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history of Afghan women being excluded from efforts toward their own liberation in a 
Buzzfeed News feature that includes the following quotation from Afghan writer Sahar 
Halaimzai: “We’re tired of the narratives of victimhood assigned to us as Afghan women 
and we will no longer accept others speaking for us. Afghan women resisted the Taliban 
long before the US got involved in Afghanistan and continue to fight for our rights and 
spaces every day”. 

The women involved in Sahar Speaks resist this narrative of victimhood. They elevate 
marginalized voices and assert their right to tell their own stories. These women refuse 
to let outside voices be the only ones speaking to the international community about 
Afghanistan. Zari and Parwana understand the value of education, and the vitality of 
storytelling, even as they face pain that threatens to take their voices away. Like the Afghan 
journalists who inspire these plays, Zari and Parwana’s voices command attention. Sahar 
does speak, and it is our responsibility to listen.  

DRAMATURG’S NOTE (DUST ALLERGY)

In a collectivist culture, like that in Afghanistan, decisions and behaviors are made in 
reference to group goals, personal relationships, and what is best for the interconnected 
community, rather than the individual. Individuals in collectivist cultures place the us before 
the me, an idea that might feel unfamiliar to someone from the United States, where identity 
is more firmly wrapped around the self. In a sense, this cultural difference is at the heart 
of Nushin Arbabzadah’s Dust Allergy, as a young Afghan woman named Arzo who spent 
significant time studying abroad in the United States, where the actions of the individual 
are focused on the self, returns home to find herself in situations where her behaviors are 
inherently linked to the expectations, needs, and values of her mother Zohra.  

Core values in Afghanistan include resilience, loyalty, compassion, hospitality, and honor. 
Honor specifically is a value of significant social influence in Afghanistan, as individuals 
are aware of how their public behavior affects not only their reputation and prestige in the 
eyes of the broader community, but also the reputation and prestige of those closest to 
them. Care and loyalty toward the family, and attention to how one’s actions might shift 
the family’s position in community opinion, create a strong social structure within the home 
and community. This sense of structure is a kind of antithesis to the incredibly turbulent 
politics that have rocked Afghanistan for countless decades, where invasions and wars 
appearing “suddenly” have historically been the norm, as expressed by the character of 
Zohra. It is Arzo’s adjustment to these elements of Afghan life that causes conflict between 
herself and her mother, as the effects of reverse culture shock cause mutual frustrations, 
misunderstandings, and even Arzo’s criticisms of her home culture. Indeed, Dust Allergy 
was inspired by a 2017 article by Sahar Speaks alumna Fariba Housaini, which explored 
the challenges experienced by young Afghan people struggling with reverse culture shock 
when returning home from their studies in the United States.  

Despite Arzo and Zohra’s culturally situated conflict, their relationship demonstrates 
common leitmotifs of the mother/daughter dynamic across the globe. As in many mother/
daughter relationships, Arzo and Zohra share moments of laughter, joy, and affection, 
which are punctuated by nagging comments, those you just don’t get it, Mom moments, 
and mutual lecturing. At a foundational level, Arzo and Zohra understand the gravity of their 
connection to one another, and their strong understanding that as two women living alone 
together in a culture fiercely dominated by patriarchal expectations, they must take care of 
and empower one another. 

The theme of cultures coming together within Dust Allergy is reflected in this month-long 
series, On the Front Lines: Performing Afghanistan. Those of us who have had the chance 
to work with art and artists from Afghanistan are incredibly grateful for the opportunity to 
play some part in sharing these important, moving stories with you. 
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BIOGRAPHIES

Nushin Arbabzadah, Afghan playwright, scholar, journalist based in Los Angeles. Her 
recent play, Afghan Women Don’t Cry, received a staged reading in London.  In addition 
writing for a various news outlets (Guardian, Huffington Post, New York Times, etc), her 
most recent book is Afghan Rumor Bazaar: Secret Sub-Cultures, Hidden Worlds and the 
Everyday Life of the Absurd. Her play Afghan Girls Don’t Cry had a staged reading by the 
Kali Theatre company in London in summer of 2018.  She is under contract for a new play 
for your people entitled Spinning that will be published soon.

Alia Bano is a London-based playwright and teacher of Pashtun origin. As a Royal Court 
Theatre’s young playwright she had a powerful debut success in 2009 with Shades about 
the trials around dating in the Muslim community. In addition to being named as “Most 
Promising New Playwright” by the Evening Standard, the play was enthusiastically received 
by the British press. Since then she has produced a range of new plays: Hens (2010) at the 
Riverside which was filmed and shown on the Sky Arts Channel, Gap (2011) at the National 
Theatre, published in Connections: Plays for Young People (Bloomsbury/Methuen), and 
Buried (2011) part of the Royal Court’s Rough Cuts season.

Jordan Booker is a third year theatre major at The Ohio State University where she took 
part in various roles in the Lab Series performances.  She played Juliet in Lord Denney’s 
Players production of Romeo and Juliet in spring. 

Rithika Gopalakrishnan  is a junior studying Economics with a minor in Theatre. She 
performed multiple roles in spring 2019 in Her Naked Skin as well as roles in several short 
plays in the Lab Series. 

Anna Guse is a second-year student pursuing her MA in theatre. Originally from Columbus, 
IN, Anna received her BA in theatre and drama and BA in history from Indiana University 
Bloomington. Anna’s interests include dramaturgy and community-engaged theatre 
practice. Dramaturgy credits include The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, Are 
You Now or Have You Ever Been…, Be the Street: A Performance Studies Project on Human 
Mobility and Placemaking,  Anna is also serving as a dramaturg for Ohio State Theatre’s 
devised sesquicentennial project.

Rina Hajra is an actor, filmmaker, and screenwriter in the MFA theatre program at The 
Ohio State University. She holds a dual Bachelor’s degree in theatre and justice studies 
from Arizona State University. Her latest project, My Sekret War, is an award-winning film 
chronicling the life and redemption of a young child of war. Her original play, Puhiza and 
Lisi, was showcased as a workshop and in a women’s playwriting festival at the Phoenix 
Center for the Arts. She used these opportunities to organize fundraisers for vulnerable 
populations, like the NGO “Welcome to America Project” in Phoenix, AZ. 

JiRye Lee (Ph.D.) is a scholar and theatre practitioner. Her research interests include 
feminist theatre, women artists, solo performers/performances, and life narratives on live 
performance stages; she is particularly interested in women artists who are adapting their 
own life stories as auto/biographical solo performances. As an applied theatre practitioner, 
she trained in the Hunter Heartbeat Method (HHM), drama games for children with autism, 
has led HHM workshops multiple times, and developed Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night 
using this method. In addition to teaching and conducting research, she also created and 
performed several solo pieces in South Korea and has appeared in multiple productions in 
the United States. 

Anne Cordelia Peterson is her second year in the theatre MA progam. She is currently 
researching the role of liveness in virtual reality theatre for her thesis. Anne previously 
worked in the literary departments of the Guthrie Theater and Children’s Theatre Company 
in Minneapolis, MN before moving to Columbus to attend Ohio State.  

Mehek Sheikh is a senior at Ohio State, graduating this year with a major in Biology and 
minor in theatre. Her previous roles at Ohio State were #14 and Soccer Mom in last year’s 
production of The Wolves. Growing up Pakistani-American, she was drawn to the Sahar 
Speaks project and the stories they tell.

DRAMATURG’S NOTE (PARWANA)

“[The war] made slaves out of 3 million different Zaris and Parwanas.” In the midst of 
recounting a bittersweet memory of her past, the titular Parwana brings a sobering sense 
of scale to this deeply personal story. Parwana and her sister Zari are young Afghan girls, 
confronting and recalling remembrances of their past as they face a painful present and an 
uncertain future. Alia Bano’s artful, deliberate dialogue paints a vivid picture of two sisters, 
who treasure each other and seek moments of joy against the backdrop of war. However, 
Parwana does not let us forget that the pain she and her sister bear is not limited to them. It 
is a daily reality for millions of Afghan children. 

Parwana: They Bear All The Pain is based on a 2018 article published in The Guardian 
written by Pariwash Gouhari, a female Afghan journalist mentored by the Sahar Speaks 
program. Gouhari illuminates the harrowing reality of life on the street for Afghan children, 
who must brave not only the violence of war, but violent sexual predators as they work odd 
jobs, beg, and sell miscellaneous items to make money for themselves or their families. For 
these children, survival and abuse are “inseparable”. 

So what response does an American audience have to the story of Parwana and the 
many girls like her? I think of three possibilities: indifference, despair, or intervention. Bano’s 
play shouts in the face of indifference, and despair is a useless response. And while it may 
come from a humanitarian impulse, intervention is a fraught prospect. At 18 years long this 
month, the American military involvement in Afghanistan is now our longest-running war. 
The plight of Afghan children and particularly Afghan women has been used as a reason 
to intervene in Afghanistan by Western powers for decades. However, despite the real 
discrimination and danger faced by Afghan women and girls, they have been made to feel 
like pawns. Reporting from Kabul, journalists Megha Rajagopalan and Nishita Jha trace this


