
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Doctoral Thesis Proposal 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Songs of Hidden Voices 
 

A Comparative Study of Iranian-Arab-Shia, Iranian-Jewish, and 
Iranian-Armenian Women’s Rituals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Talieh Attarzadeh, BA MA 01173257 
Graz, 07.12.2020 

 

  
  



1 
 

Introduction 

This research project focuses on the religious and family rituals of minority women in 
Iran. Women compose fifty percent of the Iranian population.1 They are active in the 
enculturation of children and, thus, the perpetuation of cultural norms. Yet, Iranian 
women seem to be invisible to people outside of Iran, perhaps because of politico-
religious restrictions on their independence and their general absence from reported 
national and international public life. If Iranian women are 'invisible' to the world at 
large, the Iranian-Arab-Shia, Iranian-Jewish, and Iranian-Armenian women at the center 
of this study are rendered 'invisible' even inside Iran. 
 
Persian nationalism and Islamization of Iran over the centuries has caused the 
marginalization of non-Persian ethnicities and non-Islamic religions. After the Islamic 
revolution of 1979, Iranian women struggled to recover elements of their freedom, 
social roles, cultural rights, and artistic activities that had been encouraged and 
supported by the last Iranian monarchy, the Pahlavi Dynasty (1925-1979). As a result of 
limits imposed by governmental restrictions, as well as proscriptions on their 
participation in public cultural activities, women gradually developed private cultural 
activities, among them myriad religious and family rituals. This is true for women from 
the Persian Shia majority as well as women in minority communities. Often these rituals 
involve musical and theatrical elements and provide women with opportunities to 
enhance their personal standing among other women in their communities, as well as 
that of their families. This comparative study examines the ritual traditions practiced by 
Iranian women from three minority groups after the revolution in 1979, analyzing the 
ways in which women have (or have not) been able to adapt, sustain, and develop their 
practices.        
 

State of research 

The last two decades have witnessed a huge growth in studying Iranian women’s 
cultural lives. Most studies have focused on political and anthropological issues.2 I 
encountered only a few studies focused specifically on Iranian women’s musical lives. 
Even fewer studies focus directly on the musical and performative elements of Iranian 
women’s rituals. In her article, Malihe Maghazei (2017) writes about the situation of 
Iranian women musicians and singers. She explores social and cultural dynamics as well 
as historical changes that influence directly women’s presence in public spaces and their 
artistic lives. Wendy S. DeBano (2016) investigates in her article Iranian women-only 
music festivals. She focuses on gender identities and the roles of Islam and the Iranian 
government in the construction of such “public” festivals. Ida Meftahi (2016) takes a 
close look at dance and gender aspects both in pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary 
Iran. In her writings, Laudan Nooshin (2009; 2011) explores Iranian women's musical 
lives from a popular music's context. She addresses complex relationship between music 
and power structures and writes about meaning and identity making in specific genres, 

 
1 https://countrymeters.info/de/Iran#:~:text=Im%20Jahr%202020%20wird%20sich,1%20125%  
20346%20Menschen%20betragen, accessed December 4, 2020. 
2 Studies representative of work on Iranian women’s cultural lives include: Ohanlelham (2020), Haji 
Molana (2020), Hendelman-Baavur (2019), Hemmasi (2017), Khosronejad (2015), Soomekh (2012), 
Bahramitash and Hooglund (2011), Huang (2014), Aghaie (2009), Goldin (2009, 2004), Najmabadi 
(2005), Kalinock (2004, 2003), Beck and Nashat (2004), Ansari and Martin (2002) and Kousha (2002). 

https://countrymeters.info/de/Iran#:~:text=Im%20Jahr%202020%20wird%20sich,1%20125% 20346%20Menschen%20betragen
https://countrymeters.info/de/Iran#:~:text=Im%20Jahr%202020%20wird%20sich,1%20125% 20346%20Menschen%20betragen


2 
 

like hip-hop. Sabine Kalinock investigates in her articles from 2003 and 2004 two 
important Shia women’s rituals known as rowzeh and mowludi. She uses a comparative 
approach for introducing these Islamic festivals in analytical and descriptive 
ethnographies. Though the comparison is within the same religious group and in the 
same city, she examines ritual diversities that she witnessed among different social 
classes. Finally, I can refer to a book written in Persian and published in Tehran by Tuka 
Maleki (2002). Maleki addresses influential and important Iranian women musicians, 
singers, composers, poets and writers by employing a historical approach. 
 
Although there is considerable secondary literature that addresses topics such as 
gender, music and religion3, most of these studies are not comparative. Comparison is a 
much-debated topic in ethnomusicology and anthropology. It is an old methodology that 
has been maligned, discarded in the relativistic turn of the field during the last decades 
of the twentieth century, and then rehabilitated increasingly over the last ten years. 
Bruno Nettl (2010, 70-90) explores the usage of comparative approach in the field of 
ethnomusicology since its formation. He refers to the long use of the term comparative 
musicology4 in the history of discipline and its turn into the ethnomusicology. 
Mentioning the “unsavory reputation” of the comparative method since 1950s, Nettl 
writes that “nevertheless, a large portion of the most significant research depend on 
comparison of one sort or another for its identity and effectiveness. Some of the 
concepts of greatest currency in recent scholarship […] require, for their development, 
some kind of comparative approach” (Nettl 2010, 71). He continues that certain aspects 
of music can lend themselves uniquely well to inter- and intracultural comparison, 
though there might be several difficulties from this method which require especial 
carefulness in fine-turning of the approach (Nettl 2010, 71). 
 
The importance of comparison to my study is to provide multiple perspectives and 
reactions to extreme and sudden change by people living in different cultures but in the 
same national context. Women of different ethnicities/social groups/status, living in the 
same repressive political context, deal with creating and maintaining their cultural 
practices. A comparative approach allows us to understand the ways in which the 
particularities of localized expressions of minority cultures help or even 
hinder communities as they negotiate large-scale, rapid and extreme change. As Sarah 
Weiss states: "comparison has the potential to allow one to look beyond or beneath 
prejudice. Comparison between women’s ritual performances in different religions may 
provide a sliver of similarity to serve as the smallest wedge in the door opening beyond 
religious separatism and conflict. It is one of the few, potentially effective tools 
ethnomusicologists may wield in a world filled with conflict” (Weiss 2019, 19). 
 
 
 

 
3 Studies representative of work on gender, music and religion include: Weiss (2019), Madar (2014), 
Kassam (2010), Rasmussen (2010), Singh (2008), Shiloah (2001, 1995), Moisala and Diamond (2000), 
Kaufman Shelemay (1998), Koskoff (1987) and Sharma (1987). 
4 Comparative musicology is the “translation of the German vergleichende Musikwissenschaft, this ‘takes as 
its task the comparing of tonal products, in particular the folksongs of various peoples, countries and 
territories, with an ethnographic purpose in mind, grouping and ordering these according to the variety of 
[differences] in their characteristics’ (Adler 1885; trans. 1981, p.13). […] comparative musicology was 
renamed ethnomusicology in the 1950s in the United States” (Rice 2001). 
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Research Questions and Methodology 

In my research, I will document and analyze the sonic elements - including musical 
structures, texts, and movements - performed in the rituals practiced by women in the 
three mentioned minority communities. I will also collect oral histories recounting the 
changes women have experienced in their expressive cultures and the impact that the 
revolution had on their communities and their ritual practices. Because many minority 
families moved into diaspora (just prior or after the revolution), I will ask them to 
reflect on why and how their rituals have become the way they are today. It will 
be especially important to explore and document the meaning the rituals and 
performances have for their practitioners and their audiences. Although my specific 
research questions will change as my ethnographic work progresses, my project begins 
with the following questions:  
 

• How have the politico-religious changes wrought by the revolution affected the 
performance of rituals by women in minority communities?  

• Why have women in some Iranian minority communities developed methods to 
continue thriving and others not? 

• What aspects of a women’s culture (religion, positionality with respect to men in 
their local communities, presence of thriving diasporic communities, community 
size, etc.) have impacted their ability to interest in 
sustaining/adapting/preserving/creating a new performance of religious and 
family rituals? 

• Can or how can the study of the responses to extreme cultural and status change 
by women in Iranian minority communities be scaled up to theorize and 
understand the positionality of women and their cultural responses to extreme 
change in other cultures? What are the limiting factors?  

 
Questions focusing on the ethnographic particularities of the case studies:  
 

• What are the rituals that women actually perform? 
• Are these rituals understood as known customs in Iran? 
• Are there differences and similarities in musical features that can be heard 

between ritual performances across minority groups? 
• To what extent are these rituals influenced by Persian classical music system or 

dastgāh? 
• How does regional music in the respective area influence these traditions? 
• Does Islam, as the majority religion, play a role in shaping the rituals by Jewish 

and Christian women minorities? 
• Which other cultural aspects (among them language, poetry, symbols, garments, 

etc.) make the rituals within each group unique? 
• Are there any influences (positive or negative) on the perpetuation and 

performances of these rituals from people in the Iranian diaspora living outside 
the country or vice versa? 

• Are there any influences on the sonic atmosphere of these rituals from other 
countries, like Arabic speaking countries, Armenia or Israel? 

• How does women’s religious ritual agency function within the specific context of 
these three minority groups in Iran? 
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• Do any of these three groups enjoy more freedom to organize and practice the 
rituals? 

 
The methods for this study will be fieldwork, interviews, the collection of oral histories, 
sound recording, and participant observation over the course of several trips to Iranian 
provinces in particular, Khuzestan and Tehran. The majority of Arab-Iranians live in 
Khuzestan and there are large Jewish- and Armenian-Iranian communities settled in 
Tehran. Because of my Iranian citizenship, it will be virtually impossible for me to travel 
to Israel, where the largest Jewish-Iranian community now resides, nor will I be able to 
travel to Los Angeles where there are significant communities of Arab-, Armenian- and 
Jewish-Iranians. This problem is likely to persist for the duration of my dissertation 
research, even if political relations between Israel, the United States, and Iran improve 
drastically. To mitigate this problem, I have already begun cultivating online 
relationships with female members of these diasporic communities in the US and in 
Israel. Using a kind of snowball technique in which friends introduce other friends, I 
anticipate that online interviews, and perhaps even online surveying of women in these 
diasporas will become important to the collection of my ethnographic data. Additionally, 
I have already found at least one primary contact person from each minority group in 
Iran. Each of these contacts has offered me help with research; one of these women is 
herself a researcher and we may have the opportunity to collaborate in our research. 
They have offered to accompany me to religious rituals within their respective 
communities, events to which I, as a Muslim, might not normally have access.  
 
The use of oral histories and stories told in interviews as my ethnographic data will be 
not only useful but also an essential source of knowledge for me, since there are a few 
scholarly or even anecdotal recountings that specifically address Iranian women's 
rituals directly. I will hope to make any of the oral histories I collect available to people 
both inside Iran and in diaspora. It will be up to the individual women interviewed to 
decide how widely they wish their interviews to be available. This will be true also in 
terms of whether or not I identify them specifically by name in my writing. 
 
Issues of decolonizing ethnomusicological practice in my study are relatively moot, as I 
am an Iranian woman from a minority group, engaging ethnographic research with 
other Iranian women from minority groups. I will be interested to discover if my 
position as a minority Arab Muslim woman positions me in some kind of privileged 
position with respect to women in these other minority religious groups. Either way, I 
intend to allow the women involved in this project to be as present in the project as they 
choose. 
 

Research Schedule 

I divide my research program into three big stages over the course of three and a half 
years (figure 1). During the first phase of my doctoral studies, I will do extensive 
research in topics having to do with the three religions, Iranian pre- and post- 
revolutionary history, studies of the Iranian diaspora in particular and theories of 
diaspora in general. I will read further into gender and feminist analyses of Iranian and 
middle-eastern women in general. I will develop techniques for conducting oral histories 
and online surveys. In bibliography, I provide a beginning list of necessary references for 
my research. I anticipate that the number of bibliographic resources will expand 
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significantly. The bibliography will be also divided into several categories, like 1. 
historical and general information from Iranian studies, 2. ethnomusicological writings, 
3. ritual studies, 3. diaspora studies, and 4. feminism and gender studies. Depending on 
the pandemic situation, I will either start with the first field research in Iran or I do the 
qualitative interviews with my contact persons via the internet. 
 
The second stage of my project will involve intensive fieldwork including: participant 
observation at women’s rituals from each of the target minority groups; the recording of 
oral histories of significant women ritual specialists from each religion as well as of 
women known to have stories to tell about life before and after the revolution; and 
gathering sound material in Iran. During this period, I will also gather translations of 
poems and texts used during rituals from Arabic, Judeo-Persian and Armenian 
languages. I will interview performers and listeners about their interpretations of the 
poems and query their perspectives on the music performed at these events, in 
preparation for my own musical analyses. Everything I collect in these two stages of 
research will be the basis for my reflection and data analysis in the third phase. In the 
third year, I anticipate processing and evaluating the material obtained in the field and 
hopefully begins the writing of my dissertation. The third phase will be important as my 
analyses will help me identify any research questions for which I will need to conduct 
more interviews or use supplementary literature. 
 

Why is this Research Important?  

I can answer this question from two different perspectives. The first perspective is my 
Iranian “insider” Iranian perspective. Observing my own acquirements, as well as the 
results of several informal interviews that I made from June until November 2020 with 
Persian Shia majority, there is a big lack of knowledge about these minorities’ cultural 
lives and even their presence in the country. One reason for this is that neither the 
Iranian education system nor the country's media offer information about these 
minorities. Furthermore, the members of these groups are very self-contained and have 
no public representation that almost no one (except those who live near them, academic 
scholars for respective groups, or those who are interested in their traditions) knows 
anything about minority’s cultural lives. Therefore, this research can open a small door 
to a cultural aspect of these people's lives. My research can also stimulate further 
research questions from several perspectives like ethnomusicology, religious studies, 
minority studies or gender studies. 
 

The second perspective can be regarded as the “outsider” perspective and the position 
of this research in the world of ethnomusicology or ritual studies. There is no research 
done about this topic. The invisibility of the women of Iran’s minorities and their rituals 
is still a fact. Their stories need to be told; their songs need to be heard. This not only 
from an activist perspective but also to prevent the rewriting of these minority 
communities out of Iranian history. We are dealing with a closed society in which access 
to women's rituals is very limited. As an Iranian woman researcher, I have an easier 
access to conduct the research about unheard and unseen musical lives behind the 
doors. Iranian women’s rituals are arguably among the most important ways in which 
these minority communities identify and maintain their differences and distinctions 
from the majority community. Within ethnomusicology most of the work done on Iran 
has focused either on the Persian classical music (dastgāh), men musicians or on the 
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political and musical aspects of Iranian popular music.5 This would be the first 
comparative approach to the music of women in minority communities in Iran. It will 
add to the literature that examines the ways in which women’s rituals create and sustain 
local culture.6 
 
 
 
  

 
5 See Hemmasi (2020), Nooshin (2018, 2009), Breyley and Fatemi (2015), Farhat (2004), Nettl (1992), 
During and Mirabdolbaghi (1991). 
6 See Weiss 2019, Magowan and Wrazen (2015), Sugarman 2006, Bernstein 2004, Magrini 2003, and 
Koskoff 1989. 
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