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Abstract 

Bacha Posh, in which a biological girl is raised as a boy, stems from Afghan society's strong patriarchal 

structure, where masculinity is connected with power, honour, and social validity and femininity with 

domesticity and dependence. Bacha Posh, rooted in strong son preference, economic hardship, and 

stringent gender norms, is a culturally sanctioned solution to the social stigma of households without male 

children. This paper studies Bacha Posh as a cultural norm and a contradictory process that breaks and 

supports gender inequalities. 

The study uses feminist theory, cultural anthropology, and child-rights rhetoric to examine how Bacha 

Posh reveals gender as performative while maintaining patriarchal dominance. The research uses Judith 

Butler's gender performativity theory to show that Afghan gender identity is shaped by social recognition, 

behaviour, and appearance rather than biology. The mandatory reversal of masculine identity at puberty 

inhibits gender flexibility and individual agency. 

The study examines Bacha Posh's ethical consequences for childhood, consent, and autonomy. Cultural 

adaptation and universal child rights conflict because to the lack of informed consent, the 

instrumentalization of children for household survival, and the psychological anguish of gender reversal. 

The data imply Bacha Posh is a structural inequality-driven survival strategy rather than empowerment or 

opposition. The continuance of this practice highlights the need for comprehensive social, educational, 

and institutional reforms that respect girls as independent persons rather than transitory substitutes for 

male power. 
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Introduction 

Gender roles in Afghan society are clear, with men being expected to hold positions of power and authority 

and women to remain at home and take care of children. According to this system, there is a significant 

societal benefit to having a son. In reaction to this disparity, a cultural practice called Bacha Posh (which 

translates to "dressed like a boy" in English) develops. For families that have few sons, the option to 

temporarily grant a daughter male privileges and identity involve designating her to live as a boy. 

The gendered hierarchies of Afghan culture are exposed by Bacha Posh, which is examined in this research 

as both a social oddity and a culturally normalised mechanism. This research aims to clarify whether the 

gender-neutral Bacha Posh promotes or perpetuates patriarchal power structures. 
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Patriarchal norms, deeply ingrained in Afghan society, tightly control gender roles. Traditional gender 

roles place men in positions of power and wealth and visibility in society, while women are expected to 

stay at home and be submissive. Religious interpretations, kinship systems, cultural standards, and socio-

political instability all contribute to reinforcing these gendered expectations. A male child's birth is 

considered more than just a family event; it is viewed as a social asset that guarantees honour, continuity, 

and stability within this framework. 

Many families face social stigma and economic risk when they do not have a son. A cultural activity known 

as Bacha Posh arises as a socially approved, ironic answer to this pressure. Families navigate around the 

strict gender hierarchy without directly questioning its underlying ideas by transposing a daughter into a 

son for a short period of time. This practice illuminates the intricate nature of gender in Afghan society, 

demonstrating how biological factors and societal dynamics shape it. The way Bacha Posh manages to 

both uphold and challenge gender conventions is what makes it so important for the field of gender studies. 

One side of it says that men are better than women because it says that a girl can only be valuable and free 

if she acts like a man. Conversely, it challenges the idea of a set gender by showing how public 

performance, behaviour, and appearance are more important than biological sex in socially recognised 

genders. Because of this paradox, culture, gender theory, and feminist criticism all converge around Bacha 

Posh. 

Also, the political and historical context of Afghanistan is key to understanding Bacha Posh. Gender 

inequality has worsened due to decades of war, poverty, a lack of resources for education, and a lack of 

freedom of movement for women. Adaptive mechanisms, not ideological choices, are more likely to drive 

cultural behaviour in these contexts. Because of the extreme lack of institutional assistance for women 

and the prevalence of cultural conformity, Bacha Posh functions as a survival mechanism in this 

community. 

The practice also raises important psychological and ethical concerns. Although Bacha Posh may provide 

ladies a short-term boost, it takes away their freedom to choose who they are. The puberty-forced return 

to femininity in Afghan society reveals how precarious and conditional gender freedom is. Upon returning, 

many people experience emotional distress, social isolation, and the abrupt loss of previously normalised 

advantages. These kinds of things show how culturally imposed gender transition can have serious 

psychological consequences. 

In terms of theory, Bacha Posh provides an intriguing case study in which to test Judith Butler's theory of 

gender performativity. Instead of being determined by biology, gender identity is maintained by social 

recognition and repeated deeds, as shown in the social acceptance of a Bacha Posh youngster as a boy. 

Nevertheless, patriarchy's constraints on gender fluidity are highlighted by the forced inversion of this 

identity. This study aims to examine Bacha Posh, a cultural practice that embodies both resistance and 

oppression. This study seeks to examine how Afghan culture manages gender conflicts while preserving 

patriarchal stability by placing the practice within feminist theory, cultural anthropology, and human rights 

discourse. The study adds to the larger conversations on gender, culture, and identity in traditional 

communities when faced with social constraints. 

 

Son Preference and Patriarchal Values in Afghan Society 

In Afghan society, the patriarchal framework strongly ingrains a preference for sons over daughters. From 

the moment they are born, boys are considered the protectors of the family's reputation, wealth, and social 

standing, while girls are considered transient houseguests who will inevitably marry and become a part of 
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another family. Cultural conventions, familial systems, and conventional understandings of social roles all 

contribute to maintaining this stratified gender valuation. 

Rigid spatial and labour divisions enforce patriarchy in Afghanistan. In society, women are expected to 

stay at home, focus on caring for others, and obey their elders, while men are expected to provide for their 

families, maintain peace, and make important decisions. Within this framework, boys play a vital role in 

carrying out socially valued responsibilities, including providing for the family, protecting the family's 

reputation, and ensuring the continuation of the family name. Daughters are not as independent or 

recognised as sons, even if they help emotionally and physically. 

Prolonged political unpredictability and economic uncertainty exacerbate the preference for sons. Sons 

are considered investments that might provide financial assistance and protection in a country where social 

welfare institutions are poor and women have very limited career prospects. For practical reasons, this 

reliance on male offspring makes a family without sons feel incomplete or socially inferior. Communities 

with only daughters in the family may experience social stigma, marginalisation, or sympathy. 

Cultural ideas of honour (nang and namus) are also important in maintaining a desire for sons. 

Introversion, fragility, and humility are associated with femininity, while bravery, honour, and public 

respectability are associated with masculinity. The safeguarding of female honour sometimes justifies the 

restriction of women's movement and agency, thereby limiting their access to education and economic 

independence. In this setting, sons symbolise power and social validity, while daughters symbolise the 

ongoing need for control and oversight. 

It is with this paternal regard for sons that the practice of Bacha Posh arises. It is socially acceptable to 

turn a daughter into a son when households do not have any male offspring. This replacement doesn't 

question the ideology of son preference; on the contrary, it affirms it by recognising that male identity is 

the only path to social survival and respect. The transient elevation of a girl's position as a Bacha Posh 

highlight the profound patriarchal privilege in Afghan society. 

Furthermore, women frequently internalise and perpetuate son preference rather than having it solely 

imposed by men. To ensure their families' respect, safety, and social acceptability, mothers, grandmothers, 

and other female relatives may encourage or start the practice of Bacha Posh. Gender inequality is 

maintained not by individual oppression but by communal cultural participation, as shown in the 

internalisation of patriarchal values. 

Essentially, the Afghan society's preference for sons is a reflection of a larger patriarchal logic that links 

masculinity with power, honour, and survival. It is clear that there is a systematic problem with not seeing 

girls as valued social subjects because Bacha Posh is still practised today. The only way to solve this 

problem is to eliminate gender-based hierarchies and provide more opportunities to girls and women, not 

just to temporarily switch roles. 

 

Bacha Posh as a Socially Sanctioned Cultural Practice 

As a socially accepted and culturally acknowledged activity, rather than a hidden or aberrant one, Bacha 

Posh holds a special place in Afghan society. Because it stays inside well-defined cultural parameters, it 

does not produce significant social backlash, even though it transgresses gender norms for a short time. 

This gender transition is socially acceptable since it poses no danger to the established patriarchal 

hierarchy. Cultural systems can preserve structural rigidity while accommodating modest flexibility, as 

shown by the adoption of Bacha Posh. 
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Collective understanding, not official institutional authority, is the basis for the societal condoning of 

Bacha Posh. Without overtly questioning the tradition, neighbours, extended family members, and 

community elders frequently recognise and acknowledge a Bacha Posh youngster as a boy. People form 

this implicit agreement, assuming the change is temporary and will disappear once the youngster reaches 

puberty. As long as people believe they will return to their feminine selves at some point, biological sex 

will continue to play a decisive role in social hierarchy. 

Practicality is also intimately related to the cultural acceptance of Bacha Posh. Families without sons 

encounter social and practical challenges in a society where women's movement is limited and men are 

expected to be present for public encounters. Essential tasks undertaken by a Bacha Posh youngster include 

accompanying female relatives, doing errands, going to school on their own, or working as an informal 

worker. There is a pragmatic rather than an ideological basis for the community's support of the practice. 

Crucially, the goal of Bacha Posh is not to question the prevailing paradigm surrounding gender. Family 

and community work together to reinforce the child's given masculine identity rather than the child's free 

will. A youngster can be read and treated as a man in public places based on his clothes, haircut, name, 

and actions, all of which serve as visible indicators of masculinity. This acceptance through performance 

shows that gender recognition in Afghan culture is more concerned with external conformity than with 

internal self-determination. Concurrently, the social approval of Bacha Posh is precarious and contingent. 

As soon as a Bacha Posh girl reaches puberty, the very culture that validated her manhood now wants her 

to conform to traditional gender norms. Gender transgression is only tolerated when it benefits patriarchal 

interests, and this sudden loss of social acceptance demonstrates the boundaries of cultural tolerance. 

An anthropological view of Bacha Posh would see it as a cultural response to institutionalised sexism. 

Instead of tackling the underlying issues that lead to women's marginalisation, the technique provides a 

quick fix that families can use to get by without challenging societal norms. In this context, Bacha Posh 

serves as a protective mechanism, alleviating societal pressure while upholding the established power 

structure. 

Consequently, the culturally sanctioned practice of Bacha Posh exposes the inconsistencies in Afghan 

gender standards. It demonstrates how certain cultures can maintain strict gender hierarchies while 

simultaneously permitting controlled variations from those norms. In the end, the practice shows that 

cultural acceptance does not mean empowerment because it is still deeply rooted in patriarchal norms. 

 

Childhood, Consent, and Autonomy in Bacha Posh Practice 

Within culturally regulated societies, the practice of Bacha Posh brings up important problems about 

childhood, consent, and personal autonomy. An important aspect of this matter is that people, such as 

parents, elders, or guardians, typically decide to give a girl a male identity instead of the child herself. 

Thus, rather than being products of free will, a child's body and sense of self are sculpted through cultural 

negotiation and societal pressure. 

Childhood is seen more as a time of preparing to complete socially given duties than as a period of 

developing one's own identity in Afghan society. Within this context, children are expected to conform to 

cultural and familial norms, frequently without the ability or means to voice their disagreement. As a 

result, the Bacha Posh youngster is expected to take on duties above her developmental level to ensure the 

family's survival. The lack of informed consent presents a significant ethical dilemma, as cultural 

acceptance does not justify the violation of people's autonomy. 
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Because Bacha Posh generally starts at a very young age, the concept of permission becomes very 

complicated in this situation. It is possible for a youngster to absorb a masculine identity without ever 

intending to do so. It would be a mistake to assume that certain Bacha Posh kids approve of their situation 

simply because they enjoy the liberties associated with being a man. Girls in restricted contexts face a 

power imbalance between adults and themselves, and the idea of free participation becomes more 

complicated due to the absence of feasible choices. 

The transitory nature of the Bacha Posh position further diminishes autonomy. There is implicit knowledge 

that the child's temporary and conditional independence will be revoked during puberty. The individual is 

deprived of the opportunity to shape her identity as time goes on due to this fixed goal. Confusion, anguish, 

and a loss of self-worth are common outcomes of the rapid and unprepared transition to womanhood. 

These shifts show how patriarchal convenience, rather than individual growth, determines the degree to 

which autonomy is granted and revoked. Bacha Posh goes against the concepts of psychological health, 

self-determination, and identity stability from a child rights standpoint. Bacha Posh is part of a system that 

puts group cultural demands ahead of individual rights, even while international standards stress the 

importance of children's freedom to form their identities without interference. Therefore, the practice 

highlights the conflict between cultural relativism and objective moral principles. People often 

underestimate the long-term consequences of losing autonomy. Due to increased monitoring, limited 

mobility, and abrupt loss of power, the Bacha Posh girl may have a challenging time reintegrating into 

society as an adult lady. This experience highlights the emotional toll of having one's identity built and 

then shattered by others. This practice shows how patriarchal imperatives can have long-lasting 

psychological and social effects when they subjugate children's autonomy. 

Essentially, Bacha Posh shows how cultural norms can shape children's identities in a way that undermines 

their autonomy. By looking at it through the perspectives of autonomy and consent, we can see the 

practice's ethical limits and see how important it is to differentiate between cultural adaptation and 

protecting children's rights. 

 

Conclusion 

Bacha Posh provides an intriguing prism through which to see the rigid gender roles in Afghan society. 

Bacha Posh is a culturally approved reaction to son preference, social stigma, and economic fragility; it 

arises from a strict patriarchal system that values masculinity above femininity. In reality, the practice just 

serves to further entrench patriarchy, even as it presents girls a taste of what it's like to be a man for a short 

while, challenging traditional gender roles in the process. This research shows that rather than dismantling 

gender inequity, Bacha Posh reveals its paradoxes. Power, honour, and mobility in Afghan society are still 

strongly associated with masculinity, and the transient elevation of girls through male performance 

highlights the societal significance placed on male identity. Cultural tolerance for gender transgression has 

its limits when it no longer benefits patriarchal interests; the societal acceptance of Bacha Posh is 

conditional, pragmatic, and reversible, demonstrating this. 

Examining autonomy, consent, and childhood further illuminates the ethical complexity of the practice. 

The psychological and emotional toll on Bacha Posh children is magnified by the lack of informed consent, 

the use of children as tools for the survival of the family, and the compulsion to revert to normative 

femininity throughout puberty. These events highlight the conflict between cultural relativism and the 

rights of all children around the world, casting doubt on idealised portrayals of the practice. From a 

theoretical standpoint, Bacha Posh effectively exemplifies Judith Butler's notion of gender performativity 
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by showing how social performance, not biology alone, governs and authenticates gender. But patriarchy's 

limits on gender fluidity and self-determination are laid bare by the obligatory reversal of gender 

identification during adolescence. Consequently, the technique reveals the strict control over gender and 

the character it creates. 

Last but not least, structural inequality is the driving force for Bacha Posh, not empowerment or 

opposition. The fact that it keeps popping up shows that our political, social, and educational institutions 

still don't recognise girls for who they really are: independent, vital people. If we want to see real change, 

we must end the patriarchal practices that lead to a preference for boys and provide girls and women with 

more options than just filling in for men temporarily. Without long-term changes to society's norms and 

policies, gender parity will remain elusive, and children will continue to lose their independence and sense 

of self. 
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