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Abstract 

This thesis examines cultural ,Practices in Badakhshan, Afghanistan, in an era 
when its political rulers - the Islamic State of Afghanistan under President 
Rabbani and military commanders of an anti-Taliban alliance - promoted a 
strict code of Islamic conduct. It offers the first detailed account of social and 
political life in Badakhshan, and is one of few commentaries on Afghanistan's 
culture, since the Soviet invasion in 1979. 

The study of diverse genres of performances - religious, sport, music, and 
dance - serves as an effective and unique means of illuminating the complex 
interrelationships between politics, Islam and society in Afghanistan. While the 
actual research in Badakhshan Province was undertaken in 1998 and 1999, the 
analysis is not limited to that period; rather, performances are situated 
historically and, most specifically, during the political regimes of the last three 
decades. 

Drawing on the academic fields of political science, history, anthropology, and 
ethnomusicology, the major conclusion of this interdisciplinary research is that 
culture in Badakhshan is inextricable from politics and religion. The 
elucidation of the conflicting religious and political ideologies prevalent in the 
Taliban era further highlights the existence of tensions between Afghan and 
Islamic identities and controversies as to the legality of performance in Islam. 





Contents 

Declaration 111 

Acknowledgments v 

Abstract 1x 

List of Figures, Tables and Maps xv 

Chapter 1: Introduction 1 

A Review of Relevant Literature 4 

Issues Related to the Methodology 11 

Research in a Politically Unstable Territory 12 

Synopsis of Dissertation 1 7 

Use ofPseudonyms 19 

Notes on the Spelling of Arabic and Persian Words 20 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Methodology 23 

Culture and Performance 24 
Performance 28 
The Body in Culture 33 
Politics and Culture 36 

A Semiotic Framework for an Interpretation of Cultural Performances 40 



xii 

Types ofPerformances: Sacred and Profane Practices 47 
Religious Performances and Recreational Entertainment 47 
Aesthetic Entertainment: Music and Dance Performances 50 

Complementary Methodologies 56 
Qualitative Movement Description 56 
The Use of Film in Recording Performances 59 

Chapter 3: Badakhshan: Social and Cultural Context 63 

Borders, Geography and Population 64 

Ethnic groups and associations of social affinity 68 
Tajiks 71 
Turkic Minorities 73 
Pushtuns 76 
Other ethnic groups 80 

Economy and Infrastructure 82 

Chapter 4: The Political History of Badakhshan 93 

The Pre-, Early and Medieval Islamic Periods 94 

The Cloak of the Prophet Mohammad 97 

Integration into the Afghan Nation 1 00 

The Rise ofthe Urban Educated Elite 104 

The Communist Governments (1978-1992) 109 

The Early Rabbani Presidency ( 1992-1996) 117 

The Political Engagement ofthe Ismailis 121 

The Taliban Period (1996-2001) 123 

Chapter 5: Islam and Performance 133 

Normative Islam 135 

Sectarian Islam in Badakhshan 138 

Mystical Islam 145 

The Legality of Performance in Islam 151 

Performance, Mystical Love and Eroticism 166 

The Influence ofWahhabi and Deobandi Madrassas upon Cultural 
Performances: Early 1930s to Late 1980s 171 

Performance during the Mujahideen, Rabbani and Taliban Eras 181 



xiii 

Chapter 6: Public Performances in Badakhshan 191 

Religious Performances 194 
The id-e qurban Prayer in Sunni-dominated Faizabad 194 
Ismaili Religious Music 200 

Non-Religious Performances 205 
Sporting Contests at National Commemorations 205 
Public Aesthetic Performances 218 

Flute Music during nowruz 219 
Music atjeshen in Buz Dara 222 
Dances in Chahar Deh 234 

Chapter 7: Aesthetic Performances at Semi-Public and Private Events 243 

Semi-Public Performances 244 

Music and Dance Performances at Four Mehmanis 252 
Bagh-e Zard 253 
Dasht-e Islam 258 
BuzDara 262 
Faizabad 273 

Summation of Performance Events in Badakhshan 277 

Chapter 8: Conclusion 285 

Contested Identities 287 

The Politics ofPerformance 288 

Contemporary Situation 290 

Future Projections 291 

Appendix 1: Glossary of Foreign and Uncommon English Terms 

as well as Abbreviations 293 

Appendix 2: Notes on Transliteration of Persian and Arabic Terms 321 

Appendix 3: Glossary of Peircean Terms 323 

Appendix 4: Glossary of Laban Movement Analysis Terms 329 

Appendix 5: Titles of Movie Tracks and Instructions 

on how to use QuickTime 

Bibliography 

333 

335 





List of Figures, Tables and Maps 

Figure 1: Peirce's triadic semiotic process 

Table 1: Perceptions of music in an Islamic context 

Map 1 : Central Asia 

Map 2: Afghanistan's Provinces 

Map 3: Badakhshan Province 

41 

165 

XVl 

xvu 

XVlll 



xvi 

··-
if. 

,:·•pe:;~~ ..... 
RUSSIA 

........... 

RUSSIA 

·--. ~ . .:··· ·-···- ........ -\l:tana 

KAZAKHSTA:-< 

Urumqi e 

----·--·····-·· 

eT~:.Ivan 

CHJ~A 
IRAN 

•l.sfaban 

N 

0 
A 

miies 

Map 1: Central Asia (adapted from Relie:fWeb in Goodson 2001:134) 



xvii 

T A;JIKIST AN 

TURKMENISTAN 

PAKISTAN 

10~p2-,~-iiiilo ~~1~0iiii0 -~200 Kilometers 

Map 2: Afghanistan's Provinces (adapted from ReliefWeb 2001). 



xviii 

TAJIKJSTAi'l 

Map 3: Badakhshan Province since 1964 (adapted from Holzwarth 1990). 


