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I am Malala: The girl who stood up for education and was shot by the Taliban 

Inspirational is a word that is over-used and frequently bandied about. It ought to be 

reclaimed for Malala Yousafzai and her story because I am Malala is a remarkable book. No 

doubt most people would have heard of Malala; how she was targeted by the Taliban in her 

hometown in the Swat Valley of Pakistan, and how she is the youngest nominee for the 

Nobel Peace Prize. There has been intense media focus and much written about this 

astonishing adolescent but reading her book is refreshing because it is Malala’s own story, 

narrated in her 16-year-old voice with the assistance of Christina Lamb, one of Britain's 

leading foreign correspondents.  

I am Malala is part chronological narrative, part local and international history book, and part 

personal diary. The prologue immediately addresses Malala’s shooting “That morning had 

begun like any other…” and recalls the horrific day when a Taliban gunman shot three 

teenage girls who were on their home from school in the Khushal School Bus. The final 

prologue sentence “I am Malala and this is my story” is echoed in the last sentence of the 

epilogue “I am Malala. My world has changed but I have not”. 

In between, there is a detailed personal history of Malala’s parents, family, the Pashtuns, her 

upbringing and the Swat Valley. As the chapters progress, the valley, a “heavenly kingdom 

of mountains, gushing waterfalls and crystal clear lakes” becomes a metaphor for Malala’s 

life. Her family and the valley endure earthquakes, floods, disease, the terrible encroachment 

of the Taliban and their propaganda and destruction. When Malala leaves Pakistan in an 

emergency air flight to Birmingham to save her life, she leaves the Swat Valley which has 

become a military zoned bomb site, where ancient relics lie ruined and the blood of citizens 

stains the streets. Yet she longs to return to her homeland and continue fighting for the 

education of girls. 

This story is not sentimental or depressing. Of course atrocities are mentioned, such as the 

beheaded policemen who are paraded through town, and the senseless murder of raped 

women, but these are never dwelled upon. There are echoes of The Diary of Anne Frank; 

her strong, young female voice is given full flight and shapes the events that transpire. The 

very murky politics, including the death of Benazir Bhutto, September 11, and Osama bin 

Laden’s assassination, are all included but never treated lightly or separated into black and 

white. For the people of Swat Valley it seems that life gradually became grey and confused; 

members of the Taliban were just as brutal as members of the Pakistani armed forces, and 

citizens of the valley belonged to both groups, “What’s happening is not simple and the more 

you want to understand the more complex it becomes”.  

As much as this is Malala’s story, it is her father’s story too. She clearly is entirely devoted to 

and influenced by his charisma and support for the education of girls; “I have a father who 

isn’t scared, who stands by me”. It is particularly poignant that Malala’s father encouraged 

her to speak out because it was for this reason she became a target. However, Malala does 

take great pains to say repeatedly in her book that her choices were her own and just before 

she was shot, her father suggested she should move to a boarding school out of the region. 

There is little mention of Malala’s brothers, which is strange as so many pages are devoted 

to her father and mother. She speaks briefly about constantly fighting with her brother 
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Khushal “Never in history have Kushal and Malala been friends.” The reader is left 

wondering how these boys fared throughout the family’s ordeal. At one point, the young 

Khushal is seen digging graves in the sand as a form of play. 

This book is an ideal text for girls in our secondary schools. It is a wonderful reminder of how 

valuable education is, and what we take for granted: “It was school that kept me going in 

those dark days. When I was in the street it felt as though every man I passed might be a 

talib. We hid our school bags and our books in our shawls”. Education is the central 

emphasis for Malala because it is “the future” and the way that even the most impoverished 

girls, those who she sees and cries for sifting through rubbish tips, can change their future. 

The most powerful aspect of I am Malala is that it is a story told by an adolescent girl. This is 

a potent connector for any adolescent reader. Malala also takes the messy, complicated 

politics of the last decade and personalises events from her Muslim perspective. Again, this 

is a privilege for the reader who can step into Malala’s shoes to read her incredible story. 

There is a mix of statistics, “by the end of 2008 around 400 schools had been destroyed by 

the Taliban”, narrative, Quran quotes, and traditional Pashto sayings. The photo gallery 

enhances the book greatly, especially the touching picture of Malala’s school friends who still 

keep a vacant chair for her in their classroom, waiting for her return. 

There are several campaigns that have been launched since Malala’s story was publicised. 

Readers can easily join these campaigns and connect with Malala’s goal to raise her voice 

“on behalf of the millions of girls around the world who are being denied their right to go to 

school and realise their potential”. Malala Yousafzai’s hope is that her story “will inspire girls 

to raise their voice…and act decisively to educate girls and empower them to change their 

lives and communities”. It is a noble and vital cause, one which is well within the reach of the 

girls who are so privileged to be freely educated within our girls’ schools. 

Malala’s future is unknown. She is desperate to return to her beloved Swat Valley and her 

family struggles with the daily clash of cultures as they establish a life in Birmingham. It 

seems impossible that she could return now. The new Pakistani Taliban Chief is the very 

man who ordered Malala’s assassination; the man who reigned terror on the Swat Valley 

and was largely responsible for bringing the Taliban into the region. She still has a fatwa 

against her and would seemingly be destined to die if she were to return to Pakistan, like one 

of her political heroes Benazir Bhutto. Malala will certainly continue to champion the cause of 

girls’ education and she has ambitions to be a politician because Pakistan has “so many 

crises and no real leaders to tackle them”. This bind must weigh very heavily on Malala and 

her families’ hearts. Perhaps those who read her book and join her campaign can lighten this 

burden. 
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