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Singer Manizha (Manizha Sangin), who will represent Russia at the 2021 Eurovision Song Contest in
Rotterdam, poses at Lukashev studio in Moscow. — AFP photos

Singer Manizha (Manizha Sangin), rehearses
at Lukashev studio in Moscow.

Russia’s unlikely entry to the Eurovision
song contest, a Tajik-born refugee and
feminist activist, knows she is riling the

country’s conservatives. “I’ve hit a nerve,”
Manizha Sangin told AFP, after two conser-
vative groups lodged complaints with the
authorities over her song “Russian Woman”.
The 29-year-old singer, who performs under
the name Manizha, was not expected to win
the public vote that was broadcast this
month to pick Russia’s song for the contest in
the Netherlands in May.

Donning a brightly coloured and elaborate
traditional Russian costume, then shedding it
to reveal red overalls, her performance was a
far cry from values usually promoted on state
channels. “You’re 30! Hello? Where are your
kids? You are cute overall. But should lose
some weight,” went one line from her song.
“Every Russian woman needs to know-you
strong enough, you gonna break the wall”. A
columnist at the opposition-leaning newspa-
per Novaya Gazeta voiced surprise the per-
formance was broadcast at all, saying the
song “declares war on Russian xenophobia
and misogyny”.

The openly feminist tune has since found
a huge support base with more nearly 5.5
million views on YouTube. But it also led to
an outpouring of scorn from conservative
groups, who demanded that Manizha be
pulled as Russia’s Eurovision entry. An asso-
ciation of Orthodox women in an open letter
accused Manizha of “insulting and humiliat-
ing Russian women” and of inciting “hatred
towards men”.  The Investigative Committee,
which probes major crimes in Russia, has
also said it is following up on a complaint
from a veterans’ organization, which said the
text incites “inter-ethnic tension and enmity”.

Manizha told AFP that the song, which
fuses Russian folk music with hip hop, was
an anthem “against stereotypes that I had
faced”. But this is not the first time that
Manizha, with nearly a million followers

across various social networks, has drawn
attention for her views.

The ‘smell of fear’ 
After building up a large online presence

by posting short music clips on Instagram,
Manizha leveraged her popularity as a plat-
form for her activism. In 2019, she launched
a phone app to connect crisis centers with
victims of domestic violence-a problem in
Russia that activists say the authorities have
ignored. She caused a scandal that same
year for taking part in a video defending
LGBT rights, a move that she says cost her
10,000 subscribers on Instagram.

Always accompanied by her mother-her
“guru” and costume designer-Sangin (which
means “tender stone” in Tajik) recalled a diffi-
cult youth. She spent eight days in a coma
after her birth in Tajikistan in 1991. Then her
home was ravaged by shelling during a civil
war that tore the country apart after the fall of
the Soviet Union.  Manizha and her family
fled in 1994 to live the difficult life of refugees

in Moscow in the midst of the post-Soviet
economic crisis. The “smell of fear” dominat-
ed her childhood as an immigrant in Russia,
she told AFP. 

But the experience led her last year to
become a goodwill ambassador for the UN
refugee agency in Russia. In the role, she
launched projects like collecting money to
buy school bags for children from refugee
families in Moscow.  Manizha says she has
an “innate empathy” especially for immi-
grants who live, according to her, in “legal-
ized slavery” all over the world.  The psychol-
ogy graduate who dreamt of a musical
career since she was a seven-year-old

singing along with Celine Dion tunes, now
identifies as Russian and treats her host
country as her homeland. “I think in Russian.
I say I love you in Russian,” she says. “I want
to live in Russia and I want the same for my
future children.”— AFP 

Turkmen leader
writes song
to mark birth 
of baby horse
Inspired by his favorite horse giving birth to a

foal, the strongman leader of Turkmenistan
has written a song with his grandson to cele-

brate the occasion, state television said
Wednesday. The verses written by President
Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov were set to
music composed by his grandson Kerimguly,
with whom he previously recorded a hit song
devoted to Ak Khan (White Khan), a steed of
the Turkmen Akhal-Teke breed. The new song
titled “My White City Ashgabat” premiered at
the State Cultural Centre performed by “mas-
ters Turkmenistan’s music scene,” a state
channel said, showing footage of the event. 

Singers and dancers performed the song
with photos of the 63-year-old president riding
his favorite horse in the background. The chan-
nel said that the president was “inspired by the
birth of the foal named Ashgabat from the leg-
endary Turkmen racehorse Ak Khan, who was
bred by the leader of the nation himself”. The
president said it was “inspiring” that the foal
was born in the year marking 30 years of
Turkmenistan’s independence and 140 years
since the founding of the capital Ashgabat. The
leader of Turkmenistan, one of the most reclu-
sive and authoritarian countries in the world, is
accustomed to staging celebrations of his mul-
tiple sporting and musical talents, nurturing a
cult of his personality. 

The Akhal-Teke horse and the Turkmen
shepherd dog breed alabai have been elevat-
ed to national symbols by the head of state.
The alabai dog is also recognized with a nation-
al holiday and had a gold statue built in its hon-
ors. No political opposition is tolerated in the
country and the media is under strict govern-
ment control.  Last month the president
appointed his 39-year-old son Serdar
Berdymukhamedov to key political posts, edg-
ing the country towards family rule. — AFP 

Singer Manizha (Manizha Sangin), poses
at Lukashev studio in Moscow.


