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Logline
Forty years after her arranged marriage as a child, Hawa 
finally begins an independent life and to be literate. How-
ever, with the return of the Taliban to power, her dreams, 
along with those of her daughter and granddaughter, are 
shattered as they face new struggles.

Synopsis
Filmed over five years, “Writing Hawa” is the story of three 
generations of Hazara women from the same family in Af-
ghanistan. With unique access and empathy, director Na-
jiba Noori films her mother Hawa and her niece Zahra in 
their aspirations to emancipate themselves from patriar-
chal traditions.
Forced into marriage as a child, Hawa is 52 years old when 
she can truly start learning to read and write. With the sup-
port of her daughter, she opens a small textile business: 
she searches for traditional Hazara embroideries in the 
Bamiyan region and turns them into modern dresses to sell 
in Kabul.
Hawa eventually saves her granddaughter Zahra from her 
abusive father in a remote village and brings her to the 
capital. There, they study together and make plans for the 
future. However, the takeover by the Taliban in August 2021 
turns the lives of the three women upside down: Zahra has 
to return to the village she escaped from, and Najiba is 
forced to flee the country, living as a refugee in France. 
From afar, she helps Hawa continue fighting for her dreams.





Festival Selections and Awards

2024
IDFA

International Competition – Fipresci Award

2025
FIPADOC - France

DOCPOINT Helsinki - Finland
DOCPOINT Tallinn - Estonia

TRUE/FALSE - USA
International Film Festival Assen - Netherlands

FIFDH – Switzerland – Youth Jury Award
One World International Human Rights Film Festival – Czech Republic – Audience Award

CPH:DOX - Denmark
MOVIES THAT MATTER - Netherlands

SALEM FILM FEST - USA
ZAGREBDOX - Croatia

FIGRA - France
International Film Festival Gorinchem - Netherlands

Istanbul international film festival - Turkey
IT’S ALL TRUE – Brazil – Best International Documentary

HOT DOCS – Canada – Student Choice Award / Special Mention of the Best Social Impact Documentary Jury
Jeonju International Film Festival – South Korea

MOOOV – Belgium – University of Antwerp Award / Honourable mention of the Youth Jury Award
DOK.fest München – Germany – Audience Award

DOCS AGAINST GRAVITY - Poland
Doxumentale - Germany

DOCUDAYS – Ukraine – Special Mention of the Rights now! Jury
DC DOXFEST - USA

Costa Rica Cinefest – Costa Rica
SIDNEY FILM FESTIVAL - Australia

Castlemaine Documentary Festival - Australia
SHEFFIELD DOCFEST - UK

Le grand Bivouac - France
Baltic Sea Docs - Latvia

One World International Documentary Festival - Slovakia  
DOXS@Ruhr – Germany 



Press Quotes
An angry documentary in some very good ways, about how a repressive patriarchal regime can-
celled the independence, education, and careers of millions of Afghan women.

An intimate film that touches on how it feels to become your mother’s friend.

With its emotional depth, elegant editing and poignant soundtrack of traditional Afghani strings 
and percussion, Writing Hawa also has the potential to make its way into theatres and onto screen-
ing platforms, perhaps even generating some awards-season buzz eventually down the line.

Writing Hawa shows how the gains of an entire generation of Afghan women determined not to 
repeat [their parents‘] idiocy for their own daughters was reversed from one day to the next – but 
also, in its spirit of guerrilla-shot defiance, it also offers hope for the future.

 Lee Marshall - Screen Daily

It feels like a bitter privilege to be able to witness all of this from the viewpoint of those affected, 
as it shows how easily human (and female in particular) rights can be taken away almost overnight, 
through sheer brutal force, which should have all us terrified. 

In her film, Noori manages to create a precious and unique document of a terrible moment in 
history, from the perspective of the ones who are usually being overlooked, while also painting a 
detailed and very human portrait of her mother and the hardship she suffers. At the same time, 
the film shows the importance of education and of raising compassionate and supportive men.

Nicole Santé - Business Doc Europe

In a country where someone over the radio says, “European feminism uses women’s rights as an 
excuse to force women to go naked, thereby exposing them to rape and violence” viewers shouldn’t 
expect a heroic triumph.

Still, there are moments where the narrative is leavened occasionally by humour, some of which 
are quite grim—as is the case when Hawa cracks a joke on the Taliban not wasting their bullets on 
old people like her and her mentally ailing husband.

Oris Aigbokhaevbolo - The Film Verdict

A a potent reminder that we can’t forget Afghanistan. It is the only country in the world where girls 
are not allowed an education. 

Susan G. Cole - POV Magazine

A tremendously powerful work on emancipation, freedom and opportunity for women in Afghani-
stan.

Olivia Popp - Cineuropa



Director’s notes
War, violence, lack of access to education, and forced marriages have 
plagued and victimised countless Afghan women for decades. 

My mother’s dreams were stolen, and she has spent years housekeeping and 
raising children, but she never lost her curiosity and motivation to learn and 
experience life. She has cried many times, longing for true, romantic love. 
However, Hawa is blessed with unconditional love for and from her children, 
gaining the genuine support of her sons to be educated, empowered, and 
free.

This film is the story of my mother and family in Afghanistan, where I have 
lived most of my life. It’s the story of the struggle for independence and free-
dom for oppressed women and the Hazara community in my homeland. And 
the story of people who suffer from forced migration and separation from 
their home, country, culture, and family.

We see the turning point of Afghanistan’s history from a family window. The 
fall of Kabul and the arrival of the Taliban make all dreams of three gener-
ations of this family collapsed: Zahra, Hawa and myself who are at a cross-
roads and starting our lives over.

My film also offers a rare insight into the life of a Hazara family under the 
Taliban. Hawa is a strong woman the audience will connect and identify with, 
following her aspirations and struggles. Hope and sadness, major setbacks 
and little successes will create a truly emotional journey for the viewer. 

This film shows Afghanistan before and after the arrival of the Taliban, when 
the country falls into the hands of a terrorist group who is erasing women 
from society and how the world turns a Blind Eye to the what is happening 
in Afghanistan.

With this film, I want to create awareness, impact and change.





An Interview with Director Najiba Noori

When did you decide to make a film about your mother and why? 

When I grew older and listened to Hawa’s story, I became deeply aware of the experiences of 
her life. She shared with me how her dreams and aspirations were sacrificed to oppressive 
traditions and patriarchy. She told me many times that if she had been able to go to school, she 
could have a career and become an independent woman like me. She always dreamed of being 
a teacher. Her passion for education was clear and powerful.
Listening to her story, I could see her determination and enthusiasm, and I decided to help her 
on this journey. She had done everything to ensure that I didn’t grow up like her, and now it was 
my turn to stand by her side.
Her story is inspiring and it’s the story of many women in Afghanistan. Deprived of education 
and forced into childhood marriages, having the pain of lost years and stolen dreams. Yet, they 
carry their aspirations in their hearts, eager to make their dreams become real - like Hawa, who 
believes it’s never too late even at this age. That’s why I decided to tell her story.

Did your relationship change because of the presence of the camera? 

The presence of the camera brought Hawa and me closer to each other and made us connect 
more deeply. Through our conversation, I learned about her unfulfilled desires and the love she 
has always longed for. Even after all these years, she still cried for that love and the dreams she 
had lost.
Sometimes, I tried to put myself in her shoes and imagine having her life. But I could never have 
imagined what she went through. For me Hawa, like so many Afghan women, shows incredible 
strength and bravery.

What changed after you have been forced to leave Afghanistan and settle in France? 

When the Taliban took over Afghanistan, it was a shocking moment in our lives. We could not 
have imagined that the world would hand the country over to a terrorist group. Hawa’s story 
became bigger: the story of three generations of women in one family. Zahra, Hawa’s grand-
daughter, escaped her abusive father to start a new life in Kabul with Hawa. Me and the women 
of my generation who worked hard to build a better life, we had to leave our homeland. Hawa, 
who was just beginning a new life, found herself confined once more. 
After I had to leave the country, it was tough to keep working on this film. But along with Hawa 
and my brother who took the camera and filmed our mother, we allo became stronger and more 
determined to document this important moment in our history, a story that will define the next 
generations.



What were the biggest challenges when editing the film? 

Making this film, as my first feature and a personal story, going back through the footage of 
my years in my homeland and the way I left the country and also leaving loved ones behind was 
emotionally hard. 
I was lucky to have a great editor like Afsaneh Salari by my side, a kind and beautiful soul who 
supported me through the process. She is Iranian. Speaking the same language and coming 
from the same region made those tough days more bearable. 
Working on this film after being forced to leave my homeland became a form of therapy for me, 
helping me process my experiences and find healing.

You and your family are from the Hazara community. 
How important is this for you and your film? 

Many people around the world have only a few and clichéd images of Afghanistan, often don’t 
know about the diverse cultures and ethnicities of the country, like the Hazara people.
This film also shows a Hazara family living in the west of Kabul, an area targeted by terrorist 
groups, especially in educational centres, because education was always the tool for Hazara 
people to survive and resist. Discrimination and persecution against the Hazara people has a 
long history and continues today.
As a Hazara woman from Afghanistan, it’s important for me to talk about our identity, culture, 
struggles, and history. Fortunately my generation is becoming more educated and aware, using 
different platforms to raise our voices and advocate for change.

Your mother is a strong woman. Do you think her story can be inspiring for other women? 

Hawa’s story is truly inspiring. Her determination over the years to turn her dreams into reality 
shows the resilience of women in Afghanistan, who even today continue to fight against the 
Taliban, all alone with no support.





The Story Behind the Poster of “Writing Hawa”

Designer Lola Duval shares the backstory behind the artwork, including sev-
eral collaborations: 
In the poster for “Writing Hawa” I tried to combine several elements which 
are essential to the story of Hawa’s journey to an independent life. She learns 
to read and to write. And she starts a small business, scouting and buying 
beautiful embroideries in the mountains of the Bamiyan region, turning them 
into dresses and selling them in Kabul. 

I asked Deyana Rafat, a young Hazara woman who lives in exile in France and 
works with embroideries, to create one for us. This real embroidery has been 
scanned and is now framing the poster. 

The key image I used is from one of the most striking scenes of the docu-
mentary, in which Hawa and her grand-daughter Zahra are learning to write 
together, two generations united in one image. In one scene of the film, 

Hawa is reading out loud a poem from a book, and in another scene, the di-
rector is writing a letter to her. Those beautiful texts have been redesigned 
by Lebanese artist Naji Elmir and are now the patterns on Hawa’s dress and 
that of her grand-daughter. The elegant Farsi letters are ornamental, but for 
those who can read the language, they develop a deeper meaning and subtle 
resonance with the story of the film.”
 
Lola Duval also shares the translation of the poem on Zahra’s dress on the 
artwork: 

 Spring has come, flowers have bloomed,
Beautiful red flowers,

In the garden of our home,
Have opened their eyes,

And smiled with grace and pride.

www.loladuval.com 





NAJIBA NOORI (author, director) was born in 1995 in Bam-
iyan, Afghanistan. She began working for media organ-
isations as a volunteer when she was just 15. She has 
participated in several workshops for photography and 
filmmaking in Kabul, Afghanistan. She has made reports 
and photo stories for various organisations and agen-
cies, including the AFP, Huffington Post, MSF, FMIC, NRC 
and UN Women in Afghanistan. She participated at the 
Close-Up program 2020-2021 and at IDFA Academy 2022. 
She joined AFP as a video journalist in 2019. In 2021 she 
was obliged to leave her country when the Taliban took 
power in Afghanistan and lives in France. WRITING HAWA 
is her first documentary.

RASUL NOORI (co-director) was born in 1994 in Bami-
yan, Afghanistan and graduated in journalism in Kabul. 
He has made several short videos for NRC, GIZ, and FMIC 
in Afghanistan. He was one of the cinematographers of 
the short film “Hoof” with the American Company Hungry 
Man in Bamiyan.

AFSANEH SALARI (co-author and film editor)  is an Ira-
nian director, editor and producer based in Paris. She’s 
the co-founder of Docmaniacs Collective in Tehran and 
founder of Docmaniacs Production in Paris. “Hawa” is her 
fourth feature length as an editor.
Her other works include “The Silhouettes” - 2020 as a di-
rector that won Special Mention at Visions du Réel and 
was funded by Sundance Institute, and “The Forbidden 
Strings” - 2019 as a producer that was funded by and pre-
miered at IDFA.
Her last film “Great Are The Eyes of a Great Father” was 
in collaboration with Wim Wenders and premiered at CPH 
Dox 2023. Afsaneh works as an editing coach with Atel-
iers Varan in Paris.
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