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‘a woman iS like a STew, warm and nouriShing’: 
kiTchen and femininiTy in The folk culTure of afghan jewS

Tsila Zan-Bar Tsur

The stew (āsh) as a component in the culinary system of the Jews of 
Afghanistan served also for defining inter-cultural hierarchies in the 
lives of the women in their differential state. The parturient’s stew and 
the barren woman’s stew, the adolescent girl’s stew and the post-fertile 
woman’s stew – all were culturally identified with the personal and social 
status of women and their body, in their various stages of transition: the 
body of the biologically adolescent woman, the body of the parturient 
woman, the body of the barren woman and the body of the post-fertile 
woman. 
 Apart from its satisfying and nourishing qualities in the culinary 
repertory of central Asian ethnic groups, the stew served as a biological 
and cultural signifier for Afghan women in their differential state. The 
stew is an important component in feminine rites of passage: from the ‘red 
stew’ of puberty ritual, in which fertility is given prominence, establishing 
the girl as a woman with childbearing potential; via the ‘womb stew’, a 
formula given to a barren woman to magically and medically enhance 
her fertility; to the ‘parturient’s stew’, given to the parturient for forty 
days following the birth of a son, or for eighty days following that of a 
girl – thus defining the woman’s post natal period of impurity; and the 
‘white stew’, which establishes the woman in her post-fertile stage as 
‘experienced’ (sar gozasht) – the leader of both the female and the male 
factions. 
 The stew is prepared in the kitchen – a liminal space located between 
the living quarters and the lavatory – between the consumption of food 
and its excretion, with women controlling these systems of entrance 
and exit, and thus regulating their desired manner of living. A system of 
reciprocal relations existed between all three adjacent spaces: the home, 
the kitchen, and the lavatory. There the woman who cooks the stew is 
the one controlling the feeding and the emptying, the one responsible for 
regulating the imbibing of substances and the excreting of substances, 
which allows her to manipulate and control the ways of nourishment of 
every family member: the husband, the children and the mother-in-law, 
and manoeuvre them according to her wishes.


