ENCYCLOPEDIA OF WOMEN AND ISLAMIC CULTURES
Women in Folk Music: Central Asia
Dr. Suad Joseph, General Editor
Distinguished Professor of Anthropology and Women and Gender Studies, University of California, Davis

EWIC Staff: Datasheet
 Central Asian folk music refers to the traditional music of the people in Central Asia. There are distinct traditions
(i.e. instruments, melodies, and songs) within folk music in Tajikstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. The first
evidence of female folk singers in Central Asia was documented in the ninth century. 1
 Although some weddings are gender-segregated and do not include female musicians in Uzbekistan and
Tajikstan, the majority of women participate in the majority of music rituals at weddings.2
 Shovkat Mamadova, an Azerbaijani folk singer who was famous in the early 1920s, is considered to be “the first
woman singing on stage before the Soviet revolution.” She founded the Musical Notes Publishing House and
Baku Theatrical College in 1923.3,4
 In Kazakhstan, the first major folk star in the 20th century was Mayra Shamsutdinova.5
 In 2007, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture and Smithsonian Folkways Recording produced Bardic Divas: women’s
voices in Central Asia, the first CD of newly recorded music (as opposed to licensed tracks) from the region to
appear on a Western record label. The CD features 13 women whose voices and instruments revitalize older
traditions, and reinterpret musical performance genres once reserved for men.6
 In 1993, Malika Ziyoeva, one of the most famous dutar players in Uzbekistan, founded the first female dutar
ensemble in the known history of Uzbekistan. The dutar is a traditional two-stringed instrument found in Iran
and Central Asia.7
 Salamat Sadikova, a female musician, is known as “The Voice of Kyrgyzstan,” and the leader of the coordinating
council for the El-Ene (Mother Nation) Party in Kyrgyzstan. She has also received multiple awards such as the
honorary title of the People’s Artist of Kyrgyzstan.8
 Manizha Davlat, a female Tajik pop-folk singer, is considered to be one of the most popular artists in Tajikstan
and Afghanisntan according to a 2007 poll in Kabul. Although she has not performed since 2006, she is very
active in working with wedding music and the cassette industry in rural areas of Tajik.9, 10
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