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Untold Stories of DIY/Underground Iranian Rap Culture: The 

Legitimization of Iranian Hip-Hop and the Loss of Radical Potential  
 

Introduction 

Between 1979 and the present (late 2016), Iran has been going though drastic and 

diverse social, political, economic and cultural changes. The kingdom of Pahlavi 

fell (1979), the Iran-Iraq war was waged (1981-1989), and people from Iran 

started to migrate to any possible destination as a means of getting out of the 

country. More recently, Iran has become more globally connected through the 

introduction of new technologies, the most important of which is the Internet 

(Sreberny and Khiabany, 2010, Rahimi, 2003). In the early 21st century rap music 

and hip-hop culture attracted the attention of youth in the capital city, Tehran, and 

a few major cities like Isfahan, Mashhad and Shiraz. Hip-hop in Iran emerged as an 

underground music culture that violated the traditional and religious practices of 

the dominant Muslim culture. Hip-hop also became a platform for the expression 

of young people’s political viewpoints, as female rappers targeted issues of 

gender, sexuality, religion, language and identity in adopting and accommodating 

different rap (sub)genres (Shahabi and Golpoush-Nezhad, 2016, Kowsari and 

Mowlaee, 2013). As a result, in the early to mid-2000s, the dominant power in Iran 

branded emerging Iranian hip-hop as a culture that was westernizing Muslim 

Iranian youths (Shahabi and Golpoush-Nezhad, 2016). The moral panic around 

hip-hop as a threat to cultural stability in Iran drove hip-hoppers ‘underground’, 

to basements in the suburbs of Tehran and other big cities1. The hip-hop culture 

that began to emerge in Iran was seen by the participants as (the hip-hoppers and 

their fans) as a space that countered the official Muslim culture and created vital 

productive scenes.  

 

In this article, I aim to explore how the legitimization and deradicalization of the 

underground hip-hop subculture have restrained the DIY creation of social norms 

and cultural behaviors that mobilized Iranian hip-hop in the early to mid-2000s. 

The interviews and observations in the article are drawn from earlier research I 

conducted for a Masters thesis at Allameh Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran. In 

                                                        
1 . Shiraz, Karaj, Isfahan, and Mashhad 



 2 

the thesis I investigate underground Iranian hip-hop culture in the cities of 

Tehran, Shiraz, Babol and Isfahan. As the hip-hop music scene is illegal in Iran 

pseudonyms are used in this paper when quoting from rappers, as referring to the 

individuals’ opinions might put the privacy and personal well-being of the rappers 

who participated in this study at risk. This article explores the DIY notions of 

Iranian hip-hop culture in three phases: 1) hip-hop and the creation of a 

community (2000-2003); 2) the golden age of Iranian hip-hop (2003-2009); 3) 

contemporary Iranian hip-hop (2009- 2016).  

 

The article will show how the dominant culture and power considered hip-hop 

culture and rap music to be a sign of “westernization” and a “destructive western” 

culture (Shakibi, 2005). This viewpoint was reinforced in TV programs such as 

‘Shock’ (Shakibi, 2005) that depicted various youth issues in Iranian society. Hip-

hop in this context is outlawed and its existence is considered illegitimate and 

underground. However, being subterranean, enabled the hip-hoppers to shape 

their DIY social and cultural norms. In this sense DIY social and cultural norms will 

be understood as DIY citizenship, in which the definition of community and 

belonging is remediated (Orton-Johnson, 2014). However, after more than a 

decade (2000-2016) of Iranian underground hip-hop culture, this previously 

racial and politicized subculture is merging into the mainstream official Islamic 

culture through various modifications. That is to say that the possible changes in 

legitimizing hip-hop within the values and standards of Islamic Iran, can turn this 

underground DIY youth culture, into a mainstream popular form of music 

supported and funded (indirectly) by the Islamic state.  

 

Exploring Iranian DIY: Background and context 

DIY culture is often understood as a radical and anti-consumer culture with strong 

roots in the British punk scene of the late 1970s and becoming increasingly more 

global thereafter (Mackay, 1998; Jenkins, 2009). The concept of Do it Yourself 

refers back to the capitalist system of mass production and mass consumerism. In 

this sense, Iranian hip-hop cannot be analyzed based on its independent 

underground economic system, because there are no alternative ways for the hip-

hoppers to survive financially. However, the notion of underground for Iranian 
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hip-hop goes along with the DIY creation of social norms and identities that are 

facilitated through young people’s association with hip-hop culture. The dominant 

power’s institutions and music organizations have essentially abandoned the 

underground pop, rock and hip-hop artists due to these artists’ oppositions 

against the dominant culture’s Islamic values (Kowsari and Mowlaee, 2013). 

 

To date there has been no scholarly research on the DIY aspects of Iranian popular 

music. Existing work tends to represent the underground hip-hop scene in Iran as 

a resistant form of youth community and does not pay attention to its significance 

as a space within which young participants are able to create artistic careers 

(Johnston, 2008, Nooshin, 2005, Kowsari and Mowlaie, 2013). For instance, 

(Adibzadeh, 2005) argues that underground music in Iran is becoming more 

oppressed because of the official legislation around hip-hop, rock and metal music 

as westernized forms of youth culture. As a result, the young musicians survive 

financially either through the backing of their parents and family or their regular 

day jobs (Adibzadeh, 2005). Given the lack of literature on DIY rap production in 

Iran, there is a need to define the characteristics of the Iranian underground hip-

hop, its DIY dimensions and later improvements as more than merely a culture of 

resistance.  

 

The first phase: Hip-Hop and the Creation of a Community 

The legal confrontations with the police and agents of moral authority in Iran did 

not silence the rappers but made them more rebellious in action and words. This 

also marked the beginning of collaboration between some pioneer rappers, such 

as Hichkas and Yas, who helped each other gain some power and autonomy in a 

way analogous to Punk artists in Britain during the late 1970s (McKay, 1998).  The 

result was the creation of alternative spaces outside the city centers and urban 

areas in places such as parks in the newly established towns outside Tehran (e.g. 

Shahryar and Karaj). Some rappers from middle class and upper middle-class 

families gathered in apartments known as “khoone mojaradi2” to discuss the topics 

                                                        
2 “Khoone mojaradi” are the type of houses, especially apartments, that young people (generally young 

males) rent (typically with financial support from their parents) to gather with friends and hold parties. 

Although the concept of owning or renting a house as a single young male was initially regarded as a 

means through which to pursue open sexual relations with girls, with the passage of time it has come to 
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for rap songs and write song texts (lyrics) together. Sometimes studios were built 

into the basement of an apartment and it was often the case that such studios 

offered sophisticated recording facilities. During the course of my fieldwork, I was 

a frequent visitor to one such basement studio. Such was the secrecy of this studio, 

that in order to access it one had to walk through two other rooms that were kept 

locked, even while the studio was occupied (The White Studio, Fieldwork, 2009). 

These hidden studios became the venue for gathering, preparing texts (lyrics), and 

recording a track. Sometimes the artists, female and male rappers, and their 

entourages spent almost all their leisure time at the studio on the day that they 

had booked the studio for recording (Arsha studio, Fieldwork, 2009).  

 

During a period of approximately four years, several rap groups and individual 

rappers became more widely known in Iran. These rappers were mostly from 

Tehran (and included 021, Samet, Zedbazi, Hossein Eblis, Tataloo, and Tohi, Reza 

Pishro, all of whom are now established rappers and/or R&B singers), one from 

Babol (a city in North of Iran), (0111 crew), and several others from Mashhad (the 

holy city in North east of Iran) (Rozim,) and a few in Karaj (back then a small town 

to the west of Tehran). Although a sense of community and support emerged 

among these rappers and their friends, there were still controversies and battles 

among them, in a similar fashion to the controversies observed among hip-hop 

groups from different parts of the United States. Thus, for example, just as there is 

rivalry between East and West coast hip-hop in the US, so there was a similar 

rivalry between the rappers from the East (known as the ‘wild East’) and West of 

Tehran. This rivalry was influenced by the economic and social status of the 

rappers in these two areas in Tehran. Most rappers from the East side of Tehran 

belonged to the lower middle class and lower class, whereas, rappers in the West 

side were mostly from affluent backgrounds or associated with higher socio-

cultural status (Shahabi and Golpoush-Nezhad, 2016). However, this rivalry and 

tension among hip-hoppers was also reinforced through the Aesthetics of West 

                                                        
refer to any social gathering of opposite sexes and having fun together in a house that belongs to one of 

the participants. The term was coined initially when some affluent young males rented places and took 

their girlfriends there because being together with a female where no legal connection exists (for example 

brother and sister or husband and wife) was illegal. The term is still used in this sense but does not 

necessarily relate to sexual relationships.  
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Coast and East Coast hip-hop cultures. That is to say, East side hip-hop mostly 

dealt with poverty, socio-economic discrimination and political expression, 

whereas west side hip-hop was mostly produced and consumed for parties, car 

racing and fun. Most of the hip-hop songs that were produced in East and South 

side of Tehran, on the other hand, tended towards American Gangsta rap style, and 

political and social commentary.  

 

The city of Tehran was growing enormously as a modern urban complex a decade 

after the Iran-Iraq war which took place in the 1980s-1990s, due to changing 

economic policies in the country as discussed above.  The rappers from the East 

part of Tehran claimed to be the real hip-hoppers and mocked the uptown affluent 

rappers in the west of the city. During the initial years of the local hip-hop culture 

in Iran, the rappers, mostly young males, adopted the rap style to create a new 

form of popular music appropriate for dancing.  

 

Along with this dance party rap in mid-2000s, rappers such as Hichkas, Reza 

Pishro, Yas and groups like Zedbazi ‒the first known hip-hop band to release an 

original Iranian rap song called Ajili, which was kal kal style (battle rap) ‒ started 

to write their lyrics based on American rap lyrics and mostly in the gangsta style.  

Hesam, is among those Iranian rappers who recorded songs in his bedroom. As he 

explained: “it took only a few months for me to learn music making on the software 

I had” (field notes, 2008, Tehran). The routine was to download the beat, then 

choose the style and practice the lyrics as the beat was playing while also selecting 

the background music. While the local production of rap songs was relatively 

straightforward, distribution of the songs was more of an issue (Mokh, Tehran, 

2008). Pioneer rappers would burn the tracks on a few CDs and then distribute 

them in a distinctly DIY fashion at the most populated junctions in the city, 

throwing a CD though the open windows of cars that had stopped at a red light. 

Yas (a male rapper) has also used the same method to distribute his music: 

In the beginning, it was fun. I told Soroush[Hichkas] let’s separate our territories and he 

agreed, so there were some places that he was allowed to spread his works and some other 

places that I did so (Interview, 2008, Tehran, Iran).  
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However, this way of distributing CDs was not particularly safe for local rappers 

who could easily be arrested for what was perceived by the authorities to be the 

distribution of illegal western-influenced popular culture to members of the 

public . Therefore, Iranian rappers found different ways to distribute their tracks 

that lessened the stress and anxiety of getting caught. The first way was for 

rappers to encourage family members to help them distribute the songs. But not 

all the families and friends of the rappers were fond of the hip-hop that these 

young rappers were producing. Milad, Pedram’s cousin, complained that:  

 

I was only 19 and he [referring to the rapper] was 22. He made me ask all the people in the 

family gatherings “have you heard his songs?” it was a pain. Because the only thing he did in 

the song was saying swear words. Every time we came back home my Dad locked me in my 

room and my Mum didn’t talk to me for few days. 

 

Although this experience was not necessarily common among all the rappers’ 

friends, a few recalled similar occasions. The second most popular means through 

which local rappers attempted to give their music exposure was through asking 

video rental shops (also referred to as video cloop (club)), to recommend the CDs 

to young people who frequented the shops and appeared to be fans of hip-hop. 

This actually worked for few rappers in Mashhad as R remembers: 

 

My uncle’s friend had a video cloop, I was friends with his nephew. One day his nephew took me 

there and gave him one of my CDs but didn’t tell him that it was mine. He listened to one song 

and said, I just try to give it to one person I know, no promises. I didn’t even think that someone 

would say I will keep your CD, let alone lend it to someone else (R, call interview, Tehran, 2009).  

 

In a similar way, a few Internet cafes and video shops in Tehran also agreed to give 

the CDs for free to some of their regular and more established customers.  

 

A final solution among local rap artists was to upload their songs to the Internet. 

As Shams (a DJ based in Tehran) states this “became the most successful way of 

communicating with the audiences of rap” (Shams, Tehran, 2009). In the mid-

2000s, with technological advancements and Internet coverage in almost all big 

cities in Iran, it became much easier for rappers from a low economic background 

to distribute their songs on the Internet.  At this stage of Iranian hip-hop (early 
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2000s) rappers struggled to produce their music and distribute it with no 

expectations of earning back the money they spent in recording and producing the 

tracks. In relation to this point, the rappers can be divided into two groups based 

on their economic background. Even though the scene was not distinguished as a 

class based activity, at the time of production and releasing the song, the affluent 

rappers benefitted from the financial support of family and friends. The type of 

hip-hop they produced was influenced by American gangsta rap and also party 

hip-hop. At some points, a few of the pioneer rappers such as Yas, Ho3in and 

Pishro set up underground rap gigs either in decaying buildings outside the city 

or in the basements of old buildings in Tehran’s poor areas. In these gigs, rappers 

from poor areas also had the chance to perform or find a contact to record their 

songs in a well-equipped underground studio rather than low quality home 

studios. There were also underground gigs and parties in which rappers were the 

MCs. However, by the mid-2000s Iranian hip-hoppers came out of the basements 

and attempted to gain national and international audiences. This will be explored 

further in the next section of this article.  

 

The second phase: The golden age of Iran’s hip-hop (2003-2009) 

In 2003 a young IT student who, for the purposes of this study will be referred to 

as Mokh, became attracted to the rap gatherings that young people were holding 

in slums, parks and residential apartments in the downtown area of Tehran: 

 

I thought wow it’s cool, I have never heard the word P***s or f*** a girl, give me a s***, or 

b***s, from other people except for when you are in boy gatherings and still not very 

common. Not only don’t we address our body parts or talk about sex and having fun but 

also we don’t even think about them in our solitude. That’s why I thought maybe other 

people might have a similar idea about it as I did. This was the main reason I set up the 

web site and I tried to find these rappers and asked them to give me their songs before 

giving them to other people so that I can add a little review to it and upload it on my 

website. Because I was active in networking and setting up sites for people’s businesses I 

already had some people who followed what I did. This way other people could listen to 

these rappers too, not only their friends and rivals. [The website] is where it all started 

(field notes, Tehran, 2008).  
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By setting up the rap website, Mokh indirectly changed almost everything that was 

then current in Iranian hip-hop songs, both in terms of song content and the 

aesthetic approach to the creation of rap tracks and albums. The website gave rap 

a broader platform from which to grow and through which to express a range of 

issues on a nationwide and global scale. The reviews that Mokh started to write 

both described the rap song and then criticized it based on how he understood 

American hip-hop (Mokh, fieldwork, Tehran, 2014). Rappers had the chance to 

read some rap fans’ ideas about their work and also about the way that audiences 

understood rap in Iran.  

 

Each time a rap song was uploaded to the artist’s page they received new 

comments, both positive and negative, about their work. Mokh took the decision 

to regularly feature a selection of songs on the website from the many songs he 

was sent by Iranian rappers each week. He made his song selection based on the 

beat, the “catchiness” of the words, and whether they had ironic or sometimes 

satirical content. This website became the first place where Iranian rappers had a 

real chance to meet and communicate with their peers and their audience online. 

Before 2003, rappers often had no available information about other Iranian rap 

bands, individual rap artists, MCs or break-dancers. Similarly, before the 

establishment of the website, rap music audiences were largely limited to listening 

to specific rap artists from their own region. The Rapfa website allowed rappers 

and their fans to communicate with each other, and eventually led to a progression 

in the expression of the youth audience for rap in Iran. However, the popularity of 

the website also led the authorities to ask Mokh to modify his site, such as 

excluding female rappers’ works from the site and any rap songs that contained 

profanity (Shahabi and Golpushnezhad, 2012).   

  

However, despite the increased popularity of the rap genre among youth in Iran, 

some rappers still had problems with recording and uploading their songs. Several 

rappers complained that Mokh took sides with specific rappers and “ignored the 

newcomers” (Salar, Karaj, 2008). Some critics of Mokh claimed that because of 

personal connections some rappers (mostly the pioneers) had the privilege to 

record in good studios, upload their songs on websites that had over 1000 viewers 
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every day and were also able to perform in underground gigs that gave them wider 

exposure in the local rap scene. Despite these issues, however, an increasing 

number of rappers were able to produce their own self-funded albums and upload 

the sound files on different online platforms and blogs. Moreover, several rappers 

began to make their own music videos as well. The earliest examples of such self-

made rap videos date back to around 2005 and 2006; the videos are often simply 

made, shot in a house or sometimes on the streets by the rap artists or their studio 

producer and edited using software such as Edius and Premiere.  

In the mid-2000s several Farsi-language News channels such as BBC Persian, VOA, 

and Iranian music satellite channels such as PMC aired, for the first time, rap songs 

that were produced in Iran (Tataloo, Rezaya and others).  These changes led to 

huge and positive differences in the reception of rap in Iran and encouraged male 

and female rappers to develop their rap skills and work on their lyrics and style.  

Such changes also led to the creation of different kinds of rapping in Iran which 

can be summarized as follows: social/feminist, political, party/dance and pop-rap 

(with romantic and more emotive/sad themes that became popular as love or 

diss-love rap), and diss/gangsta rap. These classifications were conventions made 

by the rappers and hip-hop fans based on the themes and the feelings of the rap 

songs. To be precise, the hip-hop songs that fall into the social and feminist 

category mostly addressed social and cultural issues around poverty, gender 

discrimination, social issues, and social and cultural status discriminations (for 

instance, Break the CD by Yas, 2006). The political hip-hoppers, on the other hand, 

directly addressed the authorities, the Islamic nature of the politics and political 

choices of the government (for instance, in the song ‘This is Iran’ by Bahram, 

2007).  

 

However, rappers such as Hichkas, remained a gang (gangsta rapper) but added a 

sense of social criticism to his work. Tataloo and Hossein Tohi chose to stick with 

the happy party pop-rap songs while still producing a few gang/diss (gangsta) rap 

songs as before. Ho3ein and Pishro remained faithful to gangsta rap, although 

Ho3ein moved between gangsta, social and romance themes in his songs. It is 

worth mentioning that the rappers and their fans defined to some extent the 
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subgenres of gang, party or social rap, as well as the boundaries between them. 

That is to say, these subgenres were understood in an Iranian context.  

 

These changes in turn brought about new economic opportunities for many young 

rappers who had never previously thought of trying to build a rap career given the 

illegal status of this music in Iran. As noted earlier, the rappers in Iran come from 

different social and economic backgrounds and often have different levels of 

educational status. Some of the rappers worked part-time, or even full-time, to 

earn the money needed to record their music. Hamid, a rapper and former shoe 

shop employee at Imam Hossein Square (downtown Tehran) explains: “I worked, 

got the money, spent it on two things: my songs and my style” [pointing with his 

thumbs to his baggy clothes and California Cab, and NY big necklace) (Abo Atash 

Park, Tehran, 2008). However, through the changes in the production and 

distribution of their songs, the rappers began to generate ways of earning money, 

though not to a significant degree, beside their rap activity. Some rappers, except 

for some political rappers, helped the newcomers in the hip-hop scene (aka the 

second generation) with their “texts” (lyrics) and the beats for their music and 

charged them for these services (Shahrooz, studio owner, 2008, Tehran). Some 

other party rappers began earning money by performing at weddings, parties and 

sometimes family-gatherings. Party hip-hop assured the partygoers of fun live 

music that they could dance to. As a consequence, the party and dance music 

became the entertainment of some families in gatherings and ceremonies for 

which they paid good money. This led many rappers to modify their lyrics and also 

change the music played under the beats into an Iranian traditional dance music. 

Examples of songs for local Iranian market are Aroosi by Sasy Mankan and Jigili by 

Tataloo ft. Tome. Similarly, Khale by TM BAX was produced to target expatriate 

Iranian communities internationally. The lyrics of this particular style of Iranian 

rap music is soft, romantic and at some points a little bit sarcastic about 

established cultural and social norms, specifically around gender and ethnicity. 

The changes that hip-hoppers made in their choice of themes, lyrics, music and 

audience created an Iranian hip-hop music and culture, that was not merely an 

imitation of American hip-hop anymore, rather the music, technology and 
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aesthetics of hip-hop was changed to suit the emerging audiences of the music 

genre in the country.  

For some other rappers, becoming famous through hip-hop served them in ways 

other than generating money through singing, writing texts (lyrics) or making 

beats for other artists’ tracks. For instance, some rappers owned small businesses 

before becoming famous, their popularity in hip-hop allowing these businesses to 

flourish.   

 

While some Iranian rappers enjoyed financial success, however, others whose 

songs were more concerned with social and political issues, as well as many 

female rappers, remained marginal, more isolated from their communities and 

less active economically. This observation suggests that there is a division of 

opportunity in terms of participation in the DIY cultural production of rap music 

in Iran. In other words, the rappers with financial support and acceptance from 

the audience gain more opportunities to enhance their rap status and possible 

ways of earning money.  

 

From this point onwards, given the different kinds of hip-hop developments 

evident in Iran, the culture was divided into two groups, comprising those rappers 

struggling to establish a political identity articulated through resistance against 

the dominant Islamic authority and those who focused on producing music to be 

performed at parties. Those political rappers invested in resistance against the 

state remained in the same position rap had experienced before its surge in 

popularity due to the emergence of party rap. They were very popular among rap 

lovers with similar attitudes but not widely heard in different parties and cities in 

Iran. At the same time, party rap started to become more and more popular to the 

point that some of Tataloo and Sasy Mankan’s songs were played at most of the 

weddings taking place across the country. It is worth mentioning that these traits 

are only understood inside the country, because the image that the media (that is 

the Farsi speaking media) created of rappers internationally was only focused on 

the anti-government nature of rap and political and social hip-hoppers. This led to 

a disjuncture between the internal and external perception of Iranian rap with rap 

and hip-hop culture inside Iran being chiefly defined in terms of party rap and its 
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focus on fun and leisure themes. The other, more politicized, aspects of rap culture 

in Iran remained quite obscure and continued to be associated with youth 

deviance. One family member of a rapper in Babol3 states: “those rappers you say 

are [political and gang (gangsta)] are very American. I mean they like America and 

everything from it. You know we don’t have this in our culture. Saying bad words 

to women or being disrespectful to older people and women by saying the words 

for body parts. We don’t care that Americans call each other by the names of the 

body parts, in Iran it is very disrespectful” (Mona, Babol, 2009). The image that 

Mona envisages in relation to hip-hop obeys the dominant power and culture’s 

standards of good and bad music, which has been evaluated by Islamic morality 

and values. It does not allow any changes to the language, lifestyle and 

consequently worldview of young people.  This standardization of any cultural 

form in the country was emphasized in Ahmadinejad’s first four-year presidency 

which began in 2005. By this time the rappers with different concerns and 

interests had found their own styles and some had also developed strategies in 

order to survive financially. However, the distance between what R, a rapper from 

Tehran, calls “serious” and “light” rap, became wider and wider. Social rappers 

(e.g. Yas, Ho3in, Salome, Shaya), political rappers, both among the pioneers and 

the second generation of rappers (Bahram, Cyrus mafia, makhfi, Shahin Najafi4) 

and even representatives of gangsta rap (zed-bazi, Reza Pishro, Hichkas) and 

party rappers (0111, Tataloo, Sasy Mankan, TM Bax) all took a political stand at 

the time that Ahmadinejad was appointed as the President. People began to 

appreciate the works of some social and political rappers more than the party 

rappers and after several years the popularity and respect that Yas as a pioneer of 

social rap and Hichkas as the father of Farsi Hip-hop gained, were beyond each of 

these rappers’ expectations. 

 

                                                        
3 She was the rapper’s sister. The rapper was a 19-year-old who just finished high school and decided 

to work for his sister’s husband at their clothes shop in Babolsar using the money to finance the 

recording of his songs.  
4 Shahin Najafi is a former rock artist who started rapping at the time of the Green Movement in Iran in 

2009. His rap songs “naghi” and “Mahdi” are two controversial songs that made him an mortad (apostate) 

based on Sharia law. However, considering the Iranian rap scene and its style and components, he is not 

regarded as a hip-hopper in this scene. After a few years attempting to gain acceptance within the Iranian 

rap scene, he moved back to his rock-pop style of music while living in exile.   
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Given the fact that all cultural productions require permission from the Ministry 

of Islamic Culture and Guidance to be released, the process of recording is also 

partially controlled through recording studios. Anyone wishing to establish a 

recording studio needs the permission of the Ministry. As a privilege of having the 

government’s permission, it is then possible to purchase recording devices and 

related equipment more easily than those running home studios without Ministry 

permission. This is why the permitted studios are not allowed to record songs for 

any illegal musicians, be they pop singers, rock and, most importantly, rap artists. 

To monitor the works of such studios, a person from the Ministry office in the 

region will visit a particular studio at some random time during the week. Some 

studio owners will, nevertheless, allow rappers to record in their studio but “the 

trick not to get busted is that, when we have a rap client a permitted pop singer 

would book the recording room for few hours, and we start recording for the 

rapper at his time and when the mamour (investigator) comes our friend at the 

door would notify us somehow and we change the singers” (Kamal, Studio owner, 

Shahran, Tehran, 2009). Despite all the legal consequences of practicing hip-hop, 

helping hip-hop artists and being active in the field, the Iranian rappers, their 

friends, studio owners and the fans, have become more connected and supportive 

than they were in the previous few years. In effect, they have made unofficial use 

of official – and state sponsored – cultural production facilities. As this illustrates, 

state supported institutions and state sponsored cultural production facilities in 

Iran are gradually being co-opted and used for the creation of unofficial, DIY music 

and culture. Indeed, evidence suggests that this trend is continuing to broaden, 

with institutes such as the Faculty of Women’s Studies at the Islamic Azad 

University, Tehran, inviting Hichkas as a rapper who also targets women issues in 

the country. There are also some online magazines and shows, such as Persian 

Paparazzi and TV Plus, that openly interview male, female, political, and party 

rappers while some episodes are recorded in Iran. The web designs and 

advertisements are all from established legal companies such as sama nama, a 

design company, and ritm-e-zendegi (life’s rhythm), a cultural and artistic 

production company.  
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Although the dominant power confronted the growing hip-hop scene by arresting 

a number of rappers , it also demonstrated flexibility at some points regarding rap 

music. For instance, in a few movies legally produced in Iran (Max, 2005; Salam 

bar eshgh 5 , 2009; Charsoo, 2014) with different social, political and comedy 

themes, there were some known and unknown singers performing rap songs, 

mostly those songs made famous through their association with the party rap 

genre. The rappers were represented as delinquent youths and drug addicts and 

criminals in the media. However, by using rap lyrics in films, and referring to 

rappers in different shows, the dominant power shows some willingness to at 

least accept the existence of such music forms instead of issuing immediate 

denials. By the late 2000s, almost all parts of Iran had their own rap artists: 

Kurdish hip-hop artists such as B.DL, Karigar, and Broody; Isfahani rappers Shahin 

S2; Shirazi, vamshiraz, dariush satan, davood fur; Turkish hip-hoppers such as 

Jeyke, Kral; and rappers from Mashhad, Rozim. And even in some of the very small 

towns located near bigger cities, rap songs were the first dance and party music 

choices in weddings and ceremonies.  

At the time, my interviewees were determined to choose a President who was less 

strict in following and observing Islamic values than was the case with 

Ahmadinejad who, according to one interviewee, “has ruined whatever Shah tried 

to build in this country” (Salar, a middle aged political rap fan, Tehran, 2010). Sasy 

Mankan decided to rap for Karoubi, one of the presidential candidates. Similarly, 

some rappers gathered to sing for Mousavi, while in Mashhad, Rozim, who used to 

rap for Shia 9th Imam in Mashhad (personal notes, 2008), rapped in support of 

Ahmadinejad because he believed “he is from the poor, he can help the poor” 

(Phone interview, Tehran, 2008). The style of rap that politicians were attracted 

to appeared to be “social” rap because the theme and the context of such rap is 

mostly around social issues such as social discrimination, injustice, drugs, 

unemployment, issues around divorce, suicide, robbery and prostitution. This 

type of rap was widely welcomed in Iran in the past 10 years (Ravadrad & Faeghi, 

2014).  

 

                                                        
5 . Say hi to love 
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By the end of the election, and the declaration of Ahmadinejad’s presidency, the 

country burst into anger and the riots that ensued ended in the bloody movement 

later known as the Green Movement. During the protests, some political rappers 

were arrested, while Shaya, a female rapper, received warnings about rapping and 

several other rappers tried to leave the country. Other rappers, such as Bahran, 

began to engage more seriously in political protests against the government 

through their rap songs. Once again, the hip-hoppers experienced a period of 

isolation and suppression that led some rap artists to quit rapping and some 

others to leave the country. Hip-hop was the first underground music culture in 

the 2000s in Iran that became widely consumed among people. But other resisting 

underground music cultures, such as underground rock and metal, remained as 

underground and isolated as they were before (Nooshin, 2005; LeVine, 2008). 

 

In the period during which Iranian hip-hop became more politicized, between 

2009 and 2010, rap culture and music entered the mainstream culture but was 

not yet recognized officially and legally. Parents didn’t panic over hearing that 

“their son, son in a law or a relative is a rapper, or a rap producer” (Sorna, a 

rapper’s mother in Babolsar). The popularity that hip-hop gained motivated some 

private companies to support particular rappers, holding concerts for some of 

them outside Iran (e.g. Tataloo, Rezaya, 2AFM and Tome’s concert in Dubai in 

2007). As a result, a few songwriters and DJs who worked for recording studios 

began to create logos and also labels that generated money for rap artists but 

which could increase the fame of the rapper and the company that supported 

them. This space was also supported by the dominant power in different ways to 

the extent that some rappers (e.g. Yas) even applied for permission from the 

Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance. This is while, in 2012, the album 

‘Faramoushi’ (Forgetfulness) gained permission for distribution after 10 years 

from the Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance. According to Kaveh (the main  

singer in the album), “the ten-year delay was because they believed the work is 

rap, but it is only inspired by rap”. Arjmand (2014), the Principle director of the 

music department in the Ministry of Islamic Culture and Guidance, also affirmed 

that after the official assessments of the album, they saw the album as “fantasy 

pop” not rap. He also continued that rap music is “vulgar, and lustful which makes 
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it impossible for the rappers to get any permissions from the Islamic government’s 

cultural organizations” (Arjmand, 2014). Despite this view about rap music and 

its culture, the dominant power in Iran remained flexible about it. In 2012 a 

comedy show called “khande bazar” represented rappers as absurd, unemployed 

and aimless youth, who talked nonsense in their songs. The host invited a person 

who claimed to be a rapper and who was called “hichi” (nothing, /hītʃī/)— that 

recalls “Hichkas” (nobody, /hītʃkæs/) (known as the father of Iranian hip-hop), to 

the show to talk about underground music. The tone of the host, the setting and 

the dialogues of the rapper with the host all mocked some of the concepts related 

to the hip-hop scene, as well as terms such as “underground”, “beat”, “freestyle” 

and “irony”. Along with such comic representations of rap, there are TV series and 

movies in which a pop-rap song is included in the soundtrack or in some cases 

used as the theme tune (an example here being “Tehran Teharn” by Karampour, 

2010 and “we are not angels” by Borzoo Arjmand, 2013). These show that the rap 

style is now acknowledged by the dominant power and society but still unofficially 

and in a context, that represents it as illegal culture. However, in 2015, Pirouz 

Arjmand, director general of the Music Department at the Ministry of Islamic 

Culture and Guidance, declared that some Iranian rap songs are acceptable to be 

released (Arjmand, 2014). Arjmand explains “a large group of young Iranians are 

interested in this music and I, as an ethnomusicologist, should appreciate a rap 

music produced based on musical and ethical/moral standards” (Arjmand, 2014). 

Arjmand even suggested the word goft āvāz, meaning musical word, to address 

rap music (Arjmand, 2015) instead of using the word ‘rap’ or ‘hip-hop’. Currently 

(2016), there are numerous rap artists and bands that actively record songs and 

distribute them through their networks of friends and social networking sites. 

Rappers such as Khalse, and Hamid Sefat, EpiCure and Shayea deploy plenty of 

new technologies of sound, mixing and mastering facilities and also communicate 

internationally with other Iranian rappers around the world (Nooshin, 2011).   

 

Many recording studios, which are often supported by private businesses, support 

rap albums and singles, but the studios never reveal the identity of the financial 

supporters. However, not many rappers have the chance to gain a connection to 

such recording studios and thus are left only with the option of saving money from 
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their daytime jobs in order to self-fund the making of an album. There are also 

some rappers from affluent families who have the money available to make an 

album and even a music video. Thanks to new digital filming and recording devices 

and affordable editing programs and software, many rappers are able to make 

music videos for their tracks more professionally than before. Although, Iranian 

hip-hop underwent many trajectories and has evolved, stylistically, aesthetically 

and technically, it remained a vibrant (largely) illegal scene in Iran from the early 

2000s to the early 2010s. However, in more recent years new forms of rapping 

have developed in Tehran and these too warrant consideration. 

 

The third phase: Hip-hop in contemporary Iran 

As has been argued above, over two decades the local hip-hop scene in Iran has 

attracted many youths from cities across the country. These young people have 

been able to support and sustain hip-hop culture in Iran despite changing policies 

and restrictions that have impacted upon the culture. As such, in the current 

context there are many individual rappers and hip-hop bands in Iran that have 

come to view hip-hop as their profession. Given the problems that continue to 

impede the practice of hip-hop in Iran, many of these rappers are connected to 

international networks that provide opportunities for them to work with other 

Iranian rappers outside the country and also hold concerts with them in nearby 

countries such as Emirates, or in countries with significant numbers of Iranian 

tourists, such as Thailand and Malaysia.  

 

The Iranian rappers residing outside the country are, in turn, also influential on 

the existing hip-hop scene in Iran. Hichkas, Reveal, (Long Live Palestine II, 2010) 

and Salome (Zombie, 2015) made songs with international rappers with the 

dream of introducing their fellow Iranian rappers to International audiences. 

“Obviously” Salome states, “there is no financial gain. It is only a kind of helping 

your friends and country people not to remain unknown and unheard”. In Rhythm 

of Change a festival for Iranian rappers held in November 2008 in Sweden, most 

of the Iranian rappers residing in Europe, Canada and the US took part as well as 

some rappers from Iran (Keir, 2010). Despite all of these activities and seemingly 

broadened scope for rappers to continue producing songs, no political rapper or 
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female rapper living in Iran can openly rap to express his/her concerns. That said, 

a space is now provided for new forms of rapping that have been inspired by the 

works of two hip-hop artists in the country during recent years: Hamid Sefat and 

Amir Tataloo. Many of the Iran-based rappers I interviewed for this study 

described how they have found a way to build an identity for themselves that is 

not imposed on them by the dominant power (for example, Yas, Sarbaz-e vatan, 

Pishro, Hichkas, and Salome). Through hip-hop culture, rappers redefine the 

concepts of identity, youth, gender and freedom. These attempts have 

reconstructed the values, relationships, definitions of self and identity away from 

the values that have been pursued by the Islamic government from the 1980s to 

the present. The Islamic values were intended to construct a pure Muslim nation 

against Iran’s “enemies: the US and Israel” (Ramazani, 1981). But hip-hop as an 

American youth music culture operated against Islamic values. Nonetheless, 

rappers such as Tataloo and Sefat tried to project Islamic values of chastity, faith, 

martyrdom and jihad, in their songs. The importance of these two aforementioned 

figures in the contemporary hip-hop scene in Iran lies in their attempts to 

reconstruct an Islamic identity that has been forgotten by younger generations.  

 

In one of his first tracks Nagoo Shahhid (Don’t say martyr), Sefat mourns for the 

lost memories of the martyrs6 who thrived to protect, and develop their country, 

Iran. The term Martyr in Iran’s Islamic terminology refers to all the people who 

get killed for Islam whether on the battlefield or because of their occupation and 

expertise. The latter refers to the bombing incidents in 2012, in which two nuclear 

engineers Majid Shahriari and Freydoun Abbasi, were affected by this terrorist 

attack. Majid Shahriari was killed in the incident and Abbasi was injured 

(Mostafavi and Hafezi, 2012). Hamid Sefat criticizes the current culture in Iran 

that does not admire the efforts of these martyrs and veterans to establish an 

Islamic Iran. In his other works, he admires Chamran, a militant who inspired 

many teenagers and young people to join the war during the 1980s. Additionally 

Hamid, Tataloo7, a pioneer of party hip-hop in the country has also produced rap 

                                                        
 
7 Tataloo is not considered a rapper but he was in the hip-hop scene from the very beginning of the 

culture and has initiated the party rap style.  
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songs in admiration of the Iranian armed forces and their efforts to make the 

country a safe place for the residents. In his track Hagh-e Mosalam-e Mast (it is our 

absolute right), he encourages Iranians to support the efforts to acquire nuclear 

power. Before the music video starts the sentence “no power can prevent Iran 

from reaching out to the peaceful nuclear energy” is shown and immediately 

Tataloo starts: “if it is bad, then it is bad for you too! But if it’s good, it should be 

for all”. Later on, in the track he refers to the terrors of nuclear scientists, Majid 

Shahriari and Freydoun Abbasi, and he declares: “it is our absolute right to have 

an armed Persian Gulf”. These viewpoints are mostly connected to the authorities 

and the Islamic government policies rather than the viewpoints of the hip-hop 

artists when they began their work in Iran in early 2000s. This is to say that at a 

point in Iranian hip-hop culture (from the late-1990s to the mid-2000s), the 

rappers were repressed, arrested and isolated because of their hip-hop activities 

([Film], 2009), while in the mid and late 2010s, the political and resistant hip-hop 

artists are again pushed down to the underground while a new style of Islamic hip-

hop is gaining financial and state support.  

 

Conclusion 

DIY social and cultural norms in rap in Iran are sometimes able to draw on official, 

state sponsored facilities (e.g. studios), and its own internal hierarchy - with those 

from middle class and more wealthy backgrounds being more able to participate 

in the local hip-hop culture due to access to equipment and facilities than those 

from poorer backgrounds. Hip-hoppers, their fans, and a number of those who 

make up the hip-hop audience, such as Mokh, have created opportunities for 

rappers from different socio-economic backgrounds, as well as DIY rap artists in 

Iran, to gain access to an audience via social media and online platforms. However, 

the new music tracks and music videos of Hamid and Amir both empathically 

accompany the dominant power’s rules and Islamic cultural and political 

practices. These traits in the realm of Iranians resisting underground hip-hop 

culture is a sign of upcoming changes in the cultural policies and the economics of 

hip-hop music in the future.  
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Music videos with a strong storyline, visual and special sound effects and also 

reference to Iran’s military forces (in Tataloo’s Our Absolute Right) make the 

recent works of Hamid Sefat and Amir Tataloo stand as professional music 

productions. This is opposed to the underground DIY style of making your own 

music when hip-hop began to emerge in the country. In other words, there has 

been a space created for some young rappers to appreciate the improvements that 

the Islamic state has made in the realms of technology, science and politics. At the 

same time, the lyrics address the audiences’ feelings about the eight-year war, 

which is still the most saddening event after the Islamic Revolution. By doing so 

these two rappers attempt (perhaps subconsciously) to build a new youth culture 

that is appropriate for the Islamic Iran.  Investigating this Islamic-Iranian hip-hop 

(one that might be legalized for its compatible content and support for the Islamic 

system and condemnation of its enemies) is beyond the scope of this article. What 

makes it important in the sense of DIY practice and social and cultural 

identification is that while the likes of Tataloo and Sefat show a form of 

legitimization of resistant hip-hop in Iran, there existed vibrant underground hip-

hop, rock and metal scenes in the country that still violate the set of rules and 

standards that the two aforementioned rappers are suggesting.  

In July 2017, there were 2 national gatherings of hip hoppers held in Tehran, called 

Eshtebah-e Ma (our mistake). In this gathering there were male and female hip 

hoppers performing and hip hop researchers and journalists having speech 

around how political hip hop is dying out in the country (BahmanPour, 2017). In 

other words, despite the authorities’ attempts to tame and legitimize the resisting 

hip-hop culture, hip-hop artists still create DIY social and cultural norms and 

values that are different from the Islamic values projected in the work of new 

Islamic hip-hoppers.  This means that, although rappers such as Hamid Sefat, Amin 

Aminam and Tataloo conform to the Islamic values of the mainstream culture, but 

there are underground rap artists who dare to question Islam and its values, and 

question the government for its abusive use of religion.  
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