
Illinois Wesleyan University 

Digital Commons @ IWU Digital Commons @ IWU 

News and Events Office of Communications 

Summer 6-14-2016 

Illinois Wesleyan Community Reading Illinois Wesleyan Community Reading The Underground Girls of The Underground Girls of 

Kabul Kabul 

University Communications 
Illinois Wesleyan University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/news 

Recommended Citation 
University Communications, "Illinois Wesleyan Community Reading The Underground Girls 
of Kabul" (2016). News and Events. 2783. 
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/news/2783 

This Article is protected by copyright and/or related rights. It has been brought to you by Digital 
Commons @ IWU with permission from the rights-holder(s). You are free to use this material in any 
way that is permitted by the copyright and related rights legislation that applies to your use. For 
other uses you need to obtain permission from the rights-holder(s) directly, unless additional rights 
are indicated by a Creative Commons license in the record and/ or on the work itself. This material 
has been accepted for inclusion by faculty at Illinois Wesleyan University. For more information, 
please contact digitalcommons@iwu.edu. 
©Copyright is owned by the author of this document. 

http://www.iwu.edu/
http://www.iwu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/news
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/univcom
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/news?utm_source=digitalcommons.iwu.edu%2Fnews%2F2783&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/news/2783?utm_source=digitalcommons.iwu.edu%2Fnews%2F2783&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@iwu.edu


Illinois Wesleyan Community Reading The Underground Girls of 
Kabul 
June 14, 2016 

BLOOMINGTON, 11 1.- The Underground Girls ofKabu/ , j ournalist Jenny Nordberg's 
book about the practice of bacha posh - d isguising young girls as boys in gender­

segregated Afghanistan - is Illinois Wesleyan University's Summer Reading 

Program selection. 

The book was selected in response to the University's 2016-2017 intellectual 

theme Women's power. Women's Justice. Incoming first-year students are 

expected to read the book and complete reading questions for discussion during 
Turning ntan: New Student Orientation in August. IWU faculty, staff and alumni 

are also invited to read the book. 

A New York-based foreign correspondent and columnist for the Swedish national 

newspaper Svenska Dagb/adet, Nordberg broke the story of bacha posh in 201 0 in 

The New York Times and the International Herald Tribune. Bacha posh is the term for 

a girl who is Mdressed up like a boy.M The practice dates back more than a century in 

parts of Afghanistan and Pakistan, in which some families without sons wil l pick a 

daughter to live and behave as a boy. 

"It's a creative, some would say desperate, way to buck the system in a suppressive, 

gender-segregated society,M Nordberg writes on the book's website. "In 

Afghanistan, men make most of the decisions and women and girls hold very little 
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value. From the moment she is born, an Afghan girl has very few rights and little control over her own life ... For Afghan girls, 

posing as a boy opens up a whole new world . It affords a girl freedom of movement .... " 

At adolescence, however, most are switched back to young women, 

entering into marriage and bearing children of their own. It is a 

traumatic transformation for many; a few mainta in their bacha posh 

status. 

In a review of the book in The Washington Post, scholar and author 

Rachel Newcomb writes: "If bacha posh are made and not born, what 

explains the desire some of them have to remain in a male identity, 

risking not only cultural stigma but also potential violence? Nordberg 

• ra ises a number of intriguing questions about the processes of 

gender-identity formation in other cultures, using a range of 

historical and anthropological sources to describe similar practices 

Author Jenny Nordberg will speak at Illinois 

Wesleyan's President's Convocation on Sept. 14. 

(Photo byMagnus Forsberg) 

print." 

elsewhere." 

The book a lso ra ises new and profound questions about gender in 

children and adolescents, nurture vs. nature, religion, sexuality, and 

of what roles women p lay in war. Five years in the making, 

Nordberg's cross-border investigation was described by Publishers 
Weekly as "one of the most convincing portraits of Afghan culture in 

Receiving wide critical acclaim, The Underground Girls of Kabul is the winner of the 2015 J. Anthony Lukas Book Prize, and was 

also recognized as a Salon Authors' Favorite Book, Publishers Weekly Best Book, one of Buzzfeecfs Best Nonfiction Books of 

2014, and a finalist for the Goodreads Choice Award in nonfiction. 

Nordberg wi ll talk about her book at the President's Convocation on Wednesday, Sept. 14, at 11 a.m. in Westbrook 

Auditorium. 
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