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THE COMMUNAL AND THE SACRED: WOMEN'S 

WORLDS OF RITUAL IN UZBEKISTAN 

Deniz Kandiyoti & Nadira Azimova 

School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 

This article analyses women's participation in life-cycle, religious, and propitiatory rituals 
in Uzbekistan against the background of the 'politicization' of custom under the Soviet 

regime and fluctuations in official policies towards Islam since the post-Soviet period. 
Despite changes in official discourse, the resilience of women's rituals may be explained 
in terms of their embeddedness in local notions of communal participation and their role 
in the day-to-day reproduction of communal life. In the post-Soviet period, ritual has 
become a site both for the assertion of authentic Uzbek identity and for the display of 

growing disparities in wealth and status through the medium of consumption, leading to 

propaganda campaigns against ostentation. Although the thinking behind these initiatives 
is very different from that of Soviet modernizers, they, too, place ritual life at the centre 
of Uzbek sociality and target women as the custodians of local custom. 

This article has its origins in Deniz Kandiyoti's long-standing interest in 

understanding the interplay between Islam and post-colonial state-building 

projects in Muslim majority countries and their effects on women's lives 

(Kandiyoti \99\a\ 19916). The encounters between the Soviet state and 

the societies of Central Asia presented unique challenges, made even more 

intricate by the diverse paths of post-Soviet transformation (Kandiyoti 2002). 
An extended period of fieldwork in Uzbekistan with Nadira Azimova in the 

provinces of Andijan, Khorezm, and Kashkadarya between 1997 and 2001 

addressed different facets of these transformations and their impact on gender 
relations.1 This text is, therefore, not the product of a single ethnography but 

the partially unforeseen destination of a rather long and tortuous journey that 
led the authors to their topic. 

The first milestones of this journey were encountered in writings on 

women and modernization in Soviet Central Asia (and the sense of puzzle- 
ment elicited by some of the contradictions they contained). At one level, 
Soviet history is a chronicle of high modernist achievement and the emanci- 

pation of women is one of the most publicized successes of Soviet modern? 

ization in Central Asia. The literature on the Soviet period, from the 1920s 

onwards, notes the dramatic rise in women's education through the spread of 

mass literacy, their incorporation into the paid labour force, and, more con- 

troversially, their unveiling through a massive campaign known as the hujum 

(onslaught), which has received varying interpretations (Alimova 1991; 1998; 

Kemp 1998; Massell 1964; Tokhtahodjaeva 1995). 

? Royal Anthropological Institute 2004. 
J. Roy. anthrop. Inst. (N.S.) 10, 327-349 
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328 DENIZ KANDIYOTI & NADIRA AZIMOVA 

However, the celebratory tone of ideologically inspired writings on the 

triumph of the Soviet system over local 'traditional' forms2 was occasionally 

ruptured by the less sanguine accounts of Soviet ethnographers whose inter- 

est in local customs and so-called 'survivals' of tradition led them to describe 

a rather different reality: one in which local communities seemed to per- 

petuate ancient ways of life into which the Soviet system had made 

relatively modest inroads. The obstacles and hurdles on the way to full mod- 

ernization were described with reference to the concept of 'traditionalism' or 

'survivals' of tradition.3 

This preoccupation with 'traditionalism' is strongly reflected in the work of 

Soviet ethnographers of Central Asia such as Poliakov (1992) and Snesarev 

(1974). Both were, in different ways, particularly sensitive to the critical role 

played by the organization of the domestic domain in the perpetuation of 

pre-Soviet social forms. In his work on the Khorezm Uzbeks, Snesarev argued 
that the decay of orthodox Islam had left untouched the diverse complex of 

religious ideas and practices that existed alongside Islam: animism, magic, the 

cult of ancestors, the cult of saints and of their graves (mazar). He presented 
women as the 'preservers of survivals' and the bearers of a special 'female 

religion'. He suggested that life-cycle ceremonies concerned with birth and 

the upbringing of children were replete with acts of propitiation, the use of 

amulets and of preventive conjuring which led him to argue for 'a certain 

cultural lag in the female half of the population and deficiencies in cultural- 

enlightenment work in this sector' (1974: 226). Snesarev further commented 

on the resilience of existing forms of social organization, the continuing 

importance of the role of elders (yoshully and aksakal) and of traditional 

ceremonial specialists. Bikzhanova, Zadykhina, and Sukhareva (1974) extended 

this analysis to the organization of local communities in urban settings where 

the mahalla (quarter or commune) operates as a collective unit ensuring the 

repair and maintenance of public buildings, such as the mosque, and the pro- 
vision of implements for ceremonials. It also enforces powerful communal 

norms and acts as an agency of socialization and mutual help. Poliakov (1992) 
also noted important continuities in what he saw as the 'traditional' Central 

Asian social order, as manifested particularly in sharp age and gender hierar- 

chies in large rural households, the prevalence of arranged marriages, and the 

payment of kalym (brideprice), the central role of the mahalla and mosque as 

socializing agencies, in competition with Soviet schooling, to name but a few. 

These authors shared a common concern over the role of the domestic 

domain (and of women within it) in the transmission of indigenous culture 
? a culture portrayed, by and large, as inimical to the goals of socialist 

transformation. 

Recognition of some of the contradictions noted above matured into a 

reappraisal of the roles played by women in Central Asian community life, 
with many new insights arising from the experiences and observations amassed 

during long periods of fieldwork. These roles appeared deeply enmeshed in 

forms of ritual participation that demanded careful attention both to differ? 

ent modes of incorporation of Islamic teaching and practice in daily life in 

Uzbekistan, and to patterns of consumption and sociality. We argue, in what 

follows, that the apparent resilience of women's ritual activities, despite 
fluctuations in official positions vis-a-vis Islam during both the Soviet and 
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post-Soviet periods, resides in their embeddedness in local notions of com? 

munal participation and sociality. The first section evaluates the effects of the 

'politicization' of custom under the Soviet regime and illustrates the complex 

processes of cultural accommodation and resistance resulting from it. The 

second section focuses on two important female ritual specialists 
? the otin 

(lady) and the dastarhanji 
? who play key roles both in the transmission of 

ritual observance and practices and in the day-to-day reproduction of com? 

munal life. The third section discusses the involvement of women in three dif? 

ferent but closely interrelated types of activities: life-cycle ceremonies, religious 
observances, and propitiatory rituals. The article concludes with reflections on 

the vagaries of post-independence policies since 1991,4 where the initial drive 

to redefme national culture in a manner that included greater freedom of 

worship has been superseded by hardening official attitudes vis-a-vis Islam. 

The fact that life-cycle ceremonies and religious festivals have also become 

sites of display of growing disparities in wealth and status in Uzbek society 
has led to propaganda efforts to rein in conspicuous consumption and encour- 

age greater frugality. Although the intent of these efforts is quite different from 

those of Soviet modernizers, they none the less place ritual life on centre stage 
and assign women key roles as custodians and interpreters of Uzbek custom. 

Soviet ceremonial and the battle over customs 

Soviet interventions in the domain of ritual in Central Asia, and in the 

Soviet Union more generally, were of a dual nature: the elimination of exist- 

ing religiously based ritual, on the one hand, and the simultaneous creation 

of a Bolshevik ceremonial system, on the other (Binns 1979; Lane 1981). 
Successive 'scientific atheism' campaigns targeted the established religions 

against the background of an active search for alternative rituals and symbols 
of communal solidarity. These manifested themselves not only in public col? 

lective ceremonies such as May Day parades, but also in more private life- 

cycle celebrations, such as the visits paid to the Lenin mausoleum by newly 
wed couples. Sadomskaya (1990) notes that anthropologists played a central 

role in the development of new Soviet ritualism and in sifting through exist- 

ing customs and rites to pronounce on their 'political correctness' from the 

vantage-point of socialist ideology. There were, however, significant differences 

in approach among them. While some 'bureaucratic' anthropologists favoured 

the creation of fully scripted scenarios for socialist holidays, the 'traditional- 

ists' attempted to give what they construed as ancient folk customs a new 

socialist content. This created the need to distinguish between 'harmful' and 

'harmless' or even 'useful' ritual practices. Essentially, what took place was the 

banning of anything which was defmed as 'religious' or 'cultic' in nature, 

particularly celebrations and festivals enacted under the authority of formal 

religious institutions and hierarchies of whatever monotheistic faith. At the 

same time, there was a systematic rehabilitation (or invention) of rites and 

festivals that were thought to pre-date monotheism, especially those deemed 

to be of 'pagan' or 'folk' derivation. Thus arose what Sadomskaya calls 'the 

curious marriage of convenience between paganism and the governmental 
cult' (1990: 250). 
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The ban on the practice of Islam in Central Asia went through periods of 

strict tightening and relative laxity, depending on changing political priorities 

(Malashenko 1993). During the Second World War, a state-controlled Muslim 

hierarchy was re-established; some of the formal elements of religious obser? 

vance were allowed to reappear including the performance of marriage by 
mullahs and madrassas (Islamic teaching establishments) were opened in 

Tashkent and Bukhara. Moreover, having been unified under a common 

administration, the Muslim Spiritual Directorate of Central Asia and 

Kazakhstan, these co-opted structures were used as bridgeheads of Soviet 

diplomacy towards the wider Muslim world during the Cold War period. At 

the same time, however, any sign of autonomous religious activity was likely 
to be condemned as a mark of seditious links to foreign powers; such fears 

were kindled by memories of the anti-Russian stance of pre-First World War 

pan-Islamists, and the resistance of rebellious Islamic forces (referred to as the 

basmachi) to the Bolshevik Revolution.D There was greater overall consistency 
in policies affecting women during this period. From 1921, such local customs 

as polygamy and the payment of brideprice 
? 

kalym 
? were defined as back- 

ward and 'harmful', and banned; the legal age of marriage was raised from 9 

to 16 for girls and to 18 for boys. Anderson (1993) suggests that one of the 

reasons why the position of women was a favourite subject of atheist propa- 

gandists is that it provided a 'softer' target than religious ideas themselves; 

religiosity in Central Asia must be combated, according to Soviet sources, 
because it encouraged the subjugation of women. 

The vagaries of Navruz, the spring new year holiday, are indicative of Soviet 

vacillations on matters of custom and ritual. Banned as a 'Muslim' holiday by 
the 1930s, it was reinstated as a pre-Islamic festival of Zoroastrian origin. By 
the 1960s, a number of Soviet ethnographers had collected large quantities of 

material on the survival of pre-Muslim beliefs in Central Asia. All that 

remained was to demonstrate that the banned Navruz festival was related to 

agricultural festivals of the Zoroastrian period; this was a task undertaken by 
scholars from various academic institutions with specialist knowledge of early 
Uzbek and Tadjik texts. Having thus established the supposed folk-agricultural 

origins of Navruz, the festival was declared 'harmless' in nature. Even so, a 

mere twenty years later, in the 1980s, it was banned again on the orders of a 

high-ranking official on the grounds of having a dangerous 'Islamic' dimen- 

sion. Navruz was not only reinstated after perestroika but was elevated to the 

status of a major national holiday following Uzbekistan's declaration of 

independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. Public buildings are festooned 

with festive banners, and large hoardings with the message 'Happy Navruz' 

are erected along the roadsides. There are also mahalla and workplace cele- 

brations of the festival, as well as special television programmes. 
Local customs were often incorporated into the Soviet calendar of impor? 

tant dates and significant sites and ceremonials. Let us consider a few exam? 

ples. The arrangement of a marriage is a lengthy process in Uzbekistan, 

beginning with the sending of intermediaries to ask for a bride (sovchilik) and 

culminating in the wedding itself (nikoh). During the intervening period there 

are exchanges of gifts between the in-laws. If this period coincided with 23 

February, Soviet Army Day, the boy would receive a special gift, and, con- 

versely, if this period included 8 March, International Women's Day, the girl 
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would be given a special present. The wedding ritual itself involved parallel 
ceremonies: the religious nikoh, with a mullah officiating, and the official reg- 
istration at the ZAGs (civil registry office), followed by a visit to the local 

Lenin memorial and a wedding party involving singing, dancing, and the con? 

sumption of alcohol. Nowadays, the colourful Uzbek wedding costume often 

replaces the white wedding gown and newly-weds may make their way to 

the nearest Amir Timur6 memorial, which commemorates the national hero 

of the new Uzbek state. 

Muslim funerals (janaze) involving the recitation of Muslim prayers were 

forbidden throughout the Soviet period, especially for high ranking officials 

and Party members who had to observe strict secular etiquette. As late as the 

1980s officials in Uzbekistan could find themselves denounced on suspicion 
of carrying out Islamic rites. As a result, they often resorted to the practice 
of holding 'hidden' funerals with prayers or other religious elements, followed 

by a public memorial meeting which conformed to a relatively standardized 

format throughout the Soviet Union. The celebration of birthdays, on the 

other hand, was thought of as a non-Muslim custom; the marking of birth 

anniversaries was therefore widely and publicly performed without any offi? 

cial prompting or guidance. Indeed, for special birthdays, such as reaching 
the age of 50, the birthday celebration could be combined with special 
Muslim blessings (dua). 

Against this background, some scholars noted the 'privatization' of religious 

practice and its relegation to the domestic domain. The key aim of successive 

Soviet anti-religion campaigns was to foster a clear line of demarcation 

between small-scale domestic rituals and so-called folk practices on the one 

hand, and, on the other hand, any kind of observance which appeared to 

invoke the authority of organized religious hierarchies and institutions, or to 

call for public expressions of religiosity. Religion, according to Tohidi (1995; 

1998) became identified with the 'private' in Azerbaijan, particularly as a 

marker of 'Azeriness' centred around women's proper Muslim conduct and 

virtue. She explains 'traditionalism' in the area of gender relations as a reac- 

tive or compensatory strategy for cultural self-preservation and uses an argu- 
ment very similar to that made in connection with Muslim societies' 

encounters with Western colonialism (Ahmed 1992; Lazreg 1994). Dragadze 

(1993) documents a similar process of domestication in the domain of reli? 

gious experience, noting that the period of liberalization following perestroika 
saw a great upsurge in religious expression permeated by a strong nationalist 

idiom. 

Tett's (1994) ethnography of a Tajik village presents a similar but rather 

more nuanced perspective by focusing on the roles played by women them? 

selves as custodians of both the Muslim faith and of Tajik identity. She does 

not portray the accommodations made by Tajik villagers to the Soviet system 
as resistance per se, but rather as a complex interpenetration of identities 

involving a gendered division of labour with men and women acting as 'car- 

riers' of the two distinct elements of the local lifestyle, the Soviet and the 

Tajik. It was primarily men, of course, who were engaged in the public sphere 
and in dealings with the state, and it was therefore they who tended to be 

more readily associated with the 'Communist' and 'modern' side of village life. 

This did not prevent them from feeling that they were 'good Muslims', 
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however, as in the case of the non-observant, powerful state farm official 

whose wife and daughter-in-law prayed regularly and fasted during Ramadan, 

leading him to claim that he kept a 'Muslim home'. Tett concludes that 

'Performing the essential religious duties, wearing Tajik dress, adhering to 

"Muslim" notions of sexual honour, and maintaining a beautifully kept 
"traditional" home were thus all facets of the wider role that women were 

playing in maintaining the community s sense of its Tajik, Muslim identity' 

(1994: 145). Parallels may be found in studies of non-Muslim societies under 

the Soviet regime (Dragadze 1988; Pine 1992) where the realm of women 

and the family are presented as the site of the transmission of local values. 

Those at the receiving end of Soviet policies were neither hapless victims 

whose culture was being totally obliterated and transformed, nor valiant 

resisters struggling to preserve some 'unspoilt' and underground version of 

their Islamic identities.What appears to have been at stake is a complex process 
of mutual interpenetration of elements of pre-Islamic, Islamic, and Soviet prac? 
tice, creating Central Asian syntheses that have yet to receive the attention 

they deserve. 

A complex layering of historical influences has left its mark on Central 

Asian Islam. First introduced to the southern tier of the region by Arab armies 

in the second half of the seventh century, Islam then spread northwards, reach- 

ing the nomads of the steppes and mountains as late as the nineteenth century. 

During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Central Asia became one of the 

main centres of orthodox Sunni religious teaching and theology in the Islamic 

world. It was during this period that most of the classical works of Central 

Asian authors on Sunni fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) and theology were 

written. Bregel (1991) notes the connection between the nomadization of 

Central Asia through Turko-Mongol penetration and the spread of another 

phenomenon in the religious life of the region: Sufism. Most historians agree 
that Sufis exercised much greater influence upon the Turkic nomads of the 

steppes than did the representatives of the official Islamic establishment and 

that they played a major role in their conversion to Islam. The mass conver? 

sion of the Golden Horde under Uzbek Khan occurred under a master of 

the Yassaviya Sufi order.7 A path-breaking attempt to analyse this process of 

conversion may be found in the work of De Weese (1994) who presents the 

Islamization of Inner Asia as a dual process involving the introduction of 

Islamic patterns in a new environment, and the 'nativization' of these patterns 

through their incorporation and assimilation into indigenous modes of 

thought and action. He argues, further, 

that this process of integration and assimilation - which after all would be expected nat- 

urally on the basis of other local adaptations of Islam - requires comment at all in the 
case of Islam in Inner Asia is indicative of the imposing array of primarily modern voices 
that, for quite diverse motives, have ignored or outright rejected this normal ordinary 
integration, often seeking in the process to fragment or destroy the integrity of tradi? 
tional religious life among Inner Asian peoples who considered themselves as Muslims 
(1994: 51). 

These observations would come as no surprise to students of syncretism 
who take it as axiomatic that virtually every culture or religion is synthetic 
(Stewart & Shaw 1994). Moreover, 'Syntheses, adaptations, assemblages, incor- 
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porations or appropriations are renegotiated and sometimes denied and disas- 

sembled' (1994: 6). What complicates an understanding of these processes in 

Central Asia even further is that a Soviet secular habitus may have also made 

inroads into the daily routines of ordinary Muslims by being 'nativized',8 a 

possibility that may be overlooked even in sophisticated historical accounts. 

Judgements as to what constitutes creative syntheses as opposed to distortions 
or dangerous accretions are necessarily negotiated in a field of power and 

involve multiple contestations over meaning. In this respect, Akiner (2002) 
notes tensions between three strands of post-Soviet Islam which she defines 

as 'traditional', 'government-sponsored', and 'radical'. She uses the term 'tradi? 

tional' to refer to the socially conservative but doctrinally flexible attitude to 

religion which she sees as characteristic of most Central Asian Muslims. In 

her account, such people typically feel great attachment to a number of 

popular practices which they see as properly Islamic, although they may 
become the target of criticisms by stricter Muslim purists. The category of 

'government-sponsored Islam' is deployed by Akiner to signal the continuing 

importance in the region of official attempts to co-opt religion to serve the 

needs of the state, as was initially evident in the Soviet period through the 

creation of a government-appointed clerical establishment. Finally, 'radical 

Islam' is the term employed for activists who wish to purge Islam of what 

they see as distortions and accretions that have been introduced over time and 

who therefore display strong anti-syncretic impulses. 
Women's ritual life is not insulated from the broader environments of 

which it forms a part but, as is shown below, is implicated in processes of 

redefmition, negotiation, and contestation over the meanings of community 
and piety 

Women ritual specialists: the otin and the dastarhanji 

The importance of a distinctive array of female ritual specialists in Central 

Asian religious life has long been recognized, although both their origins and 

the underlying logic of their practices have been much contested. Basilov 

traces female rituals in Central Asia to what he refers to as shamanistic prac? 
tice, claiming that 'invasion of Islamic ideology destroyed the original logic of 

shamanistic rites', although it 'did not entirely destroy the ancient genre of 

invocations addressed to the spirits and directly connected with the ritual 

actions of a shaman' (1994: 274). He describes the activities of ritual healers, 

bakshi, and documents the mechanisms of'shamanistic disease' and revelatory 
dreams through which they are 'called' to their vocation; he also discusses their 

transmission of knowledge through regimens of initiation. Like others (e.g. 
Garonne 2000) he concedes, however, that in Central Asia and Kazakhstan, 
shamanism took on a distinctly Muslim east (Basilov 1997).9 

None the less, most accounts tend to downplay the role of women in the 

transmission of Islamic knowledge through the mediation of another impor? 
tant female figure 

- the otin.10 The otin is an informal religious practitioner 
with significant education in Islamic religious texts and the classics of Central 

Asian literature. Not only does she officiate at women's gatherings marking 

important life events (including births, marriages, and deaths) and at religious 

This content downloaded  on Wed, 13 Feb 2013 16:32:17 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


334 DENIZ KANDIYOTI & NADIRA AZIMOVA 

feasts, but she is also a teacher, specializing in the provision of religious instruc- 
tion to young girls. Kemp (1998) notes that otins were the sole providers of 

women's education before the Jadidists, early Muslim modernizers in imper- 
ial Russia,11 and the Soviets after them established women's teacher training 
institutes introducing a modern secular curriculum. However, even in the pre- 
Soviet period few, if any, women received madrassa training and otins thus had 

no access to the male regimen of Islamic learning which includes law, logic, 
and philosophy. The Jadidists had taken a dim view of otins, regarding them 

as relics of a backward and superstitious past; under the Soviets this modernist 

antagonism hardened into outright hostility, and their activities became 

clandestine. They were also cut off from the textual sources which had pre- 

viously been central to their rites and teachings. This was due in part to the 

ban on religious texts; another key factor was the adoption of the cyrillic and 

roman scripts in the new educational institutions: traditionally, many of the 

region's religious writings were in local languages written in Arabic script, 
but the ability to read these works rapidly declined in the Soviet period. 

Ironically, Fathi (1997) notes that some knowledge of this literature was kept 
alive by those with access to the Soviet higher education system: these were 

people who were able to learn Arabic at the Oriental Institute in Moscow or 

study local history. Evidently some continued to practise as otins, despite 

being card-bearing members of the Communist party. Tracing their genealo- 

gies, Sultanova (2000) suggests that many otins are the descendants of mullahs 
and qoris (legal preceptors) from distinguished clerical families and that they 
transmitted their Qu'ranic knowledge through oral traditions, creating a chain 
of transmission between teacher and pupil resembling the murshid/murid 

(spiritual guide and disciple) relation found in Sufi orders. Indeed, the per? 
formance of passages from zikr ceremonies (recitation of the names of God) 

by otins noted by Sultanova suggests strong links to the Naqshbandia and 

Qadiriyya Sufi orders. Interestingly, although Basilov (1988) notes the impor? 
tance of the zikr ceremony, it only receives a passing mention in his account 
of the various incantatory activities of female shamans. Fathi (1997) claims 
that otins no longer participate in zikr ceremonies. Whatever the case may be, 
there is little doubt that the activities of otins have not only survived to 
this day but still play a key role in the oral transmission of Islamic ritual and 

learning. 
There has been a problematic tendency for scholars of the region to give 

disproportionate attention to the question of whether it is Islam or shaman- 
ism that has defined the distinctive core features of Central Asian religious 
life. This preoccupation, with its strongly ideological cast,12 has obscured a 
much more interesting set of problems to do with the close resemblances 
between Central Asian Islam and popular forms of the faith to be seen in 
other parts of the Muslim world.13 These range from propitiations, exorcisms, 
and other rituals directed towards the evil eye and spirits (jinn) to more 
'Islamic' forms of piety, including recitations on the birth of the Prophet, 
mavlid14 ceremonies, and participation in prayer. Women's parallel rituals have 
been noted throughout the Muslim world. Writing on Morocco, Mernissi 

(1977) claimed that the frequenting of'maraboutic' saints' shrines by women 
serves a therapeutic function and channels their frustrations in an oppressive, 
patriarchal world. Torab (1996) also suggests that women's piety in Iran, 
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expressed in single-sex prayer gatherings (jalaseh) constructs faith in ways 
that promote a sense of well-being and agency She also notes that in the 

context of post-revolutionary Iran these gatherings are highly politicized and 

constitute a forum for demonstrating political affiliation, resulting in frag- 
mentation of women's religious gatherings along political lines (Torab 

2002). 
In Uzbekistan, as in other areas of Central Asia, women's ritual activities 

are strongly responsive to the rapid social changes which are overtaking the 

region. Since the creation of an independent Uzbekistan in 1991, greater 
freedom of worship has meant that practices and observances related to Islam 

have been openly incorporated into life-cycle celebrations and festivals. 

Initially, the haj (pilgrimage to Mecca) was widely performed, and Islamic 

education became freely available through a revived madrassa system, though 
in Uzbekistan fears of radical Islamic insurgency led to a rapid clamp-down 
for reasons that are elaborated upon below. This meant that, for a time, young 

girls were allowed to receive Islamic religious instruction through the official 

educational system. Fathi (1997) notes that this led to the marginalization of 

otins; their authority as providers of scriptural recitation was undermined by 
the emergence of younger women with textual expertise acquired through 
formal training. This also suggests that the traditional routes of recruitment, 

through quasi-clandestine training in intense apprenticeship relationships, 
could be displaced, in time, by leaving the field open to a much wider range 
of new entrants into the cadres of women religious practitioners. In the post- 
socialist period, families wishing to incorporate the full range of religious 
ceremonial into their life-cycle celebrations have generated a growing 
demand for suitably knowledgeable ritualists. This may well lead to increasing 
commercialization of these services. 

In contrast to the otin, the dastarhanji (a word which derives from dastarkhan, 

meaning tablecloth) are ordinary members of the community whose role con- 

sists of acting as mistress of ceremonies and organizer of ritual events for the 

mahalla. The dastarhanji are often selected from among a given locality's needier 

individuals; they may be widows, mothers of numerous children, or simply 

poor. After every ritual, the hostess of the event presents the dastarhanji with 

a length of fabric, food, bread, fruit, and, whenever possible, meat and rice. In 

a large mahalla it may be possible to find more than one dastarhanji to serve 

on all festive occasions. The dastarhanji is the immediate initiator of all ritual 

events; she monitors the correct sequence of their observance, helps hostesses 

to receive and seat all the guests with due decorum and decides on the divi? 

sion of labour for the preparation of meals or gifts. She is well versed in the 

details of all the ceremonies and of norms of behaviour and etiquette during 
their enactment. Personal attributes of sociability, energy, and good social skills 

qualify women for this position. 
The otin and dastarhanji collaborate during ritual events, each performing 

different functions. The dastarhanji is in charge of the practical and organiza- 
tional aspects of events, while the otin officiates as a religious specialist, recit- 

ing the appropriate prayers or reading passages from the Qu'ran and other 

texts. They thus constitute the two pillars of women's social networks and 

ritual life in Uzbekistan. The next section describes the range of activities in 

which they engage, as well as those of the women they serve. 
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Community and consumption: rituals and daily life in 

Uzbekistan15 

Saodat, who used to be employed at the local towel factory in a village 
in Andijan, explains why she decided to leave her job after her mother-in- 

law died the preceding year: 

'Now I'm the oldest among all the sisters-in-law and I have to represent our family at 

every event. If anyone dies in the mahalla I help with the cooking and other prepara- 
tions. If there is a toy (a marriage or circumcision) I also help out. I go visiting when 
there is a birth or a beshik toi (cradle ceremony). I also participate in a gap16 with my 
neighbours once a month. I oversee all the household work in my courtyard. Before I 
had no time left to do these things and, anyway, felt too tired when I got home.' 

Saodat, like many others, is enmeshed in a dense web of communal activ? 

ities involving kin and neighbours. These require a sustained commitment of 

time and effort and may take priority over work obligations, even for those 

currently in employment. The neighbourhood (mahalla) constitutes the im- 

mediate context of a daily life punctuated by participation in the celebration 

of important life events, religious feasts (such as iftorlik 
? the breaking of fast 

at Ramadan ? and kurbanlik ? the feast of sacrifice), and national holidays 
(with Navruz, the spring new year, being the most prominent among them). 
As Makarova (1999) points out, the mahalla is not just an administrative unit 

reaching outward to the bureaucracies that dispense benefits or draft young 
men into the army, but is also the focus of an intense communal life for which 

it ofTers an infrastructure. All mahallas provide the implements, especially the 

large cauldrons or kazan used to cook plov (festive Uzbek rice), as well as 

tables and chairs to seat large numbers of guests, plates and cups, and even 

premises where gatherings may take place. Kin and neighbours play an active 

part in organizing these events. Needier members of the community may 
receive help in defraying funeral expenses or obtaining the necessary food- 

stuffs for a circumcision or wedding feast. These occasions were frequently 
mentioned as the most important source of household expenditure in rural 

Andjian and Kashkadarya in a survey carried out by the authors in 1998. Pro- 

viding daughters with a good trousseau (sep), or meeting the cost of a wedding 
feast, circumcision, or funeral may use up much or all of a household's savings. 
The most common forms of consumption revolve around acquiring the com- 

modities that are necessary for weddings and for traditional gifts (like lengths 
of cloth, trousseau items, or sarpo, the clothing gifts made to the bridegroom). 

Weddings are also occasions when alliances are cemented through the 

exchange of gifts, mutual help and participation in crucial phases of marriage 
negotiations (for a detailed discussion of such exchanges in the context of 

rural Kazakhstan, see Werner 1997). 
It would be futile to attempt distinctions between the economic, social, and 

religious components of ritual and associational life, since the participants 
themselves experience these as a seamless totality. For instance, a women's gap 
which provides a venue for sociability and recreation for its members also acts 
as a rotating savings association. Moreover, members of the same gap may sit 

up together all night in celebration of leyl el kadr (the twenty-seventh night 
of Ramadan also known in English as the Night of Power) or have a special 
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gathering for iftorlik, the breaking of fast during the month of Ramadan. The 

self-help, recreational, and devotional aspects of women's activities are tightly 
integrated in the daily enactment of communal belonging and solidarity. 
Despite the arbitrariness of the lines of demarcation between different types 
of activities, we wish to distinguish between three areas of women's partici? 
pation: life-cycle ceremonies, religious observances, and propitiatory rituals. As 
is explained more fully below, these activities give rise to a variety of anxi- 
eties centring around conspicuous consumption and the display of wealth, in 
the case of the life-cycle ceremonies, and expressions of piety in forms deemed 
to be unislamic, in the case of propitiatory rituals such as Bibi Seshanbe. 

Life-cycle ceremonies 

Life-cycle ceremonies constitute communal occasions par excellence, since they 
activate networks of kin and neighbours enmeshed in ties of mutual obliga- 
tion. They are also occasions for the reproduction and display of relative status 
in the community through the medium of consumption, involving generous 
outlays of food and gifts. 

Koroteyeva and Makarova (1998) have noted that one of the effects of the 

period of relative prosperity and 'Soviet consumerism' in the Brezhnev era of 
the 1980s was to encourage increasingly lavish and elaborate celebrations as a 
form of conspicuous consumption. More recently, one of the results of 

growing economic hardship especially in rural areas is the simplification and 

scaling-down of many rituals and the amalgamation of different events (such 
as the staging of circumcisions and weddings on the same day, with sunnats 

(circumcision ceremonies) taking place in the morning and nikohs in the 

afternoon). On the other hand, Islamic rites at funerals and weddings are 
now carried out by mullahs without any restrictions. 

Analyses of ritual transformations in post-socialist contexts, such as Creed's 
work on Bulgaria (2002) and Feuchtwang's on China (2002), suggest that the 
tensions produced by growing socio-economic disparities arising from market 
reforms are often played out in the domain of ritual. Uzbekistan is no excep- 
tion in this respect. After independence, weddings became occasions where 
the return to 'authentic' Uzbek forms was clearly in evidence.17 However, feel- 

ings of euphoria and celebration soon gave way to new forms of anxiety. Wed? 

dings became arenas in which the widening economic gap between the 'new 
rich' and the 'new poor' became increasingly conspicuous. The trend towards 
what was seen as ritual excess culminated in the public dismissal and sub- 

sequent suicide of a high-ranking state official, following allegations that he 
had staged an offensively lavish wedding party.18 A presidential decree was 

passed in October 1998 banning ostentatious ceremonies as 'offensive' to the 

general public, and the media - 
especially television - now regularly transmit 

propaganda messages enjoining citizens to practise moderation and frugality. 
A popular television serial entitled Kirk Tagaranin Kirk Nagarasi ('Forty 

voices of forty trays') released in 2002 prior to the hayit (the celebration after 
the end of Ramadan) featured family conflicts over spending on gifts to in- 
laws. The Kirk Tagara of the title refers to the custom of new brides' families 

presenting the grooms' parents at their first hayit with forty trays laden with 
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a variety of delicacies such as cooked and baked foods and confectionery. 
The message being conveyed by the programme-makers was that a perfectly 

adequate version of this ritual could be enacted with only ten trays rather 

than forty. More significant than the serial itself was a special session staged 
to elicit feedback from a live studio audience. Those assembled for this purpose 
consisted almost exclusively of mature women: mostly mothers-in-law, with a 

smattering of younger women. This indicated quite clearly that women were 

being targeted as 'gate-keepers' in matters of spending on rituals and gifts. 
This is not only because women are personally involved in the preparation 
and purchase of food and gifts, but because they are the ones who keep track 

of gift exchanges and who participate most actively in the politics of reputa- 
tion by means of indirect sanctions such as gossip and censure. Their involve? 

ment in the reproduction of status delimits significant areas of discretion and 

power. There is, therefore, a sense in which the scaling-down of rituals might 
lead to an erosion of women's decision-making roles. None the less, all the 

women who spoke agreed on the desirability of limiting expenses and 

endorsed the sentiments expressed in the film. Whereas the exhortations of 

Soviet bureaucrats to reform ritual life in the name of rational modernity fell 

on deaf ears at a time of relative economic stability, the rising cost of living, 

widespread impoverishment, and the existence of alternative avenues for 

investment and more individualistic forms of consumption are now making 

ordinary people more receptive to these messages. Indeed, some members of 

the audience actually called for legislation to ban spending above a prescribed 
level, claiming that only an order from higher authority would convince 

people to change their ways without loss of face. In Uzbekistan where a rich 

ritual life is considered part and parcel of national identity as well as a key 
marker of one's social standing in the community, women are seen as the key 
actors for both the perpetuation of custom and the potential for negotiated 

change. 

Religious observance 

Monitoring degrees of religious observance in Central Asia, through indica- 

tors such as fasting at Ramadan, regular prayers, and giving alms, was a routine 

component of Soviet sociological investigations. Researchers produced fmd- 

ings pointing to the increasing secularization of society and claimed that only 
the retired and the elderly maintained any sustained involvement in religion 
(Tolmacheva 1993). Whether these findings were accurate or not, there is little 

doubt that the lifting of official restrictions on the practice of religion, coupled 
with the fact that Islam was acknowledged to be one of the foundations of 

national culture, produced an explosion of interest and curiosity among all 

sections and age groups in society in the immediate aftermath of indepen? 
dence. This resulted in the increased visibility of Islamic religious observances 

of both the obligatory (farz) and non-obligatory (sunna) type. Here, we restrict 

ourselves to a discussion of a non-obligatory rite, the recitation of the mavlid 

to honour the birth of the Prophet Mohammed, which represents one of the 

largest and most important of the all-female religious gatherings enacted in 
the region. Both the prevalence and the variations in the performance of the 
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mavlid across the Muslim world make it particularly interesting for purposes 
of comparison. 

For example, Tapper and Tapper (1987) contrasted the men's mevlud in 

Turkey, which are short, formal, and allow little display of emotion, with the 

mevlud of women: these are not only longer and more elaborate in structure, 
but are intensely emotional, often sending participants into states of ecstatic 

rapture, which, although generally regarded as a normal part of female 

worship, may be dismissed as improper and unislamic by purists. They suggest 
that the privacy of the women's mevlud may be a vehicle for religious senti- 
ments that cannot be expressed publicly by men, thus pointing to a sexual 

division of labour in the expression of piety. The implication of these impor? 
tant observations is that Turkish Islam cannot be fully understood unless all 

these dimensions of faith and worship are accorded full recognition. Thus, far 
from being marginal, as is often claimed by authors who focus on 'orthodox' 
male practices, women's practices are absolutely central to the region's ex? 

perience of Islam. Nancy Tapper (1983) has argued, moreover, that mevluds 

reinforce relations of equality and solidarity among women, although she also 
noted differences in the types of mevlud sponsored by women, with more 

secular, professional women (who may employ male cantors) adopting a view 
of the event which is closer to that of men. Working in the context of 

northeast Turkey, Beller-Hann (1994) reports that the recitation of mevlud is 

a relatively recent phenomenon brought about by contacts with the outside 

world. These occasions have a mixed attendance, with segregation maintained 

through the use of a curtain to separate the sexes. What emerges from these 

accounts is that the mevlud is susceptible to multiple variations and local inter- 

pretations, all of which merit exploration in their own right. 
In Uzbekistan the mavlid is a communal occasion where the otin and the 

dastarhanji co-operate. Although the birth of the Prophet is assumed to cor- 

respond to the Twelfth Day of Rabbi-ul-avval in the lunar calendar, the mavlid 
is conducted here throughout the four succeeding months and involves the 

mahalla as a whole. It is an all-female daytime event (starting about mid-day 
and ending by early evening) involving neighbours and relatives, usually in 

groups of about twenty women. The mavlid starts with a meal, with the das? 

tarhanji serving each woman with a tray bearing an even number of bakery 
items, sweets, and fruits. After tea has been served, the otin takes over and starts 

the recitation of verses from the Qu'ran blessing the household and its ances? 

tors. Elderly women participate in the mavlid while younger women stand by 
and serve them. The otin, who usually sits in the centre, may be recognized 
by the way she wears her scarf. Before the reading of the Mavlid-i-sharif which 

takes about an hour and a half, a bowl of milk and a large piece of navat 

(Uzbek sugar) is brought into the room. Each woman gives the milk twenty 
or more stirs. The milk bowl is associated with the rivers of paradise in which 

sherbet flows, and it is believed that those who attend the mavlid and stir the 

sweetened milk will also drink sherbet in the next world. The bowl is passed 
in front of the women three times and it is customary for them to make a 

wish. Before the reading of the mavlid, the dastarhanji places a plate in front 
of the otin on which stand four lit candles and a sprig of fragrant herb (issrik), 

together with two trays, one bearing different types of bread and unopened 

packets of tea, and the other containing grapes, sweets and perfume. A mirror 
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is also placed before her.19 It is assumed that the power of the mavlid is trans- 

mitted to objects and products which lie before the otin and that those unable 

to participate in the rite may partake of its blessings through being given one 

of these items. 

The climax of the ceremony is reached with the section named 'Marhabo', 
where the birth of the Prophet is greeted with the words, Hush kelibsiz! 

(welcome). Before this passage is read, the dastarhanji spreads out a length of 

cloth, a payandoz,20 onto which the women toss sweets and also place their 

headscarves and handkerchiefs. During the recitation of Marhabo the Prophet 
is held to tread on the payandoz with its array of women's dress items; these 

they then replace on their heads and in their pockets, imbued with the 

Prophet's grace and blessings. The payandoz is then placed on a shelf. All the 

food items laid out before the otin are distributed to the participating women 

by the dastarhanji. Just before and also at the end of the ceremony, the das? 

tarhanji collects money from all the women present, including the hostess and 

her family, and gives it to the otin in payment for her services.21 At the end 

of the gathering, each woman is served a separate plate of plov (rice) which 

she places between two pieces of bread and carries home with the other gifts. 
It is thus not only those who participate directly in the mavlid but their 

families as well who are able to partake of the blessings and virtue (savob ish) 
conferred by the event. 

The symbolism of the Uzbek mavlid, as practised in the Ferghana valley, 
would require detailed treatment. We shall note here merely that the recita? 

tion of passages in Arabic, the meaning of which is not known to most par- 

ticipants, is interspersed with tales and fables in Uzbek, related by the otin, 

concerning the blessings conferred upon those who participate in the mavlid 

and on the power of the ceremony to transmit healing grace and blessings 
and smooth the participants' path to heaven. An important development noted 

by Azimova in 1992 was that whereas these were rituals which had previously 
been attended only by women and held in their homes, at the time of her 

fieldwork men were beginning to conduct mavlids of their own, turning them 

into public events by holding them at their locality's central mosque. It is a 

matter for speculation whether some kind of overt antagonism would even- 

tually have arisen out of the tension between these two contrasting styles of 

collective piety: that of the women, with its many customary or 'heterodox' 

features, and that of the new public male mavlids with their much stricter con- 

formity to conventional Islamic norms and standards. As is explained in greater 
detail below, there has been a gradual hardening of official positions vis-a-vis 

Islam leading to the curtailment of men's public expression of piety (includ? 

ing the closure of numerous mosques), which is likely to render manifesta- 

tions of any overt differences in the gendered expression of piety less visible 

in Uzbekistan. 

Propitiatory rituals 

If women's religious observances such as mavlid recitations seem to border on 
the 'heterodox' or unislamic, their customary propitiatory rituals are often con? 

sidered altogether beyond the pale of legitimacy. These practices are frequently 
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proscribed as mere superstition (khorafat) by a new breed of community 
leaders.22 Indeed, Petric (2002) notes the growing influence in Uzbekistan of 

self-appointed (and often self-taught) mullahs who play a role in policing local 

mores by stigmatizing practices they consider blasphemous. One of the respon- 
dents complained: 

'There are things I had always done as a good Muslim and nowadays we are being told 
it's not good. It is forbidden to attach amulets to the house to banish evil spirits, we have 
no right to do the bibiseshamba, to light candles at the cemetery as we have always done' 
(2002: 229). 

Petric concluded, however, that they would carry on regardless although they 
feel under greater pressure. 

The rites of Bibi Seshanbe (Lady Tuesday) and Mushkul Kushod (Solver of 

Difficulties) may be performed together or separately, either in times of dif- 

ficulty (such as sickness in the family or the failure to secure a daughter's mar? 

riage) or as thanksgiving after the solution of a problem (such as the successful 

delivery of a child). The cult of Bibi Seshanbe, who is seen as a protector of 

women, is related to women's belief that she can come to their aid in their 

time of distress and change their lives for the better. The following tale told 

by an otin in Ferghana is indicative of her powers: 

Once upon a time seven sisters came down from heaven.Two of them were Bibi Seshanbe 
and Mushkul Kushod. The others disappeared and were never heard of. There was an 

orphan girl whose stepmother maltreated her and set her difficult tasks. On one occa? 
sion she asked her to make a fine thread from a piece of cotton. The orphan was grazing 
a cow which escaped and hid in a cave. The girl entered the cave and saw an old woman, 
Bibi Seshanbe. The girl told her about her problems, her hard life, and her stepmother's 
latest request. The old woman told the girl to feed the cow and milk her and that a 
thread would appear in the milk. After her marriage the girl continued to pray to Bibi 
Seshanbe each Tuesday. One day when she had prepared seven flat breads (chavats) and 
cooked milk pudding (umoch), her husband got angry and kicked the pot containing it. 
The next day as the husband was carrying three melons from the bazaar they turned 
into the severed heads of the padishah's (king's) sons. The ruler immediately ordered his 
execution by beheading. The man prayed and asked to be allowed to bid his wife 

goodbye. When he reached home he found his wife begging Allah to forgive her husband 
for cursing her. Realizing his mistake, the husband asked his wife to sacrifice ten rams 
to Bibi Seshanbe. When this was done, the news arrived that the padishah's sons had 
revived and the man was spared. 

Despite some variations, this story displays striking similarities with the 

wicked stepmother motif discussed by Mills (1982) in connection to the 

Ash-e Bibi Murad, an all female Ismaili Muslim ceremony performed in Eastern 

Iran and western Afghanistan. The Ash is a food offering and ritual meal con- 

ducted by women in honour of Bibi Fatimeh (Bibi Murad, 'Lady of Wishes') 
the daughter of Muhammad and wife of Ali. The similarity to women's sofreh 
in Iran, gatherings around a votive meal, are quite clear. Among Iranian 

women there are many different versions of the Sofreh Bibi-se-shambe, Bibi 

Nur, and Bibi Hur.23 
In Ferghana, these occasions are usually small gatherings to which widows 

and elderly women are invited. The invitation of widows relates to the tale 

of the orphan girl who received help from Bibi Seshanbe. The hostess places 
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bread, grapes, almonds, and nuts on the tablecloth and after soup has been 

served and consumed everything is removed. A rectangular pastry board is laid 

out, on the four corners of which are placed seven pieces of chavat (fried flat 

bread), one big dish containing flour, umoch (milk pudding), and seven bowls. 

The large dish with flour and one headscarf are given to the otin after she 

has recited suras from the Qu'ran. Seven wicks soaked in oil (for the reading 
of bibi seshanbe)24 or candles (for Mushkul Kushod) are lit. After the reading, 
the pastry board is removed and put on a shelf facing the kibla (the direction 

of Mecca).The widows drink the milk pudding first, followed by the other 

women. The hostess licks the empty bowl. After that, the reading of Mushkul 

Kushod begins. The otin distributes seven grapes with their stems attached to 

each woman present. During the reading, one woman after another tears off 

the stems and places them on a piece of cotton wool. After the reading is 

completed, the piece of cotton wool with the stems on it is thrown into the 

canal and is allowed to float away, symbolizing the problems and cares of 

which the women rid themselves. Then rice (plov) and refreshments are served. 

The hostess gives the otin a headscarf and a piece of fabric for carrying out 

the ceremony. 
At the time of Azimova's fieldwork in 1991-2 most families reported car? 

rying out these rituals, despite the fact that they were disapproved of by ortho? 

dox Muslim clergy. The proceedings do have some religious content, such as 

the reading of suras from the Qu'ran which may serve as compensation for 

the fact that women do not attend mosques. These gatherings also provide an 

occasion for sociability, recreation, and mutual support which is greatly appre- 
ciated. Women use these meetings to exchange news of the mahalla, to seek 

advice and to talk about their own problems. They thus carve out a space 
where they can feel empowered and supported. 

As must be clear from the foregoing, official attitudes to ritual life in general 
and women's ritual participation in particular have fluctuated with changing 

conceptions of modernity, national identity, and the extent to which Islam is 

deemed to be a central element of Uzbek life.25 Recent upheavals and social 

transformations both within and beyond the region (including the civil wars 

in Tajikistan and Afghanistan and the rise of Islamic militancy in Uzbekistan 

itself) have also had an important effect, recasting Islam for many thinkers and 

officials as a source of political subversion and instability rather than as an 

unproblematic marker of national identity and personal piety. Many com- 

mentators see the incidents in the province of Namangan, a bastion of con- 

servatism in the Ferghana valley which is considered the Muslim heartland of 

Central Asia, as a turning-point in this respect (Abduwakhitov 1993; Ilkhamov 

2001). In the early years after Independence, Islamists gained ascendancy in 

the province and achieved an undeclared autonomy by turning the main 

mosque into a local governing body. A process of islamization was taking place 

through the policing of mores, especially the dress code of women. After the 

assassination of the local police chief (whose severed head was found impaled 
on a gate-post), the central government cracked down on the Islamic radicals 
who were assumed to be behind this crime. In 1998, the government of 

Uzbekistan imposed rigorous restrictions on the operations of unregistered 

religious educational institutions and mosques. The criminal code was 

amended to include penalties such as stiff fmes and imprisonment for opera- 
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tors of religious schools. In the campaign to reregister Islamic institutions, 

many failed to pass the test.26 These trends escalated after the 16 February 
1999 bombings in Tashkent, where an attempt on the life of President 

Karimov was attributed to 'Islamic fundamentalists' aiming to overthrow the 

regime. The 'war on terror' in Afghanistan in the aftermath of the 11 Sep- 
tember 2001 attacks in the United States deepened both the sense of crisis 

and the levels of repression. In the current climate, manifestations of religious 

piety are interpreted by the government of Uzbekistan as forms of political 

militancy that aim to destabilize the current regime and replace it with an 

Islamic political order based on the rule of the shar'ia.21 However, the daily 
routines of communal life nourished by women's worlds of sociality and ritual 

are less likely to be disrupted by official restrictions on Islam than by longer 
term socio-economic transformations that erode community in favour of 

more individualistic forms of leisure and consumption. Expressions of Islamic 

piety may themselves become suffused with populist longings for a more just 

society and a new sense of community, as elsewhere in the Muslim world 

(Abrahamian 1993; Ayubi 1991; Zubaida 1989). 

Conclusion 

We have argued that Soviet policies in Central Asia resulted in the 'politiciz- 

ing' of many forms of local religious and customary practice through policies 
which made them the target of sustained propaganda efforts. Nevertheless, 
these practices remained an active and important part of Central Asian life; 
accommodations were made to the new requirements of Soviet ceremonial 

etiquette, and these had the effect both of transforming the rituals themselves 

and of subverting the intentions of would-be reformers. To the extent that 

women's rituals, carried out in the privacy of their homes, escaped the scrutiny 
reserved to men's more public activities, it could be argued that they played 
a pivotal role in the transmission of local custom and religious practices during 
the Soviet period. 

The post-independence period, which brought with it a valorization of 

Uzbek identity and a lifting of the ban on the practice of Islam, has been rich 

in paradoxes. The return to 'authentic' Uzbek culture was most evident in 

increased interest in Islamic learning (through a revitalized madrassa system) 
and the performance of religious obligations. The official reaffirmation of 

Uzbek identity also involved an articulation of national values that explicitly 
targeted women as an important repository of their expression.28 However, 
custom and ritual also became the terrain upon which changing social strat- 

ification and widening disparities in wealth and status were played out through 
the medium of new patterns of consumption. Clearly, while local custom pre- 

occupied Soviet officialdom as a site of resistance to modernization, the 

espousal of new 'traditionalism' by some sections of the moneyed elite caused 

a new and different sort of concern over forms of conspicuous consumption 
that could inflame the impoverished masses. The invocation of what are cur- 

rently being east as traditional Uzbek values, such as tight-knit families, respect 
for age and gender hierarchies, and mutual aid in the mahalla, can act as 

agents of social cohesion, whereas ostentatious displays of wealth and power, 
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whatever cultural idiom they are expressed in, elicit ambivalence and unease. 

The response of the government to the perceived Islamic threat and the appar- 
ent unravelling of the social fabric was to resort to a new nationalist peda- 

gogy by teaching Uzbek national and civic values in the school curriculum.29 

One of the ironies of history may prove to be that Soviet 'modernization- 

without-the market' (Kandiyoti 1996) may have been less threatening to local 

communal life than the rapid socio-economic changes occasioned by post- 
Soviet transformations. 

Despite the apparent continuity in many aspects of women's social and 

ritual lives there have, in fact, been significant changes. As noted above in rela? 

tion to the changing place of otin, the revival of madrassa education after inde? 

pendence meant that new, younger entrants joined the ranks of religious 

specialists, both male and female, transforming the relative prestige attached to 

different practitioners on a new scale of Islamic learning. In addition, the 

increased demand for the services of such practitioners stimulated the creation 

of a new employment market that is potentially more lucrative than many of 

the jobs that are currently available to women.30 This may have the unin- 

tended consequence of rupturing a long tradition of Central Asian women's 

oral transmission and musical performance. Whereas the demarcations between 

women's various ritual activities remained blurred in the past, containing as 

they did elements of Islamic worship alongside more esoteric beliefs, in the 

future these may become more sharply differentiated. Indeed, as the mavlid, 
Bibi Seshanbe, and Mushkul Kushod described above began to be performed 

freely and openly, women's practices started to receive unfavourable attention 

both from the religious establishment and from community leaders, including 
madras a-trained women calling for more orthodox religious observance. These 

incipient tendencies may have been forestalled both by the tightening of con- 

trols on Islamic education and by the exclusion of women from formal reli? 

gious learning.31 Nevertheless, they opened women's activities to new forms 

of control and scrutiny 
The fmal paradox is that we may have returned full circle to the 'politi- 

cization' of custom in a climate where Islam is no longer treated as a marker 

of personal piety and cultural identity, but as a statement of political affilia- 

tion underpinned by local militancy and transnational expressions of radical 

Islam. One of the consequences of post-Soviet transition was an opening-out 
to the outside world which brought the Central Asian region into contact 

with important centres of Islamic civilization in the Arab world, South Asia, 

Turkey, and Iran. These potentially enriching cultural encounters have been 

marred by regional instability and conflict, and by concerns about the inter? 

nal stability of regimes. However, thus far the ethnographic record suggests 
that, whatever the vagaries of official positions, women's worlds of custom and 

ritual have a vitality and resilience that continues to be fuelled by their par- 

ticipants' search for self-expression and autonomy. 

NOTES 

1 Nadira Azimova carried out fieldwork on ritual life in Ferghana in the early years of the 

post-Soviet period, soon after Uzbekistan became an independent nation-state in 1991. Our 
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joint fieldwork centred around various aspects of gender relations in households and social net- 
works. The centrality of women's ritual participation to the reproduction of Uzbek communal 
life asserted itself with an insistence that demanded separate attention. 

2 For instance, in The October Revolution and women's liberation in Uzbekistan, a typical example 
of this genre, Aminova asserts (1985) that women east off the yoke of oppressive traditions to 
become full members of the socialist workforce. 

3 For an incisive account of the vagaries of Soviet ethnography as it tried to defme both 
itself and the pre-industrial societies of the USSR, see Slezkine (1991). 4 After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the Central Asian republics emerged as de facto 
independent nation-states. Uzbekistan formally declared its independent nation-statehood in 

September 1991. 
5 

Despite broad similarities in the general thrust of campaigns of scientific atheism in other 

parts of the Soviet Union, this particular constellation of historical and geopolitical influences 

gave Islam a critical place. 
6Amir Timur, known as Tamerlane in Europe (1336-1405), was the leader of one of the last 

empires focused upon Central Asia. Although the emergence of the Uzbek people as a recog- 
nizable political force actually occurred in large part through the consolidation of Shaibanid 

dynastic power in the region in the sixteenth century, Timur's heroic qualities as state- 
builder and patron of arts and culture have given him pride of place as the country s national 
hero. 

The influence of theYassaviya appears to have waned and become limited to a single region, 
whereas another Sufi order, the Naqshbandia, became predominant in most parts of Central 
Asia. 

8 This argument is elaborated in the work of Roy (2000) who points to the 'colonization' 
of Soviet institutions by local forms of association. 

He notes, for instance, that when beginning a ritual, shamans appealed first to Allah, then 
to the various Muslim saints, and only afterwards to their helping spirits whom they thought 
of as a kind of genie (jinn), beings which are frequently mentioned in the Qu'ran. 

A variety of different terms is used in different regions of Uzbekistan: otyn-oy, otyncha 
(which normally refers to younger women, but is used across the board in Andijan), bibi-mulla, 
bibi-otyn, or otyn bibi, all of which refer to the same kind of specialist. The term behalfa is found 
in Samarkand and adjoining regions. 11 

Comparable to the Young Turks in the Ottoman empire, the Jadidists were proponents of 
modern schooling and literature in the vernacular. For a detailed account, see Khalid (1998). 

It is no coincidence, for instance, that while Soviet ethnographers made much of the sup- 
posedly pre-Islamic nature of many Central Asian religious forms, Western sovietologists 'played 
up' the notion of an 'Islamic threat' to the USSR emanating from the region; these themes 
were deployed in simplistic and exaggerated form in Western Cold War propaganda. 13 For an excellent account of popular Islam in the east Black Sea region of Turkey, see, for 

example, Beller-Hann and Hann (2001). For an early account of magico-ritual practices in Iran, 
see Donaldson (1938). 14 This is the term employed in Uzbekistan from the Arabic mawlid. These rituals are known 
as mevlud in Turkish and molud in Persian. In this article, the term mavlid is used with refer- 
ence to Uzbekistan, and mevlud for Turkey. 15 The material on mavlid recitations and the performance of bibi seshanbe and mushkul kushod 
is drawn from Nadira Azimova's field notes on rural Ferghana in the early years of indepen? 
dence. The material on women's networks, sociability, and ceremonial costs is based on the 

findings of a research project conducted by Deniz Kandiyoti in the provinces of Andijan and 

Kashkadarya, between 1997 and 1999 on 'Domestic economy and female labour supply in 
Uzbekistan'. This research was made possible through a grant from the Department of Inter? 
national Development, UK with support from UNDP, Tashkent. 

16 The gap (from the verb gaplashmak, to talk) is a distinctive local institution serving both as 
a social gathering and as a rotating savings association. There are both single-sex (men-only 
and women-only) and mixed-sex gaps. Members take part in rotating get-togethers, each paying 
a fixed sum which is index linked by being pegged to the price of meat or to US dollars. The 
member hosting the get-together keeps the lump sum and may use the money to defray extra 

expenses such as the purchase of household goods, house repairs, or treatment for a sick family 
member. 
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17 This often involved the shedding of 'Europeanized' items (such as the white wedding dress) 
in favour of more 'traditional' wedding accoutrements. 

18 It is thought that the circulation of a video recording of the event showing the presenta- 
tion of sumptuous gifts such as expensive cars and televisions may have triggered this episode. 
Another version of the story points to rumours about guests at the wedding having showered 
the bride and groom with 'greenbacks' (US dollars). 19 The hostess's daughters and daughters-in-law scent the room with the fragrant herb, issrik. 
The perfume is passed around and each woman puts a few drops on her neck; its fragrance 
will be recognized by the angels in the next world, signalling that the woman has deserved 
absolution through her participation in the mavlid. Each woman also looks into a mirror lying 
before the otin and kisses it in token of her hope of coming face to face with the Prophet in 
the next world. 

~'It must be noted that the payandoz which usually consists of roughly two metres of colour- 
ful fabric, such as silk or velvet, or more rarely a carpet, also has a ceremonial use in marriages, 
being laid out for the groom to tread on when he first enters the house of his bride. After he 
has walked over it, those present rush forwards to try to seize the payandoz: whoever succeeds 
will be the next in the community to be married. I am grateful to Saurjan Yakupov for this 
clarification. 

21 In 1991 this consisted of about 10-20 sums per woman or a total of about 500-1000 sums 

(roughly equivalent to $10 at the time of fieldwork). " For an account of attacks on zar (spirit possession) ceremonies by Egypt's purist 
Muslim clerics, see El Kholy (2002). A similar trend became apparent in Uzbekistan in the 

early years of independence in 1992-3, with attacks on women's propitiatory rituals becoming 
a prominent theme of Friday sermons in many mosques. One of the effects of greater freedom 
of worship appears to have been to attract negative attention to what had previously been a 

private aspect of women's ritual lives into which officialdom, religious or secular, had made no 
incursions. 

" I am grateful to Kathryn Spellman for sharing her fieldwork notes on Iranian women's 
networks in London. She notes that many of her informants did not attend sofrehs which call 
on the pari because they were considered to stand outside legitimate Islamic practice. Some 
women, on the other hand, believed that sofreh Bibi-se-shambe is a legitimate religious 
practice. ~4 The special books utilized on these occasions contain an esoteric mixture of references to 

religion and mythical tales. The readings, except for Qu'ranic suras, are in Uzbek language. 
""In the aftermath of independence, the cadres of the ruling party of Uzbekistan were mainly 

drawn from the former Communist Party but traded Communist rhetoric for nationalism. 

Although the government was initially inclined to refer to the Muslim faith and the glorious 
historical past in the search for a new national identity (with Karimov himself performing the 

hajj), a more authoritarian stance vis-a-vis the practice of Islam has followed the series of events 
assumed to be engineered by Islamic radicals to destabilize the regime. 26 The scale of the clamp-down may be gauged from the fact that in 1997 Uzbekistan had 
more than 4,200 mosques of which 2,433 operated in the Ferghana valley. Already in 1999 
after the adoption of the new laws, official statistics reported the existence of only 1,556 reg- 
istered mosques and official Muslim schools (Narodnoye Slovo, 14 Aug. 1999, cited in Ilkhamov 

[2001:45]). 
Even before this latest phase, some authors were arguing that restrictions on religious 

freedom in Uzbekistan constituted a fertile terrain for human rights abuses (Sapper Simpson, 
1998-9). Many commentators suggest that such abuses can now take place with impunity. 28 Since 1998, the Women's Committee of Uzbekistan has staged nation-wide competitions 
to identify the 'Best daughter-in-law', highlighting the qualities of docility, maternal caring, and 

competent housekeeping. This represents both an affirmation of traditional Uzbek values and 
a distancing from Soviet images of emancipated womanhood. 

29 These are a mixture of civic education and national ethics. The textbooks on Milli Istiqlol 
G'oyasi va Manaviyat Asoslari (The goal of national independence and elements of spirituality) 
range widely from rules of etiquette to aspirational human virtues. 

30 There are indications that there are a range of new aspiring entrants, including some pro- 
fessional women, who are opting to retrain as otins by taking short courses in Qu'ranic recita- 
tion to equip them to conduct women's prayers and other ceremonies. 
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31 Women's access to formal religious training is contracting faster than men's. The 
Kukuldash madrassa which allowed girls and female adolescents to attend is now reserved to 

boys only The madrassa Imam al-Bukhari in Tashkent opened a girls' section in 1993 which 
closed almost immediately under pressure from fundamentalist elements of the official 

clergy 
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Le collectif et le sacre : Punivers rituel des femmes 

d'Ouzbekistan 

Resume 

Les auteurs analysent la participation des femmes aux rites de passage et aux rituels religieux 
et propitiatoires en Ouzbekistan, avec en toile de fond la ? politisation ? des coutumes sous 
le regime sovietique, puis les revirements successifs de l'attitude officielle vis-a-vis de l'islam 

depuis la fin de l'URSS. Malgre les fluctuations du discours officiel, la persistance des rituels 
feminins peut etre expliquee par leur integration dans les notions locales de participation 
collective et leur role dans la reproduction au jour le jour de la vie collective. Pendant la 
periode post-sovietique, le rituel est devenu ainsi un lieu d'affirmation d'une identite ouzbek 

authentique et d'affichage des disparites croissantes de fortune et de statut par le biais de la 
consommation qui a engendre des campagnes de propagande contre l'ostentation. Bien que 
le raisonnement sous-tendant ces actions soit tres different de celui des modernisateurs sovie- 

tiques, elles aussi font de la vie rituelle le centre de la vie sociale ouzbek et s'adressent aux 
femmes en tant que gardiennes des coutumes locales. 
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