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Prologue

The expressive arts played a dramatic and highly visible role in the former
Soviet empire. Unlike the United States, the arts in the Soviet Union re-
ceived extensive public support through state-sponsored schools to train
professional dancers and performing troupes such as the great Kirov and
Bolshoi ballet companies. At the regional level, the famous pan–Soviet
Moiseyev company toured the world featuring “national” dances repre-
senting the diverse republics and peoples comprising the Soviet Union.
Why did the Soviet government choose dance as a political medium? How
did the expressive arts affect Soviet society, and how did such close links
with the state affect art and artists? What did it mean to be an artist trained
and employed by a colonial government?

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, firsthand field research be-
came a viable prospect for Western social scientists for the first time in
over seventy years. As a scholar interested in Asian populations, social
change, and dance, I found the former Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan a
fascinating research site. With a population of some twenty million, it was
by far the largest of the former Soviet Muslim Central Asian republics. It
was also likely to be significant internationally because of its wealth of
natural resources, most notably oil, gold, and arable land. Uzbekistan also
has a rich and complex historical legacy because its territory was located
on the Silk Road and contained the legendary cities of Samarkand and
Bukhara.

As for dance, I found two provocative references in the works of Mary
Grace Swift (1968: 179–182) and Gregory Massell (1974). Swift gave a brief
capsule history of Tamara Khonim, the first woman in Uzbekistan to
dance unveiled in public. According to Swift, the first dancers in Uzbek-
istan were highly controversial figures in Soviet programs to encourage
Uzbek women to abandon Muslim practices such as veiling. One of the
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early dancers in Khonim’s troupe was murdered by her brother for danc-
ing in public. How could performing lead to violence? Why would women
risk their lives to dance?

Massell (1974: 175n., 239–244) said that the Soviet state used the per-
forming arts to publicize programs to enlist women as a “surrogate pro-
letariat” in Central Asia. How did the Soviet state use the expressive arts
as tools of social change? Did everyday gestures and kinetic practices be-
come significant bases of a new national identity? Did the Soviet govern-
ment attempt to create a new national consciousness through embodied
knowledge? If so, how? What impacts did participating in Soviet arts pro-
grams have on individual dancers, and in turn, how did Uzbek artists
shape national dance? These questions became the focus of my long-term
field research.
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Note on Transliteration

Uzbek was written in a modified Cyrillic alphabet through most of the
Soviet period. The Uzbek government recently adopted a new, Latin al-
phabet to replace Cyrillic. For ease of comprehension, I have chosen to
transliterate Uzbek following the conventions Khayrulla H. Ismatulla pro-
vides in his Uzbek-English textbook, Modern Literary Uzbek (1995: 1–2).
Some sounds in Uzbek have no counterparts in English. To give the
reader a rough idea, I include my impressions of them below in paren-
theses. Russian speakers will find some of the words in the text familiar.
Many Uzbek speakers, especially in the capital city of Tashkent, use words
borrowed or adapted from Russian. These words appear as my interview
partners used them and are transliterated employing Ismatulla’s conven-
tions for Uzbek.

ö has no counterpart in English (a rounder version of the sound “Awww”)

q indicates a sound made in the back of the throat (like the “k” in “caw”)

gh has no counterpart in English (I practiced gargling to learn it)

kh indicates a “ch” (as in “Bach”)



Introduction

The occasion was iftar, an evening feast held during the holy month of
Ramadan. I was attending as the American friend of a couple, Marat1 and
Mohira, who were members of the intelligentsia. I followed Mohira’s
broad back, encased in a heavy black coat, and looked at her dainty
pointed black boots clipping staunchly along the slushy sidewalk. My own
feet were cold, wet and sticky in boots from a Tashkent shop. Glue holding
the boots together melted and ran into my socks whenever I wore them.
Marat pointed out a graveyard to the right where his parents were buried.
We were on our way to visit Marat’s brothers who shared a compound on
the outskirts of Tashkent. I had only arrived in Uzbekistan a month before
and was delighted to be included in a family occasion.

The house was guarded, like most, by a high wall and was entered
through a heavy gate of solid metal. A group of women and children
surged out of the open gate to greet us murmuring, “Qalaysiz” (How are
you?) and “Yakhshi keling” (Welcome) in soft voices. Mohira and the
women embraced by standing face to face, grasping each other’s elbows,
right hand to the other’s left elbow, and left hand to the other’s right
elbow. After a moment’s hesitation and slightly startled glances, our host-
esses touched my elbows too but kept as much distance as possible be-
tween their bodies and mine. I felt very much an outsider, although I
appreciated the effort the women made to welcome me. Mohira paused
to hug two young girls leaning out the window.

Our hostesses led us through the gate into a courtyard bordered by
walls and doors. The compound was built in a rectangle, composed of
strings of rooms forming the sides of the courtyard. I caught a brief
glimpse into a cramped kitchen lit by yellow light in the middle of the
yard as our hostesses led Mohira and me to rooms on the right. Marat
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did not come with us, and I did not see him again until it was time to
leave.

Slipping off our shoes at the doorsill, we entered a room with a long,
low table covered with tiny bowls and dishes filled with delicacies. An
elderly lady sat at the head of the table. Behind her was a cabinet with
glass doors filled with photographs and china. To her left were small tables
with a telephone and a television. As we entered, she heaved herself pain-
fully to her feet to embrace Mohira. Wrinkled, bent, smiling, and nearly
toothless, she hugged me warmly although we had never met before. For
the first time since crossing the threshold of this house, I relaxed. Mohira
and I sat near the head of the table at the old woman’s right-hand side.
We rested on quilts laid on the floor, with cushions to support our backs.

The profusion of dishes on the table was overwhelming: triangles and
half circles of crisp pastry filled with minced lamb or grated pumpkin
(qowoq), flat golden rounds of bread (non), white fluff, yogurt cream, nuts,
black raisins, yellow cake with chocolate icing, thin oily pancakes folded
into quarters, and candies wrapped in twists of paper. The women at the
table gestured, inviting me to eat. I knew that during the month of Ram-
adan observant Muslims do not eat or drink from sunup to sundown. I
looked out the window and saw that dusk had not yet fallen. I shook my
head and sensed approval and a slight thaw from the other women. We
waited together until sundown to begin the feast.

Young and middle-aged women entered, alone or in groups of two or
three. I watched Mohira and the other women at the table carefully for
etiquette. Each time a new person came, we all stood and greeted the
newcomer, embracing with hands briefly touching the other’s elbows,
then seated ourselves again. By the time seven or eight women had en-
tered, I felt like a jack-in-the-box and my knees and legs ached from re-
peatedly rising and sinking to the floor.

When about ten of us ringed the table, the elderly lady rapidly mum-
bled under her breath, while everyone silently gazed down into cupped
hands. I caught only the last word in each phrase— . . . tursin (may you
stay) . . . bölsin (may you be). As her voice rose to an emphatic close, every-
one whispered a phrase, raised their cupped hands to their faces, then
swept their hands over their foreheads and cheeks as though rinsing them
with water.

Another very elderly lady entered, her hair improbably black and her
lips an eye-catching carnation pink. She had bright blue eyes, although
one was clouded with white tissue. Assisted by one of the younger women,
the first elderly lady rose to her feet to greet the newcomer, then tottered
out of the room. The elderly lady with blue eyes took over the head of
the table.

Mohira was asked to recite the Quran. She recited a portion of a sura
(chapter), her clear voice rising and falling, bringing out each syllable of
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the rhythmic phrases. Two more women recited long sections as well,
followed by two or three short recitations. The women began checking
their watches. Finally, at fifteen minutes after six our hostesses brought
pots of tea into the room. Guests who had been fasting all day gingerly
sipped water.

“Oling, oling” (eat, eat, or literally, take, take). People urged food on
each other and on me, proffering dishes, even plopping things on my
plate. I made a careful mental inventory of dishes on the table, knowing
I would want to list them later in my field notes. We started with the crisp
pastries filled with meat or squash (somsa). I recognized the somsa Mohira
had made the day before. We had spent the afternoon in her kitchen
while I grated chunks of orange squash with dark green skins (qowoq), and
she rolled out fragile circles of dough. With pride I noticed that hers were
the prettiest on the plates of somsa scattered around the table. Women
turned over the somsa with quick, assessing glances, before biting into
them. I saw that some were burnt black on the bottom, while others were
golden brown.

A sweet white fluff that tasted like marshmallow was a great favorite.
The women tore chunks off flat chewy rounds of bread and dipped them
into the fluff. The bread seemed all the same to me, but Mohira told me
there were three different kinds on the table, each with a special name.
The only differences I could find were in the markings pricked into the
rounds: some had crosshatches and others had circles.

We ate until I thought I would not be able to stand up. A meat broth
filled with bits of meat and shaved noodles was followed by two kinds of
dolma, one made with grape leaves stuffed with ground meat and rice and
the other with cabbage leaves. Using their fingers, the women ate every
bit of the heaps of oily shaved noodles with bits of horse meat (norin).
The dish was a great delicacy and very difficult to make because cutting
the noodles into fine slivers was a very time-consuming process. I tried to
look pleased too, although I knew norin was so heavy that my stomach
would ache all night. The final course was kebabs, savory ground meat
shaped into dainty oblongs the size of my thumb and grilled on skewers.

While we ate, the women chatted. One woman challenged the wording
of one line of Mohira’s recitation of the Quran. Mohira responded gra-
ciously but firmly. After a bit more discussion, the women decided to
consult a text. Someone came to the door from the courtyard and handed
in a book. Squinting at the page, the challenger sent a child for her
glasses. The point was settled, and the challenger thanked Mohira, who
seemed to have won the genteel debate. I sensed that rather than an
occasion of commensality, this gathering was a nuanced and highly com-
petitive game. I wondered if the tensions I sensed were common among
women, or particular to this group of relatives.

Conversation turned to families. Each woman asked every other woman
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in the room after the well-being of relatives, children, and grandchildren,
by name. The questions and answers were a smooth, rapid litany:

And how is your daughter Halima?
Thank you, thanks be to God.
And how is your granddaughter Kamila?
Thank you, thanks be to God.

After a woman managed a particularly long string of inquiries, a victo-
rious glint flashed in her eyes at the feat of memory. Mohira received
condolences on a recent death in her family. Although I was a stranger,
I was included with hesitant questions after my parents (Well, thanks be
to God) and my children (None). Again I felt my isolation from the tight
web of relationships linking the other women at the table, and the polite
puzzlement of the women.

Talk drifted to prices. One family was assembling a dowry. A woman
discussed the price of a Bukharan carpet her family had just purchased
for the bride. Although she expressed shock about the rapid increase in
prices, her face bore a triumphant, if somewhat pained, smile.

Mohira introduced me as her guest. “She is a Japanese girl, but from
America. Her father is a big professor of sociology. On his birthday, she
sent him a computer letter. She concerns herself with national people’s
dances and is writing a book about them.” Mohira had been distant, even
cool, to everyone but the first very elderly lady and to the children. I
sensed that she stressed my foreign origin, academic family, access to tech-
nology, and education as a way of affirming and adding to her own status.
I wondered why Mohira wanted to display me like an exotic bird. She was
very successful professionally. Why did she feel the need for additional
affirmation among her husband’s relatives? Even though it was unusual
to tell a guest to bring gifts, she had told me to bring lots of American
candy to this iftar “for the children.” Since even local sugar and candy
were quite costly for the average Uzbek budget, our hostesses received the
imported candy with eyebrows raised in impressed surprise. While bring-
ing me to the iftar celebration was indeed a gracious kindness to me as a
visitor, it also seemed that I was a counter in the game between Mohira
and the other women.

Shortly after we finished the last course, Mohira requested permission
to leave, saying that the buses stopped at eight p.m. One of the older ladies
murmured another long rhythmic series of sentences, perhaps a blessing,
which all received with cupped hands. As we left, I saw several teenage
girls working in the courtyard kitchen. Our hostesses huddled in the chilly
February weather in kerchiefs, faded print housedresses, and layers of
sweaters. Their noses were bright red and they looked quite exhausted
and miserable. They had spent only a brief time at the feast. I realized
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with a guilty pang that they had labored in the cold, cooking, fetching
pots of tea, and serving course after course while we dined like queens. I
looked at Mohira, resplendent in a warm, elegant coat and boots, and saw
that a huge disparity existed between her, a member of the intelligentsia,
and her in-laws.

Mohira had pursued education and a profession during the Soviet pe-
riod, and continued her work after independence. Although I had no
opportunity to speak with Mohira’s in-laws because they had been in the
kitchen all day, they seemed to have taken the more traditional Central
Asian route of domesticity. They cooked while a horde of children played
in the courtyard. From their worn clothing and thin bodies, they appeared
far less affluent than Mohira. I realized that several of the women were
actually much younger than I had thought at first. Chapped faces and
hunched postures had given them the appearance of middle age. Partic-
ipation in public life had brought Mohira material comfort, education,
recognition, and confidence. Domesticity seemed to have given her fe-
male in-laws limited means, strained health, fatigue, and many children.

HOST AND GUEST

The courtesy Marat’s relatives showed me exemplified the frame that
would dominate every interaction that occurred during my field research
in Uzbekistan: the relationship between host and guest. This norm of
hospitality governed every transaction, from purchasing items in stores,
asking directions, conducting interviews, meeting neighbors, or making
friends. Whatever other dynamics affected these relationships, I was always
first and foremost a mehmon, a guest. Being a mehmon meant that I was
allowed to make faux pas, while those I met were supposed to offer help
and hospitality. Doing so acknowledged and added to the stature of my
host and to me as a guest of the country. At the very least, no request I
made could directly be refused. People constantly referred to me as the
mehmon.

Guests have a special status in Uzbekistan. When I thanked people for
assistance or hospitality, they frequently responded with the aphorisms
“Guests are gifts from God,” meaning helping a visitor was a sacred duty
and their efforts would be rewarded many times over. Another frequent
response was “A guest comes before even your father,” in other words, as
hosts they should give me every welcome possible. Thus, although gender,
age, appearance, and the purpose of this project were all factors in the
interview, the paramount frame was the relationship between host and
guest.

The iftar celebration provided a point of departure into understanding
Uzbek hospitality. The guests did not lift a finger to help the busy host-
esses. The modest household that treated us to a lavish feast almost cer-
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tainly went hungry to feed us. Such feasts were a common event in
Uzbekistan. Holidays, birthdays, weddings, and “teas” were other occasions
when I enjoyed elaborate entertainment.

Visitors to Uzbekistan quickly discover that an invitation to choy (tea) is
a memorable experience. “Tea” is a lengthy meal in a private home, usu-
ally requiring at least a full day of labor by several women. Upon arrival,
guests are seated at a table covered by a tablecloth and an overwhelming
array of small dishes of nuts, candies, raisins, and fresh fruit. At most of
the teas I attended, male and female guests sat at the same table. The
host, usually the male head of the household, tore flat rounds of non into
fragments and scattered them around the table. The hostess perched
briefly at the table to pour the first of many rounds of tea into small china
bowls (piyolalar) or placed someone near the head of the table in charge
of the teapot.

The women in the household worked in the kitchen, emerging to clear
the table and to serve the next course. Tea usually consisted of three or
more courses, beginning with shorba (a soup of lamb, carrots, onions, and
potatoes), followed by second or even third courses such as steamed
dumplings (manti) or stuffed grape leaves (dolma). The final course was
always palov, a steaming platter of rice boiled with sauteed lamb, carrots,
onions, cumin, and garlic. Fruit in season, perhaps a melon, completed
the meal. Guests left shortly after eating the last bite.

Standing in the vestibule, host and guests pressed gifts on each other
after polite refusals. The women who had worked so hard in the kitchen
would finally come out to say good-bye and accept well deserved compli-
ments on their hard work. Men might receive a shirt, a dark green and
white embroidered cap (döppi), or a gilt-handled knife with a steel blade
(pichoq). People gave me gifts appropriate for women: dress lengths of
atlas (the national fabric of silk dyed in multicolored ikat patterns) or a
döppi embroidered with gold thread. I usually gave imported candy and a
plastic shopping bag from an American store filled with small items such
as lipsticks, pens, and notepads. I would hand the bag to the hostess so
she could dole out items to household members later.

As I became more familiar with the cost of living, I realized that the
meal and gifts were a substantial burden on a household’s resources. A
dress length of atlas alone cost one to two weeks’ salary. Why did people
engage in such lavish hospitality? An invitation to tea was an investment
in a potentially long-standing relationship between host and guest. Giving
gifts as a way to initiate a relationship (Malinowski [1922] 1984) or to
enhance the prestige of the donor (Mauss 1967: 37–39) are familiar
themes in anthropology. Like a Kula armband or a potlatch, tea in Uz-
bekistan honored both donor and recipient and affirmed the bond be-
tween them. Months and even years later, people would refer with pride
and satisfaction to the occasion when someone was a guest in their home.
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During tea or soon afterward, people often began to explore mutually
beneficial exchanges. For example, over tea one hostess asked me to be
on the board of an international women’s organization she wanted to
found, and to make a contribution to the organization. I learned to be
careful about accepting lavish hospitality until I knew what my potential
hosts might hope to gain from our relationship. I did not want anyone to
invest a substantial portion of the household resources with unrealistic
expectations of my resources.

Especially during my first visit in 1992, I was often the first American
an individual had ever met. People were uncertain what I might be able
to do, and had oddly skewed notions of American life based on American
television series such as Santa Barbara. I encountered requests as modest
as a few aspirin, due to an absolute dearth of reliable medicines after
Uzbekistan declared independence from the Soviet Union. Requests for
English lessons for children were frequent. At the other end of the spec-
trum, a few people asked if I could send one of their children to America
for a college education. I also had to be careful not to give more than a
token souvenir such as a postcard too soon, lest the recipient feel unduly
obligated to meet my next request.

By 1994, several years of encounters with foreigners had led Tashkent
residents to more realistic expectations and greater caution about extend-
ing hospitality. In rural areas I visited, I continued to encounter the open
hospitality I had encountered in 1992.

Erving Goffman ([1974] 1986: 10) developed the notion of “frame” for
categories of social events and the “principles of organization” governing
different kinds of interactions. Uzbeks often applied the frame of hospi-
tality to situations I was accustomed to thinking of in terms of a contract
for buying goods or hiring labor. For instance, through friends I arranged
to stay in an apartment. I thought that I was renting the apartment, for
an appropriate sum of money. I was quite disconcerted to walk in and
find my “landlady” having tea and a snack in the kitchen with another
woman. Although I had given her money to live there, she thought that
she was still free to come and go in the apartment. I learned that she
thought of herself not as a landlady, but as a hostess. Anything I gave her,
including money, was simply a gift from a guest. As a guest, I was supposed
to happily accept whatever accommodations she graciously allowed me.

I suspect that this difference in interpretation was due in large part to
the fact that we were used to two different economic systems. According
to one Uzbek acquaintance, the government provided housing until in-
dependence. Thereafter, people could own their own residences and
could buy and sell them. Thus, the notion of renting, buying or selling
housing was still relatively new in 1994. I was used to a capitalist economy,
with the notions of contract such as leases and exchange of rights or goods
for money. My “hostess,” on the other hand, had probably received
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housing as an entitlement from the government most of her life. The
notion of renting an apartment seemed wholly unfamiliar to her. She
applied the more familiar “frame” of hospitality to define the relationship
with me, a foreigner and a stranger staying in her home. Through a friend
who had arranged for me to stay in her apartment, we untangled the
misunderstanding and I began looking for other quarters.

The frame of host and guest, although often heartwarming, could and
did leave me in a position of almost total dependence on the choices and
generosity of my hosts. Polite guests do not complain, and should be de-
lighted with whatever is offered. While these norms were appropriate for
occasions such as tea, they could be quite disconcerting as a paradigm for
transactions I thought of as commercial exchanges. I learned, however,
to be aware that situations I would view as contractual exchanges in the
United States might be interpreted as an exchange of gifts in Uzbekistan,
leaving me with no recourse but hope that my host’s inclinations would
coincide with mine.

The relationships forged through hospitality also served as an entree
into a network of information and access to scarce goods. With erratic
means of supply for consumer goods, individuals were largely dependent
on an informal network of relatives and friends for obtaining scarce items.
Hospitality often initiated membership into a loose but critical web of
information about where one could find butter today, or an opportunity
to share in a lucky purchase of honey. It also provided occasions for buy-
ing items. At one bridal party I attended, women huddled in a corner to
examine goods one of the guests had recently brought back from a trip
to Iran.

Hospitality was such an important aspect of Uzbek life that Jamila, a
young woman who grew up in a rural village, identified it as essential to
being Uzbek:

MD : What does it mean to be Uzbek?

Jamila : Uzbek people have a broad hug [gesturing wide with her arms, then mim-
ing a hug]. I think you have met mostly Tashkent Uzbeks. The system has changed
them. They have become [clenching her fist and squeezing] . . . They are not like
others. If someone lives in Tashkent for a long time, then comes back, they will
say “You have become dry” [Quruq bölib tursan]. Lots of talk, “Oh, come, you must
be my guest” but no meaning. But elsewhere, even if people have not enough
food, they will say come be my guest. They are happy to see guests—they will say
you have been like a river—while we have been here. “What is happening?” They
like to talk.

GENDER AND COLONIALISM

The iftar celebration was also a microcosm of relationships and issues
that shaped my fieldwork in Uzbekistan. It embodied a map of funda-
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mental distinctions constituting social order. As we entered, the men went
to the left of the compound and women went to the right, marking the
acutely segregated nature of relationships between men and women. Dur-
ing the day at Marat’s house, I did not see the men again until we were
saying good-bye at the gate to the street, so I do not know what occurred
at the men’s observation of the holiday.

Returning to the women’s celebration of iftar at Mohira’s in-laws, hi-
erarchies based on seniority were clear. The oldest women sat at the head
of the table, with guests seated in descending order by age. Older guests
sat nearest the head of the table and youngest by the foot. Women were
also extremely competitive. Baking, dowries for prospective brides, mem-
ory of family connections, and knowledge of the Quran served as arenas
of delicately pointed combat.

Both Mohira and her husband had attended universities during the
Soviet period and rose to prominent positions for their intellectual
achievements. I had seen Mohira with friends and colleagues who were
also members of the intelligentsia. She was warm and outgoing, greeting
people with a gracious smile. I was surprised and puzzled by the tense
formality of Mohira’s interactions with her in-laws. Our hostesses seemed
both to admire and envy her, while she seemed to hide a touch of disdain
behind a veneer of exquisitely formal manners.

Perhaps the unease between Mohira and her in-laws had a particular
history, but seeing such disparate women together made me wonder how
the Soviet period changed the lives of women. With her education, care-
fully applied makeup, career, and costly European clothing, Mohira
looked almost alien among the tired, gaunt women in their ragged hou-
sedresses and head scarves. Had the Soviets created or enabled radically
different ways of life for women? Who had participated in the Soviet pro-
grams? What had been the individual consequences of doing so? These
issues about the impact of the Soviet period on women suggested the
broader social context and implications of my research.

GENDER, KINSHIP, AND NATIONALISM

Jane Cowan (1990) studied how dance events embody gender hierar-
chies and other political relationships in a Greek community. George
Mosse (1985) looked at the rise of bourgeois morality in relation to the
rise of nationalism in Germany and other European nations. He argued
that notions of “respectability” legitimized the rising middle class. Nation-
alist ideologies co-opted and elaborated ideals of masculinity and femi-
ninity, and male and female beauty. Brackette Williams (1996: 3) asked:

How are different concepts, categories and practices, . . . assimilated to nationalist
movements? How do these assimilations assist or hinder the consolidation of the
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Mustaqillik Maydoni (Independence Square), Tashkent, on Independence Day
(September 1) in 1994.

constellations of ideas and practices referred to as nationalism? How are prior
divisions, such as gender, age, caste and class implicated in the generation of
criteria for citizenship, loyalty and the legitimacy of social actions statistically or
stereotypically associated with status classification?

Uzbek national dances intersect these discussions in several ways. I ex-
plore interrelationships among dance, gender, and nationalism. Broadly,
I ask how kinship idioms and related notions about gender figure into
the ways the state promoted and shaped a national identity, first in the
Soviet period, and later during independence.2 More specifically, I argue
that dancers, as symbolic “girls” or unmarried females in the Uzbek kin-
ship system, were effective symbolic mediators between extended kin
groups and the Uzbek nation-state. National dances and dancing provided
an expressive form and a social space for constructing and representing
notions of “Uzbek” as a collective identity.

METHODS AND DATA

The capital city of Tashkent is a sprawling metropolis with a population
of some two million people. Since it is also the center of the Uzbek pro-
fessional dance world, I spent the majority of my time in Tashkent. Al-
though there is a charming neighborhood of low, clay buildings and
narrow, winding streets known as the “Old City” in Tashkent, most of the
buildings I saw looked contemporary. Downtown Tashkent has wide,
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A howli.

paved avenues with multiple lanes of aggressive automobile drivers. Sleek,
tall buildings border green parks with brass monuments. The subway sys-
tem (metro) is a showcase. Each subway stop is distinct, with murals, bas-
relief portraits of astronauts, or vaulted ceilings with star-patterned mo-
saics in shades of blue. A network of trams and buses extends transpor-
tation to outlying residential neighborhoods.

Tashkentese live in multistory apartment buildings or in compounds
called howlis. The apartments are usually homes for a nuclear family of
parents, children, and perhaps a single relative such as a niece or mother.
Extended families consisting of parents, unmarried children, and married
sons and their wives and children, on the other hand, share a howli. A
howli is a single-story dwelling consisting of strings of rooms built around
a courtyard. The courtyard usually has a vegetable garden, grapevines, and
fruit trees. In warm weather a family takes meals outside on a raised plat-
form called an aywon. When a son in the family marries, he and his bride
receive one or more rooms as private quarters. All of the homes I visited
in Tashkent had cold running water, electricity, and gas. Apartments had
indoor plumbing and hot water as well. Some but not all of the howlis I
visited had hot water.

I made brief trips to four major cities and three rural areas. At the
regional and local levels amateur performing groups were also very active.
I gathered some information on these groups but a systematic study of
them was severely hampered by difficulties with travel outside the capital
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during 1994. Legal requirements for trips inside Uzbekistan were unset-
tled during much of my stay so I decided to concentrate my research on
professional dancers in Tashkent rather than try to divide my time be-
tween Tashkent and another region like Bukhara or Khorezm.

To look beyond the printed history of women and national dances in
Uzbekistan, I used life histories and dance ethnography as principal field-
work methods. I gathered about twenty life and career histories of dancers
to explore the actual impact of Soviet gender policies at the individual
level. A few individuals were kind enough to spend two or three sessions
with me over several weeks; other interviews were as brief as fifteen
minutes during a rehearsal break. Most of the conversations were a single
session of forty-five minutes to an hour. The ages of the individuals I
interviewed ranged from about twelve to seventy, so the life histories give
this study a chronological span from the early years of Soviet rule in Cen-
tral Asia (circa 1924) through Uzbekistan’s political independence (1991)
and the period of my extended field research (1994).

In addition to biographical and autobiographical accounts, I made vid-
eotapes of dances shown on television and filmed live performances and
rehearsals using a portable video camera. Uzbek friends also gave me
several additional videotapes about Uzbek dance as handsome gifts. In
addition, I engaged in participant observation and limited archival re-
search.

LIFE HISTORIES

Professional national dancers were an ideal group for examining the
impact of Soviet reforms on women’s lives because professional national
dance developed during the Soviet regime. Prior to the Soviet period,
women did not dance in public. Dance as a profession was a highly visible
measure that flew in the face of indigenous Muslim norms about the mod-
est conduct expected of women. Dance was so controversial that many of
the earliest dancers were orphans, selected and trained by the state. Due
to the visible and controversial nature of their profession, dancers were
directly confronted with the tensions and contradictions between Soviet
and Muslim norms. While the Soviet programs to introduce women into
the workplace were aimed at many individuals in many other professions,
the dancers presented a very clear-cut and dramatic example.

For comparison I elicited some fifteen life histories of individuals in
other professions, in both urban and rural areas. These individuals ranged
in age from sixteen to seventy. Most of these interviews were with women.

Most of the dancers I talked with were performing, or used to perform,
in one of the five major national dance companies in Tashkent. Dancers
in the Tashkent companies were at the pinnacle of the professional dance
field, thus the sample is weighted toward the most successful professional
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dancers. Within this pool, I spoke to both well-known soloists and mem-
bers of the corps.

Tashkent was the hub of professional dance training and performance.
The most promising children from all over the country came to Tashkent
to study at choreographic schools. Upon graduation, students of an insti-
tute join a professional dance company or return to the provinces to
teach. In 1994, all the graduates of the maktab (school) who I met joined
three of the five major dance companies in Tashkent. In fact the demand
for dancers was so great in 1994, the companies in Tashkent hired the
graduating class and took the next year’s graduating class a year early.

In addition to the professional companies in Tashkent, there were pro-
fessional and amateur regional companies. During visits to three regions,
I interviewed directors of regional dance companies, one amateur com-
pany for children, and one professional company of young adults. I also
spoke with adult participants in a competition for amateur adult folk danc-
ers and singers.

During the interviews I asked about geographic origin, family members,
siblings, occupations of parents and siblings, and the individual’s age and
marital status. I chose these questions because they were the questions
nearly every Uzbek I met immediately asked me. I broadly indicated the
kind of information I was looking for, and my interview partner3 would
look relieved, exhale, and launch into a relaxed, rapid monologue for ten
or fifteen minutes.

Having established the important facts, according to Uzbek conversa-
tional conventions, the talk would turn to dance. With a bit of prompting
from me, we would discuss how the individual chose dance as a profession,
parental response, childhood exposure to dance, training, employment
history, and aspirations for the future. Interviews thus traced the major
“givens” and turning points that shape an Uzbek woman’s life—family and
place of origin, choice of profession, marriage, and motherhood. We dis-
cussed how she managed, or would like to resolve, conflicts, if any, be-
tween her career and her family. I taped most of the interviews, explaining
that I still needed a dictionary for many words and this way I could look
them up later.

Uzbeks usually asked me my ethnic origin, probably because I am
Japanese-American and, based on my appearance, could belong to several
Central Asian ethnic groups. I noticed that asking my interview partner
questions about her ethnicity often caused an embarrassed flush, so I did
not ask this question unless the person was very relaxed and forthcoming.

Dancers who were mestis (a combination of Uzbek and another ethnic
group, usually Tatar or Russian) seemed to be the most uncomfortable
with this question. Uzbek men often married Russian or Tatar women.
Uzbek women, however, virtually always married Uzbek men. I noticed
that women with Tatar or Russian mothers frequently had Russian first
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names and Uzbek last names. Coloring provided another clue, although
it was not always reliable. People with a Russian or Tatar parent or grand-
parent often had light-colored eyes. Blond or auburn hair was also com-
mon. On the other hand, those descended from Tajiks or Uzbeks on both
sides of the family tended to have brown eyes and very dark brown or
black hair.

We often talked in dressing rooms or theaters during breaks or idle
moments of rehearsals. Sometimes we had relative privacy in an empty
corner, backstage, or in the seats for the audience. Other discussions took
place in groups or with a curious, slightly envious audience of other danc-
ers. A few longer interviews occurred over lunch or coffee before or after
rehearsal; interviews with retired dancers took place in their homes or
places where they worked in their second careers. I attended rehearsals
over a period of five months, so most participants knew me at least by
sight for at least several weeks before I requested an interview. Most peo-
ple were pleased and flattered at being invited to participate.

Lewis Langness and Gelya Frank (1981) noted verification as one of the
major difficulties with using life histories. My primary focus in these life
histories was how these individuals interpreted their experiences as danc-
ers during the Soviet years and in the rapidly changing climate of inde-
pendence. I wanted to hear the dancers’ perspectives, so verification was
a secondary concern. Nevertheless I gathered biographical information
and interviews with dancers published in periodicals and books from the
Soviet decades (1930–1990) to compare with the oral accounts I recorded
in 1994. I also gathered comments about dancers from other dancers and
members of the general public.

DATA OR NARRATIVE?

Life histories provide scholars with a host of interpretive choices. James
Peacock and Dorothy Holland’s (1993) thoughtful overview sets up a basic
choice in analyzing life histories. The life history can be a source of in-
formation about events in the past, or it can be a construction of the
speaker’s self. “At one extreme, the narration is only a mirror of reality;
at the other, the narration is the reality” (1993: 371). These poles are not
mutually exclusive; for example, Susan Rodgers (1995) viewed autobiog-
raphies of men who grew up in colonial Indonesia as lenses revealing both
the development of their individual awareness and broader social and
political developments. Rodgers argued that “telling a life unavoidably
also involves telling history in terms of passages through ages of time and
transitions between levels of consciousness and social awareness” (1995:
3).

Thus, in placing this study on the continuum between “objective” data
and “subjective” narrative, I offer it principally as a collection of individual
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women’s recollections of their lives and careers as dancers. Their life his-
tories contain valuable and difficult to obtain information about events,
institutions, and experiences that occurred during the Soviet period. Al-
though I recognize that this information is mediated through the mem-
ories and sensibilities of the individual speakers, I also discuss these
historical developments as they are visible through the retrospective gaze
of my interview partners.

Like Rodgers (1995: 3) I argue that there is an intersection between
personal history and social history.4 Juxtaposing the life histories in this
study reveals the unfolding of profound changes in consciousness during
seventy years of Soviet rule, from obedient child to self-sufficient profes-
sional and from Muslim Central Asian to Soviet citizen.

Another issue I faced as an author was how to present the life histories.
Marjorie Shostak in her well-known study of Nisa, a !Kung woman ([1981]
1983), separated discussion of ethnographic issues from Nisa’s accounts
of her life, and foregrounded lengthy sections of conversations with Nisa.
At the other end of the spectrum, Mary Catherine Bateson (1993) para-
phrased life histories and drew from them to discuss particular themes. A
third alternative would be to intersperse quotations from interviews with
comments and observations (see, e.g., Belinda Bozzoli 1991). I have cho-
sen to use the third approach in order to amplify information from the
life histories with data from dances, archives, and participant-observation.

Peacock and Holland (1993) also problematize the production of a par-
ticular narrative. Life histories are products of a particular time, place,
and relationship. In this study they are conversations held in 1992 or 1994
with me over a tape recorder. In working with the life histories in this
study, I wanted to present them in the spirit in which people shared them
with me, that is, what did participating in interviews mean to my partners?

Richard Bauman (1977) suggested that scholars study verbal art as per-
formance. He identified performance as “a mode of language use, a way
of speaking” (1977: 11). Speakers could “key” listeners that they were
switching from informal conversation to verbal performance through for-
mal devices such as parallel grammatical constructions and changing vocal
intonation (1977: 18–20).

Comparing formal aspects of the life histories with other kinds of oral
speech in Uzbekistan suggested that the life histories were reflexive and
delicately crafted performances. As my interview partners told me about
their experiences, they drew on a repertoire of forms of oral communi-
cation. The presence of the tape recorder usually triggered an immediate
change from conversational speech into a different mode of speech, which
I shall refer to as “formal” speech. People spoke more loudly and slowly.
Men would speak emphatically, sometimes with a ringing tone. Women
lowered their voices about half an octave and adopted a velvety timbre
that reminded me of the American actress Ann Margret. As people
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warmed to their subject, they would often slip into a rhythmic, repetitive
syntax.

While writing this study and listening to recordings of interviews, I rec-
ognized where else I had heard people speak in a similar way. The ca-
dences and syntax of formal speech greatly resembled classical poetry
recitations and speeches given at weddings. Poetry is a beloved art in Uz-
bekistan. Uzbeks take great pride in Central Asian poets. Alisher Navoi
(1441–1501), for example, was a beloved historical figure. In 1994,
contemporary male and female poets were prominent and respected in-
dividuals. The leader of the Opposition Party Erk (freedom) was the male
poet Muhammad Solih. The female national poet Oydin Hojaeva was
elected to Parliament just before I left in 1994.

I saw poetry recitation frequently on television. Poets appeared on talk
shows to read their poetry. Professional emcees used a few lines of verse
to set the stage for the next performer in televised variety concerts. Vocal
timbre and cadence set the poetic speech off from conversational speech.
Male voices were smooth and clear; female voices were deep and soft. The
day after I arrived was the poet Navoi’s birthday (February 8). In the
gloomy winter weather, a line of little girls with enormous fluffy chiffon
bows on their heads stood in front of a monument to Navoi and recited
in shrill voices. I could not understand what they said, but the rhythm of
the words was as even as a metronome. Some of the children even rocked
slightly in time to the words.

Formal speech occurred in social settings as well. At weddings, a steady
stream of friends and relatives would step up to a microphone in front of
hundreds of guests to salute the happy couple with a smooth outpouring
of wishes for their happiness, health, and prosperity. Speakers appeared
delighted and showed no signs of anxiety. The booming microphone and
teeming audience seemed merely to add to their pleasure. The bride and
groom stood with heads respectfully bowed to receive the good wishes.
Guests usually ignored the speaker and continued to eat, drink, and chat
with other people seated at the same table.

Wedding salutations provided a clear example of the sentence struc-
tures that distinguished formal speech from conversational speech. A brief
explanation of Uzbek grammar is necessary. Uzbek is an agglutinative
language that places verbs at the end of a sentence. It is easy to establish
a steady pulse and repetitive rhyme scheme in Uzbek because most verbs
(in the same person) have the same final syllable. For example, formal
speech wishing newlyweds happiness and tranquillity falls into a rhyme as
follows:

Bakhtli bölsin! (Happy may you be!)

Tinchlik bölsin! (Peaceful may you be!)
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By contrast, in conversational speech people usually used sentence struc-
tures and verbal forms that produced a more staggered rhythm. Speech,
at least in the Tashkent dialect with which I am most familiar, ranged
from clipped sentences like “Ketdik!” (Let’s go!) to extended complex
sentences such as “Ishga borib, Kazakstandan kelgan ayol kishini kurib, uyiga
kaitib keldim” (Having gone to work and having seen the woman who came
from Kazakstan, I came back to the house).

People also used formal speech to toast guests invited to their homes
for tea or for feasts such as a dissertation defense I attended. In daily life,
introducing people to each other was also an occasion for lengthy and
flattering descriptions. Exaggeration and hyperbole were the order of the
day on such occasions.

Metaphors were a third marker of formal speech.5 Throughout this
study I present excerpts of interviews translated into English. I have tried
to approximate literal meaning rather than using idioms more familiar to
English speakers. The interviews I elicited were rich in vivid similes, but
it is important to note that such phrases were common in formal speech.
They were cues that the speaker was performing, and wanted eloquently
to express profound and sincere emotion.

A love of beauty and ornamentation was evident in many aspects of
Uzbek life from speech to dress to interior design. Pastoral images from
nature were particular favorites. For example, many women’s names be-
gan with the first syllable Gul (flower) or Oy (moon). Women prized bar-
rettes studded with pearls and sweaters with glittering appliques.
Multicolored painted arabesques and vines graced walls and ceilings in
homes. Panels of plaster fretwork covered conference room walls. Every-
thing had to be pretty (chiroyli). When a hostess asked me to make a table
chiroyli, she wanted me to shake out the tablecloth, smooth it onto the
table, and neatly arrange dishes and napkins. Young girls with sweet smiles
and smooth round faces were chiroyli, as were red flowers, a graceful dan-
cer, or a red pen with white lettering saying “Indiana University.”

I also suspect that formal speech contained many literary allusions and
may be an occasion for the speaker to demonstrate erudition and subtlety.
My knowledge of Uzbek literature was inadequate to recognize most ref-
erences. I did notice that my nickname “Mimi” drew frequent smiles. Peo-
ple often changed it to “Mimikhonim” to create a rhyming allusion to
Bibikhonim, the Chinese princess who had married the Central Asian
ruler Amur Timur (1336–1405). This was a witty reference to my Asian
appearance with a touch of flattery because Bibikhonim was a historic
figure. It may also have been a gentle gibe at my headstrong and career-
oriented American ways. While her husband Amur Timur was away on a
military campaign, Bibikhonim quickly (and, the implication is, willfully)
authorized and built a great madrasa (place of study for Muslim scholars)
before he returned.



18 Gesture, Gender, Nation

A full exploration of the functions of poetry and of oral speech making
is beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, in order to understand
the spirit in which many people participated in interviews with me, it is
important to appreciate the pleasure people took in speaking, and speak-
ing well. Bauman (1977) noted the importance of understanding norms
governing “competence” in verbal performance. In Uzbekistan, formal
speaking was a fundamental skill necessary to participate in frequent and
important social events such as weddings or teas. Based on characteristics
of the language and the delivery style people used during the taped in-
terviews, I conclude that the interviews were performative events like a
television appearance or a wedding speech. They were self-conscious nar-
ratives, shaped by mastery of the idioms of public oral performance and
an appreciation of Uzbek poetry.

Therefore, in deciding whether to present the life histories in this study
as data from which to reconstruct past events or alternatively as oral nar-
ratives, I present them as I believe the speakers intended: as performances
about their experiences as performers. The narratives do contain infor-
mation of historical interest that I discuss from time to time. This study,
however, is primarily about dancers’ memories of the Soviet period and
independence, rather than a social history.

If the life histories were performances, who was the intended audience?
I was the immediate audience. Speakers also understood that I was writing
a book about Uzbek dance and wanted to know about the lives of dancers.
People in the United States would learn about them through reading what
I wrote. In order to understand more fully the underlying dynamics of
the interview process, however, it is necessary to recall the fundamental
relationship discussed at the beginning of this introduction: host and
guest.

The relationship of host and guest made people more willing to accom-
modate my requests for information, and proud to fulfill their obligations
as hosts. It also accounts in part for the formal speech people used in the
interviews. The speakers wanted to honor both me and themselves. View-
ing our interactions within the Uzbek norms and practices of hospitality,
I believe that people gave me their life histories as a gift from a mezbon
(host) to a mehmon (guest). I see these narratives as gifts from the speakers
to future readers. Since gifts also establish ties between donor and recip-
ient, these narratives are tokens of friendship from Uzbek narrators to
readers in the United States. My ethnographic role is that of intermedi-
ary—scribe, translator, and courier of these gifts of story.

DANCES AND DANCING

A second principal method I used was observing, learning, and video-
taping dances. I present selected dances in this study as ethnographic
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records of artists’ observations and experiences. This approach builds on
the work of a number of scholars. Eric Hobsbawm (1983: 1) said “insofar
as there is . . . reference to a historic past, the peculiarity of ‘invented’
traditions is that the continuity with it is largely factitious. . . . [T]hey are
responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old
situations, or which establish their own past by quasi-obligatory repeti-
tion.” He pointed out the difference between wholly new traditions, such
as those created for the Boy Scouts, and older traditions that endure be-
cause people modify and adapt them (1983: 4).

Artists can be influential in the process of maintaining, creating, and
adapting traditions. As Anya Peterson Royce’s discussion (1993: 103–122)
of the Isthmus Zapotec of Mexico demonstrated, Zapotec writers, musi-
cians, dancers, sculptors, and painters help the Zapotec create and main-
tain a strongly marked ethnic identity within the context of Mexican
society.

Turning to dance, the anthropology of dance is a relatively young sub-
field of anthropology. Scholars have looked at dance from various per-
spectives, including form and meaning (Royce 1984), strategies for
defining ethnic identity (Royce 1982: 169–183), a semiotic system (Kaep-
pler 1977), and cultural constructions of gender (Cowan 1990).

Royce (1982: 168–183) demonstrated that social identities can be coded
in dance. Her work among the Zapotec in Mexico showed how the Za-
potec displayed skills in dances as a strategy for defining and maintaining
a distinctive ethnic identity. For example, in a wedding between a Zapotec
and a non-Zapotec, the Zapotec relatives may hire musicians to play the
oldest kinds of music and request the women to wear lavish regional cos-
tumes (Royce 1977: 170). Royce (1991) explained the Zapotec notion of
guendalisaa (creating community through dance, music, and celebration),
which gives a central place of importance to dance. Participating in dance
events (velas) sponsored by families established and maintained an indi-
vidual’s membership in the kin group and Zapotec community.

Sally Ann Ness (1992) unraveled the web of meanings associated with
the sinulog, a ritual incorporating dance and prayer associated with Santo
Nino in Cebu, a Philippine city. Cebu residents believed the sinulog had
ancient origins. Ness identified a version considered “authentic” per-
formed as a prayer to Santo Nino by women who sold candles. Her re-
search also examined variants performed by male dance troupes founded
at the beginning of the twentieth century. These male sinulogs became
popular among prominent Cebu families. In 1980 professional dancers
and choreographers created yet another kind of entertaining sinulog for
parades. A local official asked artists to “revive” the sinulog to help develop
a distinctive cultural identity for the region. The sinulog thus became a
polyvalent symbol of faith, wealth, individual creativity, and local identity.

I am indebted to both Royce and Ness for providing frameworks and
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methods for exploring the ways in which people construct, maintain, and
refine collective identities through dance and music. Royce (1982: 169–
183) explained how the Zapotec elaborated and manipulated a distinctive
style—symbols, dress, ceremonies, and values—as a strategy for marking
boundaries between ethnic groups. Ness (1992) showed how the “same”
symbol, the sinulog, continuously acquired new forms and meanings over
time.

Using the work of these two scholars as a point of departure, I chose
to examine Uzbek dance from the perspective of the dancers as active
and creative producers and reproducers of the art of Uzbek dance. I also
decided to take a diachronic approach to exploring the changing roles of
Uzbek dance and dancers from the early Soviet years through independ-
ence. I view the dances as a kind of narrative by artists. I analyze them
here as ethnographic registers of social change.

The methodological framework of this book is experimental. I designed
this project to explore Uzbek culture using three kinds of data: verbal
data from the dancers’ life stories, visual and aural data from Uzbek
dances, and phenomenological data gathered from my own experiences
of learning the dances.

Would looking at life stories along with Uzbek dances provide a kind
of parallax? And what about learning some of the dances myself? What
can we learn about a society from studying dance and gesture? Is it ap-
propriate to think of dance as analogous to verbal language, or is kinetic
expression different? If so, how? Are thought and action distinct in dance,
or does dance present an opportunity to move beyond mind-body dual-
ism?

Because this study is one of the first works about Uzbek expressive arts,
I did not want to assume that theoretical models used to interpret dance
in Western contexts would be appropriate. I chose to juxtapose the danc-
ers’ verbal narratives about their lives and careers, with an examination
of some of the dances they performed. I built a framework for understand-
ing Uzbek dance by asking the artists themselves what they intended to
express through dance. In turn, I viewed the artists’ verbal narratives of
their careers in light of a second, gestural “narrative,” the dances they
created and performed. I drew on my own perceptions in learning to
move through the forms of Uzbek dance to add a third, cross-cultural
viewpoint.

Since I studied Uzbek dance from the perspective of dancers, I found
the work of agency and practice theorists such as Anthony Giddens
(1984), Pierre Bourdieu (1977), and Sherry Ortner (1996) helpful in ex-
ploring the constraints and opportunities dancers encountered in their
careers. I also used an approach grounded in practice theory to think
about whether and how dance and dancers embody, reproduce, and trans-
form social order.
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ORGANIZATION AND ANALYSIS

For purposes of discussion, I divided the seventy years covered by this
study into four periods. As I began to look at the life histories in terms
of cohorts and ages sets, patterns in the life histories began to emerge.
Relationships among dancers tended to cluster into professional “gener-
ations” at intervals of fifteen to twenty years, the average working life of
a dancer. Without prompting from me, dancers also identified themselves
as members in a group of specific dancers who were their contemporaries.
Each generation of dancers shaped institutions that created constraints
and opportunities for the next generation of dancers. Furthermore, major
trends in career and life paths for dancers roughly coincided with major
historical events. Viewed within frames of lives and events, dances from
different years became vivid records of contemporary concerns. Accord-
ingly, I grouped the life histories and dances into four phases, which
roughly coincide with significant historical events:

The October Revolution and The Early Soviet Years (1924–
1942)

The first dance company was founded in 1929, and the first dancers
were trained and recruited during these years.

World War II and The Postwar Period (circa 1943–1953)

During the late 1930s and 1940s, a second cohort of dancers chose
dance as a career and began their training. World War II significantly
changed the role of dancers in society as they joined the armed forces
and went to the front to entertain the soldiers. Artists, scholars, and critics
displaced by the war or by Stalin’s policies founded theaters and institutes
for studying the arts.

Industrialization and Development (circa 1954–1990)

Relationships between Uzbekistan and Moscow strengthened. Artists
who began their careers after the postwar years trained in Moscow or
worked with pan-Soviet companies. 1954 was also the beginning of the
Khrushchev era.

Independence (1991–1994)

Dance was a prominent feature of the new cycle of national holidays
and a medium for renegotiating collective identities. Some dancers and
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teachers left Uzbekistan to work abroad while others struggled with infla-
tion at home.

Each chapter examines a different period from the years 1924 to 1994.
I present life histories of women who began dancing in each of the four
phases, and analyze dances from those periods. I examine the data from
these two sources in light of a different aspect of modernization. Chapter
1 provides ethnographic data about gender, kinship idioms, and urban
and rural family life as a foundation for exploring relationships among
dance, gender, kinship, and nationalism. Chapter 2 discusses recruitment
of the first Uzbek dancers and the role of the first dance companies as
tools of nation building. Chapter 3 examines dance training as a ritual
inculcating a sense of national identity in dancers. Chapter 4 studies dance
as a cultural resource developed in a colonial empire. Chapter 5 explores
how national dance was an arena of contest over disparate notions of
Uzbek identity in the independent republic.

NOTES

1. For purposes of this study I have given real names of deceased individuals,
authors of publications, and public figures. I also used the real names of some of
the senior artists I interviewed, with their permission, because they would like their
work to be known outside of Uzbekistan. I have followed the more conservative
anthropological practice of using pseudonyms with younger performers and with
nonperformers. Throughout the text, I have used full names (first name and sur-
name) for real names. All single first names without surnames are pseudonyms.
Although interview participants received only token gifts of appreciation, several
mentioned to me that they encountered jealousy because people thought I had
paid in dollars or provided substantial presents. I have also given no geographic
locations of interviews or incidents relating to rural areas because the communities
are too small for anonymity. I have tried to balance the competing goals of sharing
the texture and warmth of our conversations with maintaining confidentiality. I
apologize both to those who might remain recognizable and to those who would
have enjoyed seeing their real names appear.

2. I thank an anonymous reviewer of this manuscript for helpful and provocative
questions about gender, kinship idioms, and nationalism.

3. I am indebted to Stephan Miescher (1997) for coining the term “interview
partner” as an alternative to the awkward word “informant.”

4. Rodgers studied the written autobiographies of two men who grew up in
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Gender, Kinship, and
Nationalism

As I will discuss in the following chapters, national dances and dancers
were initially part of a Soviet program directed at changing the indigenous
Central Asian kinship structure by recruiting women as participants in
Soviet programs. Dance was part of a broader program to bring women
out of the home and into public life. The underlying issue of this study
then concerns the interrelationships among gender, kinship idioms,
dance, and nationalism. In order to understand the impact of national
dances on the kinship structure and the lives of women and their families,
it is helpful to understand the life cycle for women and dominant kinship
idioms.

“A DAUGHTER IS A GUEST”

In the “traditional” indigenous Central Asian life cycle women pro-
gressed from a child, to a bride and servant to a mother-in-law, then to
mother, finally becoming a mother-in-law and grandmother in her own
right. Turning first to daughters, a popular Uzbek aphorism is “a daughter
is a guest in her family’s home.” The saying reflects practices governing
descent and marriage. Marriage is virilocal: Daughters are temporary
members of kin groups, who leave upon marriage and join their hus-
band’s families. A girl’s dowry consists of a large wardrobe, and all of the
furnishings for a new home, including furniture, dishes, and linens. Thus,
like guests, daughters require considerable expenditures and eventually
leave. Another saying is that a man with seven daughters is guaranteed a
place in Paradise. Daughters require dowries, so the burden of raising and
arranging a marriage for a girl is heavy.

Sons, on the other hand, are prized. One of the first questions women
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discuss when meeting is about children. Women would smile fondly when
saying they had daughters, but beam with pride if they had sons.

MARRIAGE AND MOTHERS-IN-LAW

Girls are marriageable at sixteen and begin to adopt very demure be-
havior. Although young girls dance with skill and panache, as soon as they
reach sixteen their dancing at events such as weddings becomes restrained
and subdued. One fourteen-year-old girl gleefully demonstrated Uzbek
dance for me at home, incorporating many of the movements of profes-
sional dancers she had learned from television. Two years later I attended
a cradle party where she stood with a group of other teenage girls, gently
shuffling her feet and circling her wrists, as though she barely knew how
to dance.

Kelins (brides) become members of their husband’s family. The trans-
formation is symbolized by the ritual of the bride’s first visit to her natal
family after her marriage. She can no longer sit at her family’s table, but
must crouch by their low table as she greets her family. Then she seats
herself at the head of a separate table, joined by her friends and relatives.
When she leaves, her natal family throws stones at her car as it pulls away,
to say “do not come back.”

The tension between mothers-in-law and brides is widely acknowledged.
The open discussion of this issue was unusual; Uzbeks were generally re-
luctant to criticize others, at least in my hearing. A new bride is supposed
to be her mother-in-law’s servant. If the bride marries the youngest son,
they will often live with his parents and inherit the family residence after
caring for his parents during their old age. The house, however, is con-
sidered the bride’s domain from the day of her marriage.

Conflicts between a mother and daughter-in-law were dramatized in
popular culture. The Uzbek pop singer Yulduz Usmanova released a song
criticizing mothers-in-law while I was in Uzbekistan in 1994. One line said:
“A mother-in-law, how she boils you.” I heard the song frequently on tel-
evision and booming from kiosks on the streets, and was told that
Usmanova had recently divorced. A television movie showed a middle-
aged man driving with his mother to a field. Promising to return, he
escorts her to a shady tree with a blanket. As she waits, she reminisces
about how she had convinced her own husband to abandon his mother
in a field. The day grows long and her son does not return. The old
woman finally realizes that she has been abandoned, like her mother-in-
law.

The instances I saw of relationships between brides and mothers-in-law
were less dramatic than these two examples from the popular media. I
had my first inkling of a bride’s lot when I stayed overnight in a wealthy
household. I awoke to the sound of splashing water at about two a.m. It
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was one of the brides in the household hunched over an outside irrigation
ditch, doing laundry by hand.

Dancers told me that a mother-in-law was often a major barrier to per-
forming after marriage. If a dancer continued to work after she married,
the mother-in-law would be unhappy because her daughter-in-law would
not be as available to help with the housework. One dancer bitterly cited
her mother-in-law as the main cause of her recent divorce. Not all rela-
tionships, however, were difficult. One young woman told me that her
mother-in-law cared for her son during the day, so that she could continue
to work.

“PARADISE LIES AT A MOTHER’S FEET”

Brides usually had their first child within the first year or two of mar-
riage. Since women began to marry at about age eighteen in Tashkent,
this meant that the young women I saw were trying to please new in-laws,
care for a newborn, and complete their studies. One institute teacher told
me she saw female students with demanding mothers-in-law fall behind in
their studies after marriage. Working mothers had the option of taking
three years of maternity leave per child or placing their children in a
boghcha, or children’s garden, a form of free state-run day care.

Motherhood was perhaps the most important role in a woman’s life.
Men and women were greatly troubled by the fact that I was in my thirties,
single, and childless. “Who will care for you when you are old?” they asked
with concern. As I attended more weddings, cradle parties, and other
family gatherings, I realized that children are a woman’s path to influence
in her husband’s family.

A kelin leaves her natal home and enters her husband’s household as
her mother-in-law’s servant. Bearing and raising children, and successfully
arranging marriages for them, are the means through which a solitary,
powerless kelin acquires status and authority within her husband’s family.
Her children, daughters-in-law, and grandchildren become her base of
support within her husband’s kin group. Women give birth to their own
empires.

Although both fathers and mothers are openly affectionate toward their
children, the bond between mother and child carries deep sentimental
import. Even mentioning the tie evoked an instant and overwhelming
emotional response. In conversation, women separated from their moth-
ers by death or geographic distance became tearful when mentioning
their mothers; men would look down and become silent and downcast for
a long moment. Men and women often offered me sympathy because I
was so far from my mother while I lived in Uzbekistan. Separation from
fathers or other family members was also a great hardship, but people
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seemed more accepting of these dislocations as difficulties in the normal
course of work, education, or marriage.

HUSBANDS AND WIVES: SEPARATE BUT EQUAL?

Conflicts I observed between husbands and wives clarified the respon-
sibilities of each. One acquaintance received recognition for something
she had accomplished professionally, at a time when her husband’s work
was meeting with many snags. He derided her achievement, asking her if
it would bring in a substantial sum of money. To appease him, she made
a meal requiring several hours of intensive labor. Her olive branch was
accepted when he ate the meal in grudging silence, and peace was re-
stored.

As for a husband’s duties, I was surprised one day when I visited a new
acquaintance. Her husband seemed quite deferential. In a reversal of the
usual division of labor, he brought us a pot of tea, and politely requested
her to slice him a plate of onions, instead of the customary blunt demand
for food. She confided that he had been unfaithful, but the affair was
over. She told him that if he wanted to come back, he had better start
earning a lot more money, as their children were reaching marriageable
age.

These episodes highlight the basic responsibilities of spouses. Men
bring home money, while women prepare food and serve guests. Reversal
of these roles led to tension, in the instance of the working woman, whose
success infringed upon her husband’s role as primary breadwinner. In the
second instance, an erring husband took on some domestic responsibili-
ties to appease his angry wife, in addition to increasing his efforts to add
to the family coffer.

The ways these two couples resolved their tensions further reflects a
hierarchy between husbands and wives. The successful wife had to please
her husband by making an extra effort in the kitchen. The straying hus-
band had to express his contrition by taking on the traditionally female
task of helping to make tea and serve a guest. In both instances, perform-
ing domestic duties associated with the wife’s role was a means of assuming
a subservient position.

OLD AGE

Men and women acquired more status with age. Their children and
grandchildren deferred to their wishes and contributed to their care. As
mentioned above, youngest sons would care for their parents in their old
age and inherit the natal residence. I also observed that even when the
youngest child was a daughter rather than a son, the relationship between
the youngest child and the parents was especially warm and loving.
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I noticed few elderly men at events such as weddings but many white-
haired women. People said men in Uzbekistan had a much lower life
expectancy rate than women, because men smoked and drank.1 At many
social events such as weddings bottles of vodka and cognac sat in the
center of the table along with bottles of gazli su (carbonated water), li-
monad (soda pop), and Coca Cola. Men poured rounds of vodka into their
teacups. In Tashkent, women would occasionally accept a teacup of vodka
or cognac. By the end of the evening, young men were often quite bois-
terous and red-faced, stomping explosively on the dance floor. In rural
areas, I do not recall seeing women drink at all, although men drank both
during tea and at weddings.

The importance of seniority combined with the lower life expectancy
of men gave mature women considerable power and authority as they
aged. For instance, one grandmother declared in late spring that her
grandson must marry, and the search for a suitable bride began. I at-
tended the wedding held less than three months later.

COLONIALISM AND FEMINISM

The Soviets introduced many reforms to bring women into public life.
Instead of keeping purdah and staying at home, women entered profes-
sions, especially medicine and teaching. Day care was readily available in
government-run boghchalar. Although these and many other measures
seemed to resemble desirable reforms the American feminist movements
applauded during the 1970s, there was a certain irony. Where feminism
in the United States had been a movement led by women, for women,
the changes to women’s lives in Uzbekistan had occurred under the aegis
of a colonial government. In a certain sense, the Soviet State had forced
Muslim women in Uzbekistan to be “liberated.”

I was not sure what bearing this difference would have on understand-
ing the impact of the Soviet period on gender, but I began to suspect that
it was very significant. While a more complete exploration of this question
will require further study, my preliminary impressions suggested that com-
paring lives of rural and urban women is likely to be fruitful. Women I
met in rural areas led more “traditional” lives in the sense that they had
limited education and devoted themselves to caring for their large fami-
lies. On the other hand, I met women in urban areas who had participated
in Soviet programs for women. They were educated, with one or two chil-
dren, and many had or aspired to successful careers.

I stayed with two families, one rural and one urban, for short visits. I
will describe daily life to illustrate how the indigenous life cycle for women
is similar for both rural and urban women.

Women in urban areas such as Tashkent were more affected by Soviet
programs than rural women, as illustrated below in the comparison of Mar-
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iamkhon’s and Nodira’s daily routines. The daily life I saw was also af-
fected by my presence as a guest, requiring more attention to food and
showing me the house and neighborhood.

I visited a rural household in an agricultural region of Uzbekistan. The
family consisted of a grandmother, her son, his wife, and a grandson who
was about two years old. Early in the morning, the family huddled in a
chilly room around a low table, slurping hot milk with tea with chunks of
buttered bread floating in the milk. The young wife, Nodira, did not sit
with us, but moved back and forth between the kitchen and the table,
serving everyone and bringing fresh pots of tea. Several other men also
sat at the table; one was the husband’s brother. When the meal was over,
the men left and I did not see them again until after dark.

The husband in the family was the youngest son; he and his wife Nodira
would inherit the howli (family compound) when his mother died. Nodira
worked constantly while I was there, cleaning, cooking, baking, and feed-
ing the household animals. She worked with steady rhythm and sturdy
cheer. I watched her doing dishes after lunch using water from the outside
pump. Her hands were red and chapped. She scrubbed the plates with
an energetic, circular motion, then the large qozon, a steel pot like a wok.
I felt that she enjoyed showing me her skills as a housewife, and her
cleaning became a kind of dance. Her circular sweeps continued, scoop-
ing water out of the qozon. Without hurrying, the dishes were soon stacked
on the boarded table by the pump, and she was ready to move on to her
next task.

One day Nodira baked bread. She baked it in a clay oven called a tan-
door. The tandoor was in a room with no door and was a hollow mound
with an opening high on one side. It looked like a small cave. Nodira
started a fire in the tandoor and added sticks. She let the wood burn down
to white coals. When the dough was ready, she formed it into large flat
rounds about the size of a medium pizza. She poked holes in them using
a device made of wood with embedded thin metal spikes. Reaching into
the oven through the opening, she slapped the dough onto the heated
sides of the oven and splashed them with water. The rounds were removed
with the help of scorched, tattered mitts and a large spatula. Non (bread)
is a staple at every meal. Tandoor non is considered the best bread. In
cities, apartment dwellers have only gas ovens and no tandoors, so rural
families bake and sell tandoor non on streets and outside subway stops
throughout Tashkent.

Bread is a dietary staple, and an important symbol as well. Learning to
make bread is an important step in a woman’s life. While the bread dough
was rising, I asked how to tell when the dough was ready. Looking at me
out of the corner of her eye, as though imparting a great secret, the
grandmother pulled the dough with her forefinger and pointed to tiny
black airholes pocking the dough. I wondered why the women had
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seemed so dramatic in telling me how to test bread dough. Later I learned
that a woman learned to bake bread from her mother-in-law. As a single
woman, I was not supposed to know how to make bread yet.

One afternoon after lunch I wrote notes and sipped tea, sitting outside
with the grandmother and the grandson. We sat on an open platform
called an aywon, a space about ten feet by ten feet, covered by a tablecloth.
In warm weather, families dine together outside on the aywon, and it is
one of the vital centers of the home. While the young mother worked
caring for the house, the grandmother watched the toddler. “What are
you writing?” the grandmother asked me. I told her I was writing about
the howli, and how they grow vegetables and make honey. She looked
pleased when I stopped writing. Noting her satisfied smile, thereafter I
cut my note-taking sessions short, albeit reluctantly.

The grandmother took me on a tour of the compound. The house was
built in a rectangle around a large open courtyard. Much of the space
was devoted to a garden, with peach trees, pomegranate bushes, carrots,
onions, and peppers. The family also owned goats and a cow. Honey came
from a bee box. The grandmother plucked two full, perfect roses and
presented them to me with a gracious nod.

We went on a walk to a nearby field where children played. The grand-
mother led the toddler by the hand. They looked oddly alike, progressing
over the yellow, dried grass with halting, rocking steps. They seemed like
boon companions and were virtually inseparable. The field was apparently
part of the neighborhood school. I wanted to take pictures of the children
playing, but as soon as I pulled out my camera, the children raced from
all ends of the field and posed for a photograph in a cluster in front of
me.

Another day included a visit for tea at the husband’s brother’s house.
My hostess changed from her sweater, kerchief, and faded housedress to
a bright, sheer scarf on her head and a colorful atlas (silk ikat fabric)
dress with leggings. Her cheerful, tanned sister-in-law had four children
although she was only twenty-four. When we returned, I commented that
she was young to have so many children. To my surprise and dismay,
Nodira’s eyes filled with tears. I realized that even though she was only
twenty, she was terribly upset that she had only one child so far, while her
sister-in-law already had a large family.

In the rural household I visited, men’s and women’s lives were clearly
segregated. Women stayed home and raised children, cleaned house,
cooked, and tended livestock. Men were gone most of the day working
outside the home. When there were men at home, the wife waited on
them, bringing them tea and food. The baby sat at the table for meals,
and the grandmother and father shared his care.

In the urban household where I lived while looking for permanent
housing, the couple had only one child—a daughter. She had married a
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young man in the neighborhood and had one child. The young couple
lived with the husband’s parents in a compound nearby. All were members
of the intelligentsia.

The day began with breakfast, usually hot tea, with soup and bread left
over from the night before. I set the table while Mariamkhon heated the
food. Tursin joined us at the table for his meal, then left for work. Mar-
iamkhon and I did the dishes and she left for work around ten. I left at
the same time either searching for a permanent place to live or making
research contacts.

Mariamkhon and I returned about three to start dinner. She changed
out of her work clothes (a stylish black skirt and sweater) into a worn
printed housedress and slippers. She told me to make the table chiroyli
(pretty), which meant cleaning crumbs off the tablecloth and setting out
teacups and spoons. While I set the table, she began dinner: a shorba made
of carrots, onions, potatoes, tomatoes, and lamb with cumin and salt. I
helped peel potatoes and chop vegetables. While we cooked, she would
talk to me about Uzbek culture—history, family life, or religion. Once
dinner was simmering on the stove, Mariamkhon would say her prayers.
With independence, Islamic observance was becoming more popular.
Mariamkhon said with some pride that with independence, religion was
again permitted, so that being a practicing Muslim was part of their pride
in being an independent republic.

Tursin returned at dusk, often carrying a bag of fruit or vegetables from
the market. Shopping was his responsibility. Mariamkhon served tea and
dinner, and we ate together while Mariamkhon and Tursin chatted. Af-
terward, I did the dishes. Mariamkhon usually scolded me for making too
much noise and clanking the dishes. Sponges were one of the many items
that became unavailable when Uzbekistan declared independence from
the Soviet Union, so I did the best I could with the worn scrap that was
all Mariamkhon had left of her sponge. The evening ended with everyone
watching a Russian detective movie, which was Tursin’s favorite type of
program.

Mariamkhon told me about the qöshni qöshnisin bazari (the neighbor’s
bazaar). When one neighbor went to the market, she would knock on a
neighbor’s door to see if she needed anything. Mariamkhon offered to
take out her neighbor’s trash when she took her own out to the dumpster
about a block from her apartment. Neighbors also brought by a plate of
food when they cooked something special.

When I found my own apartment, my neighbors were very sympathetic.
The teenage daughter of the house took me to the neighborhood market,
an open farmer’s market, and showed me how to tell whether meat was
fresh. I was also surprised one day to open the door and find two middle-
aged women I had never met. They seemed equally surprised to see me.
I asked friends who they might have been and was told that they were
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probably neighborhood matchmakers who had heard that there was an
unmarried woman in the apartment.

Comparing the lives of rural and urban women in terms of the nor-
mative life cycle for women, the rural women I met led lives shaped by
the traditional life cycle of marriage, motherhood, and eventually, for the
fortunate, revered head of an extended family comprised of children,
their spouses, and grandchildren. Some of the women I met had profes-
sional credentials; for instance, I met a language teacher and a young
teenage bride who had graduated from medical school. They were home
during the day when I visited and told me that the state provided three
years of maternity leave for each child.

The rural women prided themselves on heading large clans of sons,
daughters, and grandchildren. They seemed to be content and confident.
By the time the women reached middle age, sons and daughters heeded
their advice, brought them gifts, and tended to their needs. For those with
children, particularly sons, seniority brought the happy prospect of
greater authority and a loving community of children and grandchildren.

For urban women, too, marriage and motherhood were critical. Urban
women tended to marry a few years later than rural women, but also had
at least one child as soon as possible after marriage. Most had one or two
children. Unmarried women of twenty-four or twenty-five expressed great
anxiety about being nearly too old for marriage. The few women over
thirty who had never married were anomalies. As a group, urban women
I met seemed less content and often downright harried as they juggled
the demands of children, spouses, employers, and relatives. Although
quite proud of their professional achievements, at home these women
were often quite deferential to their husbands, doing all the housework,
cooking their favorite dishes, and agreeing with their opinions. Children,
male and female, assisted their mothers with household tasks, but hus-
bands rarely did, at least not in my presence.

As children married and established their own families, urban mothers
lost the assistance provided by their children. A prospective bride’s family
generally expected the groom’s parents to provide a separate apartment
for newlyweds. I know of three families who lived in howlis who gained
help because they could provide rooms in the compound for their son
and new daughter-in-law, but parents who lived in apartments usually
lacked enough space and had to provide a separate apartment for their
son and his bride. Age and seniority thus often brought greater domestic
burdens rather than help to urban women.

Rural women I met frequently expressed pity about urban women, with
their small families. Urban men and women in turn shook their heads
over the plight of rural women. Rural women lived in terrible conditions
of poverty, lacked medical care, and had too many children. When I men-
tioned how content I thought rural women seemed to be, one urban



32 Gesture, Gender, Nation

acquaintance said I was absolutely wrong. How could I possibly think that
those unfortunate rural women were happier than urban women?

KINSHIP: BLOOD AND MARRIAGE

Kinship ties in Uzbekistan remained, despite Soviet efforts, a resilient
and powerful basis for accomplishing social business. I made a rough
count of guests at weddings I attended by counting the number of tables
and the number of seats at the tables. The number usually came to about
300 people. Uzbeks tend to favor large families, so the extended family
saw each other frequently for life-cycle celebrations, such as marriages and
cradle parties for newborns. Friends who invited me greeted many people
by name, and almost always knew the identity of anyone if I asked. The
bride’s and groom’s families celebrate at separate feasts on two different
evenings, so the tally of 300 only represents celebrants from one side of
the marriage.

Kinship structure followed a pattern familiar in many Muslim and Cen-
tral Asian societies (Bacon [1966] 1980: 68; Esposito [1988] 1991: 94).
Descent was determined patrilaterally. The primary family unit consisted
of parents, sons, and unmarried daughters, with variations described be-
low. Marriage was virilocal, so that daughters left the natal home.

Residence and inheritance for married sons tended to follow a pattern
dating back to Genghis Khan. Genghis Khan divided his empire among
his four sons, leaving the family patrimony to his youngest son as “guard-
ian of the hearth” (Grousset [1970] 1996: 253–256). Similarly, in Uzbek-
istan the youngest son inherited the family compound and was responsible
for caring for his parents in their old age. He and his bride and children
lived with the parents. Elder sons established their own households upon
marriage or as soon after as possible.

I observed two kinds of primary family units, one following the indig-
enous Central Asian model, and a second resembling a Western nuclear
family. In rural areas, and in urban families occupying howlis, the primary
family unit followed a Central Asian model and consisted of parents and
unmarried children of both sexes. The youngest son and his spouse and
children also lived with the family, but older married sons generally had
their own residences or planned to as soon as financially possible.

One urban family in Tashkent, for example, occupied a howli with two
courtyards. The first courtyard and surrounding rooms belonged to one
brother, and the other was occupied by a second brother and his family.
The first courtyard had belonged to the brothers’ parents, who were de-
ceased. The second brother and his wife had three sons. They built two
units in his half of the compound in anticipation of the day the boys would
marry. The groom’s family had to provide housing upon marriage, and
the bride’s family had to provide furnishings for her house and an elab-
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orate wardrobe. In this family, the second brother and his wife were
pleased because they had housing ready for two of their sons. The units,
consisting of a kitchen, living room, and bedroom, would go to the eldest
and youngest sons. The middle son would receive his own home outside
the howli when he married.

I observed a different pattern of residence among families living in
apartments. Tashkent has many high-rise apartment buildings. Most of the
apartments I saw had a kitchen, a living room, a dining area, two bed-
rooms, and a bathroom. The apartments were usually occupied by a nu-
clear family of parents and unmarried children. A mother with one son
said that sharing an apartment with her son and his bride would not be
a good situation. Finding the money to buy an apartment for him was
one of her major worries.2 Apartment dwelling thus appeared to necessi-
tate earlier fission of married sons and their families, even the youngest
or only son. Although further studies would be necessary, it appears that
Soviet colonization and modernization reduced the primary family unit
for many urban families to a “Western” nuclear model.

MARRIAGE

Marriage was the second most important way of defining kinship. In
many Muslim societies, the preferred partner for marriage is a parallel
cousin, such as father’s brother’s daughter. Scholars such as Pierre Bour-
dieu ([1977] 1995: 30–58) found that the normative preference for par-
allel cousin marriage, however, did not govern actual marriage practices.

I found many instances in which a bride was marrying a “relative” (gar-
indosh). Garindosh was a broad term usually used for someone who was
not a person’s grandparent, parent, sibling, spouse, or child. As oppor-
tunity permitted I tried to obtain more specific information about the
kinship ties between a bride and groom. I could not verify any instances
in which parallel cousins married.

I began taking field notes to see whether Uzbek marriage practices re-
flected a preference for parallel cousins, but realized after about seven
months that people had used the term aka (elder brother) to refer to a
wide variety of male relatives. The term could mean ego’s older brother
but was also a respectful and affectionate term for male relatives older
than ego, such as an uncle on the mother’s or the father’s side, a cousin,
a brother-in-law, or even a brother of a brother-in-law. Similar ambiguity
applied to uka (younger brother) and opa (elder sister). As a result the
data I gathered about endogamy in rural areas was inconclusive.

My data suggest dramatic differences in marriage practices between ur-
ban and rural couples. Although I did not ask everyone I met, I found no
cases in which women from Tashkent married relatives. All had married
coworkers or classmates from school. My data on marriages outside of
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Tashkent is limited, but most women said their husbands were “relatives.”
In one village, an adolescent girl said everyone in the village was related.

Normatively, people expressed a preference for marrying relatives. One
friend was considering an offer from a young man related to her mother’s
family. Although she did not particularly care for him, she was considering
his suit seriously because she knew that the in-laws would get along. I
asked a woman who had married a classmate from her institute why peo-
ple said they preferred to marry relatives but did not. She said, “Our
families prefer to give us to relatives, but we do not prefer it.”

People told me that Uzbek women had to marry Uzbek men. Uzbek
men could and frequently did marry women of Russian or Tatar descent.
However, I know of three instances in which an Uzbek woman married a
non-Uzbek: One married a European, a second married an American, and
a third met and married a Russian man in Moscow. I suspect that the
prohibitions on exogamy are based on Muslim law which permits men to
practice exogamy, provided they marry “people of the book,” that is to
say Christians and Jews. Muslim women, however, must marry Muslim
men. Despite seventy years of atheist rule, Uzbeks still observed these
asymmetrical practices governing exogamy.

KINSHIP AS A PARADIGM FOR NATIONAL UNITY

Despite the fragmentation of households I observed among urban ar-
eas, cooperation among households, especially among adult siblings, re-
mained strong. The family unit also appeared to be an important
paradigm for political organization. Kon (blood) was a powerful tie, sus-
tained despite geographic separation. Cynthia Werner’s fruitful research
(1997) on intra-household cooperation in Kazakstan indicates that intra-
household cooperation in Uzbekistan is likely to be a rich area for future
study. My data suggest that relationships between siblings and relatives by
marriage are most important. Neighbors are also occasional sources of
goods and assistance.

The bond among brothers is important both normatively and in prac-
tice. A popular Central Asian proverb tells of a father on his deathbed
who calls together his four sons. He hands each a single stick and tells
them to break their stick. The sticks snap easily. He offers a bundle of
four sticks and asks each son to break it. None can. The motto of the
story is that individually the brothers are weak; but united, they could not
be defeated. The first man who told me the story was a member of the
intelligentsia who attributed the story to Genghis Khan and his four sons.

The ideal of cooperation among siblings was evident in many aspects
of Uzbek life. One family of brothers I met lived next to each other in
adjacent howlis. Siblings also contributed labor to each other’s households.
Tursin worked many Saturdays in the garden of his natal howli. Later in
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the year, he received a share of the fruits and vegetables the garden pro-
duced. Sisters frequently helped each other with cooking and entertaining
guests. Solidarity also prevailed among brothers and sisters. For instance,
as discussed further in Chapter 5, a sister could help a brother find a
bride.

Households also cooperated across urban and rural lines. I know of at
least two families in which educational opportunities during the Soviet
period resulted in patterns in which some siblings remained in a rural
area, while another sibling moved to an urban area for school and secured
employment in a city after graduation. Visits from city to country were
opportunities for exchange of goods available in each area. Urban rela-
tives sometimes provided housing to daughters of rural relatives while the
young women studied at institutes in the city. Weddings and cradle parties
were occasions of redistribution.

I attended one wedding where the bride’s mother’s sisters contributed
items costing about a month’s salary to the bride’s dowry. People told me
that the nice people in Uzbekistan were usually not the wealthy people.
They could only become rich by refusing to share with their families and
relatives.

ADOPTION

A third idiom of kinship that plays an important part in nationalist
discourse is adoption. As I discuss further in Chapter 5, adoption is a
metaphor for uniting the diverse peoples of the Soviet Union as siblings.
In downtown Tashkent, a monument known as Halqlar Dostligi (People’s
Friendship) honors a blacksmith and his wife who adopted children from
each of the Soviet republics during World War II.

Adoption is a powerful metaphor for nationalist discourse because it
resonates on many levels. It appeals to the Uzbek pride in generosity and
love of children. It is also consistent with zakat, the obligation of devout
Muslims to provide for the poor. Cooperation among siblings, as exem-
plified by the parable of the brothers and the sticks, is an ideal in Uzbek-
istan. In practice, siblings and parents comprise the fundamental family
unit in kinship structure. Siblings assist each other in gathering resources
to marry children, obtaining scarce goods and undertaking large tasks
such as planting gardens and cooking feasts for guests.

Although I was a foreigner and the first American most Uzbeks had
met, adoption was an idiom mature married women often used to define
our relationship. Women with adult children referred to me as qizim (my
daughter) if our relationship developed from a formal relationship of
guest and host into a more comfortable and friendly level. One dance
teacher who called me qizim cooked a meal for me after every class and
brewed a tonic for me when she thought I was anemic. A rural grand-
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mother poked my nonexistent bicep and joked that she would find me a
local husband. Would I be strong enough to slap non onto the sides of a
tandoor to bake it?

Whereas a bride or groom had to be carefully selected and occupied a
strictly defined place in a household marriage, adoption was a flexible
and inclusive device for incorporating people from unfamiliar kin groups
and ethnicities. If anything, the more far-flung the connection, the greater
the generosity of the adoptive “parent.” Adoption was thus a kind of ex-
tended hospitality, a way to account for guests who stayed beyond a few
days, or for whom one wished to express affection.

WOMAN OR GIRL? GENDER AND FIELDWORK

Having come of age in the United States during the 1970s, I had shaped
my own life in terms of the new opportunities and ideologies of middle-
class feminism. I graduated from Yale College in 1977, the second class
of women to attend the college for all four years. Determined to have a
career which would afford me independence, I chose to become an at-
torney and graduated from Harvard Law School in 1980. My class was
about 30 percent women, and a cohort became part of the first wave of
women to enter the legal profession in large numbers.

Regardless of whatever people in urban areas of Uzbekistan said about
supporting notions such as education, careers, and health care for women,
I found that, in practice, I had much to understand. Precepts such as
equality, self-reliance, assertiveness, and initiative that I had long accepted
as norms, if not realities, of my life as a career woman were quickly cast
into oblivion when I arrived in Uzbekistan. As an unmarried woman, I
was a “girl,” with the same social status as a child.

Being a “girl” meant that I had virtually no authority in a situation. I
was supposed to be quiet and self-effacing. As a guest, however, I could
ask for assistance. The best way to cope with issues from managing official
red tape to finding a driver was not to step up and handle the matter
myself, as an American attorney would. Instead, the quickest and smooth-
est solution was to quietly and privately make requests as a guest to friends
or acquaintances, who usually could find someone through their extended
kinship networks who could resolve the problem.

As I looked for long-term housing, Mariamkhon and her husband were
very protective of me and concerned for my safety. I left the house about
ten in the morning when Mariamkhon left for work. I was expected to
return by two-thirty or three when Mariamkhon returned. My daily rounds
thus followed the same pattern as when I was in grade school, except that
I was allowed to handle a sharp knife at Mariamkhon’s to cut vegetables.

During my first two months in Uzbekistan, I chafed at the restrictions
I had to live within as a single foreign woman. I resented being treated
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like a child again, and my initial reaction, as someone who had lived and
participated in the women’s movement in the United States, was outrage.
As an anthropologist, I had to stifle my reactions and try to live with the
sharp edge of “cultural relativism.” I had come to Uzbekistan resolved to
be as open-minded as I could. I had to get used to the fact that being an
anthropologist was no protection against being judged by the people I
had come to study. By their lights, I was a just a Japanese girl and a guest.

When Mariamkhon introduced me to her relatives, my father’s profes-
sion, my access to scarce goods such as computers, and my status as a
foreigner were the most important things about me. Although she knew
about my educational background and credentials as an attorney, these
were of no particular relevance. As a member of the intelligentsia and a
working woman, Mariamkhon understood who and what I was better than
many people I encountered.

Many people who eventually learned simply gave me blank stares or
troubled looks when they learned I was unmarried and thirty-six. They
asked whether I wanted children. Education and occupation could not
explain or make up for the absence of husband and children in my life.
At one feast a young woman sneered at me loudly and repeatedly because
I was single. I finally became exasperated and fancifully told her that six
men were asking my parents for my hand, and that two of them were very
wealthy. Her disdain turned immediately to wide-eyed respect, and she
began asking me if I would help her go to America.

I found temporary respite with other foreigners—graduate students
spending the year in Uzbekistan. When we gathered for an occasional
dinner or to celebrate an American holiday, I suddenly felt visible; I felt
that I had a voice that others heard. And yet, when I saw Uzbek women
in the street or in their offices and dance studios, they were hardly shy or
fragile women. Although I felt undercut by the social system in which I
found myself, these women must have had other bases of power and au-
thority that were simply not yet visible to me.

CONCLUSION

The importance of kinship, marriage, motherhood, and seniority for
women, which seemed initially so oppressive to me in my own encounters
with Uzbeks, did not seem to be uniformly oppressive to Uzbek women.
Domesticity certainly brought heavy demands to younger women, but also
offered gains in status that increased over time. A young bride is supposed
to be her mother-in-law’s servant. Most brides also had their first child
within the first or second year of marriage.

Sherry Ortner suggested reexamining issues of agency and actors in
terms of the metaphor of a “serious game.” She said:



38 Gesture, Gender, Nation

The idea of the “game” is meant to capture simultaneously the following dimen-
sions: that social life is culturally organized and constructed, in terms of defining
categories of actors, rules and goals of the games, and so forth; that social life is
precisely social, consisting of webs of relationship and interaction between multi-
ple, shiftingly interrelated subject positions, none of which can be extracted as
autonomous “agents” and yet at the same time there is “agency,” that is, actors
play with skill, intention, wit, knowledge and intelligence. The idea that the game
is “serious” is meant to add into the equation the idea that power and inequality
pervade the games of life in multiple ways, and that, while there may be playfulness
and pleasure in the process, the stakes of these games are often very high. (1996:
12)

In the domain of the home, Uzbek women’s lives progressed through
a series of stages and challenges. The “traditional” path for an Uzbek
woman was to marry, have a large family, accumulate capital for dowries
and bride prices, and successfully marry off her children. Young girls and
new brides had virtually no power and authority, but women acquired
both as they progressed through the life cycle. Like a checker reaching
the far row, a woman who maximized her opportunities and survived the
pitfalls of a scheming mother-in-law, infertility, infidelity, divorce, and fi-
nancial instability attained the position of mother-in-law and grandmother
and became a begim (queen) of her own empire. Victorious players reaped
the rewards of influence, respect, affection, and financial security.

The “game” of the life cycle for women provided a normative framework
that women and their families tried to follow. In practice, however, the
game was complicated by luck and by burdens and opportunities created
by a Soviet program directed at women. Although the Soviets had en-
couraged women to enter the workforce since the 1930s, my experiences
in the field quickly showed me the importance of thinking cross-culturally
in terms of “feminisms.”

NOTES

1. Barbara Anderson and Brian Silver (1990: 201) said that reported life expec-
tancy at birth in 1958–1959 in the USSR as a whole, according to Soviet
publications, was 71.7 for women and 64.4 for men. Noting that mortality data on
Central Asia are problematic, Anderson and Silver (1990: 210–212) found that the
life expectancy at birth in 1969–1970 was 74.6 years for Uzbek women and 68.5
years for Uzbek men.

2. “Buying” an apartment may be a new practice begun after independence. A
Tashkent resident told me that apartments were provided by the state during the
Soviet period. After independence, people owned their apartments privately and
could buy and sell them. While the practice of providing housing to a son upon
his marriage appeared to be well established in 1992 and 1994, the means of
procuring housing may have changed. I did not realize the possible ambiguities
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in meanings of the phrase “buy an apartment” until after I left Uzbekistan, and
thus I did not gather data about it. A question beyond the scope of this study
would be the nature and effect of privatization of home ownership on residence,
inheritance, and marriage.
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Taboo Breakers: The Early
Soviet Years (1924–1942)

A brief background of pertinent social and historical developments sets
the stage for discussing the lives and careers of three early national danc-
ers. Muslim Central Asia fell under Russian rule during the second half
of the nineteenth century. Prior to Russian conquest, the region consisted
of emirates strategically located in southern oases and shifting confeder-
ations of pastoral nomads roaming the northern steppes. In 1924 the So-
viets carved Muslim Central Asia into five republics: Uzbekistan,
Kazakstan, Turkmenistan, Kyrghyzstan, and Tajikistan. In order to inhibit
the possibility of resistance, the Soviets designated the borders to divide
major ethnic groups so that each republic contained a majority of one
ethnic group, and a minority of several other ethnic groups.

The borders of the SSR of Uzbekistan encompassed a majority of
Turkic-speaking groups, and a minority of Tajik (Persian)-speaking ethnic
groups. Although “Uzbek” was not the most historically appropriate eth-
nonym for the populace of the new republic, the Soviets selected the
name “Uzbekistan” after much debate (Bauldauf 1991) since the popu-
lation of the new republic included many ethnic groups. The gerryman-
dered borders in former Muslim Central Asia presented the Soviets with
the problem of creating an Uzbek identity among historically disparate
groups (1991).

The Soviets identified indigenous extended kinship structures as a crit-
ical basis of resistance to creating an “Uzbek” consciousness. Programs to
change the roles of women became keys to reshaping family relationships.
The formation of “national” dance companies served the needs of creating
symbols of the new Uzbek republic, and of encouraging women to un-
dertake roles in the public sphere.
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LIFE BEFORE THE SOVIET PERIOD

Before discussing the lives of the first Uzbek dancers, a brief interview
I conducted with Firuza, an elderly woman in a remote rural area, will
give us a glimpse into life at the beginning of the Soviet period. Firuza
said she was seventy-four, so she was born in 1920, the year the Russians
subdued the last two independent Central Asian emirates, Khiva and Bu-
khara. I sat on a cushion on the floor with her female relatives: a daughter-
in-law, granddaughter-in-law, and a neighbor related to the family.

I had already interviewed her daughter-in-law and her neighbor. I
turned to Firuza and asked her to tell her story. To everyone’s amusement
the neighbor decided to take over the role of interviewer. I did not yet
know the deferential grammatical forms I should have used, especially in
speaking to women who were my elders. Listening to the tape of the
interview, I now realize that the neighbor performed a good-humored
parody of my rudeness in using a syntax that demanded instead of politely
requested information.

Firuza was hard of hearing so her neighbor bellowed the questions in
a piercing voice. Firuza mumbled through toothless gums. A white scarf
wrapped her brown crinkled face. At times she broke into sobs remem-
bering those she had outlived, became impatient with questions she
deemed foolish or seemed to drift away from us looking at something
only she could see and muttering.

Neighbor : That [pointing to the tape recorder] can write what you say.

Firuza : That—that can write what I say? Really?
(Everyone laughs)

Relative : She says tell about where you were born, your father and your mother.

Firuza : I am the daughter of Samarkhon. I am the granddaughter of Kalandar. I
am the granddaughter of (unintelligible). They are all from here. They are all
dead.

Relative : What is your age? How old was your mother?

Firuza : I am seventy-four years old . . .

MD : When did you get married?

Neighbor : She is saying “Tell us about your youth, your married life and how you
pass your days.”

MD : How was your wedding? What happened?

Firuza : My youth was smashing. My grandparents and in-laws were alive. All of these
people passed on to the other world. The good world. I am going to be there too.

Neighbor : Talk about your marriage. What kind of bride were you?
(Everyone laughs)

Firuza : At fourteen I went to my husband’s house. . . .
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MD : Fourteen.

Firuza : I don’t know what kind of bride I was [meaning that she was nothing out
of the ordinary]. Once I was a bride. I lived all my life. I am so old now. It was
good once, my child.

Neighbor : What did you ride? A donkey? Did they put you on a horse?

Firuza : I have ridden a horse. I have ridden a donkey. So?

Neighbor : So you passed the river (on the horse on the way to her husband’s house)
. . .

With prompting, Firuza described her arrival at her husband’s house.
The fire she mentioned was the practice of carrying a new bride around
a fire before she entered her new home. A young Uzbek anthropologist
explained that the practice dated from pre-Islamic times. The meaning of
carrying or leading the bride around the fire was to purify her. Grooms
sometimes circled the fire too. The Uzbek scholar also said that after
circling the fire, the bride and groom would see who could step on the
other’s foot. Whoever managed to get a foot on top would rule the house.

Firuza : After being taken around the fire while I was on the horse I was set down
at the house. Later when we got there my husband stepped on my foot.

Neighbor : You got married when the weather was bad?

Firuza : I was on the horse and it was raining. Water squished in my boots. The
water came halfway up the horse, oh yo.

Neighbor : They crossed the big river.

Firuza : Shao shao shao [imitating the sound of the rain]. My clothing was all wet.
A woman brought a fire bowl [a bowl filled with warm ashes] in front of me. They
thought I was cold. They said “Don’t go there, ehhhh come here!” It was getting
wet. I had no sense.

Firuza evoked a vital picture of her life as a young girl, married shortly
after puberty and surrounded by her relatives and in-laws. Her wedding
included ancient customs that some Uzbeks told me dated back to the
pre-Islamic times, perhaps remnants of Zoroastrian fire worship. Women
told me that a bride was supposed to serve her in-laws. Her surprise at
the care she received in her husband’s house as a new bride probably
reflects her low status in the household. Her reminiscences of rural life
further reveal a fundamental unity of kinship, community, and home.

EARLY SOVIET REFORMS

Strong Muslim values and family structures were critical factors making
resistance to Soviet hegemony particularly strong in Central Asia (see, e.g.,
Rywkin 1990). Gregory Massell (1974) says the Soviets decided to recruit
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women as a “surrogate proletariat” to lead the vanguard of reforms and
to undermine the strong kinship networks. Propaganda decried practices
such as polygamy, arranged marriages, and poor health care for women.
New laws provided women with rights to suffrage, equal pay for equal
work, and divorce. The Soviets exhorted women to leave their families
and husbands for new freedoms provided by the Soviet system (1974). In
1919 the Soviet government began its vigorous campaign of recruiting
women (1974). Women were urged to leave the home and were given
opportunities to enter the workplace.

Massell notes that theatrical performance was one of the ways in which
women were informed about Soviet programs and persuaded to partici-
pate (1974: 175n., 239–244). The first Uzbek national dance company was
established in 1928, four years after the Soviets created the SSR of Uz-
bekistan, and instigated a massive program to transform Uzbek society
through changing the lives of Uzbek women. An eminent Uzbek scholar
recounted the evolution of national dance companies in Uzbekistan dur-
ing the Soviet period in the following manner: Prior to the Soviet period
women and boys danced in private settings. Boys and girls also danced in
public settings, but not on the stage. In the pre-Soviet period, most pro-
fessional dancers were boys who wore women’s clothing.

A small group of individuals established Uzbek art and traditions in the
twentieth century. One of these pioneers was Muhayiddin Kari Yakubov,
a reciter of the Quran and a gifted singer. He created Uzbekistan’s first
troupe of dancers and musicians in 1928. He initiated the performance
of dance, music, and singing together and brought Uzbek dance to the
stage. One of the innovations that Kari Yakubov’s new performing troupe
instituted in 1928 was to put young girls on the stage.

The performing groups usually featured male musicians, male and fe-
male vocalists, and female dancers. A photograph (not shown) of Kari
Yakubov’s company taken at the first USSR International Olympiad in
1930 shows seventeen men and five women (Avdeyeva 1989: 70). Five of
the men are holding instruments; one is holding a doira (a percussion
instrument resembling a large tambourine) and four are holding long-
necked stringed instruments. Avdeyeva identifies one of the women as
Halima Nasirova, and two of the other women as Tamara Khonim and
Mukarram Turghunbayeva, who were to become two of Uzbekistan’s
greatest dancers (1989: 70).

TAMARA KHONIM

Tamara Khonim was a well-known figure throughout Uzbekistan and
the Soviet Union. She was the first woman in Uzbekistan to perform in
public without a veil. Born Tamara Petrosian, she grew up in Uzbekistan
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but was of Armenian descent. Her stage name, Tamara Khonim, means
literally Lady (khonim) Tamara. She died in 1991, the year before my first
trip to Uzbekistan. I learned of her life and career history from Oydin,
and Gulnara. Oydin was a retired dancer. Gulnara was the granddaughter
of one of Tamara Khonim’s musicians. Both women knew Tamara
Khonim well and recalled her with great fondness.

Gulnara offered to show me the museum established in Tamara
Khonim’s former home in a bustling neighborhood in the center of Tash-
kent. In the short distance from the metro stop I walked down a wide
four-lane avenue by the shiny plate glass store windows of a gastronome, a
store selling delicacies such as sausage, soda, cookies, and cheese. Small
kiosks like carnival booths overflowed with items from China, Iran, and
America such as gum, chocolate, sweaters, batteries, pens, small plastic
purses, instant coffee, and lipsticks.

Gulnara waited for me near a large teahouse. An open-air grill filled
the air with stinging smoke and the crackling sizzle of shashlik (skewers of
marinated lamb). A narrow asphalt road to one side of the restaurant
opened onto a wide paved road and a cluster of white high-rise buildings.
Gulnara walked up to a set of intricately carved wooden doors in one of
the buildings. We entered a small, dimly lit foyer dominated by a life-size
painting of a woman in a flowing green robe and black braids hanging
from under a peaked golden headdress. She smiled flirtatiously over one
shoulder, and her black eyes seemed to look at us yet slightly beyond us.

To the left, a glass door led to the museum. Late afternoon sunlight
streamed through windows lining a long room with a warm golden
wooden floor. Tall glass cases holding costumes lined the walls. As we
wandered among the cases and fingered delicate stitching and handwork,
Tamara Khonim’s friends told me about her career. Tamara Khonim was
born in Marghilon, a region in the Farghana Valley, in 1906. Even as a
child, she showed great talent as a dancer and was frequently asked to
dance at social events such as weddings. A group of touring musicians led
by a musician named Kari Yakubov came to play at her school. When they
saw Tamara Khonim dance, they invited her to perform that evening. Over
her family’s objections, she decided to become a dancer.

The museum displays began with costumes from major regions of Uz-
bekistan, including a velvet gown encrusted with golden stitching from
Bukhara. Tamara Khonim performed unveiled, and the director said that
she wanted to encourage other women to come out from behind the veil.
She adapted the wide, enveloping robe (paranji) and had more fitted
dresses following the lines of arms and torso made for her performances.

In between the cases of Uzbek costumes there was a display wall. On it
were a tattered playbill from Tamara Khonim’s first performance in Paris
and yellowed photographs showing a young woman with dark flashing eyes
and waist-length braids standing in a row of male musicians. A second
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Portrait of Tamara Khonim displayed in the
Tamara Khonim Museum, Tashkent.

photograph featured the same woman in a sleek sleeveless evening gown
close to her husband, the musician Kari Yakubov. My companions proudly
pointed out the gold medal Tamara Khonim had won at a folk dance
festival in London in 1935. I asked whether Tamara Khonim had ever
talked about being one of the first women performers in Uzbekistan.
Oydin nodded solemnly, and talked about a performance in which some-
one in the audience had fired a gun at the stage.

A photograph of Noor Khon, a solemn young woman with rounded
features and an embroidered cap, held a prominent place on another
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Photograph of Noor Khon in the Tamara Khonim Museum,
Tashkent.

wall of photographs. Noor Khon was stabbed to death in 1928 by her
brother for performing with Yakubov’s new dance and music troupe (see
also Swift 1968: 181). This tragedy shows how incendiary public dance
performances by women were in the opening decades of the Soviet pro-
gram. Every dancer I asked recognized Noor Khon’s name and knew her
story. Her tragic end has become one of the chartering myths of profes-
sional dancers. Her fate highlights the complex interplay between the new
state-sponsored performing groups and traditional Central Asian culture.

The museum tour continued with costumes gathered from all over the
world. In every country she visited, Tamara Khonim had invited an artist
to teach her a dance and song in exchange for teaching an Uzbek dance
and song. She was both a dancer and a gifted singer, with a song reper-
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Costume display in the Tamara Khonim Museum, Tashkent. Costume on left is an
example of Bukharan zardozlik (gold embroidery).

toire in over eighty languages. Her dress collection included costumes
from Japan, China, Germany, Spain, the Ukraine, Khorezm, and Arabia.
Even a single overseas trip confers high status in Uzbekistan: Tamara
Khonim’s international costume collection constituted a stunning display
of social capital.

Oydin explained that Tamara Khonim married twice, once to the mu-
sician Kari Yakubov and a second time to a handsome young composer.
She had two daughters, one by each husband. The first child became a
painter, and the second a scholar of literature.

We finished the tour in a private part of the museum where Tamara
Khonim had lived. We sat at a long, glossy dining table, on chairs with
delicately curved legs and admired a china cabinet displaying fine china
from Japan. Wistful looks crossed the faces of my hostesses as they recalled
many happy gatherings around this table. We went into an adjoining room
and perched on a divan facing a low dressing table with a huge round
mirror placed to catch the light from the windows. Tamara Khonim used
to sit at the table and apply cosmetics from France and Europe. A faint
smell of perfume seemed to hang in the air as the tour ended and Oydin
pressed an old playbill into my hand as a souvenir of my visit.
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ROZIYA KARIMOVA

After the dancer Noor Khon was killed, the Soviet state recruited fifteen
young girls from orphanages to dance in her stead. Roziya Karimova was
one of the original dancers in Kari Yakubov’s company, and one of the
orphans recruited to dance after Noor Khon was killed. Karimova’s re-
markable accomplishments include becoming a famous Uzbek national
dancer and a noted teacher.

Our acquaintance began in 1992 when I interviewed her in Tashkent.
For our first meeting and every meeting thereafter, she was splendidly
attired. The day we met, she wore a dress made of metallic material. Her
shiny dark brown hair was coiled in a tidy chignon at the nape of her
neck. Gold earrings the size of silver dollars dangled from her earlobes.
Powder, rouge, eye shadow, and red lipstick completed her ensemble.

The daughter of an Uzbek father and a Russian mother, Karimova was
born about the time of the Soviet revolution. Her family kept records of
births in a Quran. She did not know her exact birth date because when
she was born, there was no one to write her name in the register. Her
parents passed away when she was three, and she was placed in an or-
phanage in the Farghana Valley, where she received some initial dance
training. Her older sister took her to another province in the valley. There
she lived with a kind foster family and attended elementary school.

I was separated from my father and mother from this age [three]. Then I was
given to the orphanage in X*** province. Having been prepared at the orphanage,
then I came to Y*** province. My elder sister took me. There were just the two of
us without our parents. My sister and I were in tears . . . After she took me to Y***
province, she gave me to [one or two other?] elementary schools. I studied there.
I stayed with foster parents. I was the sixth child. They were very poor themselves
but they were very good people. Then most foster families were rich, they all had
cars and houses. They were po-o-o-r. I was the sixth child. It was very good. While
I went to elementary school I stayed there. Then I graduated from the elementary
school and went to a teknikum [technical school].

When the artist Kari Yakubov saw her dance in a concert at the teknikum,
he arranged for Karimova and several other youngsters to go to Samar-
kand for dance training. In Samarkand, the dancer Tamara Khonim asked
Karimova to dance in front of a male musician. Karimova was a devout
Muslim and refused. She and a friend planned to run away rather than
dance in front of men. Kari Yakubov learned of their escape plan and
frightened the girls into staying in school.

So we went. When we went, there was a male person playing a doira. Tamara
Khonim was there asking us to dance for other males. I told her “no, we’re not
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Roziya Karimova in 1992.

going to dance in the presence of men.” I am a hajji1 now. My [relative] went for
me. I am now also a very religious person and my [relative] has gone and done
hajj for me in my place.

My [relative] was . . . a very nice person. He did it for me. (choking with sadness)
God bless him.

We decided to run away and decided not to stay in school. At this point a close
friend who was with me in the orphanage, elementary, and middle school went
through the whole thing too. She was taken to Samarkand, then the capital of
Uzbekistan. Later they changed it to Tashkent.

Karimova and her friend stayed and learned to dance. Their training
included learning to play musical instruments, such as the drum (doira),
and to dance using 117 movements (harakat).

Karimova was an outstanding student and began teaching in the early
1930s. She joined one of Uzbekistan’s musical theaters and sang operatic
roles such as Carmen. She also served in the war, receiving decorations for
her service. In the 1950s she was transferred to a theater in Tashkent
where she worked until retirement.

After retiring from the stage, Karimova became a noted teacher in a
choreographic school where children receive professional dance training.
In her personal life, her brothers selected a husband for her although she
preferred someone else. Karimova and her husband had one son. After
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her husband passed away, Karimova married for a second time but even-
tually divorced. She lives with a relative, and visits her nephews and nieces
regularly. One of her nieces danced with the Bahor (Spring) Ensemble
but has since retired.

When I returned in 1994, I studied Uzbek dance with her for six
months. We met in her home and practiced in her living room. Karimova
arranged for some musicians to play the music so I could tape it for our
lessons. Karimova’s home became a haven for me. She insisted that I was
a mehmon (guest) and was adamant that I accept her hospitality as a gift.
When an Uzbek dance student completes her studies and begins working,
however, gifts to a mentor are common practice. I hope that when I return
to Uzbekistan, she may finally allow me to reciprocate. An excerpt from
my field notes conveys the warm atmosphere of Karimova’s home:

I sit in Roziya’s living room as she and her [relative] fix lunch. She insists on
feeding me, even though it is a strain on her budget, I am sure. Wallpaper with
. . . flowers faded to sepia tones, a cabinet with a glass case, where mementos are
lovingly displayed—goblets, a china cat, a little box of perfume and some Natural
Wonder eye shadow [a small gift I gave her when we met in 1992].

A pure white tablecloth graces a four-legged wooden table—walnut colored, like
all of the furniture. Three chairs, one rickety, surround the table. A huge carpet
hangs on one wall—a knotted oriental in cream, white, teal, black, and khaki. A
sofa and two chairs . . . now faded and covered with woven tapestries, neatly
draped. . . . Cushions—squares decorated with delicate embroidery circles of white,
blue, green, yellow.

My notes from that day also convey the mood and method of our classes
together. It was my third class with her:

And my teacher sits on the sofa like a queen in a brown and yellow flowered
housedress. A brown, yellow, pink, and cream scarf knotted around her head.

She says “And”—a beat late, my wrists come up—and she begins to sing. “Nai
nai nai, nai nai nai nai na” as I move through the holat [basic positions of the
arms]. She gently rocks her shoulders—a delicate spiral of the torso—in time to
the music, cuing me.

“Don’t move your hips, you don’t need it,” she says, wiggling her tushy. She
demonstrates the correct form again—a slight push of the foot, extended to the
side starts the motion, the body moves as a flat piece—all one. No wiggles. I try
again and she says “Yes, but slight.” She stands up and demonstrates again. “Tiny
[kichkina],” I say. “Yes” she says. And I do the sequence again as she sings “Nai nai
nai nai” in a quavery voice. I concentrate on tiny rocks to the music and getting
my hands, feet and arms through the sequence. “Very good [Ancha yakshi],” she
says with a satisfied grin.

My lesson that day introduced me to a powerful femininity implicit in
nuances of the unfamiliar steps.
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Today, the new movements she shows me highlight the mouth and eyes. She looks
at me and bends her arms across her sternum [forearms horizontal], elbows bent,
palms down, hands slightly cupped, thumbs in [against the palms]. Hands [and
forearms] are about seven inches away from the sternum.

She slowly circles her hands one over the other [like winding yarn], then her
wrists circle—one hand comes to rest under the right elbow, pinky of the right
hand floats to the center of her chin, palm out, pointing up to her mouth. Her
head flicks from side to side, like a Balinese dancer, just tiny little flicks. Her
eyebrows arched, eyes alight, she is suddenly a beautiful, alluring woman. As my
head moves, my body does too. “Just the head,” she says with an arch look, “just
the head.” There is a prurient element in this dance, for the tiny flicks of the head
make the movement playfully seductive rather than merely pretty.

Karimova gave me a thoughtful and thorough introduction to the fun-
damentals of Uzbek dance. She taught me three Uzbek national dances,
one from each of the three major regions: Farghana, Bukhara, and Khor-
ezm. From Karimova’s careful exposition of differences in the three re-
gional styles, I concluded that Uzbek dance during the early Soviet years
reflected the construction of an Uzbek national identity from the three
historically important and diverse areas during the early years of the Soviet
regime.

My own study of Uzbek dances gave me an appreciation of the variations
and the technical challenges of each style. Each kind of dance had its own
movement vocabulary, music, and costumes.

Farghana dances were soft, light, and lyrical. The names of the steps
were pastoral: leaning tree, waves of water, bird’s neck, and bird’s eye.
The music was usually a sprightly waltz.2

The movements of Bukharan dances were more dense, with contained
movements strongly connected to the earth. Unlike Farghana dance, mo-
tifs were seldom iconic. Instead the movements tended to display the dan-
cer’s body. Three dancers said that Bukharan dance originated in the
court of the emir of Bukhara. One dancer said that because Bukharan
dancers performed for the emir, the dancer wanted to say “Look at me!”
and attract individual notice. When I asked whether movements in the
Bukharan dances had a particular meaning, one teacher shrugged. An-
other teacher gave meanings to some, but not all, of the movements.
Bukharan dance could also be the most overtly seductive, a quality I found
disconcerting (see Chapter 3).

The Khorezm dance Karimova taught me was playful. I wore bells on
my wrists and mimed picking apples, winding yarn, and holding a burning
candle. As far as I know the dance held no particular narrative meaning
connecting these images. Khorezmian dance was also rhythmically exact-
ing. Sharp freezes alternating with shimmering movements created a
counterpoint between the bells on my wrists and the asymmetrical
rhythms that gave the dance a witty, whimsical quality. She also created a
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Portrait of Mukarram Turghunbayeva in Farghana costume displayed in the
Bahor Theater, Tashkent.

fragment of a fourth dance in the Uyghur style for me. (Uyghurs are
Uzbek-speaking Muslims in China and are a minority ethnic group in
Uzbekistan. The Uyghurs I have met look Asian, with epicanthic eyefolds
like mine, so Karimova may have been typecasting me.)

Her sharp comments about how younger dancers and choreographers
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An example of a Khorezm dance costume.

blurred distinctions among the regional styles alerted me to look for the
homogenizing impact of centralized training and further changes in the
construction of Uzbek identity discussed in Chapter 3.

Ballet masters [Uzbek]. If something was pretty, whatever movement might be
pretty in Khorezm, they mixed it into a Farghana dance, or they mixed a move-
ment in Farghana into Bukharan style dance. Doing that does not work. It [dance]
will become poor. It will become a training exercise. In this way [dance] will
become confused. Each style is rich on its own, for example, the costumes and the
dances.

Dances must be graceful [jilwa]. They should not resemble athletic exercise.
They cannot be busy all the time [habib aylar olmaydilar]. Stopping, they pause,
making a pose like this—here is how those must be. They must be graceful. Ah,
if they happen to be [like] physical exercise they will not work.

MUKARRAM TURGHUNBAYEVA

A discussion of the opening decades of Uzbek dance would be incom-
plete without Mukarram Turghunbayeva. Turghunbayeva’s mother was a
dutar3 player. No one I asked seemed to know who her father was. In 1929
she joined the first Uzbek national dance company and worked with its
founder Kari Yakubov. According to her biography published just before
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the fall of the Soviet Union (Avdeyeva 1989), she joined hobby groups in
her normal school, including the song and dance ensemble. She told no
one but her grandmother about her interest in theater and dancing.

It was from her that young Mukarram heard about mother, a talented singer, who
had died young. The old woman also told her granddaughter about Mukarram, a
dancer, in whose honour the girl had been named. Mukarram Turghunbayeva was
too timid to make the final decision of joining the stage. Besides, she thought that
artistes were extraordinary people while she held herself as a very ordinary person.
(Avdeyeva 1989: 198)

Noor Khon’s death, however, prompted Turghunbayeva to choose the
theater. According to her biography, she ran away from home to join Kari
Yakubov’s company (1989: 198).

This brief biographical account raises as many questions about Tur-
ghunbayeva as it answers. I was repeatedly told that women did not dance
in public before the Soviet period. Who then was “Mukarram,” the dancer
for whom Turghunbayeva was named? How did she know what “artistes”
were like? If Turghunbayeva’s mother died when she was young, who
raised her? The information on her family is scanty. Most Uzbeks I met
know at least 300 relatives by name, and see them regularly at life cycle
events. Marriage is virilocal. Yet Turghunbayeva’s biography gave no in-
formation about her father’s family or any relatives other than her grand-
mother and mother.

The tour guide in Turghunbayeva’s museum did not know anything
about her father, although the guide had worked with Turghunbayeva as
a dancer. In contrast with Avdeyeva’s biographical account, the guide did
say that Turghunbayeva started her dance career with her family’s support.
In any event, she became one of the most famous dancers of her gener-
ation and founded the nation’s leading Uzbek dance company, the Bahor
Ensemble.

In contemporary Uzbekistan, dancers and nondancers remember her
most for the works she introduced to the Uzbek stage. The Bahor Ensem-
ble has over 200 works in its active repertory, many attributed to Tur-
ghunbayeva or her contemporaries Tamara Khonim and the artist Usta
Alim Kamilov. Her biography contains a chronological listing of many of
the works she appeared in from 1929 until her death in 1978 (Avdeyeva
1989: 104–108).

Although dancers and nondancers recall Turghunbayeva primarily as a
dancer, the museum tour guide and her biographer said that she also
acted and sang. She appeared in Örtoqlar (Comrades), a musical comedy,
as early as 1930. The titles of works she performed reflect Soviet themes
and Central Asian life: 8 Marta (March 8th) (1933), Pakhta (Cotton)
(1933), Ozodlik (Freedom) (1949), and Ghayratli Qiz (Energetic Girl) (1955).
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Others draw on Central Asian literature, such as Farhod wa Shirin, Leila wa
Majnun, and Munojot. Still others express regional identities, such as Buk-
harskii Raks. It is fitting that she be represented here by one of the works
she added to the repertoire of Uzbek classical dance.

The life of Mukarram Turghunbayeva is typical of the destiny of Uzbek women—it
was progress to spiritual emancipation and it really did not matter what profession
the women chose: weaver, biologist, teacher or actress. Turghunbayeva’s artistic
career was indeed unique. It had tremendous bearing on the destinies of Uzbek
women, because it stimulated the development of an entirely new female person-
ality. Every dance performed by Mukarram depicted life as it was. At the same time
the plasticity of the dance expressed the new spiritual features of the women of
her time. (Avdeyeva 1989: 198)

Although Turghunbayeva died in 1978, I was able to interview a woman,
Shirin, who had been a close friend of Turghunbayeva’s for decades.
Shirin was the wife a member of the intelligentsia. I attended her son’s
wedding. The day after the festivities were over, we sat at her kitchen table
while soup for lunch simmered on the stove. As we talked, her daughter
joined us, adding her own impressions and childhood memories of Tur-
ghunbayeva. She and Turghunbayeva met during an extended stay in the
hospital. I asked what Turghunbayeva was like. Shirin said:

Mukarram opa4 and I were together in the hospital in the year 1968 in Tashkent.
Twenty-four days. She was a very very good woman. That woman was never tired.
In order for a [festival?] ensemble to flourish, even when she was in bed in the
hospital she always participated in rehearsals. Later on when we lived in *** prov-
ince, opa came to *** province. Forty days they gave concerts at our place every
day. We met together every day. That woman was never tired. With her own com-
pany she was an affectionate friend [ulfat] to the girls.

Shirin learned much from watching and performed her own version of
“Tanovar” at a social event she hosted. As discussed in greater detail below,
“Tanovar” is perhaps the greatest of Turghunbayeva’s works and has be-
come a quintessential example of Uzbek national dance. I saw a fragment
of Shirin’s dance. Compared to the cheerful lightness of the other women
who danced that day, Shirin moved with focussed intention, pressing
through movements as though she were moving through “thick space.”5

MD : You dance “Tanovar” yourself.

Shirin : I dance [my own version]. I dance mine . . . I heard Muhammadjon Mirzaev
during our time in the hospital. He even had Munojot, “Tanovar” played. During
the playing, opa danced. Whatever she was doing, every day in the morning for
forty-five minutes she would occupy herself so that weight gain would not come,
or whatever would not come. While she was occupied this way during [her] time
of staying [in the hospital] if there was some music she would occupy herself with
dancing. Afterwards I would dance too. When I danced “so you will dance Andijon
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style and I will dance Parghana style,” she said. At home we Andijonese a little
mmmmm. Ssssst! there is speed. We dance faster. Very fast! [Jaaaah!]. . . . What
did she say “in Parghana they dance slower.” For this reason there were days she
said, “You are making us all speed up.” I learned a lot of things from opa.

MD : You do a terrific “Tanovar.”

Shirin (chuckling): We learned a little tanovar from that Mukarram opa!

MD : I would like to learn it.

Shirin : So that was how it was.

I asked Shirin to tell me some stories about Turghunbayeva. “What kind
of stories?” she responded. So I asked her to tell me what they did during
the forty days Turghunbayeva visited Shirin’s province.

Together, those forty days in the time when the ensemble came. We would be
together from morning until dinner. Respect for opa was so great that in Z***
province . . . in Z*** province there were only one or two Andijonese, Tashkentese
people. All of the rest were Z*** province people. So greatly had opa found a way
to the hearts of people that every day for forty days she was made a guest. One
after the other one day at our place, one day at yet another place she was made
a guest. . . . She was a very fabulous teacher.

I told Shirin that books in America mention Tamara Khonim rather
than Turghunbayeva. I asked why Turghunbayeva is more well-known in
Uzbekistan than Tamara Khonim. Shirin thought a moment and replied:

Mukarram opa’s dances are closer to the Uzbek people than Tamara Khonim’s.
Tamara Khonim is more known for her foreign dances. Mukarram opa took Uzbek
folk dances as the basis for her dances.

“TANOVAR” 6

Of all the works Turghunbayeva performed, perhaps the most enduring
is “Tanovar.” Viewing the dance “Tanovar” as a kind of ethnography, it is
a work that weaves together themes of national identity, complicity and
resistance to Soviet reforms, and changing norms about gender. The sig-
nificance of “Tanovar” in Uzbek culture cannot be overstated. Avdeyeva
considered it

one of the masterpieces of Soviet choreography. This single-act national ballet is
so inspired and poetical in nature that prominent artistes, art directors and ballet
masters compare Mukarram Turghunbayeva’s “Tanovar” with the gem of world
choreography “The Dying Swan” by M. Fokine. (1989: 199)

In 1994, professional dancers spoke of it reverently. Echoing the com-
ments of Turghunbayeva’s friend Shirin, the introduction to a book about
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“Tanovar,” published in 1994, described the dance as expressing emo-
tional themes important in a woman’s life:

The dance of “Tanovar” which has long blossomed on the Uzbek stage is closely
entwined with the name of Mukarram Turghunbayeva. It is as if “Tanovar” is a
large part of the life of Mukarram opa: love, longing, hope, parting. Everything
wept over, felt, experienced will become tanovar. (Karimova 1993: 3)

Dancers consider “Tanovar” an ultimate test of a dancer’s dramatic abil-
ity and artistry. One teacher identified the dances she would include in a
program to teach me Uzbek dance. After learning a dance in the Far-
ghana, Bukhara, and Khorezm styles, she would include a dance from
another region, perhaps Uyghur and doira dars (a dance teaching a basic
lexicon of movements and rhythms). “Then” she said, pausing dramati-
cally, “Tanovar.”

The dance also seemed to have a powerful effect on popular imagina-
tions. Three women I met, two from a region near the Farghana Valley
and one from the capital city of Tashkent, had created their own dance
versions of “Tanovar.” This well loved Uzbek classic might thus be consid-
ered one of the most “Uzbek” of the national dances.

“Tanovar” was created in 1943 and was first performed at the Alisher
Navoi State Academic Theater of Opera and Ballet in the capital city of
Tashkent. Turghunbayeva had heard that a dancer named Bidonkhon
had presented a successful dance set to “Tanovar.” Working with Evgenii
Nikolaevich Baranovskii, the ballet master of the Alisher Navoi Theater,
Turghunbayeva decided to stage her own version (Karimova 1993: 7). The
music used in “Tanovar” is from the Farghana Valley region. When I asked
a musician to play “Tanovar” for me, she was puzzled. “Which one?” she
asked. I learned that for musicians “Tanovar” is a genre of folk music from
the Farghana Valley region. There are many songs known as “Tanovar”
and many variations on these melodies. Musicians have told me that it is
ancient.

I attended a concert in Tashkent in honor of Mukarram Turghunbay-
eva’s birthday (May 31). The concert was held at a music conservatory.
The performers were teenaged dancers and musicians from an institute
in the Farghana Valley who were studying to become teachers. The en-
semble consisted of fifteen musicians and twelve female dancers. The in-
struments and gender of the musicians were as follows:

2 doira (tambourine) players male

10 chordophone (stringed instrument) players 9 male

1 female

2 nay (flute) players male

2 dutar (long-necked, stringed instrument) players female
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The program notes handed out to the audience listed eight kinds of
“Tanovar.” A musician seated next to me explained that there were a total
of fifteen kinds of “Tanovar.” Each kind of “Tanovar” was a different var-
iation of a single musical motif. The names of the eight “Tanovars” per-
formed for the concert were:

1. “Gulbahor Tanovar” (Spring Flower Tanovar)

2. “Adolat Tanovari” (The Tanovar of Adolat)7

3. “Farghana Tanovari” (The Tanovar of Farghana)

4. “Mukimii Gazali” (Verse of [the poet] Mukimii)

5. “Tanovar Janga His Eksam” (Tanovar [of Emotion?])

6. “Sunbulla Tanovari” (Tanovar of Sunbula [8th month of the Arab calendar, Au-
gust 22–September 21])

7. “Tanovar II”

8. “Tanovar”

Each “Tanovar” sounded quite different to me. In my fragmentary si-
multaneous notes, I heard at least four different rhythms, some using
patterns of three beats, others of four beats. Tempi varied from slow and
stately to rapid. Some were instrumental pieces, others featured a female
vocalist or monophonic chorus of female voices. Dancers performed to
each musical variation. The final “Tanovar” was the dance masterpiece
Turghunbayeva made famous.

The movement motifs come from a regional style, which is known as
the “Farghana style.” Dancers say that it uses folk dance motifs from the
Farghana Valley region. There are three major professional dance styles,
one for each of the three major oases of Farghana, Bukhara, and Khor-
ezm. It is significant that the music and movements are supposed to orig-
inate from the Farghana Valley. Farghana is the birthplace of many of the
nation’s best musicians, and considered a place where people are highly
civilized and love the arts. The musical and movement motifs represent a
major political region and evoke memories of great cultural achievements.

A retired dancer gave me a tape of a television program about “Tano-
var.” The tape includes a black and white movie of Turghunbayeva. A
scrolled arch hangs over the stage suggesting an arch of flowers or perhaps
the overhanging branches of trees. One male singer in the traditional
Uzbek dress of a chöpon (a striped silk long-sleeved robe) and a döppi (a
square embroidered cap) accompanies himself on a long-necked, fretted
chordophone, probably a dutar. His voice is clear and resonant but the
words are unintelligible to me because the syllables are distorted by me-
lisma and a throbbing vibrato.

Some fifteen women are seated on the floor around the sides and back
of the stage in companionable tableaus. The women wear the regional
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dress of the Farghana region—open collared, long smocks made of an
ikat-patterned silk called atlas. Many people told me that atlas is the “na-
tional” fabric of Uzbekistan, or that clothing made of atlas is “national”
dress.8 Scarves or döppilar covered the women’s heads, in keeping with
Muslim norms requiring women to dress modestly. The women’s voices
alternated with the male soloist’s in a call and response pattern. The
women echoed motifs in the man’s solo by a high, nasal monophonic
chorus. One woman stands playing a doira. A nay repeated motifs from
the man’s solo, although the camera never clearly showed the nay player.
The tempo was brisk and asymmetric, led by the doira in the following
pattern:

Turghunbayeva enters from stage right and moves upstage with tiny
skimming steps. She turns to the camera and bows with her right hand
over her heart. The pause gives me a moment to see that she too wears
the traditional dress of the Farghana Valley region: a scarf tied into a cap,
knee-length braids, a shimmering ankle-length robe open over a white
caftan and pants gathered at the ankle. A glittering metallic necklace,
earrings, and bracelets complete the ensemble. She looks directly into the
camera with a confident smile. Her gestures are bold, direct, and strong.

She sights into the distance, one hand held horizontally across her chin,
palm facing the floor. Her head turns to the right and down, looking at
the floor. (I wonder if she is being coy, or if she is unhappy.) She glides
sideways, slowly drawing clenched fists up the sides of her body as though
containing an explosion. With a cocky tilt of her head and a sparkle in
her eyes, she shoves up the sleeves of her gown, exposing her wrists. Shak-
ing her head, she claps her hands as though brushing dust away. As the
doira accelerates, she raises both arms overhead and slowly pivots, snap-
ping her fingers in rapid counterpoint. The music slows as she completes
the turn and Turghunbayeva swirls into a gracious bow accompanied by
a final trill of the nay.

Turning to narrative content, “Tanovar” tells the story of a young girl
who is waiting for her sweetheart in a garden. The lyrics express the bit-
tersweet joy of love and the pain of longing and separation. The dancer’s
gestures illustrate the words. For example, the dancer slowly raises her
clenched fists up the sides of her body and over her head to express
discouragement when her lover does not appear, then reaches forward,
palms up, when she thinks that she sees him in the distance.

According to Karimova (1987), women perform “Tanovar” using folk
texts. One version (in Karimova 1987) by a female singer is as follows:
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Your gaze is the axis of my world
Your Adolat [Justice], I shall be,
When my black hair grew, upon my brow it curled,
Your living sacrifice, I shall be,
What woes bow my head,
Your willing sacrifice, I shall be
Before your love, my freedom fled
Your devoted slave, I shall be
While flames blaze from my body, my heart smolders,
Your fervent pilgrim [dervish], I shall be
I from you, and you from me, may we never part,
Your Adolat, I shall be . . .

Men, however, also performed their own renditions of “Tanovar.” Kar-
imova (1987) said:

Male singers [reciters], however, perform the following musical ghazal of the Uz-
bek democratic poet Mukimii in the style of “Tanovar”:

To find a beautiful, beautiful woman like you, any journey I will brave
When a rose sees your face it becomes your slave,
As long as my soul is in my body, may it be love’s enclave
Everywhere I am, with you my heart stays
In our souls the flame of your love burst into light
For khans and for kings I care not a mite
As a tulip blooms, my heart brims with delight
Everywhere I am, with you my heart stays.

Comparing these examples of female and male versions of “Tanovar”
suggests sharp differences in gender norms. The woman’s verses depict a
woman as martyred by love, and love as the end of freedom. By contrast,
a male version shows love as the end of a heroic journey. The male version
celebrates the man’s agency and autonomy, and his enjoyment of a
woman’s beauty. The few words I can understand on the videotape (“my
great love”) do not correspond to any of the verses Karimova quotes in
her article, so I do not know whether the singer is performing a male or
female variant of the song.

The dance and music touch on many themes that resonate deeply in
Uzbek culture: the reputation of the Farghana Valley as the birthplace of
the nation’s finest musicians, and the loveliness and soulful depth of Uz-
bek women. The dance also delivers messages pertinent to Soviet policy
of the period. The Farghana Valley was, and remains, the region of Uz-
bekistan where Islamic devotion is the strongest. “Tanovar” thus uses the
beloved music of the Valley to accompany a public performance by a
female dancer, a use directly opposed to the Muslim values held by the
Valley residents.
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Karimova observed that the theme of romantic love was important in
many pieces during the 1930s. She also said that the dancers performed
in order to show people “how they should act.” I suspect that dramatizing
the theme of romantic love challenged the Central Asian Muslim practice
of arranging marriages. “Tanovar” thus links indigenous pride in culture
and beauty with modern Soviet notions of nationhood, choice, and in-
dependence.

LIVING FOR ART

Looking at the early dancers’ life histories together with “Tanovar”
shows the ambiguous place of Uzbek dance and dancers in Uzbek society.
Tamara Khonim, Roziya Karimova, and Mukarram Turghunbayeva each
established a vital dimension of national dances as an institution. Tamara
Khonim took the first bold step of dancing in public without a veil. With
her husband Kari Yakubov, she helped to launch Uzbekistan’s first pro-
fessional performing ensemble. Through her international touring, she
helped to bring recognition to Uzbek dance and music as an art form.

Moreover, she trained the first group of young dancers, including Ro-
ziya Karimova. Karimova considers Tamara Khonim her teacher (usta). In
teaching young girls at the choreographic school today, she continues to
transmit the training exercises and combinations of steps and rhythm she
learned from Tamara Khonim. Mukarram Turghunbayeva founded the
nation’s leading dance company. As a director and a dancer, she added
many new works to the repertoire of Uzbek professional dance. In 1994
the Bahor Ensemble had over 200 works in its active repertory, many cre-
ated or popularized by Turghunbayeva.

The personal lives of these women also showed the ambiguous impact
of Soviet reforms on the lives of individual women. On the one hand, the
establishment of dance as a career increased the life choices available to
women. Tamara Khonim, according to the museum tour guide, chose
dance over her parents’ objections. All three women, with the position
and financial resources afforded by their own careers, divorced and re-
married. Tamara Khonim also resourcefully combined the traditional path
of marriage and the new Soviet option of a career through marrying Kari
Yakubov, her director and one of the country’s leading musicians. Tur-
ghunbayeva married the famous musician Kamilov.

Marriage to a musician and fellow performing ensemble member alle-
viated problems of propriety. In Uzbekistan, as in many Muslim societies,
the honor of the men in a family depends upon the virtue of their women
(see, e.g., Abu-Lughod 1993). The daughter of a woman who began danc-
ing in the 1930s told me that her father recruited her mother as a pro-
fessional performer by marrying her. In 1994 several dancers told me that
marrying a musician is still the ideal option for a female dancer. “If your
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husband is a musician, then he is always with you when you are working
or traveling. No one can criticize you then.” No one could gainsay the
husband’s authority to allow his wife to perform, nor could anyone accuse
her of immoral conduct while working or traveling because she would
always be under his watchful eye.

On the other hand, appearing on stage, even with spousal approval and
supervision, drastically lowered a woman’s social standing. I met a vener-
able and devout elderly gentleman in a rural village. He cheerfully told
me about famous dancers like Tamara Khonim. They had come to the
Farghana Valley and he had seen them dance. I asked him what people
had thought about the dancers in the 1930s. With some reluctance, he
finally admitted, “We didn’t like them much then.”

One night on television I saw an old black and white tape of Tamara
Khonim dancing. Smiling widely, eyes flashing, she moved on a little patch
of dusty earth, ringed on three sides by men with leathery, seamed faces
shining with oil and perspiration. Döppilar clung to their heads, and chö-
pons hugged their bodies. Tamara Khonim skimmed the ground in little
steps, snapped her fingers, spun, and finally dropped to her knees. She
arched her back until her head nearly touched the ground.

As I watched, I grew increasingly uncomfortable. After months in the
field, I had learned to drop my eyes when passing men on the street and
to avoid eye contact when introduced. The men’s eyes on Tamara Khonim
were too direct. The smiles on their faces stretched into toothy grimaces.
I suddenly realized how very shocking the early dancers must have
seemed. I wondered how the dancers felt appearing on the stage day after
day. Perhaps this was why every dancer I had met discreetly wore a black
and white bead tucked in her clothing to ward off the evil eye.

In the 1930s, how did dancers view their work? Karimova told me:

At that time I was young. I did not think about freedom or whatever it was called
. . . I lived for art. I lived for the dance. I danced for the sake of art and for the
dance. So I did not think about the emergence of freedom or those things. It was
my youth. I did not think about it. Who would think about politics? Only later on
there were dances made which related to freedom. Dances began to appear which
were connected to freedom for women. In 1935 when they threw off the paranji
[veils] our problems were depicted in dances which came out.

Concerts [spektaklar] came out, came out. Full-length spectacles. From the prob-
lems of the emerging of this freedom for women and girls . . . there is the spectacle
of Noor Khon. Noor Khon was murdered because she was a performer. Noor Khon
is a story of Farghana. There the sister of Noor Khon is alive. She lives in Tashkent.
She is very ill. . . . She is close to ninety. She was from Farghana. She was the wife
of Usta Alim. They were artists. She was called Begimkhon. . . . That Begimkhon
was the younger sister of Noor Khon. Noor Khon was murdered for becoming an
artist. Her father’s son by another wife stabbed her with a knife in eighteen places.
They wanted to kill Begimkhon too. They invited her as a guest. But when her
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older sister unexpectedly fell ill, she could not go as a guest. For this reason they
did not kill her. After the father gave her elder brother vodka, and gave him a
Quran, and made him swear, this little sister has taken a bad road. She has become
a nonbeliever [kaffir], that is to say, bad. “If you don’t kill her it will be a sin,” said
her father. [Her father] having forced him, this [brother] killed Noor Khon.

Noor Khon was earlier than me. Begimkhon’s younger sister came to Tashkent
[correcting herself] Samarkhand at the theater where everyone came together.
Usta Alim took Beghimkhon in marriage. And so some time later they were going
to go to Farghana. They themselves were from Farghana. That older brother there
caused her death. When they went on tour in Farghana, her older sister and
mother invited her as a guest. That’s when he killed her. There [was a big party?
and] some other girls there. When they were dancing Noor Khon’s older brother
invited her into the garden. “You are staying. You will wear a paranji,” he said.
“You will not be an artist.” “No, I will be an artist,” she said. He killed her. “Ah,
you will become an artist?” he said. She was killed. This is how it was.

This became a spectacle. . . . They killed her father. . . . They imprisoned her
older brother. He was young and he didn’t know. He said her father compelled
me. He went to war. In 1941. He came back from the war. After he returned he
himself got married. Even though he was a little ill. He got married, her older
brother.

Veiling in Muslim societies is a topic that has been addressed by an-
thropologists as well as scholars in other disciplines (see, e.g., Fernea
[1965] 1989; Beck and Keddie 1978; Abu-Lughod 1986; Tohidi 1991; Bad-
ran, 1995). A practice associated with women of upper classes during Mu-
hammad’s lifetime, veiling is not required under Islam. The Quran
enjoins men and women to dress “modestly.”

Karimova’s account of Noor Khon’s death associates veiling with con-
troversies over Muslim and Soviet norms for women, and new freedoms
offered under the Soviet system. The associations of veiling and “back-
ward” ways, and unveiling and progress were strongly marked in a mu-
seum I visited. The museum displayed a paranji as part of an exhibit about
modernization and improvements introduced during the Soviet period.
The long, black, coarse robe covered the mannequin’s form from head
to toe, with a grid of strips of fabric over the eyes. It looked harsh, hot,
and confining, like a portable jail with bars. Another part of the exhibit
showed photographs of a long river worm that could enter bare feet, an
affliction eliminated by Soviet intervention. Urban women grimaced at
rumors circulating in 1994 that veiling might return, and looked at the
practice as backward and a threat to their freedom.

As the first woman to dance unveiled in public, Tamara Khonim was
part of a larger Soviet program to bring women into the workplace and
to give them greater authority in the home through measures such as
greater access to divorce. Her unveiling violated Central Asian norms of
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respectability. The tragedy of Noor Khon’s death shows that performing
on the stage challenged men related to a dancer, whose honor depended
upon her respectability. Controversial in terms of Muslim Central Asian
values, dancing was part of a larger program of “modernization” aimed at
creating a public sphere for women.

By the end of the Soviet period, Mukarram Turghunbayeva had become
a heroic pioneer. Her biographer praised her for founding Uzbek dance:

It may be stated as a fact that Mukarram Turghunbayeva had created the Uzbek
stage dance—an entirely new type of art in Uzbek musical culture. It was as new
as the symphony, opera and classical ballet were to Uzbekistan. Mukarram Tur-
ghunbayeva adopted the innovatory methods of the first Uzbek Soviet choreog-
raphers. . . . Usta Alim Kamilov, who knew all the fine points of Uzbek folk and
professional dance, remained her friend and co-author to the last days of his life.
This helped Mukarram Turghunbaeva [sic] to make all her scenic productions
freshly new and yet typically Uzbek. (Avdeyeva 1989: 198–199)

CONCLUSION

Anthony Giddens (1984) offers the attractive model of dialectics be-
tween structure and agency. He analyzes some of the ways in which struc-
tures constrain and enable actors, and how individual choices, in turn,
create structure. The contributions and lives of the early Uzbek dancers
can, in part, be explained in terms of complex dialectics between structure
and agency. Although Giddens’ model partially helps to explain the im-
pact of the first national dancers on the establishment of Uzbek national
dances, and of the Soviet reforms on the dancers themselves, it leaves out
the crucial dimensions of cooperation and resistance.

National dances were constructions of the new Soviet consciousness,
combining the separate power bases of Bukhara, Khorezm, and Farghana.
Moreover, they brought women out of the private domestic sphere into
the public one. Through performing works such as “Tanovar” and in their
personal lives, the dancers exemplified the privileges and perils of becom-
ing “modern” Soviet women. Tamara Khonim and Roziya Karimova’s life
histories and the dance “Tanovar” illustrate the ambiguity and paradoxes
of Uzbek dance. Women were at once oppressed, implicated, and freed
by the Soviet colonial program. On the stage, the dancers became living
emblems of the new SSR of Uzbekistan. The dances and dancers thus
became emblems of the new political regime and social order. Their pi-
oneering work established an enduring centralized institutional frame-
work for national dances.

James Scott (1990) identifies overt and covert forms of resistance. In-
corporating questions about power into an analysis of Uzbek dance shows
that although Tamara Khonim, Roziya Karimova, and Mukarram Tur-
ghunbayeva participated in Soviet programs to make Central Asia conform
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to a Soviet mold, they also helped to develop an institution that celebrated
and preserved the legacies of the sophisticated cultures of Bukhara, Far-
ghana, and Khorezm. Did Uzbek national dancers and musicians allow
treasured art forms to become vehicles of Soviet propaganda, or did they
use Soviet resources to help vital portions of Central Asia’s artistic heri-
tage?

NOTES

1. Making the pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) at least once during one’s lifetime is
one of the five obligations of an observant Muslim. A hajji is a person who has
made the pilgrimage.

2. Teachers used the term “waltz” (vals) to request music for Farghana dances
from the musicians accompanying class, or to tell students to demonstrate the
Farghana dance they had learned for class. The term is the one used by Uzbek
dance teachers and not one I have imposed upon the music or dance form.

3. A dutar is a long-necked, stringed instrument. I met women who played the
dutar as a hobby. Women musicians who played for weddings or onstage for con-
certs were more rare, although I did meet a few. I do not know whether Tur-
ghunbayeva’s mother was an amateur or professional musician.

4. Opa literally means “elder sister,” but is used as a term of respect for women
older than the speaker.

5. Anya Peterson Royce (1984: 70–71, 77) describes moving through “thick
space” as one of the characteristics of mime. The “weightedness” of the mime’s
movements are a distinctive characteristic of mime technique, in contrast to ballet
where dancers strive to achieve the illusion of weightlessness.

6. I asked one Uzbek arts scholar what the word tanovar meant. She speculated
that it could have two meanings: first, that one should accept God’s will, or second,
that it referred to the words for “body” (tan) and “to bring something” (ob kelmok).

7. Adolat literally means “justice.” In this context it is probably the name of a
female singer named Adolat famous for singing a “Tanovar” as discussed below.

8. See Chapter 4 for a discussion of a new bride’s dowry, which consists of both
modern (sovremnii) and national (millii) clothing. Women in the Farghana Valley
used to weave their own atlas fabric at home for their families or for sale in the
bazaar. One family I met in the Farghana Valley said they would help me to find
some homemade atlas, but our plans never materialized. Women in Tashkent said
that Marghilon, a region in the Farghana Valley, was famous for its atlas. Although
some women still make atlas themselves, I visited a women’s cooperative factory
where workers made atlas on machines.

Many fabric patterns exist and have colorful names such as peacock, comb, and
chess. The peacock pattern is primarily blue, black, white, and green shot with
gold threads. It is considered a qora (black) atlas whose darker colors make it
suitable for mature women. One wife of a professor in Tashkent who knew I was
in my late thirties told me that I was old enough to wear qora atlas. Yellow (saruk)
atlas was for women in their twenties and early thirties. Women told me fabric
dominated by red was for younger women. I noticed women actually wore yellow
and red atlas well into middle and even old age. Atlas was a correct and substantial
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gift to any girl or woman. Brides and young women received three meters—
enough for a short-sleeved, calf-length dress. Five meters was appropriate for ma-
ture women so they could make a long-sleeved dress. When I left Uzbekistan in
December of 1994, atlas cost about 100 to 150 som per meter, about two week’s
salary.
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The War Years: “We Made
Dance a Beautiful Diamond”

(circa 1943–1953)

With the onset of World War II, Uzbeks participated in the effort to unite
all of the peoples of the Soviet Union. If the task of the 1930s was building
a national consciousness from the disparate tribal and ethnic groups lo-
cated within the borders of the new SSR of Uzbekistan, the task of the
1940s and 1950s was building a pan-Soviet consciousness. When Russia
entered World War II, Uzbeks were called into service. Men went into the
military, while dancers were recruited to entertain troops at the front.
Russia’s entry into World War II brought substantial changes to the or-
ganization and practice of national dances. All of the films and photo-
graphs I have seen of dances from the 1930s usually feature one or two
dancers performing solos. The earliest ensemble work I saw dated from
1937. It resembled a military review with individuals formed into orderly,
trained ranks.

It is likely that coordinated ensemble work in Uzbek dance developed
during World War II.1 Perhaps the early documentation of single perform-
ers I saw recorded only the most popular dances or performers such as
Tamara Khonim or Mukarram Turghunbayeva. Alternatively, this change
in emphasis may reflect key differences in context from the 1930s and the
1940s. In the 1930s, Soviet policy encouraged women to break away from
their family obligations and Muslim values. Individual choice and inde-
pendence were emphasized (Massell 1974: 133).

By contrast, in the 1940s, the Soviets needed to mobilize all the Soviet
peoples first in support of Stalin’s “Unholy Alliance” with Nazi Germany
(1939–1941), and later to defend the USSR against German invasion
(1941–1945). During the early years of the Soviet period and during
World War II, dance was a channel of communication and a vivid emblem
of the values the Soviets sought to instill in the Uzbek people.

In Uzbekistan programs for education (Allworth 1967), agricultural de-
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velopment (Matley 1967a), and industrialization (Matley 1967b) were be-
ing established by the Soviet government. Examining the development of
schools and institutes of Uzbek dance affords insight into the methods
the Soviets used to permeate Uzbek society and the effect of these efforts
on at least a few specific individuals.

MILITARY SERVICE

Dancers who went to the front during World War II actually became
part of the military. One of Tamara Khonim’s sisters led a dance company
that visited soldiers at the front during World War II. Roziya Karimova
(see Chapter 2) was one of the members of the troupe that toured the
front. I asked her where the dancers performed. She said little about this
period, merely replying with harsh pride, “We went to the front.” She
proudly displayed her veteran’s uniform that glittered with row after row
of medals. During my field research in 1994, she wore her uniform many
times both socially and for government-sponsored occasions. She said that
she was invited to many events because she was a veteran. During 1994
Karimova and a group of other veterans toured former Soviet Central Asia
and were honored for their service. The biography of Margarita Akilova,
a famous contemporary of Karimova’s, described a tour to Iran in the
Spring of 1942 as follows:

In the months of April and May, under the leadership of Tokhtasin Jalilov, forty
Uzbek artists were in neighboring Iran. Renowned artists were in one row in the
famous brigade: the dramatic actors Sora Eshontoraeva and the late Olim Hojaeva,
side by side with the talented singers Ma’murjon Uzoqov, Zaynab Polvonova, and
skillful dancers such as Mukarram Turghunbayeva, Shahodat Rahimova, Roziya
Karimova, Fakhiya Jamilova, Tamara Nazarova, Jabijon Hasanov, and the late Jyr-
akhon Sultonov. For about a month and a half, this brigade performed razzmatazz
[rang-barang] programs for the workers of Iran and the Soviet soldiers and com-
manders stationed there.

From the ideological/creative perspective, the artists created works which would
answer the needs of the era, such as “Father of the Ages,” “Sword of Uzbekistan,”
“Qochqor Turdiev” as musical works for stage, and the film “Gift for the Front.”
Through building the Farhod GES, which was the monument recognizing the
heroism of the people during these kinds of tours, artists honored active service.
(Ahmedov 1985: 36)

One of the dances from the World War II period repertoire was revived
for the 1994 Independence Day Concert. It was choreographed in 1937
for Uzbek national dancers who went to the front in World War II to
perform for the soldiers. The woman in charge of restaging it for the
concert was Margarita Akilova’s daughter. She learned the choreography
as a child when a dancer in her family went to the front. The movement
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vocabulary was drawn from the Farghana Valley regional style, as were the
costumes.

According to a music student who helped me as a research assistant,
the music was a song called “Yalla” (“Let’s Go”). The music was prere-
corded so I could not identify the instruments or number of singers with
precision. A large mixed chorus sang stanzas in a call and response pat-
tern, alternating between male and female voices, then singing in unison.
An orchestra dominated by flutes and drums echoed fragments of the
melody. My assistant said the music was “an ancient folk song” from the
Farghana Valley region. The lyrics were from a poem by the Central Asian
poet Alisher Navoi (1441–1501).

The dance opened a portion of the concert that gave a capsule history
of the late 1930s and World War II. Over thirty dancers entered in a
square formation of rows and columns. The choreography had a martial
theme, with the dancers marching in unison. The sharp rhythm marked
by drums and flutes seemed like a call to action2:

Their costumes were traditional dresses of the Farghana Valley—full-
length, long-sleeved caftans, wine velvet boleros embroidered in gold
thread, and white square caps with multicolored embroidery. The long
dress with a bolero was a style of national dress associated with the 1920s
and 1930s. More contemporary national dress for the region consisted of
a dress ending a few inches below the knee, matching trousers gathered
at the ankle (lozim), and no vest. The caftans were made of atlas (ikat-
patterned fabric), in a black, yellow, green, white, and red pattern (see
Chapter 2, note 8).

Row by row, the dancers split off into five groups forming tableaus in
small circles. Each group melded back into a single line stretching across
the stage, presenting the audience with the spectacle of a seemingly end-
less line of dancers stepping in perfect unison.

1994 was a time of tension among the ethnic groups living in Uzbeki-
stan. With the fall of the Soviet Union, the meaning of “Uzbek” was heavily
contested. Members of other ethnic groups, such as Russian and Korean,
were citizens of Uzbekistan, but were they “Uzbek”? The dancers were
from the five major professional dance companies in Tashkent. Two of
the companies, Shodlik (Joy) and Bahor Ensembles, specialized in Uzbek
dance. The other three companies had regional specialties, one in Buk-
haran (Tajik) dance, a second in Khorezmian dance, and the third in
Uyghur dance. Khorezm is a province in Uzbekistan known for its dancers.
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Uyghurs are an Uzbek-speaking group of Turkic descent who live in the
Sinkiang region of the People’s Republic of China. The line, therefore,
provided an overarching idiom of unity, which subsumed the disparate
regional identities of the dancers in 1994.

The dancers were followed by a skit reenacting the opening of a canal
in the Farghana Valley, an event that occurred in 1939. An actor dressed
as the first president of Uzbekistan stood side by side with a man in Rus-
sian military dress to cut a red ribbon inaugurating the canal. The build-
ing of the Great Farghana Canal was a point of pride for Uzbeks because
it had been built in only forty-five days by about 180,000 Uzbek and Tajik
laborers, with the assistance of engineers and technicians who were prob-
ably Russians (Allworth 1967: 294). The canal signified both the dedica-
tion and unity of the Uzbek people and a modernizing contribution to
the nation’s welfare by the Soviets. The celebrations for the canal opening
were interrupted by the sound of bombs and strafing planes. Men set
down their scythes and marched off to war.

I asked several performers in the concert what the dance was about.
They answered with a shrug and told me that it had been included in the
program just because it was from 1937. One artist explained that it was
one of the last truly “Uzbek” dances.

Uzbekistan became a haven for refugees from Moscow displaced by the
war and for artists exiled by Stalin. After World War II, these Russian-
trained artists and critics influenced the arts in Uzbekistan, founding in-
stitutes for theatrical studies, choreographic schools, and taking
leadership positions in the theater. Therefore, works created after World
War II had a Russian influence. Although the dance had none of the
dramatic appeal of “Tanovar” (see Chapter 2), it was chosen at least in
part because of its non-Russian provenance. Ironically, the dance contains
many motifs associated with Russian choreography of the period, such as
tableaus of dancers kneeling around a central standing figure and a corps
of dancers moving in single file through swirling formations. Despite the
Russian influence visible in the piece, artists who discussed it with me in
1994 presented it as a “truly Uzbek” work.

In any event, the 1937 dance was a reminder of the heroism of Uzbek
women dancers and male soldiers who had gone to the front in World
War II. Since the audience of the Independence Day concert included
many foreign dignitaries, the 1937 dance may also have affirmed Uzbek-
istan’s right to take its place in the international community. An Uzbek
friend who watched a tape of the concert with me was pleased with the
section of the program about Uzbekistan’s wartime service. With a satisfied
nod, she said, “It’s only right, we fought too.”

The war front was not the only place dancers figured prominently in
government-sponsored events. Newspapers from the late 1930s and early
1940s describe parades and massive celebrations held on Soviet holidays
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such as International Worker’s Solidarity Day (May 1) and the anniversary
of the October Revolution (November 7). For example, on May 1, 1941,
the year Germany invaded the Soviet Union, crowds filled the streets of
Samarkand.

A forest of banners, music and people filled the streets, the squares and the boul-
evards. Before the demonstration there was a parade. Leaders of the provincial
[oblast] party and Soviet organizations congratulated the workers. Over fifty thou-
sand people participated in the demonstration. (Anonymous, Qizil Özbekistan,
1940)

I was told that the library archives in Tashkent contained no newspapers
for the years when the Soviet Union was actively engaged in World War
II, so I was not able to trace dancers’ activities during the actual war years
through newspaper coverage. State-sponsored parades and other displays
were not unique to Uzbekistan but were held throughout the Soviet Un-
ion (Lane 1981). As Christel Lane (1981) extensively discusses, rituals
were an important element of Soviet political culture. Holidays such as
the anniversary of the October Revolution (November 7), Victory Day
(May 9), and International Women’s Day (March 8) were marked by pa-
rades, household feasts, and concerts featuring performing artists and
sound and light shows. Cults of personality centered on leaders such as
Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin, and Nikita Khrushchev were also distinctive
characteristics of Soviet politics.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION

The life histories of two women who began studying dance in the late
1930s are significant because they show the extent of institutionalization
of Uzbek dance that had occurred only a decade after Usta Alimov estab-
lished Uzbekistan’s first dance company. The first woman, whom I shall
call Dilorum, became a dancer. The second became a scholar interested
in culture. I will refer to her as Anna.

Turning first to recruitment, the women I interviewed studied dance
with their families’ consent. Neither were orphans. Dilorum had dark hair
and eyes and appeared to be of Uzbek descent. Anna’s origins were part
Turkic and part Russian. Her grandparents supported the Whites during
the Revolution and fled to Central Asia when the Whites were defeated.

Other well-known dancers from the period were the children of artists
and musicians. For example, in one family, both of the parents became
famous performers in the 1930s. Several of their children became equally
noted dancers.

Overall, the children who undertook dance training during the World
War II period were ethnically diverse, including Uzbeks, Bukharan Jews,
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and Russians. Unlike Karimova’s cohort, they were not recruited from
orphanages; rather, they undertook dance studies voluntarily.

DILORUM

I met Dilorum at a children’s maktab (school) where she teaches dance.
We met in the teachers’ lounge, a bustling room with sofas, armchairs, a
desk, and a phone. Light flooded in through long windows. The high
ceiling magnified sound: voices, the ringing telephone, and the busy clack
of heels. I had come to observe whatever classes were meeting that day.
Another teacher at the school introduced us explaining that Dilorum was
a teacher and had been a katta uyinchi (great dancer) who performed
both Russian ballet and Uzbek national dances. Dilorum smiled and
turned her face modestly away, pleased with the extravagant praise. I do
not know if the meeting had been arranged by our mutual friend, or
occurred by chance. Our friend left to go teach a class, and Dilorum and
I sat down on sofas, soon joined by another woman who spoke Russian.

I placed my tape recorder on the coffee table in front of us and began
to tape our meeting. My tape recorder drew many interested glances.
Other people seeing my tape recorder raised their voices even if they were
speaking in groups across the room. People clustered in front of my lens
whenever my camera was out. I found people crowding into the aural
space of the tape as well, eager to register their presence.

The first part of the tape was a medley of voices, with frequent inter-
jections by the Russian-speaking woman. Other voices at a distance wove
in and out of the tape, often obscuring most of the conversation in our
group on the sofas. People drifted away as classes began and I finally sat
alone with Dilorum. I asked her if she was from Tashkent and she began
to tell me her life story. Dilorum wore her black hair pulled back into a
knob at the nape of her neck. Her plain black dress had a crisp lacy white
collar. As we talked, her broad face lit up and her dark eyes sparkled. She
was the daughter of politically influential members of the intelligentsia.
Dilorum began studying dance at age seven when her mother took her
to the ballet conservatory in Tashkent. She vividly remembered her very
first class, taught by Usta Alimov. She energetically chanted the rhythm
of the drum from the class while demonstrating the movements.

When World War II broke out, she was sent to Moscow along with other
children who were considered particularly gifted. The children received
dance training at the Bolshoi Ballet School. There she studied ballet (klas-
sikskii raks). After winning prizes in an international youth competition in
Moscow for both ballet and Uzbek dances, she joined a pan-Soviet com-
pany. The company included singers from Kazakstan and “everywhere.”
Dancers included the great Russian ballerina Maya Plisetskaya. For the
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next twenty-five years3 she toured with Soviet Union ensembles. She listed
her extensive itinerary:

Dilorum : I was not in China. I was in Iran. I was in Afghanistan. I was in Burma. I
was in Indonesia—Sukarno, invitation. . . . Then I was in Morocco, Tunis. When
we continued traveling the continent—Tunis, Africa, Morocco, Sudan, Sudan. . . .

MD : Which roles did you play? Roles, dance . . .

Dilorum : Dance? Dance. “Jonondon,” Pamir dance, Khorezm dance and so on.

Russian-speaking teacher listening to conversation : Pamir dance [Pamirskii].

Dilorum : Pamir dance, Tajik dance.

Russian teacher : . . . “Esmeralda.”

Dilorum : Let me think. . . .

Russian teacher : Pamir dance.

Dilorum : Yes.

Russian teacher : “Tanovar.” . . .

After retiring with a pension, she taught outside of Uzbekistan, includ-
ing Moscow. Soon, however, when her foot began to hurt she curtailed
her travels.

So after coming to this place and giving lessons, then for two out of three years
my foot ached. After coming to the People’s Department and giving classes, I
would leave. My foot hurt. Otherwise I wouldn’t be in this place. I would have
gone to America or someplace—a theater in Canada. There was work. There was
a lot of work. I would have gone to Toronto. They invited me to Iran. After my
foot became [chronically] unwell, I could not go anywhere.

Her speech was peppered with Russian words reflecting the many years
she spent in Moscow. She married a scholar she met in Moscow through
Mukarram Turghunbayeva’s third husband. They had one child who
works for the government. She had two grandchildren. I asked why so
many women had to leave the stage when they married. She explained:
“[They are] Uzbeks so they are Muslim.”

ANNA

I interviewed Anna in the summer of 1992 in her office at the institute
where she taught. We met through another professor at her institute who
learned of my interest in dance. Anna understood some Uzbek but pre-
ferred to speak Russian. I spoke no Russian, so we spoke through trans-
lators, from Russian to Uzbek, and Uzbek to English.

Unfortunately, when I played back the tape of the interview, the Uzbek-
speaking woman’s soft voice was unintelligible. Yet another friend who
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spoke some English and fluent Russian gave me a rough oral translation
of the interview while I took rapid notes of her broken English. For this
reason, I have paraphrased Anna’s remarks. Her experiences are signifi-
cant to this discussion because they show how greatly dance recruitment
changed by the 1940s. They also show the increased importance of formal
training in the process of becoming a professional dancer. Anna studied
dance as a child but did not become a dancer.

Anna started dancing as a young child in the Pioneer Palace in Tash-
kent. She fondly remembers Tamara Khonim as a very popular performer.
Anna studied ballet, character, and Uzbek dance. She was among a group
of students chosen for additional training because she had a special feel-
ing for dance.

Anna’s father was imprisoned shortly before World War II. She was not
expelled from school because the administration of her school was also
disrupted by political upheavals. When the war started, Anna was a teen-
ager. She worked days in a factory. At night, she studied. When the war
ended, she could not pursue a dance career because her training had
been cut short by the war. She was told that she was too old to resume
dance studies.

INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF DANCE

Comparing Dilorum and Anna’s life histories shows how institutional-
ized dance recruitment and training had become. Dance training was
available to children through the Pioneer Palace. Professional training
with the most famous musicians and dancers of the time was also offered
at the ballet conservatory in Tashkent. A newspaper article written by the
renowned singer Halima Nasirova (1938) noted that in 1940 Uzbekistan
had eighty-five theaters, a Philharmonia, a Conservatory, more than thirty
music maktab, several teknikums (techincal schools), and a klassikskii raks
(ballet) school. Direct ties with institutions in Moscow, such as the Bolshoi
Ballet School, were also being established. Anna’s frustrated dance career
shows that dance had evolved into a profession requiring years of training.

When Dilorum retired from the stage, she taught dance in Uzbekistan
and in other countries where the Soviets had political interests. Unable
to pursue a career in dance, Anna chose academia. Stalin’s oppressive
policies and the war displaced many noted European and Russian schol-
ars. These individuals helped to found institutes of higher education in
Uzbekistan, one of which Anna attended. She studied with several leading
professors from Moscow. After teaching at a maktab for several years, she
began conducting independent research and became highly respected in
her field. She was married and had one child who was also a scholar.

World War II was a pivotal period for the development of dance in
Uzbekistan. Examining the kinds of changes that occurred suggests some
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of the channels through which Soviet power spread throughout Uzbek
society, and the effect of these methods on at least two individual dancers.
Anna’s life history shows that by the end of World War II, dance training
had become more extensive and that professional dancers had to meet
fairly exacting standards by an early age. Training methods used in the
1940s and 1950s would be an area for further research. Listening to the
dancers themselves, I conclude that dance training was a technique for
embedding and forging a Soviet consciousness.

An important change in the discourse of the life histories occurs be-
tween the first Uzbek dancers and the dancers of the 1940s. When artists
recalled the talents of the first Uzbek dancers, they used terms such as
tabii (natural), Hudo bergan (God-given), or yuragdan (from the heart).

According to the biographies told in their museums, Tamara Khonim
and Mukarram Turghunbayeva (see Chapter 2) were talented dancers as
children. Each was recruited after a famous musician saw her dance. At
least according to people I talked to in 1994, their abilities as dancers
were considered more a result of innate talent rather than training. In
contrast, by the 1940s talent was insufficient to become a dancer. Years of
training were necessary as well.

Roziya Karimova (see Chapter 2), one of the early Uzbek dancers, spoke
of Uzbek dance in terms of her very bones:

What shall I say. The richness of these Uzbek dances. Other nationalities also their
own what do you call it [i.e., richness] of course. They have their own value. But
during my childhood, my bones were formed and grew strong with those Uzbek
national dances. I have danced Russian dances and Indian dances as well. I have
danced many dances, but I love Uzbek dances more. Because [there is] poetry in
it, how do I say it in Uzbek—innocent appeal [muloyimlik], dignity, beauty. Here,
okay, it is just like a flower. It is just like a flower. If these people danced, the
heart ached.

Dilorum was an early student of Turghunbayeva’s. I asked her what
Turghunbayeva used to tell dancers. According to Dilorum’s recollections,
a talent for Uzbek dance required being loved by “the people” (khalq)
and physical coordination. The dancer had to be able to express “truth
. . . from the heart” in every gesture.

MD : What advice did [Turghunbayeva] give to dancers?

Dilorum : To dancers? Beautiful dancing, doing each movement correctly. To be
liked by the people. If she appeals to the people, it means she is a good dancer.

MD : [Laughing]

Dilorum : If she is happy when she sees the people, this girl will be a good dancer.
Or, “if the people look at her like this and applaud weakly, this [girl] will not be
a dancer” opa [elder “sister”] said. Heart is necessary. Heart. Heart—and coordi-
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nation [koordinatsiya]. Coordination. Each movement must be correct [toghri]. . . .
Truth is from deep within the heart. . . . Every single gesture. Every single hand.
Every single nerve.

Dancing “from the heart” (yuragdan) was an expression conveying high
praise for a dancer’s work. When I asked dancers for recollections of
Turghunbayeva, they rarely told personal anecdotes but said only that she
danced “from the heart.” I heard both dancers and nondancers use the
expression when they admired a dancer.

The heart was also an important image in other contexts. A well-known
woman poet said that when she read her work on television, she spoke
“from her heart.” The expression “having a good heart” (yuragi yakhshi)
also arose in conversation with a young single woman about the qualities
she hoped for in a husband. “From the heart” seemed to be a phrase
meaning sensitivity, integrity, honesty, and eloquence. Perhaps this char-
acterization of the early dancers legitimized Uzbek dance as a spontaneous
and authentic expression of Uzbek spirit.

The young women who became dancers in the 1940s, however, had to
complete years of formal training. As Anna’s life history shows, talent and
a feeling for dance were no longer sufficient to launch a professional
career. A professional dancer was an individual who had developed a rep-
ertoire of skills through completing a prescribed program of training.

Dilorum assessed the differences between the early dancers in the 1930s
and her cohort in the 1940s as follows:

MD : One of our scholars says that women’s lives changed during the Soviet period.
Is his talk accurate?

Dilorum : It’s true. It’s true. The scholar’s talk is true. Why is it true? Because when
there was no Soviet state [hukumat], women and girls, you, me, and others, [stayed
in] the women’s quarters in the home [ichgari] and wore the veil [paranji]. You
could only see the pupils of our eyes, and nothing else. All of us. Later there was
dance in the what do you call it. It was in the women’s quarters. “Tanovar” was
[danced] in the [unmarried] girls’ quarters. The doira—ra ta tum ta tum ta tum.
[“Tanovar”] originated in the women’s quarters. Later when there was a Soviet
state, after everyone tore their paranjis, they became equal, equal, equal. And so
women, Muslims, and for example me, were very covered up, their hands were
like so . . . uuuh free. . . .

Then their dances too became free. Having come out from the women’s quar-
ters and become happy, they became free. Then pretty young girls who came out
of the women’s quarters were free so they danced. For that reason it is true that
for example during the thirties Roziya opa, Mukarram opa, and Tamara opa became
free with their coming outside. Or as for us—[she names herself and three other
dancers]—we were already trained. We became professional. We were able to study
everything. From that we made dance a beautiful diamond. We learned to make
it a diamond. In the nineteen forties.
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I asked Dilorum whether she was aware, in the 1940s, of the political
implications of dance for women. She responded by discussing the ex-
amples set by her teachers, the importance of training, and the profes-
sional status of dancers. Reviewing the transcript below, I wonder now
whether we slightly miscommunicated. Nevertheless, my strong impression
during the interview was that she understood my question very well and
was, in essence, saying that in the 1940s the dancers understood that they
were examples for other women. For that reason they could not use the
small and timid gestures untrained women used in indigenous dances.
Instead, the dancers had to become larger than life by transforming the
small gestures of indigenous folk dance into the broad, bold gestures of
professionally trained artists.

MD : In the nineteen forties, did you know that you were a second cohort and that
you worked for the freedom of women? At that time did you know? In the nineteen
forties. Did you know that this example [misol]. . . ?

Dilorum : Ah, Ah. The example taught in school in the nineteen forties. I know
that I will graduate a good dancer. Mukarram opa is teaching me. Usta Alim is
teaching me. Roziya opa is teaching me. I know that mu . . . muslim this [unintel-
ligible] will not work. For example ra ta ra ta [beginning to dance, seated in her
chair] when I have become a professional, ra da in what way . . . how is it in Eng-
lish—[switches to Uzbek] broad, broad. Dance must be broad like this. Those years
of the nineteen thirties—the stages, the stages [tstele] were tiny. Tiny. The clubs4

were tiny. The theater Navoi5 was large. So in those places on the stage long
[movements—she gestures with her arms, reaching and looking out in the dis-
tance], presence, presence—the movement did not have to be affected
[manmanlik]. The movement had to be (ja!) very much like this. [She extends her
left arm as though saluting an audience in the highest balcony.] So people would
be seen. Professionally [profetsionalnii]. School [shkola]. School [maktab]. The fun-
damentals must be [learned in] school.

DANCE TRAINING

By the 1940s, then, training was essential to becoming a professional
national dancer. Most of the dancers in the major companies in Tashkent
were graduates of a children’s choreographic maktab. The school where I
observed classes offered a five-year program in Uzbek national dance and
an eight-year program in ballet, along with academic classes. The school
had a dormitory (internat) for children from regions outside of Tashkent.
Some of the dancers I interviewed left their families and came to the
school as early as age ten, others did not begin until their early teens.

A brief digression on the educational system in Uzbekistan will provide
a context for the discussion of dance training and clarify terms used
throughout the life histories. From the ages of one to six, children may
attend a boghcha (day-care center). A maktab educates children from ages
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seven to seventeen. Within the maktab, distinctions may exist between the
boshlanghich (beginning classes) for ages seven to ten, and the örta maktab
(middle school) for ages ten to seventeen. An olii maktab (high school)
refers either to a college or to fifteen to seventeen year olds in a maktab.

After attending a maktab, students may continue their studies at a tek-
nikum or an institut (technical institute). At a teknikum, from age fifteen,
students may receive four to five years of training in music or in service
fields such as nursing or special education. An institut offers five years of
higher education for students beginning at age seventeen. Tashkent
boasts many institutes in fields such as history (tarukh), Eastern languages
(shark shunoslik), world languages (jahon tili), and the arts (san’at).

Returning to the choreographic maktab, what did dancers learn in dance
classes? Although I did not elicit detailed accounts of training methods
used in the 1940s, I did observe classes and examinations at a choreo-
graphic school in Tashkent during the spring of 1994. The school trained
and evaluated the students according to many standards, including knowl-
edge of the prescribed syllabus, talent, and ethnic appearance.

The first book codifying Uzbek dance technique was written in 1965
and published eight years later (Karimova 1973). Since then Roziya Kar-
imova, a noted dancer, teacher, and scholar, has published a series of
books carefully documenting and codifying the distinctive movement mo-
tifs of the Farghana (1973), Bukhara (1977), and Khorezm (1975) dance
styles.

The curriculum for the school was set by Moscow, even in 1994 after
Uzbekistan declared independence from the Soviet Union. The children
learned a five-year curriculum. They studied during the year with other
children in the same level of the curriculum. Within each class, they were
further divided by gender and by their concentration in ballet or Uzbek
dance. Ethnic origin appeared to have at least some correlation with the
kind of dance a student studied. Most of the students studying ballet had
fair hair and complexions associated with Russian descent. By contrast,
only one student concentrating in Uzbek dance was blond with fair skin.
The other Uzbek dance students usually had dark hair, brown eyes, and
more olive-toned complexions indicating that they were probably at least
part Uzbek. In 1994 students specializing in Uzbek dance nevertheless
studied ballet every day and Uzbek dance two days per week.

Within the Uzbek dance classes, students were grouped by age and abil-
ity. Although the content of their course work was similar, the children
in one group had been described to me as a “good” group, and the other
as a “bad” group. In observing classes during examinations and the se-
mester, I noticed that the “good” group generally learned quickly, paid
attention in class, and had long arms and straight limbs and backs and
strikingly pretty faces. Their physical coordination was smooth and grace-
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ful, and their understanding of the complex and subtle rhythms of Uzbek
music was generally acutely accurate.

By contrast, the “bad” students, appeared less alert, forgot movement
sequences, moved more awkwardly, and some appeared sallow or even
sickly. The two classes also elicited different responses from the same in-
structor. The “good” group received smiles, praise, and technical correc-
tions such as demonstrations of proper timing of the footwork on turns.
The “bad” group received criticism, scoldings, and sour looks. I was told
these students would return to the provinces to teach after graduation
instead of performing with companies in Tashkent.

I will describe one class I videotaped, then compare it with several oth-
ers I observed. The girls were about ten years old and at the second-year
level. The class was held in a large room with mirrors lining one wall and
a wooden floor with splintering, uneven boards. Ballet barres ran the
length of the room underneath grimy windows with cracked panes. Even
wearing a heavy cardigan sweater I was cold. The students wore black
leotards, knee-length black or white skirts and ballet slippers. Their hair
was pulled into tidy round buns at the crown of their heads. When they
spun, their skirts swirled out like skating skirts. Most wore white socks
rather than tights. When I entered with the teacher, a former national
dancer, the class lined up in three lines facing the mirrors. They began
with three bows, one toward the teacher standing at the front of the room,
one to the musicians at the side, and, prompted by their teacher, to me
as a guest. Two male musicians—a gray-haired dutar player and a middle-
aged doira player accompanied the class.

The students had memorized all of the sequences they performed in
class, so the lesson consisted of performing set exercises. The teacher
would offer some corrections or advice, then the dancers would perform
the dance again or review a particularly difficult portion several times.
The dancers started slowly, reviewing holat (the seven positions of the arms
and feet), moving into a series of exercises to develop suppleness and
fluidity in the hands and wrists. The dancers moved on to exercises to
limber the back for working in Bukharan style, consisting of back bends
performed both standing and kneeling.

Once the warm-up section of the class was completed, students learned
choreographed dances in the various regional styles. In a second-year class
I filmed, the students worked on three dances. The first was in the lyrical
Farghana style, while the second was more like one in Bukharan style. The
third seemed to incorporate movement motifs from all of the styles, so I
am not sure what, if any, regional style the dance represented.

Work on turns followed. The students performed turns in a series trav-
eling across the room and turning many times in place, finishing in a
balanced pose. For the traveling turns the dancers moved in single file
diagonally across the floor. The students performed three variations on a
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chaı̂né turn (a continuous series of turns performed on the balls of the
feet), traveling to the right or to the left. The teacher asked for a series
of eight turns across the floor, one in Farghana style, the second in Tajik
style, and the last in Khorezm style.

The last exercise was the doira dars (the “drum dance”), an exercise
with extensive rhythmic variations and corresponding movements. A
teacher at the school told me that Tamara Khonim and Yusuf Kizikjon
developed the doira dars, probably in the 1930s. The exercise taught stu-
dents one movement (harakat) motif corresponding to each of the rhyth-
mic patterns used in Uzbek classical music. By 1994, there were five
variations of the doira dars, one for each year of the syllabus. The version
I taped was for second-year students; there were increasingly difficult var-
iations for each year up to the fifth year.

The doira dars for second-year students incorporated over fifteen differ-
ent rhythmic patterns. For each pattern, students learned a corresponding
movement motif. They performed some of the motifs staying in one place,
then turning or traveling across the room. The dancers faces were intent
as they followed the complex, asymmetrical rhythmic changes and meshed
them with smooth changes from one set of movements to the next.

An example will illustrate the subtlety of the doira dars exercises. The
rhythmic pattern was fast and asymmetrical like a running heartbeat:

The dancers first stood with their feet together and arms folded hori-
zontally across their chests. Palms were flat facing the floor, and the fin-
gertips of each hand touched the opposite forearm near the elbow. They
moved just their heads from side to side in tiny, sinuous movements like
a snake. Their heads stilled and their folded arms jutted from side to side
in time to the shimmering pulse. Then the dancers began to tap the toes
of their right feet along with their rocking arms. Pivoting on the left leg,
the dancers began to turn a bit to the right with each tap of the right
foot, slowly gliding into a turn, seemingly propelled by their folded arms.

A class I watched for the oldest students dispensed with the warm-up
altogether. The students moved directly into working on choreographed
dances. One girl wearing a gold embroidered cap (döppi) and braids past
her waist performed “Tanovar” as a solo while the other six students
watched her and sketched out the movements from the sides of the studio.
The teacher called out dances by name one after the other and the stu-
dents performed them. As they began each dance, my hostess, another
teacher in the school, leaned over and told me the regional style of each
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dance. The students did dances from the Farghana, Khorezm, Tajik, and
Bukharan regional styles.

DANCE TRAINING AS RITUAL

Becoming a dancer, then, entailed completing the prescribed program
of study. The national dancers were the product of a process of a program
of training and exercises. How did the dance training change the girls
and boys who received it? How was dance education a tool for instilling
a national consciousness in potential dancers? Catherine Bell (1992: 98)
sees ritual practices as “a strategic form of socialization.” Most helpful for
our discussion is her view that ritual instills cultural awareness in partici-
pants’ bodies:

The implicit dynamic and “end” of ritualization—that which it does not see itself
doing—can be said to be the production of a “ritualized body.” A ritualized body
is a body invested with a “sense” of ritual. This sense of ritual exists as an implicit
variety of schemes whose deployment works to produce sociocultural situations
that the ritualized body can dominate in some way. This is a “practical mastery,”
to use Bourdieu’s term, of strategic schemes for ritualization and it appears as a
social instinct for creating and manipulating contrasts. This “sense” is not a matter
of self-conscious knowledge of any explicit rules of ritual but is an implicit “culti-
vated disposition.” (1992: 98, citing Bourdieu 1977: 1–4)

Viewing dance training as a strategy of socialization raises two sets of
related questions about the body, ritual, and ways of knowing. One is the
issue whether the principles embedded in ritual are culturally constructed
or sociobiological. A second is whether and how ritual serves to instill and
legitimize cultural understanding in and through the body. For example,
Robert Hertz ([1909] 1973) argued that preferences for the right over
the left hand corresponded to dualistic religious beliefs and visions of the
cosmos.6 Although historically rooted in clan and kinship groupings, the
taxonomy embedded in the dance curriculum was a cultural construction.
As discussed in Chapter 2, the “Uzbek” people as an ethnic group did not
appear in historical records until the fourteenth century. The Soviets in-
troduced the concept of nationhood and created the SSR of Uzbekistan
in 1924 when they imposed national delimitation on their Central Asian
territories. The formation of the Uzbek nation from historically disparate
regions and peoples has already been established (see, e.g., Bauldauf
1991; Bacon [1966] 1980: 215–217; Allworth 1994: 256–259).

Turning to the second question, what is intriguing here is how “Uzbek”
came to be accepted as a “natural” basis of collective identity despite its
strained antecedents. Pierre Bourdieu ([1977] 1995: 78–87) asked how
ideas, beliefs, and practices could become so accepted that they seem
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“automatic and impersonal.” He said that a dialectic between the body
and coded space instilled practical understanding:

But it is in the dialectical relationship between the body and a space structured
according to the mythico-ritual oppositions that one finds the form par excellence
of the structural apprenticeship which leads to the embodying of the structures of
the world, that is, the appropriating by the world of a body thus enabled to ap-
propriate the world. ([1977] 1995: 89)

The social awareness incorporated in space was a “generative schema,”
which Bourdieu defined in structuralist terms as pairs of oppositions such
as high::low, light::shade and male::female ([1977] 1995: 89–90; see also
Bell 1992: 98–104). Rather than looking at generating pairs of orienting
concepts inculcated through dance classes, I look instead at a cultural
taxonomy of dances taught at the maktab.

A “semantic domain” as defined by Charles Frake (1964) is helpful in
mapping ethnic identities marked through dance in Uzbekistan. Frake
said a semantic domain was “a set of related concepts” and that finding
out concepts that people consider to be in the same domain and eliciting
interlinkages across domains can reveal a people’s “conceptual structure”
(1964: 141). For example, Frake examined “interlinkages among the cat-
egories ‘spice,’ ‘yeast,’ ‘beer’ and ‘drink’ ” (1964: 135–140). Adapting the
same notion to dance, I would like to coin the notion of “kinetic domains”
to discuss dances performed in Uzbekistan.

I argue that just as Frake identified “semantic domains,” the curriculum
at the maktab designated “kinetic domains.” Furthermore, these kinetic
domains corresponded to a geographic map of ethnic identities within
Uzbekistan, and Uzbeks as a Soviet people. Viewing classes as rituals of
socialization, I explore how teachers constructed and instilled an “Uzbek”
national identity in students at the maktab. I will also briefly address so-
cialization in two other areas: ideals of masculinity and femininity, and
cohort formation.

What Is “Uzbek”?

Applying Charles Frake’s approach, the curriculum used in the chore-
ographic school set forth a cultural map of dance. The students were
primarily expected to develop competence in the three regional styles of
Farghana, Bukhara, and Khorezm. These three styles constituted “Uzbek”
national dances. The Uzbek “national” identity, as represented in dance,
was an amalgam of three historically significant centers of power and cul-
ture (see Chapter 2).

During the week of exams in the spring, I had the privilege of seeing
the examinations of seventeen classes. I attended six sessions of three to
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five examinations over the period of a month. This experience afforded
me a compact overview of the five-year training curriculum. I saw exami-
nations of classes for the following levels:

Total classes Girls Boys

First year 1 class 1
Second year 4 classes 3 1*
Third year 1 class 1
Fourth year 4 classes 3* 1*
Fifth year 6 classes 4 2

Note : *I did not hear anyone mention the level of three of the examinations I saw. Using
the age of the students and the dances they performed, I have estimated their level.

Each group demonstrated three to five dances for the committee. The
first- and second-year students covered the same material they studied in
the class description above: positions of the arms, exercises to develop
suppleness in the wrists and arms, back bends, and the doira dars. One to
three dances in the Farghana style showing basic movement vocabulary as
well as turns completed the lower-level exams.

Fourth- and fifth-year students had to show proficiency in Farghana,
Khorezm, and Bukharan styles of dance. The first examination I saw was
for a class of ten teenage girls in the fifth level (kurs). They all wore royal
blue leotards, pink tights, black knee-length skirts, and heeled shoes. After
bowing to the committee and to the musicians, the group performed a
doira dars. They demonstrated three more dances. The first was to music
in a 3⁄4 meter and was in the lyrical Farghana style. For the second dance,
in Khorezm style, they wore bells on their wrists, jingling them as they
moved their arms through holat. The third piece demonstrated their com-
mand of Bukharan technique, featuring sharp movements of the shoul-
ders and back bends. They finished with turns across the room in the
Farghana and Bukharan styles and a third set of turns in a style I did not
recognize.

There were often murmurs among the panel about whether a group as
a whole was performing up to the appropriate level for students in their
year of study. One group performed only two pieces, and forgot sections
of the dances they attempted. One of the panelists sharply rebuked the
class for their poor performance and slow progress. The students’ instruc-
tor also became quite flushed and uncomfortable. Mastery of dances in
each of the major regional styles seemed to be a significant criterion of
progress and excellence.

At the end of the morning’s testing, the students left. Behind closed
doors, the teachers discussed what grades students should receive. I was
allowed to overhear the discussion only one time because a teacher ob-
served me making notes on the discussion, so I was not invited to listen
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in on the other evaluations. Students received a grade ranging from a low
of one to a high of five for their performance. Whether the students were
Uzbek or Russian was also discussed. Although I could not follow the
entire conversation, it appeared that being of Uzbek origin was advanta-
geous.

Just as the narratives of the dancers were cast in the form of an itinerary
through places and institutions (see Chapter 2), the classes for profes-
sional dancers can be seen as kinetic and visual tours of Uzbekistan. The
three regional styles of movement were grouped under the unifying clas-
sification of “Uzbek” dance, corresponding to the way the three histori-
cally distinct geographic regions of Farghana, Bukhara, and Khorezm had
been welded together by the Soviet national delimitation that occurred in
1924 (see Chapter 2).

I asked Dilorum what could be learned from looking at Uzbek dances.
She responded:

Well, there are many kinds of dance. For example, the shtat [literally, “state,”
perhaps she meant province?] of Khorezm, the shtat of Andijon, the shtat of Tash-
kent. There they also have all kinds of music, their own music, their own approach.
That is to say, for example, the people of Khorezm and of Farghana are not the
same kind [switching to English] another dance. . . . Each has its own movement.
There are many kinds of movements. There are many kinds of classical songs
[maqom]. Andijon’s is different. Khorezm’s is different. For example in Bukhara—
the emir of Bukhara—[dance] is influenced by Tajiks in ancient times. For ex-
ample, in Russia, French was necessary. [Switching to French] You speak French
[Parlez vous francais]. . . . In Samarkand, Farsi [Persian].

In addition to the dances designated as “Uzbek,” the students learned
other kinds of dance. Examining Uzbek dance as a category of dance in
relation to other categories of dance reveals how the identity “Uzbek” is
positioned in relation to other groups. During their training at the school,
children studied dances attributed to other Soviet Central Asian nation-
alities such as Uyghur and Karakalpok, two minority groups in the repub-
lic of Uzbekistan.

The school also offered classes in “classical” dance. “Classical” dance
was Russian ballet, and people even referred to it using the Russian terms
klassiksii tanz or ballet; no Uzbek word existed for this dance form. All of
the students at the school studied ballet and Uzbek dance. Some of the
students specialized in Uzbek dance, while others specialized in ballet.
Uzbekistan had one major classical ballet company, the Alisher Navoi
Opera and Ballet Theater. The Navoi company ranks included many grad-
uates of the ballet program at the choreographic school.

A few of the older dancers, such as Dilorum, occasionally mentioned
learning or teaching “international” dances. I saw it only once in Uzbek-
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istan at a performance by students of the choreographic school. Two stu-
dents performed a dance intended to be a Spanish Flamenco dance. The
young girl wore a swirling red ruffled skirt and her male partner wore a
white full shirt, black boots, and tights. They stamped their heels and
arched their backs while looking at each other flirtatiously.

A conceptual mapping of dance forms taught at the choreographic
school can therefore be summarized as follows:

National (millii) Dances Classic (klassikskii)
Dances

“National” (narodnii)
Dances

Farghana dance
Bukharan dance Uzbek dance
Khorenzm dance

Ballet
Uyghur
Karakalpok

Spanish
Other?

Turning to dance, the millii dances include both dances from different
regions in Uzbekistan, such as Farghana and Bukhara, and from different
ethnic groups such as Uyghur and Karakalpok. Ethnic identity and re-
gional identity are not, however, unrelated categories. The Karakalpoks
live principally in a region near the Aral Sea within the Uzbek borders,
while the Uyghurs are an Uzbek-speaking ethnic group in Sinkiang Prov-
ince in China. Bukhara, as Dilorum explained above, is historically asso-
ciated with Tajik (Persian) influence. Moreover, all of the ethnic groups
represented in the category of millii dance at the maktab are Uzbek-
speaking peoples. Thus blood, geography, and language establish “inter-
linkages,” to use Frake’s (1964: 134) term, among the concepts Farghana,
Bukhara, Khorezm, Uyghur, Karakalpok, Uzbek, and millii.

It is important to note that outside the walls of the school, the term
“millii” referred to a broad range of ethnic groups. “Japanese” was an
appropriate response when I was asked, “Millatese nima?” (“What is your
nationality?”)7 Similarly, an Uzbek to Uzbek dictionary given to me by an
Uzbek language scholar defined millat as:

A group of people which is historically formed and which comes together on the
common basis of the spiritual distinctiveness of culture, language, territory, and
economic life. Russian nationality, Uzbek nationality. . . . Kazak, Kirgiz, Armenian
and Jewish. (Ma’rufov 1981: 464)

I think that the narrower meaning of millii at the maktab reflected the fact
that the school did not teach dances of all of the populations in Uzbeki-
stan. I also think that the designation “millii” in the context of the dance
school marked a basic dichotomy between Russian ballet and other dances
of non-Russian peoples.

Although narodnii means “nation” in Russian, I heard dancers use the
term primarily for dances of peoples outside the Soviet Union. Looking
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at the categories for dance, a second subset of terms thus consists of “Mil-
lii,” “Narodnii,” and “Klassikskii.” Dancers used the terms “klassikskii” and
“ballet” interchangeably, but rarely noted that ballet was Russian. “Russian”
was thus an unmarked category. I suspect that this tripartite mapping
corresponds to a construction of Uzbekistan’s place in the Soviet political
order. “Millii” designated Uzbekistan’s status as one of the Soviet Union’s
subject peoples. The unmarked status of ballet as a Russian art corre-
sponded to Russia’s supremacy as a colonial power. “Narodnii” mapped
the rest of the globe outside of the Soviet Union.

Students learned different movement vocabularies corresponding to dif-
ferent ethnic groupings. To use Catherine Bell’s terms, training invested
their bodies with a “practical mastery” of the kinetic domains constituting
both “Uzbek” dances and “dances in Uzbekistan.” The kinetic domains,
in turn, corresponded to a political and geographic ordering of Uzbeki-
stan, Russia, and peoples outside the Soviet Union. As they learned to
dance, students thereby absorbed a conceptual map of Uzbekistan, the
Soviet Union, and the world.

With independence, however, the ordering set out in a taxonomy of
terms for kinds of dance appeared to be changing. In 1992 when I met a
ballet dancer who performed with the Navoi Opera and Ballet Theater in
Tashkent, I told her I was interested in özbek raqsi (Uzbek dance). She
immediately asked, “Özbek raqslari yoki raqslar Özbekistanda?” (Uzbek dances
or dances in Uzbekistan?).

Ballet was not an Uzbek dance even when performed in Uzbekistan by
Uzbeks. The distinction between an Uzbek and Russian identity was clearly
marked in classes at the maktab. I observed a class of second-year Uzbek
dance students in 1994 when the teacher corrected the way the students
were standing. They were standing with the weight evenly balanced be-
tween both feet, heads up, and backs straight. The teacher shook her
head. She eased her weight onto one leg, settling into her hip with a
relaxed spine (imagine a hitchhiker who is not holding out her thumb).
“This,” she said, standing like a soldier at attention, “is Russian.” Easing
into the hitchhiker stance she continued, “This is Uzbek.”

What is perhaps most significant about the mapping is that it corre-
sponds to a subtle distinction I heard people make between özbek and
özbekistonlik. An Uzbek anthropologist explained the difference to me. “Öz-
bek,” referring to Uzbek ethnic descent, is an ascribed status, but “özbek-
istonlik” denotes citizenship in the republic of Uzbekistan and can be
acquired.

The distinction arose again while discussing the Uzbek tradition of hos-
pitality. One young graduate student of Uzbek descent, Jamila, explained
özbek in primordial terms, as a capacity for kindness that could only come
from Uzbek blood:
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Jamila : Other groups—

MD : Like Koreans?

Jamila : —could not be özbek, they could be özbekistonlik.

MD : Why?

Jamila : Some things, in the blood, they could never be so generous.

MD : But what is in this box of özbekistonlik?

Jamila [looks down, thinks]: For example, my father is very kind and generous; I
am very proud of him. There was a family next door to us. They had eight children
and the father left them to live with another wife. The wife was a little bit [finger
to temple, twisting]. They did not have enough food. We were not rich, just okay,
but my father helped them. We had a donkey so my father could bring flour for
us and for them. The mother-in-law used to come every night and bless us.

The emphasis on “Uzbek dances” as opposed to “dances in Uzbekistan”
reflects a new consciousness among dancers and nondancers of the dis-
tinction between özbek as an ethnic marker, and özbekistonlik, as the jural
status of a citizen of the republic of Uzbekistan.

Gender

Although there are few professional male dancers in Uzbekistan, I also
observed examinations of four classes of boys. The boys wore sleeveless
white T-shirts and black pants gathered at the ankle. The boys did not do
holat or series of turns across the room. Instead, they did a doira dars and
energetic dances emphasizing speed, strength, and agility. Unlike the girls
who swayed delicately on the balls of their feet and moved their arms in
gentle curves, the boys stood tall, stomped their feet with resounding
thumps, slashed the air with arms like blades, jumped high in the air, or
spun quickly into a drop to one knee.

I asked one highly regarded teacher what qualities male and female
dancers should have. The teacher said men should be shokh and qattiq.
“Shokh” is a term that roughly translates as aggressive, strong, and uncon-
trolled. A desirable trait in males, but a fault in females. While visiting a
family, I heard a paternal grandmother scold a little girl for running
around the dining room or tussling with her cousin while we were eating.
She screamed at the toddler and called her a shaytan (devil). Her harsh-
ness was unusual; on every other occasion I can recall, Uzbeks were pa-
tient, affectionate, and indulgent with small children.

Several weeks later I complimented the grandmother on how intelligent
her granddaughter was. She told me with a frown and a pinched mouth
that her granddaughter was shokh. The child was bright, insisted on being
the center of attention, and strong-willed. The child’s maternal grand-
mother told me with a rueful smile that she had given the child a piece
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of candy. The child immediately reached for another piece, saying, “That’s
mine too.” “Shokh” was thus a troubling quality in girls.

“Qattiq” literally means “hard.” In the context of dance, it seemed to
mean forceful, direct, bound movement. When dance teachers used the
word, they would clench their fists and make a short dropping movement
as though pounding something to emphasize what they meant by qattiq.

Curiously, three Uzbek women used qattiq with a clenched fist to de-
scribe what kind of husbands Uzbek men made. To illustrate, one young
single friend was discussing the plight of new brides in Tashkent (as op-
posed to brides in other regions of Uzbekistan). She said that they were
seldom allowed to go out and labored long hours doing all of the do-
mestic work for the husband’s family. If the brides managed to stay in
school, they were often so tired they fell asleep in class. As she explained
that Tashkentese husbands were known for being domineering and in-
considerate, she squeezed her fist and said that the men were qattiq.

Age Sets

The third and final schema is grouping by age. Age sets are a form of
stratification familiar to anthropologists (see, e.g., Evans-Pritchard [1940]
1969: 249–261). I address them briefly because the choreographic school
system contributed to forming the cohorts that are a fundamental aspect
of the social organization of Uzbek dance. As discussed earlier in this
chapter, students progressed through five levels in the course of their
training. I visited the school repeatedly over ten months in 1994 and saw
that classes of students remained together throughout the year. For the
exams each member of a group wore the same combination of leotards,
skirts, and tights.

I became acquainted with the oldest group of students and was able to
follow their paths from graduation in the spring of 1994 through joining
professional companies. Three or four students from the oldest class were
parceled out as apprentices to each of the major companies throughout
the spring. They joined the companies full time in August. I noticed that
the recent graduates tended to cluster together as newcomers during re-
hearsal breaks. At least for the first year of their new jobs, the age sets
formed at the choreographic school continued.

In one company I visited in 1992, the five newest company members
had a dressing room separate from the more senior dancers. They told
me that they had come to the same choreographic school when they were
ten and had lived and studied there until they joined the company. When
I returned in 1994, all but one of the new dancers had left. The remaining
dancer had moved into a more senior position of unofficial leadership
among her colleagues and chatted with many of them.

I suspect that as dancers progressed beyond graduation, the ties to their
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graduating class weakened, but status as an alumna of a particular cho-
reographic school in Tashkent continued to be important. Many I met
attended the same choreographic school in Tashkent. I met one dancer
who had attended a different choreographic school in Bukhara but suc-
ceeded in winning a place in a Tashkent company. She usually strolled
alone in hallways or the studio during breaks while the other dancers
flocked together, shared snacks, and chatted. Although she appeared to
possess technical training equal to that of her colleagues, she was excluded
from their informal social networks.

CONCLUSION

By the 1940s extensive training was essential to becoming a dancer. In
Dilorum’s words the dancers considered themselves “professionals.” This
is not to say that the dancers beginning their careers in the 1930s did not
receive training. Roziya Karimova’s life history (see Chapter 2) shows that
she studied dance in school and received special training from Tamara
Khonim and Kari Yakubov after they recruited her to dance. Exercises
created then, such as the doira dars, were still an important part of the
curriculum in 1994. What is significant, however, is the way that dancers
spoke about criteria for becoming dancers. Mukarram Turghunbayeva
spoke of “heart” and “coordination.” Dilorum, on the other hand, stressed
formal education as well as talent.

By 1994, dance training was a ritual, inculcating a practical sense of
fundamental principles of social ordering. The classes the children at the
maktab took instilled a conceptual map corresponding to the political and
geographic configuration of the Uzbek republic, Russia as the dominant
focus of the Soviet empire, the collective membership of nationalities
within the Soviet Union, and of the Soviet people among other peoples
of the world.

Each dance class was a symbolic journey through the territory of Uzbek-
speaking peoples—Farghana, Bukhara, and Khorezm—with occasional
forays to the Karakalpokistan and the Uyghurs in Sinkiang Province. The
curriculum as a whole was a guided tour of Russia, “Uzbek” nationalities,
and peoples of Europe. By the completion of the five-year curriculum, the
students’ bodies were “acculturated” with mastery of multiple kinetic do-
mains representing many peoples. Dance also instilled at least two other
fundamental social schema: norms for male and female dancing, and an
enduring sense of identity with a cohort.

NOTES

1. Russian and European ballet, however, had always featured patterned and
synchronized groups of dancers. In America extravaganzas like Busby Berkeley
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musicals became popular in the late 1930s and 1940s. Perhaps these dances reg-
istered America’s transition to an industrial society, where new material technol-
ogies produced identical items, and new managerial methods coordinated the
labor of multitudes of factory workers.

2. I have notated the time line using the TUBS (Time Unit Box System), which
allocates one box per beat. The TUBS has the advantage of illustrating rhythmic
patterns without relying on the European musical system of meters such as 3⁄4 or
4⁄4. Musicians usually played without written music, so I do not have sufficient data
at this time to know whether the European time signatures would be appropriate.

I have marked heavily accented beats with an “x” and more lightly accented
beats with a “*.” The doira (drum) player establishes the time line for the other
musicians. Players produce a wide variety of timbres by striking closer or farther
from the rim of the doira, altering the shape of their hands or even rippling their
fingers on the rim. I have not tried to indicate the timbres because there are many.

3. The dates of her tours covered a fifteen-year period. In summarizing her
touring and performing, however, she says that she toured with pan-Soviet com-
panies for twenty-five years.

4. A “club” was an auditorium on a collective farm (kolkhoz) where movies were
shown and concerts were held. The hall was also used for social activities such as
playing cards.

5. Dilorum was referring to the Alisher Navoi Opera and Ballet Theater in Tash-
kent. The theater had a proscenium stage, high ceilings, and seats for hundreds
of people. I counted some fifty people at a concert I attended; they did not even
fill a handful of rows in the center section.

6. Hertz asked, “How could man’s body, the microcosm, escape the law of po-
larity which governs everything? . . . If human asymmetry had not existed, it would
have had to be invented” ([1909] 1973: 10).

7. Millat is a noun meaning “nationality,” while millii is the adjective from the
same root and can be translated as “national.”
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From Genealogical to Generic
(circa 1954–1990)

CORE AND PERIPHERY

Chapter 3 traced the institutionalization of Uzbek dance and a bifurcation
between the “national” dances performed on stage by professional dancers
and the “folkoric” dances people did at social events such as weddings.
Dilorum’s comment, “We made Uzbek dance into a beautiful diamond,”
invited me to view Uzbek national dances as commodities that were pro-
duced and refined under Soviet auspice. In this chapter, “From Genea-
logical to Generic,”1 I view Uzbek dance as a commodity produced during
the Soviet periods.

I argue that the institutional development of Uzbek dance parallels the
development of material resources during the Soviet period. I focus on
the time period from the 1950s through the 1980s. The patterns I identify
in this chapter began as early as 1919 but became more defined during
the years from the 1950s through the 1980s. I also choose these decades
because they were the active years of a cohort of artists who received
training after World War II.

In terms of structure, the institutional framework for producing na-
tional dances followed the paradigm of core and periphery (Frank 1966;
Campbell 1991) established for the development of material resources.
Although Andre Gunder Frank’s research focused on the impact of cap-
italism on global development, his model of core and periphery helps to
clarify the organization of dance in the Soviet colonial empire.

Frank (1979; 1966) asked why the capitalist system led to development
in some regions and underdevelopment in others. He identified a pattern
of relationships that pervaded colonial Latin America. He explained that
“contemporary underdevelopment is in large part the historical product
of past and continuing economic and other relations between the satellite
underdeveloped and the now developed metropolitan countries” (1966:
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18). Urban areas became commercial centers that siphoned surplus cap-
ital from outlying areas into the hub. The national and colonial capitals,
in turn, became satellites supplying the world economic system (1966: 20).

Although Frank described the model of core and periphery in the con-
text of capitalist economic systems, the model is equally apposite for char-
acterizing local, regional, national, and unionwide relationships in the
Soviet empire. Robert Campbell (1991: 10) likened the Soviet centrally
planned economy to a “single corporation in charge of all production in
the society: ‘USSR, Inc.’ ” The government tells enterprises how much to
produce and is the sole supplier of goods and the sole purchaser of labor.
The state is also the sole mediator between the domestic economy and
world markets (1991: 11).2

The Soviets implemented the command economy to develop natural
resources in Uzbekistan (Rumer 1989). For example, the highly fertile
land in Uzbekistan was devoted to cotton monoculture, and the raw cot-
ton was exported to other republics for processing into cloth. The finished
product eventually arrived in Moscow, for use in Russia or for sale abroad.
Like cotton, Uzbek dances were resources that were produced, refined,
and exported during the Soviet period.

CENTRALIZED PRODUCTION OF UZBEK DANCES

Connections between the national metropolis of Tashkent and Russia
began even during the Bolshevik years. The Central Asian poet, dancer,
and musician Zokirjon Holmuhammad o’g’li, better known as Furqat,
went to St. Petersburg in 1919 to perform Uzbek songs and dances. Ta-
mara Khonim studied dance in Moscow (Swift 1968: 181) as did Mukar-
ram Turghunbayeva (Avdeyeva 1989). During World War II promising
dance students were sent to Moscow for training. Uzbek artists also com-
peted in festivals held in Moscow. One dancer I met won medals for her
dancing in a youth festival held in Russia after the war.

Dancers from Uzbekistan continued to receive training in Moscow dur-
ing the 1950s and the decades that followed. I attended a performance
of a ballet company in Tashkent. Friends told me that one of the com-
pany’s principal dancers had been trained in Moscow. I also met several
Uzbek national dancers who had studied in Moscow.

In 1994 dancers spoke of individuals who had studied in Moscow with
great respect. I gathered only partial career histories of individuals who
began their careers in the 1950s because they were extremely busy indi-
viduals who had become the leading directors, teachers, and choreogra-
phers of Uzbek professional dance. Most of my data about this group
consists of observing them at work and from brief discussions during re-
hearsals or class breaks about the works in progress.

To my knowledge, every prominent teacher or choreographer I met in
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1994 graduated from a choreographic school. Upon graduation they per-
formed with one of the national dance companies in Tashkent. Some had
studied ballet and possibly character dance for extended periods in Mos-
cow or toured with pan-Soviet companies. Dance education thus centered
on the Soviet hub in Moscow. Dancers trained in Moscow returned to
Uzbekistan and became leading performers, choreographers, and teach-
ers.

Within Uzbekistan, the capital city of Tashkent functioned as a regional
hub for dance. Children from all over Uzbekistan came to Tashkent to
study at a choreographic school. Some graduates of the school made their
careers with one of the national dance companies in Tashkent. Others
worked with regional dance companies. I met the director of a regional
company who worked in a provincial madaniyat yurt (house of culture).
In her late thirties, she had studied at the choreographic school in Tash-
kent and danced with one of the national companies in Tashkent for
several years. She had come back then to her native city to teach and
direct a company.

The company consisted of about twelve teenage girls. The dances they
rehearsed showed the influence of Tashkent training and choreography
on dance in the provinces. For example, the company rehearsed a dance
called the “Andijon Polka.” I had seen another version of the “Andijon
Polka” in classes at the choreographic school in Tashkent. Although An-
dijon was a region famous for a distinctively slow, weighty dance style, the
“Andijon Polka” was not based on indigenous dances. It was a quick, buoy-
ant new work created by professional dancers and musicians. Thus the
“Andijon Polka” was a work that disseminated from the national dance
schools to the provinces. Perpetuating the cycle of exchange between the
core and periphery, one young girl in the group was going to Tashkent
in the fall to study at the choreographic school.

MOSCOW TRAINING

According to Mary Grace Swift (1968: 214–218) choreographic schools
in Moscow and Leningrad became means of disseminating ballet training
to satellite countries. Two of the most famous schools were the Vaganova
Choreographic Institute, associated with the Kirov Theater in Leningrad,
and the Moscow Choreographic Institute, affiliated with the Bolshoi The-
ater. A few individuals from regions outside of Russia studied in Leningrad
as early as 1905 (Anya Peterson Royce, personal communication). In 1946
the Soviet government began recruiting students from outside of Russia
for choreographic training.

Training dance actors to portray Soviet themes was a central concern
of dance educators (Swift 1968: 214). In 1934 a pedagogical department
was formed in Leningrad to encourage dance teachers and students to
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use political themes in their work. In 1938 a conference was held in Mos-
cow to discuss unified training to teach dancers to depict Soviet heroes.
In 1950 the Moscow Choreographic Institute added a course on “Studies
on Contemporary Themes.” At a conference of leading Russian artistic
directors and dance educators, the speakers stated: “The Soviet ballet
school attempts to arm the young ballet generation by means of new,
clear, mighty and expressive choreographic speech, to answer to the tasks
of socialist realism in ballet” (1968: 214, citing A. Belosel’skii, “Molodye
Kadry Baleta,” Teatr, no. 9 [1950]: 87). According to Matvei Gorbunov
(1960: 67–68, cited in Swift 1968: 216) in 1960 the Lunacharsky State
Institute of Theatrical Art (GITIS) in Moscow trained ballet masters, ac-
tors, directors, and arts scholars. The Lunacharsky Institute designed cur-
ricula and teaching materials for other theatrical schools, and offered
them for discussion at annual conferences convened by the Ministry of
Culture of the USSR. Postgraduate offerings included courses in Marxist–
Leninist esthetics.

Dancers I interviewed did not discuss the ideological aspects of their
training with me. I asked several dancers active during the 1950s and
1960s about the dances they used to perform or about the kinds of themes
addressed. I usually got a shrug or a response on a different topic, which
may have been a function of my limited ability to ask complex questions
in the Uzbek language. One dancer briefly mentioned a dance she did
with a series of turns that always brought vigorous applause from the au-
dience. Another told me about a teacher who had studied in Moscow. He
spoke only about how very knowledgeable and strong the teacher was.
Although political themes were important from the perspective of Soviet
policy, the dancers seemed more concerned with artistic issues, such as
technical virtuosity and communicating with their audiences.

One dancer, Dilbar, discussed her Moscow training with me. She said
she had been trained as a “ballet mester.” I did not fully understand what
this meant until she taught me a dance. She chose a dance that began
with slow, sensual motifs accelerating into a series of turns and ending
with quick, sparkling side steps and a ripple of notes plucked on the dutar
(long-necked, string instrument). I was quite uncomfortable with the co-
quettish quality of the beginning of the dance. She explained the dancer’s
entrance and character, saying: “Do not be afraid, you are the most beau-
tiful dancer in the city.” Some of the motifs seemed quite suggestive to
me, such as drawing a hand across the chest and undulating the shoulders.
She assured me that they indicated friendship rather than seduction.

Nevertheless, I continued to wish myself at the bottom of the ocean
each time we started the dance. After becoming quite exasperated with
me, she asked what was wrong. I told her that my mother was pretty, but
I was not, so I did not feel right doing the dance. She looked at me fiercely
and said that whenever I do this dance, I must tell myself: “Dilbar is my
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teacher.” She proceeded to demonstrate the steps with panache. I took a
deep breath, thought of the many famous dancers whose footsteps per-
meated the very carpet I stood on, and did the dance again with all the
energy and assurance I could muster. The dance came alive, and the turns
and quick steps unfurled easily from the deadly beginning. She urged me
to pour more and more energy into the movements as the tempo accel-
erated to a sprightly finish.

We discussed the dance later. She said that she had thought and felt
that particular dance was right for me. She said, when I had first started
doing the dance she taught, “You seemed so . . . ,” and she pulled a long
face to show that I had been lifeless. But her instincts had been confirmed
when I finally found the essence of the dance. She knew the dance had
been what I needed.

My own modern dance training in America had emphasized speed,
strength, and energy. The gentle movements of Uzbek dance felt some-
what empty to me. Although she had never seen me dance and only chat-
ted with me a few times, Dilbar had somehow sensed that I had not found
a way to channel my own spirit into Uzbek dance. The dance she taught
me was a happy compromise between my athletic instincts and the more
restrained forms of Uzbek dance. Pleased with my thanks, she said, “I am
a ballet master.” Her training had shown her how to bring out each dan-
cer’s unique qualities. I understood why she was one of the most respected
choreographers in Uzbekistan.

This episode also suggested some of the differences in concepts of self-
hood and femininity between dancers and nondancers. I felt very con-
strained during my first months in Uzbekistan and finally realized my
discomfort was due to the stillness of Uzbek women. They sat firmly on
their chairs, feet crossed at the ankles. They punctuated conversation with
their voices but not their hands. One older woman I know always chided
me when I zipped into a room or set a teacup down too hard. “Gently,”
she would say, “don’t rush.” Younger women deferred to older women.
For example, younger women often listened while older women spoke but
made few, if any, comments. By the time I began working with Dilbar, I
had learned to minimize movements and facial expressions to avoid draw-
ing undue attention on the street or in gatherings. The bold individuality
Dilbar encouraged me to find and express felt uncomfortably flamboyant
after so many months of striving for innocuous invisibility.

THE USTA SYSTEM AS FICTIVE KINSHIP

The colonial structure of core and periphery, however, did not function
as a monolith. How did individuals function within the Soviet system?
Scholars such as Michael Rywkin (1990) have speculated that one of the
strategies some Central Asian peoples used to resist Soviet reforms was to
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maintain indigenous extended family relationships within new Soviet in-
stitutions. For example, in Kazakstan nomadic tribes were forcibly settled
on kolkhozes (collective farms). Extended kin groups, however, continued
to function as an economic and social unit within the Soviet structure of
collective farms (Bacon [1966] 1980: 135–137).

The life and career histories I elicited from dancers provide a glimpse
of a model that resembled the more intimate dynamics of kinship em-
bedded within the colonial and national institutions. When I elicited life
histories, dancers would frequently mention their usta. The term “usta”
can be roughly translated as “master.” I heard the word used in several
ways. It was used in general conversation to indicate skill in a particular
arena. One mother used the word to praise her daughter’s domestic ac-
complishments. She said the young woman was an usta in baking, and
proceeded to tell me about the layered Napoleon pastry her child could
make. I also heard graduate students call their faculty adviser an usta.

In the context of dance, professional dancers used the term to refer to
their principal teacher. The relationship between a dancer and her usta
is rich and lasts throughout a dancer’s career. For example, when I began
to ask about dances performed during the 1940s by Mukarram Turghun-
bayeva, one of the early Uzbek dancers, professional dancers told me to
look at the work of Mamura Ergasheva, a dancer who had been Turghun-
bayeva’s star pupil. In addition to teaching, I also observed ustas creating
choreography for their protégés and helping them to obtain employment.
Even retired dancers would tell me who their usta was.

Dancers had only one usta, although they may have studied with many
teachers in the course of their training. Every famous and successful dan-
cer I interviewed had an usta. Not all dancers mentioned having an usta,
however. One dancer who was not well-known explained that no one had
taken a particular interest in her career and helped her.

An usta, in turn, referred to a protégé as a “shogurd” (apprentice). My
own experiences indicate that an usta works with a shogurd privately, out-
side of group classes. As I describe in Chapter 2 and earlier in this chapter,
the two ustas I worked with had me learn set pieces of choreography and
taught me technique, movement, vocabulary, and interpretation through
refining and correcting my performances of the choreographed dances.
I received far more detailed assistance and critiques than students in
group classes at the choreographic maktab.

The relationship between an usta and a shogurd can be warmly personal.
I attended several social events where a former student visited her usta
for tea, bringing a gift or a home-baked cake to show respect. One dan-
cer’s husband-to-be asked her usta as well as her family for approval of
the marriage. If an usta introduced me to her protégés, the protégés were
usually helpful to me thereafter. When I began studying Uzbek dance with
a teacher, Uzbek friends referred to her as my usta. In addition
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to teaching me dance, my usta fed me, called me her daughter, corrected
my Uzbek, and made me a tonic when she thought I looked anemic.

Three major “lineages” of dance ustas emerged during my research.
Two started with the early Uzbek dancers Tamara Khonim and Mukarram
Turghunbayeva. The third originated in Bukhara. The Bukharan dancer
most frequently identified as an usta by the dancers I met in Tashkent was
Isahar Akilov, a dancer and choreographer who rose to prominence dur-
ing the 1930s. Senior or retired dancers generally gave me one of these
three names when they identified their ustas. Dancers who appeared to
be about age thirty or younger had an usta trained by one of these three
teachers.

Thus, within the Soviet structure of core and periphery, Uzbek dancers
created strong personal ties. The relationship between a dancer and an
usta is like the relationship between a child and a parent, with lifelong
guidance and mutual support. Most prominent dancers are professional
descendants of one of three early Uzbek dancers; therefore, the bonds of
fictive kinship spanned three generations of dancers. Within the very in-
stitutions created to break up Central Asian family structures, Uzbek danc-
ers formed new fictive kinship relationships.3

Mentoring relationships are not unusual in the field of dance. Ballet
history, for example, is rich in famous Pygmalions such as Sergey Pavlovich
Diaghilev (1872–1929) and George Balanchine (1904–1983). Neverthe-
less, I did find the kind of bonding that occurred between ustas and their
students intriguing in the context of Central Asian culture. In my dealings
with other women in household settings, I learned that the relationships
between mothers and daughters are quite close and loving. With this ex-
ception, relationships between women tended to be highly competitive.

Through my own experiences and in speaking with Uzbek friends, I
realized that the only paradigm for “adopting” a woman into a household
was as a new bride. For example, the relationship between a bride and
her mother-in-law was often fraught with tension. The new bride had the
lowest status in the household and assumed the bulk of the housework.
Her mother-in-law was responsible for teaching the bride her new duties.
Some mothers-in-law were kind, but many treated their new daughters-in-
law quite harshly. One young woman explained that mothers-in-law could
be jealous of a bride’s youth and beauty, and took advantage of their
senior status to exploit the newcomer. Single women who stayed with rel-
atives often found themselves responsible for the bulk of the household
duties, like a new bride.

The cooperative relationships between ustas and their protégés was
therefore more like the cooperative relationship between a mother and a
daughter, than the asymmetrical relationship prevailing between an older
woman and a new member of the household. Perhaps the fact that many
of the earliest dancers were orphans made the ties between ustas and their
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students take the most intimate form usually reserved for blood relatives,
rather than the instrumental and even oppressive dynamic that usually
characterized ties through marriage or adoption.

The usta relationship was important in a number of fields besides dance.
As mentioned above, I heard graduate students refer to their faculty ad-
visers as ustas. I also met a family in which the son had been apprenticed
to an usta to learn a traditional Central Asian art form. Although I did
not have the opportunity to observe these relationships closely, instances
like these suggest that the usta relationship occurs in both indigenous
professions, such as Central Asian art, and fields, such as dance, created
during the Soviet period.

DECENTRALIZED PRODUCTION OF SOCIAL DANCES

Production of social dances continued in decentralized private arenas
such as weddings and cradle parties. However, even these events, were
affected by Soviet rule. I talked to one woman in a rural area who ap-
peared to be sixty or seventy years old. She said that people did not dance
at her wedding, and the men and women had celebrated separately.

All of the weddings I attended in 1992 and 1994 were joint celebrations
with men and women together. At least one band, and often two or three,
played dance music for the guests. I asked when the ceremonies had
changed, and I was told that the joint celebration was called a “Red Wed-
ding.” It was introduced during the Soviet period when the young Uzbeks
wanted to celebrate in a more modern fashion. Christel Lane (1981: 62–
63) notes that Red Weddings were first introduced as alternatives to Chris-
tian ceremonies in the 1920s and became accepted throughout the USSR
by the late 1960s. Although Lane does not specify where Red Weddings
first occurred, from the context of her discussion it seems that she may
be referring to Moscow and Leningrad.

Social reproduction of dances occurred in households, at private social
events, and in schools. Uzbek children learned to dance by playing with
relatives and watching and participating at social events. While visiting
Uzbek homes I saw women dandle babies in their laps and sing. They
held the child’s hands up above the shoulders, forearms bent ninety de-
grees at the elbows (like a bank teller’s response when a robber says “Stick
’em up”), and, in time to the song, gently rotated the palms of the hands
back and forth to face behind the child, then toward the front. At wed-
dings, this arm and hand motif was one of the most common movements
women and men performed.

Teenagers and children I met during 1992 and 1994 also learned to
dance in school and from television. I visited one household for dinner.
When the mother of the household learned that I was interested in dance,
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she persuaded her daughter, who appeared to be about eight years old,
to dance for the guests. The little girl danced to taped music. She ap-
peared to be improvising, but had a very extensive vocabulary of steps and
hand motifs. She also punctuated the complex rhythms of the music with
precisely timed gestures and pauses. She performed with polish and
aplomb. Her mother said she learned to dance in school.

The influence of schooling and, as discussed below, of television may
lead to diffusion of professional Uzbek dance motifs into social dancing
within the next several decades. I did not ask when dance became part of
the public school curriculum. I suspect dance was introduced into the
public schools about twenty years ago. From observing dancers at wed-
dings, women over about age twenty-five tended to have a relatively small
vocabulary of movement motifs that they repeated over and over. Women
and girls younger than about age twenty-five seemed to have larger move-
ment vocabularies and use more rhythms in their dancing. These differ-
ences may reflect training in dance and musical training. They may also
be a function of social expectations that matrons should move more
calmly and sedately than younger women.

NATIONAL AND FOLKLORIC DANCE FORMS

Thus, the state national dance institutions did not displace or suppress
the processes of production and reproduction of social dances. Two gen-
res of Uzbek dance developed. The first, called “klassik raqs,” refers to the
dances performed by professional state dancers; and the second, “folklorik
raqs,” refers to dances performed by amateurs and nonprofessionals at
social events.

After about six months of field research I attended a wedding. I saw a
white-haired woman watching closely when I was dragged onto the dance
floor. Although I had been studying Uzbek national dances for nearly six
months, I found myself holding back, unsure what kinds of movements
to do. I realized that the steps I had been learning in my formal Uzbek
dance lessons were inappropriate in this social setting. They would have
been too “showy”—traveling over too much space and the motifs too com-
plex and crisply defined. I looked at women near me and tried to copy a
few simple movements. The elderly woman watching assessed my efforts
with a sniff of disdain.

Incidents like this one led me to question what, if any, was the relation-
ship between indigenous dance forms and dances that became designated
as “national” dances during the Soviet period? A comparative analysis of
professional Uzbek dance technique and a folkloric dance suggests that
three processes of transformation occurred: elaboration, nationalization,
and standardization.
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Elaboration

The national dances performed by professional dancers bear only a
faint resemblance to social dances I saw at weddings and social occasions.
I asked several noted professional dancers about the relationship between
professional Uzbek dance technique and the kinds of folk dances people
performed at social events such as weddings. They told me with pride that
the dances professional dancers performed were quite different. One said
to me that the social dances were simple and not very interesting. She
demonstrated with a few shuffling steps and shrugged, with a sour face.
She went on to explain that most of the professional dance vocabulary
had been created by professional dancers.

Ballet was one of the major influences on the professional Uzbek dance
vocabulary. Some dancers criticized balletic steps as inauthentic. On the
other hand, one teacher who had studied in Moscow explained that ballet
had been beneficial for Uzbek dance because it led to the development
of Uzbek dance technique. The similarities between ballet and profes-
sional Uzbek dance techniques are marked. I observed an advanced dance
class taught by a teacher who had studied in Moscow. The structure of
the class and many of the exercises were the same as a ballet class.

A ballet class begins with exercises at the barre to strengthen and stretch
the muscles, then moves away from the barre and progresses to the “cen-
ter.” The “center” consists of sequences of turns, balances, and jumps
traveling across or around the studio. The Uzbek dancers started at the
barre, doing the same exercises ballet dancers use at the beginning of a
ballet barre. The Uzbek class moved to the center and the dancers per-
formed rapid turns moving diagonally across the room. The footwork used
for the turns was a variation of the ballet step called a chaı̂né turn.4 The
next sequence used arm and hand motifs characteristic of the Farghana
dance style. The footwork and rhythms, however, were patterns used in
Russian character dance (Anya Peterson Royce, personal communica-
tion). The classes I observed showed the impact of teachers trained in
Moscow who brought their knowledge back to Uzbekistan.

Standardization and Nationalization

In addition to technical elaboration through incorporating ballet tech-
nique, the creation of a professional Uzbek dance form entailed desig-
nating a dance canon. Arjun Appadurai (1988) identified two processes
in the formation of a national cuisine in India. The first is toward region-
alization and standardization, as a simplified typology evolves for diverse
local cuisines. The second process is the construction of a national cuisine,
as elements from regional cuisines are combined in ways that cut across
regional and ethnic boundaries.
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In Uzbek national dances, similar processes of regionalization, stan-
dardization and nationalization occurred. During the 1930s and 1940s
professional dancers developed three regional styles, one from each of
the three historically important oases in Uzbekistan: Farghana, Bukhara,
and Khorezm (see Chapter 3).

Returning to the three styles forming the official Uzbek dance canon,
each style had its own distinctive repertoire of motifs, music, and cos-
tumes. One arts scholar, Roziya Karimova, eventually documented the
three styles and notated many of the dances in a series of books. The
books also constituted the basis of the five-year graded syllabus taught in
the state choreographic school. The titles of her works show the taxonomy
of Uzbek national dances:

Ferganskii Tanets (Farghana Dance) (1973)

Khorezmskii Tanets (Khorezmian Dance) (1975)

Bukharskii Tanets (Bukharan Dance) (1977)

Tantsyi Ansamblya �Bahor� (The “Spring” Dance Ensemble) (1979)

Uzbekskii Tantsye (Uzbek Dance) (1987; written with Isahar Akilov)

The books begin with sketches of seven characteristic positions of the
arms and feet (holat). The identification of basic positions of the arms and
feet was inspired by the Russian system for ballet training developed by
Agrippina Vaganova. The positions of the arms and feet also bear striking
resemblance to their counterparts in ballet technique.

The books notated some of the dances in each style, explaining the
theme of the dance, the sequence of movement motifs, and directions of
movement on the stage, and giving transcriptions of music for the dances.
Photographs or sketches illustrated the costumes for each dance. The
book on the Bahor Ensemble notated dances in the company’s repertoire.
The dances, music, and costumes associated with the three major regional
styles were common knowledge: dancers and nondancers would often be-
gin commentary on a dance by identifying the region the dance repre-
sented.

As for nationalization, dancers who recall the 1930s and 1940s com-
plained that younger choreographers tended to mix movement motifs
from the three regional styles in a single “national” dance. According to
older dancers, the three regional styles comprising Uzbek dance were in
danger of blurring into a single homogenous dance form. I heard that an
arts scholar wrote a dissertation in the 1960s that pointed out that the
styles had become so homogenized that only costumes and music distin-
guished dances purporting to be from different regions.

My own impressions changed as I studied Uzbek dance myself. At first
the dances I saw on television and in concerts seemed virtually identical.
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Pretty women with long black braids in sequined caftans skimmed the
stage with little running steps, arms curved softly over their heads, while
dainty hands fluttered like butterflies. The camera would zoom in as a
dancer paused, tilting her head and peeping archly at the audience out
of the corner of her eye.

I eventually learned four dances: two in the Bukharan style, and one
each in the styles of Farghana and Khorezm. Through dancing myself and
watching classes at the maktab, I began to see kinetic conventions distin-
guishing the regional styles. For example, in Bukharcha (Bukharan dance)
the dancer often did a back bend as she wriggled her shoulders in time
to the rapid pulse of the doira (drum).5 Dancers told me Bukharcha orig-
inated in the court of the emirs of Bukhara, so it was flamboyant and
showy. The dancer’s message was “Look at me!” One Bukharcha step I
learned mimed a dancer looking at herself repeatedly in a mirror.

Farghanacha (Farghana dance) usually involved curving, fluid, lyrical
arm movements and floor patterns. The gentle quality of Farghanacha ex-
pressed the Farghana Valley’s fame as a fertile agricultural area. Most of
the land in Central Asia is a semiarid steppe zone; as a lush green region
by the Sur Daryo River, the Valley is highly prized. The names of Farghana
Valley motifs evoke the pastoral reputation of the region: erik tolkin (waves
of water), nowda yiigilishi (swaying trees), and keghir buyin (bird’s neck).
The names of the steps were a recent invention: Karimova named many
of the movement motifs when she documented the different regional
styles and designated a systematic syllabus.

Other motifs in Farghanacha highlighted the beauty of the dancer. One
motif brought a hand to the dancer’s lips as though she were eating a
piece of fruit (labi guncha, literally “sweet lips”). A second motif mimed
applying cosmetics to her eyebrows.6 Farghana dances often had narrative
themes about romantic love. (See the discussion of “Tanovar,” Chapter
2.)

Whenever people discussed Khorezmcha (Khorezm dance), they began
to grin. One member of the intelligentsia said it was the “most Uzbek” of
the regional styles. Other people commented that in Khorezm, everyone
danced—men, women, children, and the elderly. Khorezmian dances im-
pressed me as witty, spirited, and droll, unlike Bukharcha and Farghanacha
which were seldom humorous. In one dance I saw, boys crouched over
and swung their arms like elephant trunks. In another, old men in enor-
mous puffy fur hats wobbled their heads from side to side as though they
were wooden dolls with necks made of springs.

The Khorezmian dance steps I learned from my teacher were iconic.
One hand motif imitated a candle flame, while another mimed picking
apples from a tree and dropping them in an apron. Khorezmian music
was the most syncopated and polyrhythmic of the three musical styles.
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The steps generally skimmed over the music, forming yet another, almost
independent, rhythmic layer.

Rhythm seemed to be the key to Khorezmian dance. As my teacher
tried to teach me Khorezmcha, she became exasperated and made the
dance simpler and simpler because I could not get the rhythm right. I
remain perplexed and can say only that the music was in a 2⁄4 meter, but
the steps were not supposed to be on the downbeat nor on the upbeat.
The closest I could get to satisfying my teacher was to fit the steps into a
hemiola (a triplet against the 2⁄4 meter) but stay slightly ahead of the
music. A few months later I saw tiny children from Khorezm perform
dazzling dance improvisations with rhythms so fast that their feet seemed
suspended in midair.

The dance scholar’s observation that all of the national dances looked
alike had some basis but struck me as an overstatement. In the sphere of
professional dance, decades of centralized dance training had produced
a strong consensus about characteristics marking the regional styles. I ob-
served students at the maktab learning examples of dances designated as
Bukhorcha, Farghanacha, and Khorezmcha from teachers who had graduated
from the maktab themselves. Within each dance style, choreographers used
a specific and relatively limited lexicon of motifs. Films I saw from the
1940s used a wider variety of motifs, suggesting that innovation declined
as the Uzbek dance canon evolved.

Some dances, especially those set to contemporary popular music (see
Chapter 5) did draw freely on the lexicons of all three styles. Nevertheless,
I also saw many dances old and new that were clear examples of a partic-
ular regional style. Over time each style seems to have become simplified
into a stereotype of regional identity. Homogenization occurred more
within a regional style, rather than across styles.

TWO PERSPECTIVES ON DANCE

The rehearsals for a concert performed on Independence Day dem-
onstrated differences in the perspective of trained professional dancers
and folkloric dancers. For the program, children from each of the thirteen
provinces performed a dance representing their region. The pieces were
prepared locally, then the children came to Tashkent for a month of
rehearsals before the nationally televised concert performed on Septem-
ber 1. A team of prominent musicians and artistic directors from Tashkent
oversaw the rehearsals and requested changes.

The piece I will discuss was choreographed by a teacher who was self-
taught rather than a graduate of the choreographic school. She based the
piece on ancient songs and dances from her region. About ten boys and
girls about ages nine through twelve danced, sang, and chanted. The
dancers formed two arcs, and one by one a boy or a girl would perform
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a brief solo to the music provided by the other children. I had observed
a similar use of space at weddings, where the dancers would congregate
into several roughly circular clusters and one or two dancers would briefly
dance in the middle before yielding center stage to another dancer. The
scene looked like a life-cycle celebration. Discussions with the Tashkent
rehearsal team confirmed that the theme of the work was a “töy”—a social
celebration such as a wedding or cradle party for a new baby.

During the course of the rehearsal period, the Tashkent team simplified
the spatial structure of the dance, so that the children formed a single
orderly arc around the rim of the stage. A group of five boys clustered
stage right to form a focal point. Two boys performed energetic solos, one
punching the air with his arms and slowly sinking to a kneeling position.
The second boy followed in friendly rivalry, spinning in place like a top.

The Tashkent team also shaped the movement motifs. Before their in-
put, each dancer moved in a slightly different way at a slightly different
tempo. The dance had a casual, almost improvisational quality because
each dancer followed a different impulse. For example, girls standing in
the arcs around soloists moved in time to the music. Some shuffled their
feet, others raised one arm over the head, then lowered it, and then raised
the other arm. The choreographer from the Tashkent team got up on
the stage one day and showed the girls specific movements from the Far-
ghana professional dance vocabulary, and drilled them until they moved
in unison to a marked 3⁄4 meter. By the end of the rehearsal period, the
dance had become a hybrid of the children’s songs and games and the
more geometric precision and uniformity of the professional dance pres-
entation.

COMMODITIZATION

The standardization, regionalization, and nationalization of Uzbek
dance can also be seen as a process of commoditization. A number of
scholars have raised issues about the interpretation of material culture, or
conversely about the consumption of symbols. In a capitalist context,
scholars such as Davydd Greenwood (1977) have discussed how tourism
affected community rituals. Greenwood explained how residents of the
Basque community Fuenterrabia reenacted the “sacred history” of the
town’s resistance against the French siege in 1638. Greenwood argued that
the Alarde was a ritual held for the townspeople to express the shared
values of egalitarianism and “collective nobility.” When the Alarde began
to receive attention as a tourist event, the municipal government decreed
that the Alarde be held twice in one day to accommodate spectators. The
townspeople felt that turning the Alarde into a commercial event destroyed
its meaning and became reluctant to participate.

Like the Alarde, Uzbek dances were initially rituals held for the partic-



From Genealogical to Generic 107

ipants, not the general public. For Uzbeks, the dances were usually part
of life-cycle events, such as cradle parties. When the Soviet state put Uzbek
dances on the stage, the Soviet state fundamentally changed the nature
of the dances. Like raw materials undergoing manufacturing processes,
the dances became more elaborate, incorporating Russian ballet and char-
acter dance techniques. Once the dances were turned into a finished
“product” the Soviet State displayed them to foreigners as tokens of the
Uzbek national character.

After the close of World War II, “national” dances became aesthetic
“commodities” exported from Uzbekistan to Moscow and abroad for the
benefit of the Soviet empire. From the dancers’ perspective, a tour abroad
was the acme of their career. Many dancers I interviewed began their
career histories by reciting a list of countries where they had performed.
Some toured with Uzbek dance companies, such as the Bahor Ensemble.
Others toured with companies such as the Moiseyev State Academic Folk
Dance Ensemble, which featured artists from all over the Soviet Union.
Igor Moiseyev, a former Bolshoi choreographer, formed the ensemble in
1936 inspired by an All-Union Festival of Folk Dance in Moscow (Swift
1968: 244).

Moiseyev’s comments about the political dimension of his company’s
touring illustrate how national dances became emblems of Soviet identity
abroad:

I think that in our days artistic prestige is inseparable from political prestige. In
any case, our art, which would appear to be quite remote from political passions,
could not exercise such a strong aesthetic and emotional influence if it were not
so politically well-defined and purposeful, if it were not Soviet art in the fullest
sense of the term.

The audiences of our performances abroad judge us not only by our choreog-
raphy and artistic skill. Above all they judge us as representatives of our country,
our people, the art of the Soviet Union as a whole. And we like to tell of our
people, so fond of life and straightforward, so proud and sincere; we enjoy telling
at the top of our voices what kind of people our fellow countrymen are. We take
pride in our political mission. (Moiseyev 1962: 156, quoted in Swift 1968: 247)

TELEVISION AND REFLEXIVITY

The Soviet government, then, fostered the development of an Uzbek
national dance form and “exported” it to engender good will toward the
USSR. Unlike the residents of Fuenterrabia, however, Uzbeks I observed
in 1992 and 1994 did not abandon their enthusiasm for indigenous ex-
pressive arts when the state tried to appropriate them as resources. In-
stead, I saw creative responses that reappropriated new idioms introduced
by the Uzbek government. The influence of television on social dances
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and wedding and life-cycle celebrations provided an example of resource-
fulness.

The Uzbek government had its own television station. There were three
stations in Uzbekistan: Uzbek, Turkish, and Russian. The Turkish and
Russian broadcasts were available only in the evenings.7 Programs about
Uzbek culture dominated broadcasts on the Uzbek television station. The
Uzbek television station had its own dance company, orchestra, and a staff
dedicated to producing programs about Uzbek culture. To give an idea
about the prominence of programs featuring the arts on the Uzbek sta-
tion, the programs for a week chosen at random (December 12–18, 1994)
included eight concerts, nine programs about particular Uzbek artists
(performers and craftsmen), two plays, and several programs about Uzbek
literature (Gapiramiz wa Korsatamiz 12.12–18.12, no. 50, 1994 yil).

Uzbeks I met who were not involved with the arts had mixed reactions
toward the national dances. All were quite proud of their national artists.
One kolkhoz worker in a rural area told me about the life of a well-known
Uzbek professional dancer. She said she had seen a program about the
dancer on television. When I visited Uzbek families, they would often turn
on the national television station because they knew I was interested in
dance. I thought everyone enjoyed the programs as much as I did until
one polite acquaintance muttered, “Thank God,” at the end of a lengthy
dance and music program.

As I got to know people better I learned that foreign soap operas and
movies were more popular fare than locally produced programs on the
arts. Visits and household chores were suspended for the evening ritual
of watching the Mexican soap opera Simply Maria (Prosto Maria). Some
men rolled their eyes or scoffed at women’s enthusiasm for Maria and
Rosa, but whenever I raised the current soap opera in conversation, they
all knew the latest plot developments. Other popular television programs
included Turkish musical variety shows and Russian detective films.

Despite preferences for foreign television shows, Uzbek television had
an impact on individual social dance practices and celebrations. I met a
teenage girl in 1992 who danced for me in her living room while her
mother plucked and strummed a dutar. The daughter enjoyed watching
professional Uzbek dance programs on television and incorporated move-
ments she liked into her own dancing. One parent praised her toddler
when she began to rock from side to side trying to imitate little girls who
were performing Uzbek dances on television.

Turning to life-cycle celebrations such as weddings and cradle parties,
television inspired a reciprocal objectification of the events through vid-
eotaping. In 1992, one very wealthy family proudly showed me the vide-
otape of their son’s wedding on the VCR in their dining room. By 1994,
nearly every wedding I went to had at least one and sometimes two vi-
deographers recording the proceedings, even if the family had no VCR.
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One family came to my house to see a videotape I had made of their
daughter’s wedding. Although as hostess, I spent nearly the entire time
in the kitchen cooking, the few comments I did hear identified people
appearing on the television screen at the moment. By the time I left in
December 1994, some families even managed to have videotapes of their
celebrations broadcast on national television. At the state level, television
broadcasts can be seen as a commoditization of professional Uzbek dance.
At the household level, Uzbeks I met coopted television broadcasts about
cultural events as idioms for recognizing family and community identities
and values enacted in life-cycle celebrations.

CONCLUSION

This chapter examined how the institutionalization of Uzbek dance led
to a centralized system of production, the creation of a standardized dance
technique, and the construction of regional styles constituting “Uzbek”
national dance. The professional national dancers performed in state-
sponsored venues, for official occasions such as national holidays, or
broadcasts on the national television station.

The process of nationalizing Uzbek dance traces Soviet efforts to legit-
imize a change from an indigenous model of collective identity defined
in terms of agnatic kinship to a second, Soviet model of colonial devel-
opment and exploitation of Uzbek national resources. Two expressive
forms emerged: social dances performed by individuals in private settings,
such as weddings, and the classical national dances.

The nationalization of Uzbek dance resembled a transformation Mi-
chael Herzfeld (1992: 99) noted in Crete, where carefully crafted bags
marking a bride’s new kinship ties to her husband’s family became plainer
“Greek” bags sold to tourists. To use Herzfeld’s phrase, a shift occurred
from the “genealogical to the generic” (1992: 99). The change in the
design of the bags reflected a change from a patrilineal mode of deter-
mining kinship at a local level to a cognatic approach at the national level.

Nationalizing and standardizing Uzbek dances manipulated symbols of
fundamental bases of Central Asian identity. Kinship, ethnicity, and geo-
graphical identity are strongly linked in Central Asian history. For exam-
ple, people from Bukhara were often of Tajik (Persian) descent, while
people from the Farghana Valley region were more likely to be of Uzbek
and, hence, Turkic descent. Moreover, a person’s geographic origin often
indicated family ties. I visited one kolkhoz where a young woman told me
that everyone in the village was a relative. Even in Tashkent, I met several
families where brothers lived in houses on the same street. The homog-
enization of Uzbek local dance forms, then, also reshaped markers of
ethnic and family identities. Kinship at the local level, defined by patrilin-
eal relationships, merged into broader regional identities. “National”
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dancers embodied and enacted an Uzbek “family” comprised of the peo-
ples of the three major Uzbek regions.

NOTES

1. See Michael Herzfeld (1992: 99).
2. Campbell described administrative hierarchies within the Soviet economy as

a pyramid, rather than the core and periphery model I am using here. He iden-
tified sector (i.e., a kind of production) and function, in addition to territory, as
factors in allocating authority (1991: 22–30).

3. The social organization of Bukharan dance probably differs from the struc-
ture of professional Uzbek dance in Tashkent because dance in Bukhara is often
a family profession. I heard of several families of dancers in Bukhara, but addi-
tional research was not feasible in 1994 due to difficulties in obtaining local travel
authorizations.

4. In a chaı̂né turn, the dancer spins while traveling in a straight line. The dancer
remains poised on the balls of the feet (relevé), with the legs rotated outward and
the feet about eight inches apart (first position). To reduce centrifugal force (and
avoid getting pulled off balance) the arms are generally held in a tight circle in
front of the dancer’s body at the level of the breastbone.

In the Uzbek class, the dancers varied the chaı̂né turn as follows (instructions
are for turns to the right):

1. Step flat on the right foot (rather than on the ball of the foot) in the direction of travel,
turning the body about a quarter turn (ninety degrees) to the right.

2. Step flat on the left foot in the direction of travel, turning about another quarter turn
(ninety degrees) to the right.

3. Place the ball of the right foot by the instep of the left foot and use it as a pivot for the
last half of the turn (180 degrees) to the right. Put most of the body’s weight on the right
foot, but keep a bit of weight on the left foot and let it slide around the ball of the right
foot.

Skillful Uzbek dancers can execute these turns very rapidly with a wide variety
of stylized arm motifs. In learning these turns I found that the technique of using
the right foot as a pivot (see 3 in instructions) gave greater stability and momen-
tum than the ballet technique for a chaı̂né turn. The Uzbek approach, therefore,
facilitated faster turns and more extensive elaboration of arm motifs than the
balletic technique for a chaı̂né turn.

5. A doira resembles a large tambourine and is usually, but not always, played
by men rather than women. The player evokes a variety of timbres from the flat
head of the doira, by striking it closer to the edge or to the center. Small metal
discs around the edge of the doira add a higher secondary timbre. See also note
2 in Chapter 3.

6. Dark, heavy eyebrows are an important feature of a woman’s beauty. Eyebrows
that meet in the middle to form a single horizontal line across the brow are con-
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sidered very desirable. Many women in Uzbekistan use makeup to emphasize their
eyebrows.

7. A commercial cable company had also begun offering access to a full spec-
trum of international stations, but the monthly cost exceeded my budget and that
of most Uzbeks.
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Independence (1991–1994)

During the Soviet period the roles of national dancers and dances
changed. Once an informal practice at social events such as life-cycle cel-
ebrations, dance became a medium for creating a national and Soviet
consciousness under the Soviet State. Dance became a cultural commodity
that the state refined, produced, and presented to audiences. After World
War II, Uzbek dance was displayed to other members of the Soviet and
international community to celebrate Soviet unity.

Uzbekistan declared independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. This
chapter presents the life histories of three young women to illustrate some
of the new problems and opportunities of political independence. I then
present a survey of dance events I observed in 1994 to explore new ave-
nues Uzbeks were exploring and negotiating through the arts.

NASIBA AND LEILA

Dancers were among the first Uzbek participants in Soviet programs to
recruit women as workers. Dance became a means of upward mobility and
financial independence for women who danced during the Soviet period.
The dancers I interviewed between the ages of about thirty-five to seventy
often chose husbands who supported their careers, or left unsatisfactory
marriages. Their careers gave them opportunities for travel, official and
popular recognition of their talents, and, for some, considerable income.

The opportunities for young dancers in independent Uzbekistan were
less rosy. The women I interviewed were carefully renegotiating their iden-
tities to cope with inflation and a more Islamic cultural climate. The life
history of one young dancer I shall call Nasiba illustrates some of the
choices young dancers faced in 1994.

I met Nasiba several times at rehearsals for various concerts. I inter-
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viewed her informally while we sat in the shadowy wings of a theater while
we watched rehearsal. Nasiba’s father was a businessman from the capital
city of Tashkent. She was the first artist in the family. She became inter-
ested in dance through television. Other dancers I interviewed became
interested, through dance training, in public school curriculum or seeing
Indian musical films. At age ten, she began studying at the children’s
professional school in Tashkent. Although Nasiba was able to live at home,
the school also provided dormitory housing for children from outlying
provinces.

At seventeen, Nasiba graduated from the choreographic school and en-
tered one of the major companies in Tashkent. She had been with the
company over ten years and looked forward to retiring with a pension.
Her career path traces the foundations established during the Soviet pe-
riod: centralized professional training from childhood, followed by em-
ployment in a national dance company with the prospect of the financial
security of a pension. Nasiba married a fellow artist. They now have one
child, cared for by her mother while she works.

Nasiba would like to stop working to have more children, but she and
her family need her income. In Uzbekistan, the dancers received a salary
equivalent to about ten dollars (250 som) per month for their work with
the government-sponsored company. The dancers earned the same wages
regardless of the number of performances or hours worked. When I gath-
ered this data on wages, I was spending about five dollars (135 som) per
week on groceries. Ten dollars per month was hardly adequate for basic
expenses. Like nearly everyone I met in Uzbekistan during 1994, the danc-
ers were hard-pressed to cover their living expenses because their salaries
lagged far behind inflation.

To supplement their scanty incomes, some dancers took second jobs in
other fields, or extra work for special events. For example, one male dan-
cer I met performed with a popular music singer for a concert in Tash-
kent, earning about ten times his monthly wages from the dance company
in a single weekend. His dance company used to forbid the dancers from
taking extra work. However, with the pressures of spiraling inflation as
Uzbekistan entered the world market, the moonlighting rule was relaxed
to help the dancers make ends meet.

Some dancers dreamed of traveling abroad to dance or teach. Even a
short visit would provide a chance to accumulate extra income. Many
dancers and teachers were abroad in 1994, lured by the prospect of travel
and earning generous wages in foreign currency.

For Nasiba and her husband, independence brought severe financial
pressures. It also brought the unprecedented hope of working indepen-
dently abroad. Nasiba’s story also illuminates norms about gender in post-
Soviet Uzbekistan. Nasiba was fortunate to marry another artist, greatly
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facilitating her ability to continue her career after marriage. Her success
highlights the dilemma of Leila, another young dancer.

I met Leila while observing rehearsals for a concert. The director of
her company made a point of introducing us when I began to watch the
rehearsals. She always had a friendly smile and a hello for me so I asked
her if she would be willing to be interviewed.

To thank her for the interview I invited her to lunch. Dining out was a
rare event in Uzbekistan. People usually entertained at home (see Intro-
duction) or brought food to work. Eating out was something foreigners
or the very wealthy did. Leila was pleased and curious to try eating in a
restaurant.

We went to a shop in the heart of Tashkent after a morning of rehears-
als. The store offered imported goods such as chocolate, cosmetics, and
embroidered nightgowns from China. One end of the shop sold larmon
(long fat noodles in an oily broth of lamb, carrots, onions, and garlic).
At the dingy counter we got glasses of hot tea, bread, and steaming bowls
of larmon. We carried them to a nearby section with small tables and
chairs. After we had eaten, I put my tape recorder on the table and we
began the interview.

Leila was the daughter of a couple who worked in their own store selling
a variety of state-manufactured goods such as clothing. She had one older
sister, who was married and worked in a government department store,
and three younger siblings. One was studying to become a medical assis-
tant and the others were still in school.

Well since my childhood, since kindergarten, I was interested in that art [dance].
Then in elementary and secondary schools [maktablar]. In those children’s clubs.
When I learned my first dance it was for the republic province [oblast]. Next they
gave many things in the dances. Then that reason was over. My parents had a talk
with those girls. Our girls, they said, are those who will come to Tashkent to study
the high arts. In this way for me the interest became lasting. After I came and
after I studied I graduated. I am working now. Now I have been working happily.

Leila faced difficult decisions. At twenty-four, she was becoming old for
marriage. Her mother was urging her to stop dancing and come home,
where her family could help arrange a marriage for her. Her family was
also concerned because dancing did not provide Leila with enough in-
come to live. Leila wanted to continue performing and eventually become
a ballet mester (choreographer/artistic director).

For example, after our graduation, for example here the example of my own . . .
ensemble, if you put on a dance it is fine. Here I am able to put on a dance for
the big stage. Secondly, us, we were taught for five years. We have become ballet
masters. Like Kunduz Mukarrimova [former artistic director of the Bahor Ensem-
ble]. . . . Now we have strength—after becoming a dancer not more than one has
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left. . . . For that reason after understanding a few of the dance patterns then I
may work as a ballet master putting on dances. If I stay with the ensemble, I will
put on dances. While I am dancing here I understand the choreography. I am a
dancer as well. I also pursued advanced study of art [madaniyat olii öqidim]. I am
also a ballet master.

Despite her training and ambitions, she was reluctantly considering leav-
ing the stage to marry or go into more lucrative work.

Leila’s difficulties may have arisen in part from questions about working
women that seemed to grow stronger during 1994. When I first arrived in
February 1994, young women told me they were able to work, thanks to
benefits such as affordable and pleasant day care the government pro-
vided for children. By the time I left one young woman in graduate school
said, “Our women are returning to the home.” Some women said the day-
care centers were not clean; others expressed concern about the growing
delinquency rates among teenagers. Several friends planned to complete
their graduate level work, then marry and raise children.

Comments like these suggested that Soviet programs to change the lives
of women had only a limited effect on changing indigenous Muslim
norms. Elizabeth Fernea ([1965] 1989: 56) found that Muslim women in
an Iraqi village in the 1950s should be attractive, modest, fertile, and know
how to cook well. Her husband was responsible for seeing that she be-
haved virtuously ([1965] 1989: 263). Similarly, “good” Uzbek women in
the 1990s should behave modestly, marry, have children, and care for
their families. The life history of a bride, Gulsara, shows that some young
Uzbek women continue to take more traditional paths.

GULSARA

Gulsara had recently graduated from high school (olii maktab) and was
about eighteen years old. I interviewed her a few days after her wedding.
With shy pride she invited me into her “house”—a room in the family
compound (howli) for the exclusive use of her and her new husband. The
room was furnished with her dowry, including a low vanity with a huge
mirror and towering stacks of folded quilts (körpas) made of atlas (ikat-
patterned fabric). She invited me to sit on a körpa made of metallic gold
fabric spread out on the floor. As I sat down, a strong smell of sweat and
musk rose like a cloud. Perhaps this was how a bride provided tacit proof
of the happy consummation of her marriage.

Gulsara : I was born in the Republic of Kyrgyzstan. The family of my mother was
from Kyrgyzstan. I was born there then we came to W*** province. After being
born, growing up, living, I study at the institute. . . . The first year.

MD : Do you have any brothers or sisters?
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Gulsara : Uhhuh. There are four children. One boy and three girls. I have an older
sister. She is married. Then the second child is a son, then my younger sister.

MD : Is she in school now?

Gulsara : She is in school. My younger brother graduated from the maktab. He is
working.

MD : What does he do?

Gulsara : Businessman [kommersant] . . .

MD : You said that you study at the institute. What classes do you take?

Gulsara : Uzbek language, Russian language, literature. When we finish the fifth
course we will enter teaching.

Her parents were relatives. Gulsara had grown up near the groom and
was related to him through her father’s side of the family.

MD : How did your family come from Kazakhstan (Gulsara corrects me—Kyr-
gyzstan) to W*** province?

Gulsara : My father was working there. My father was Uzbek. My mother was in
Kyrgyzstan. They were married in Kyrgyzstan then we came to Uzbekistan.

MD : How did your mother marry [your father]?

Gulsara : They were relatives. . . .

MD : Are you and your husband relatives too?

Gulsara : Uh-huh. Relatives.

MD : What is the connection?

Gulsara : On my father’s side. I married my father’s side. . . . An uncle (unintelli-
gible).

MD : You live nearby?

Gulsara : Our house is nearby. Since it is new, they will stay here.

The groom was the son of a retired politician. The groom’s older sister
had suggested Gulsara as a potential bride for her brother and was quite
proud that she had “found” the bride.

The verb “to marry” in Uzbek highlights important aspects of gender
in Uzbek society. For grooms, the verb “uylanmok” means “to marry.” It is
related to the noun “uyi,” meaning “house.” As the phrase suggests, the
groom and his family are responsible for providing housing for the new-
lyweds. Traditionally, the youngest son and his bride care for his aging
parents and eventually inherit the family compound. Older sons and their
brides may live with the family until they can afford their own homes,
others may receive separate quarters from their parents upon marriage.

For brides, however, the verb for marriage is “turmushka chikmok”—“to
go out into life.” An unmarried female of any age is considered “qiz”—a
girl, rather than “hotin”—a married adult woman. The bride’s family must
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provide her with an extensive wardrobe and all the furnishings for the
home her husband will provide. A single woman’s marginal status is un-
derscored by the Uzbek adage: “A daughter is a guest in her parent’s
home.” In other words, parents raise a daughter only to give her away
after considerable expense.

The wedding consisted of a gathering at the bride’s home for her male
relatives in the morning, followed by an evening celebration at the bride’s
home. The next day, the groom would come to the bride’s house and
take her to his home for yet another celebration for his relatives and
friends of his family. The portion of the ceremony I will focus on is called
the yuz ochish (opening of the bride’s face). Held the morning after the
bride has been brought to the groom’s home, the ceremony is attended
only by the groom’s female relatives. I was thus very fortunate to see this
event.

The ceremony began in the bride’s “house”—the room in the groom’s
family compound where the newlyweds would live. New clothing and tap-
estries from the bride’s dowry lined the walls. One side of the room dis-
played Western-style ensembles, while the other held traditional dresses
made of atlas. The guests sat on the floor around large tablecloths (das-
turhon) covered with trays of pastries and cookies baked and contributed
by the guests. Seating followed status in the family, based principally on
age. The elderly women in the groom’s family held places of honor at the
head of the table. The other women sat in descending order of age, with
the oldest near the head of the table and the youngest toward the foot of
the table.

The yuz ochish ceremony followed the familiar three-stage process of
rites of passage: separation, liminality, and reaggregation (Turner 1967).
While the women in the groom’s family feasted, the bride remained se-
cluded with a close friend or two behind a tent made of an embroidered
hanging. Her mother sat next to the tent so her daughter could whisper
to her.

After clearing the feast, the women went out into the sunny courtyard
of the groom’s house. While the musicians played and sang folk songs,
the women stood or sat in a circle. One by one they entered the center
of the circle and danced exuberant solos. The excitement and laughter
built as each dancer strove to top the others. Particularly graceful or spir-
ited steps won accolades of small bills or lengths of fabric. The dancers
usually gave the money and fabric to the musicians.

I stood to one side taking photographs and each dancer turned to make
sure I would take her picture. I was finally dragged out from behind my
camera and urged into the center of the circle. The groom’s sister entered
the circle to show me some steps and I began to mirror her movements.
The women began to clap and drape fabric around our necks, urging us
to bolder and more complex movements until we were both whirling
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around the courtyard. The dance ended as the laughing circle of women
patted us on the arms, saying, “Well done, well done.” I had learned to
move carefully and with restraint in Uzbekistan, but on this one afternoon,
I tasted a heady blend of freedom and communitas spiced with friendly
competition.

Dancing, however, was a complex and compartmentalized practice. The
spontaneity of the dancing at the yuz ochish contrasted with the dancing
at the wedding feast the night before. I had seen many of the same women
at the wedding feast attended by about 300 of the male and female rela-
tives and friends of the groom’s family. Women had generally avoided
being the center of attention by chatting at tables on the side of the
courtyard or dancing in small clusters of three or four. It was the men
who had commanded the dance floor and the eyes of the guests with
distinctive solos. It seems that in mixed company, women behaved con-
genially but modestly. In the setting of the yuz ochish, however, surrounded
by a small group of close female relatives and friends, the women vied for
attention with sparkling displays of skill and creativity.

The two-edged nature of dance1 became even more apparent when one
of the hostesses told me that she had been a close friend of Mukarram
Turghunbayeva, one of the very first professional dancers in Uzbekistan
(see Chapter 2). The dance she did at the yuz ochish feast was inspired by
what she had learned about dance from Turghunbayeva. Her daughter
wanted to become a dancer in Turghunbayeva’s company. My hostess’s
husband, a member of the intelligentsia, told his daughter not to become
a dancer because it was a frivolous (yengil) profession. The daughter even-
tually chose a career in academia instead. Nevertheless, her dancing skill
won warm applause and many gifts of cloth and money from the women
at the yuz ochish. The older women went into the courtyard and danced
while the younger women cleared the remains of the feast. When the
dishes had been cleared away, the guests returned and began to sing for
the bride. Head bowed under a white lacy veil, the bride emerged from
the tent. A woman unveiled the bride.

The bride crossed the room to sit across from an older male relative of
the groom.2 She held out her hands while he filled them with rice from
a heap on the floor. Some people said her hands were filled with rice so
she would always have food to feed her family; others said it was because
she would be doing the cooking. The ceremony ended as the bride’s new
relatives embraced her one by one. They also picked her up as they
hugged her. I was told to embrace her too, but that I did not have to pick
her up. When I hoisted her anyway, everyone laughed.

Two days after the wedding, the young bride had assumed her new
domestic responsibilities. Head wrapped in a pretty kerchief, she was
cheerfully sorting the family’s laundry and filling a tub with water as I left
for the train station.
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Bride (in white scarf) emerging from embroidered “tent” at the end of yuz ochish
celebration.

Gulsara’s path of a youthful marriage to a relative in her community
resembles life histories I gathered from very elderly women about times
before the Soviet reforms. The dance practices at the wedding and yuz
ochish also reveal substantial information about gender in Uzbek society.
Dancing skillfully was a source of social capital and camaraderie for men
as they performed on the dance floor in front of hundreds of male and
female guests. For men, attracting the gaze of the audience added to their
prestige. In private settings such as the wedding and yuz ochish, women
danced for personal prestige and pleasure. For women, dancing was a
source of social capital when they would be seen only by other women,
Dancing in front of men, at social events or on the stage, detracted from
a woman’s social standing because a virtuous woman did not want to draw
the gaze of men. In groups involving women only, for married women,
dance was a medium for expressing personal style and creativity. Adoles-
cent girls nearing the marriageable age of sixteen, however, danced with
restraint and shyness in order to please older women who might be search-
ing for brides for sons or brothers.

Many women I met who came of age after several decades of Soviet rule
and are now in their forties and fifties were committed to ambitious ca-
reers and had relatively small families of one to three children. Their labor
in the workplace earned them prestige and financial independence.
Younger women, however, were renegotiating their identities in a rapidly
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Young mother baking bread (one of many chores) in outside oven (tandoor).

changing economic and moral climate. Gulsara, the young bride, followed
the traditional Central Asian path for women—an arranged marriage to
a relative from her neighborhood. Dancers like Nasiba were attempting
to juggle a career and marriage. For those who have yet to marry like
Leila, the uncertainties brought by independence made their choices even
more difficult.

The lives of Nasiba, Leila, and Gulsara show the increased repertoire
of choices young women have, ranging from the traditional Central Asian
path of marriage to a relative through combining marriage and a career
or travel abroad. Nasiba and her husband sought to make the most of the
new economic opportunities independence opens by taking work in pri-
vately sponsored concerts or perhaps even teaching and performing
abroad. The choices available to young women were an amalgam of Cen-
tral Asian traditions, Soviet programs to bring women into public life and
new options created by global exchanges afforded by Uzbekistan’s politi-
cal independence.

NATIONAL DANCES

Looking at the social field of dance reveals a similar proliferation in the
repertoire of choices following Uzbekistan’s political independence. The
dances I saw drew on the same trio of resources: indigenous Central Asian
history, Soviet reforms, and the contemporary global marketplace of im-
ages and ideas. During my field research in 1992 and 1994, I observed
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professional dancers performing at international conferences, national
holidays, school children’s visits, and regularly scheduled concerts in state
theaters. Professional dancers would occasionally appear at commercial
concerts by musicians or in honor of organizations like the Red Crescent.
Studying several examples of national dance performances suggests
emerging themes in the ways some Uzbek artists interpreted and re-
sponded to independence.

RENEGOTIATING NATIONAL IDENTITY

The most spectacular example of national dance I saw was at the 1994
Independence Day Concert. The concert was a massive, nationally tele-
vised production sponsored by the government. The concert resulted
from a coordinated effort cutting across national, regional, and local lines.
The Ministry of Culture planned the program months in advance, then
commissioned dancers, actors, and musicians to create works in accor-
dance with the plan. The performers included hundreds of children from
each province of Uzbekistan and scores of well-known professional danc-
ers and musicians. The performers rehearsed five to six days a week during
the month of August. Local and national leaders reviewed the dress re-
hearsal and specified changes. The content of the program was directed
and approved by state officials.

Independence Day concerts had been given twice before, once in 1992
and a second time in 1993. I had the good fortune to observe and vide-
otape rehearsals during most of the month of August 1994 and to observe
this new Uzbek tradition in the making. The concert was a splendid col-
lection of representations of “Uzbek” national identity in the newly
independent republic.

The two-hour program consisted of three parts. First, a capsule history
of the nation from medieval times to the present portrayed through
drama, dance, and music. The historical section referred to the Central
Asian scholar-statesment Ulughbeg (circa 1394–1449), and to the opening
of the Farghana Canal, a major landmark of Soviet modernization. The
second portion of the program featured musical presentations by children
from each of the nation’s provinces, and the third segment featured some
of the country’s most famous professional popular singers and musicians.
The three major portions of the program drew on Uzbekistan’s ancient
Central Asian past, Soviet reforms, and popular culture as resources to
represent Uzbekistan to a national television audience and a live audience
of 10,000 local and foreign dignitaries.

The 1994 Independence Day celebration provided a forum for recog-
nizing far more than three regional identities. Dances and songs acknowl-
edged minority ethnic groups such as Korean, Russian, and Tajik, as well
as all thirteen provinces. Emigration of skilled minority workers from Uz-
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Young women in Uzbek national dress celebrate Central Asian scholar-statesman
Ulughbeg’s 600th birthday in 1994.

bekistan had been a major concern during 1994. The concert carefully
acknowledged many minority groups. One of the dramatic highlights of
the concert was a tribute to a blacksmith and his wife who had adopted
children of every Soviet nationality during World War II. The reminder
was clear: all peoples were members of the Uzbek national family.

To Uzbeks I met, however, dances and concerts had two simpler mean-
ings. Dances were “pretty” and enjoyable events. Invitations to concerts
on official holidays were markers of status: noted politicians, dignitaries,
members of the intelligentsia, and World War II veterans received tickets.
The guest list therefore designated and affirmed a social hierarchy.

In the days before the concert, tickets were in great demand. Three
people involved with presenting the program promised me tickets to the
actual concert, but competition for tickets was so intense that I never
received any. To my great disappointment, I was unable to see the actual
performance. Even without tickets I wanted to go to Mustaqillik Maydoni
(Independence Square), the central square where the concert would be
held, but Uzbek friends told me that it would be dangerous to be out on
the festival night and advised me not to go. I did tape the live television
broadcast.

I asked several people whether the Independence Day concert differed
from celebrations on holidays during the Soviet period. I found people
curiously reluctant to discuss the old Soviet holidays. One dancer told me
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Musicians in döppilar (Uzbek caps) perform at a feast in honor of Ulughbeg’s
birthday in 1994.

that there used to be events involving many people on the holidays but
concerts featuring children were new. Another young woman in her twen-
ties said that the opening number of the Independence Day concert re-
minded her of the kinds of displays that occurred during the Soviet
period. The presentation in the 1994 concert featured row upon row of
people carrying flags in the colors of the national flag of Uzbekistan:
white, orange, green, yellow, and blue. The flag bearers marched,
wheeled, and dipped their flags in time to a swelling crescendo of sound
from a recording of a mixed chorus.

One official influential in cultural affairs characterized the celebrations
of Soviet holidays as demonstrasiya (demonstrations). In fluent, elegant Uz-
bek, he enthusiastically described the new calendar of holidays the inde-
pendent Uzbek government had adopted. The calendar included new
holidays such as Independence Day (September 1) and holidays like Na-
vruz, an ancient celebration of spring, which had been discouraged during
the Soviet period. While I was in Uzbekistan, the Soviet holiday in honor
of women and girls (March 8) was still observed. The new calendar was
thus a hybrid of old and new celebrations.

CONTESTED REPRESENTATIONS

Despite lavish rituals like the Independence Day concert, dance was a
site of contests about how national identity should be represented. At least



Independence 125

two movements were evident in the social field of dance. One was a trend
towards “purifying” Uzbek dance by returning to traditional themes. A
second encouraged innovation. Turning to “purification,” choreographers
worked within a single regional canon rather than mixing the movement
vocabularies of all three regional styles.

For example, I saw several renditions of dances called “munojot.” The
munojot is both a poetic form and a musical genre. Poets wrote munojot as
prayers to God. The version familiar to dancers in Uzbekistan was set to
poetry by the fifteenth-century poet Alisher Navoi. One munojot I saw in
1994 was staged for a concert performed to commemorate the day that
Uzbekistan adopted its own constitution as an independent republic. The
choreographer was Kunduz Mukarrimova, the former director of the fa-
mous dance ensemble founded by Mukarram Turghunbayeva.

I heard that Mukarrimova was particularly excited about this version
because it was a “big” munojot using thirty-eight dancers. A dancer involved
in the production told me that Mukarrimova’s version contained several
original touches. For example, pairs of dancers raised their arms to form
arches to suggest a madrasa (a place of study for Muslim scholars). Mad-
rasas usually have many arched doorways, leading into small private cells
for the scholars. In rehearsal, the dancers forming the archways were men,
perhaps even Navoi, and the women emerging through the portals might
have been his beautiful dream. At the last minute, however, perhaps due
to problems in finding costumes for the men, the male dancers were
replaced with women.

The munojot performed on Constitution Day (December 6) was thus a
tribute to a great Central Asian literary figure and a sophisticated musical
tradition. The allusion to madrasas further acknowledged the rich intel-
lectual heritage of the Uzbek people, as well as their piety. It may be no
coincidence that the dance was created and performed shortly after the
government launched a new slogan “Culture and Piety” (madaniyat wa
ma’rifat).

The dance itself was slow and stately. A single female vocalist with a low,
resonant voice carved the downward contours of the melody, etching syl-
lables with elaborate turns and ornamentation. The time line, marked by
a lone doira (drum), sounded like a dirge to me:

The dancers, echoing the vocal motifs, combined full sweeping arm
movements with delicate flourishes of the wrists and hands. The gestures
came from the lyrical vocabulary of the Farghana style. The costumes re-
minded me of miniature paintings I had seen in a museum display about
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the fifteenth-century Central Asian scholar-statesman Ulughbeg. The vo-
calist and the female dancers wore floor-length, peacock-blue caftans with
gold trim around the neckline and down the center of the torso. With
each step, the dresses shimmered because they were made from material
covered with sequins. Peaked jeweled tiaras framed the performers’ faces.

With the Constitution Day munojot, the role of dance in Central Asian
statecraft came full circle, from undermining the Muslim faith and values
to officially acknowledging them. Dance was again an instrument of social
reform in Uzbekistan, but this time to rebuild rather than to destroy a
people. The irony is compounded by the fact that using munojot in a public
dance performance, by women, would in all likelihood have been anath-
ema to the pious poets who wrote munojots as prayers.

One official active in the arts criticized the professional national dancers
and praised amateur folkloric performers. According to him, the amateur
dancers and singers were untrained and their work was “natural” and in
accordance with Islam because it was “God-given.” He scorned the pro-
fessional dancers, saying the training had made male dancers (and by
implication, Uzbek men) effeminate.

GLOBAL CULTURE

At the other end of the spectrum, dances set to contemporary estradni
(popular) music showed a second trend toward embracing innovation.
Estradni music began in the 1970s when a group of musicians combined
Uzbek folk melodies with Western electronic instruments and arrange-
ments inspired by the Beatles. Yalla (Let’s Go), the first and most famous
estradni group consisted of male musicians. I saw them perform many
times. The leader of the group had wavy hair to his shoulders and a mus-
tache. The group wore Armani-style double-breasted suits, or floor-length
sequined robes inspired by miniature paintings of Central Asian royalty.
Most of the concerts I attended devoted about half of the program to
estradni music.

Dancers often joined the musicians performing movements from the
classical Uzbek dance lexicon to the contemporary music. I observed cho-
reographers setting works to estradni music. They chose motifs correspond-
ing to the meaning of the words. For example, one choreographer used
the gesture of folding hands over her heart, then reaching out and shak-
ing her head to illustrate the words “I will give [you] to no one” (Meni
seni hechkimga bermayman).

The regional origin of the melody did not appear to be a factor in
choosing the movement lexicon. Uzbeks of all ages enjoyed estradni. The
syncretism of popular music led to rapid incorporation of new musical
styles and sounds. MTV aired daily on television. In one of the last con-
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certs I attended before I left in December 1994, Yalla sang verses by the
fifteenth-century poet Navoi to a rap song.

CONCLUSION

With independence, Uzbeks have an increased range of choices that
incorporate practices from indigenous Central Asian culture, Soviet “mod-
ernization,” and new opportunities for work and travel abroad. Similarly,
national dances retained some of the meanings acquired during the Soviet
years, and took on still more. In the context of state rituals, such as In-
dependence Day celebrations, dance was part of a display of Central Asian
history. Dance was an index of Uzbekistan’s rich cultural heritage.

I asked an official of the Ministry of Culture why the Uzbek government
commemorated holidays with events like the Independence Day concert.
He explained that events featuring the arts symbolized Uzbekistan’s free-
dom from Soviet rule. During the Soviet period, Uzbek culture was sup-
pressed. The flourishing of the arts signified the flourishing of the
independent Uzbek people.

NOTES

1. In Greece, Jane Cowan (1990: 188–205) found dance was an ambiguous ac-
tivity for women. Women wanted to dance well and show spirit. A woman who
displayed too much flamboyance, however, drew censure for loose behavior.

2. Guests said he was the groom’s aka. Literally “aka” means “elder brother,”
but I heard the term applied to other senior male relatives such as uncles or
cousins.



 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion: “It Is We Who Own
Uzbekistan Now”

Uzbek national dancers elaborated household and local dance motifs and
codified them into a system of styles representative of Farghana, Bukhara,
and Khorezm, the three major historical regions within the Uzbek bor-
ders. “Uzbek” came to mean an amalgamation of these three regions. As
an institution, dance evolved from a controversial undertaking by some
of the most marginal and powerless women to an established profession.

In this final chapter, I argue that it was the very marginality of dance
that enabled dancers to make it a site of cultural production of “Uzbek”
rather than “Soviet” symbols. I also conclude that the liminal status of
“girls” in the Uzbek kinship system explains the efficacy of dancers as
national symbols.

DISPLACEMENT AND LIMINALITY

It was a year and half after I returned from the field when I realized I
had dismissed something crucial. Before the Soviet period, kinship and
geography were the fundamental principles of social order. The region
that became Uzbekistan was predominantly composed of sedentary agri-
cultural populations. Geographical residence and kinship were so closely
linked that to know someone’s place of origin generally revealed their
place in society as well.

Joelle Bahloul (1992) discovered a foundation of Jewish oral narrative
forms in the poetic structure of the “collective autobiography” she gath-
ered from her relatives. The stories dancers shared were not stories of
continuous residence in a single location. Rather, they were narratives of
displacement. The narrative form underlying the life histories was an itin-
erary. One dancer advised me whom to interview. “Don’t bother with the
others, they’ll just tell you which countries they have been to.” I found
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many dancers did exactly that—tell me where they were born, what their
parents did, how many brothers and sisters they had. Then they would
talk about coming to Tashkent to study dance, joining a company, and
touring. The rest of the discussion would revolve around a list of stops on
their tours.

Dancers in each professional generation experienced radical disconti-
nuities. Many dancers in the 1930s were orphans, taken from local or-
phanages to Samarkand for dance training. For them, the tenuous ties
with their natal communities were broken first by the loss of their parents,
then severed when they began training as dancers. Mukarram Turghun-
bayeva left home to join Kari Yakubov’s company. Tamara Khonim mar-
ried Usta Kalimov and began performing with him and his musicians. Kari
Yakubov recruited Karimova, an orphan, from her teknikum (technical
school) at age fourteen and had her taken to Samarkand for training. For
these women, their careers were essentially stories of journeys through the
new institutions established during the early Soviet years: membership in
dance companies, training in schools, and touring with their companies.

In the 1940s World War II interrupted dance training for Anna. Dilo-
rum, along with a cohort of gifted children, went to Moscow for training.
Her career severed her ties with Uzbekistan and took her to the hub of
the Soviet empire in Moscow, then throughout the Soviet Union and then
overseas as a member of a pan-Soviet performing group.

Moreover, Anna and Dilorum both emphasized the importance of train-
ing in the formation of a dancer. My observations of classes show that at
least in 1994, dance classes were a symbolic journey through the major
regions of the Uzbek-speaking peoples. Viewing dance classes in the chil-
dren’s choreographic school as a ritual, I argue that the classes were rituals
of acculturation. The taxonomy of dance styles representing historically
significant regions in Uzbekistan made each class a symbolic journey
through the territory of the Uzbek republic.

Dancers joining the professional ranks in the 1950s and 1960s had op-
portunities for advanced training as directors and choreographers in Mos-
cow, and some joined pan-Soviet companies. In the 1970s, until the fall
of the Soviet Union, flagship Uzbek national dance companies toured
internationally. In Chapter 4 I argued that the Soviet Union refined and
“exported” Uzbek national dance as a “commodity” for display throughout
the Soviet Union and abroad.

What does it mean that these dancers unfolded their stories as itiner-
aries? Benedict Anderson (1983: 53–65) discussed the impact of repeated
relocations on Creoles who worked for the Spanish colonial government
in the Spanish Americas. Individuals who became civil servants left their
local villages and spent their careers and lives moving through a series of
posts in different towns and regions of the colonial territories. Their ex-
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periences outside of their villages gave them perspectives beyond those of
their former relatives and neighbors. Nevertheless, because they were
born in the Americas rather than Spain, they were never fully accepted
by the Spanish colonial rulers. As a result of their “looping” career paths
between the colonial capital and outlying posts, these individuals acquired
a liminal status. They were neither Spanish nor permanent residents of a
local community. They formed ties to each other and eventually became
nationalists because they had a perspective that transcended local ties and
the education and skills to build a nation.

Although the Uzbek dancers did not become revolutionaries like the
Creole functionaries, they did come to occupy marginal social and geo-
graphic spaces. Their training and careers took them in spatial trajectories
from regional cities and provinces to the central capital city of Tashkent,
touring other Soviet republics, additional training in Moscow, and for the
most fortunate, abroad. The first dance company was formed when the
Soviets tried to rupture the fundamental Central Asian unities of family,
place, and identity. With each generation, the alienation from family and
natal community became more pronounced.

Karimova’s generation severed ties to kin groups and local communi-
ties. Karimova told her story as a series of changes in place—from her
birthplace to an orphanage, a foster home, dance school, and finally a
series of theaters and schools where she worked. She remembered the
years of events, or her age, only when prompted. Space and movement
organized her recollections. Tamara Khonim’s links to Uzbekistan were
tenuous because she was of Armenian descent. Mukarram Turghunbayeva
gave the day she left home to become a dancer as her birthday on official
papers. The early dancers traveled throughout Uzbekistan and parts of
the Soviet Union. They began to think of themselves as Uzbeks and as
dancers in the newly formed SSR of Uzbekistan. In contrast, Firuza, the
mountain bride, considered the years her family and in-laws were near as
the happiest years of her life.

Dilorum’s cohort went to Moscow as children. Dilorum spent most of
her professional life as an artistic representative of Uzbekistan and a mem-
ber of a Soviet troupe. She was thus an Uzbek and a Soviet citizen.

Dancers in the next generation toured the world as part of Uzbek dance
companies and pan-Soviet companies. As each cohort’s trajectories ex-
panded to include a wider geographic scope, the bases of collective iden-
tities expanded as well. From members of kin groups and local
communities, the dancers became representatives of Uzbekistan and fi-
nally the Soviet Union. The underlying “scenario,” to use James Peacock
and Dorothy Holland’s (1993) term, of a journey thus provides a way to
map the transformations in consciousness among the dancers and to trace
the evolution of a national “Uzbek” identity.
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MARGINALITY AND CONTROL OF SYMBOLS

Turning to the relationship of dancers to Uzbek society, their geo-
graphic and social marginality positioned them to become significant pro-
ducers of Uzbek culture. For purposes of this discussion, Jean Comaroff’s
(1985) study of the Zionist sects in South Africa is a helpful point of
departure. She showed how Zionists in South Africa used marginality as
a physical and metaphorical device to define their relationship to the
larger colonial community.

According to Comaroff, the Zionists combined elements of the indige-
nous Tshidi pantheon and rituals with Christian ideas and services to cre-
ate their own distinctive religious sect. Marginality thus became a way of
distinguishing themselves from both other Tshidi and the European col-
onists and missionaries. Practices such as siting their churches on the out-
skirts of communities, distinctive dress, and endorsement of (if not
compliance with) endogamy within the church membership all enabled
the members to carve out a region of partial influence and autonomy
under a colonial regime.

Similarly, in Soviet Uzbekistan, dance became a social domain of at least
partial autonomy for dancers, musicians, and choreographers. Although
the performing groups were state-sponsored, and the artists employed and
trained by the state, the life histories of the dancers and the dances them-
selves show that the national dance companies became a site where the
Uzbek cultural heritage was honored and celebrated. Unpacking the am-
biguous dynamics of Uzbek national dances entails looking at a crucial
question Comaroff raised: the control of symbols. Comaroff said:

In fact, black religious innovation in southern Africa has likewise sought to wrest
the Christian “message from the messenger” [citation omitted]; and its history has
been peppered with battles over the control of master symbols, such as the “right”
to baptize or dispense communion. (1985: 196–197)

Within the broader context of Soviet rule, Uzbek language and history
were harshly suppressed during the Soviet period. One graduate student
told me that during the Soviet period, maktab (school) students covered
the history of Uzbekistan only one day a year. In 1994, scholars were just
beginning the project of writing a multivolume history of Uzbekistan for
use in schools. Russian, as the lingua franca of the Soviet Union, became
the language of the educated elite.

The best schools were Russian language schools, and Russian was the
language of scholarship and government. I attended a dissertation defense
in 1994 that was the first defense conducted primarily in Uzbek. Until
then, candidates wrote their theses and defended in Russian. One profes-
sor I spoke to in 1992 said Uzbek became the language of the home.
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Uzbeks who could still speak the language after seventy years of Russian
rule spoke “kitchen Uzbek.”

Where, then, could Uzbek culture, literature, and language continue to
thrive? Anya Peterson Royce (1982: 168–183) argued that “style”—cloth-
ing, music, dance, literature—can be a “strategy of ethnicity.” Uzbek na-
tional dance companies were one social domain in which music, songs,
costumes, and regional themes appeared freely. Uzbek national dancers
became repositories of Central Asian poetry, dance, and music.

This is not to say that the forms remained unchanged. Uzbek national
dance, as discussed in Chapter 4, was a hybrid form combining Russian
ballet technique with indigenous movement motifs. Uzbek dancers colo-
nized Russian ballet technique in service of creating a “national” dance
form. They also maintained a significant degree of control over the cre-
ation, manipulation, and presentation of the symbolic content of the
dances.

AGENCY

From the perspective of the dancers, the artists I interviewed were not
fully aware, nor interested in, the policy implications of their work. Alter-
natively, if they did consider their work a form of protest or propaganda,
they did not share these views with me. Karimova (see Chapter 2) did say
that the dancers were supposed to show people “how to behave” and that
dances in the 1940s, like the dance dramatizing the murder of Noor Khon,
addressed the problems of liberating women. Nevertheless, she said, “We
just danced. We lived for dance, we lived for art.”

Dilorum (see Chapter 3) seemed aware that the dancers were an ex-
ample to the extent that they had to be bigger than life and command
the stage. Dancers in later cohorts chose dance because they loved to
dance. The example of other national dancers or even Indian movie mu-
sicals attracted them to the profession.

Many dancers I met were fluent Russian speakers. Some were actually
more fluent in Russian than Uzbek and spoke Uzbek to me and Russian
to each other. Nevertheless, their comments about their work emphasized
the importance of appreciating Uzbek life, people, and culture.

Uzbek national dances are intertwined with Uzbek poetry and music.
Karimova said, “Dance is like poetry: it is just like a flower” (see Chapter
2). Many of the dances I saw were performed to songs with lyrics drawn
from classical poetry. For example, the munojot performed on Constitution
Day (see Chapter 5) was set to poetry by Alisher Navoi.

The interdependence of the Uzbek language, dance, music, and na-
tionalist sentiment was dramatically illustrated in an audition I observed
in 1994. I had the rare opportunity to observe a great Uzbek musician
looking for a new dancer to perform with him. He asked the dancers to
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improvise movements expressing the lyrics of his songs. The lyrics, of
course, were in Uzbek. (He asked me not to publish the lyrics, because
the songs were new, so I cannot give a specific example of the lyrics.) The
single dancer who pleased him used iconic gestures to dramatize his song.
She folded her hands over her heart, then reached into the distance,
turning shyly away to express love. He did, however, lecture the dancers
at length on the necessity of knowing the Uzbek language in order to
dance well. He said that if they knew Uzbek, dance would be easy. It would
come from the heart.

There is a certain irony in the juxtaposition of dance and poetry. Public
dance performances by women were unthinkable during the pre-Soviet
period; such dance would have been profane. Poetry, on the other hand,
has a proud heritage as a marker of the high cultural achievements of
Central Asian empires. It also has connotations of the sacred from Sufi
poets such as Jalāluddı̄n Rūmı̄ (1207–1273). Dance performances set to
poetry are thus a peculiar juxtaposition of the sacred and the profane.

One could argue that recontextualizing these “sacred” markers of Cen-
tral Asian pride—history, literature, culture, and piety—into the “profane”
space of the stage, tainted and degraded them. However, I contend that
whatever the intention of the Soviet policy makers, the theater became
one of the few places where this heritage could be remembered and ap-
preciated in relative freedom. Just as the marginality of the Tshidi Zionists
afforded them a measure of autonomy from the European colonists and
missionaries, so the marginality of the stage enabled the national dance
schools and companies to become sites for preserving Uzbekistan’s cul-
tural heritage.

GESTURE, GENDER, AND NATION BUILDING

Returning to the question I posed in the introduction of this book, why
did dancers and dances become symbols of Uzbek national identity? As I
discuss in Chapter 1, of the many roles women play, motherhood is per-
haps the most important. Lineage is determined patrilaterally, but moth-
ers are key figures in day-to-day life. Women give birth to their own
empires. Due to early mortality of men, women become key decision mak-
ers in the lives of their children and grandchildren. Emotionally, relation-
ships among fathers, children, and siblings are warm, but mentioning the
bond between mother and child, even in the abstract, evokes a powerful
emotional response, and often brings tears to the eyes.

Mothers are the heart of the Uzbek kinship system and domestic life.
While a complete discussion of motherhood in Uzbek political culture is
beyond the scope of this study, motherhood does play a significant role
in national rhetoric. Songs and speeches pay homage to watan (the moth-
erland). Motherhood received recognition as a service to the nation
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through the institution of “Hero Mothers.” A woman becomes a Hero
Mother when she bears ten children. On Women and Girls Day (March
8) and on Independence Day (September 1) I saw a Hero Mother who
had seventeen children honored at a concert. A second Hero Mother
appeared in a scene in the Independence Day concert remembering a
couple who adopted children from all of the Soviet peoples during World
War II.

In other societies, the powerful emotional affect of kinship made it a
central symbol in the semiotics of nation building (see, e.g., Anderson,
1983: 143–144; Delaney 1995: 177–193). For example, Carol Delaney said
that Mustafa Kemal, the founder of the twentieth-century Turkish repub-
lic, represented the nation as the marriage of the Anavatan (Motherland)
and the Devlet Baba (Father State) in order to legitimize the concept of
the nation-state as “a circumscribed body of land isomorphic with the body
politic” (1995: 179, 187). Indeed, Kemal claimed the name Ataturk (father
of the Turks) for his exclusive use. While further study of rhetoric during
the Soviet period would be necessary, my preliminary data about moth-
erhood suggests that the gendering of national discourse was quite differ-
ent in Uzbekistan.

The meanings of the two terms watan and davlat bring out two aspects
of nationhood. When people mentioned watan (the homeland or the
motherland), their faces would soften into an affectionate, almost wistful
smile, similar to the expression many people assumed when speaking of
their own mothers. Davlat means the state or government. In contrast to
watan, it seemed curiously devoid of emotional affect. Voices became care-
fully neutral, and faces bland. At most people would shrug and say, “It
means just . . . the state.” Where Turkey’s nationalist movement was indig-
enous, the SSR of Uzbekistan was created by Soviet colonizers. The gov-
ernment was thus foreign, and not Central Asian. At its helm were male
Russians such as Lenin. I suspect that representing the Uzbek nation as a
marriage between the state and the motherland, as Ataturk did in Turkey,
would have violated indigenous prohibitions against exogamy by Muslim
women.

In addition to mothers, dancers are important national symbols in Uz-
bekistan. Given the reverence mothers receive, dancers at first seem an
odd choice for a national symbol. In terms of the life cycle of women, the
dancers are “girls” rather than wives or mothers. Unmarried and childless,
“girls” have little status and no power or authority. One interview partner
said that people think dancers would not be good wives because they must
stay slim for their work and cannot have many children. I argue, however,
that it is exactly the problematic status of dancers within the Uzbek kin-
ship system that makes them effective symbols of national identity.

As I discuss in Chapter 2, one of the first challenges the Soviets faced
after delimiting the five Central Asian republics was to create an “Uzbek”
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identity from the diverse ethnic groups encapsulated in the geographic
borders of the new SSR of Uzbekistan. They also faced tenacious resis-
tance rooted in the extended kinship networks. The first national dancers
were recruited from orphanages. They had no viable family ties. Their
isolation from descent groups meant that their identities could be based
on something besides kinship. In a sense, they were tabula rasa upon which
the Soviet state could begin to inscribe a new identity. In terms of the
indigenous Central Asian kinship idioms, they could become members of
kinship groups through the jural practices of adoption or through mar-
riage.

After the early days of the Soviet period, national dances and dancers
grew in popularity and acceptance. Women who became dancers after the
1930s were not orphans. According to my data, they were generally the
first dancers within their families, and became dancers with their families’
permission. Unlike the first dancers, the later dancers can be seen as
“daughters” rather than orphans. Kinship idioms and gender politics
again help to explain the continuing appeal of dancers in the process of
nation building.

Returning to the discussion of gender in Chapter 1, within the house-
hold, “a daughter is a guest”—she will eventually leave the natal house-
hold and become a member of her husband’s kin group. A qiz (daughter)
is thus a mutable sign—she is only a temporary member of her natal
family. She “emerges into life” when she marries, acquiring a distinctive
and more permanent identity. In contrast, motherhood is the most un-
breakable tie of all, and the role that enables a woman to acquire power
and authority in her kin group.

As symbolic qizlar (daughters), the dancers are mutable signs, capable
of mediating between kinship and nation, between “Uzbek” as a matter
of blood descent and “Uzbek” as a jural identity.1 As they perform, they
tread a path uniting the territory of the Uzbek republic as symbolized by
the generic regional styles. The same dancer can, by changing her ges-
tures and dress, become a symbol first of Farghana, then Bukhara or Khor-
ezm, or even of other ethnic groups or foreign peoples such as a Spanish
Flamenco dancer. Just as a daughter is a guest who will someday leave her
natal home and acquire a new identity, so a dancer is a mobile individual
who can change her identity.

The elaboration and manipulation of markers of regional identities are
evident in the transition from genealogical to generic in Uzbek dance
styles I described in Chapter 4. The state school syllabus constructed Uz-
bek dance as a composite of three major styles representing the regions
of Farghana, Bukhara and Khorezm. Students learned a different move-
ment vocabulary for each style. Music and dress also distinguished the
three regional forms. Thus, with a new costume, turn of the wrist, and tilt
of the head, a dancer could assume a different regional identity. Audi-
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ences read the performer’s codes quickly and easily. When an Uzbek dan-
cer appeared on television, people’s first reaction, without prompting, was
to tell me what region the dance represented.

In independent Uzbekistan, the dancers’ status as perennial “girls” and
their seemingly timeless quality facilitated yet another role: icons of his-
tory. Reviving and reimagining Central Asian history was an important
aspect of building a post-Soviet national identity. As discussed in Chapters
2 and 5, on occasions such as Independence Day and Ulughbeg’s birthday,
dancers portrayed the achievements such as the opening of the Farghana
Canal or the astronomical discoveries of the Central Asian scholar-
statesman Ulughbeg. Even when accompanying contemporary estradni
(popular music) singers, the dancers wore period costumes from Far-
ghana, Khorezm, or Bukhara, and used movement motifs from the clas-
sical repertoire. They seemed curiously encapsulated from change. Several
scholars even told me to study Persian miniatures as background for un-
derstanding the dress and poses the dancers used.

“Mothers” and “dancers” are distinct cultural categories in terms of the
social construction of the female body. The traditional female route to
status was through marriage and biological reproduction. The dancing
body, by contrast, could not be fertile. As one interview partner explained,
many people think that a dancer would not make a good wife because
she must stay slim for her work and could not have many children. “Moth-
ers” are enmeshed in the experiential, genealogical cycle of birth, repro-
duction, and death. “Dancers,” in contrast, are eternal “girls,” suspended
outside of biological time. Without a fixed place on the genealogical, mor-
tal time line, the dancers could become symbols of other periods.

Michael Herzfeld (1991: 10) distinguished between “social time” and
“monumental time” in his study of architectural conservation in the Cre-
tan town of Rethemnos. Bureaucrats and residents clashed because build-
ings that had been family homes for centuries became “national”
monuments, which residents could not remodel or change without gov-
ernmental permission. Herzfeld said:

Social time is the grist of everyday experience. It is above all the kind of time in
which events cannot be predicted but in which every effort can be made to influ-
ence them. It is the time that gives events their reality, because it encounters each
as one of a kind. Monumental time, by contrast, is reductive and generic. It en-
counters events as realizations of some supreme destiny, and it reduces social ex-
perience to collective predictability. Its main focus is on the past—a past
constituted by categories and stereotypes. In extreme forms, it is the time frame
of the nation-state. (1991: 10)

Similarly, in Uzbek culture, the binary opposition of “mothers” and
“dancers” marked a distinction between the “social time” of individual kin
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groups and the “monumental time” of the Uzbek nation. Without the ties
to particular families or regions created by marriage and motherhood,
and occupying the marginal social space of the stage rather than the
home, dancers could be denizens of “monumental time.” The national
dances were moving tableaux honoring periods of great cultural achieve-
ment in Central Asian history, and invoking visions of Uzbekistan destiny
as the “Future Great Nation.”2

CONCLUSION

National dances may have started as a means of social engineering to
change Uzbek society. With the fall of the Soviet Union, however, Uzbek
national dance was a ready-made storehouse filled with a wealth of Central
Asian music, costumes, verse, and dance. Just as dancers brought back
treasures from their journeys through Uzbekistan, the Soviet Union, and
overseas, so the repertoire of Uzbek dances was a storehouse of memories.
The repertoire includes movement idioms for each of the major regions
of Uzbekistan. The notion of distinct styles for each region is, moreover,
easily adapted to reflect the shifting politics of the new nation. When I
left in 1994, people had begun adding the Qashqa Daryo and Samarkand
provinces to the list of major dance styles.

That these forms had a provenance in the Soviet period did not seem
to limit their utility in the new state. If anything, the Uzbek government’s
power to deploy them reinforced its sense of independence and legiti-
macy. As one highly placed official explained: “We have holidays to show
that it is we who own Uzbekistan now.”

NOTES

1. Sherry Ortner’s (1974) argument that woman symbolically mediates between
nature and culture helped to inform my analysis, as did Michele Rosaldo’s (1974:
31–34) discussion of the anomalous status of women in kinship systems and other
institutions constituting “public” order.

2. “Uzbekistan, The Future Great Nation” was a popular state slogan in 1994.
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