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Why Afghanistan’s ‘Underground Girls’ Skirt
Tradition to Live as Boys

By NPR Staff
2014

In Afghanistan, it is common cultural practice for girls to dress as boys, this is known as “bacha posh.”
Families who don’t have sons often choose daughters to take on the roles of sons so that they can behave
more freely. Women in Afghanistan don’t enjoy the same rights as men, such as freedom of movement,
dress, and education. Unfortunately, women are expected to revert back to presenting themselves as girls
once they reach puberty, forced to accept the oppressive treatment they were able to avoid as children. As
you read, take notes on how and why many Afghan girls become bacha posh.

In many families of Afghanistan, the birth of a girl
is mourned. While boys are seen as blessings,
girls are considered burdens and forced to live a
strict life of limited options. They can’t leave the
house alone; they’re not educated; and they’re
dressed in clothes that conceal them and literally
restrict their view of the world.

But some young girls find a way to fight that for
at least a few years.

In 2010, Jenny Nordberg1 wrote the first
stories about the bacha posh, girls who dress up
like boys to live as a boy as long as they can.
Those stories appeared, to much interest and
acclaim,2 in The New York Times. She has now
expanded her reporting into a new book
called The Underground Girls of Kabul: In Search
of a Hidden Resistance in Afghanistan.

Nordberg tells NPR’s Scott Simon about how
common the bacha posh are in Afghanistan, and
what’s expected of them once they hit puberty.

[1]

1. A New York-based, Swedish journalist
2. Acclaim (noun): enthusiastic and public praise
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INTERVIEW HIGHLIGHTS

On discovering a bacha posh among the children of a female Afghan
parliamentarian3

This was the very first time I was invited to her house, and I came to interview her about being a
parliamentarian in Afghanistan. ... And I was with the two little twin girls, and they spoke a little bit of
English, like a limited English, and we had a conversation that was mostly about, “What color do you
like? What do you want to be when you grow up?” And all of a sudden, one of them said, “You know our
brother is really a girl.” And I looked at her, and I was like, “Yeah, yeah.” And then the other said,
somewhat annoyed that I didn’t take her seriously, she said, “No, no. It’s our sister.” And at that point, I
hadn’t met the youngest in the family. She had four children all together, and I knew them as three
girls and a youngest boy.

On how common a practice it is in Afghanistan

Every single Afghan I have spoken to, except for those who have been abroad4 for a very long time and
are essentially expatriates,5 they will know of someone. They will have a neighbor, someone in their
extended family, a great-grandmother, a colleague, there will usually be one in a school. In more
conservative areas, there might be more. But every Afghan will know about this, and every Afghan has
a story to tell.

On how easy it is to disguise a girl as a boy

Oh, it’s simple. You know, it’s a child, so who can really tell the difference? When I first met Mehran,
who’s Azita’s daughter, she walked into the room — she’s a 6-year-old child — and whereas her sisters
are very girly and giggly and, you know, have all those typical sort of feminine traits, this is a boy. She
walks in with a short haircut, a denim shirt, hips forward, much of an attitude, points a toy gun at me.
It’s a whole different character. I mean, it’s important to, I think, understand that in extreme
segregation where men and boys are given almost all the rights, it’s very important for that system to
be upheld — that boys look like boys and girls look like girls. So, in a sense, that makes it easier to pass
to the other side.

On what happens when a bacha posh reaches puberty

In most cases, this is when Afghan girls are supposed to become girls again, to take on the very
traditional path of Afghan women, which is that you are married off to a husband of your parents’
choice, and you will become a mother, ideally have sons of your own. So it’s very important for the girls
not to go through puberty as boys.

[5]

3. A member of the parliament
4. Abroad (adverb): in or to a foreign country or countries
5. Expatriate (noun): someone who lives outside their native country
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Zahra is [a bacha posh] who’s pushed it further than that. She was 15 when I first met her, and she’s a
tomboy. She said to me, “I see how women are treated here. Why would I want to be one of them?” So
she goes to great lengths to disguise herself as a boy, and she has constant daily arguments with her
parents, who beg of her, “Can you become more feminine? Can you grow out your hair?” And she
refuses. She will walk in a hunched-over way, in an exaggerated male fashion, and very much take on
the attitude of a young man. This is how she’s grown up, and this is what feels natural to her. So, there
are a few who actually are able to resist, but most of the time, you don’t go against your parents.

On the universal takeaways from the bacha posh story

I think it’s a story about oppression, and I think that’s a universal story. This is something that women
and girls have done throughout our own history. There were women who joined the Civil War here as
men because women were not allowed to get an education, to become doctors. It’s a story of passing,
and how to buck6 the system in an impossible society.

[10]

6. Buck (verb): oppose or resist (something that seems oppressive)
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[RI.2]

[RI.1]

[RI.5]

[RI.3]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement best expresses the central idea of the article?
A. In order to access equal rights, girls must change their identities in Afghanistan.
B. In Afghanistan, gender is considered to be more fluid that in other areas of the

world.
C. Despite an oppressive history, Afghanistan is becoming more accepting of

women.
D. By asking girls to present themselves as boys in Afghanistan, they are further

oppressed and controlled.

2. PART B: Which passage from the text best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “They can’t leave the house alone; they’re not educated; and they’re dressed in

clothes that conceal them” (Paragraph 1)
B. “the bacha posh, girls who dress up like boys to live as a boy as long as they

can.” (Paragraph 3)
C. “boys look like boys and girls look like girls.” (Paragraph 7)
D. “Afghan girls are supposed to become girls again,” (Paragraph 8)

3. PART A: How does the final paragraph contribute to the structure of the article?
A. It explains how the story of oppression in Afghanistan is a unique one.
B. It reinforces the idea that women are only able to succeed if they hide their true

identities.
C. It provides additional examples of the oppression women face.
D. It connects women’s experiences with oppression in Afghanistan to other places

in the world and history.

4. PART B: Which passage from the article best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “’Can you become more feminine? Can you grow out your hair?’” (Paragraph 9)
B. “This is how she’s grown up, and this is what feels natural to her.” (Paragraph 9)
C. “I think it’s a story about oppression, and I think that’s a universal story.”

(Paragraph 10)
D. “women were not allowed to get an education, to become doctors.” (Paragraph

10)
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[RI.3]5. How does a parent’s relationship with his or her daughter while she is a bacha posh
compare to after, when she is asked to present herself as a girl again?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Have you ever felt like your rights were limited due to your identity?

2. In Afghanistan, men clearly have more privileges than women do. Is it the same case in
America? Do women more, less, or equally privileged to men in America? Explain based on
your own experience, current events or history.

3. In the context of the article, can you change your identity? Cite evidence from this text, your
own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

4. In the context of the article, how do we define the roles of men and women? Cite evidence
from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

5. In the context of the article, what are the effects of the prejudice experienced by women in
Afghanistan? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or
history in your answer.
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