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Abstract 
The developed nations around the world pay equal attention to boys’ and 
girls’ education. However, girls’ education in two neighboring countries like 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, particularly in Pashtun societies is neglected. In 
these two countries, girls’ education and their lowest enrollment are placed 
chiefly at the bottom end of educational system in comparison to their male 
counterparts and girls are likely to be submissive. In this regard, the present 
paper aims to explore the factors limiting girls’ access to education in Afgha-
nistan and Pakistan. The literature drawn from the two countries observed 
that centuries old norms, poverty, early marriages, lack of female teachers, 
and logistical and infrastructural obstacles contribute in girls’ vulnerability 
regarding education. 
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1. Introduction 

Education is universally acknowledged as a prevailing accelerating aspect that 
benefits individuals to promote national development. Every civilized society 
considers the education sector as an indispensable sign of economic and social 
advancement [1] [2]. For maintaining socio-economic development of a society 
and a basic instrument for human resources development, education remains 
one of the vital features. As it enables economic through the broader application 
of skills, knowledge and creative power of a society. Education, on the other 
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hand, reduces poverty, difference and tries to overcome gender differences be-
tween males and females [3]. Education, in fact, plays an essential role in capaci-
ty building in terms of opportunities that are created and enriched by educated 
members of the society [2]. In terms of developmental activities of a country, the 
role of men and women cannot be ignored [1]. Precisely, it is essential for hu-
man societies to exploit their human capital to attain social, cultural and eco-
nomic prosperity. Considering the social impact of education, there is visible 
evidence that education can substantially reduce crime, improve health, increas-
es political participation and lifetime earnings [4]. 

Female education, in the developmental process of a country, plays a domi-
nant role and nothing of lasting value can be succeeded without knowing wom-
en’s potential role [1] [5]. The development of female education is a major issue 
around the world in all religions and cultures and its practices have led to 
worldwide debate on how to convey an equal education opportunity for all 
without any sort of discrimination. Females create more than fifty percent of the 
population of the world, that is, females are majority in number, but discrimi-
nated in all aspects of life, especially at different levels of education [5]. Educa-
tion for girls and women has the potential to unlock the shackles of oppression 
and subjugation that avoid them from joining and contributing to society and 
living their fullest lives [6].  

2. Methodology 

This paper is primarily based on research conducted using qualitative approach. 
For the current study, the data is collected from reliable sources such UNICEF, 
UNESCO, Ministry of education, World Bank, National Education for All re-
ports, Google Scholar, ERIC, ScienceDirect, Semantic Scholar and Research Gate, 
and numerous other genuine sources. 

3. Afghanistan and Low Ratio of Girls’ Enrollment in  
Education 

Afghanistan is one of the poorest countries in the world located in the heart of 
central Asia. Afghanistan has suffered so hugely as compared to other countries 
that have experienced war for long periods. The devastation of the country was 
inconceivable leaving nearly nothing undistorted [7]. Within the frame of Islam, 
education has a long history in Afghanistan as in other Muslim countries and it 
contains three different categories such as traditional, modern and Islamic edu-
cation. This is a justified fact that the educational participation in Afghanistan is 
the worst having one of the lowest literacy rates in the world, falling far behind 
neighboring countries because more than 4.5 million children were not allowed 
to participate in primary and secondary schools and girls constitute 60 percent 
of these children in the country [7]. Women’s educational status, according to 
the writers, is lower than that of men, a situation that has to be modified if 
women are to become active participants in the reconstruction of Afghanistan.  
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The significance of learning science and education for women is confirmed by 
Afghanistan’s Islamic and education laws regardless of the physical and psycho-
logical threats and there are no legal barriers to women’s education [8]. Accord-
ing to the Education Law (2016) [9] in Afghanistan’s constitution, it is the basic 
right for all. It will signify the dissolution of a great number of barriers if Afghan 
girls rightly attain equitable access to education [6]. However, Afghan women do 
not take effective advantage of their constitutionally guaranteed equal protection 
under the law because there is a lack of legal awareness [10]. Afghanistan has 
made progress in education aspect over the last two decades and strong demand 
is available toward education among the majority of the public of Afghanistan, 
especially in improving girls’ education [11]. However, education, according to 
Pherali and Sahar (2018) [12], has become a major victim of Afghanistan’s pro-
longed crisis that involves fragile democracy and rising radicalization. The 
amount of girls’ participation in education is declining in comparison to the past 
in some parts of Afghanistan and the goal set for girls’ education is far from be-
ing met [13].  

Resistance to girls’ education dates back to the time of King Amanullah (1919) 
when women remained within the four walls of the house and have been absent 
from the public eye [13]. Women’s status, according to the author, slightly 
changed and girls were allowed to attend schools. The first school for girls estab-
lished in Kabul was in 1921 during the reign of King Amanullah [14]. Education 
for Afghan girls remains an indefinable dream because of more than thirty years 
of uninterrupted conflict and children without access to school defined being 
unable to share in this dream of what education can help to achieve [6] [15]. An 
out-of-school girl in Nangarhar said, “I am thinking about my future because I 
was supposed to be a teacher in the future, but I could not reach to my desire. I 
am unhappy and concerned about my fate” [15]. The following are some plain 
hurdles that limit girls’ access to education despite the immense attributes to 
education. 

3.1. Traditional Challenges 

Traditional limitation, according to Khan (2020) [16], is a leading impediment 
in keeping the girls away from schools. Due to some certain predominant rigid 
cultural and traditional norms, girls with the age of 15, especially those of Pash-
tun ethnicity, were out of school. To be more specific, families from this partic-
ular tribe usually prefer educating boys over girls. Particularly those girls are less 
likely to attend schools whose parents are uneducated [16]. According to Shayan 
(2015) [11], dominant groups think that their job is to shelter the tradition. 
There is a traditional value among Pashtuns in the southeastern part of the 
country named “Pashtunwali”, a tribal code. Girls in this region are only per-
mitted to attain traditional education and attend Madrasa. There is a very 
well-known proverb among Pashtuns that says, “Woman is either for home or 
grave”. Therefore, this practice has kept the girls alienated from attaining educa-
tion [11]. 
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With regard to girls’ access to schools, there is at least one upper secondary 
girls’ school in 151 rural districts out of 412; the others do not have any upper 
secondary girls’ school. This clearly implies that there are some traditional 
norms dominated peoples’ mindset [11]. To delve more into traditional norms, 
boys’ education is given more preference over girls’ education, especially girls 
who live in rural areas face these issues (UNESCO, 2012; Bamik, 2018) [13] [17]. 
Normally, husband is the leader of the family and is responsible for the home, 
therefore, girls’ education is considered less important.  

3.2. Early Marriage Challenges 

As a result of illiteracy, more than half of the girls are getting married in Afgha-
nistan before reaching their legal age [13]. Bamik also stated that the early mar-
riage leaves many girls out of education where a third of the girls in this country 
marry before they turn 16. Whereas, the minimum age for a girl’s marriage in 
Afghan Constitutional Law is stipulated 16, but the law is rarely practiced and 
less enforced. As a result of early marriage, they have to take care of their do-
mestic responsibilities and motherhood [11]. According to Paktin (2013) [10], 
the issue of early marriage has been linked with social and cultural issues, but 
economy also plays its major role. The general expectation, according to the re-
searcher, is “It is enough for girls just to be able to read and write, more than this 
is unnecessary”.  

3.3. Logistical Challenges 

The girls have greater access to education as compared to the Taliban regime, 
access to education for girls is, however, restricted by powerful factors in spite of 
legislation and funding. These obstacles are physical, structural and geographical 
[6]. According to the author, 80 percent of the girls’ schools were shut down in 
the country between 2007 and 2009. The writer further added that even the Afg-
han girls live in proximity to school that is physically sound and operating with 
necessary recourses, getting to and returning from that school presents its diffi-
culties such as hazardous roads and inhospitable terrain. In addition to that, 
Roof (2015) [18] also raised the issue of insufficient facilities as a major barrier 
for girls in a carried out study. For example, majority of the families disagree to 
allow their girls to schools unless there is infrastructure, furniture, surrounding 
walls and other basic and indispensable facilities like drinking water, toilets with 
water to manage their menstrual hygiene [19] [20]. Similarly, health concerns 
and lack of appropriate sanitary provisions at the relevant schools are the rea-
sons many parents deny allowing their girls to get education, even if they are 
supporters of girls’ education in principle [21]. Lack of school textbooks is 
another concerning issue for girls who become uninterested and then leave 
school [22]. 

3.4. Shortage of Same-Gender Teachers 

With only 40.7 percent of female teachers which is a tangible concern, is another 
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contributing factor of low participation of girls in education [23] and it is a ma-
jor challenge for the development of Afghanistan because Afghan society is typ-
ically patriarchal [11]. Regarding the beliefs of Afghan people, the author adds 
that parents totally disagree to allow their girls to attend school where male 
teachers also teach the girls. More girls, a survey carried out by Dryden-Peterson 
(2009) [15], would have been completed primary school if there have been fe-
male teachers recruited. The cause of low level of girls’ participation is lack of 
female teachers at schools [10]. In addition to that, Shayan (2015) [11] con-
firmed that majority of the teachers now at schools are unqualified and do not 
have a degree. 

4. Pakistan and Low Ratio of Girls’ Enrollment in Education 

Pakistan, a neighbor country of Afghanistan, is a developing country with a large 
population and the majority of the population creates women [24]. Pakistan is 
an Islamic society that pledges equal rights for both men and women [1]. How-
ever, lack of women’s rights, education, centuries-old social and cultural taboos 
economic backward and nonexistence of opportunities for their steady devel-
opment are issues that Pakistan still struggles with. The literacy rate of Pakistan 
is 50 percent, especially girls’ literacy rate in rural areas is 25 percent and girls’ 
enrolment in formal education decreased from 55 percent to 20 percent from 
grades 1 to 6 [3] [25]. In Pakistan, education can be characterized by widespread 
gender inequalities, that is, women are faced with socio-cultural obstacles to at-
tain education [26]. The reason for low literacy rate in Pakistan is predominantly 
the shortage of resources for education purposes and shortage of awareness on 
the need for education in the people [24]. 

The condition for girl’s education in Pakistan is worse than the boys because 
many people in Pakistan do not consider girls’ education as important as for 
males [24] [27]. However, the government of Pakistan is now working to im-
prove the status of women in society and avoid problems by making the law to 
punish accountable people. In addition to that, the constitution of Pakistan 
(1973) clearly states “Equal rights to all citizens, repudiates discrimination on 
the basis of sex alone and affirms steps to ensure full participation of women in 
all sphere of life” [27]. The following are the immense obstacles that limit girls’ 
access to schools. 

4.1. Poverty 

Chronic poverty is a fundamental impediment in girls’ education, especially the 
Pashtun region is stricken the most [25]. According to Jamal, the girls are en-
couraged to stay either at home to assist their mothers with house chores, or go 
out and bring some woods for fire, water and take care of cattle. Most impor-
tantly, extreme poverty is also the main contributing factor in early marriage 
that girls are usually forced to stop attending schools because marriage to some 
extent lightens families’ economic burden [5] [25]. Similarly, Naz and Chaudhry 
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(2011) [28] enumerated poverty acted as a potential barrier to girls’ education to 
a greater extent in Pashtun society.  

4.2. Role of Cultural Norms 

Cultural values of the society is another obstacle to girls’ education. The impact 
of cultural values of the society interacts for determining the level of female 
education in Pakistan (Malik & Nawaz, 2016) [3]. To be more precise, the au-
thors added “It is a cultural norm in Pakistan that females cannot take decisions 
about their lives. Usually parents and their brothers make decisions about their 
future lives”. Considering the cultural norms of the society, it is also not easy for 
girls to survive in co-education system because they might face several other is-
sues (Malik & Nawaz, 2016) [3]. According to Jamal (2016) [25], there is a tribal 
code called “Pashtunwali” which means men’s honor and dignity of family subs-
tituting many other priorities. The girls are confined within homes and have 
predetermined roles and responsibilities according to this code. For example, 
homemaking, preparing food, and childbearing do not support their education. 
Similarly, Mustafa, Khan and Jameel (2016) [24] also found the narrow mindset 
of the society as the main reason for girls not attending schools. 

4.3. Early Marriages 

Many studies [24] [27] have shown that early marriages of girls, is one of the 
major issues on their education. According to Nargis (2012) [5], marriage of a 
girl is the second name of respect and contentment of desires in Muslim com-
munity. Early marriage for a girl, according to the researchers, is based on the 
assumption that good marriage is the most essential way to secure girl’s happi-
ness and respect. The writers further added that it is the responsibility of most 
Pakistani parents to make early arrangements of girls’ marriage. Because a young 
girl’s place is seen at home in many cultures and she does not have the same po-
sition, same capabilities and perceived invaluable in educating her as compared 
to her male peers. Considering these disadvantages, this unavoidably bestows to 
the vision that a “good marriage” is the most important way to secure a girl’s 
well-being [5]. The restrictions in pursuing education after the marriage are de-
cided by her husband and in-laws [25]. In addition to that, the parents believe 
that girls are expected to get married and leave the family one day; therefore, 
parents consider girls’ education a financial loss [3]. Likewise, Mustafa, Khan 
and Jameel (2016) [24] also raised the issue of girls’ early marriages which re-
stricts them from attending schools. 

5. Theoretical Framework 

This study is based on Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs developed by Ab-
raham Maslow in 1943 to examine girls’ education. This theory consists of five 
stages. If one meets the lower stage needs, individual can progress higher stages 
[29]. This theory is applicable in this study because it illustrates how the girls are 
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deprived of their needs and how their education is affected.  
According to Rasheed et al. (2019) [30], the first stage of hierarchy need is 

physiological needs which consists some basic requirements for survival. This 
was true for the girls in the study areas where many girls are deprived of attend-
ing school because their parents are poor and they cannot afford to support the 
school expenses. Therefore, some girls were encouraged to stay at homes and do 
house chores, or go out and bring some drinking water or woods.  

The second stage in hierarchy needs is safety needs which include fear free 
environment, protection, law, order, limits, and etc. This is regrettably true that 
many girls feel insecure while going to school. That is, the roads are very risky 
and the terrains are very hostile. The third stage includes social needs which 
represents love, belong to a group, family and social relationship. In both coun-
tries, especially the Pashtun communities, tended to deprive these substantial 
requirements. To be more precise, the young girls are not allowed to attend 
school, but they are forced for early marriages. Maslow’s fourth stage is called 
“esteem stage”. This stage represents self-respect, self-worth, attention, prestige 
and recognition. When people in this stage meet their needs, they feel confident 
and stable. However, both Afghan and Pakistani girls are deprived of these needs. 
This low esteem has affected their education. Boys are considered patrician in the 
family. In Maslow’s theory, the topmost in the pyramid is self-actualization. That 
is, one strives to achieve one’s full potential. If girls fail to achieve the needs in 
lower stages because they lack motivation and support from the family and so-
ciety, it will affect their enrollment in education.  

Figure 1 shows the main factors leading to low access to education. 
 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 

6. Conclusion 

Education is considered as a capital investment and has paramount importance 
for socio-economic development of a country. Females in Afghanistan and Pa-
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kistan are the most underprivileged and their enrollment ratio is significantly 
low, especially in majority of the Pashtun communities. Despite the two coun-
tries are Islamic countries and there are no barricades for girls’ education in Is-
lam, but still in some specific communities, girls are unable to attend schools. 
Meanwhile, the two countries struggle with introducing different policies to re-
move barriers towards girls’ education, but they all seem fruitless. This paper is 
primarily meant to gather reasons and insights into girls’ education in these two 
countries. The societal approach and cultural norms (Pashtunwali) regarding 
girls’ education and poverty seem to be potent problems. The current literature 
from both countries also concluded that early marriages, immense scarcity of 
female teachers in remote areas, and logistical and infrastructural limitations 
have been identified as the obscuring factors in terms of girls’ education.  

Recommendations 

It is recommended that there is a need for a substantial paradigm shift in the 
way that government, should plan how to increase the number of female educa-
tion trends by forming partnerships with NGOs and donor agencies by provid-
ing a suitable setting where at least the necessary facilities such as classrooms, 
drinking water, and gender-sensitive facilities would be accessible for girls’ edu-
cation. Also, with the help of these partnerships, the State should address the 
poverty-education issues by providing incentives for girls. 

Also, the government of Afghanistan and Pakistan to take practical actions to 
escalate the enrollment ratio. In this regard, the governments have to involve 
Mullahs in mosques to launch an immense public awareness campaign and 
preach the importance of girls’ education and their right to education in accor-
dance with Islamic law, education law and Afghan constitution on Fridays. Si-
milarly, Mullah’s preach has a strong contribution to eliminating parents’ nega-
tive beliefs about boys’ preference over girls’ education. Likewise, the local di-
rectorates should have key strategies for promoting girls’ education by creating 
Shura (board or community council) comprised of Mullahs, local religious lead-
ers because they have a substantial influence on people, and collaboration of 
students’ parents in schools to encourage them to allow females for getting edu-
cation.  

In addition to that, the two governments should increase the number of quali-
fied teachers in remote areas. Instead of halting girls from attending schools, the 
people of the two nations should strengthen communities’ sense of responsibility 
and fight with predominant social and cultural norms to secure girls’ well-being. 
In this regard, the government is also required to involve religious scholars and 
ask them to change the perception of the society and promote girls’ education.  
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