doesn’t have her face 
covered. Nobody says which 
one she is, but several of them 

glance at her. When the man 
raises his black pistol, Malala 
squeezes her best friend’s 
hand. The man fires three rap­
id shots. The first hits Malala 
in the head. 

Awards and the UN
Malala is flown by helicopter 
to a military hospital, and 
then on to a hospital in the 
UK. That’s where she is when 
she regains consciousness a 
week later. One half of her face 
is paralysed. But after an 

eight-hour operation, the doc­
tors manage to restore her 
facial nerves.

In newspapers, Malala is 
included in lists of the most 
influential people in the 
world. On 12 July 2013, 
Malala’s 16th birthday, 100 
young people from 80 coun­
tries have come to the UN to 
listen to Malala. The UN 
Secretary General, Ban 
Ki-moon, calls the day ’Malala 
Day’. In his speech to Malala, 
he says:

“I urge you to keep speaking 
out. Keep making a difference. 
And together let us follow the 
lead of this brave girl. Let us 
put education first. Let us 
make this world better for all.”

“Let us wage a global strug­
gle against illiteracy, poverty 
and terrorism. Let us pick up 
our books and pens, they are 
our most powerful weapons. 
Education is the only solution. 
Education first,” replies 
Malala.

Malala’s voice 
The Taliban thought they 
could silence Malala by killing 
her. Instead they gave her an 
even stronger voice, which can 
now be heard all over the 
world. Malala has continued 
fighting for girls’ rights, and 
her Malala Fund promotes 
girls’ right to education all 
over the world. In 2013, WCP’s 
Child Jury nominated Malala 
as one of three Child Rights 
Heroes and in the Global Vote, 
almost two million voting 
children decided to award 
Malala the World’s Children’s 
Prize for the Rights of the 
Child 2014. Later that same 
year, Malala also became the 
youngest ever person to be 
awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize.  c
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Malala 
continues 
fighting 

It is March 2018 when 
Malala looks out through 
the helicopter window and 
takes a photograph with 
her mobile phone. Soon 
the helicopter will be land-
ing in the Swat Valley,  
in the same place that the 
helicopter took off from 
with the unconscious 
Malala six years ago. Ever 
since she regained con-
sciousness, Malala has 
dreamed of being able to 
return to her homeland. 
Today she lives in the UK 
and is studying at Oxford 
University. But she still 
carries on fighting for  
girls’ rights whenever  
she can.

Malala with girls from Chibok in 
Nigeria who were abducted from 
their school by the terrorist group 
Boko Haram. 112 of the 276 girls 
who were abducted are still  
missing.

 During her visit to 
Pakistan, Malala has 
meetings with 

Pakistan’s prime minister, 
who gives his support to 
Malala’s education project.  
In her speech to him, Malala 
says:

“Pakistan’s future gener­
ations are the greatest asset 
we have. We must invest in 
children’s education... so that 
women can be empowered, 
work, stand on their own two 
feet and support themselves.”

Visits many countries
“Every day I fight for girls’ 
right to 12 years of free and 
safe, high-quality education.  
I travel to meet girls who are 
fighting poverty, war, child 
marriage and gender discrim­
ination to be able to go to 
school. We work at Malala 
Fund to make sure their stor­
ies, just like mine, are heard 
all around the world,” says 
Malala.

“With more than 130 mil­
lion girls not going to school, 
there’s a lot to do. I hope that 
more will join my fight for 
education and gender equal­

ity. Together we can create a 
world where all girls can get 
an education and lead.

“Secondary school educa­
tion for girls can transform 
communities, countries and 
our world. It’s an investment 
in economic growth, lasting 
peace and the planet’s future.

“I never meet a prime min­
ister or a global figure because 
I want to hang out with them 
or have a selfie. I always talk 
about how they are treating 
people in their country, or 
how they are not investing in 

girls’ education or how they 
are treating refugees. I always 
think about representing the 
girls who do not have a voice,” 
says Malala.

Malala helps girls
Malala has her own organisa­
tion, Malala Fund, which is 
working for a world where 
every girl can learn and lead. 
Malala’s goal is to help more 
than a million girls. The 
organisation is currently 
working in six countries or 
regions. In places where most 

girls don’t continue to the end 
of secondary school, they are 
investing in supporting local 
educators who understand the 
girls’ situation best. 

Malala Fund is also advo­
cating to hold political leaders 
accountable – at local, nation­
al and global levels – for 
resources and policy changes 
needed to give all girls a sec­
ondary education.

Malala Fund also helps girls 
to have a voice. 

“We believe girls should 
speak for themselves and tell 
leaders what they need to 
learn and achieve their poten­
tial. We amplify girls’ voices 
by bringing them to meet with 
decision-makers and sharing 
their stories through 
Assembly, our digital news­
letter.”
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“I think it’s important for girls  
to boost their self-confidence 
first, and then we can work 
together to tackle the challenges 
from outside,” says Malala.  

She has met Nigeria’s prime 
minister and explained that  
policies and money are needed  
to fund 12 years of free and safe, 
high-quality education for every 
girl.   

Malala’s newsletter 
Assembly
Malala’s digital newsletter Assembly 
publishes original work by girls, for 
girls from all over the world. Your 
voice can be heard too.  
Subscribe now at malala.org!

Focus on girl refugees
During her travels, Malala has 
met many girls who are refu­
gees, or living in another 
country. She has put together 
some of their stories in a new 
book.

“There are now more than 
68 million refugees, the high­
est number since World War 

II. Women and girls are the 
ones who are affected the 
most. You can see how vulner­
able they are in refugee 
camps, and how they are sub­
jected to sexual assault and 
child marriage. I’ve seen that 
these girls, they prioritise 
education. They’re fighting for 
it, and they know that it is 

important for them.
“When you become a refu­

gee, you feel like a stranger to 
the new land, an outsider. But 
as soon as you feel like you 
belong, you are an insider, and 
you deserve the same rights as 
anyone else in that country. 
This becomes your home. And 
you can have many homes.”

Girl Power Trip
“On my Girl Power Trip in 
2017, I decided to spend my 
birthday and Malala Day in 
Northern Iraq. I met 13-year-
old Nayir there, who has been 
a refugee since ISIS occupied 
her home city of Mosul and 
abducted her father. She 
hadn’t been able to go to 
school for three years, but 
now her classroom was in a 
little tent at the refugee camp. 
’Nothing will keep me from 
finishing my studies,’ she told 
me.

“We should not ask children 
forced to flee their homes to 
also give up their education 
and their dreams. We cannot 
allow girls like Nayir to fight 
alone.

“Sometimes we think about 
refugees as victims, that they 
must have sad stories. And 
they are sad indeed, but they 
also show us how much cour­
age they have and how brave 
they are. They have dreams 
for their futures,” says  
Malala.  c

Girls’ education 
makes for a better world
Malala and Malala Fund believe that it is so important for all 
girls to have 12 years of education because:

• 	 Secondary education for girls can transform communities, 
countries and our world. It is an investment in economic 
growth, lasting peace and the future of our planet. 

• 	 Girls’ education strengthens economies and creates jobs. 
• 	 Educated girls are healthier citizens who raise healthier 

families. 
• 	 Educated girls are less likely to marry young or to contract 

HIV, and more likely to have healthy, educated children. 
• 	 Each additional year of school a girl completes cuts both 

infant mortality and child marriage rates. 
• 	 Communities are more stable and can recover faster after 

conflict when girls are educated.
• 	 Education is vital for security around the world because 

extremism grows alongside inequality. 
• 	 Investing in girls is good for our planet. Secondary school­

ing for girls is said to be the most cost-effective and best 
investment against climate change. 

Malala  
supports girls 
in six countries
• 	 In Brazil, the Fund is improving 

educational opportunities for 
indigenous and Afro-Brazilian 
girls through advocacy and 
training for teachers and 
youth leaders. 

• 	 In Nigeria, the Fund is helping 
girls living under the threat of 
the terror group Boko Haram 
to go to school, and cam­
paigning for new policies that 
support 12 years of free, safe, 
high-quality education for 
every girl.   

• 	 In India, the Fund is expanding 
access to free secondary 
school education through 
advocacy, mentorship pro­
grams and re-enrolment cam­
paigns.  

• 	 In Afghanistan, the Fund is 
recruiting female teachers and 
working on eliminating gender 
discrimination. 

• 	 In Pakistan, the Fund is fight­
ing for education funding, 
building schools for girls and 
training and empowering 
young women to speak out for 
their rights. 

• 	 In the Syria Region, the Fund is 
using technology to help refu­
gee girls access classrooms, 
campaigning to ease enrol­
ment requirements and fight­
ing to reduce child marriage. 
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More brave   girls
Malala is not alone. The girls on 
these pages all come from areas 
where there are Taliban. Just like 
Malala, they fight for girls’ right to go 
to school. It can be dangerous for 
them to do that. That’s why their 
faces are covered. There are frequent 
bombings, and if that happens they 
have to stay off school.

Education is everything

Education gives more  
people jobs

Bombs stop 
school

“Education is everything. It affects your whole life, and without 
education we can’t do much. The right education can mean a lot. In 
my country, all jobs that boys can train for can be done by girls too. 
If I want to I could become a police officer, soldier, pilot or anything 
else. Boys and girls can have the same jobs. 

“Politics is important too. Without politics, we cannot develop 
our country. Everyone has a right to get involved in politics. I want 
to do that too, and when I gain power I will work to make sure 
everyone in our country gets an education. A good education. 
Right now most schools don’t have a very good system. Many peo-
ple just learn to recite by rote, and poor parents think it’s better for 
their children to get a job and an income. 

“Sometimes we have problems with bombs and there is unrest in 
our area. At those times I have to stay home from school and that 
makes me sad. I know that I’m missing out on something impor-
tant.

“I am grateful that Malala has expressed all girls’ right to go to 
school so clearly. Lots of parents in our area make their girls stay at 
home because they want full control over them. My friends and I 
talk to children that we meet and encourage them to start school. 
We talk to their parents too. Sometimes they listen to us and allow 
their children to go to school.

I am happy that Malala is able to continue studying. When I 
found out that she writes a diary I got myself a diary too and now I 
write in it every day.”
Asma, 14

“It’s good to have an education. Then you 
can choose between different jobs. I like 
natural history and I want to be a  
doctor. Everyone has a right to go 
to school.

“Malala comes from Swat. She 
wants to get an education and 
she believes that all girls have a 
right to it. She got shot for that. 
She is important, and clever. 
Things can be hard in our area 
sometimes, just like in Swat. We 
want an education too, even 
though it’s dangerous here. 
Sometimes I have to stay home 
from school although I 
don’t want to.”
Sheila, 11

“Education is so important. It changes 
our lives. Everyone has a right to go to 
school. When I dream about the 
future, I dream that I am a teacher, just 
like my teacher. I live in an area where 

there is unrest. I feel afraid when 
there are lots of bombs exploding. 

On those days I can’t go to 
school. Once things calm down 
and I can go back I am happy. I 
don’t want to be away from 
school.

“Malala is so good. She fights 
against the Taliban in our area. 
She is a role model for us. 
Everyone knows what she 
thinks and who she is fighting 
against.”
Mariam, 12
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More brave   girls

Fighting for others

Parents have responsibility

Education develops  
our country

“Those of us who are able to go to school know that we have 
responsibility for others too. In the area where I live there are lots 
of girls who come from poor families, and nobody has bothered to 
send them to school. Sometimes it is enough for me just to talk to 
the girls, and other times I have to go to the parents and discuss it 
with them. Because of this, many of them now go to school.

“We have many problems in our area – the Taliban, bombs, and 
horrible boys who shout stupid things at girls who are walking to 
school. I have decided that I want an education, so I have to go to 
school even when the road to school is hard. Education is light – 
and light spreads. We want that light to shine on the whole area 
where I live, and all over our country.

“Malala is so brave. I agree with her completely, and I want 
everyone to get an education. All girls have a right to an education. 
I am glad that I go to a school where we learn how to fight for oth-
ers. We can’t talk about Malala everywhere, because a lot of peo-
ple are against her and against education for girls, but there are 
many of us fighting just as she does.”
Sofia, 15

“For our country to develop, we need education. Parents have 
responsibility to make sure all children go to school. Where I live, 
everyone is afraid of the Taliban and of being hurt by bombs. 
The most recent attack was just a few 
days ago. Many people don’t dare go out 
when there is unrest. I prefer to try to 
go out, although I am afraid. My fami-
ly are scared too and they wait for 
me to come home.

“Malala is so brave. I admire her. 
She wrote a diary about the 
Taliban that made them angry, 
and they shot her.”
Manoor, 14

“Everyone has a right to get an education, just as I 
have. Our country can only develop when 
everyone gets education. Not everyone 
knows that, so we have to tell people and 
remind them. I talk to our neighbours and 
other people in our area, and several of them 
have let their children start school. It’s so 
important to me that everyone gets an educa-
tion, and I try to encourage anyone who has 
started to continue, and to work hard on 
their education. The awful thing is that so 
many girls aren’t even allowed to leave 
their homes, let alone go to school. 
That makes me so sad. Education for 
everyone is our goal, so even 
though we are sometimes scared 
and we know a lot of people are 
angry with us, we have decided 
to fight for education and we 
won’t give up! Malala is one of us, 
and a role model for us.”
Rainaz, 14 
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Thousands of    bricks but no school
Girls who dream of a dif ferent lifeParents say no

Always thinking about school

Just want to sit down

Want to start my  
own school

“We work together in our fami-
ly. Just after sunrise we walk to 
the brick kiln. Afsana mixes clay 
and water to get the right con-
sistency and brings the mixture 
to the rest of us in a wheelbar-
row. I make the bricks and lay 
them in long, long rows. The 
bricks are then counted and we 
get paid depending on how 
many thousand bricks we have 
made. If I don’t get an educa-
tion I’ll end up working at the 
brick kiln my whole life. That 
would be terrible.

“I want to go to school too. 
Our father says no. I asked our 
mother too, but she says no as 
well. Our parents don’t care 
about education. But I know we 
do have to work. Unless every-
one in our family works we 
don’t have enough money. If 
someone in our family falls ill 
our income decreases and we 
need to buy food one day at a 
time.”
Samina, 13, and Afsana, 12

“I work at the brick kiln and that is definitely not what I would 
choose if it was up to me. It’s really heavy work. Every day when I 
get home I’m so tired. My whole body aches. At home my sister 
and I are responsible for the housework. 

“I’ve asked my dad to let me start school, but he says no. I dream 
of being able to read, write and count. Every day I think about how I 
can find a way to get an education. 

“I like watching TV, especially Indian love films. Right now  
there’s one about a woman who dies, but her soul doesn’t  
go to heaven, it stays on earth and annoys her husband.”
Rubina, 12 

“We leave home early and it takes an hour to 
walk to the brick kiln. I move the heavy clay and 
then shape it into lumps that will fit into the 
moulds. Every brick has to be exactly the same, 
with no cracks or dents. In the evening we have 
the same long walk to get home, and then there’s 
all the housework to do. Laundry, cleaning, dust-
ing, dishes, cooking. My work is never 
over. Sometimes I dream of being 
able to sit down at home, for a 
whole day, without working. Just 
sit there. 

“I often dream of being able to 
go to school, but I know it’s impos-

“We work together, my whole family, all my five 
sisters and even my little brother who is five. We 
walk to the brick kiln early in the morning. 
Around one o’clock we girls head home to take 
care of the housework. We usually play in the 
afternoons too, often hide and seek. 

“My dream is to go to school every day. When 
I’ve learnt a lot I’m going to have a school of my 
own where I can teach other children and earn an 
income. But that’s probably just a dream. So I 
also think that I’d like to be at home and not have 
a job, never go back to the brick kiln, and just do 
housework. But we need money. Sometimes my 
parents can’t afford to buy flour for chapati 
bread.”
Nosheen, 11 

For thousands of years bricks have been made by 
hand. These days, in many parts of the world, bricks 
are made by machines. But in Pakistan many fami-
lies still face slave-like conditions making bricks by 
hand. Families remain in debt to the brick kiln own-
ers and forced labour is passed from parent to child. 
Slavery is against the law in Pakistan. Still, many 
debt slave children who should really be at school 
spend their days in the clay pit.
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Afsana

Samina



35

Thousands of    bricks but no school
Girls who dream of a dif ferent life

Just want to sit down Could my life get better?
“I have always dreamt of being able to going to school, but always been 
forced to work. I work from early in the morning until late at night. 
Everything at the brick kiln is so heavy. I feel hot and tired all the time. My 
legs swell up and I get covered in dust. When I get home I’m exhausted 
and I have to start cleaning, washing dishes and making chapati bread. 
When I think about my life it makes me sad. I wonder why my life is so 
hard, and whether it could get better. 

“I think boys’ and girls’ lives seem quite similar when we’re working at 
the brick kiln. But only there. At home, boys don’t have to do housework 
and they don’t have to ask permission to go out. We girls always have to 
do those things. 

“I dream of a different life. I got myself a book so I can learn to count. 
I’ve learnt to count money. One day I want to be a businesswoman and 
leave this heavy labour behind.”
Uzma, 15 

sible. If I had gone to school everything would 
have been different. Then I would have escaped 
the brick kiln, I would have been able to read and 
write, and then taught other people in our area.  
I and my whole family would have had a differ-
ent life. 

“Boys and girls do the same work at the brick 
kiln, although the boys work longer days.  
We girls go home and do the housework.  
We often watch TV in the evening. My  
favourite programme is called Bulbulay  
and is about adults who act like kids.”
Samina, 14 
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School dreams at 
the weaving loom

The desert sand works its way into the girls’ 
scalps and inside their clothes. The heat and 
wool dust makes the air heavy to breathe. A 
monotonous, chanting voice describes the  
carpet patterns. Children’s deft fingers find the 
right colour and tie quick knots according to  
the instructions. Knot after knot after knot.

It’s usually girls who sit at the carpet looms. 
When girls who live in the desert get married, 
they move to live with their husbands’ families 
in other villages. The boys stay at home. They 
are responsible for their parents when they get 
old. So many parents think it’s a better idea to 
invest in education for boys. The girls weave 
carpets and make a contribution to their dow-
ries and the family’s income.

Never truly happy
“There are no jobs for our parents here in the desert. So I have 
to help my family. My four brothers all go to school. I weave 
carpets with my sisters. I started when I was four years old. 
After breakfast, early in the morning I start weaving. I weave 
and weave until I cook lunch and eat it with my family. Then I 
carry on weaving until the evening.

“I have always dreamed of going to school. I have begged 
and pleaded with my parents, but they just reply: ‘You have to 
weave carpets. That is our income.’ I don’t know much about 
school, I don’t know what kind of difference it would make to 
my life, but I would like to at least find out. I really want to go 
to school. I don’t like carpet weaving at all. I don’t think I am 
ever truly happy. My work at the loom just goes on and on. 

“My brothers get to go to school. In their free time they can 
play. We sisters work at the loom and in the household. My 
brothers never do anything. Boys and girls are treated so dif-
ferently here. 

“A few months ago there was a fire in our village. It was the 
worst thing that’s ever happened to me. Many houses were 
destroyed, including ours, and our wonderful solar panel was 
damaged and broken. We couldn’t stop the fire. We have so 
little water. There is a fire service, but they arrived after two 
and a half hours and couldn’t do anything. Everything had 
burnt to the ground by then.”
Roshni, 14
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While the children weave, a 
chanting voice describes the 
pattern of the carpet. The chil-
dren quickly find the right colour 
and tie a knot according to the 
instructions.
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Weaving every 
day of the week

Don’t want to 
think about work

Nothing makes me happy any more

“I’ve been weaving carpets since I was 
very young, for at least eight years. I was 
able to go to school for a few years, but in 
my village there was no school after Year 
5. I don’t like weaving carpets. It’s boring, 
and my whole body aches after a day at 
the loom. I sit weaving from morning till 
evening, usually every day of the week.  
I wish so much that I had been able to 
continue my education. I have started 
learning but I want to learn more.  
Usually we girls have to work,  
and the boys are free to play.”
Lathmi, 14 

“I have been weaving carpets since I was 
very young. I don’t like it and I don’t want to 
think about having to keep doing it in the 
future. I dream of being able to go to 
school. Then I could get a real job. There is a 
school here in the village. My brothers 
attend, so I should be allowed to go too. 
The boys’ teacher comes every day. There is 
a female teacher for the girls, but when she 
doesn’t come the girls are not allowed to 
attend. Life is easier for the boys. They can 
go to any teacher who comes.”
Seeta, 15

“I went to school for two years, but then I 
had to stop because there was no female 
teacher. I loved going to school and it made 
me so sad when I was forced to quit. I really 
wanted to continue, but it wasn’t up to me. 
I was forced to work. My education isn’t 
good enough for any other kind of work, so 
I can’t even dream of a better job.

“My brother goes to school and I sit here 
weaving carpets. We don’t have the same 

rights. What rights do I have? Weaving car-
pets is not a good job, but there is nothing 
else that I can do here. I don’t know if any-
thing makes me happy any more. I’m prob-
ably at my happiest when I’m eating. I eat 
three times a day. At least at those times I 
can get away from the loom!”
Roshni, 15 

Boys free to play
“Usually we girls have to work, and the boys 
are free to play,” says Lathmi.
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“Let’s educate 
We like Malala

Malala is right

Education for life

Pray for Malala

Malala is so strong

Meaningless without  
education

Knowledge is a 
light in life“It’s important for girls to get an education. 

When I want to get a job it will be better for me 
if I have an education, that way I can get a better 
job. Once I can read books, I’ll be able to learn 
new things all the time. I am happy that I can go 
to school.

“Malala fought for girls to be able to go to 
school. She is right. All girls should get an educa-
tion. It’s important for everyone to know that.”
Sadia, 12 

“Education is good. I learn a lot in school, 
both about good things and bad things. 
Education is about life.

“Malala is so special. I don’t know 
anyone else who is brave enough to 
do what she does.”
Fauzia, 13

“Education is important for girls. I have a 
great teacher. I like my school so 

much. I have learned to read 
so well now that I can even 
read at home. 

“Malala is a really good 
person because she cam-
paigns for girls to get an 
education. She was shot by 

terrorists, but God gave 
her a new life. I pray  
for her every day, that 
she will be able to  
continue.”
Zeenat, 12 

“My education helps me understand much 
more about life. Boys and girls have differ-
ent lives. My brothers can play at home and 
in school. I can only play at school. My 
mother says that I can play in the street 
just like my brothers, but I don’t want to. 
No other girls do.

“Malala wanted to go to school but not 
everyone liked that. She was threatened, 
but she still went. So they shot her. She is 

so strong, and she didn’t lose the fight. 
She wants all girls in Pakistan to go to 

school. She is right.”
Amna, 12

“I’m in Year 5 now, but I want to continue studying. I 
want to become a teacher, but sometimes I think I 
would like to become a healthcare worker. If I don’t 
get an education I won’t be able to do anything with 
my life. It would be meaningless.

“Malala is so brave, daring to go to school despite 
being threatened.”
Razia, 15

“Knowledge is like a light in life. When I 
have an education there will be more jobs 
to choose from. My dream is to become the 
kind of teacher my own teacher is. She is so 
good at helping us learn. My parents never 
got an education. I am so happy to have the 
opportunity.

“Malala did the right thing by continuing 
to go to school even though she was 
threatened. She is extremely brave.”
Amina, 15 
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country!”
our whole 

“Let’s educate 

Let’s educate our 
whole country

Educated women 
develop society

Can help parents

Want to be  
educated

Want to learn more

“It’s important for girls to get an educa-
tion. I am learning to read and write, and 
lots of other things that I would never have 
known without school.

“Malala wants an education for herself, 
but she also wants all girls in Pakistan to 
get an education, and for our whole coun-
try to be educated. She wrote a diary about 
the Taliban and what life is like for girls. She 
was shot by terrorists. She is so brave, a real 
role model for us all.”
Aisha, 12

“It is extremely important that women get 
an education. Educated women are crucial 
to the development of society. Women 
who are educated also know that they have 
rights. They will claim their rights, and 
spread them to others.

“Malala knows that all girls have a right 
to education. People who don’t like that 
tried to kill her. But Allah saved her and she 
has been restored to health.”
Warda, 15

“My parents can’t read or write. If I get an 
education I’ll be able to help them. I dream 
of becoming a police officer. I have seen 
female police officers on TV and they were 
good people.

“I have seen Malala on TV, she was stand-
ing in her classroom talking about educa-
tion. I like her so much.”
Asma, 13

“I like going to school, and I want to be 
educated. My dream is to become a 
teacher. My teacher is so clever and  
beautiful. I want to be like her.

“Malala wrote about girls’ studies and 
said that they should study. That’s why 
she was shot by people who think women 
should stay at home. She is so brave!”
Amna, 15

“I dream of being able to study more. I had 
to quit school after Year 5, but I want to go 
back. I see other children around me contin-
uing with their education. I want to learn 
more. There is so much I don’t know. I want 
to become a teacher.

“I like Malala. She fights for education for 
girls.”
Shamim, 16
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Housework all day long
Girls in Pakistan are ex-
pected to be able to look 
after a home. Sweeping, 
cleaning, caring for young-
er siblings, washing dishes, 
laundry, making tea and 
cooking. Girls who work at 
brick kilns, on farms, weav-
ing carpets, and gathering 
and sorting rubbish have 
long, tough working days. 
But they also have to do 
housework when they get 
home. Many girls work in 
other people’s homes. 
These girls are poorly paid 
and are usually left alone 
with their employers and 
don’t dare complain if they 
are treated badly. 

Housework  
home and  
away

Want to be a 
doctor

Would study all day long

Father says no to school

“I have worked in people’s 
homes for as long as I can 
remember. I used to go to 
school but I had to quit. It was 
so fun and exciting to learn new 
things. I want so badly to con-
tinue my education, but I’m not 
allowed to. Now I do house-
work all day, at home and in 
other people’s homes. Every 
day of the week.”
Rafia, 10

“I attended school for three 
years. Then I was forced to start 
working. I help out with 
everything I am asked to do. I 
would be so happy if I got to 
start school again. Now it 
seems like I’m going to work in 
people’s houses my whole life. 
Most of all I want to become a 
doctor or healthcare worker, 
but often we don’t even have 
enough money for food at home. 
That’s why I have to work.”
Shumaila, 13 

“I work in other people’s homes. I want to 
go to school more than anything but my 
father says it is not proper for me to leave 
our home and go to school. I often dream 
of being able to start school, but the tra-
ditions in our village in Baluchistan don’t 
allow it. If it was up to me, I would choose 
a life that gave me the freedom to go to 
school. I wouldn’t work in people’s homes 
for one more day – I would go to school 
and study all day long!”
Fareeda, 14 

None of the girls  
in Fareeda’s village  
are allowed to be in 

photographs.

“I get up at five o’clock, sweep 
the floor, tidy the house and 
make breakfast for the family. 
Then I go to the home of the 
family I work for. I sweep, make 
breakfast, wash dishes, mop the 
floors, wash clothes, look after 
the kids, wash and bath them. 
Then it’s time to prepare the 
next meal, tidy up and wash the 
dishes. When I get home in the 
evening, I carry on with the 
housework. 

“My greatest dream is to get 
an education. I have asked my 
father lots of times to let me go 
to school, but he just says that 
this is how things are in our 

family, it’s our tradition and not 
up for discussion. My three 
brothers all get to go to school 
and have fun and play cricket in 
the afternoons. 

“I am so sad about my work, 
and I often think about  
what my life and my  
family’s life would be  
like if I could get an  
education. I want to be  
able to read books and  

find out what the newspapers 
say. Most of all I dream of 
becoming a teacher.”
Sapna 12  
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Housework all day long

No school in trash village

The heat of summer makes the air 
quiver. It’s almost 50 degrees Celsius. 
Children and adults return to their 
little village dragging huge plastic 
sacks. They have walked block after 
block in their search for trash to sell. 
The low buildings with cane walls and 
plastic sheeting and tin roofs are 
well-swept, clean and tidy. Huge piles 
of unsorted trash are marked off 
around the village. Each family has 
their own pile to take care of.

Housework  
home and  
away

School is not for me
“I am the only girl in my family and I am 
responsible for the housework along with my 
mother. I also gather trash – I can gather as 
much as four kilos in one day. Sometimes I hurt 
myself. There are often sharp bits of metal, 
broken glass, syringes and nails among the 
trash. I just clean the sore and put on a band-
age. 

“I have asked my father to let me start 
school. He said that it’s not possible because 
he lost his ID card in the most recent flooding.  
I know that I have to work really. School is not 
for me. But I dream of becoming a doctor or a 
healthcare worker.” 
Asma, 10

A salesman with a truck lashes down big sacks of 
trash that have been sorted, and the sellers count 
their money. 
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I have to 
beg

Everyone on TV is  
educated

“My mother died  
seven months ago.  
She was giving birth 
and something went 
wrong. They took her to hospital, but she died when she got 
there. My grandmother gathers trash, and so does my father. 
They work all day. I beg. I don’t want to, but I ended up hav-
ing to do it when my mother died. I say, ‘For God’s sake, give 
me some bread.’ Sometimes I get a few coins, but most peo-
ple walk past without noticing.

“Of course I want to go to school, but that isn’t possible. I 
have to look after my younger siblings. There’s no point in 
even asking.”
Seema, 11 

“When I’m not working in the fields I’m fixing our 
house or doing housework. I dream of being able to go 
to school. If I can afford it I plan to go to Kunri to study. 
My greatest dream is to get an education. Everyone on 
TV is so well educated, even whole families. There is a 
TV in our village. Not everyone is allowed to go and 
watch it, but I am. I want to be like Sania. She is mar-
ried to Sutley, the hero of my favourite TV drama 
series.” 
Mumal, 13

“I got married to my cousin last year and moved in with him. 
The wedding was really special. I wore beautiful red clothes 
with a big red shawl, and lots of people came. We had a party 
and ate delicious food. Some people gave presents of fabric or 
clothes. 

“I have a wonderful husband. He doesn’t beat me, but he does 
get angry if dinner isn’t ready when he gets home. My husband 
gathers trash. Since I am married, I don’t go out onto the 
streets. When he gets home, I sort the trash. My mother-in-law 
gathers trash too, and my father-in-law is a beggar.

“When I lived with my parents, a neighbour gave me a reli-
gious education. I can recite half of the Koran. I wish so much 
that I could go to school too. When I asked my father he said it 
was impossible. If I got an education I think I would have a bet-
ter life. That is just a hope. I don’t know how it could happen. My 
future looks just the same as my life right now. 

“I am happy when I am with my 
husband and we sit and talk. We 
don’t have a TV, but there is one 
in the village and sometimes I 
watch it.” 
Razia Bibi, 15

School just a hope

Weeding more   important 
than school

All year round, the girls weed the long rows of 
wheat, cotton and chilli plants. 

“By the time we reach the end the weeds 
have started growing at the beginning of the 
rows again, and we have to start again,” sighs 
Chanda. 

When they’re not working in the fields, the 
girls fetch water, do housework and repair the 
clay houses. There is no time for school.
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My greatest dream

The only girl 
in my school

“I have never been to school. There is no school 
here, but if there was I would attend. I don’t really 
know what happens there, but if I went I would 
learn to understand newspapers. My greatest 
dream is really to be able to go to school, but I 
guess I’m too old.”
Chanda, 12 

”I go to a school in the nearest town  
to here. This year I have passed the  
Year 2 exam and got my books for Year 3. It’s too far away to walk, 
so I have to travel to school by bus. Some days the bus doesn’t 
come. I feel so disappointed when I’m standing there waiting and it 
doesn’t come. I want to learn more, but on those days I can’t. Every 
day I wait for the bus and it makes me so happy when it actually 
comes.”
Mavi, 10

Weeding more   important 
than school

A woman’s 
work is  
never done
A farm labourer girl’s long 
working day: 
Make breakfast
Wash the dishes
Sweep the floor
Muck out the animals
Work in the fields
Fetch feed for the animals
Fetch water
Make lunch
Wash the dishes
Work in the fields
Make dinner
Give the animals water
Eat dinner
Wash the dishes
Make up the beds for 
the night

Mavi is the only girl in her village 
who goes to school. She travels 
there with her brother and his 
friends. Here she is, proudly 
showing off her Year 3 book, 
which has had a paper cover 
sewn on to it to protect it for the 
year to come. 
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Dreaming of school
“I dream of one day being able to go to school, but I always have so 
much to do at home and in the fields. Still, I dream of what life 
would be like if I could go. Girls don’t have the same rights as boys 
in our village. Parents like boys better, because they stay with them 
their whole lives. We girls move to other homes when we get  
married.”
Dema, 13
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You m ust get married!Zahida was sold

Teachers 
didn’t care

“You’re getting mar-
ried too, Perveen! It 
would be ideal for you 
and Yasmeen to get 
married at the same 
time. We have found a 
man who will suit you. 
Weddings are expen-
sive, so it would be 
cheaper if you both got 
married at the same 
time.”

Perveen is shocked 
when her mother says 
she has to get married 
at the same time as her 
big sister.

“I was only fourteen when I was married off. My par-
ents are extremely poor, and when they were offered 
100,000 rupees (950 USD) for my hand in marriage, 
they quickly decided to accept.

 I was only eleven. I didn’t 
want to get married and I 
hadn’t even met my hus-

band-to-be. I felt confused. 
Two days before the wedding, 
an older female relative told 
me about my responsibility. 
To live with the man, day and 
night. I was terrified, and 
tried to tell my mother that I 
didn’t want to get married. 
She just replied, ‘You must 
obey, all girls get married and 
it’s your turn now!’”

In despair
“I couldn’t protest. Girls have 
to be obedient to older family 

 Nobody asked me. I was 
devastated. I cried and 

cried. I ran away from home 
and hid at my uncle’s house. 
They had always been kind 
to me. But my parents 
guessed that I might be hid-
ing there, and they came 
after me straight away. They 
were so angry with me, they 
beat me and said that this 
wasn’t my decision.

“My husband and my 
in-laws are not happy with 

me. They complain all the 
time and my husband beats 
me if I do anything wrong.

“In the beginning I was so 
angry with my parents, but 
they are poor and needed 
the money. I have forgiven 
them and now I am so hap-
py when they come to visit.  
I am allowed to see my par-
ents, although my husband 
gets angry when they come, 
or when I go to their house. 
I’m not allowed to see my 

“I got to go to school, but I never learned to read, 
write or count. They just kept moving me up to the 
next year group, again and again. I can write my 
name, but no more than that. When my mother fell 
ill and needed help at home I had to quit school. 
Once she got better I had to start sewing footballs 
with her.

“The teachers didn’t care about me. They didn’t 
notice me. I want to have an education. My parents 
have never been to school, so they can’t help. Now, 
through my work sewing footballs, I am going to be 
able to learn to read and write. Every day I will take 
a few hours off to learn. 

“Malala wants all girls to have the right  
to an education. It’s good that she  
fights for education for girls.  
We need more people to do that.”
Fatima, 16

friends any more, and they 
are not allowed to visit me. I 
miss them.

“There is no way for me to 
get an education. I feel as 
though my life is over. No 
parents should do this to 
their daughters. Girls 
shouldn’t get married until 
they are adults. It’s their 
parents’ responsibility to 
make sure their daughters 
have a dignified life.”

Fatima sews footballs, but 
now she is also going to get an 
education.


  T

E
X

T
 &

 ph


O
T

O
s

: B
R

IT
T-

M
A

R
IE

 K
LA

N
G

“



45

You m ust get married!
members. Nobody asked me 
what I wanted. 

“My older sister Yasmeen, 
who was thirteen at the time, 
knew her husband-to-be. 
They had talked and they 
liked each other. She was  
happy. 

“The wedding preparations 
went on for days. The girls in 
our area, our friends and 
neighbours, sang for us and 
gave us henna. I was so afraid 
and I just wanted to run away, 
but I had nowhere to go. We 
girls are supposed to look sad 
when we get married. 
Otherwise people say that 
we’re not satisfied with our 
homes and our parents – all 
that we leave behind when we 
get married. Nobody cared 
that I was distraught, and 
nobody realised that my tears 
were for real.”

Never good enough
“On our wedding day, we had 
a bath in the morning and 
made a traditional desert 
called kir, made from rice, 

sugar, milk and almonds. 
Then we put on our new red 
clothes and new silver jewel-
lery, which we had received 
from our parents-in-law. 
Finally, we put on our new 
red shoes. Our friends paint-
ed beautiful designs on our 
hands in henna.

“The wedding was in our 
home, and in the evening our 
relatives walked with us to 
our in-laws’ house, which was 
to be our new home. I was 
scared and tearful – I just 
wanted to stay with my 
 mother. 

“Now I had to do house-
work with my mother-in-law. 
I felt like I was being watched 
all the time. I did my best, but 
my mother-in-law and my 
husband’s sisters were never 

satisfied. They complained 
about me, made faces, and 
moaned about everything I 
tried to do.” 

School of life
“After a few months, my par-
ents-in-law suddenly dumped 
me back at my mother’s 
house and then moved, with 
the rest of the family includ-
ing my husband, to the big 
city of Karachi. My husband 
had a drug problem. A year 
ago, he came back to me. He 
doesn’t use drugs any more. 
We both live with my mother 
now. I still work with my 
mother in different people’s 
homes. My husband some-
times works.

“We have never been to 
school. I used to watch other 
children walking to school. I 
wished I could go too, but we 
had to help our mother to 
earn money because our 
father died of tuberculosis. If 
I had been allowed to go to 
school, we would have 
learned more about life, and 
perhaps our lives would have 
been different.” 

The bride waits to be taken 
to the groom’s family home.

The wedding procession is on its way to the groom’s family 
home, with drummers and wind players.

Perveen was married off when 
she was eleven years old, and 
she has never been able to go to 
school.

A tray of everything that is 
needed for the henna ceremony 
on the wedding day.

When the henna painting is fin-
ished, the henna is washed off 
and the colour changes. 




