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English translation:  
 
Shaharzad: Dear Noorjahan, will you talk a little bit to us about women’s music in 
Afghanistan? 
 
Noorjahan: In general, women’s music in Afghanistan…I think before coming officially 
to TV and radio it is very perfectly natural that it existed at wedding parties, in people’s 
house, at other parties, among women. Because there are many old songs that don’t have 
a special history that we can’t point out and say, “Oh, this is from this time period. This is 
from that period.” But according to literature and the way it is used, according to the 
culture portrayed in those songs, one can understand that this is not new. This is 
something ancient. And it is not something that has just come to TV or something. In 
general, the first woman singer in Afghanistan was Parwin Jan, and she was very famous 
and she could struggle with many different problems and her voice was broadcast on the 
radio and she could sing officially. 
 
Shaharzad: It was during the king’s time, right? 
 



Noorjahan: It was during the king’s time and that time was when the way opened for 
women to sing for the first time. It was new, something totally new. Other things might 
have been acceptable, but music is like a step that…it was a revolution, because nobody 
expected a woman to come and sing a couplet (dobiati), or sing things that were very 
folkloric, things that express wishes of women, their thoughts and their emotions and the 
wishes that they couldn’t express outside before. And express it… 
 
Shaharzad: …in front of the men. 
 
Noorjahan: Yes, or to express it in front of men, or to even express it in front of a group 
bigger then twenty or thirty people or a wedding party. For this reason, it was a big step. 
After that, many artists, especially from big families, from rich families, opened this path, 
because they wanted to step up to encourage other women.  
 
Shaharzad: It was easier for them.  
 
Noorjahan: For powerful families, it was easier for them. Usually their families lived 
abroad and had information and knew things. They considered it natural for a person to 
sing. So they started (to sing). Among them was Hangama (a woman singer) and a few 
others that... 
 
Shaharzad: Ustad Mahwash (another woman singer). 
 
Noorjahan: Or Ustad Mahwash who is still very famous. They were from the families 
that permitted this. They were very influential families. It was very difficult for someone 
from a middle class family to start something completely revolutionary, that too in a 
society that was totally traditional and believed in customs and traditions. In 
Mujahideen’s period, many women artists were killed, because it was after the 
communists and every woman who sang, they said, “She is a communist.” They said, 
“She is Khalqi (member of Khalq, one of the two communist groups). She is this and 
that. We should kill her and…”  
 
Shaharzad: Probably people who were from lower class of the society and had become 
signers. 
 
Noorjahan: Mostly yes, because they were neither powerful, nor rich enough to be able to 
escape the country. Nor did they know anyone. They had no way to escape and they were 
not people who had arms or guns, who could defend themselves. They were just like that, 
very normal. They were like common people and it was easy for Mujahedeen to kill them 
in order to scare others. And this, this is a huge thing. This is a huge suffering. Because 
Mujahideen’s period not only caused many women to die, many women artists, but also 
caused women to lose their morale. Women lost their self-confidence, so that they 
wouldn’t be, psychologically prepared to step in a way that others hadn’t stepped in. For 
that reason, this was a very, very…  
 
Shaharzad: Difficult. 



 
Noorjahan: Difficult and sensitive period. And I think it is important that we do not 
ignore this. Maybe because many of our artists, even if they were not killed, they are lost. 
Nobody knows where they are. People know that they are alive, but they don’t know 
where they are. They don’t sing. They didn’t create anything new. They don’t have any 
new achievements. And probably this (situation) is the outcome of when you saw many 
friends who were artists were killed. First it creates a fear. And even if that fear goes 
away, those bad memories and lack of self confidence stays in place. Then after a long 
time, it is difficult to start singing again.  
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