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Abstract

Rap, as one of the emerging music genres in Iranian music, has always faced cultural,
economic, social, and even political challenges. The spread of this genre in recent
years has attracted a large segment of society, especially young people, to the point
that a portion of the religious community has also engaged with this genre. In this
study, using a qualitative method, the target population consisted of religious
students from the Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Tehran, examined to
identify the conditions and quality of rap consumption within this group. The data
collection tool was a semi-structured interview, and the interviews were analyzed
using thematic analysis. Based on the results, five main categories were identified:
"rap consumption despite conflict with religion," "incompatibility of rap with the
presentation of religious concepts,” "reduced or no rap consumption during religious
occasions,” "formal and content-based justifications for anti-religious rap," and
"non-consumption of radical anti-religious rap." The results of this study indicate
that the target group experiences a form of value duality in rap consumption in
relation to religion. That is, although they perceive the content of rap as conflicting
with religion and consume it in their daily lives, they also exercise certain
precautions in this regard. For example, they do not consume rap that is completely
antithetical to religion, or they reduce such consumption during religious occasions.
However, they lack a clear justification for why they consume rap despite
recognizing it as conflicting with religion.
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Introduction

The rap music genre, which entered Iran in the 1990s (the 1370s in the Iranian
calendar), has from the outset been confronted with a series of cultural, social,
political, and legal challenges. Upon its arrival, this genre was not only rejected by
official institutions and cultural policymakers, but it also faced strong negative
reactions due to its form, rhythm, protest-oriented atmosphere, and some of its
sharp and provocative themes. In fact, from its earliest years in Iran’s cultural
sphere, Persian rap encountered serious restrictions—restrictions largely stemming
from the incompatibility of its form and content with the country’s official musical
framework, its critical themes, its street-oriented approach, and its discourse of
resistance against the dominant order. This situation prevented Persian rap from
ever formally entering the state-approved music market and led to its frequent
representation in official and media discourse by some religious and political actors
as “underground music” and even a “cultural threat.”

Despite this restrictive environment, Persian rap has grown among the younger
generation—including segments of the religious community—and has gradually
become part of their everyday cultural consumption. This creates an important
paradox: How has a musical genre that is widely perceived by religious and official
circles as having themes and a form incompatible with religion and spirituality
managed to gain traction among religious youth and become one of their most
frequently consumed musical genres? This question becomes particularly significant
given that, although Los Angeles—style pop music faced serious opposition for many
years and its consumption was considered problematic for religious groups, rap—
with its themes of protest, violence, pleasure-seeking, and even anti-religious
elements—has nonetheless managed to secure a stable position among religious
university students.

In recent years, there have also been efforts to grant rap a degree of cultural and
even political legitimacy. Some rappers have sought to incorporate religious, ethical,
or resistance-related symbols and themes into their works. On the side of cultural
policymakers, attempts have been made to bring this genre closer to the official
cultural sphere—for example, through the use of rap in the opening and closing
credits of domestic films and TV series, the production of rap-related television
programs, or actions such as the broadcasting of works by certain diaspora rappers
on state television in 2025 (1404 SH). However, these efforts have been met with
contradictory reactions, revealing that the issue of whether rap will be accepted or

rejected within the official cultural arena remains unresolved and suspended.
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Within this context, one of the most important aspects of the issue is that a
significant portion of rap consumers in Iran, especially in universities, regularly
listen to this genre while simultaneously identifying as religious. This points to a gap
between values and behaviors that the present study seeks to explain through
Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance. According to this theory, when an
individual is confronted with two conflicting cognitions or values, they either justify
the conflict, ignore some of their values, or manage their consumption in such a way
as to experience the least possible psychological tension. This study is specifically
concerned with understanding this phenomenon in the context of rap consumption
among religious university students.

The research was conducted in the Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of
Tehran—an environment that, on the one hand, is one of the main centers for
religious students and cultural activists, and on the other hand, is a key arena for the
reflection of and encounter with new cultural styles, including rap. Using a
qualitative and interpretive approach, this study seeks to reconstruct and analyze
how this group engages with rap, their patterns of consumption, and the reasoning
they employ to explain it.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Within its theoretical framework, this research draws on three main areas to explain
the phenomenon under study: (1) the nature and roots of rap music, (2) the status of

rap consumption and localization in Iran, and (3) cognitive dissonance theory.

1. Rap and the Hip-Hop Subculture

Rap, as one of the core elements of the hip-hop subculture, is a genre based on
rhythmic speech, colloquial language, and the use of complex rhyme schemes. It
emerged in the 1970s among African American youth in New York and was
complemented by DJs, street dance, graffiti, and neighborhood-based identity
formation. The roots of rap can be traced back to traditional West African music, the
cultural forms of the slavery era, blues, soul, and jazz. From the very beginning, it
has carried a symbolic protest against dominant power structures, social inequality,
and the lived experiences of marginalized groups.

2.Rap in Iran

Iranian rap emerged in the 1990s initially in the form of “rap-pop,” and later, from
the late 1990s and early 2000s, in the form of street and underground rap. Over time,
while drawing on global hip-hop, this genre also absorbed local Iranian-Islamic
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elements and entered a process of “glocalization.” Rap audiences in Iran can broadly
be divided into two groups: those who embrace rap along with a hip-hop lifestyle,
and those who consume only the music without adopting its surrounding cultural
components. In Iran, rap has often functioned as a tool of symbolic cultural struggle,
social protest, and the representation of youth identity.

3. Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Festinger defines cognitive dissonance as a state in which an individual is faced with
two or more conflicting cognitions—a conflict that produces an unpleasant feeling
and compels the person to find a way to reduce it. An individual’s mental
representations of beliefs, values, or behaviors may be inconsistent with one another,
and this inconsistency creates psychological tension. There are three main
mechanisms for reducing dissonance: changing behavior or cognition, adding new
cognitions to justify the behavior, or reducing the importance of one of the

cognitions.

Methodology

This research was conducted using a qualitative method and a humanistic,
interpretive approach. Its aim is to understand the subjective experiences of religious
students who consume rap. The research population consisted of religious students
in the Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Tehran with a history of rap
consumption. Sampling was purposive and carried out using the snowball method,
resulting in the selection of nine “information-rich cases.”

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews. All interviews
were recorded and fully transcribed. To increase validity, the researcher used self-
reflection techniques and member checking. Data were analyzed using thematic
analysis. In this process, the data were categorized into five main themes, all of

which fall under the central concept of “value duality in rap consumption.”

Findings

The main findings indicate that religious students experience a deeply contradictory
engagement with rap music—a contradiction that, on the one hand, reflects the
musical and emotional appeal of rap and, on the other hand, their religious values
and attitudes. This situation generates cognitive dissonance and leads to the
development of strategies for managing or justifying consumption. Each of the five

main themes is explained below:



457 Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 57, Winter 2026

1. Consuming Rap While Aware of Religious Conflict

Participants acknowledge that certain aspects of rap—both in terms of its fast tempo
and beat, and in terms of content such as pleasure-seeking, alcohol, immoral
relationships, or radical criticism—are incompatible with their religious values.
Nevertheless, they have not stopped listening to rap. They argue that they “ignore”
or “overlook” many anti-religious aspects. For example, they may listen to a song
about alcohol but not drink themselves, and they do not regard this as acceptance of
the song’s content. Thus, they draw a distinction between “listening” and
“believing.” The emotional appeal of rap, the sense of energy, the fast rhythm, and its
cathartic effect are cited as reasons for consuming this genre. This pattern points to a
form of selective religiosity in which individuals accept certain contradictory

behaviors but do not consider them a threat to their religious identity.

2. Reducing or Halting Rap Consumption on Religious Occasions

Religious students report that during religious times and occasions such as
Ramadan, Muharram, or days of mourning, they reduce or completely stop their rap
consumption. This behavior stems from their perception of a conflict between rap’s
content and the spiritual atmosphere of these periods. They state that both the form
and content of rap—from its fast beats to its social or protest themes—do not fit the
spiritual mood. Some also refrain from music consumption during these times due
to religious “doubts.” This behavior reflects a form of cultural control and time-
based management of consumption. However, the key question is: if rap is
religiously problematic, why is it only avoided on religious occasions while being
consumed in everyday life? This is one of the central points of cognitive dissonance,

and participants do not provide a coherent justification for it.

3. Incompatibility of Rap with Religious Expression

Participants believe that rap does not have the necessary capacity to convey religious
concepts. They claim that rap, due to its fast rhythm, emotionally charged form,
street language, and protest-oriented nature, is not suitable for expressing serious
religious themes. They consider the use of rap for religious messaging to be a kind of
“devaluation of religion.” This perspective leads them to view the attempts of some
rappers to produce religious works as ineffective or unnatural. In other words, while
consuming rap, they simultaneously seek to maintain a clear boundary between

religion and the rap genre.
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4. Formal and Content-Based Justifications for Anti-Religious Rap

Despite being aware of anti-religious or harsh elements in rap, participants use
various arguments to render it harmless for themselves. Some claim that anti-
religious sections are merely “artistic techniques” and should not be taken seriously.
Others argue that anti-religious content reflects the rapper’s lived experience and is
not necessarily a form of propaganda. They also point out that a song may be about
alcohol, but since they have no intention of drinking, listening to it is not
problematic for them. From a formal perspective, rap’s energetic rhythm is justified
as a tool for releasing energy. These justifications illustrate the strategies individuals

use to reduce cognitive dissonance.

5. Avoidance of Radically Anti-Religious Rap

Religious students draw a clear line in their consumption. If a track directly insults
their sacred beliefs, religion, or religious figures, they do not listen to it. This
boundary reflects a distinction between “rap with incompatible themes” and
“explicitly anti-religious rap.” Religious consumers consciously avoid radical works
and consider such tracks to be their “red line.” Thus, a pattern of selectivity emerges
in their consumption, again pointing to the management of dissonance: listening to
what is considered tolerable and avoiding what directly conflicts with their religious

beliefs.

Discussion and Conclusion

The extraction of the central concept of “value duality in rap consumption” as the
core theme of this study is the result of examining three layers: the flow of the
interviews, participants’ direct responses to the study’s sequential questions, and the
researcher’s interpretation of the sequence of those responses. Overall, based on the
interviews carried out with male religious students of the Faculty of Social Sciences
at the University of Tehran regarding rap music consumption and the religiosity of
the audience, the findings can be explained around the central concept of “duality in
rap consumption.”

In line with cognitive dissonance theory, the results suggest that rap consumers
in this study are engaged in mutually contradictory cognitions concerning rap
consumption. In other words, their behaviors in this regard are inconsistent and
undermine the formation of a coherent cognitive framework.

With regard to dual values in rap consumption, participants’ answers to

questions about their rap listening habits revealed points that did not fully align and
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indicated a certain plurality and suspension in consumption. First, participants
showed a kind of mental inconsistency regarding anti-religious rap and lacked clear
criteria for their religious considerations. One prominent example is the avoidance
of rap during religious occasions: most respondents adhered to certain limits or
complete abstention during these times, yet when asked why, they referred to issues
such as the “doubtful” status of music or its incompatibility with religious periods—
while the core question remains: “If the content of rap is problematic enough to
require abstention during religious occasions, why should this not apply to other
times as well?”

In other instances, we encounter very different views regarding radical anti-
religious rap: some participants, while acknowledging the conflicting and even
insulting content of such tracks, continued to consume them without imposing any
restrictions. In another dimension—formal and content-based justifications for rap
consumption—respondents attempted, through the kinds of answers discussed in
the findings section, to attribute their consumption of rap to certain formal or
content-related advantages. Yet in this domain, religious and jurisprudential
considerations were largely ignored. Even when individuals acknowledged that the
form or content of rap conflicted with their own beliefs, they nonetheless spoke of a
kind of “value” or “sublimity” in the rap style. Furthermore, none of the participants
considered rap a suitable genre or form for presenting religious themes and stressed

the need to refrain from using it for such purposes.
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