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CHAPTER 6

Sakineh, The Narrator of Karbala
An Ethnographic Description of a
Women’s Majles Ritual in Pakistan

SHEMEEM BURNEY ABBAS

his chapter consists of an ethnographic account of a women’s majles

(plural majales) in Pakistan. The majles will be explored here as a com-
municative speech event where members of a speech community congre-
gate and participate in an event based on common beliefs, values, and at-
titudes.! The majles will be investigated as an event where speakers and
listeners share the knowledge of rules for the conduct and interpretation of
speech.2 The purpose of this essay is to provide a sociolinguistic mapping
of the women nowbeh-chanters’ discourse in the Pakistani languages using
Hymes’ model of the ethnography of speaking and how ritual speaking is
done in a cultural system.* Communicative conduct within a community
comprises determinate patterns of speech activity wherein the communica-
tive competence of persons constitutes knowledge with regard to such pat-
terns. I will discuss ways of speaking especially in regard to the Sakineh
narratives, focusing on the relationships among speech events, acts, and
styles, on the one hand, and personal abilities and rules, contexts and in-
stitutions, and beliefs, values, and attitudes, on the other.* This is dem-
onstrated through transliteration, translation, and linguistic representation
of the order of a women’s majles. The transliterations represent the so-
cial interactional processes of the majles and the competence of the female
nowheb khans (chanters). Because of the transliteration methodology, an
analytical discussion of the political aspects of these rituals is not given,
though these dimensions are manifest in the nowheh texts themselves and
the highly politicized opposition that the poetic discourse generates based
on the shared rules of performance among the speakers and the listeners.
The transliterations are intended to provide the reader with a clearer under-
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Figure 6.1. Girl dressed as Sakineh, holding Hazrat Abbas’ alam,
or standard. Abbas is considered the protector of children
(Rawalpindi, 2000). © Shemeem Burney Abbas

standing of the basic structure and style of a women’s majles, which is fairly
representative of the rituals analyzed in the other chapters.

This account demonstrates how Sakineh serves as the narrator of Kar-
bala in the nowhehs, or mourning songs and chants, at these Shi‘i majales,
which are held during the annual Moharram celebrations in Pakistan. The
Sakineh myth is concerned with the structural properties of the Karbala
story and how it is narrated in the majaless 1 focus on the dynamic struc-
ture of the Sakineh texts by analyzing the stories in relationship to the
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contexts in which they are performed, in terms of the potential for open-
ness of interpretation and in terms of the ways in which this potential
is exploited during Moharram performance and the emotions generated
therein.® Sakineh is Imam Hosayn’s daughter; she survived the tragedy of
Karbala along with her paternal aunt, Sayyedeh Zaynab. Sakineh’s age is
not known with any real certainty, but she was a girl-child whose age was
probably between five and twelve years. Many of her discourses in the oral
tradition are addressed to her sister Soghra, who, according to some hadith,
was left behind in Medina due to illness. Thus, while Sakineh is the speaker
in the stories, Soghra is sometimes the listener to whom the stories are ad-
dressed. The nowheh, a song of lament, can be sung as a dyadic unit in
which two parties take turns in advancing the story, or it can be chanted as
a monologue. Both women and men have participated in the tradition of
chanting nowhebs. In a two- to three-hour majles, at least an hour is allo-
cated to reciting nowhbebs. Thus, in the chanting of the Sakineh nowhebs,
there is a long tradition of mutually understood speech between speaker,
hearer, and that which is spoken about, including the political dimensions
of the discourse. The mutually shared speech is elaborated in communica-
tion theory, linguistics, semiotics, literary criticism, and sociology in vari-
ous ways.”

The nowhebs that are transliterated and translated here, along with the
photos provided, were collected during fieldwork in Pakistan during Mo-
harram in 2o000. Sakineh embodies grief and evokes a sense of tragic empa-
thy in the assembly of mourners when the nowbebs are chanted in this girl-
child’s voice. This is a special emotional feature of a Shi‘i majles, according
to Hymes’ model. Sakineh as a survivor of Karbala tells many stories in
the aftermath of her father’s death. Girl-children are trained to reenact the
stories of Sakineh at Shi‘i majales in Pakistan during ritual Moharram cele-
brations.? These rituals are characterized by the ritualized speech form of
nowhehs, which involve linguistic play based on code-switching.® Further-
more, the nowhebhs have strongly embedded political references: the bina-
ries of a high moral and ethical order versus expediency and moral cor-
ruption that led to the Battle of Karbala. Between speakers and listeners in
the shared codes of communicative competence the references are mutually
shared and interpreted.

The first ten days of Moharram constitute a period of ritual mourn-
ing among Shi‘is in Pakistan. Majales are held to lament the martyrdom
of Hazrat Imam Hosayn in the battle of Karbala in 680 AD. During the
Mobharram celebrations, majales are either held in public Shi‘i emambarebs,
which are supported through community funds, or in the private emam-
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Figure 6.2. The zakereh opens the majles with rhetorical discourse in prose
(Rawalpindi, 2000). © Shemeem Burney Abbas

barebs that the well-to-do have in their homes in the cities and in rural areas.
An efnambareh is a public or private space in a Shi‘i community for per-
forming sacred rituals such as prayers, majales, and birth and death rites.
The wealthy sayyeds, who are descendants of the prophet Mohammed and
typically owners of large landholdings, have private emambarebs in which
rituals are enacted in an elaborate manner.?° Generally, the pattern of the
ten-day celebrations in the Moharram majales is as follows:
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First to fifth of Moharram: reenactment of events on a day-to-day
basis according to the Karbala tragedy, accompanied with ritual
lamentations and self-flagellation (matam).

Sixth of Moharram: narratives about Karbala and enhanced matam.

Seventh of Moharram: new rituals are introduced, such as carrying a
replica of Ali Asghar’s cradle, Qasem’s henna ceremony, and Sakineh’s
nowhehs.™ *

Eighth of Moharram: Hazrat Abbas’ alam, or standard, raised with the
panjatan.'?

Ninth of Moharram: general intense mourning with narratives from
Karbala.

Tenth of Moharram: Ashura—the day of Imam Hosayn’s martyrdom.
Pakistani Shiis fast on this day, breaking the fast in the late after-
noon after noontime prayers. The final activity is the Sham-e Ghariban
ritual, which commemorates the act of trying to find the corpses of the
fallen martyrs.'3

After Ashura and Sham-e Ghariban rituals, the following are observed:

Sevvom: Majales are held on the third day after Ashura and Sham-e
Ghariban. These majales celebrate the martyrdom of Hazrat Imam
Hosayn, his family, and his companions.

Chehelom: Majales are held for the same reason on the fortieth day
after Ashura.'

In between the Sevvom and the Chehelom, majales are held in the emam-
barehs according to the schedule of the caretakers. However, there is no
set pattern. The period of mourning during Moharram is called azadari.'$
The mourners are azadars. During this period a part of the home in a Shi‘i
household may be temporarily converted into mourning space for the pur-
pose of azadari. The mourning area is called an azakhaneb.

The women’s majales rituals this researcher observed at emambarebs in
Rawalpindi, Wah, and Lahore inform this ethnographic account of speak-
ing as a cultural system. However, the rituals documented here are based
on a ritual observed on the seventh of Moharram, 2000, in the Baji Sabira
ka emantbareh in Chowk Marir Hasan in Rawalpindi, which is popularly
referred to as the zaynabiyyeh.' This emambareh is named after its owner,
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Figure 6.3, Ali Asghar's cradle and Moharram emblems in the emambareh at the
zaynabiyyeh. Rituals are performed around emblems on the seventh and eighth of
Moharram (Rawalpindi, 2000). © Shemeem Burney Abbas

Ms. Sabira Zaidi, who is an émigré from North India and who speaks
chaste Urdu.\” The majales in this emambareh follow the elaborate pattern
of Lucknow majales. s

The zaynabiyyeh was a 50 x 50 foot square structure built at the far
end of Ms. Sabira Zaidi’s home. The emambareb, compared with the rest
of the house, was a newer structure and was carefully crafted after the de-
sign of Iranian mosques with arched windows and a handcrafted wooden
door with intricate floral filigree carved on it. Inside the emambareb was a
large crystal chandelier, perhaps of Turkish or Iranian origin. Outside the
emambarel was a large courtyard lined with black marble for women aza-
dars (i.e., the mourners or ritual participants) to sit when there were more
attending, especially on the seventh, eighth, and ninth of Moharram. The
courtyard was covered with catais (rush mats) or duris (thick cotton mats)
during the majales for the azadars to sit on. Across the courtyard was a
verandah where there were two bathrooms and a row of faucets for women
azadars to perform ablution. The nazr-niyaz (ritual food offering for the
sake of the emam), which were distributed after the majles and which were
typically contributed by the azadars, were set up in the verandah.

Ms. Sabira Zaidi, who had been recently widowed, looked after the up-
keep of the emambareb herself. Ms. Zaidi and her daughters worked to keep
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the emambareh clean for the azadars. Ms. Zaidi called herself the /?am'?, or
the handmaiden of the emambareb. This was evident in the we‘ll-leamtamed
environment of the emambareh, as well as the owner’s hospitality toward
the azadars who had come for the majales. Inside the vast space of the emam-
bareh there were large white sheets for the azadars that cove.red the car-
peting on the floor. The white sheets radiated expansiveness in the space
in addition to making the female mourners feel they were welcome in the
majles. During Moharram, the white sheets were replaced every f‘lay. 5

Women azadars who participated in the ritual majales were mainly Shi‘i.
However, there were also Sunni participants, called 7r{olais, there becaljlse
they sympathized with Imam Hosayn’s cause. Participants at the majles
consisted mostly of working-class women such as laborers, maids, factory
workers, or housewives from low- or middle-income groups. Among the
mourners were also some professionals such as doctors, professors, and
bank executives. Since the emambareh was in the army quarters and was
centrally located, wives of Shi‘i army officers were also well representeﬁd.
Ms. Sabira Zaidi’s emambareh has assumed a high stature due to the sophis-
tication of the majales format and its diverse participant's.

In this chapter I apply Hymes’ mnemonic speaklflg .model to thg
women’s majles proceedings as recorded at the Rawalpindi emambareb.

Figure 6.4. Girls training at chanting nowhehs for Sakineh (Rawalpindi, 2000).
© Shemeem Burney Abbas







