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About Pakhtunkhwa Cultural Foundation (PCF)  
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believes in free cultural expression; it envisions a pluralist and progressive society based on 

humanistic, social and cultural values, a society which is at peace with itself and others.  

The region is rich in cultural diversity. PCFôs fundamental concern is to preserve and promote local 

cultures, enabling the region to contribute positively to human civilization. PCF strives hard to 

develop an environment where all communities expressing different cultures learn to respect and 

value each otherôs way of life. Pluralism is the hall mark of the organigzation. It is the first organization  

in the region to cater for regional cultural preservation and promotion . PCF undertakes diverse 

initiatives  and programs in various areas in order to realize its objectives. 

Currently PCF is documenting the endangered culture of Kalash, Chitral and the traditional crafts of 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, FATA and northern areas of Pakistan. PCF intends to research and document 

various aspects of cultures, both tangible and non-tangible, in the area.  
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ANP                Awami National Party (a Pakistani political party)  

CD                  Compact disc 

DVD               Digital versatile d isc  

FATA              Federally Administered Tribal Areas  (of Pakistan) 

FM                 Frequency modulation  

JI                     Jamaat-e- Islami  (a religious political p arty of Pakistan) 

KP                  Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (Pashtun dominated province of Pakistan)  

MMA             Muttahida  Majlis -i-Amal (United Council of Action  ï an alliance of religious parties in  the 

2002  general elections) 

NWFP          North West Frontier Province (f ormer name of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa)  

PCF               Pakhtunkhwa Cultural Foundation  (Peshawar, Pakistan) 

PTI                Pakistan Tehreek-e- Insaf (a Pakistani political party ) 

TNSM          Tahrik  Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-Muhammadi  (movement for the enforcement of Islam ic Law 
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Study on Effects of War and R epression of  M usic ians, Performers and the P ublic of    

Swat, Pakistan  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The Swat Valley, a beautiful natural region in 

the foothills of the Hindu Kush mountain 

range, has witnessed many cultural, religious 

and political  changes in its long history, some 

peaceful, but many others not.  The golden age 

of music, for artists, performers and 

musicians, was the period of the Swat State, 

particularly  under the enlightened ruler 

Miangul Jahanzeb (1949-1969). The 

musiciansô community of Banr evolved during 

this period.  

Swatôs cultural life, especially compared to 

other Pakhtun areas, was phenomenally lively. 

Public concerts, musical gatherings, 

performances, theater production, ar t 

exhibitions, festivals, poetry recitals and 

literary settings in the valley earned a name 

throughout the Pashtun belt and beyond. The 

region has contributed many musicians and 

singers to the music of Pakhtuns (another 

name for Pashtun).   With the end of the Swat 

State, patronage of the music community came 

to an end once and for all. 

The 1969 merger of the Swat State into 

Pakistan, prolonged militancy and active war 

in Swat together with other historical factors 

have drastically affected local socio-culture. 

Cultural values have been targeted with the 

intention of spreading chaos, and thus 

violence, in  society.  

Pakistanôs strategic policies turned Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa and FATA (the Federally 

Administered Tribal Areas in Pakistan) into a 

hub of extremism. In close proximity to 

Afghanistan, with support for the Mujahideen 

and recruitment for the war against the USSR 

from 1979, the culture of fundamentalism and 

extremism spread. Countless madrassas 

emerged, Jihadi literature was disseminated, 

intolerant and v iolent materials were 

introduced into the education curriculum and 

indoctrination was carried out further through 

print and electronic media. Cultural symbols 

and events were targeted, musicians, actors 

and other cultural professionals were killed or 

threatened and forced to leave their 

profession. The Taliban, an offshoot of the 

Mujahideen,  continued the repression when 

militancy was rising in the Pakhtun belt of 

Pakistan. During General Ziaôs rule, 

Islamization and strong censorship prohibited  

anything th at went against state policy. All 

cultural manifestations were systematically 

targeted.  

The Wahabi school of thought gained 

influence in the society due to political 

developments and state patronage, and 

particularly in the wake of the war in 

Afghanistan. Ideologues of the Wahabi school 

consider artistic expression against Islam. 

Groups such as Tablighi preachers sprang up 

during the period and rendered great damage 

declaring songs, films and anything artistic  to 

be obscene. Cases of cancelled concerts were 
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reported for the first time in the history of 

Swat during this period.  

In 1994 Tehreeki Nifazi Shariat (TNSM), a 

movement for the implementation of Islamic 

law in Swat began, and dealt great damage to 

socio-cultural life.  The government of MMA 

from 20 02 to 2007 was lethal for cultural life 

in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province in 

general and particularly in Swat. Music was 

discouraged and banned in public transport. It 

is during their tenure that the Tehreiki Taliban 

Pakistan (TTP) Swat chapter evolved.  

 

In the aftermath of 9/11 the Taliban regime in 

Afghanistan was overthrown. Although the 

Islamic Emirate of Taliban was ousted there, 

Pakhtun artists in Pakistan did not see a new 

beginning. A renewed wave of terrorism began 

on the Pakistani side of the Durand Line 1. By 

2007 the TTP had taken over the SWAT valley. 

During the active militancy period (2007 -

2009) when the social and cultural fabric was 

broken down completely, the music industry 

bore the worst brunt. The Taliban severely 

punished people related to the music industry. 

CD/DVD shops were bombed; there was a 

complete ban on listening to music.  

To this day public concerts have almost 

ceased. Prolonged unstable conditions have 

resulted in the dwindling of professional 

musiciansô families ï once a major feature of 

cultural life in the region.  The number of 

these professional families fell drastically, 

from 80 in the 1980ôs to 25 today.  Due to fear 

of terrorists, shop owners no longer allow the 

trade in CDs; from some 200 CD shops now 

only a dozen remain. 

The culture of cinema in Swat was hit severely 

and the Pashto film industry suffered an 

irreparable loss.  During the Zia regime, 

cinemas were frequently targeted and bombed; 

cinema audiences and the cinema as a social 

space, shrank. Dozens or more cinemas have 

been demolished and turned into plazas in 

                                                                 
1 The Durand Line is the 2,250-kilometre long line 
between Afghanistan and Pakistan. It was established in 1893 
between Mortimer Durand, a British diplomat and civil servant 
of British India, and Abdur Rahman Khan, the Afghan Amir, to 
fix the limit of their respective spheres of influence 

Peshawar.  Of the two cinema houses in 

Mingawara, Swat, only one has re-opened. 

Before the crisis, CDs of plays were frequently 

released. Now it is very rare that a play is 

produced at all. The acting industry, once 

thriving due to the popularity of musicals and 

plays on CD and DVD, has suffered and 

actresses have left the profession. 

The current militants in the region are also 

against singers, actors, writers, poets, 

musicians, performers and all things  

representing culture. The sharp decline in 

socio-cultural life has created a vacuum that is 

being fill ed by religious missionaries. 

Following these years of conflict, initiatives 

have taken place as part of the rehabilitation 

process. However, art and music, despite being 

important components of society, have been 

ignored.  

The lack of action of the Pakistani government 

to support the development of cultural 

industries, together with the lack of a strategy 

on the part of the incumbent provincial 

government to redress the situation, has 

washed away any other hope for the revival of 

music and cultural life in Swat.  

Despite all this, music and artistic expression 

is natural to human culture. They have been 

thrown to the back at the moment but cannot 

be pushed altogether to oblivion . The younger 

generation of musicians, the love for the 

Rabab and the peopleôs realization of their 

losses present a hope for regeneration.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afghanistan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakistan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mortimer_Durand
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_India
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abdur_Rahman_Khan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_monarchs_of_Afghanistan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spheres_of_influence
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METHODOLOGY  

Pakhtunkhwa Cultural Foundation (PCF) has  

aimed to document the socio-cultural im pacts 

of the conflict. Atrocities and repression have 

been widely reported but a comprehensive 

study about the plight of  musicians, artists and 

cultural life has yet to take place. The aim of 

this report is to present the factual situation in 

order to init iate a healthy debate and to 

identify avenues for the rehabilitation of the 

music, dance and dramatic industries.    

Social and political history has been reviewed 

for the purpose of understanding cultural life 

in Swat. Researchers have used both primary 

and secondary sources for the study, including 

online materials, books, magazines, 

newspapers and historical documents from the 

period of the Swat State.  

To obtain first -hand information on the 

damage to cultural life in Swat, face- to- face 

interviews wit h male and female musicians, 

performers, singers, actors, students, music 

listeners, people related to the industry, elders 

and cultural experts were conducted. PCF also 

organized three focus group discussions in 

three places: Shamozi, Banr Mingawara and 

Saidu Sharif. Each group comprised 7 to 18 

people. Data was collected to examine the 

number of musical families and artists, past 

and present. The study covers the post-conflict 

period with regard to the socio-cultural life of 

the valley.   
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PART ONE :  HISTORIC AL AND POLITICAL BACKGROUND  

 

A view of Saidu Sharif, capital of Swat State2 

SWAT VALLEY  

The famous Swat Valley, a district of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa in the north of Pakistan,  often 

compared in beauty to Switzerland, was the 

cradle of a great civilization. The valley is now 

an administrative district of Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa province in  Pakistan, 168km 

from the provincial capital, Peshawar, with a 

population of  1257602 according to 1998 

census3.  The Valley of Swat has witnessed 

many upheavals in the distant and more recent 

past.  

The area has held a certain prominence 

throughout its known history. In the first half 

of the sixteenth century Yousafzai Afghans 

occupied the valley. Yusafzais failed to 

establish a state or a government as they 

mostly lived in the old tribal fashion. With 

changing circumstances in the second half of 

the nineteenth century , attempts were made to 

establish some sort of authorit y. Swat 

remained a princely state from 1926 to 1947 

under the British government  of India . After 

the British departure Swat State was semi-

autonomous within the newly found ed state of 

Pakistan till its  complete merger in 1969.   

                                                                 
2 Photo credit: Mung Swatyan. FB page: 
https://www.facebook.com/mungswatyan/photos/pb.1445901
875640973.-
2207520000.1456729304./1495106247387202/?type=3&theat
er  

3
 http://kp.gov.pk/page/swatdistrictdemographics 

In 1915 a Jarga h4 installed Abdul Jabbar Shah 

as ruler. Differences soon erupted and Abdul 

Jabbar Shah was forced to relinquish the 

throne which was then offered to Miangul 

Abdul Wadud in an important  local Jargah: 

the ceremonial turban was wound round his 

head as the new Bacha (King) of  Swat.  

The defense, currency and communication of 

Swat State were acceded to the new country of 

Pakistan after the partition of India on 15 

August 1947.  On 12 December 1949, Mian Gul 

Abdulwadud abdicated in favor of his son, 

Miangul Jahanzeb, who became Wali of the 

autonomous Princely State of Swat State and 

ruled until its merger with Pakistan in 1969.  

During the Swat State period, unprecedented 

success was made in the areas of education, 

health, communication, development, basic 

services, protection and peace. However 

progress was yet to be achieved in gender 

equality and in evolving into a democratic 

society.  Compared to the surrounding states 

and Pakhtun regions the State of Swat laid a 

substantial foundation for a modern society.  

óThe State became a model of peace, 

tranquility and progress in a Pakhtun tribal 

society. The changes were brought about by 

developing a model that was a mixture of 

traditional values, Islamic laws and modern 

norms and developmentsô5. 

The State of Swat was founded and based on 

traditions, customs and the consensus of the 

Jargah . Dispensation of justice was easy and 

effective and the nature of the State was easy 

to comprehend. óThe laws were simple and 

according to the peoplesô understandingô6 

 

                                                                 
4 The traditional consultative institution and forum wherein 
issues of common interest and communal affairs are discussed 
and decided 
5 Crisis and Reconciliation in Swat, by Sultan-i-Rome, A Journal 
of Pakistan studies Vol. 3, No 1 (2011), p. 54 
6 Personal interview with Usman Olusyar  

https://www.facebook.com/mungswatyan/photos/pb.1445901875640973.-2207520000.1456729304./1495106247387202/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/mungswatyan/photos/pb.1445901875640973.-2207520000.1456729304./1495106247387202/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/mungswatyan/photos/pb.1445901875640973.-2207520000.1456729304./1495106247387202/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/mungswatyan/photos/pb.1445901875640973.-2207520000.1456729304./1495106247387202/?type=3&theater
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THE MERGER OF SWAT A ND ITS 

CONSEQUENCES   

The merger of the Swat State with the Islamic 

Republic of Pakistan in 1969 was abrupt and 

poorly  planned. Its consequences were not 

properly assessed; confusion and chaos 

prevailed in every walk of life; inverse 

development took place. Miangul Jahanzeb 

had been a controlling ruler, but a forward -

looking one with a deep respect for cultures. 

Swat became a land of lawlessness and 

uncertainty due to the lack of legal and 

constitutional reform and of a proper and 

effective distribution of power. Free facilities 

for health and education were withdrawn.  The 

merger created a different set of values and 

exposed society to a very different 

environment where culture and institutions 

suffered. As change was sudden, the strict 

controls previously in place did not remain 

and the social context was badly shaken. 

The new governmental set-up was unable to 

carry out its duties. Legal and constitutional 

issues adversely affected the local population - 

and later, as we shall see, resulted in the 

momentum of the movement for 'Tanzim 

Nifaz Shariat Muhammadiô (TNSM) in Swat, 

and the demand for enforcement of Shariatô.7 

Three big annual public cultural festivals 

ceased, depriving the people of Swat of 

entertainment, music and performance. The 

previous patronage and protection enjoyed by 

singers, performers and musicians came to an 

end. As the system collapsed, so did the 

support musicians had from  the society. 

Peopleôs love for music certainly continued but 

later events drastically affected it.  

THE ZIA REGIME, 1978  ï 1988  

Pakistan had been founded on the demand for 

a Muslim state. Its centralized policie s and the 

ideological framework contrasted with the 

diversity of cultures and nationalities found in 

the new stateôs territory.  Attempting to 

redress the identity crisis resulted in a focus on 

Islamic law, and cultural expressions found 

                                                                 
7 Merger of Swat State with Pakistan. See link: 
http://www.khpalswat.com/site/history/page.aspx?id=5  

little place. Afte r overthrowing the elected 

government of Zulfaqar Ali Bhutto on July 5, 

1977 General Zia-Ul-Haq started a widespread 

drive for the Islamization of the country and 

enforced broad-ranging legislation as part of 

his Islamization campaign.  

The narrative of I slamization started eroding 

the cultural life of Pakhtun society. The school 

curriculum was designed on the basis of 

Islamic values and morality. Free expression 

and creative thinking were discouraged. Music 

was considered immoral. óThe State TV 

channel removed music videosô8. Instead, 

Islamic shows held sway. Artistic expressions 

in all forms were discouraged by various 

means such as new taxation, óforcefully 

imposed on the film industryô9.  

Pakistan under Zia allied with USA fighting 

the USSR in Afghanistan. The war against the 

USSR was declared Jihad and during Ziaôs 

regime Islamization was used to garner more 

support for Jihad.  Secular values were swept 

aside and controversial Islamic laws were 

promulgated. The Pakhtun belt, in close 

proximity to Afghani stan, was made the center 

for Jihad and recruitment.  

This new phase introduced the culture of the 

madrassa and Jihadi literature in Swat, with 

an education curriculum that glorified Jihad 

and promoted extremism. The pulpit started to 

play a prominent role , from religious 

figurehead to game changer.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
8 http://whitengreen.com/general-zia-ul-haq-enforcing-or-
implementing-islamization--n-1144-video   
9Ibid  

http://www.khpalswat.com/site/history/page.aspx?id=5
http://whitengreen.com/general-zia-ul-haq-enforcing-or-implementing-islamization--n-1144-video
http://whitengreen.com/general-zia-ul-haq-enforcing-or-implementing-islamization--n-1144-video
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SPREADING OF MADRASS A 

CULTURE  

Rising Madrassa culture 

In the pre -Swat State era and afterwards, 

traditional religious education was imparted in 

rudimentary form to a negligible portion of the 

populati on. Religious figures had little 

influence in state affairs. Abdul Wadud, 

Miangul Jahanzebôs father, had banished or 

overruled any influential religious figures and 

potential rivals. He did not, however, ignore 

the religious aspects of the society. A Dar-ul-

Ulm 10 was established in 1943. In 1954 a 

branch of it was opened in Charbagh. Not a 

single new religious institution was added till 

the merger of Swat State with Pakistan in 

1969. When Miangul Jahanzeb assumed power 

in 1949 as the Wali of Swat he pursued the 

policy of imparting modern education. He 

established lower and higher schools in every 

corner of Swat State, and a college was named 

after him, Jahanzeb College. The Wali was a 

secular person who promoted secular values, 

patronized dancing, protected the heritage of 

previous civilizations and discouraged beards.  

Religious extremist views could not find a 

place in Swat. 

The situation started changing after the 1969 

merger: by 2005 there were 225 religious 

seminaries, spread all over the valley, with 

thousands of students. This network of 

madrassas created a different culture. The 

madrassa syllabus includes no contemporary 

education. Thousands of students complete 

madrassa education every year. The only job 

                                                                 
10 !ƴ !ǊŀōƛŎ ǘŜǊƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ϦƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέΦ 
An institution where Islamic education is imparted 

for them is to become an Imam11 in a mosque 

or a teacher in a madrassa. Madrassa 

graduatesô mindsets have little to appreciate or 

even tolerate art and secular values in society.  

THE TNSM U PRISING , 199 4  AND 

ONWARDS  

 óThe US dollars and petro-dollars coming 

from US and the Arab countries to support the 

Afghan war against the USSR worked well. 

Jihadi organizations were founded and 

Mujahidin trained. Madaris 12 were 

everywhere, especially in the Pakhtun areas of 

Pakistan. The new Jihadi mindset and culture 

was created to counter the Soviet Union in 

Afghanistan but it continued to work after the 

withdrawal of the Soviet forces as wellô.13 

The ideological struggle continued. By 1996, 

the Taliban, an offshoot of the Mujahideen, 

captured Kabul and killed the legitimate 

president of Afghanistan, Dr. Najibullah, 

declaring the country the Islamic Emirate of 

Afghanistan. The events in Afghanistan had a 

strong impact on the Pakhtun belt of Pakistan.   

The 1994 the Tahrik -e-Nifaz-e-Shariat-e-

Muhammadi (TNSM) uprising in Swat 14 was 

facilitated by internal elements such as a poor 

governance system, the constitutionally 

ambiguous status of Swat and the lack of an 

efficient justice system, all of which had 

remained unsolved after the merger of Swat 

with Pakistan.  The feudal character in parts of 

Swat and external events certainly also lent 

momentum to the TNSM movement 

demanding the enforcement of Islamic Laws in 

the judicial system of Swat. 

TNSM laid siege to the only airport in Swat; 

skirmishes with police and security forces 

resulted in killings of security forces and w ere 

a severe blow to the narrative of peace, 

progress and cultural life in the valley.   

Although the TNSMôs founder was imprisoned 

in 2001 and the group was banned by 

                                                                 
11  A Muslim worshiper who leads the recitation of prayer 
12 Madaris is plural of madrassa  
13 Ψ/Ǌƛǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ǿŀǘΩ .ȅ {ǳƭǘŀƴ-i-Rome, : A 
Journal of Pakistan studies Vol. 3, No 1 (2011), p. 60 
14 TNSM started in Dir, headed by Sufi Muhammad, an adjacent 
district, in 1989, later extended to Swat. 
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President Pervez Musharraf in 2002, by 2005 

they had re-emerged as a strong force in Swat, 

signing a peace agreement with the  Pakistani 

government in 2008  and establishing Sharia 

courts in 2009  under another agreement with 

the government.   

MMA RULE AND ITS IMP ACT , 

2002 -2007  

After coming into power in the then North 

West Frontier Province (NWFP), M uttaheda 

Majles-e-Amal (MMA) (2002 -2007), an 

alliance of six ultra -conservative religious 

parties, campaigned against foreign 

imperialism and promised economic 

development and better social services.  

Although their public support had colla psed by 

2008, in  cultural terms  the five years of MMA 

rule literally halted cultural expressions and  

proved suicidal for music, which was banned 

in public.   

óMMA clerics set on fire the cinema houses, 

exhibition centers and smashed billboards that 

displayed females' imagesô15. The only concert 

auditorium in the province, Nishtar Hall, 

Peshawar was closed down to all cultural and 

entertainment activities. The informal music 

institutions of Banr, Swat and the Dabgarai 

bazaar in Peshawar became victim s of police 

harassment on a daily basis.  

During this period the Talibanôs activities in 

Swat did not cease. In fact during the rule of 

MMA the Taliban consolidated their hold.  

The Taliban gave a tremendous blow to the 

peaceful socio-cultural fabric of  the society. 

They targeted government installations, law 

enforcement personnel, politicians, opinion 

makers, influential people in society and those 

who disobeyed their orders. They set up their 

own justice system and established their writ 

in the valley. They were staunch opponents of 

education, music, TV, computers and all things 

that stand for a modern society, systematically 

targeting them.  

The Taliban were dislodged from the valley in 

a comprehensive military operation  in 2009. 

                                                                 
15

 See link: http://www.wluml.org/node/1905  

But the period has washed away with it the old 

way of life. Continuous target killings in Swat 

have made fear a perpetual element in the lives 

of Swati people.  

 

 

 

 

 

Video cassettes are being burnt during MMA government. Photo 

courtesy: Center for Peace and Cultural Studies 
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PART TWO:  CU LTURAL DEVELOPMENT A ND UPHEAVAL  

 

Culture and education play an important role 

in setting a societyôs direction. As we have 

seen, the state framework of Pakistan has little 

place for the promotion of indigenous cultures 

and its expressions. No place in the education 

curriculum has as yet been allotted for the 

understanding, appreciation and promotion of 

cultures of the various communities and 

nations living in Pakistan. Positive recognition 

of the territoryôs diversity has faded with time.  

Appreciation of art  and the study of aesthetics 

have never found a place in Pakistanôs 

education policy. Music, considered the 

mother of all arts, has never been introduced 

in the education syllabus at any level of 

schooling, lower or higher, an opportunity that 

was unfor tunately missed during the Swat 

State period.  In higher educational 

institutions and universities fine arts 

departments have been established but music 

is yet to be introduced. The stateôs apathetic, 

and at times, hostile position towards music , 

alongside a host of other factors, has meant 

that general appreciation of the arts is now at 

its lowest ebb, particularly in the Pakhtun belt 

due to the insurgencies and spread of 

fundamentalist ideology  there.  

In the ensuing chapters we look at how all this 

has come to pass, the effects of the changes 

following the downfall o f the Swat State period 

and the depth of the óculture shockô that has 

affected the people of the Swat Valley.  

M USIC AND PERFORMANCE  IN 

THE STATE OF SWAT  

Mian gul Jahanzeb, known as Wali Saib after 
assuming power of Swat State in 1949, paid 
particular attention  to moderniz ing education, 
health and communication , reforming t he 
social, arts and cultural spheres. 

State Days and festivals were celebrated with 
music and performance. During his rule t he 
Banr  community of professional musicians 
emerged. Swat State started officially holding 
grand Eid festivals that reverberated with 
music and performance for several days. Both 
locals and people from outside the State 

participated. Performances and music concerts 
became an essential part of Swat cultural life . 
Public and family functions and ceremonies 
would seldom happen without music and 
performance. Swat culture brought forth 
reputed musicians and singers.  

THE M AKING  OF THE BANR 

M USICIAN COMMUNITY   

When Miangul Jahanzeb became the ruler of 

Swat in 1949 he initiated  the policy of 

modernization. Peace and progress had 

created opportunities for a better life.   In 

pursuit of this rural musicians in Swat and 

from other Pakhtun areas moved to the town 

of Mi ngawara, close to the state capital. 

 

Musicians of Banr 

 

Musicians enjoyed more freedom here and had  

the opportunity to earn  a livelihood . The Swat 

State employed many musicians permanently 

to perform at  events, or to do other work to 

help them financiall y.  Living in the same 

locality and with  frequent interaction , a 

professional community of singers, performers 

and musicians known as the performers of 

Banr evolved.  

Swat, with its scenic beauty, rich 

archaeological and historical sites, pleasant 

summer weather, a welcoming populace and 

peace, became a popular  tourist resort . The 

result of these interactions eventually created 

great musicians such as the legendary female 

singers of the 1960ôs and 1970ôs, Qamaro Jan 

and Bacha Zarin Jan, whose legacy and 

inspiration lasted for decades.  
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THE STATE ôS  PROTECTION  OF 

ARTISTS  

The Yousafzai State of Swat took every 

measure to ensure the protection of its 

citizens, including artists.  A substantial peace 

was enjoyed not only by the people but also in 

the natur al environment . Strict l aws and 

procedures were developed to protect wild 

bird s and animals, trees and forests. In this  

peaceful environment the community of Banr 

developed and their art flourished. State 

patronage encouraged their  expansion and 

progress into a more professional community . 

óDancing was patronized and regulated by 

Miangul  Jahanzeb. Those attached to the 

profession were bound to observe a certain 

code of behaviorô16. If they were to perform at  

weddings they had to perform only there and 

had to undertake in writ ing to avoid private 

performing sessions. óIf they were taken 

outside the State for a performance, 

undertakings were exacted from their hosts for 

their physical and financial security, and for 

their honor 17. They, too, could not violate the 

law in any wayô18,19. In the official documents 

of the State period, not a single accident or 

mishap to musicians was ever recorded. Public 

performances at weddings were the norm and 

were enjoyed equally by women and men: 

women would watch from the rooftops, 

part icipating in and enjoying concerts.   

The rulerôs personal interest in music and 
performance was key to the development of 
the arts. His marriage to a dancer was a 
turning  point for musicians, as marriages with 
women perform ers were not welcomed.  A 
number of influential and high ranking 
officials followed Miangul Jahanzebôs example. 
Thus the formerly low status of performers 
and musicians was raised in the publicôs eyes.  

óHad Wali Saib not been a lover of art how 
would it be possible for him to marry a d ancer 

                                                                 
16

 5Ŝǘŀƛƭǎ ǎŜŜΣΩ Yƛǘŀō bƻΦ нмΥ Yƛǘŀō CŀƛǎŀƭŀWŀǘ ¢ŀƘǎƛƭ .ŀōǳȊƛΩΣ ǇΦ 
50, No66, 9 May 1967. Decree of the ruler, No 38, 10 October 
1961, ibid 
17 Detŀƛƭǎ ǎŜŜ ΨYƛǘŀō bƻΦр wŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ½ŀƳŀƴŀǘ 5ŀŦǘŀǊ IƛȊǳǊΩΣ ǇΦсмΣ 
No.28, 18 June 1960 and p. 196, No 286, 26 March 1963, ibid. 
18 See ibid. p. 22, No. 320, 3 September 1963 
19 Sultan-i-Rome, Swat State (1915-1969), from Genesis to 
Merger 

in a Pakhtun society?ô, commented Usman 
Ulasyar on the rulerôs deep attachment to art.   

Swat State 1926- photo: Prof Khwaja Usman Ali collection  

PUBLIC  CONCERTS AND 

PERFORMANCE S D URING THE 

STATE PERIOD , 1964 TO 19 68  

In the later 1960ôs, performances took place 

frequently at social and communal events. On 

the three big events of the year, the Warkoti 

Akhter/Eid -ul-fitar 20, Loy Akhter/Eid -ul-

Azha21and the official State Day celebrations 

on 5th June, Swat reverberated with music, 

perform ance and many other entertaining 

activities . The first Akhter  festivity continued 

for three days and the second Akhter  festival 

continued for six days. Upon the peopleôs 

request the festivals could carry on even 

longer. 

óThe Akhter  festivals22 were celebrated by 

women in the Ziarats 23 of the respective 

locality, but men did not have separate 

celebrations. A (state) mela was arranged on 

the left bank of the Swat River, at the site of 

the present District Police Line, near the Ayub 

Bridge. People would come from all corners of 

Swat State and even from beyond to enjoy the 

festivals, where female dancers, who enjoyed 

state protection , would perform.ô24  State laws 

                                                                 
20 Celebrations of Muslims at the end of a month long fasting  
21 Festival of sacrifice by Muslims in the memory of Abrahim, 
the prophet, who was willing to sacrifice his son blessed with 
the sacrifice of a sheep 
22 These were the cultural festivals only participated in by 
women. 
23 Shrines and their outskirts were the main places for various 
cultural festivities. 
24

 Sultan-i-Rome, Swat State (1915-1969), from Genesis to 

Merger. P.253 
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acknowledged and regulated various types of 

events: performances, for example, were 

forbidden at male childrenôs circumcision 

ceremonies and at betrothal celebrations. óIn 

circumcision celebrations, drums could be 

beaten inside a house but performing outside 

is forbidden; if found will have to pay Rs 200 

as a penaltyô25.   

 For the musicians of Swat, well integrated in 

cultu ral life, this was the golden age.  

Sittar - A traditional Pashto music instrument  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
25Official Ruler Decree No 16, dated 6/1/1960  

THE EFFECT OF IS LAMIZATION 

ON  MUSIC AND PERFORMANCE, 

1969  -  2000  

The merger of Swat State, Ziaôs drive for 

Islamization , the spread of madrassa culture 

and of Tablighi26 missionaries all created an 

environment that has affected free debate and 

cultural life negatively and left little room  for 

concerts and performances in public spaces.  

Tablighi missionaries in particular did  great 

damage, focusing on the popular dancing and 

music events at weddings and other events. 

Targeting public  concerts, cultural events and 

performances, they convinced people in 

mosques and in the streets that  performances 

were sinful : anyone involved would be 

condemned to hell in the life  after death. The 

missionaries argue that the suffering of people 

today is due to immoral practices and that 

punishment  is not only awarded in the 

hereafter but incurs the wrath of God and His 

curses in this life too. According to this 

interpretation of religion, people became 

terrified of so -called obscene and immoral 

acts. Gradually spaces for free and peaceful 

cultural expression disappeared. During the 

1980ôs and 90ôs there were many reported 

cases of missionaries or their inspired zealots 

halt ing events. They aimed to create a social 

ban and indeed by the 1990ôs a section of 

society had become resistant to the art of 

performance. Deep inroads had been made in 

the psyche of the people and their  decades-old 

social structures.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
26

 Tablighi Jamaat- Society of spreading faith- is a global Sunni 

Islamic revivalist movement. Its stated primary aim is spiritual 
reformation of Islam by reaching out to Muslims across social 
and economic spectra and working at the grassroots level to 
ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΦ 
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THE TALIBANôS EFFECT ON 

MUSIC ,  2001 TO THE PRESENT  

 

ñFrom today music and performance are closed.ò by a musician of 

Barn due to Taliban threat during militancy in Swat. Photo 

courtesy: Shafeeq Gigyani 

In 2001 Sufi Muhammad, founder and head of 

the TNSM, crossed over to Afghanistan with  

ten thousand poorly armed young men 

support ing the Taliban against US forces. On 

his return he was caught along with his son-in-

law, Fazlullah, later known as óMullah Radioô 

due to his FM sermons. Sufi Muhammad was 

in prison from 2002 until 2008, but Fazlullah  

was released after seventeen months. He 

began his campaign and spread his message 

cloaked in religious sermons, on pirate FM 

radio27, un-monitored by  the MMA 

government authorities . In this way  he was 

able to garner mass support and demand 

Sharia law in Swat. Against female education, 

he preached against womenôs participation in 

daily life. Fazlullah considered music, TV and 

computers ómajor sources of sinô. In the 

beginning he was able to persuade the simple 

people of Swat to self-censor their music and 

destroy CDs, VCRs and TV sets. With the 

passage of time Mullah Radio speeches turned 

hateful and violent.  His intentions were soon 

clear but by now Fazllullah and his men had 

been able to instill fear of dire consequences if 

the locals disobeyed his orders.  

Later, Fazlullah broke away from  the TNSM, 

joini ng the newly founded Tahri ki Taliban 

Pakistan (TTP) in 2007. After the death of 

Hakimullah Mehsud , the TTP elected Fazlullah 

                                                                 
27

 ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ CŀȊƭǳƭƭŀƘΩǎ ǊŀŘƛƻ ǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎ ŀǎ ƭƻŎŀƭǎ ŘƛŘ 
not think of recording them. 

as their new chief in November 201328. He is a 

sworn enemy of modern education. During his 

reign in Swat he destroyed hundreds of 

schools. It was he who ordered the attack on 

the teenage peace activist Malala Yousafzai of 

Swat. The massacre of Army Public School29 

students was orchestrated by him30.  

The period of militancy in Swat witnessed 

large-scale repression of musicians, artists, 

singers and performers. The Taliban declared 

music haram , banning it in both private and 

public transport and meting out h arsh 

punishments for violations . óWe have been the 

first target of the Taliban and thus the worst 

affectedô (by the militancy), says Usman 

Khyali 31. óNot a single CD shop was spared 

from being bombed or threatenedô32. Business 

came to a standstill. óAll musical activities were 

banned by the Taliban. Private music sessions 

in the Hujras  ceased to take placeô.33 

Out of fear, tape recorders were removed from 

houses or kept in closets.  óWithout music and 

tape recorders playing in the house it  was like 

the feeling of mourning the death  of a close 

family mem berô, commented a member of the 

focus group discussions in Shamozi - a place at 

the hot zone of insurgency. Jihadi hymns and 

anthems replaced a melodious and enriching 

environment  in  Swat.  

In 2009, the Pakistani army entered the valley 

to fight the Taliban, ordering 1,5 million 

residents to leave their homes. The deafening 

noise of war planes, explosions and shelling 

echoed in the valley for years. The centuries-

                                                                 
28

 http://www.dawn.com/news/1054794  
29 On 16 December 2014, seven gunmen affiliated with 
the Tehrik-i-Taliban (TTP) conducted a terrorist attack on 
the Army Public School in the northwestern Pakistani city 
of Peshawar, killing 141 people, including 132 schoolchildren, 
ranging between eight and eighteen years of age. 
30 In the video message Fazlullah admits the attack on APS. In 
the video, from 3:46, he describes the attack. 
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2e3rmi_fazlullah-in-
video-message-admitts-peshawar-school-killings-vows-more-
children-will-be-slaughtered_news 
31Personal interview with Usman KHyali, CD shop owner, 
Mingawar, Swat, whose many shops had been bombed or 
burned by the Taliban 
32 Personal interview with Usman Ulasyar, head of Suvastu Arts 
and Culture Association, Swat 
33https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_h6cU1ROwAY , 
reporter Niaz Ahmad Khan 

http://www.dawn.com/news/1054794
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tehrik-i-Taliban_Pakistan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Army_Public_School_Peshawar
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peshawar
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2e3rmi_fazlullah-in-video-message-admitts-peshawar-school-killings-vows-more-children-will-be-slaughtered_news
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2e3rmi_fazlullah-in-video-message-admitts-peshawar-school-killings-vows-more-children-will-be-slaughtered_news
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2e3rmi_fazlullah-in-video-message-admitts-peshawar-school-killings-vows-more-children-will-be-slaughtered_news
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_h6cU1ROwAY
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old life of Swat before the Taliban became a 

thing of the past.  

Once a vibrant musical community  and 

contributor to the realm of music of the region 

with a huge base, the Banr music community 

fell into  shambles, with artists threatened, 

killed and finally displaced. Shabana, a singer 

and dancer, was killed, though she had already 

left the profession due to threats from the 

Taliban. óThe stage was set for killing a female 

singer by Tahreeki-Taliban (TTP), Pakistan 

Swat chapterô34. óWhen Shabana was killed we 

left Swat, long before other people were 

displacedô35, said Kianat , a female vocalist 

from Swat.   

Artists were not only psychologically shaken 

during this turbulent period, but also 

economically.  Due to the volatile situation, the 

national and international flow of tourists - the 

economic backbone of the Swat valley - 

declined sharply and damaged Banrôs 

traditional music industry . Large public 

performances faded away resulting in 

economic constraints for the community of 

musician families. Living in poverty has 

affected the quality of the art and is one of the 

main factors in the decline that took place in 

the following years.  

RECO RDING PERFORMANCE: 

CINEMA, CDS AND DVDS  

In the initial phase of the Swat State, attention 

was given to territorial consolidation. Art and 

entertainment, including film, received less 

attention. Abdul Wadud, the Stateôs founder, 

belonged to an older generation and had 

reservations about initiatives such as opening 

cinemas. He discouraged the establishment of 

cinemas arguing, óHow can we be sure that the 

films shown would benefit the people?ô 

óMiangul Jahanzeb, unlike his father Abdul 

Wadud, had a great passion for western 

norms, values and pastimes and allowed 

cinemas into the Stateô36, as óhe was desirous to 

                                                                 
34//t wŜǇƻǊǘ ΨaǳǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ aƛƭƛǘŀƴŎȅ in North Western Pakistan 
(2001-нлмпύΩΣ /ƘŀǇΦ рΣ YƛƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ 
35 Personal interview with Kianat, singer and performer, Banr, 
Swat  
36

 Sultani Rome, Swat State (1915-1969), p. 252 

make Swat into  Parisô. Thus by 1965, there 

were two cinemas: Swat Cinema and Tariq 

Cinemaô in Mingawara . Cinema played a big 

role in the following decades, enriching the 

music and acting industries of Swat that had 

been established in the dramas enacted in 

melas37 and Swat State celebration events.  

The famous film actor Badar Munir belonged 

to Swat. In the very first Pashto movie, óYousaf 

Khan Sherbanoô, he played a leading role. He 

continued to rule the Pashto film industry for 

decades, inspiring generations into acting 

throughout the Pakhtun regions in Pakistan 

and Afghanistan. Being a Swati he was a 

particular inspiration for the younger 

generation of actors. With p owerful story lines, 

high quality music and relevant cultural and 

social themes, Swat cinema flourished for 

almost two decades. 

The decline of the Pashto film industry began 

with the military dictatorship of General Zia .  

óSince the downturn of Pakistani cinema in the 

1970s, mainstream movies lost creativity, the 

art of writing a good script and its assembly. In 

its ógolden daysô, the movie industry saw about 

200 movies produced every year. Today, it is 

one-fifth of what it used to beô38. By the 1990ôs 

the glorious days of the Pashto cinema culture 

were almost over. Even though the high point  

of film production had been declin ing, short 

plays, often in the form of musicals with 

enacted songs, were released as CDs or DVDs.  

These were often local works produced 

privately  and became extremely popular ,         

The only cinema house in Mingawara, Swat under tight security  

                                                                 
37 Cultural festivals 
38 See link: http://www.asiadespatch.org/2013/06/28/what-
decline-pakistan-cinema-industry-is-booming-up-again/  

 




























