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MALALA 
IS

ONE  
OF US 

    The Swat Valley 
of northern Pakistan, in the highlands  
between Kashmir and the Khyber Pass, 
was once a lush, peaceful place. It was ruled 
by Miangul Abdul Haq Jahanzeb – the 
Wali, or absolute monarch, of Swat. A 
modernizer, the Wali built schools for his 
subjects – girls as well as boys – and toured 
remote regions where no one had ever seen 
an automobile. On one trip, the villagers 
tried to feed hay to his Cadillac. Zebu 
Jilani recalls the land of her childhood:  
“A beautiful, pristine place where moun-
tains climbed to the clouds. People called 
it the real Shangri-La.” The Wali was her

This 
 Rotarian’s 

daughter 
 is an

 unstoppable
 force for 

education
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     “I have the right to play.
                                I have the right to sing.”
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grandfather. Princess Zebu, as Swatis still refer to her, 
recalls playing with shiny rocks that resembled chunks 
of green glass. “ They were emeralds from my fam-
ily’s mines. ” Then, in 1969, Swat relinquished its sov-
ereignty to the government of Pakistan. So began a  
40-year period of decline that led to the rise of the Taliban 
in 2008. For two years, the people of Swat endured a reign 
of terror as the Taliban imposed their brutal version of  
Islamic law. They rounded up political opponents, beheaded 
some and flogged others. They held public executions, beat 
women, blew up schools. 

Jilani moved to the United States in 1979. During her 
yearly visits to her homeland, she couldn’t stand seeing 
it overrun. The money from her family’s emerald mines 
was gone, so she raised money from scratch and soon  
started opening schools, delivering shelter and medicine 
to Swati refugees, and founding Swat’s first Rotary club. 
Among the first people she asked to join was Ziauddin 
Yousafzai, an educator and activist who had a teenage 
daughter named Malala.

You probably have heard of Malala Yousafzai. At 15, 
Malala was a star student at the Khushal School and Col-
lege in the Swat Valley town of Mingora. A voracious reader 
of everything from Pashto poetry to The Twilight Saga, she 
wore a navy blue school uniform to her classes in science, 
math, Islamic studies, English, and Urdu, the language in 
which she wrote a blog about life under threat from the 
Taliban. Malala’s blog posts featured few of the concerns 
of Western teenagers. While high school sophomores in 
other countries looked forward to weekends, she wrote of 
disliking Friday “because it’s the day when suicide attack-
ers think that killing has special meaning. ” She blogged 
about battles between Pakistan’s army and the Taliban 
(“The night was filled with the noise of artillery fire ”), 
about helicopter gunships buzzing overhead, about book 
shortages, her dreams, her favorite pink dress, and about 
the possible end of her schooling:

“The Taliban have issued an edict banning all girls from 
attending school. ”

On her blog, Malala used the pseudonym Gul Makai, 
the name of a heroine of Pakistani folklore, but her identity 
was an open secret – particularly after she began giving 
TV interviews. “I have the right to play. I have the right 
to sing, ” she told a worldwide CNN audience in 2011. “I 

Previous pages: Malala Yousafzai was shot in October 2012 for defying the 

Taliban by speaking out for girls’ education. Left: Children ride the bus 

home from school in Malala’s native Swat Valley, in northern Pakistan.
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        “Which one is Malala? Tell me,
                        or I will shoot you all.”
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have the right to go to market. I have the right to speak up. ” 
The Taliban had never encountered such defiance from a 
young girl. There were death threats, directed first to her 
father and then specifically to her. Malala ignored them. In 
another TV appearance, she was blunter than ever, saying, 
“I will get my education. And this is our request to all the 
world: Save our schools. Save our Swat. ”  

Her father was doing his part to keep the traditions of 
Swat alive. In 2010, after Pakistan’s army restored partial 
order in Mingora, he helped his Rotary club stage the first 
public musical performance in the town since the Taliban 
takeover. “We Rotarians were proud to arrange such a show. 
It was a brave thing to do, since the Taliban influence was 
still there, ” says Yousafzai, a member of the Rotary Club of 
Mingora Swat. “Things were uncertain, with many threats 
and frequent assassinations. But we put on a good show. ”

Along with Jilani, who created a nonprofit group called 
the Swat Relief Initiative, Yousafzai and others paid for new 
equipment for the maternity ward of a local hospital and an 
electrophoresis machine to help people with a rare blood dis-
ease. They built a water filtration plant, hired an American 
geologist to explore the region’s precious-mineral deposits, 
established a mobile prosthesis clinic for people who had lost 
limbs to Taliban bombs, and founded a group called Green 
Swat that aims to plant 200,000 trees in the area. 

On a Tuesday in October 2012, Yousafzai was in Min-
gora, leading a rally of more than 300 principals and teachers 
to promote education for all. “My friend Ahmad Shah, a 
fellow Rotarian, spoke before me, ” he says. “I was on my way 
to the podium when my phone rang. I handed the phone to  
Ahmad. A moment later, he whispered the news: The 
Khushal school bus had been attacked. My heart sank. I 
could guess who the target was. ‘It must be Malala,’ I thought. 
At that moment, the moderator announced my name. With 
sweat on my forehead, I spoke for about six minutes. As I 
finished, Ahmad said, ‘We must rush to the hospital. ’  ”

His daughter had been coming home when a gunman 
barged onto her school bus. He threatened to kill every-
one unless the students told him which one was Malala. 
“Tell me, ” he said, “or I will shoot you all. ” As the terrified 
schoolgirls looked at their classmate, the gunman turned 
his pistol on her and fired from point-blank range. 

“We drove fast to the hospital, ” Yousafzai recalls. “I 
found Malala on a stretcher in her bloodstained school 

Boys and girls in Pakistan pray for Malala’s recovery after the shooting. 

The doctors weren’t sure she would survive, let alone walk or talk again. 

Six days after the attack, she was airlifted to Birmingham, England, where 

she spent three months in the hospital and underwent multiple surgeries.
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     “Imagine if you became one of the most 
                      famous people overnight. How would you handle it?”
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uniform. I kissed her forehead and face and said, ‘Brave 
daughter, I love you.’ ” 

Airlifted to Peshawar, Malala endured a three-hour op-
eration to remove the bullet. Surgeons performed a hemi-
craniectomy, removing part of her skull to relieve swelling 
in the brain. Her plight made international news. United 
Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon denounced the 
“heinous and cowardly ” attack on a Pakistani schoolgirl. 
U.S. President Barack Obama called it “reprehensible and 
tragic. ” Secretary of State Hillary Clinton hailed Malala’s 
courage. Former first lady Laura Bush compared her to 
Anne Frank. Madonna dedicated a song to her.

Not everyone was on her side. “We do not tolerate people 
like Malala speaking against us, ” a Taliban spokesman an-
nounced as she lay in the hospital, breathing with the help 
of a ventilator. After the initial crisis passed, a doctor gave 
her a 70 percent chance of survival but said she might not 
walk or talk again. The Taliban swore they would attack 
her again if she lived.

Six days after her shooting, the comatose patient was 
flown to a hospital in Birmingham, England, that special-
izes in treating wartime casualties. It was there that she 
opened her eyes.

“What country am I in? ” she asked.
By then Yousafzai’s brave daughter was a citizen of the 

world. The actress Angelina Jolie, who had spoken to her 
school-age children about the attack, wrote an article titled 
“We All Are Malala. ” Young people everywhere made signs 
and printed “I Am Malala ” on T-shirts to show solidarity 
with a girl who only wanted the right to go to school.

“Those days were a great challenge for one so young, ” 
Jilani says. “Not just her recovery – we were told she might 
be paralyzed on her left side – but the attention. Imagine 
if you became one of the most famous people in the world, 
almost overnight. How would you handle it? ”

Malala stayed humble. She referred to Jilani as “Bi Bi 
Sahiba ” (Revered Madam). And she stayed resolute. “The 
Taliban thought they would stop me, ” she said from her 
hospital bed. “But they won’t. ”

To her father she said, “Be peaceful. ” 
To Jilani she said, “God will help me help people. ” 
In March, Malala reported to her first day of school 

in Birmingham, a city with the second-largest Pakistani 
population in Britain. She had a custom-made titanium 

While the international press covered Malala’s recovery, young people all 

over the world chanted and tweeted “I am Malala” in solidarity and printed 

the slogan on signs and T-shirts. She has remained focused on the cause 

she nearly died for: universal access to education.
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        “We need more of just about everything that 
              people in many parts of the world take for granted.”
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plate covering the hole in her skull and an electronic hearing 
device in her left ear, but otherwise she was like any other 
teen. She wore a green sweater and a pink backpack. “I am 
one girl among many, ” she says. During her first days of 
classes in England, she gathered signatures for a petition 
supporting the right of every child to go to school.

Her father now serves as an adviser to former Prime 
Minister Gordon Brown, the UN special envoy for  
global education. And while Malala stepped onto the 
world stage, her favorite princess kept her focus on Swat 
and stepped up her day-to-day efforts to restore some of 
its former glory. 

“It is a difficult task, ” says Jilani, 61. “We need more 
health workers, more water filtration plants, more of just 
about everything that people in many parts of the world 
take for granted. The polio vaccine has saved lives, but not 
everyone will accept help. There are so many conspiracy 
theories about – people actually believe that the United 
States uses vaccines to sterilize Muslims. ” As president of 
the Swat Relief Initiative, she has raised millions for refu-
gee supplies, preventive and prenatal health care, nutrition 
programs, village councils practicing grassroots democracy, 
even entrepreneurship. When Jilani found shopkeepers pay-
ing Swati women only 25 cents to weave shawls all day, “we 
taught the women to sell their shawls themselves, ” she says. 

Jilani says her organization will use every rupee it raises 
to help the poor in Pakistan. “One hundred percent to  
the people, that’s our pledge, ” she says. A word in a diplomat’s 
ear often helps, but sometimes it takes more. “Sometimes it 
takes a bulldozer – there are mountain villages that have no 
roads. We have to build them a road before building a school. ” 

Some girls have a sweet 16 party. On 12 July, her 16th 
birthday, Malala gave a speech at the United Nations. This 
first public appearance since the shooting had been desig-
nated Malala Day at the UN. The guest of honor admitted 
she was “a bit nervous ” stepping up to the podium in the 
General Assembly Hall, but she didn’t look nervous. She 
looked fearless. Perhaps she took a measure of strength 
from the pink shawl that wrapped under her chin and 
around her head, which still bore a bullet’s scar. The shawl 
had belonged to Benazir Bhutto, the Pakistani leader as-
sassinated by terrorists in 2007.

“First of all, thank you to God, for whom we are all 
equal, ” Malala said. “And thank you to every person who 

Zebu Jilani (right, in Swat’s Kater Village), granddaughter of a revered  

past Swati ruler, founded the first Rotary club in the Swat Valley and  

recruited Malala’s father, Ziauddin Yousafzai.
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     “I dream of a time when we will go back to Swat, 
                      and I will ask Malala to join our Rotary club.”
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has prayed for my fast recovery and a new life. ” After greet-
ing the secretary-general, Brown, and other dignitaries, 
the solemn birthday girl disowned any thought of her own  
celebrity. “Dear brothers and sisters, Malala Day is not  
my day, ” she said. “Today is the day of every woman, every 
boy, and every girl who have raised their voice for their rights. 
… The right to live in peace. The right to be treated with 
dignity. The right to equality. The right to be educated. ” In 
a calmly powerful 17-minute talk punctuated by several ova-
tions, she cited her role models: “Muhammad, the prophet of 
mercy, ” as well as Jesus, the Buddha, Gandhi, Martin Luther 
King Jr., Nelson Mandela, and Mother Teresa. “Dear sisters 
and brothers, I am not against anyone. ” Not even the Taliban, 
whom she called “extremists afraid of books and pens. ” Al 
Qaeda and the Taliban “misuse the name of Islam, a religion 
of peace, humanity, and brotherhood, ” she continued.  

In the end, she said, “we must not forget that our sisters 
and brothers are waiting for a bright, peaceful future. So 
let us wage a global struggle against illiteracy, poverty, and 
terrorism. Let us pick up our books and our pens. They are 
our most powerful weapons. One child, one teacher, one 
book, and one pen can change the world. ”

There was a standing ovation. The secretary-general, 
applauding, called Malala “our hero. ” She nodded, relieved 
that her speech was over, looking momentarily like any 
other teenage girl. But only momentarily. In an instant, she 
regained the composure of the girl who looked her assassin 
in the eye, survived, and forgave him.

She handed Ban a petition she’d been working on, in 
school and online, supporting the educational rights of 
every child on earth. 

Jilani continues to carry out the often unglamorous task 
of getting necessities – from tents to antibiotics to bull-
dozers and steamrollers – to the people of Swat. “Malala’s 
suffering was horrible, but it made the whole world listen 
to her, ” Jilani says. “Her fame became a great gift to her 
cause. I hope that one day she can return to her home and 
find that our combined efforts have made a difference. ”

That’s Malala’s goal too. The other day her father, reflect-
ing on his family’s remarkable trajectory, said he hoped to 
go home someday. 

“I dream of a time when we will go back to Swat, our 
dream valley, ” Yousafzai says. “And I will ask Malala to join 
our Rotary club. ”  n

 
In the fall of 2013, Malala received the Peter J. Gomes  

Humanitarian Award at Harvard University. Her father (right)  

joined the students in commending her bravery.
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