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Some journeys begin not with footsteps, but with courage. Karen Bartlett’s 
Escape from Kabul shows this idea of survival and hope. Bartlett, a British 
journalist who has worked in war zones, tells the stories of Afghan women 
who endured extremely difficult times during and after the August 2021 fall 
of Kabul to the Taliban. She shows that even in the darkest moments, people 
can stay brave, hopeful and determined.

This book is more than just record of events. It tells the story of women who 

1. Marwa Raufi is a medical student passionate about public health and women’s empowerment and uses 
digital tools to amplify women’s voices and foster resilience in her community.
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refused to be silent. By reading about their experiences, Bartlett spurs readers 
to think about what freedom really means, i.e., not just escaping danger, but 
also keeping dignity and having voice. She writes with care and attention, 
showing both the truth of their lives and the feelings of the women. Her focus 
on Afghan women makes the book feel urgent and important, showing that 
gender equality is basic human right.

The book is organized as a series of tightly focused, first-hand accounts 
gathered from interviews and field reporting. Each chapter centers on specific 
women—judges, teachers, activists, and ordinary citizens—and links their 
personal choices to wider social and political changes. Bartlett writes in a 
journalistic-narrative style that blends investigative detail with intimate 
storytelling. The timeframe runs largely through the years leading up to and 
following the fall of Kabul in August 2021, showing both the build-up and 
the immediate consequences.

Escape from Kabul tells true stories of Afghan women judges, teachers, 
activists, and ordinary citizens whose lives changed because of war and 
political changes. Bartlett shows both their struggles and their strength. 
She writes about the dangers they face(d), like threats to their life, loss of 
livelihoods, or being stopped from going to school. But she also shows how 
they kept going while protecting their families, learning, and helping their 
communities.

Bartlett tells stories of important choices these women had to make. One story 
is about a female judge who had to leave her home after death threats. Another 
is about a young woman who wanted to continue her studies online even 
when it was risky. These stories show life under pressure and how people 
can resist even under very difficult circumstances. Bartlett also documents 
the remarkable international and local efforts that enabled female judges 
to escape after the Taliban takeover, ranging from clandestine evacuation 
networks coordinated by colleagues overseas to quiet acts of courage by those 
who remained inside Afghanistan. What makes these efforts particularly 



 WOMEN AND PUBLIC POLICY137

distinctive is their blend of legal solidarity and personal bravery. The rescuers 
were not soldiers or diplomats, but fellow judges, lawyers, and activists who 
turned their professional ties into lifelines.

Bartlett’s choice of subjects is significant, reframing Afghanistan’s story 
through women who held public roles, highlighting their losses, strategies, 
and quiet acts of defiance. The book reveals rarely reported details—secret 
classes, improvised study groups, and informal escape networks—showing 
that survival involved preserving knowledge, professional identity, and inner 
strength (see examples in chapters 2-5). By documenting both extraordinary 
and everyday choices, Bartlett demonstrates how small acts of courage 
accumulate into collective memory and lasting social change.

Importantly, the book does not portray women merely as victims. It also 
shows how they resist and try to rebuild their lives. Bartlett uses their stories 
to show that courage connects to bigger struggles for justice and equality. The 
book feels real and emotional, showing both frustration and the incredible 
persistence of Afghan women.

One of the best parts of the book is how it turns major political and social 
issues into stories about people. Bartlett focuses on women’s experiences, not 
on numbers or policies. Her writing is clear and emotional, helping readers 
understand what daily life is like for women who face impossible choices. 
The book is powerful because it lets the women speak for themselves.

Sometimes, the book feels more emotional than analytical. For example, 
Bartlett recounts a female judge who packed her life into a single laptop and 
a plastic bag at midnight—leaving behind decades of rulings when she found 
her name on a threat list (pp. 57-63). In this case, Bartlett emphasizes the 
woman’s dread and personal loss rather than providing a legal or institutional 
analysis, which makes the passage feel more emotional than analytical. 
Another case describes a university student who tore up her student ID after 
classes were banned. In this instance, Bartlett dwells on the student’s silence 
and grief rather than tracing the policy causes (pp. 64-74). 
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Bartlett briefly mentions politics and government, but she does not delve deep. 
A closer look at how laws or aid programs affected Afghan women would 
have made the book stronger for policy readers. Nevertheless, her approach 
works because it shows the real feelings behind the problems.

Bartlett also raises an important question: whose stories are heard, and who 
tells them? She mostly lets women tell their own stories, but sometimes her 
view as Western journalist comes through. Her role as an foreign journalist 
becomes visible when she frames local struggles using international human-
rights language—for instance, comparing classroom restrictions to European 
norms (pp. 78-85). In these moments, the analytic lens shifts from the 
women’s own voices to Bartlett’s interpretive framing, revealing both the 
benefit and the limits of an outsider perspective.

Overall, however, she seems sincere. She appears to want to use her position 
to give a voice to women who are often ignored. She writes with respect, not 
pity, which makes the book believable and readable for many types of readers.

Another strong feature of the book is how it shows moral courage. Bartlett 
does not make courage seem big or heroic alone, but also quiet and ongoing; 
a struggle to stay true to your values. This idea is not just for Afghanistan; it 
makes readers everywhere think about how they respond to injustice or fear. 
The book connects personal experiences to feelings everyone can understand: 
fear, hope, love, and strength.

The lessons from Escape from Kabul are very important. Many women 
around the world still face limits on education, work, and basic rights. The 
book shows that courage alone is not enough and that real change needs 
support from communities, governments, and organizations.

Bartlett also stimulates readers to think about what empowerment really 
means. In Afghanistan, women’s work or education is sometimes seen as 
progress. But Bartlett shows that this progress often happens just to survive, 
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not to fully gain freedom. True empowerment means changing the system, 
not just helping women adapt to existing (unfavorable) circumstances. 

After August 2021, women in Afghanistan adapted to the sudden collapse of 
public institutions school closures, loss of legal protections, and restrictions 
on their mobility by creating covert alternatives such as secret evening classes 
and improvised online study groups (pp. 48-56). Bartlett explores how one 
teacher converted her sewing room into a classroom, instructing students to 
mute their devices whenever footsteps are heard; these small tactics preserve 
learning under extreme risk (pp. 48-56). Through these acts of creativity and 
resilience, Bartlett illustrates how Afghan women navigate immediate threats 
while maintaining education and professional identity, showing both local 
ingenuity and broader relevance to global struggles for gender equality and 
access to learning. 

Bartlett links these stories to wider patterns of displacement and digital 
exclusion, showing how online education becomes a fragile lifeline for 
women when physical institutions fail (pp. 50-60). Thus, the book also 
connects Afghan women’s stories to global issues. Women’s struggles in one 
country are similar to struggles elsewhere. By showing this, Bartlett teaches 
lessons about shared humanity and global responsibility. 

Finally, the book shows how media and storytelling can influence the world. 
When stories are told honestly and with care, they can change opinions and 
even policies. For anyone who wants to make difference, Bartlett’s work 
shows why stories matter.

In terms of strengths, the book shows a variety of Afghan women and their 
lives; connects personal experiences to bigger social issues; is easy to read 
and engaging; and encourages understanding and empathy. In terms of 
weaknesses, the features limited detail on politics or government systems; 
and could explain more about laws or international programs.
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Despite the two weaknesses listed above, the book is strong and interesting. 
It helps readers understand the human cost of conflict and makes them think 
about real empowerment. Bartlett focuses on individuals rather than systems, 
which makes the book emotional but less useful for detailed policy study. For 
most readers, this personal approach is what makes it memorable. Ultimately, 
Escape from Kabul is a book about courage and hope. It asks readers to 
pay attention to women living through crises and think about their strength 
and resilience. Bartlett shows that behind every story is a real person with 
fears, hopes, and bravery. Storytelling itself can be a form of resistance, and 
understanding these stories is the first step to change. 

Above all, Escape from Kabul reminds readers of human strength and hope. 
It teaches that resilience is about more than surviving and it is believing in 
change. Even when the world seems silent, voices of courage keep rising. 
Bartlett’s book leaves the reader with a strong message: empathy and courage 
can connect people everywhere, and telling the truth is a powerful form of 
freedom. It also encourages readers to reflect on their own lives, consider 
the challenges others face, and recognize the importance of standing up for 
justice, equality, and dignity, no matter how difficult the circumstances.

This book is also interesting when compared with other memoirs and 
non-fiction works about women living in war or political collapse. Unlike 
many Western memoirs written from a distance, Bartlett writes from close 
proximity and centers Afghan women’s voices instead of her own. Compared 
with popular books by Afghan or Middle Eastern authors that focus only on 
trauma, Escape from Kabul highlights everyday resistance, solidarity, and 
subtle forms of courage. It does not present Afghan women only as victims, 
but as thinkers, professionals, and decision-makers. This makes the book 
different from many international narratives about Afghanistan that focus 
mainly on violence and tragedy.

For readers familiar with memoirs by women from countries affected by 
civil war or authoritarian regimes—such as Syria, Iran, or Iraq—Escape 
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from Kabul offers a similar emotional power, but with a unique emphasis on 
education, professional identity, and the struggle to protect knowledge under 
fear. By connecting individual stories to global ideas of dignity and human 
rights, Bartlett shows that Afghan women’s fight is not isolated: it is part of a 
worldwide struggle for equality, agency, and the right to speak.

Beyond its historical and political insights, Escape from Kabul vividly 
portrays everyday acts of resistance—from hidden classes and studying 
under restrictions to creative solutions like online study groups. Bartlett 
emphasizes that the fall of Kabul was not merely political, but a loss of 
memory and opportunity for Afghan women, showing freedom as the right 
to education and self-expression. The book also highlights lesser-known 
acts of ingenuity, and while some chapters focus heavily on a few characters, 
it provides a compelling, multi-dimensional view of Afghan women as 
thinkers, professionals, and agents of change.

In short, Escape from Kabul is a compelling and necessary book. It is strongly 
recommended to readers who are interested in women’s rights, modern 
Afghan history, journalism in conflict zones, or personal stories of resilience. 
High school and university students, researchers, and general readers who 
want to understand Afghanistan beyond the headlines will find this book both 
informative and emotionally engaging.


