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FOREWORD
We are delighted to launch this multi-media 
compendium of young girls in Afghanistan,  to show 
case the unsung heroes, the few, among many girls 
that have defied all odds, challenged barriers to 
social norms and continue to  serve as catalysts of 
change, innovation, entreprenurship in their lives 
and that of their communities and entrepreneurship. 

Afghan youths, especially girls, have over the years 
been marginalized and subjected to domestic 
violence, abuse, exploitation, child marriage and 
several other negative practices. Decades of war 
coupled with underdeveloped has amongst others, 
eroded social fabric, weakened basic social services 
and spiked multi deprivation poverty. Entrenched 
gender discrimination has seen women and girls, 
who constitute over 50 per cent of Afghanistan’s 
population being excluded and marginalized, with 
limited opportunities to equally contribute to 
national development. 

Afghanistan has one of the youngest and fastest 
growing populations in the world with approximately 
63% of the population (27.5 million Afghans) 
below 25 years of age according to the 
National Statistics and Information Authority (NSIA). 
Currently, around a quarter of the population (26%) 
are adolescents age 10 to 19.

UNICEF Afghanistan has been working for and with 
adolescents and youths in both urban and rural areas 
through different interventions, especially in the area 
of girls’ education, and prevention of child marriage. 
As a result, adolescents have become catalysts and 

agents of change in their communities, addressing 
prevention of child marriage through peer to peer 
awareness raising sessions. They are also practicing 
and fostering self-confidence to promote positive 
change on social norms and behaviors in their own 
communities. 

As we commemorate 25 years after the Beijing 
Conference, we at UNICEF Afghanistan, do believe 
that, empowering adolescent girls yields a triple 
societal pay off – for girls themselves, and the next 
generation of their children. 

Afghan children and young people have paid a 
terrible price in over the past four decades. But with 
the right support, they can begin to break free of the 
cycle of violence and underdevelopment and create 
a better future for themselves – and Afghanistan.  
The peace, stability and prosperity of Afghanistan, 
lies in the investment we make today and for  the 
next generation.

For UNICEF Afghanistan, we commit to invest in 
promoting and expanding opportunities for girls to 
be bold and ambitious changemakers and solution 
designers – actively engaging their voices, opinions 
and ideas in dialogues, platforms and processes that 
relate to their bodies, communities, education and 
futures. This compendium is celebrating these young 
heros of Afghanistan.

Aboubacar Kampo
UNICEF Afghanistan Representative
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Somaya
16 years

Somaya is the captain of ‘Afghan Dreamers’ robotics team which comprises 25 young women 
interested in creating mechanical robots. 

These robots manifest innovative solutions to various problems. Besides other robotics, 
Somaya’s team has put together a robot for detecting landmines. Afghanistan has been in 
active conflict for war 40 years, during which numerous children and adults have lost their limbs 
and lives to landmines. The robot created by Somaya’s team can detect landmines in order 
to prevent humans from doing so. Somaya’s ambition to become a mechanical engineer and 
her passion for robotics not only inspires her team members but also makes her a role model 
for young Afghan girls who wish to pursue academic achievements and careers in science and 
technology.  Somaya and the Afghanistan all-female robotic team are currently developing 
a prototype of ventilators using local materials from used car parts as part of the efforts to 
address Covid 19 response.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: Lack of girls’ sensitive facilities to allow more girls to access services and participate in issues  
  that concern them.

Question: What are you doing to end violence against women? 
Answer: I contribute to awareness raising to men and women on gender equality and girls’ rights,   
  and also strongly believe in landmines awareness raising especially amongst girls and young  
  women.

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “As girls, we must continue to share our success stories with other girls, families and   
  government through different communication channels. This is empowering to many other  
  girls out there.”
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Rubaba
19 years

Rubaba (19 years) is a physically challenged but immensely talented artist and the founder of 
Rubaba Center for Art and Culture in Kabul, Afghanistan.

Rubaba was born partially paralyzed. Confined to a corner of her house and denied an edu-
cation, she suffered for years before deciding to turn her disability into an opportunity. About 
five years ago, Rubaba started to paint holding the brush between her teeth. She found it to be 
the best mode of expression and soon made the world rock with her artistic creations. Having 
produced her first painting in 2013, Rubaba has held several exhibitions in Afghanistan. She also 
represented her country through a display of her art, at an exhibition for disabled artists held 
in Turkey. After painting for five years and raising money by selling her artwork, she founded 
the Rubaba Centre for Art and Culture where students learn creative and performing arts. With 
sheer courage and determination, Rubaba has built for herself a distinct reputation and a career 
despite physical disabilities.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: Girls in Afghanistan face numerous challenges. They are subjected to violence, discrimination,  
  harassment, and looked down upon. There is gender imbalance at workplace as girls are not  
  accepted as the drivers of progress and change.

Question: What are you doing to support gender equality?
Answer: I have started to give painting lessons to girls including those with disabilities. It helps them  
  cope with stress, anxiety and oftentimes very grim and violent situation at home. Gradually,  
  girls are assuming an active role in the society and that would help improve the gender imbal 
  ance. I always stand up to support girls/women and help them raise their voices against all  
  forms of violence.  

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  My advice to all girls would be, “don’t give up! If I can change my fate with determination, 
hard   work and following my dreams, so can you.”
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Safia
18 years

Safia (18 years) - 11th grade student and Head of MAG, Zakaria Band-e-Jamil, Bamyan prov-
ince, Afghanistan

Safia is the head of the Multi-purpose Adolescents Group (MAG), at the Zakaria Girls High 
School, Zakaria Band-e-Jamil, Bamyan. She conducts literacy classes for community women who 
had never been to school. This is helping illiterate women to learn how to write their names 
and do simple mathematics. She is also playing an important role in enhancing the awareness 
level of the communities on social issues such as gender, child rights, negative impact of child 
marriage, personal and environmental health and hygiene, and the importance of education, 
particularly for girls. Leading the MAG in Band-e-Jamil, Safia is making a difference in her socie-
ty benefitting other adolescents, families and communities. 

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: One of the main problems for girls in my community is lack of access to education, especially  
  tertiary education. Most parents do not permit girls to relocate to another city or province to  
  pursuit their education. This kills the dream of most of the adolescent girls.

Question:  What are you doing to break stereotypes? 
Answer: As a member of the Multi-purpose Adolescent Group. I am actively working with my   
  colleagues to urge community elders and religious leaders to propagate messages on non-vio 
  lence against women. In addition, I also raise awareness about the rights of girls and women. 

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “Girls must take on an active role in shaping society to be as they want it.”
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Nazifa
21 years

Nazifa is the captain of the cricket team representing the Herat Women Cricket Club. 

She is a passionate cricketer and an ardent fan of the game which is followed by millions around 
the world. She believes that healthy physical activity is imperative for the overall development 
of a woman’s personality. Nazifa is an inspiration for young Afghan women who are interested 
in sports. Though all sporting activities for women in the country are confined to indoors, young 
women like Nazifa are playing sports of their choice including cricket. She hopes that one day, 
Afghanistan would have its national women’s cricket team that would compete internationally, 
like teams from some of the other regional countries.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: One of the main challenges for girls in my country is the lack of access to education and    
  other social   services. For example, there are few girls only schools and few female teachers  
  especially for high grades.

Question: What are you doing to support gender equality? 
Answer: I conduct awareness sessions and campaigns through communities and religious leaders on  
  violence against women and girls.

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “Girls should be more active in social activities and have self-esteem and self-confident and as  
  much as possible use their talent to unleash their potential.”
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Aziza
19 years

Aziza is the Head of Multi-purpose Adolescents Group (MAG) in Seia Layak community, Bamyan. 

She represented the student’s association in her school for four years supporting students to 
express themselves on issues pertaining to their academic and social development. As the Head 
of MAG in her community, she helps adolescents to enhance their creative abilities through art. 
She is playing an important role in raising awareness on discrimination between boys and girls 
vis-à-vis education. Along with her MAG members, Aziza visits families that do not allow their 
girls to go to school and convinces them to let girls be educated. Due to her efforts, a number of 
families are now sending their daughters to school and there has been a positive change in the 
thought process towards girls’ education. 

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: There is high level of illiteracy among our parents because they do not realise the    
  value of education, especially for girls. Illiteracy remains a challenge and a major barrier in  
  this community.

Question: What are you doing to support gender equality? / What are you doing to break stereotypes?
Answer: As a member of the Multi-purpose Adolescent Group in my community, I actively raise   
  awareness about the rights of girls and women especially in the area of education    
  skill, development and empowerment. 

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  My advice to my peers is “always strive for the best and be confident of youself. Amidst   
  the challenges that Afghanistan faces, there is still hope, and that hope is in young people.”
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Nafisa Hakimi
18 years

Nafisa is student of grade 12th at Patoo high school in Kareez Patoon located in Ghazni 
Province. 

She is literacy teacher in her community. She is facilitating voluntary literacy classes at her 
own house, for women aged 15- 45 years. Besides this, she is also facilitating awareness 
raising sessions aimed to increase the knowledge of women regarding different topics such as; 
gender and child marriage. Nafisa believes that years of war has negatively impacted prospects 
for education especially for girls and shattered opportunities for women to attend school 
and higher education. She also includes that poverty and illiteracy are the two major factors 
contributing factor to the women backwardness. Nafisa says; most of the participants are young 
women, who had no opportunity to attend formal schools, and now they are enthusiastically 
attending the class. 

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: Afghan women are facing a number of challenges especially poverty and illiteracy. In   
  addition to this, most of the rights of women have not been properly given to them and they  
  have been treated differently.  

Question: What are you doing to end violence against women?
Answer: To end violence against women, we must try to educate women first. The more educated   
  women and men   are, the more reduction in the level of violence can be observed. So,   
  through awareness sessions that I usually organize, I can communicate and circulate   
  my messages to women and through them to their families and community in large.

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  My message would be, “work honestly for women, without expecting anything in return, as 
  women have always been the subject of violence and injustice.”  
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YALDA
12 years

Yalda was only 8 years old when she began to work in the streets of Kabul. She was selling 
plastic and collecting garbage. 

Yalda tried to attend school while she was working, but she was only able to join class once 
per week. Her family was dependent on Yalda’s work for their own survival and most of her 
time was spent on the streets as opposed to studying as a child should. Two years ago, she was 
identified in her community by Save the Children and selected to be supported under a project 
which provides educational opportunities, case management services, and also supports 
families in recognizing the importance of schooling for girls and boys. As a result, Yalda now 
not only goes to school daily, but has become an advocate for other children to have access to 
quality education and recognize their other basic rights. Yalda is now 12 years old and in grade 
five. She is passionate about her work as a rights activist and champion for her peers and her 
family. Yalda takes daily risks being not only an advocate for children’s rights but more so being 
an outspoken girl in a very conservative community.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: Poverty has deprived thousands of girls like myself  the opportunity to obtain quality   
  education and forced us to work on the street to feed our families. Girls especially    
  those who are engaged in harmful work are routinely exposed and become victims of   
  numerous forms of violence and exploitation, including physical and sexual abuse, which rob  
  them of their future. 

Question: What are you doing to end violence against women?  
Answer: I advocate for the rights of girls especially those who are working on the street and are at   
  the same age as her. She takes the risk of advocating for adolescence rights but also being an  
  activist within a conservative context such as Afghanistan. 

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “Women and girls in Afghanistan have been subject to diverse forms of violence especially  
  those working on the streets to feed their families. Only a girl can understand how difficult  
  it is to work on the street, so I wish to call on women to contribute and support each other  
  and to raise their voices against those who are committing violence against girls and women.”
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Riza Gul Ataei 
21 years

Riza Gul is a literacy teacher at Karez Patoo village of Jaghoori District, Ghazni. 

Riza Gul is providing women and young girls with an opportunity to attend free literacy courses 
providing the opportunity for them to learn without paying fees. She promotes girls education 
in her community, and also encourages and convinces people of her own community to let 
their women get some learning. RizaGul thinks that the more a educated a community is, the 
more level of violence can be reduced.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: Less opportunities provided to women in comparison to men is a big challenge whether in  
  education sector and or in job opportunities. Patriarchy is still dominant in the society   
  gravely undermining chances of progress for women. Lack of physical and  mental security  
  is another reason why families are not allowing women to participate in activities outside of  
  the home. 

Question: What are you doing to support gender equality?
Answer: I will support women through providing them with literacy facilities, so that they became   
  educated and I will also promote the message of gender equality and equal rights for both  
  genders, so that women can spread it to their families and other women in their community.  
  This I think will largely effect the common way of what men think about women, and will   
  decrease of violence against women. 

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “They should raise their voice against those who are committing violence against women,  
  no matter who the criminal is. And they must take on the responsibility to report violence  
  cases to responsible entities immediately.
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Zahra Mohammadi 
25 years

Zahra is a social and women’s activist. She is interested to serve marginalized society, specifically 
deprived women. She  initiated and implemented a project titled هر فرد حق رایدیه را دارد (everyone 
has right of voting) which focused on raising awareness of women regarding the voting 
process in remote area of Daikundi Province. 

Zahra has participated in different programs advocating for women rights. In coordination with 
other local partners active in Daikundi Province, she celebrated the International Women’s day in 
2017 in this province, mobilising more than 300 participants to openly discuss women’s rights.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: The key problems facing women and girls in Afghanistan are; illiteracy, social and cultural   
  barriers, economic problems, mental issues, forced marriage and early marriage, and   
  sexual harassment which all together gravely undermine women rights and contribution in  
  Afghanistan.  

Question: What are you doing to end violence against women?  
Answer: The fundamental causes of violence against women are economic, cultural and social   
  deprivation, which can be addressed through the establishment of a free, fair and just   
  society. I was involved with providing information to women on their rights to learn, work and  
  participate in social activities equally as men.  

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “Women should actively take part in the process of ratification and amendment of the   
  Elimination of Violence against Women Law and advocate for the establishment of complaints  
  mechanism and response to support female victims of abuse and violence.”
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Tajwar Hassani 
26 years

Tajwar is 26 years old girl from Patoo Village, she started teaching in Qurbani school in 2013 
and since 2016 she is facilitating literacy classes for women voluntary. 

Tajwar is the Vice-President of the Development Council in Sareqol village, and a member of the 
Social Research and Inquiry Group and Participated in three workshops on gender, civil society 
and human rights in the Norwegian Committee. She spreads news regarding gender equality 
and human rights to her own community members and social structures into which she is a 
member of. As result of her efforts, now women especially those who participats in her literacy 
classes are aware of their basic right and responsibilities.

Question: What are the main challenges for girls in your country or community today?
Answer: The main challenges for women are illiteracy and working outside the home. There is a lack  
  of interest amongst families about girls education, and the lack of interest is due to lack of  
  understanding of its importance.  

Question: What are you doing to support gender equality? 
Answer: I believe that education is power, hence I am providing an opportunity to women to learn and  
  become educated. In addition to learning, I try to make them aware of their basic and   
  primary rights. I also hold campaigns in which I encourage parents to send their daughters to  
  school.

Question: What advice would you give to other girls who want to start advocating for women’s rights?
Answer:  “I would suggest that they advocate for awareness campaigns for men as well, because I   
  believe that men should also know about the rights of women, so that they can observe and  
  respect to the women rights.”
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For further information, please contact:

Veronica Kamanga Njikho 
Gender Programme Specialist 
UNICEF Afghanistan
vnjikho@unicef.org

Aye Aye Than 
Youth & Adolescent Development Specialist 
UNICEF Afghanistan
athan@unicef.org

Alison Parker
Chief of Communication 
UNICEF Afghanistan
aparker@unicef.org


