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Abstract 

 

The thesis analyses Muslim youth hip hop cultures in three countries of Indonesia, 

Tunisia and the United States. Hip hop and its Islamic roots have often been mentioned 

by African-American hip hop pioneers and the Muslim hip hoppers in Muslim countries. 

Hip hop often represents marginal youths’ symbolic resistance against racism, police 

brutality and poverty in an American context. Its marriage to Islamic ideology creates a 

space for further research and investigation. The hip hop prophecies of liberty, hope and 

success together with Islamic standards and moral values of redemption, equality and 

promoting virtue and preventing vice1, have shaped vibrant youth scenes in post-Suharto 

Indonesia (1998 onwards), post- Ben Ali’s Tunisia (2011 onwards) and the United states 

in the time of Obama (2009-2017).   

The thesis is built on data from ethnographic fieldwork that was carried out for 13 months 

(July 2014-august 2015) in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. Data collection was 

done through interviews with 56 participants in the hip hop scene in the three countries 

(musicians, venue managers, home studio owners, break dancers, graffiti artists, and 

rappers); through participant observations at hip hop gigs, graffiti art exhibitions, and 

recording studios. There was also a considerable amount of data gathered from Internet 

Websites, rap lyrics, news articles and other similar texts.   

Hip hop cultures in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States are studied through the 

notion of “glocalization” in studying youth musical cultures (Bennett, 1999; Mitchell, 

2001; Robertson, 1992). Glocalization, since the 1990s, has become a useful tool in 

                                                 
1 ‘Promoting virtue and preventing vice’ (Arabic:  هيئة األمر بالمعروف و النهي عن المنكر( is a moral practice 

advised by Allah in Quran (3:104) that asks all Muslims to take responsibility for each other’s actions in 

the society. This practice requires Muslims to prevent their friends and family members who they know 

from doing an act of haram (see Chapter 1) 
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studying hip hop culture beyond the boundaries of the United States, concentrating on the 

youth interactions with a global culture in their locales. As opposed to the theory of 

globalisation –as it is theorized in terms of action-interaction patterns (Robertson, 1995) 

– glocalization of a youth culture, in Robertson’s opinion, focuses on the locale as an 

aspect of globalisation phenomenon. In this sense, although the hip hop practitioners see 

hip hop as a global unifying culture, there are various understandings and 

accommodations of hip hop in different places with diverse, ethnic, religious and racial 

backgrounds.  

The thesis focuses on the ways youth accommodated hip hop culture with their local 

identities and concerns, and created a hybrid post-modern vernacular (see Potter, 1995). 

For Potter, hip hop is “an active, ongoing and highly sophisticated postmodernism” 

(Potter, 1995, p. 13).  Potter sees hip hop as a postmodern critique of western capitalism, 

through the identities represented by rappers, and their embodiments of capitalism’s deep 

contradictions (Potter, 1995). As a political reaction to racial discriminations, Muslim 

youth living in diaspora (for example, France, Germany, UK, Netherlands) also use hip 

hop as a refuge to resist against the racial context of the countries they reside in.  

Anti-capitalist statements are vividly seen in the works of hip hoppers in Jakarta, Tunis 

and the works of Muslim hip hoppers in Detroit. Hip hop’s political history that relates 

its ideology with that of the Black Rights movements in the United States from the early 

1900s makes this culture politically relevant to youth in Muslim countries. The resistance 

of youth in Indonesia and Tunisia in opposing totalitarian governments and the political 

and cultural influences of western (French and American) countries, are based on these 

Muslim hip hoppers’ understanding of hip hop culture and music as a tool to resist against 

the dominant power in their societies.  
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Hip hoppers in Muslim countries and in Muslim communities in diaspora, relate their 

political viewpoints and sociocultural critique of the society to their Islamic beliefs and 

values.  Rapping Islam offers deeper investigations of local and/Muslim identities and 

globalised hip hop culture in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United Sates. It makes attempts 

to examine how rappers in each of these countries identify themselves in hip hop culture 

in relation to their Muslim identities. How do the migrant Muslim rappers in the USA 

perceive their activity in the hip hop world? How do the hip hop cultures of each country 

interact with the religious discourse of the countries? Do hip hop cultures in these three 

countries define an exclusive space for female rappers? How would the rappers’ practices 

lead them to build up hip hop careers for themselves? 
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A Note on Translations (Arabic and Indonesian) Used in the 

Text 

 

I have translated the majority of the Arabic texts from the interviews, News, Arabic 

websites, song lyrics and casual conversations with the participants in the research. 

However, I had difficulties understanding many of the rap lyrics in Tunisia as the 

language of Tunisian rap is a mixture of Tunisian Arabic, Tunisian French and English 

which makes it very complicated for me to understand. For these complicated texts two 

Tunisian friends helped me in comprehending the lyrics and some parts of the interviews.  

As I do not know Indonesian Bahasa and Javanese (the languages spoken in Jakarta and 

Yogyakarta), I began to work with an Indonesian student in Jakarta State University who 

was studying Indonesian Language and Literature. An Indonesian friend accompanied 

me to live events and casual gatherings of hip hoppers in Jakarta and Yogyakarta.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Hip hop Among Muslim Youths 
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This is a study of hip hop culture among Muslim youths in Indonesia, Tunisia and 

Muslim migrant rappers in the United States. Here, the focus is exclusively on the 

concerns, and viewpoints of hip hoppers and the diverse Islamic dimensions of hip hop 

culture in each of the fieldwork sites. Hip hop music and culture has become a universal 

tool for youth in different contexts to express their political, socio-cultural and personal 

feelings and opinions. In Islamic countries, young Muslims adopt American hip hop 

music and localize it with their own concerns and views. This youth music culture became 

even more significant when it became the driving force of several socio-political 

movements in Muslim countries such as Iran, Indonesia, Tunisia and Egypt. Islam and 

hip hop are interwoven in African-American culture, therefore the Muslim rappers in 

Muslim countries relate themselves closely to the Islamic ideology of African-American 

hip hop culture. Here, I aim to examine the different dimensions of Islamic beliefs and 

hip hop culture and music among the rappers in different Muslim countries and also, 

among Muslim migrants in the United States; the motherland of hip hop.  

I will first explore the Islamic contexts in which hip hop music and culture emerged in 

each of the three aforementioned countries; second I examine the different Islamic 

perspectives that hip hoppers display in their music and culture using the ethnographic 

method of qualitative research. The interviews for the thesis were conducted during a 

thirteen-month period between August 2014 and September 2015 in Jakarta and 

Yogyakarta (Indonesia); Tunis, El Kef, La Marsa, Carthage, and Hammamet (Tunisia) 

and New York, Chicago, Detroit and Los Angeles in the United States. From the collected 

ethnographic data, I noticed that the diverse Islamic practices and ideologies in different 

places, also reflect in the hip hop produced in those contexts. In Indonesia, Islamic values 

and practices is performed in hip hop music and culture as a cultural identity of the rappers 

rather than a political statement. On the other hand, in Tunisia the Islamic tendencies in 
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some rap productions are more politically driven towards demanding an Islamic state. By 

contrast, research in the four fieldwork sites, suggested that in an American context, the 

Muslim migrant rappers find themselves in an ongoing conflict with Muslim and non-

Muslim African-American rappers. 

In this introductory chapter, I will explain how my interest in studying hip hop music and 

culture in Muslim countries developed. I will also describe the key terminologies I apply 

in studying hip hop and Islamic culture. Finally, I will describe the ways in which 

Islamic/Muslim hip hop is seen in a global context and provide a brief outline of the 

structure of the thesis.  

 

1.1. Background 

 

On a cold, mid-winter afternoon, I was looking for the most influential person 

among Iranian rappers, known as the “mafia Yashar”, for the purposes of gathering data 

for my Master’s thesis. Yashar created a webpage when he was in his early 20s in order 

to put his most favorite hip hop songs online.  After eight years, this website turned out 

to have been the first, and subsequently most popular place, in Iran to release hip hop 

music. I was looking for Yashar to ask him how to find famous rappers in Tehran and 

Karaj.  He finally set a time to meet me two months hence; we met in a location where a 

rapper, Meysam, and his group were making a video clip of one of Meysam’s songs. After 

asking a lot of questions to the rappers who were at the location of filming the clip, I 

sighed saying “in šāʾallāh (meaning, “if God wants” in Arabic) I see you again”. Suddenly 

two of the rappers became angry at me for using Arabic words on the grounds that we 

were “Persian not Arabs”. This Persian/Arab conflict is one of the most controversial 

issues in Iranian society, and since the Iranian people’s conversion to Islam in the seventh 
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century, there have been arguments over socio-political and cultural changes in Iran 

(Armaki, 2016; Fry & King, 1980; Lewis, 1996; Zarinkoob, 1999). This cultural history 

puts a lot of Iranians culturally at odds with “Arab” people; for them (Iranians) the word 

“Islam” is understood in relation to the general term of “Arab people”. Indeed, in some 

contexts writers mention these two words interchangeably. There are a few more rappers 

in different cities in Iran who claim that they are struggling to maintain their position as 

Persians despite the official obligation of the dominant power to regard themselves as 

Muslims and, thus, closely affiliated with the Arab world. Taham (strong) is a Persian 

rapper who takes rap music centuries back to a well-known Persian epic Shahname (977 

AD). Taham’s song named ghamnameh (grief letter) is paramount in Persian rap in terms 

of articulating justice and avoiding cruelty, but more significantly the importance of using 

Shahname in a rap song is Ferdowsi’s attempt to save the Persian language of Iran during 

the Sassanid period after the Arab conquest of the seventh Century (Zarinkoob, 1999). 

Some male Iranian rappers and all female rappers focus on anti-Islamic themes in their 

rap songs and this drew my attention to the perception of Islam for Muslim rappers living 

in Muslim countries with socio-political and cultural circumstances similar to those of 

Iranian rappers and also for Muslim rappers living in exile (either voluntarily or due to 

risk of persecution). Therefore, in this thesis I wish to explore the hip hop culture in 

Indonesia, Tunisia, and among Muslim migrants in the United States, building up my 

previous work on Iranian rap culture in order to acquire an understanding of the place of 

Muslim youth cultures in these local hip hop scenes.   
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1.2. Terminology Preferences: Islamic/ Muslim; Hip hop/Rap 

 

In this thesis, I use the terms hip hop and rap interchangeably as they are also 

typically addressed interchangeably by Muslim hip hop artists. In other words, according 

to the informants in this research the term ‘rap’ relates to a specific form of singing in hip 

hop, whereas hip hop is a way of living and music culture that consists of elements of 

break dancing, graffiti art, rapping and DJing (fieldwork notes, 2014-2016). This 

distinction in the definition of the two terms ‘rap’ and ‘hip hop’ is also addressed by 

pioneer American hip hop artists (Ice-T, 2012). The participants in this research did not 

possess all of the aforementioned four elements, and not all of them were rappers.  

Saying that I tend to use the term hip hopper to address most of my informants because 

some of my informants did not rap but they were DJs, break dancers and/or graffiti artists.  

The other two terms that I attempted to use carefully in my research are: Islamic and 

Muslim in relation to hip hoppers and the countries they are from. I choose to use the 

adjective “Muslim” when talking about hip hoppers in Muslim countries, as it refers to 

the religion and the culture of the participants. However, I use the adjective “Islamic” to 

refer to countries that are governed by Sharia law (such as Iran and Afghanistan) and the 

hip hoppers who favor Islamists’ political viewpoints and support Sharia law in 

opposition to western secular ideology.   

The other important issue when researching youth cultures and popular music in Muslim 

countries is the position of music, singing and dancing in Islamic ideology; specifically, 

when it comes to study female musicians in general and female hip hoppers in particular. 

In the following section I will explain the debates around music and Islamic law and 

values in Muslim countries.   

 



19 

 

1.3. Sama or Ghena: Islam and Music 

 

Debates around music are one of the issues that have always been the point of 

controversy among Islamic scholars – ulama. Although there is not a direct statement in 

The Quran referring to music and its being allowed or forbidden (Beheshti, 2011; Harnish 

& Rasmussen, 2011; Nasr, 2005; Shiloah, 2001) ulama categorize music in two groups 

based on the four categories of human actions according to shariah Devine Law. These 

four categories are halal which refers to an action that is legitimate or allowed, mubah 

that is an action which is allowed but is not suggested by the religion to be practiced, 

makruh that refers to an action/ thing that is disapproved by religion but not prohibited 

by Islamic law, and finally haram that refers to an action/state/ thing that is highly rejected 

and forbidden by the Islamic law. Some of ulama believe that music in any type and kind 

is haram, whereas others believe that it depends on the content of the music. According 

to the latter group of religious scholars, adhan – the call for prayer – is rhythmic, also 

based on some hadith – the traditions and articulations of the prophet– this group of ulama 

say that the prophet Muhammad has mentioned that Quran should be read in a nice 

rhythmic way in order to be easily recited. According to these ulama there are two types 

of music; one that is allowed in shariah – sama – and the music that is legally forbidden 

– ghena. Sama is the sacred and religious music, which was broadly practiced by Sufi 

leaders and is supposed to help the soul in becoming closer to Allah. On the contrary 

ghena is a music strictly rejected by Shariah. Beheshti (2011) defines ghena music as a 

music that accompanies drinking (alcoholic drinks), dancing and prostitution: 

 

Regarding music in Islam, it must be pointed out that Islamic scholars do not agree 

on whether music is halal or haram. This is because music itself is not haram, but 
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the music for parties is haram. By this, I mean ghena is haram in Sharia law but 

music in general is not. Islam prohibited “ghena” which is singing and dancing, 

drinking alcohol, fooling around strange women and young beautiful boys 

[Beheshti is referring to raping young boys which was common in kings’ courts in 

Old Persia]. This will cause the person to neglect the ethical values of Islam and get 

out of control. Briefly, ghena belongs to parties where upper class whimsical young 

boys, play and fool around (Beheshti, 2011, p. 13). 

 

Although ulama try to define what makes a music type haram or halal, because the 

definition given is so broad and can contain a lot of activities, it is hard to draw an exact 

line between what is perceived as haram music or halal music.  The ambiguity of music 

as haram or halal is an issue of controversy in speaking about any genre of music – pop, 

jazz, rock, rock and roll and rap. Considering the above conceptions of music in Islam, 

rap music is not an act of haram unless a rap song focuses specifically on haram issues – 

for example, with lyrics talking about sexuality, partying, and drug use and so on – or is 

associated with other haram actions –like drinking, and dancing. However, this is variable 

in different Muslim countries as Islam is practiced in widely diverse ways in different 

places. For instance, in the early 2000s Iran, being involved in hip hop (be it break 

dancing, DJing and emceeing) was considered illegal because of the image that hip hop 

culture had in Iran as a delinquent American youth culture (Raoufi, 2006). Hip hoppers 

also mentioned haram acts such as drinking, smoking marijuana and having intimate 

relationship with girls in parties, which classified any activity relating to hip hop as a 

haram act. This is while in secular Muslim countries such as Turkey and Morocco, hip 

hop (or any other music genre) is not considered as illegal or related to act of haram as it 

is in Iran. This is because in secular Muslim countries the rules around music and the 
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cultures around it are not as strict as the Islamic countries that tends to practice Sharia 

law in the society. 

From an Islamist point of view, women’s activities and politics are seen as “subordinate” 

(Göle, 1997, p. 63) to the human rights in the society. This means that women should 

only appear in public places under strict laws of Islam regarding clothing and interaction 

with the opposite sex. In Islamic fundamentalist countries, such as Afghanistan, Iraq and 

Iran, the dominant Sharia law prohibits any form of music that encourages people to 

dance with each other. Also, based on Sharia law, a woman’s voice should not be heard 

in public spaces because their voice will arouse sexual sensations in men (Van 

Nieuwkerk, 2010). In such Islamic countries, female music production is also limited to 

composing and playing musical instruments and does not extend to the practice of 

singing. 

Despite the secular practices of Islam in Indonesia and Tunisia, the case of female music 

practitioners is also subjected to the halal/haram debate around music. This is the reason 

that these two terms become important in exploring female hip hoppers’ rap songs and 

their everyday lives in an Islamic context. In secular Muslim countries, debates around 

women, their rights and their limitations in appearing in the public sphere, are 

complicated. From an anthropological viewpoint the questions of “identity” and 

“community” (Göle, 1997, p. 63) become significant in studying women’s everyday lives 

in Muslim countries. Female hip hoppers in both Indonesia and Tunisia utilise hip hop 

culture as a means of shaping their identities as Muslim women and also to share their 

concerns about living in those Muslim countries with other female and male hip hoppers 

in a community (see Chapters 4, 5 and 6).  Although female rappers, DJs and break-

dancers are legally free to perform in Indonesia, Tunisia and among Muslim migrants in 

the United States, because hip hop music and culture is commonly known for its sexism, 
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violence and “vulgar language” (Shams2, Jakarta, 2015), and it might be understood as 

an inappropriate environment for Muslim girls to be involved in. Because in public 

opinion, therefore, to avoid being labeled as “female delinquent” or “prostitute” 

according to the Islamic value system, some Tunisian and Indonesian female hip hoppers 

seek opportunities to present their rap in the United States, a place they perceive as “the 

most democratic and free country for Muslims” (Khadijeh3, Tunisia, 2014). Some youth 

music genres such as hip hop, rock and metal are culturally not welcomed in Muslim 

countries because these youth musical cultures are seen as, the cause of “moral failings” 

(LeVine, 2008, p. 53). The religious and cultural tensions of female hip hoppers’ activities 

in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States will be discussed in detail in Chapters 4, 5 

and 6. In the next section of this chapter, I will review the emergence of hip hop among 

Muslim youth outside USA from the late 1980s onwards. And then the discussion travels 

back to the USA. 

 

1.4. Uknighted States of Arabia: Islam, Hip hop, and Muslim 

Countries 

 

Since the mid-1990s to the present (late-2010s), hip hop has been one of the most 

popular music genres, if not the most popular, in Muslim countries. Such popularity is a 

result of Muslim youth’s attachment to hip hop culture as a space to politically resist 

against the political system in their countries, to shape their identities as Muslim youths 

in the time of global Islamophobia and also a means of partying and having fun. However, 

the reason that Muslim hip hop assumed global popularity and support was the fact that 

                                                 
2 The owner of the place I was staying at in Jakarta 
3 A female hip hopper from Hammamet  
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the Muslim rappers became the driving force of political and social movements in 

Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Morocco and Libya leading to the Arab Spring in 2010 and 2011.  

During this time, hip hop bands and individual hip hop artists have been active socially, 

politically and culturally while cooperating with each other in Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt 

and Algeria.  The Arabian Knightz, for instance, started to target the government of 

Mubarak since the group was founded in 2005 in Cairo. As one of the group members, 

stated: They want to bridge a gap between religion and the world.  In doing so they have 

founded (for the first time in the Muslim hip hop scene) a platform called Arab League 

Records to prepare a place for rappers in Muslim countries (22 Arabic speaking countries 

plus Iran and Armenia), to express themselves and to interact with each other as artists.  

The main aim of the group is summed up in the album Uknighted state of Arabia that 

includes contributions from all the rappers who are part of the Arab league records. They 

criticize different issues of global Islamophobia, repression, poverty, and Islam.  

They simply present their everyday life experiences that are highly related to social and 

political problems in their countries. However, the concept of Islamic and Muslim hip 

hop is very much influenced by the global Islamophobic concerns and also some of the 

terrorist activities that have resulted in connections being made between Islam, Muslims 

and terrorism on a global scale. This is while some rappers in Muslim countries tend to 

present the other aspects of daily lifestyle of a young Muslim in a Muslim country. For 

example, Soultana, a Moroccan female rapper, raps to support the Muslim youth 

movement for peace. She mentions “when someone does wrong by the name of any 

prophet or religion nobody blames them for that. But when it is a Muslim committing a 

crime, they call Muslims terrorists, we are looking for peace. Islam is the religion of peace 

and equality” (Soultana, Skype interview, Tunis, 2014).  
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Many hip hop commentators, such as Levine (2008), believe that hip hop is a vehicle for 

Muslim rappers to resist against the brutality of the authorities in their countries, and they 

rework the African-American culture of hip hop to fit with their local context. Through 

localizing (Bennett, 1999) their hip hop, these Muslim hip hoppers also affirm and 

highlight the Islamic dimensions that underlay American hip hop culture. African-

American rappers consulted in this study believe that Islam and hip hop were never 

separated. “Islam is the best religion on earth for the powerless”, says Mujahid, a Muslim, 

African-American rapper in Detroit. For many African-American rappers Islam is the 

religion of hip hop (Mujahid, Detroit, 2015). To their minds the key factors, such as 

liberty, equality and success, that have built hip hop culture are rooted in Islamic 

practices. If we look closely at the beginnings of hip hop culture, it is obvious that Islam 

was always a crucial part of it. There are many rappers associated with American hip hop 

who are affiliated with Islamic ideology, including Rakim, Big Daddy Kane, Poor 

Righteous Teachers, Nas, Mos Def, and many others. These (some commercially) 

successful rappers connect themselves to the Islamic practice and ideology that has been 

empowering Black movements from the early twentieth century (Swedenburg, 1997). The 

influence of Islam on African-American culture dates back even before the rise of hip hop 

in Bronx, New York.  

From the 1960s onward, Malcolm X, Mohammad Ali, and the Nation of Islam have 

influenced the black culture in the sense of questing for a black-based identity that can 

resist against the white American politics that have served to repress the African-

American people. Malcolm X inspired many African-American youths with his 

revolutionary ideas about “Black Power”.  Malcolm X’s nationalism, his anti-imperialism 

and his prophecy of uniting the Black nation’s power in order to confront but not 

compensate with the oppressing power, entitled him the spiritual father of the Black 
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Panther Party4. Malcolm X believed that the white society of America does not allow 

African-Americans to empower themselves and achieve social, political and economic 

success (Malcolm, 1940). In early 1950s, Malcolm was attracted to Islamic faith that was 

introduced by the Nation of Islam (the political Muslim African-American organization), 

and became an influential member of Nation of Islam. The importance of Malcolm for 

hip hoppers is his  radical and political prophecies that moved many African-Americans 

and encouraged them to be active during the Black Art Movement initiated in New York 

(Neal, 1968). The Black Arts movement, jazz, soul and now hip hop cultures have been 

influenced by the Islamic essence of the black culture specifically since the 1960s Civil 

Rights and Black Power movements in the United States. The Muslim African-American 

rappers also grew up reading about Islam and learning about their history in the United 

States (Khalid el-Hakim, 2014).  

Given the Islamic roots of American hip hop, in this thesis I aim to explore the Islamic 

dimensions of hip hop music and culture among Muslim hip hoppers in Indonesia, Tunisia 

and among the rappers from Muslim countries who migrated to the United States. In doing 

so I will explore the different dimensions of Islam in the everyday lives of the hip hoppers 

in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. Thus, the main question addressed by this 

thesis is: how is hip hop music and culture understood and practiced in diverse Islamic 

contexts? 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4  The Black Panther Party was a black nationalist party founded in 1966 by Huey P. Newton and Bobby 

Seale. They believed that violence and armed self-defence is required for them to resist against police 

brutality against African-Americans in America (Duncan, 2016). 
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1.5. Thesis Structure 

 

This thesis is organized in two parts. The first part includes Chapter 1 (the 

Introduction to my research), Chapter 2 (the review of literature around Muslim hip hop 

in) and Chapter 3 (the Methodology of the research). Part two consists of the analytical 

Chapters and the Conclusion to the thesis. I start the analytical Chapters with the analysis 

of hip hop in Indonesia although it was the last fieldwork site that I visited. The order of 

the analytical Chapters is based on the theme of the thesis that is studying the different 

dimensions of Islamic faith and identity in hip hop culture among Muslim youth. 

Therefore, I chose Indonesia to be the first country to examine, as the Islamic practices 

are observed differently from those of Tunisia and Muslim community in the USA. In 

other words, Indonesia becomes the start of the journey to see what happens to the 

globalized American hip hop culture in Muslim context and travel back to America as the 

place of origin for hip hop and also as a place that has accommodated generations of 

Muslims from various backgrounds. 

Chapter 2 explores the literature on Islamic influences of American hip hop culture from 

hip hop’s early years in the Bronx, New York. It then goes on to investigate the different 

dimensions of Islamic faith and ideology in the hip hop produced by Muslim youth in 

diaspora. Specifically, this section of the chapter examines literature that explores the 

second generation of Muslim migrants and their hip hop practice in America, Germany 

and France. The Muslim migrant rappers in American, German and French contexts 

express their concerns around racial and political tensions that they encounter in their 

everyday lives through the hip hop they create. They also yearn to create a space for 

themselves in which to build their Muslim identities in diaspora.  
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Chapter 3 describes the methods of data collection, including the ethnographic 

methodology applied in this thesis, and the ethical issues related to approaching research 

subjects and using the data from the fieldwork sites. As my research includes 

interviewing, and participant observation, the ethics of data gathering and its use in the 

written thesis become very significant. In this chapter I refer to few instances in which 

my behavior as the researcher had ethical consequences in the fieldwork, where I 

established a close relationship with the research subjects and/or their friends and 

families. I will also explain the ways that I attempted to resolve these issues.  

Additionally, in Chapter 3 I also point out the effects that my presence as a female Iranian 

researcher had on the process of the data collection, interviews and friendly gatherings 

with the rappers and their families and friends. I will explain how some of my informants 

in Indonesia and Tunisia decided to participate or withdrew from the research after they 

met me for the first time.  

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 engage with ways that Islam is conveyed in rap music performed by 

rappers in Tunisia, Indonesia and the United States. The analysis presented in these 

chapters demonstrates how local contexts influence representations of rap and the 

emergence of different styles of hip hop in each local place. These chapters also aim to 

explore the discourses around Islam as an ideology, a faith, lifestyle and/or a political 

response to the Western Imperialism.  

In chapter 4, I examine how Tunisian hip hoppers tend to express their political opinions 

about the government of Ben Ali, the Islamist extremist parties, and the global 

Islamophobia (Morgan, 2012). From 2010 to 2011 socio-political demonstrations, 

protests, and riots began in many Muslim countries in pursuit of democracy. In Tunisia, 

these protests and demonstrations resulted in the Revolution of 2011 when the president 

of the time Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, was forced to step down from presidency, as the 
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people were demanding a democratic Muslim country. Hip hop music became the driving 

force of the Revolution due to the release of El General’s Reis Al Bled. This became the 

starting point for Tunisian hip hop culture to enter the dominant popular music culture as 

a resistant form of youth culture. In Chapter 4 I aim to explore different hip hop styles 

common among Tunisian hip hop artists both before and after the Revolution of 2011 in 

five cities of Tunis, Sousse, Hammamet, El Kef and Carthage. Further I will discuss the 

hip hoppers’ individual concerns– hedonism, political and social criticism and gendered 

discriminations. I will also explicitly examine the female hip hoppers’ everyday life 

experiences in Tunisia as rappers, break dancers and DJs. In the last section of the chapter 

I will consider the hip hoppers’ expectations and hopes for their future careers as hip hop 

artists in Tunisia.  

In Chapter 5, I will shed light on Indonesian hip hop culture and music focusing on two 

cities of Jakarta and Yogyakarta. In this Chapter, I will first explore the socio-cultural and 

political circumstances that necessitated the emergence of hip hop music in Indonesia. 

Indonesian hip hop emerged in the mid and late 1990s in different cities of Indonesia by 

relating to the political, religious and racial protests that occurred in Indonesia in late 

1990s5. Indonesian hip hop music, similar to the Tunisian hip hop scene, began to gain 

national public recognition due to the hip hoppers’ political expressions in their songs. 

Therefore, in this chapter I will also examine different hip hop styles common in 

Indonesia from the time of its popularity in the late 1990s and early 2000s and also 

explore the trajectories of this youth culture in the past 17 years. I also shed light on the 

key concerns of hip hoppers in Jakarta and Yogyakarta that are religious and racial 

conflicts besides strategies to earn money out of hip hop activity. Later in the chapter I 

                                                 
5 The most tragic and significant riot in Indonesia at this time was The 1998 Tragedy that relates to two 

days of sexual and racist violent riots in Jakarta, against the Chinese Indonesians. 
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will explain the female rappers’ careers and expectations from their music and also their 

[female hip hoppers’] position in the Indonesian popular music industry.  

Chapter 6 focuses on the everyday life experiences of Muslim migrant hip hoppers in 

America in the four cities of New York, Chicago, Detroit and Los Angeles. This chapter 

aims to study the Muslim migrant rappers who had begun their hip hop activities in their 

home countries but subsequently migrated to America to establish a hip hop career for 

themselves or to enhance their quality of life in the United States. This chapter explains 

these migrant rappers’ hopes and assumptions about the United States as the land of 

liberty, opportunity, hip hop and Islam. Further in the chapter the informants describe 

their experience of living in America and the racial and gendered discriminations they 

encounter in the places in New York, Chicago, Detroit and Los Angeles where they have 

settled. I will also explore the local Muslim and non-Muslim hip hoppers’ viewpoints 

about the migrant rappers’ position in the United States. Interestingly enough, the most 

rigid conflicts between the local Muslim/non-Muslim rappers and the migrant hip hoppers 

revolve around Islamic beliefs, ideology and practice.   

The empirical data presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 show how rap in Muslim countries, 

like other examples of rap in different parts of the world, builds on the critical / political 

/ anti-hegemonic qualities of the rap genre in its examination of key themes in Islam. 

In analyzing the fieldwork data, I found common themes in the lyrics, cultures and 

concerns of Indonesian, Tunisian and among migrant rappers in America. The themes of 

community, belonging and brotherhood, along with resistance, are common in rap lyrics 

and viewpoints of the hip hoppers in the three fieldwork sites. The themes and concerns 

are discussed in detail in Chapter 7, the concluding chapter of the thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Situating Islamic hip hop Culture in Academic 

Research 
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In this Chapter I want to begin with situating “Islam” in the rap culture produced in 

America and the related theories that explore the African-American youths’ desires in 

adopting Islamic faith in their hip hop. Then I will continue to examine the literature on  

Hip hop in European countries among Muslim migrants. Finally, I will illustrate how rap 

culture emerged in Muslim countries and how Muslim hip hoppers relate to hip hop as a 

global youth music culture. This literature will provide a theoretical grounding for 

understanding the dynamics of hip hop culture and its Islamic roots in different locales.  

 

2.1. Islam and Hip hop in American Context 

 

As has been outlined in Chapter 1, Islamic belief and ideology has been interwoven 

with hip hop practice and ideology from the initial years of emergence of hip hop in the 

Bronx district of New York. Hip hop scholars associate this connection to the influence 

of a Muslim group called The Five Percenters (Swedenburg, 1996, 1997).  The Five 

Percenters was a subgroup of the 1930s Nation of Islam6 (NOI) whose founder, W.D. 

Fard, claimed that he “had come from Mecca to rescue his ‘uncle’ the black man from 

the devil’s rule” (Knight, 2007: xi). Fard believed that there is no actual creator known as 

“God” and what people perceive to be the creator is a “mystery god” through which the 

devil (white America) aims to rule over the others (the black people); instead Fard 

preached that the black man is the only true God (ibid). Although following the same 

ideology, Clarence 13X founded the Five Percenters group in 1964 after leaving the NOI 

and proposing that “the black man collectively was God” (Swedenburg, 1996). Clarence 

studied the NOI Lost/Found lessons– which were in question/answer format – with other 

                                                 
6 Nation of Islam is the first African-American Muslim organization that was established to protest about 

Black segregations in America during the 1930s.  
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Five Percenters at “the hole”, a place in Harlem which was a “hangout for hustlers, 

number-runners and riff-raff,” (Knight, 2013, p. 49). This way Clarence circulated the 

secret teaching that the NOI members were not allowed to speak about in public (Knight, 

2013; Swedenburg, 1996). In the teaching theology of the Five Percenters, there are 7 

Lessons for the five percenters to fulfill – Supreme Mathematics, Supreme Alphabet, 

Student Enrollment Lesson, English Lesson No.C1, Lost-Found Lessons, Facts and Solar 

Facts (Miyakawa, 2005, p. 25). Some hip hop scholars tend to connect the Five Percenters 

beliefs with American rap culture practices in the 1970s New York (Aidi, 2004b; Knight, 

2013; Swedenburg, 1996). For the Five Percenters, Supreme Mathematics refers to Allah. 

Brother Jimmy reformed the existing NOI “Living Mathematics” and proposed a 1-7 

system in which 7 represents “God” (Knight, 2013, p. 53). Focusing on this logic in 

Allah’s supreme math, Swedenburg (1997) suggests, “For the five percenters the science 

of supreme mathematics is the key to understanding man’s relationship to the universe” 

(Knight, 2013, p. 6). Therefore, seven is the number of perfection – G which stands for 

God, is the seventh letter in the Alphabet, there are seven colors in the rainbow and seven 

cycles of notes on the musical scale (ibid). By the supreme Alphabet Allah refers to the 

exclusive meaning that each letter in the alphabet carries. Per this lesson, letters are 

flexible and a word could be creatively broken down (ibid, p. 55). Breaking down has 

become a slang that is used in the rap songs. Swedenburg (1996) explains that the 

tendency to break down words such as ‘knowledge’, is an obvious influence of Muslim 

culture on hip hop and at the same time an aesthetic of hip hop jargon for example ‘know 

the ledge’, and ‘sup G’? (G represents God rather than Gangsta).  

 Alim (2006) also focuses more on the influences that the Quranic language and Islamic 

music culture had on African-American hip hop from the late 1970s. He investigates the 
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lyrical and textual discourse of rap lyrics that have been accommodated by the African-

American hip hoppers to fit their socio-political context in America:   

Muslim hip hop artists are forging new connections between hip hop lyrical production 

and the method and means by which Allah revealed the Qur’an to The Prophet (Alim, 

(Alim, 2006, p. 266).  

The Black Muslim rappers translated the Quranic language into a combination of African-

American rhetorical tradition and the feelings of revelation and redemption. Hisham Aidi, 

a Muslim hip hop scholar, also investigates Islamic influences in the works of the 

American hip hop pioneers, while focusing on the way that Islam as a faith has been 

integrated in African-American popular culture.  He pictures Islam in “black culture” as 

an umbrella that shelters black youth from the “racism”, “discrimination”, “police 

brutality”, and “miss-education” (Aidi, 2004b, p. 21) related to African-American 

population during Bush-Reagan era. This was when “social institutions and welfare 

agencies disappeared, leaving an urban wasteland” (ibid), according to this, where the 

state fails to provide basic services and security, Muslim organizations appear, funding 

community centers, patrolling the streets and organizing people. This is while, as Aidi 

reports, at that time in the States, Churches have long been the sole institutions in the 

ghetto, but Islamic institutions have been growing in African- American neighborhoods 

for the past two decades. Aidi continues: 

 

Sunni Islam, the heterodox Nation of Islam and quasi-Muslim movements such as 

the Five Percenters and Nuwubians allow for a cultural and spiritual escape from 

the American social order that often entails a wholesale rejection of Western culture 

and civilization  (2004b, p. 21) . 

 



34 

 

Aidi presents an opinionated conclusion about how hip hop culture in America is in debt 

to Islam and its practices because the society was unable to offer good lives to the young 

people living in poor conditions. Both Alim and Aidi, suggest that Islamic beliefs and 

values have been interwoven with the radical Afrocentrism and Black Nationalism of the 

1980s and 1990s African-American Conscious hip hop. This suggests that the concept of 

Blackness is central in studying the Islamic dimensions of American hip hop. Suad 

Khabeer (2007), in her study on Islamic hip hop, differentiates Muslim hip hop from 

Islamic hip hop arguing that the term ‘Islamic’ refers to a specific sub-genre of hip hop 

that “seeks to comply with Islamic religious standards and practices” and whose primary 

audiences are Muslims. In her argument, Suad Khabeer, analyses the works of established 

Muslim rappers such as Mos Def and Public Enemy in relation to their interactions with 

Islamic music, art and culture. She continues: 

 

[…] From artists who are more well-known for secular pursuits, such as Notorious 

B.I.G to a religiously observant Muslim like Mos Def, rappers commonly 

integrate Islamic terminology or ideologies in their rhymes. For example, phrases 

like “dropping science” and addressing women as “earth” and men as “son” and 

“god” are examples of references from Five Percenter theology that are replete in 

hip hop music and vernacular (Khabeer, 2007, p. 126).  

 

The concepts of “Black nationalism”, “Afrocentrism” and “Black Power” are highly 

associated with the understanding of Islam as a faith and political statement among 

African-American communities. The works of Muslim hip hop scholars resonate with 

Tricia Rose’s notion of hip hop and its importance for African-American communities. 

Rose defines hip hop culture in a ‘black community’ capsule. She relates rap culture to 
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the American society’s notions of race, class and gender. To her mind rappers’ emphasis 

on possession and neighborhood has brought the ghetto back into public consciousness. 

It satisfies poor young black people’s “profound need to have their territories 

acknowledged, recognized and celebrated” (Rose, 1994, p. 11). She interprets hip hop 

culture as a creative narrative made by black youth to sustain their identity as African 

descendants: 

 

With few economic assets and abundant cultural and aesthetic resources, Afro-

diasporic youth have designated the street as the arena for competition and style as 

the prestige-awarding event. In the postindustrial urban context of dwindling low-

income housing, a trickle of meaningless jobs for young people, mounting police 

brutality and increasingly demonic depictions of young inner-city residents, hip hop 

style is black urban renewal (Rose, 1994, p. 85).  

 

Rose sees rap culture as a noise that makes nefarious deconstructions in the American 

society. She records that the black youth have begun to employ hip hop culture to 

prioritize: “Black voices from the margins of urban America” (ibid, p.11). According to 

Rose, the culture that evolved around hip hop gave way to a “cultural subversion and 

social critique in music and performance” (ibid, p.219). In her work, Rose situates hip 

hop culture within a black community context in which the performers depict a critical 

language in performing arts, as a threat to the society. First and second generations of 

Arab-Muslim rappers in Detroit, New York and Chicago and other places around the US 

began to express their experiences of urban life in America. There is little literature 

available on the activities of Arab-Muslim rappers in the United States, and the existing 

works mostly focus on the hip hop music and culture produced by second generations of 
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Arab-Muslim migrants in the USA after 11 September 2001. Ashooh (2013) focuses on 

the second generation of Arab-Muslims in the USA and their affiliations to hip hop 

culture in the context of Islamophobia that grew in the USA after 11 September.  For 

Arab-Muslim rappers in the United States, the hip hop culture and music has become “a 

tool for sharing news of social and political realities, as well as a tool for political critique 

and mobilization” (Tawil-Souri, 2011). Rappers such as Omar Offendum (Syrian-

American), The Narsisyst (Iraqi- Canadian); and Kamran Rashid Khan (Pakistani-

American), relate themselves to the socio-political and cultural circumstances in diaspora 

through the hip hop they create. Hip hop culture and music along with “the language of 

Islam” have created a space for the Muslim migrant rappers in the United States to 

connect themselves with what Aidi terms a hip hop ummah. Under the umbrella of ummah 

the second generation of Muslim migrant Americans are empowered to resist against the 

social and political oppressions that they face in the United States. The hip hop ummah is 

understood and situated in the context of African-American Islamic culture, that 

centralizes Blackness as the core unifying element.   

Rap music and culture originated from the East Coast socio-cultural and economic 

poverty along with political discontent, but transformed to gangsta style in the West Coast 

style. Simultaneously rap culture was, also localized by hybrid youth of Hispanic 

background in North America. By the late 1980s, rapping was no longer only about the 

concepts of black masculine identity, or fighting against racial discrimination and 

poverty, but rather turned into a definitive practice of identity making for all diasporic 

youth in the USA with African, Hispanic, Caribbean and Muslim backgrounds. 

Eventually the rappers of the ghetto started to reimagine the “experiences of urban life” 

and then they “symbolically” appropriated “urban space through sampling, attitude, 

dance, style and sound effects” (Rose, 1994, p. 71).   The different experiences young 
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Muslim rappers had in countries around the world fall into Huq’s notion of rap as a 

“postcolonial locally situated youth culture in a global context” (Titley, 2004, p. 194). 

She further states that rap music conveys multiple messages in relation to youth 

contributions to the identities they make through hip hop. Such messages, argues Huq, 

can vary from “the celebration of capitalism” to “the positioning of young people outside 

the dominant order” or “even fulfilling both roles” (Huq, 2004, p. 133). Relatedly, 

Mitchell argues that rap culture should be seen as a “vehicle for global youth affiliations 

and a tool for reworking local identity all over the world” Mitchell (2001, p. 2). At the 

same time, however, other readings of hip hop and rap culture developing from new 

“roots” are also discussed in the academic literature. In his book Spectacular 

Vernaculars: Hip hop and the politics of postmodernism, Potter (1995) argues that hip 

hop is an ultimate example of postmodern youth culture for its ability to go beyond the 

borders of race, gender and class. He continues, “hip hop has become a transnational, 

global art form, capable of mobilizing diverse disenfranchised groups” (Potter, 1995, p. 

10). Potter believes that the vernacular narrative of rap songs “nullifies” and “transforms 

hegemonic utterance” (1995, p. 78) by undermining and subverting the language of the 

dominant [white] culture. Further in the book, Potter adopts Gilroy’s notion of the Black 

Atlantic, to explain the “particularism” and the “pluralism” of postmodern hip hop culture 

(ibid, p.146). The Black Atlantic for Gilroy (1993) is a transcultural, transnational 

construction that is “no longer the exclusive property of, blacks dispersed within the 

structures of feeling, producing, communicating, and remembering” (1993, p. 3). Gilroy 

argues that the culture of black people in Britain is only understandable by having in mind 

that those cultures are syncretized with the cultures of the Caribbean, the United States, 

and Africa which is “reworked” and “reinscribed” in a British context (ibid). Building on 

Gilroy’s conceptual approach,, Potter sees hip hoppers as the embodiments of the Black 
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Atlantic, rappers like Ice T, Q-tip, Tiger, and Yo-Yo (Potter, 1995, p. 40).  He concludes 

that even if hip hop is considered a global music, it is also deeply connected with the 

contemporary conditions and localities of rappers around the world. Thus hip hop as a 

“vernacular media” should be seen as “a part of a new structural order which is both local 

and cultural at the same time” (Potter, 1995, p. 146).  

 

2.2. Islamic Hip hop in Diaspora: Muslim Hip hoppers in Germany 

and France 

 

By moving around the world, hip hop culture and music became the space for global 

Muslim youth to express their experiences and concerns like their American counterparts 

in diaspora. The concept of diaspora also becomes significant in studying Muslim migrant 

hip hoppers, in America and elsewhere around the world. Like the prophecies of hip hop 

culture in the United States, in European countries, hip hop culture is also a unifying 

shelter and a space. Elflein (1998) relates the early 1990s hip hop culture in Germany to 

the quest for creating a national identity in reunifying the country and at the same time 

the ethnic hip hoppers’ situations in Germany’. Elflein, explains that German hip hop 

before 1991, was performed as an African-American form of music with English lyrics. 

However, in 1991, a record titled Krauts with Attitude was released, this in Elflein’s mind 

being the starting point for German youth’s articulation of identity in the context of a 

more homogeneous Germany following reunification of the former East and West 

Germanys. However, around the same time (1991) a Turkish language rap song, ‘Bir 

Yabancimin Hayati’ (The Life of the Stranger) by the Nuremberg crew King Size Terror 

was released. As German society was yearning towards creating a unified national 

identity, the second generation of the “Gastarbeiter” (guest workers), were suppressed 
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and viewed as strangers (to paraphrase King Size Terror’s lyrics).  However, in 1995, 

Cartel, an album that features Turkish Language German rap songs, was released, and 

featured on German mainstream media (Elflein, 1998). This Turkish-German rap culture 

was referred to as “Oriental hip hop” that aimed to “attract the Turkish population in 

Germany and also reach out to the Muslim youth in Turkey; indeed, this style of rap was 

successful in evoking Turkish nationalist sensibilities among Turkish Gastarbeiter youth 

in Germany (Elflein, 1998). Therefore, the Turkish-German hip hop produced in 

Germany in the mid to late 1990s was also performed as a celebration of ethnic minorities 

and their identities that empowered the Muslim Turkish rappers to redefine what it meant 

to be both Turkish ‘and’ German. However, it should be noted here that most of these 

Turkish youths would not be in possession of German nationality. Although the second 

generation of “[…] Turkish immigrants in Berlin make claims on Berlin’s authority 

structures and participate in Berlin’s public institutions” (Soysal, 2004, p. 4), they are not 

seen as real Germans by the dominant German society (Mandel, 2008).  

Tony Mitchell, in his study of global hip hop cultures, sheds light on Elflein’s reading of 

ethnic minority hip hop music and culture, while expanding it to Bennett’s introducing of 

the new waves of ethnic (specifically Turkish German) rap culture. The first wave 

introduced by Elflein, attempts to integrate with the German society and at the same time 

criticizes its racism towards Muslim Turkish and Kurdish rappers. In this sense the ethnic 

minority rappers seek to establish their citizenship as Germans. However, Bennett’s 

reading of Turkish-German second wave rappers suggests that the ethnic minority hip 

hoppers embrace the “musical and cultural elements of their original Turkish culture and 

combine them with their understanding of African-American music and culture (1999). 

This results in creating a hybrid local performance of the global hip hop culture, based on 

the local conditions of the young people (Bennett, 1999). Solomon (2001b) describes the 



40 

 

culture of hip hop among the Turkish rappers living in Germany and compares it to the 

hip hop culture in Turkey among the country’s youth. He explains that the diasporic 

Turkish rappers define a Muslim identity for themselves that is different from that of the 

rappers living in Turkey. He concludes that Muslim Turkish rappers, in Turkey or 

Germany, have shaped their own original Muslim identity due to their perceptions of 

Islam along with personal experiences both in diasporic communities and in their 

homeland. He concludes that Muslim Turkish rappers, in Turkey or Germany, have 

shaped their own original Muslim identity due to their perceptions of Islam along with 

personal experiences in Germany, the host country, and Turkey, the motherland. In 

another study of Muslim rappers, (Herding, 2014; Prévos, 1998) offers a typology of 

migrant Muslim rappers in Germany, Britain and France. He defines four types of Muslim 

rappers in the aforementioned countries. Some of the rappers apply a political approach 

in their rap songs while some attempt to establish a dialogue between Muslims and non-

Muslims to improve their relationship. The third group are those who practice Islam in 

their own way and do not desire to go political at all, and the last group yearn to spread 

Islam through hip hop culture. 

Hip hop culture in France was also faced with a similar ‘nationalist’ feeling as that of the 

early German hip hop. The early French rap lyrics were in English and drew heavily on 

African-American hip hop music and culture (Mitchell, 2001). This appropriation of rap 

outside the United States happened in the early stages of globalisation of rap music, when 

hip hoppers around the world “often mimicked US models” (Mitchell, 2001). 

Andre Prévos’ (1998) explores French hip hop culture from its early emergence in France 

in 1984 to the early 1990s. Prevos (1998) explains that the early stage of French hip hop 

was almost a form of cultural appropriation of the African-American global hip hop 

culture and music. This is the time that the popularity of hip hop in France got to the point 
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that Afrika Bambaataa personally travelled to Paris in 1984 to found the French branch 

of his Zulu nation (Prévos, 1998, p. 5); however the American version of the Zulu Nation 

was not of interest to the French young rappers. To Prévos’ mind, though the young 

French hip hoppers were based mostly in “suburban areas where poverty has always been 

present” (1998, p. 67), they did not share the same concerns, such as nationalism and 

Afrocentrism, as the young Americans of the 1970s. Thus, the Zulu nation came to the 

end of its existence in France in less than a decade. Prévos believes that although the 

ghetto-like neighborhoods in France resemble African-American ghettos in terms of 

crime, drug abuse, and poverty the “societal environments” in the two countries are very 

different. The French society of the 1980s, according to Prévos, was faced with extreme 

racism against the Maghrebi Muslim migrants (ibid, 1998, p.75-80). Therefore, the 

French rappers with diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds, including the benliues 

(lower class, Maghrebi migrants in the suburbs), began to localize the African-American 

hip hop to adjust to their localities and conditions. This is to say that the Muslim Maghrebi 

rappers also began to relate their everyday life experience of being the Other in France to 

their African Muslim backgrounds. As Cannon observes, the Afro-French rap has become 

a “vital form of antiracist expression for Muslim migrants: […] hip hop in France is 

characterized to a great extent by its roles as a cultural expression of resistance by young 

people of minority ethnic origin to the racism, oppression, and social marginalization 

[…]” (p155). Swedenburg studies Muslim rap artists work and their ethnic, political, 

cultural concerns, and also explains that these rappers counter “Islamophobia” through 

their hip hop activism (2001, p. 57). He believes that the reactions to Muslim rappers’ 

activities in some European countries are related to the political situation of Islam in 

general. Swedenburg also examines the African-American influence of the Nation of 

Islam and Five Percenters in the works of rap groups such as IAM. Alim, in his work 
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“Re-inventing Islam with unique modern tones: Muslim hip hop artists as verbal 

Mujahidin” examines the relationship between Hip hop Culture and the Islamic Faith, 

which have both been constructed by dominating discourses as “threats to American 

civilization”: 

 

Like the Muslim ummah, the Global Hip hop Nation functions as a worldwide 

network of “believers” who have created “nationhood” through cultural, 

ideological, and imaginary means. I view Hip hop artists as “verbal mujahidin,” 

with their speech activities serving as alternative media sources narrating the 

experiences of a “nation” (Alim, 2006, p. 45).  

 

Sami Alim (Honwana, 2011) suggests, “an ummah” is where “citizenship is based on 

faith rather than on contemporary nation-state distinctions” (Aidi, 2004a). Similarly, rap 

has become trans-global ummah that is concerned with issues of colonization, racism, 

poverty and, above all, “social justice”, that narrates the marginalized experiences of a 

‘‘nation’’ (Alim, 2006, p. 22). Looking closely into the development of global hip hop 

and rap culture as we know it today, one can see the diverse forms of reception of the 

culture in different geographical places around the globe. The hip hop scene in Syria, 

Lebanon, Palestine, Egypt, Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia during the “Arab [up] spring” 

in 2010, is known to have served the movement in all the countries involved in the [up] 

spring. Hip hop culture was the vehicle for the Palestinian rappers to demand the 

withdrawal of Israeli power and for this to return to the Palestinians. Similarly, Algerian, 

Tunisian and Egyptian rappers ask for social justice and a stop to economic fraud that is 

occurring in their countries, while the Moroccan rappers struggle to shape their own 
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identities and maintain freedom from the imposed ideology of the Makhzen (the 

Moroccan ruling elite).  

 

2.3. Researching Muslim Youth and Muslim Hip hop Culture 

 

Studying rap culture in Muslim countries needs be contextualized more generally 

within the youth cultures in those countries. Thus, in this section of the chapter, I examine 

existing literature on youth and music culture in Indonesia and Tunisia, where the 

fieldwork on rap culture in Muslim countries was conducted and where the type of 

Islam(s) being practiced are completely different from each other.  

Saidani (2012) explains the different forms of youth movements in Tunisia and the way 

the resistance of young people against the corrupt governments have been influenced by 

more recent forms of digital technology. He mentions that young Tunisians do not feel 

obliged to connect to a specific party or campaign to speak out their minds anymore. They 

have started using online social networks (the most important of which is Facebook) 

independent of any political parties in the country (Saidani, 2012, pp. 80-83). In their 

work on the expression of identity and authenticity in Arabic music, Dickinson, Harbert, 

and Burkhalter (2011) describe how political and intellectual movements in the society 

are reflected in youth lifestyles and music cultures in the ordinary everyday lives of young 

people.  According to Dickinson et al. (2011) and Saidani (2012), young Tunisian people 

have adopted hip hop lifestyles to express their dissatisfaction with the high rate of 

unemployment and poverty in Tunisia. Also, the hip hoppers from the early years of 

Tunisian hip hop in mid and late 1990s were critical of the undemocratic political system 

in the country. 
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The fluid nature of the collective memories of a nation makes it possible for the listeners 

of their music to envisage the socio-cultural history of Tunisia from the time of the Roman 

invasions (when the country was known as Carthage) in 203 BC, through the period of 

the French colonization, to the time of the independence (between 1952 and 1956).   

In the case of Indonesia, there is a range of literature focusing on the issues of young 

people in the country and particularly their music cultures (Hefner, 1997; Heryanto, 

2008). In his article ‘Rap in Indonesian Youth Music of the 1990s’, Michael Bodden 

explains how rap music and hip hop culture worked perfectly as a weapon of resistance 

against the “oppressive national state” (Bodden, 2005, p. 2).  He observes the culture 

shaped around rapping and describes how young people try to build their very own unique 

identities, free from the state’s obligations and censorships. Youth (sub)cultures in 

Indonesia have been constantly changing ever since the state’s New Order (Ibuism) Law, 

on which the government tends to base its control over the society and create a culture of 

“conformity” (Beazley, 2002, p. 169) whereas in reality Indonesian society is highly 

diverse and multicultural. In this situation (during the mid-1990s) many young people 

began to express their disappointment with the totalitarian political system of Suharto 

(president of Indonesia from 1967 to 1998) through rapping. The new Indonesian state 

under New Order (which is explained in detail in Chapter 5) attempted to appropriate all 

social, cultural and political practices based on Islamic tradition (Beazley, 2002). As 

Wallach explains, the cultural oppression of the New Order inspired young Indonesians 

to create a space for themselves within the rock music culture in order to express their 

political and social commentaries about the Indonesian society  (Wallach, 2008).  

In the study of hip hop culture among Muslim youth, there are several studies on Muslim 

hip hop and rap culture in a more general context (see, for example, (Ackfeldt, 2012; 

Aidi, 2004b; Mandaville, 2009; Swedenburg, 2001a), and some on hip hop made by 
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“Muslim” youth in Muslim countries (Fredericks, 2014; Levine, 2012; Maira, 2008; 

Williams, 2010), in particular. In the case of Tunisia, several studies of hip hop culture 

have been conducted both before and after the revolution in Tunisia (Saidani, 2012). 

Westland interprets the hip hop scene in Tunisia as a political reaction among youth to a 

brutal authority. Shannahan and Hussain (2011), on the other hand, explore authenticity 

and the perception of aestheticism and masculinities in the “Tunisian rap scene”; they 

conclude that for Arab Muslim Tunisian men, hip hop lights the way for them to discover 

their identities (ibid 2011: 57).  

There is a considerable body of literature on the role of rap music and hip hop culture for 

Indonesian youth’s everyday cultures (Bodden, 2005; Wallach, 2005, 2008). Pennycook 

(2007), studies Indonesian hip hop with a focus on the language used by young Indonesian 

rappers. He describes how hip hop culture and rapping have been localized in the 

Indonesian context which brings authenticity and originality to this cultural practice of 

music in Indonesia. Androutsopoulos (2009) pays attention to how an indigenous culture 

can display its uniqueness in a form of music, not only in the language but also at the 

same time in the essence of the sound. 

In Indonesian rap, the young hip hoppers use English words and phrases in their lyrics as 

well as the ethnic language of the area that they are based in. Sometimes in rap songs the 

melodies of the songs are chosen from iconic and memorable melodies that are 

identifiable and understood in an Indonesian context.  In other countries, such as Iran 

Egypt and Tunisia rappers also tend to refer to certain music pieces that are historically 

and socially identifiable for the people in their countries. For instance the Iranian hip hop 

band Zed Bazi uses the melody of the known pop-traditional Iranian song Gole Sangam  

by Hayedeh, to relate their work with deeper socio-cultural instances in Iran (Shahabi 

(Shahabi & Golpoush-Nezhad, 2015). Hayedeh, an Iranian female singer in the 1960s and 
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1970s, produced many religious and traditional pop music songs but was forced to leave 

the country after the Islamic revolution of the 1970s. As Akbarzadeh (2009) states, due 

to the Islamic fundamentalist government that was established after the Islamic revolution 

in Iran, women singers were not allowed to perform in public. As a result, many female 

singers illegally escaped from the country (Akbarzadeh, 2009). Zed Bazi’s golo sangam, 

is a homage to the works of Hayedeh and other female artists in Iran during the 1960s and 

1970s. 

Reviewing this body of literature, in this thesis I aim to investigate the male, female and, 

in very rare cases, queer hip hop artists in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. The 

reason for this interest is that the existing literature on Muslim hip hop is often largely 

focused on political statements of hip hop artists against: 1. totalitarian Muslim 

governments (in the specific case of this thesis, Ben Ali in Tunisia and Suharto in 

Indonesia); 2. Islamophobia that the Muslim immigrants experience abroad, and 

specifically in Europe. However, I am eager to picture the various aspects of being a hip 

hopper, Muslim, Islamist, hedonist, male, female and (in very rare cases) queer person in 

a Muslim context.  I also desire to broaden the research horizon by looking into the rap 

cultures of those rappers from Muslim countries who left their countries of origin for 

various reasons, but most significantly merely because they wished to rap and were thus 

persecuted by the authorities in their home countries.  

In the next Chapter I will explain the methodology that I employed to gather and analyze 

the information for examining youth Muslim hip hop cultures in Indonesia, Tunisia and 

the United States.   
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Chapter 3: Researching Muslim Rappers 

Methodological Approach and Ethical Considerations 
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3.1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter I will briefly explain my own relationship with Muslim youth hip 

hop subcultures, as well as my experience of being an ethnographer both during my PhD 

research fieldwork (from July 2014 to August 2016) and my previous study on Iranian 

hip hop culture (Shahabi & Golpoush-Nezhad, 2015). Further in the chapter I will touch 

on the ethical dimensions of the research and my impact as a female Iranian researcher 

on the data collection in the three fieldwork sites, Tunisia, Indonesia and the United 

States. Finally, the chapter will also describe the methods that I applied to find my 

fieldwork contacts, conduct the interviews and manage the participant observations 

during the fieldwork. When applied in the context of youth cultures, a critical advantage 

of the ethnographic approach is that it enables the researcher to analyze and decode the 

political, social and cultural circumstances embedded in the different subcultures of youth 

in the socio-political and cultural context in which the subcultures exist. In my own study 

of hip hop culture among Muslim youth, my view was that an ethnographic research 

methodology was appropriate to explore the concerns, world views and everyday lives of 

Muslim young hip hoppers in the three aforementioned fieldwork sites and so this was 

the approach I selected.  

 

3.2. Iranian Muslimah and Hip hop Culture: My Personal 

Attachment to Islamic Hip hop  

 

I have always identified myself as a Musilimah (female Muslim), ever since I was 

nine when I began to learn how to pray five times a day as per the Muslim practice. I 

found myself so committed to the values and standards that the Quran demands from 
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women as soldiers of Allah. Chastity, Prudency and Self-control (mostly controlling 

sexual desires) are the most significant Islamic values that shape Muslim women’s 

identity, and evaluate them as “good” Muslimat (plural form for Muslim women) (see the 

Quran verses of 4:34; 33:33,53,59). Many aspects of the Quran also encourage women to 

stay at home7 rather than interacting with na Mahram8 men in public spaces. It was only 

during the commencement of my Masters studies that I began to question the basics of 

these gendered inequalities and discriminations embedded in the Islamic practices that I 

had been loyally committed to since I was nine. The story of my becoming a non-Muslim 

woman in my mid- twenties is beyond the scope of this research. Nevertheless, it is worth 

mentioning that I have come to a disbelief of the Muslim faith and also the Islamic 

ideologies. This happened during my journey to Mecca for haj in 2007, where I spent 

twelve days in Mecca and Medina, reading the Quran, observing diverse hajis and 

questioning all the verses I read in the Quran, specifically those regarding women and 

their rights. This became the starting point of my disbelief in Islamic faith and ideology. 

However, the importance of this recall is that, I began to listen to Iranian underground hip 

hop and rock music around the same time that I became skeptical of Islam and its 

ideology. As a young student, I was very fascinated by the Iranian hip hoppers and rock 

artists and their attempts to deconstruct the institutionalized Islamic values and standards 

that my generation had been forced to commit to. I identify myself as a fan of a few 

Iranian pioneer hip hoppers (notably, Erfan, Zedbazi, Hichkas and Salome) and graffiti 

artists (for example, Salome). However, it was not until the start of my Masters’ research 

(Shahabi and Golpushnezhad, 2012) that I aimed to explore different dimensions of 

                                                 
7 (English translation of the Ayah) And abide in your houses and do not display yourselves as [was] the 

display of the former times of ignorance. And establish prayer and give zakah and obey Allah and His 

Messenger. Allah intends only to remove from you the impurity [of sin], O people of the [Prophet's] 

household, and to purify you with [extensive] purification (see https://quran.com/33 ).  
8 na mahram is a Quranic term that is assigned to men and women who are not immediate family members.  

https://quran.com/33
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Iranian hip hop culture and the viewpoints, concerns and expectations of the artists. In 

this work, I adopted and built upon an ethnographic approach in analyzing youth 

subcultures that I had become familiar with through reading academic studies of youth 

by writers such as Hodkinson (2002) and Pilkington (1994). In my PhD research, I extend 

the project of my Masters thesis through conducting ethnographic research into the 

broader world of Islamic hip hop, its musical, cultural, stylistic and political dimensions. 

The essential methodological approaches utilized in the research included in-depth, semi-

structured interviews with Muslim rappers in Tunisia, Indonesia and the United States 

and participant observation of international hip hop, underground music performances in 

each of these locations. I approach my discussion of hip hop culture in Muslim countries 

and in Muslim communities in diaspora, evoking what Bennett refers to as “insider 

knowledge” (Bennett, 2002, p. 459). Bennett argues that the background knowledge of 

the field that the researcher brings into the fieldwork as a part of the culture is highly 

helpful both in the methods of data gathering and in the critical perspective of the work. 

In ethnographic research on youth cultures, the insider knowledge of the researcher has 

proved beneficial in many studies (Hodkinson, 2002; Taylor, 2012). While I cannot claim 

to be an ‘insider’ per se in the context of the local hip hop cultures that I focus on in this 

research, I do, however, share a very similar Islamic cultural background to many of the 

participants in the different fieldwork places where I conducted my research. In other 

words, I used my insider knowledge of being a feminist woman born and raised as a 

Muslimah in Iran. I could understand many of the struggles, and discriminations of the 

female rappers both in their countries and in diaspora. My experience of being a 

Muslimah (Muslim woman), for many years in Iran, worked to my advantage in the 

interviews with female rappers in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States who also 

identified themselves as Muslims and feminists. This privilege of cultural association 
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served me well during data collection and conversations with female participants, though 

my Islamic background had also facilitated the interviews and interactions I had with 

Islamic male rappers. They believed that we shared an ideology in common, even when 

I don’t identify myself as a Muslim woman anymore and they [the male hip hoppers] 

were aware of this fact. Therefore, being a long-term participant in Islamic culture and 

practice, and short-term participant in the hip hop scenes that I focused on in my research, 

I was able to relate to the participants’ socio-political circumstances, something that 

facilitated the interviews and data gathering that occurred during the fieldwork. 

 

3.3. Ethical Dimensions of the Research  

 

The nature of an ethnographic research project necessitates acquiring formal ethics 

clearance before commencing the fieldwork and addressing ethical principles during the 

conducting of fieldwork, analysis of the data and writing up the thesis. Conducting 

ethnographic research invariably raises a series of moral concerns regarding the 

relationship that the ethnographer builds with the subjects of the research as well as the 

impact of the “outcomes of the research” (Murphy & Dingwall, 2003, p. 339). Fetterman 

(1988) points out six principles of conducting ethnographic research in order to keep the 

research as free as possible from ethical dilemmas. Here I just point out the principles 

that are related to my work: “permission” – the ethnographer must inform the people with 

whom he is conducting his research about the work, its aims, objectives and outcomes; 

“honesty” – the exact purpose of the research and the way it is going to be done should 

be clear for the research subjects; “trust” – the ethnographer is about to explore the 

personal lives of the people being researched so he needs to make sure that those people 

trust him; “pseudonyms” – the practice of using pseudonyms is to disguise the identity of 
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and protect the individuals in the research project from potential harm; “guilty 

knowledge” (ibid, 1998, p. 138-144)  – which refers to a situation in which the researcher 

is involved in a series of illegal or illicit activities. Hobbs (1990, p. 7) notes that the 

ethnographer needs to be flexible when he/she encounters a criminal activity by the 

subject of the study. However, as these activities might be harmful to others the role of 

the researcher becomes more significant than just an observer of a criminal act by the 

participants. In case of any violent and criminal activity I will notify the authorities of the 

university I affiliated with and more importantly notify the remote supervisors who I work 

within the field work.  

Accordingly, what needs to be taken into consideration is Fetterman’s (2010) attention to 

the need to protect the research subjects, a point that is core to the ethical principles 

guiding all ethnographic studies (Murphy and Dingwall 2001). Murphy and Dingwall 

quote Beacchamp’s four entries that should be taken into consideration in ethnographic 

research:  

 

Non-maleficence: that researchers should avoid harming participants. 

Beneficence: that research on human subjects should produce some positive and 

identifiable benefit rather than simply be carried out for its own sake. 

Autonomy or self-determination: that the values and decisions of research 

participants should be respected. 

Justice: that people who are equal in relevant respects should be treated equally. 

(Murphy & Dingwall, 2003, p. 339).  

 

Therefore, in this study I have used pseudonyms for all the Muslim hip hoppers who 

participated in my research in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. The most 
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important ethical issue in the current project was to consider the ways in which I, as the 

researcher, needed to avoid the participants being harmed because of their participation 

in the research. In the case of Tunisia, due to the new political and social changes in the 

country after the Revolution of 2010, it was crucial that the data collected from the rappers 

opposing the changes was kept confidential in order to avoid any harm coming to them 

as participants in the project. Aside from the political rappers, the situation of female 

rappers was also carefully assessed to avoid any social harm that they might experience 

because of their involvement in hip hop culture. Since hip hop culture is commonly 

associated with drug abuse, violence and open relationships with the opposite sex, the 

female rappers who are associated with it are very vulnerable to being labelled and 

socially isolated. In the field work I encountered different attitudes from female rappers 

in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. Several female rappers were overtly open 

about their sexual tendencies, drug use and personal issues. While analyzing the data from 

these interviews, I found it critical to decide what parts of the information from these 

female rappers was ethically eligible to be used in the research. In an Islamic context, 

expressing one’s sexual tendency, and drug use is considered culturally inappropriate for 

both men and women. Therefore, there was a specific need for an ethical procedure in 

analyzing data from female and male rappers who participated in the research. Thus, for 

all rappers (including established rappers) in the research I use pseudonyms. Moreover, 

at any point in the text when a direct quote regarding a rapper’s sexual tendency and drug 

use is mentioned, I have avoided mentioning their lyrics.  

Another key ethical issue in the fieldwork to consider was my impact as an Iranian woman 

in each of the research sites. A significant number of research participants in Tunisia and 

Indonesia agreed to be involved in the research mainly due to the fact that I was from 

Iran, and secondly because I was a female researcher interested in hip hop. For political 
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participants in both Indonesia and Tunisia, Iran was regarded as a political power among 

Muslim countries that is able to resist the United States’ policies regarding the “War on 

Terror” and “Nuclear Rights”. Several Islamic rappers in Tunisia believed that “Iran is a 

real threat to Israel” in terms of the Israel-Palestine conflict (Jamal, EL Kef, 2014). This 

became my privilege in being fully accepted by the political and Islamic rappers to the 

extent that they invited me to their private parties and gatherings with friends as well as 

the pre-and post-production of their works in recording studios. I understood that the 

perception of the rappers might deviate the interviews from the purpose of the thesis 

towards discussions about Iran and my experiences of being a citizen of that country. 

Therefore, before any of the interviews I pointed out the key concerns of my research in 

Tunisia and the purpose of the interviews, and requested that discussions out of the scope 

of the thesis were left for after the interviews had taken place. 

 

3.4. Methods of Collecting Data and Difficulties of Access to hip 

hoppers 

 

All empirical interview data and participant observations that I refer to in this 

research were collected or conducted between July 2014 and August 2016. Participant 

observations and ethnographic conversations in the field were recorded in field journals. 

Usually the conducting of interviews and the writing up of my fieldwork journal notes 

occurred both during and outside the space of hip hop performances and gatherings in 

café places or home studios. In Tunisia, most of the female participants were not 

comfortable with being either recorded or filmed, while they worked in the studio or on 

preparation for a stage performance. Therefore, notes were taken from interviews either 

during the interview itself or shortly after it finished. Initially, I contacted six hip hoppers 
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and one DJ in Tunisia, one rock artist, and a hip hop journalist in Indonesia and three 

Palestinian hip hoppers in the United States. Once I started my fieldwork, I was able to 

create a snowball sample (with various numbers of participants in different localities) 

though my pre-existing network and the new networks I made in Indonesia, Tunisia and 

the United States as a result of my conducting fieldwork in these places. I preferred to 

have an equal balance between male and female interviewees although, given the 

traditional Islamic contexts of Indonesia and Tunisia, there were fewer female rappers in 

all fieldwork sites. This was also the case about the female hip hoppers I tried to meet in 

the United States, as many female hip hoppers refused to take part in the research.  

In Indonesia, nine rappers (two female and seven male rappers) participated in the two 

cities of Jakarta and Yogyakarta. In Tunisia, through snowball sampling I was able to 

organize interviews with two hip hop groups and eleven individual rappers in Tunis, La 

Marsa, El Kef, Carthage and Hammamet. This is worthwhile mentioning in that, during 

the course of my research in Tunisia, I noticed that the female rappers from Tunisia, 

Morocco and Algeria tend to build a relationship as hip hoppers with each other in order 

to empower their works in the male dominated hip hop culture in the three aforementioned 

countries. The female Tunisian hip hoppers who participated in this research encouraged 

me to also have conversations with their fellow rappers in Algeria and Morocco. 

Therefore, in Chapter 5 focusing on contemporary Tunisian hip hop culture, I also include 

some online interviews with female hip hoppers in Morocco and Algeria in relation to the 

Tunisian female hip hoppers. In the United States I was able to talk to eight males and 

one female hip hoppers and DJs in Detroit. I interviewed two male rappers, and one male 

DJ in Los Angeles. In Chicago, there were two male rappers and three female rappers 

who participated in my research. And finally, in New York, I was able to interview six 

male hip hoppers but no female rappers.  
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3.5. Difficulties of Accessing hip hoppers in the Fieldwork 

 

There were also some difficulties in accessing hip hoppers in Indonesia, Tunisia 

and the United Sates. As has been briefly stated in the section above, initial contact has 

been made with some hip hoppers through Facebook, YouTube Channels, and Blogs 

before the commencement of the fieldwork. However, not all of the contacts responded 

when I arrived to the fieldwork.  

In Indonesia, I was faced with difficulties in finding the rappers who would agree to 

participate in my research through Facebook messages before I arrived in the country. In 

Jakarta I was able to visit just one of the rappers who I contacted before starting the 

fieldwork. However, he was very busy doing concerts in Indonesia and Malaysia so could 

not respond to my messages after our first meeting. I began calling different music 

agencies in Jakarta to see if they could help me contacting rappers. In Indonesia, since 

1993, researchers of other countries need to seek permission from the Ministry of 

Education and technology to be able to carry out any research in the country. With this 

official permission comes an ID card that is needed if any researcher needs to approach 

an educational institute, or a creative industries agency for research purposes. I began 

sending my application for talking to rappers and attached the permission to research 

documentation. After a week, I came across a Google+ account for a hip hop and R&B 

concert manager, Gita Riupassa. She eventually helped me contact the pioneer Indonesian 

hip hop artists: Aini, Budi and Adl (explained in details in Chapter 4). I was able to contact 

more hip hoppers through these rappers’ networks both in Jakarta and Yogyakarta during 

my stay in Indonesia.  

In Tunisia, I was supposed to see three rappers on the day after I landed in Tunis. 

However, none of them responded to my messages. I spent two weeks in different cafes 
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that Shayma– the daughter of the Tunisian family I was staying with– suggested as hot 

spots for rappers in Tunis.  In a café called Rouge I became acquainted with Razieh, a 

singer and breakdancer in Tunis. I was able to meet more hip hoppers in Tunis, 

Hammamet and El Kef because of Shayma’s friendship with many studio owners and hip 

hoppers in Tunisia. I understand little French and I am quite good in standard Arabic, but 

Razieh also accompanied me to interviews with rappers who didn’t speak English so that 

she could facilitate the conversations by translating and paraphrasing some of my 

questions and the rappers’ responses. The other problem with talking to rappers in Tunisia 

was that most of the time the meetings were cancelled by the rappers at the last minute, 

or/and the meetings simply didn’t happen because the rappers failed to turn up without 

giving notice. In the latter case, it usually took me a few days to be able to contact them 

again and set a new time for meeting. By contrast, the female hip hoppers were very 

punctual for the meetings and they felt responsible for the research they were participating 

in. This became obvious to me when rappers such as Khadijeh, Delal, Nana, Behieh and 

Latifah tried to set up meetings with me in bars, cafes and clubs where they believed I 

could find more contacts – such as DJs, break dancers or/and underground musicians – 

for my research. 

I established contact with five Muslim migrants in America, from Egypt, Lebanon and 

Palestine, before I departed Australia to commence my fieldwork. However, only the 

Palestinian rappers responded to my messages when I was actually in the United States. 

Two of the Boston based hip hoppers changed their minds and refused to participate in 

the first week of my stay in Boston, during January 2016. This became a huge problem 

as, due to heavy snowfall in Massachusetts all the public transport stopped working for a 

week and the one rapper who agreed to talk to me became disinterested after a week given 

that we were not able to meet. For the first three weeks of my stay in Boston, I was not 
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able to find any Muslim migrant rappers to participate in the study.  Therefore, the main 

problem for the research in the United States for me was to find access to migrant rappers. 

As migrant Muslim rappers are not generally recognized in the American hip hop culture 

(with a few exceptions such as the DAM), it was very hard to gain access to them by just 

attending Mosques and Muslim community events. After two weeks of my stay in Boston, 

I met Khalid Hussein El-Hakim, the founder of The Black History 101 Mobile Museum9 

while attending his exhibition at Northeastern University. Khalid became my gatekeeper, 

enabling me to gain access to multiple informants in New York, Chicago, Detroit and Los 

Angeles.  

The majority of informants were either second generation Muslim migrants or African-

American Muslim rappers. After the first two months, I was able to contact a number of 

Muslim migrant hip hoppers in different parts of the US. The deviation from the initial 

plan – which was talking only to Muslim migrants in the USA – in the first two months 

of the fieldwork, actually served the aim of the research better.  Listening to the 

viewpoints of various African-American, second generation Muslim rappers about 

Muslim migrant rappers, I realized that understanding the situation of Muslim migrant 

rappers is highly related to the way they are interacting with the local African-American, 

Muslim and non-Muslim rappers. Also, as one of the important reasons for migrant 

Muslim rappers is to build a career in the United States (fieldwork notes, Indonesia and 

Tunisia, 2014-2015) it becomes significant to examine the ways that they attempt to reach 

this goal. It also becomes important for the research to see if there are any hip hop 

practitioners or agencies who facilitate reaching this aim for the migrant Muslim rappers. 

                                                 
9 This mobile museum is an internationally respected institution for the preservation of Black culture. All 

artefacts posted here are from the Black History 101 Mobile Museum archives (retrieved from Khalid’s 

Facebook page: 

(https://www.Facebook.com/pg/The-Black-History-101-Mobile-Museum 

310160369817/about/?ref=page_internal)  

https://www.facebook.com/pg/The-Black-History-101-Mobile-Museum%20310160369817/about/?ref=page_internal
https://www.facebook.com/pg/The-Black-History-101-Mobile-Museum%20310160369817/about/?ref=page_internal
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The conversations I had with migrant (Muslim and non-Muslim) musicians, DJs, local 

Muslim/non-Muslim hip hoppers and music producers were very fruitful in situating the 

migrant Muslim rappers in the hip hop scene specifically in the Los Angeles and Chicago. 

Therefore, I have also included some of those conversations in the case studies section in 

Chapter 6. This means that among the informants there will be a number of non-Muslim 

rappers, rappers from second generations of migrant Muslims in America. Also, there 

will be a number of migrant rock musicians from Muslim countries, who have assisted 

the Muslim migrant hip hoppers participated in this research.   

In the end, despite the problems of accessing hip hoppers in all fieldwork sites, I was 

successful in interviewing 56 hip hoppers, recording studio owners, and hip hop 

producers in total. I was also able to have conversations about hip hop and Islam with hip 

hoppers’ friends and families and also local people and hip hop fans who I met in hip hop 

gigs.  

 

3.6. Ethical Issues Relating to my Research in Indonesia, Tunisia and 

the United States 

 

The aim of my research had been to generate knowledge about a cultural world 

which was based on data collection and analysis of the researcher’s interactions with the 

subjects of the study.   

The methods that were employed were based on what I learned from the fieldwork sites. 

This means that, in some sites, Chicago, Los Angeles, (in the United States) and 

Yogyakarta (in Indonesia) I needed to employ snowball sampling method, as the people 

I was hoping to talk to were not easily found. However, in other field work sites Detroit 

and New York (in the United States); Jakarta (in Indonesia); Tunis, EL Kef, Hammamet, 
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La Marsa and Carthage (in Tunisia) I used a combination of snowball sampling and 

selective sampling. As Coyne (1997) suggest, selective and purposeful method of 

sampling is used when the researcher observes several sites she/he will know who to talk 

to for the purpose of the study (Coyne, 1997). Based on this view point, the researcher 

will select those who are appropriate for the aim of the research. I did several observations 

in cafes and bars in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States that were known as the 

gathering spot of local hip hoppers. I will explain these observations in details in Chapters 

4, 5 and 6.    

Throughout the fieldwork there were some issues regarding ethical considerations of the 

research subjects in the study. However, some parts of the research process remained 

problematic from the fieldwork and also during the process of data analysis. The main 

problem occurred when I tried to preserve the autonomy of my informants by not 

imposing my understandings and interpretations of their actions and everyday life 

choices. However, to be able to convey a meaningful analysis of their cultural world to 

the readers outside the world of my research, I needed to include some of my own 

interpretations of the hip hoppers’ actions and I eventually needed to act based on my 

assumptions and interpretations. This contradictory problem would leave the text with 

some gaps that need to be explained to the readers to enhance their understanding of the 

fieldwork. So, the problem was more of an ethical rather than a methodological one.  

My informants expected to see their words appear in my final text in a reflective way, 

that is, they wanted to be sure that what they told me in response to my questions and 

personal curiosity about their works would be reflected in text word by word without 

considering the context of the interviews and conversations. However, my informants’ 

accounts and the texts generated by the conversations and activities we had, were all 

constructed in a context where I could not separate the direct interview questions and 
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answers from the contexts of our meetings, the places we met and the conversations we 

had outside of the semi-formal interview modes. Moreover, as a researcher and an 

individual with my own conceptions and interpretations, it is clear that these also become 

part of the research context. 

The context does not exist now anymore, all that exists is my control over the text and 

my further interest in distributing it to outside audiences. The problems that remained 

unresolved were because of the ethnographic method employed in the fieldwork sites and 

the attempt of contextualization and analysis in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. This attempt to 

contextualize the interviews and conversations with participants, created a narrative that 

is a creation of the interactions of the respondents, their friends and families with me as 

the researcher and in some cases a friend. Therefore, the method I used in the fieldwork 

sites was guided by my desire to focus attention on the activity and creativity of the youth 

and also to situate these activities within their social and cultural context. Here I claim 

the sole liability for the final version of my text while removing the responsibility from 

those who participated in the work.  

However, in this section of the Chapter, I want to reflect on the ethical consequences of 

some of my behaviors in the fieldwork in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States that 

endangered me in the field and also questioned the trust that my informants had for me. 

There were times during the fieldwork when I found myself too involved in the daily 

affairs of my respondents because I either built a relationship with the rappers or/and 

someone in their family or among their friends or put myself in unsafe situations. In a few 

cases the short-term relationships caused some personal and ethical problems for myself 

and my informants in the fieldwork. 

Here, I aim to point out the issues of close relationship with the informants and safety in 

the fieldwork as they were influential in my understanding of hip hop culture in Indonesia, 
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Tunisian and among Muslim migrants the United States. This is also important in my 

analysis of Muslim hip hop cultures in these three countries.  

I have three years of participant observation experience as an ethnographer in Iran while 

I was researching Iranian hip hop culture from 2009 to 2012. During all the gatherings of 

hip hoppers in Iran, the interviews and any activities I participated in with Iranian hip 

hoppers, I had a trusted friend with me to avoid any unsafe and complicated situations. 

Besides, in Iran I was confident that I knew almost all the geographical areas where I 

spent time with the rappers. Therefore, I didn’t risk my safety in any situation. 

Tunisia, however, was the first fieldwork site for the present research and I did not have 

a trusted person with me for all the interviews and gatherings as had been the case in Iran. 

Besides, though Tunisian Islamic culture and society is very similar to contemporary 

Iranian society, it was still a new place for me to investigate, so I was filled with terror 

and stress in places that I have never been to before. Fortunately, I learned from these 

problems in Tunisia and conducted the research in Indonesia and the United States being 

more cautious and mindful of all the consequences of my choices during the fieldwork.  

In the following part of the Chapter I aim to describe these situations and the ways I 

reacted to them in Tunisia. 

  

3.6.1. Partying with Aziz: Complications of Befriending Respondents 

 

Aziz is a Tunisian political and party rapper, two hip hop styles in Tunisia that I 

will explain in detail in Chapter 4. I was introduced to him through Jamal, the son in law 

of the family I was staying with who is Aziz’s high school friend. Aziz took me with him 

to almost all the gatherings and parties where he thought I might be able to find hip 

hoppers to interview as part of my research. In one of the gatherings I met his girlfriend, 
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Hana, and they decided to show me different places in Tunis, La Marsa and Gammarth.  

In my free time, I was aware that I needed to make it clear for myself and Hana that my 

relationship with them needed to be separated from my research subjects, especially 

Hana’s boyfriend, Aziz. However, one night in a gathering with Aziz and some of his hip 

hop friends, I realized that Aziz was with a different girl hand in hand and they 

disappeared from the party. Since that night, Hana began to call me on different nights 

because she had heard something happened on the night of the party and as she cried over 

the phone I was “the only person [she] trusted among all those douchebags who were in 

the party” (Hana, phone call, Tunis, 2014).  

At that moment, I was facing an ethical conflict meaning that my relationship with the 

subject of the study was extended from being a researcher to becoming a friend for my 

informant’s relative and friends. My refusal to give any details of the time I spend with 

Aziz, made Hana suspect me as well as other female friends of her boyfriend. This 

awkward situation resulted in Aziz’s ignoring my calls and messages on his Facebook 

page and eventually I lost contact with him and few other hip hoppers who were close to 

him. Despite the fact that I did not discuss anything about Aziz with Hana in the times 

that we met, because of their relationship it was not ethical for my research to become 

friendly with my respondent’s friends.  

 

3.6.2. The unfinished journey: accompanying suspicious rappers  

 

Among the hip hoppers I met in Tunisia a number of them had severe financial 

problems that had led some of them to get involved in drug dealership in Tunis. Youssef 

is a hip hopper who has been arrested by the police for carrying and dealing drugs, mostly 

zetla (hashish). He used to DJ in a hip hop band but after his second arrest the band 
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members asked him to stop rapping with them. However, they were still close friends. 

The hip hoppers in this band were mostly from affluent families and had access to various 

substances through Youssef. They were the only group of rappers who agreed to 

participate in the research but only two of the band members agreed to sign the research 

consent form for me. The others did not feel safe to sign a form and participate in formal 

interviews, they also did not allow me to record their voices. I was introduced to this 

group by Monir, an Islamist hip hopper in Tunisia. As I spent many times with Monir and 

some of his friends, I was expecting this band to have similar ideology and Islamic point 

of view as him. Therefore, I decided to travel with them from Tunis to Djerba, an Island 

in east of Tunisia as they wanted to take part in a graffiti art festival: The Djerbahood 

Project. The group decided to have a road trip from Tunis to Hammamet, spending the 

night there before driving to the Island on the day after. From Tunis to Hammamet 

Youssef began talking about the first times he consumed MDMA (Ecstasy), Cocaine, 

Marijuana, and zetla (hashish). When we arrived in Hammamet we spent a night in a 

home recording studio of Kamal, a DJ and hip hop producer in Hammamet. As I was 

talking to Kamal about hip hop productions in Sousse and Hammamet, Youssef prepared 

a table full of various substances and asked others to join him smoking marijuana, 

insisting that I should join because I was not going to do research for few hours (the trip 

was going to take 15 hours including the stayover in Hammamet). This was a very intense 

situation as I did not trust the hip hop band (all boys) too much and was filled with anxiety 

and distress the moment I took a glance at the table with white, dark green and deep dark 

brown powder. I refused to take part in their “party of getting high and perfect” (as 

Youssef referred it as he was trying to find a taxi from the Youssef10 app on my mobile 

phone. I eventually headed back to Tunis at 2 am.  This was the last time I met the band 

                                                 
10 24-hour taxi service in Tunisia 
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and the data I gathered from our conversations during the time I spent with Youssef and 

the current members of the band were not used in Chapter 4, as Kamal, the hip hop 

producer in Hammamet, contacted me and asked me not to use any materials from the 

conversations in the research because:  

 

[…] the group liked you and trusted you but you ran away in the middle of the night 

making them the untrustworthy people. We considered you as a close friend no one 

was going to hurt you that night. But now they do not want to see you again (Kamal, 

phone call, Tunis, 2014). 

 

3.6.3. With no drugs, get lost!  making ethical decisions in the fieldwork 

 

In a night club in Gammarth, Tunis I met a female dancer called Masroor, with 

whom I spent the night in the club dancing and talking about girls and break dancing in 

Tunisia. She was interested in my research and therefore we set a time for an interview 

for another day in the same place as she worked as a bar tender in that club. After our 

second meeting, she asked me to join her for a girl party in her friend’s house. There I 

met Latifah, a Tunisian female rapper that will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 

In this party, I also met two Tunisian female rappers whom I will cal Afef and Masroor. 

From these two girls in the party, I heard that smoking marijuana and consuming Cocaine 

are very common among female DJs, hip hoppers and rock artists in Tunis.  

Afef and Masroor who usually produce rap songs together explained to me how they buy 

the drugs they want from the dealers among the rappers. Afef and Masroor usually 

smoked with some of their male friends because in that case the boys were in charge of 

buying marijuana, cocaine and the drinks and food. Masroor was a single mother who 
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didn’t have a permanent job at the time I met her and her husband was in prison for 

smoking and possessing Marijuana in public. Masroor and Latifah had a mutual friend, 

Hamed, who, as Masroor put it, was “in love with Afef”, so he would prepare the drinks 

and substances for the girls to have fun together with him and his friends.  

Masroor preferred it when they were with the boys because “when I go to this guy’s 

apartment [Hamed], well we know that he is in love with this friend [pointing to Afef]. 

But this silly girl doesn’t want him, he is rich, and he prepares everything for us to go 

there so I will rest in peace while I’m there. I can write, I can rap and I can enjoy”; things 

that never happen easily in her life because of her financial and social conditions (being 

a single mum and unemployed).  

Afef broke up with Hamed while I was in Tunis and Masroor had heard me talking to 

Youssef on the phone one day when I was with her and Latifah. She asked me to introduce 

her to Youssef as she knew him very well, both for his DJing art and his reputation with 

drugs. Although everyone in hip hop scene knew Youssef I could not risk revealing 

confidential details of my research subjects to other people. This became the reason that 

Masroor and Afef didn’t continue their participation in the research but allowed me to 

use the conversations we had about hip hop and their hip hop activity in my text. 

 

3.7. Internet-based Research 

 

Another method of collecting data from Muslim rappers was though the use of the 

Internet. Before the commencement of my fieldwork, I made contact with Indonesian, 

Tunisian and American Muslim hip hoppers and producers through their social media 

platforms. The most common online places to contact them were the Facebook pages that 

these rappers used to promote their works; the rappers’ blogs; and social media of local 
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hip hop producers and hip hop fans in each of the three countries. Apart from this, a 

variety of cyber means of communication were used to conduct interviews and/or 

conversations with the Muslim rappers who were not living Indonesia, Tunisia and the 

United States at the time fieldwork took place. As has been mentioned in earlier sections 

of the thesis, during my research in Tunisia and the United States I decided to also talk to 

Muslim and non-Muslim hip hoppers, because they were influential in the hip hop 

cultures that I was investigating. Skype, Facebook, email, ooVoo, messenger and 

WeChat, were the different means through which I contacted these hip hoppers.  

The virtual method of collecting data had advantages for collecting data for my research. 

Using these virtual pathways, I was able to contact a bigger range of Muslim rappers not 

only in different parts of Tunisia and Indonesia and the United States, but also in other 

Muslim countries, such as Morocco, Algeria, Palestine, Lebanon. Another strong point in 

favor of using cyber methods is that the data is saved digitally– either the emails, 

Facebook chats or video interviews (through Skype, ooVoo or other forms of video 

conversations) and there is the possibility to go through the texts or the videos at any time.  

However, there are some disadvantages as well. When talking to rappers through the 

internet, there is the possibility that the rappers’ spontaneous reaction or state of mind 

remain unseen. This happens perhaps because of the rappers’ conscious or unconscious 

self-censorship or the fact that they may have second thoughts about a question that is 

asked in the interview or in an email. Thus, this may result in gathering some biased 

responses from the informants (Cowles, 1988).   

There was also another important disadvantage in collecting data from online 

communication methods for the purpose of my study. The main aim of this study is to 

picture the everyday life of Muslim hip hoppers considering the Islamic ideology and 

faith influence on their hip hop experience. Therefore, in an online setting the hip hopper 
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who is being interviewed is detached from the socio-political and cultural contexts that 

have shaped their hip hop and life experience.  Despite these disadvantages, the online 

(video/call) interviews that I had for this study, were of great value in analyzing the 

cultures of hip hop among Muslim youths in Indonesia, Tunisia and among Muslim 

migrants in the United Sates. The first reason for this is that, some of the hip hoppers were 

not available for meetings at the time of the field work in the sites of the study. Therefore, 

I managed to interview them several different times via online chat platforms of Skype 

and imo to be able to include their viewpoints and importance in their country’s hip hop 

culture. Secondly, there are a number of pioneer Muslim hip hoppers (such as Shadia 

Mansour and DAM crew from Palestine; the Arabian Knightz from Egypt and Soultana 

from Morocco), that my informants in the fieldwork sites, frequently referenced to in the 

interviews and conversations. Therefore, it serves the purpose of my research to include 

these pioneer Muslim rappers’ view points on Islam, and hip hop culture among Muslim 

youths.  

The online interviews were conducted using a snowball sampling approach while I was 

conducting my research in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States. I did some of the 

online (video/call) interviews out of the fieldwork sites as well. The informants in the 

three countries made initial contacts for me with Muslim rappers who I interviewed 

online.  The data collected from the fieldwork using face-to-face and Online interviews 

were rich but not adequate in the fieldwork sites in the United States. In the United States 

a number of female Muslim hip hoppers who have recently migrated to America did not 

agree to have face-to face interviews with me or take part in the research due to personal 

issues that they refused to disclose. Therefore, it was necessary to collect some secondary 

data from sources such as the autobiographical web sites of both rappers and hip hop fans. 

Online interviews were also conducted with hip hop journalists and producers that can be 
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used along with Online and face-to face interactions in the field. This enabled me to create 

a more representative data picture in each of the three fieldwork sites but specifically in 

the United States. My fieldwork in each of the three countries chosen for the research was 

guided by a series of overarching questions - the questions that initially inspired the study. 

These were as follows: 

 

1- How is hip hop understood in each of the two Muslim countries being investigated? 

2- How do rappers in each of these countries identify themselves in hip hop culture? 

3- What are the objectives of rappers in Indonesia and Tunisia? 

4- How do the migrant Muslim rappers in the United States perceive their activity in 

the hip hop world? 

5- How do the hip hop cultures of each country interact with the religious discourse of 

the countries, in Indonesia and Tunisia? 

6- Is Islamic faith and ideology evident in Muslim migrant rap in the United States?  

7- What are the categories of hip hop in each country? (using as an illustrative example 

of this Queer hip hop in Iran) 

8- Do hip hop cultures in these three countries define an exclusive space for female 

rappers? 

9- How do female rappers produce hip hop in the two Muslim countries involved in 

the research, where their voices are considered haram according to the principles of 

Islam? 

10- How do the rappers in these three countries make networks both nationally and 

internationally?  

11- How would the rappers’ practices lead them to build up hip hop careers for 

themselves? 
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Based on the different circumstances of the fieldwork, the above questions were modified. 

For example, I was not able to explore the underground Muslim queer hip hop culture in 

any of the three fieldwork sites chosen for investigation. This is not to say that such scenes 

do not exist, but the group of queer hip hoppers that I met in Tunisia, for instance, were 

not willing to participate in any form of research due to issues regarding their safety and 

their professed anxiety about my reactions to their sexual tendencies. In Indonesia, I was 

not able to contact any queer hip hoppers and in the United States the Muslim queer 

individuals I met in each of the fieldwork cities did not openly identify themselves in 

affiliation to hip hop music and culture. Therefore, the data collected from interviews 

with the queer Muslims in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States are not appropriate in 

this present study.  The responses provided by local Muslim rappers to the above research 

questions shape the three empirical chapters, on Indonesian and Tunisian hip hop cultures 

and American migrant Muslim hip hop cultures respectively, included in the second part 

of this thesis. 
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Part Two 

  



72 

 

Chapter 4: Contemporary Indonesian hip hop Culture 
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4.1.  Introduction   

 

In this chapter I will explore the Indonesian hip hop culture in the two cities of 

Jakarta and Yogyakarta as it appears during the time of my fieldwork there in 2015. Hip 

hop in Indonesia is performed in different styles from political commentary on the 

Indonesian government of Suharto in the 1990s, to Islamic and Christian rap in 2000s and 

2010s, to party and hedonistic style of hip hop from the 1990s to the present time (2010s). 

Understanding the different interpretations of hip hop culture in Indonesia, demands the 

need to contextualize hip hop culture in Indonesia during the 1990s, when hip hop music 

first emerged in the country. To understand the Indonesian hip hop culture there is also a 

need for an investigation of the socio-political and economic changes that have taken 

place in Indonesian society between the 1940s to and the current time. Therefore, in this 

chapter I will begin with a brief overview of critical socio-political periods in the history 

of Indonesia: the ‘guided democracy’ of Sukarno (1945-1967) and ‘New Order’ of 

Suharto (1967-1998). The chapter will then go on to describe the influences and impacts 

of these political shifts and social oppressions on the youth music cultures and, more 

specifically, Indonesian hip hop culture and its rise in the late 1990s. The final part of the 

chapter is the section on the case studies in Jakarta and Yogyakarta which will explain 

the ways that hip hoppers in Jakarta and Yogyakarta understand and interpret hip hop 

after (nearly) two decades of hip hop culture in the country. The rappers in Indonesia are 

concerned with ethnic and religious conflicts and economic stability. I will explore these 

themes in the final section of the chapter.   
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4.2. Guided Democracy 

 

Since its independence in 1959, a parliamentary system has governed Indonesia. In 

this system, Sukarno, the first president of the Republic of Indonesia, and Hatta, a 

nationalist politician, proposed their five principles in order to pursue their wish to 

establish a secular country based on what they named “Pan Casila” (five principles) of 

the state. These principles are: monotheism, humanitarianism, national unity, and 

democratic justice (Cribb & Brown, 1999, pp. 1-16). Both Sukarno and Hatta were 

nationalist activists during the colonial time of the Netherlands in Indonesia and were 

concerned about keeping the unity of this large complex of islands (Indonesia) with 

various different religions and cultural heritages. Before announcing the Pan Casila in 

1945, Sukarno and Hatta decided to change the first principle that said “belief in one God 

with the obligation for adherent of Islam to carry out Islamic law” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 32). 

However, to avoid any complications they did not force people to accept Islam as the 

official religion, and changed the principle to an obligation to “belief in God” (Hefner, 

2011b; Nasr, 2005).   

Despite this, Sukarno was forced to initiate an authoritarian regime to assert control over 

the Islamists, Nationalists and the Communists who each resisted Sukarno’s national 

unity program. Similar to his counterparts in Iran, Morocco and Tunisia, Sukarno was 

also willing to separate Islam and the State. However, he needed to keep the regulation 

of the relationship between Islam and politics in order to keep ordinary people satisfied 

(Effendy, 2003; Salim, 2008). Besides Islamist and nationalist groups, who disagreed 

with the political choices of Sukarno’s government, young people also expressed their 

dissatisfactions with the forceful guided democracy participating in musical subcultures 

and styles. Although Indonesian society had been introduced to global western music and 
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styles, most importantly Jazz (Keppy, 2013), since the 1920s, the arrival of Rock and Roll 

and subsequent youth music genres (and their associated (sub)cultures) from the 1950s 

onwards were considered to be a negative influence on society. Sukarno perceived 1940s 

Jazz, 1950s rock and roll and 1960s “beatleism” (Farram, 2007, p. 247) as attacks on the 

moral values of the country and this, in turn, led him to be more restrictive with the rules 

of the Guided Democracy based on confrontation of imperialism, capitalism and neo-

colonialism (Hogan, Bunnell, Pow, Permanasari, & Morshidi, 2012). To avoid pure 

Islamic government and also to resist against the Imperialism and consumer culture of 

the 1950s and 1960s, Sukarno took sides with the Communist Party which eventually led 

to the bloody coup d’etat of 1965 and the start of militant government of Suharto in 1968.  

 

4.3. New Order  

 

Suharto changed the previous president’s Guided Democracy to New Order based 

on which all social, political and cultural productions and activities in the country needed 

to be monitored in order for the government to have the utmost control over the social 

and political activists. Suharto’s endeavors to develop the country were focused on 

economic and urban expansion aspects of modernization, but not the social, cultural and 

political aspects of living in an urban space. Suharto’s regime tried its best to present the 

capital city, Jakarta, as a modern urban environment for international industries and 

business. At the same time, however, the regime suppressed the youth subcultures and 

political and social criticism of the government.  

The building of offices for the Australian Commonwealth Bank and the Australian and 

New Zealand bank (ANZ) (1973), numerous international brands and collaborations of 

different international companies are examples of such developments (Leith, 2003).  As 
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with the governments of a number of other Muslim countries who strived to reach an 

advanced stage of industrial and economic development, Suharto also believed that 

reaching that point was dependent on cutting ties with tradition, religious differences and 

cultural diversity of different ethnic groups (Bowen, 1996). Similar to Bourguiba in 

Tunisia and Shah Pahlavi in Iran, Suharto was aiming to establish a modern national state 

within which all the people would act as the wheels of a modernizing machine and 

identify themselves as Indonesians, rather than as Javanese, Betawis, Surabaya and so on 

(Errington, 1998, pp. 247-277).  

Many scholars believe that economic crisis in Asia in 1997 (Haggard & MacIntyre, 1998; 

Vatikiotis, 1993), and as a consequence the decline of industries in many Asian countries 

including Indonesia, constitute the reasons for the New Order’s failure (Hadiz, 2000; 

Sundhaussen, 1995; Vatikiotis, 1998). Vatikiotis (1998) believes that what Suharto was 

pursuing in “development ideology” was contradictary to the nature of the two important 

elements of the New Order: growth and social justice for all. Thus he explains, social 

justice for all “has its roots in the strong anti-foreing and anti-capitalist views of the pre-

Independent nationalist movements” (Vatikiotis, 1998, p. 53). In the early 1990s, Suharto 

supported the Pro Islamist groups and their demands to be involved in political affairs in 

the country. Their demands for state support for sharia led to state enforcement of sharia 

law in politics (Hefner, 2011a, p. 91). There are two demands that the Islamist groups in 

Muslim countries have from the secular state: change in Family laws and establishment 

of Islamic Banking. Suharto’s government supported this request of the Islamists so that 

the Muslim activists would accept Orde Baru (New Order) as the official law of the 

country (Hefner, 2011a, p. 265).  

One of the most significant parts of the New Order law is to tightly monitor information, 

opposing opinions, political activism and even some youth cultures (Beazley, 2002; Naafs 
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& White, 2012). Suharto’s regime closed down two magazines, Tempo and Editor, and a 

tabloid newspaper, DeTik (New York Times, 1994) and arrested their political journalists 

(Hill, 2006) on June 21, 1995. Musicians and artists were also faced with restrictions of 

their activities (Wallach, 2005).  Political and social suppression, together with the 

interactions of Indonesian youth with imported western music cultures, created a space 

for youth to understand the connections between music, lifestyle and protest. 

Underground music cultures including, rock, punk and heavy metal styles (Berger (H. M. 

Berger & Carroll, 2003; Wallach, 2005, 2008), and also hip hop culture (Bodden 

(Bodden, 2005; Pennycook, 2007) began to emerge in Indonesia during the 1990s.  

 

4.4. Popular Music Culture and Hip hop in Indonesia 

 

In 1993 Ade, a rapper from Bandung, released his first single Ku Ingin Kembali (I 

want you back) which led to him being identified as the ‘father’ of Indonesian hip hop 

culture. As the title of the song suggests, it is affective, youthful and romantic; the three 

characteristics of early Indonesian hip hop culture.  Indonesian hip hop culture at this 

point was classified under ‘creative pop’, a label that also included punk, rock and metal 

music cultures, and as Wallach (2005) puts it, a kind of presenting of oneself as a “modern 

Indonesian young person” (Wallach, 2005, p. 18) . The ‘modern’ young Indonesians 

found hip hop to be a music and cultural style conducive to enjoyment and partying. This 

view of hip hop culture was influenced by the form in which hip hop was introduced to 

the Indonesian audience. MTV Asia, aired from Singapore, featured different American 

and British hip hop songs along with hip hop made in Malaysia and Japan. The few local 

Radio stations in different cities such as Surabaya and Bandung that aired local rappers’ 

early works, for instance Pumpkin rapper crew (active from 1991), were mostly heard on 
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channels like S103, Strato, EBS and Istara. Sweet Martabak, NEO and BlakKumuh are 

the pioneer party hip hop groups working in Jakarta and Bandung from the early 1990s 

to present. From the mid-1990s, a subgenre of political and socio-cultural commentary 

began to emerge in Indonesian hip hop culture. Rappers began to express their concerns 

about the social issues and economic problems through their hip hop songs. This became 

the turning point for Indonesian hip hop culture when different styles of rapping and 

graffiti designing emerged throughout the country (Paroot, 2015, Jakarta,). Yudianto, a 

pioneer male rapper from Jakarta, explains that: 

 

In the beginning, we just wanted to express who we like to be and to have fun and 

enjoy ourselves being surrounded by some other young people like us. So, we as a 

crew, used to start our private gatherings in a cool place and then maybe have a 

joint, or smoke cigarettes, some had their girls with them in the back room and some 

used to drink the whole time we were together. When everyone was in the greatest 

mood that they could ever be, we tried to write but it only happened three or four 

times before it ever ended some would have fallen asleep or gone home. This was 

the routine. But you know we were young and we were growing up while seeing 

the reality of our fellow countrymen. They were hungry they were in pain. So, I 

decided to change my style.  

 

The experience that Yudianto has gone through is not rare among other Indonesian 

rappers when they decided to “move to a deeper level of life” (Ade, Jakarta 2015).  Some 

Indonesian hip hop commentators (Bodden, 2005) believe that Ade’s bebas and Topeng 

(mask) (1994) are two significant rap songs targeting social issues in Indonesia during 

the 1990s. As the title of the album suggests, Ade uses the mask (Topeng) metaphor to 
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illustrate the Indonesian everyday life experience during the New Order, where “people 

forget their heritage and culture. There was a time when all Indonesian young boys and 

girls liked to be seen as modern not Javanese, Betawi or Sundanese” (Ade, Jakarta, 2015). 

Ade believed that during the last years of Suharto’s regime, the Indonesian native 

identities were being neglected and instead, a new “Indonesian national identity” was 

imposed by the New Order, on people “through media, at work even among friends” 

(Ade, Jakarta, 2015). Bebas (freedom), a song on his album Topeng, addresses young 

Indonesians who to try to liberate their minds and create change in their lives and in the 

wider society: 

 

Sudah tinggalkan 

Tinggalkan saja semua persoalan waktu kita sejenak 

Tuk membebaskan pikiran 

Dan biarkan. 

Biarkan terbang tinggi sampai melayang jauh menembus awan. 

Sementara tinggalkan semua aturan yang kadang terlalu mengikat dan tak beralasan 

teman 

Memang, memang benar teman 

Kita perlu cooling down dan melonggarkan pakaian 

 

Let’s leave 

Leave it for a moment, leave all the problems of our time 

free the mind 

And let.. 

Let the high-flying thought get through the clouds and float away. 
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Leave all the rules that are sometimes overly restrictive hey friend 

Sure, it's true friend 

We need to calm down and relax the mind 

 

Ade describes this song as having a text that is easy to follow: “it is not like those hip hop 

songs that the rappers try to sing as fast as they can” (Ade, Jakarta, 2015). Ade also feels 

that the song talks about things that young people are dealing with. By releasing bebas 

(freedom), Ade introduces a new trend in Indonesian hip hop culture that is considering 

hip hop as an empowering tool to make social commentary and political criticism. The 

release of this song marked the starting point of socio-political hip hop in Indonesia 

during late 1990s.  

The socio-political commentary in Indonesian hip hop is evident in the works of many 

hip hoppers in different Indonesian districts in the late-1990s and early 2000s. 

BlackKumuh from Bandung talks about the poverty and the slum areas in the heart of the 

urban Indonesian cities; Morgue Vanquard (aka Harry) and Doyz da Noyz rapped about 

different political and social issues that the Indonesian society was facing at this time, 

Bella, and Sania rapped about women and their situation in Indonesia and some rappers 

such as Mack G, Tabib Qui and Balance Jahanam, Budi targeted Islamic and Christian 

themes in their rap songs (personal communication, Ade, and Bella, Jakarta, 2014). In 

1995, Habibie, the minister of Research and Technology of the time, announced that rap 

music “has a vulgar language” and “does not have any artistic value” and also suggested 

that “it is not appropriate for the Islamic Indonesian society” (Bodden, 2005, p. 1). 

However, hip hop artists in post-Suharto Indonesia continued with their rapping, 

breakdancing and graffiti while localizing the hip hop culture based on their local 

contexts.  
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Two main themes that Indonesian rappers focused on from the early 2000s revolve around 

both urban developments in the city and the huge emergence of new forms of technologies 

and social networking in the country since the early years of 21st century. The city of 

Jakarta was, at this time, moving fast to attain international acknowledgment for being a 

developing and touristy urban space in “South East Asia” (Hogan et al., 2012). However, 

at the same time diverse lifestyles from “western countries” also entered Indonesia and 

quickly gave rise to a situation whereby consumerism became an inseparable element of 

being defined as “modern” among middle class and upper middle class Indonesians 

(Fabiosa, 2006). Being modern in Indonesia during the 1990s meant that the young people 

also needed to associate themselves with certain lifestyles, music taste and discursive 

concepts such as individuality (Schlehe, 2011), sexual identity (Saskia E Wieringa, 2000) 

and gendered discrimination that were contextualized in Indonesian society regarding its 

traditional structure and Islamic foundation. These changes in the urban life and the 

lifestyles of urban Indonesia are depicted in the hip hop made in Jakarta since the early 

2000s. For instance, in 2002, Budi released a rap song called Bencong (sissy), picturing a 

night in Tmang Lewang in Jakarta, which is famous for a parade and gatherings of queer 

youth and more specifically transgendered people called bencong. The Lewang Street in 

Central Jakarta has long been a host to Indonesian waria (trans gendered people) who get 

together in public spaces and socialize with each other (Interview, Pata, Jakarta, 2015). 

The waria culture in Indonesia has been suppressed through the decades because of the 

people’s conservative ideas influenced by Islamic, Christian, Buddhist and Hindu faiths. 

This is the reason that the waria seek credibility from the public in one of the most popular 

Jakarta streets. By appearing on the street, the waria challenge the dominant concept of 

sexuality and gender in Jakarta. Budi, in his 2002 hit, Bencong, addresses the waria 

calling them Bencong (which is a derogatory of the term waria). The song became a hit 
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among young people and, according to Budi, “they even recite the word plays” when they 

see him [Budi] on the street (fieldwork notes, Jakarta, 2015).  

This rap song– though not empathetic with the Waria– pictures the Waria gathering on 

Tamang Lewang, while being teased by others, getting robbed and sexually and verbally 

harassed, with the police all the while remaining silent on this matter. Some NGOs 

(Martínez, 2016) tried to make the environment safer for the waria, but because they 

[waria] were thought of as “sex workers” and “sissy men” the socially and culturally 

discriminating views held by the general public about the waria cast them, according to 

Paramaditha (2013), as “morally loose or sexually “deviant” individual[s]” (Paramaditha, 

2013, p. 970). Although, Budi’s rap hit is far from being sympathetic to the waria’s 

situation, it nevertheless highlights some urban life experiences of ordinary people living 

in the growing city of Jakarta. The lyrics show that the existence of waria is stigmatized 

in the society, and also for the rapper himself. The rap song is a monolog addressed to a 

waria calling him “triangular” as he is walking by the rapper and his friends in Tamang 

Lewang.  

Denda, a Masters student in Indonesian Language and literature, explains to me that: 

from the tone of the song and the lyrics, the song writer use the word triangle to ironically 

refer to the pink triangle as the symbol of gay pride and at the same time satirically 

referred to a woman’s body part (vagina). I think the lyrics are an insult to the waria but 

it is not very obvious from the lyrics” (Denda, Facebook chat, Brisbane, 2016).  

Therefore, although in Indonesia hip hop culture began as a more hedonistic and leisure 

orientated ‘pastime’, from the early 2000s it began to shift, incorporating diverse concerns 

and subject matters that resonated with the different districts in which local hip hop was 

produced in Indonesia. Moreover, Indonesian rappers also began to collaborate with 

bands and artists from other music genres; for instance, Homicide collaborated with a 
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hardcore band called Puppen (United Fist, 2010). Given the trajectories and diverse 

interpretations of hip hop culture in Indonesia, my research investigates the contemporary 

Indonesian hip hop culture in two specific cities, Jakarta and Yogyakarta. In the next part 

of the chapter I will shed light on the current trends and forms of hip hop culture in these 

cities with reference to ethnographic data collected during my fieldwork in Indonesia 

 

4.5. Case Studies 

 

In this section of the chapter I will explore the different roles that hip hop plays in 

various religious, economic and political situations in Indonesia; focusing on the hip 

hoppers’ concerns and viewpoints in an Islamic context. Islam in Indonesia has, through 

the centuries, become an established culture in different areas of the country regardless 

of the prevailing ethnic background. As a result, identifying oneself as Muslim is not a 

political statement or a global political issue11, but rather a cultural tradition. Similarly, 

in Indonesian hip hop culture, identifying oneself as Muslim and following Islamic 

practices will not automatically define a rapper as supportive of Islamic extremist 

ideology, unlike in North African Muslim countries such as Tunisia (see Chapter 4). 

Bearing this in mind, in the following part of the chapter I will explore the three main 

concerns in Indonesian hip hop culture in Jakarta and Yogyakarta: religious conflicts, 

ethnic identity and building up a career.  

 

 

 

                                                 
11As it is in countries such as Iran, Iraq, Syria or Algeria 
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4.5.1. Religious Conflicts (Islam/Christianity)  

 

Taher, an Indonesian Islamic rapper, gives a sense of political and social perspective 

to his vision of Islam. Taher finds it fruitful to create the peaceful image of Islam and its 

educating aspects in the songs he makes. He also has participated in a number of Islamic 

occasions, talks at different mosques around the city in order to introduce “Islam as a 

peaceful faith” (Taher, Jakarta, 2015).   

I first met him at the time of salat (the prayers). After he had said his prayers we headed 

to his studio which he called “the bayt” (Arabic for home). There were different posters 

hung on the walls showing him while praying and some others while rapping. He was 

very moved when he found out about my country of origin and was more interested to 

hear stories from me rather than talking about himself and his passion in producing hip 

hop songs. This interest made the next meetings easier to set up and I spent almost ten 

days with him and his family. Taher explained that he found hip hop’s language to be: 

 

… the best modern way of expressing what Islam is trying to say. Islam, as you 

must know as a Muslim born lady, has the privilege of supporting the poor. In the 

surah (22/2) it says the whole being will eventually belong to the poor and the 

suppressed. This is what our friends, our poor Black friends in America are trying 

to tell the world by hip hopping. This is the power that hip hop gives a person like 

me. Even our friends, American rappers also back in the day believed in Islamic 

faith and a lot of them converted to Islam. Did you hear that they say Islam is the 

religion of hip hop? Because it is. Every great movement needs a faith to rely [on], 

hip hop can rest on Islam because they complete [sic] each other.  
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Taher believes that Islamic faith and practice enriches hip hop culture with meaningful 

messages and ideas, such as “liberty, equality and peace” (Taher, Jakarta, 2015). Taher 

associates rap characteristics with being a voice for the voiceless and also the weapon to 

resist against different discriminations imposed by a ruling system, adhering to the 

Islamic practices that he has grown up with. For him the hip hop lifestyle can provide a 

peaceful arena through which he can educate people, especially the poor, to acknowledge 

their worth for the society and to fight for their rights as human beings. Taher’s account 

of hip hop and Islamic beliefs becomes very interesting when compared to other Muslim 

hip hoppers’ notions of hip hop in other Islamic countries. There are rappers in Morocco, 

Tunisia and Iran who are also concerned about Islamic values and beliefs. However, most 

of those rappers are complaining about the lost Islamic values in their countries because 

of the emerging Americanized culture as well as consumer culture (e.g. Hamid Sefat from 

Iran and Soultana, a female rapper from Morocco). For instance, Soultana attempts to 

educate young girls as to how to avoid cultural imperialism and attachment to Western 

culture “which is increasing in Morocco” (Soultana, Skype interview, US, 2015).  

Soultana, identifies herself as a Muslim hip hop artist, who “is responsible for maintaining 

Islamic values and standards that she believes in. For instance, she believes that the 

Moroccan popular culture is losing its Islamic values, most importantly when it comes to 

women. She explains: 

 

When I go to the city center there are many girls dressed in minijupes (very short 

skirts) and designer clothes with make ups and different hairstyles. I just don’t 

understand. They [the girls] think they are doing something special because they 

see these fashions in American movies. I don’t say that they should wear hijab or 

be a radical Muslim, because I myself do not wear hijab and I am not Islamist. I 
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just don’t like to see little girls around me to follow these standards and close their 

eyes on more important women issues like domestic violence, and public sexual 

and verbal harassment (Soultana, Skype interview, Tunis, 2014).  

 

Some other Islamic rappers take Islamic norms and values as an ideological guideline to 

express their political visions in their hip hop (such as Jamal, Jaber and Majnoon from 

Tunisia). Taher, another Muslim rapper, offers a different dimension through using hip 

hop both as entertainment and at the same time a basis through which to make people 

more aware of Islam. Taher combines the freshness and happy mode of hip hop as a 

leisure activity with Islamic practices. In other words, he uses the initial understanding of 

hip hop culture in Indonesia as celebrating youth and happiness then combines it with 

lessons from Islam to enlighten the youth thus countering a strong trend in Indonesia 

whereby religion had driven young people away from rap completely. 

Reza, a rapper from Jakarta, together with his high school friend, Rahmat, founded a hip 

hop band during the late 1990s and had been actively rapping until 2011 when he 

suddenly decided to follow Islamic practices more strictly than before. Rahmat explains: 

“I have known him for more than 15 years now. His kids call me uncle and his wife is 

like a sister to me but suddenly one day he came and said I have been thinking lately and 

I think the best thing I can do to make things better at least for my beloved ones is to 

become a Muslim. He told me, you need to think about it too. I was shocked I am still 

shocked” (Interview, Rahmat, Jakarta, 2015).  After almost 6 days of attempting to 

organize an interview with him, Reza accepted to see me, but without cameras or any 

other “evidence of recording instruments” (phone call with Reza, Jakarta, 2015). The 

neighborhood where he wanted us to meet was in between Central and North Jakarta (the 

two neighborhoods are thought of as dangerous lower class and poor areas in Jakarta). 
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We met in front of the Masjid (Mosque) and he invited me into his office. He explained 

that the reason he accepted to see me is only because I am from Iran and I would 

understand what he feels: “sister, I am happy to see a lady from Iran. I just wished that 

you had researched in other areas that are beneficial. I rapped before and I drank and did 

clubbing in young age, now I see the real. Rap was destroying my soul and was filling 

me with dirt”.  During the two and half hours that we spent there he refused to talk about 

his rap life and instead was highly eager to listen to my stories of living in Iran, which 

were not at all similar to what he had envisaged about a Muslim life in Iran. In his mind, 

Iran was a homogeneous Islamic society whereby everyone lives based on the sharia law 

and with contempt for any form of Western influence. My stories were irritating and 

unexpected for Reza. In other words, he was hoping to meet a Muslim Iranian woman to 

help him travel to Iran and meet with great Muslim communities around the country. But 

instead he was confronted with an Iranian female ethnographer who criticizes the 

political, religious and socio-cultural forces of Islamic laws in Iran. The only rap related 

conversation we had was that he has realized that he has been doing haram (based on the 

Sharia law music is haram), for years and he even involved his wife and daughter in this 

act of haram, something that he is now attempting to cleanse himself of by teaching 

English to poor people in the Masjid (mosque). This reads paradoxically in that Reza is 

trying to avoid rapping as a form of haram and westernized culture, but he voluntarily 

teaches English (and not the Quran or Arabic language) in Masjid (mosque).  

There are also several Christian hip hoppers in Indonesia, three of whom participated in 

my research in Indonesia. As part of a Christian minority in Jakarta, Budi, one such 

Christian rapper, also expresses his Christian beliefs and his disapproval of the 

discriminations against Christians in Indonesia through his rap songs. In his single “lascar 

kristus” he refers to the Laskar Jihadis, a Muslim militia group that arose in 2000 to 
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introduce the Sharia to the transitory country after the fall of Suharto. The Laskar Jihadi 

group is also known, as an anti-Christian group that is also against female participation 

in ruling roles in the country because, according to fundamentalist Islamic beliefs, women 

are delinquent by nature and, therefore, being a judge, or politician does not suit a woman. 

Therefore, all careers and positions for women in society that suggest different gendered 

roles from the predetermined Islamic roles, are seen as going against God’s will (Othman, 

2006). Based on this viewpoint, it is a sin to put women in a ruling position because in 

Islamic (fundamentalist) ideology, women’s appearance in the modern urban society is 

influenced by European modernism which disempowers Muslim governments in 

establishing pure Islamic countries (Salama, 2011). This view of Islam is encouraged in 

Indonesian Laskar Jihad groups as a result of Saudi Arabia’s investments in Indonesia to 

build mosques and religious schools (Hasan, 2010). Hasan describes how the initial 

reason for this group to rise was the turmoil in the country after the collapse of the New 

Order in 1998, to build Muslim identity (Hasan, 2010, p. 270). The Laskar Jihad members 

legitimated their actions by referring to the fatwas from the religious authorities from 

Muslim countries such as Iran, Egypt and Afghanistan. Therefore they thought of 

themselves as “the heroes of the religion” and “patriots for their beloved state” 

(INDONESIA, 2005, pp. 5-7). Budi in his song “lascar kristus” criticizes the violence and 

militancy method of this Muslim group, saying that he as a Christian does not hate people 

with other religions and does not allow himself to slaughter them and suppress them with 

brutality: 

 

Akulah bagian dari satu pasukan 

Tapiperang fisik tidak kulakukan 

Bukan berseragam kamuflasi 
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Atau dar der dor, uda basi 

 

I am part of the squad 

But I don’t do the physical war 

I don’t disguise myself in the khaki uniform 

That’s too old fashioned 

 

Budi, as he also mentions in the song, explained that he has learned not to hide his true 

human side and has also encouraged himself to accept people with all their differences. 

He continues: “I really don’t get the people who think that if they put their gun against 

your head, you will turn into one of them and believe their faith. All I can think of in that 

situation is that, this person is going to kill me anyway” (Interview, Jakarta, 2015).  

Other than Budi, there are some other rappers that also interpret Christian themes in their 

songs and try to make a connection with the Muslim majority through their music (e.g. 

Methusa Crew, Achy Boom, Muchas Grasias, etc.).  As a whole these rap songs with 

Christian themes target the conflicts of different religions in recent years in Indonesia. 

These rappers try to make a bridge between the two religions through hip hop, “because 

hip hop can get us together to do one thing with the help of each other. All of us in this 

country want to be free from the other countries rules and regimes, we have different 

religions but we are all Indonesians” (Rizki, Tangerang, 2015). This perspective, 

expressed through local hip hop utilizing its capacity to mediate between the youth of 

different religions, is also pursued in the rap songs of rappers with Islamic beliefs. For 

instance, Muhammad tries to focus more on the right ways to practice Islam based on the 

Quranic practices only. He insists, “you should be aware. If you mix religion with your 

power you will ruin three things, the religion, your power and yourself. So, I was trained 
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just to think about good and bad and make the choices in my life that will not make pain 

for other people. Actual Islam is this” (Muhammad, Jakarta, 2015).  

The Islamic and Christian hip hop in Indonesia deals more with the cultural and social 

issues around these two religions in the history of the country. The Christian rappers 

protest against the activities of Islamist groups, such as the aforementioned Laskar 

Jihadis, and demand peace. And at the same the Islamic rappers try to create a peaceful 

relationship with their audience and other religious rappers through hip hop and their 

lifestyles. The religious rappers that I met in Indonesia use hip hop culture and rap lyrics 

to portray and sometimes to solve the cultural and religious conflicts between Christians 

and Muslims. Muhammad, a male Muslim rap fan (but not a rap musician) mentioned 

that: 

 

I like my girlfriend not to be scared of Islam. She is Christian and she is so scared 

of Muslims. Her Dad doesn’t like us to date. I sometimes play Taher’s songs for 

her and sometimes show her Muslim movies that show Muslims are not terrorists. 

We like peace too.   

 

Religious hip hoppers in Indonesia do not consider themselves as political, except for a 

few fundamentalist Muslims who do not identify themselves as hip hoppers anymore (e.g. 

Reza). They are different from other Islamic rappers in Muslim countries (Egypt, Tunisia 

and Palestine) in the sense that they don’t consider themselves as political rappers. They 

do not see having Islamic identity as a political reaction to an ideology or more 

specifically western Imperialism and anti-Islamic movements around the world.  
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4.5.2. Community and Identity 

 

Creating a community and building identity are two important issues among some 

groups of hip hoppers I met in Jakarta and Yogyakarta. I observed different 

understandings of hip hop culture as a community and a source for building identity in 

the two cities. For the rappers in Jakarta, the importance of community and hip hop music 

is highlighted in some ghetto like neighborhoods of Central and North Jakarta. Dwi, a 

pioneer rapper from Central Jakarta, limits his work to the performing area at the back of 

the Marzuki Art School in Jl. Cikini Raya, a neighborhood that the rappers and the art 

students call the Bronx of Jakarta (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 Marzuki Art School, Jakarta. Photo taken by the author 

 

The main street is filled with street food stalls and small supermarkets, with some car 

mechanic shops and workshops that change oil and check tyres. The big Jakarta busway 

does not pass this area, so the only way to get in to this neighborhood is to take the Jakarta 

Bus to the closest neighborhood and then take the small mini buses to get to Taman Ismail 
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Marzuki; TIM (Ismail Marzuki Park). In the center of the park there are two huge 

buildings of the Art School and the performing arts center. Dwi explained that the place 

was built in 1968 in the memory of Ismail Marzuki (an Indonesian composer) to gather 

students and people who are eager to perform the traditional art that they know. At the 

same time, however, the venue was built with the idea that the instructors and teachers 

could teach people about modern and international art. In the middle of the park, right 

next to the modern glass building of the complex’s cinemas, there is a long narrow area 

where all the local musicians and artists are allowed to perform local and western dance 

and music for the public. On Fridays, Dwi teaches break dancing and some rapping 

techniques to kids and young adults. He describes Jl. Cikini as the ghetto in the heart of 

Central Jakarta (Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2 Dwi, Marzuki Art School, Jakarta. Photo taken by the author 

 

He continues: “Hip hop belongs to here. This place [the neighborhood] is where people 

might die of hunger and poverty, this is the ghetto” (personal notes, August 2015).  For 

Dwi, a true rapper needs to be in the middle of the “kekacauan” (chaos), because this is a 
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place that needs a rapper not “the Radio or TV or these stupid award shows”. Dwi and 

two of his friends, Arif and Denny, seek to keep the hip hop culture inside the ghetto-like 

environment and tend to address the issues of poverty and social discrimination. He also 

tries to educate young people about the hip hop scene as well through teaching break-

dancing and rapping in front of the art center cinema for free.  

Dwi, Arif and Akmal, tell the stories of being poor and young in Jakarta, a city that is 

rapidly growing as an economic centre. This growth has made the class differences more 

distinct than before (Simone, 2010), something mirrored in the divisions in the city itself 

with some neighborhoods in North Jakarta being designed to host international visitors 

and investors while other areas, such as Central and North Jakarta, have turned into slums 

and very poor ghettos. While the three aforementioned rappers certainly had their unique 

styles, including baggy pants and a selection of plain (black and white) T-shirts, it is 

significant that none of them had smart phones or fashionable shoes and big caps or 

necklaces, defending the viewpoint that “bling bling things, designer clothes” and having 

the latest models of “smart phones” are not “Indonesian”. Akmal explains:  

 

I am Indonesian and no matter what music I play I will remain Indonesian because 

I live like a normal Indonesian person. I fast three days in a week, I never miss my 

prayers and I struggle to earn money every day. I don’t make money to buy different 

expensive clothes and accessories. We [referring to Dwi and Arif] like to gather 

some of the wandering kids in the neighborhood here and teach them to rap and 

breakdance. We have created that in this art center. We don’t need [a] big NY 

necklace or LA cap; to prove that we are true rappers. All we need is a community 

to talk about our problems in this city. 
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Akmal connects the contemporary hip hop culture in Indonesia to consumerism and 

fashion, which he refers to as not Indonesian. These three friends redefine the meaning 

of community and neighborhood within the hip hop culture when it is translated into an 

Indonesian context. This group of Jakarta hip hoppers recognize themselves as the true 

Indonesian rappers because their lyrics and lifestyle tell stories about poverty, urban life 

and consumer culture in contemporary Jakarta. They connect themselves to notions of 

“hood” and the “ghetto” in 1970s and 1980s African-American hip hop culture (see, for 

example, Forman, 2002). Significantly, however, for the Yogyakarta hip hoppers who 

participated in this research, the notion of community was different. This difference is 

because of the way that hip hop is perceived and performed in this city. In Yogyakarta, 

hip hop culture is understood specifically around the concepts of style and community. 

Most of the hip hoppers have been introduced to rapping and DJing through their graffiti 

art. Deddy one of the most prominent graffiti artists believes that, “in Jogja12, hip hop is 

not about rapping or MCing but it is about how you can picture it on the walls” (Field 

notes, Yogyakarta, 2015). The locals call Yogyakarta, ‘the city of graffiti’ (fieldwork 

notes, Yogyakarta, 2015) due to its huge graffiti scene (Figure 3).  

 

                                                 
12 The locals refer to Yogyakarta as Jogja 
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Figure 3 Yogyakarta. Photo taken by MUCK FSK 

 

There are several graffiti and street art gatherings, managed by rappers, that allow the 

artists of different cities to gather, paint, design and exchange ideas. Graffiti designers in 

Yogyakarta who also describe themselves as being involved in the hip hop culture attempt 

to reconsider their Javanese history and heritage in creating graffiti designs. Thus, the 

style of graffiti that these hip hoppers adapt in their work is a form of pastiche and 

bricolage of the historic art, music, and legendary figures of Java (more specifically 

Yogyakarta) with the aesthetics of graffiti art and African-American culture of resistance 

(Figure 4 & Figure 5).  
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Figure 4 City of Yogyakarta. Photo taken by MUCK FSK 

 

 

Figure 5 City of Yogyakarta. Photo taken by MUCK FSK 

 

The hip hoppers I met in Yogyakarta believe that the city is the place for all kinds of 

innovations and artistic adaptations even when the origin is somewhere outside Java, 

“because we will make it our own in the end” (Dimas, a graffiti artist from Yogyakarta, 

2015). This quote is suggestive of what Bennett (1999), in relation to hip hop, would call 
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the localization of a global culture, whereby this aspect of hip hop culture in Yogyakarta 

situates global elements of hip hop within the context of pieces of art and culture that the 

hip hoppers want to revive from their local culture. The most important concern of the 

hip hoppers from Yogyakarta is to identify themselves as Javanese youth from 

Yogyakarta and revive their “forgotten golden history” (Platvoet & Van Der Toorn, 1995) 

through the hip hop culture they have created. The graffiti artists have set up careers for 

themselves by occasionally working as freelancers, mostly at the time of hip hop festivals 

around the country. Indeed, as Dimas observes:  

 

[…] we get good offers after such festivals and some rap gigs, to paint a newly 

opened restaurant anywhere in Indonesia but more from Jakarta. Among these 

places foreigners are more interested in our works. They think that it gives local 

sense to their place (Dimas, Jogja, 2015).  

 

By foreigners Dimas is referring to clients from Jakarta and other urban cities in Indonesia 

such as Surabaya; the Yogyakarta graffiti artists also sometimes get occasional jobs in 

Jakarta. There are such opportunities to earn money for a number of graffiti designers 

because the hip hop culture, and more specifically graffiti art, is not a part of the popular 

music industry in Indonesia. However, the local hip hop culture remains primarily as an 

identity-making activity and a way to express a cultural heritage for hip hoppers who 

relate themselves to Javanese culture and tradition. This means that most of the hip 

hoppers I met in Yogyakarta believed themselves to be representatives of Yogyakarta 

traditional culture rather than Indonesian young hip hoppers.  

This illustrates Yogyakarta’s hip hop culture as a space for the young people to refer to 

their ancient Javanese culture in lyrics and style, and revive Javanese aesthetics through 
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graffiti art. In this process of revving Javanese heritage, Jogja Hip hop Foundation is the 

first big crew to produce hip hop in Javanese (the spoken language in Yogyakarta). The 

five members of the group first met as break-dancers during the late 1990s and had the 

idea of starting off a hip hop band after a year. One of the aims of the group, as Kill da 

DJ (the founder of the group), explains, is to introduce “the culture of Jogja and its 

people” (field notes, Jogja, 2015). Aldi, a Yogyakarta rapper, recalls the early years:  

 

[…] it was me and my best friend, Afif, we were only 19 when he wrote his first 

rap text, it was about the kingdom of Jogja. You know this country has always been 

a place of uproar and fights but compared to [the] Middle East no one talks about 

the problems in here. Aldi, a graffiti artist from Yogyakarta, states, many rappers and 

break-dancers and graffiti artists in Jogja believe that they have similar viewpoints 

and aims to some of their American counterparts, because they have seen the 

injustice but not from the white people in another century but from other tribes in 

the country (Dimas, graffiti artist, Jogja, 2015). 

 

Dimas reflects on the common understanding of hip hop culture as a global means of 

criticism against racial/ethnic conflicts, criticism against social injustice, exclusion and 

intolerance. However, this understanding is reworked and adapted in the Indonesian 

context in a way that suits its main players. For instance, Dimas shows his intolerance of 

the increasing consumer culture in Jakarta. He believes that other parts of Indonesia are 

not “even close to being an urban place, they want to introduce Jakarta as the Dubai of 

East Asia, and oppress the whole other parts of the country” (fieldwork notes, 

Yogyakarta, 2015). Dimas and his friend Afif believe that hip hop for them is a style 
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through which they can remain anak Jogja (a person from Jogja). Having this 

understanding of hip hop culture, Dimas explains that: 

 

[…] hip hop makes sense here [in Yogyakarta] not in Jakarta. All rappers in Jakarta 

want to go on TV and Radio and make some money. We don’t want that, we want 

to be together and stay strong as a family. We don’t need the money we need each 

other. 

 

Kill de DJ also refers to hip hop culture in Yogyakarta as a community that empowers 

anak Yogyakarta to support each other as a nation: 

 

[…] when there is a natural disaster these people [from Jogja] have always helped 

each other. I am a farmer; my whole family were always farmers. Even if there is 

no hope for our land we help the land next to us even though it is not ours. Because 

after a lot of disasters happened in Java people have become sympathetic about each 

other. It is the same in hip hop. 

 

This patriotic point of view is clearly seen in the hip hop song jogja Istimewa which was 

released in 2011 and is known as the anthem of Jogja hip hop artists in expressing their 

love for their city and people: 

 

Tanah lahirkan tahta, tahta untuk rakyat   

Di mana rajanya bersemi di Kalbu rakyat 

Demikianlah singgasana bermartabat 

Berdiri kokoh untuk mengayomi rakyat 



100 

 

 

The land accepted the throne, 

 The throne for the poeple where 

 The King is in the Heart of the people 

The thrones of dignity 

Are standing firmly  

All for the good of the people 

 

Afif, after reciting the above lyrics from Jogja Istemewa, states:  

 

We were the first tribe and region to start a resistance against the Dutch. The poor 

farmers and teachers, they are the first people who sacrificed themselves for the 

country13 and then Jakarta set the rules. I am a person from Jogja and I will die a 

person from Jogja. You should know, American rappers fight for their 

neighborhood or the black people, but we in Jogja always are ready to fight for tribe 

(Field notes, Yogyakarta, 2015).  

 

The appreciation that people feel deep inside for Sultan Hamengkubuwono, the current 

governor of Yogyakarta, is for his attempts to acknowledge the historic background of 

the city and its Javanese culture. The song Jogja Istemewa also refers to the act of Sultan 

Hamengkubuwono IX, father of Sultan Hamengkubuwono X, in 1945 when Sukarno 

declared that Indonesia was an independent country. Sultan acknowledged the efforts of 

                                                 
13 . What Afif is referring to here is, the ethnic conflicts among different regions and districts in Indonesia 

to reclaim the struggles for gaining independence from the Netherlands. Different regions in Indonesia 

define themselves as separate districts with independent laws and traditions that cannot be all unified under 

a single word as “Indonesia” (Bertrand, 2004; Wolff, 2006). Therefore, ever since the independence there 

has been a struggle in the country given that different regions in Indonesia do not want to follow all the 

laws prescribed by Jakarta as the capital city of Indonesia. 
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the activists and protestors against the Dutch colony, and he [the Sultan] later announced 

the city as “Kota Istimewa” (Exceptional city) (Mas' oed, Panggahean, & Azea, 2001). 

Hip hop bands such as Jogja Hip hop Foundation and rappers such as Aldi are not alone 

in thinking of Yogyakarta as an independent region in Indonesia; I found such patriotic 

feelings even stronger among the non-rappers who I met on the bus and in the markets 

and shops. The students I stayed with in the Yogyakarta University female dormitory 

during my fieldwork in the city also reflected on this characteristic of Yogyakarta 

residents. Isyana, a biology student, believed that:  

 

[…] the people I know in Yogyakarta are always afraid that someone would destroy 

their heroic past, I think they are very conservative. They respect me but if I start 

talking to them in Indonesian Bahasa (official language) they don’t like to respond, 

they like to hear their dialect from me because I have been living here for a while 

(Isyana, Jogja University, 2015).  

 

Other than emphasizing an ethnic heritage and traditional culture existing in Yogyakartan 

hip hop, Islamic belief is the inseparable spirit of the everyday lives of the rappers. The 

Javanese have identified themselves as Muslims since the thirteenth century (Geertz, 

1976). The attachment to Islamic faith and ideology is also evident in the everyday life 

of the hip hoppers I met in Yogyakarta. Islam for these hip hoppers is a lifestyle and a 

religious practice. For instance, many of hip hoppers didn’t drink alcohol, most of them 

didn’t consume any drugs and I observed several of them saying prayers and engaging in 

other Islamic practices. At the same time, however, the rappers do not refer to this aspect 

of their lives in the hip hop they create, having instead a sense of protest against the 

cultural oppression of a unified national culture as Indonesian in their lyrics. The 
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attachment to Islamic culture and beliefs is present in the hip hoppers’ everyday lifestyles. 

However, what they aim to portray in their hip hop is their unity and community as 

Javanese as opposed to being Indonesians.   

The emphasis on the ethnic distinctions in the hip hop scene in different districts (except 

for Jakarta) creates a space for the hip hoppers in Yogyakarta to associate themselves 

with their traditional Javanese culture and maintain its values and standards. This attempt 

is opposed to how the governments in Indonesia, as noted earlier in the chapter, have tried 

to unify all Indonesia as one single nation. Therefore, some hip hoppers I met in 

Yogyakarta believed that they need to highlight their connections to the old Javanese 

traditions and values through their hip hop the way that some African-American hip 

hoppers relate to Africa as their origin (Aldi, Yogyakarta, 2015).  

For these hip hoppers there is no national community of Indonesian hip hoppers but a 

local community of Bandung rappers, Javanese graffiti artists, Surabaya’s hip hop bands 

and so on. The globalized African-American hip hop culture that once served the African-

Americans in resisting against racial discrimination and social oppression is now 

translated into the Indonesian context. The Javanese hip hoppers, similar to their African-

American counterparts, take refuge in the heritage and ethnicity of ancient Java to build 

a new identity.  

The heroic culture of Javanese heritage that the hip hoppers have grasped is an Islamic-

Javanese culture which is different from the Jakarta ‘pro-modernity’ and ‘commercial’ 

hip hop scene. The Yogyakarta hip hop culture is also different from the anti-consumer 

and protesting hip hop style of Dwi that was discussed earlier in this section. The 

Yogyakata hip hop culture suggests a call for lost identity and community through style. 

The hip hoppers I met in Yogyakarta and Dwi, Arif and Akmel in Jakarta; understand hip 
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hop as a vehicle to express and identify themselves in the contemporary Indonesian 

culture.  

 

4.5.3. Female Hip hoppers and Invisibility in the Hip hop Scene 

 

From 1970s onwards the Islamization movement started in different Muslim 

countries that were on track towards modernization and westernization (Paivandi, 2013; 

Tibi, 1995). In Indonesia, this period of Islamization was in the 1980s, during last twenty 

years of Suharto’s New Order. A significant part of this process was the Islamization of 

women (Saskia Eleonora Wieringa, 2006) a similar situation to that observed in other 

Muslim countries, notably Afghanistan, Iran and Algeria. In Indonesia women welcomed 

the Islamic practices, including jilbab (hijab/veiling), the changes in the family laws and 

the opportunities they had for greater participation in society (Brenner, 1996). This 

process of Islamization took place during the emergence of a pro-modern, pro-western 

secular state in these countries. Similar to the situation in Iran in the 1970s (Hoodfar, 

1999); Algeria, and Morocco in 1960s (Sadiqi & Ennaji, 2006), after years of 

westernization, some Islamist parties yearned for Islamic and local identity instead of the 

imposed western identities promoted by their governments. In this demand for an Islamic 

state, in Turkey (Ozcetin, 2009), Iran (Tohidi, 1994) and Tunisia (M, 2003), women 

began to actively participate in social movements in their societies while identifying 

themselves as Muslims. In Indonesia the Islamic parties and activists struggled to target 

Suharto due to the fact that he was “westernizing the country and taking people’s beliefs 

away from them” (Bahramitash, 2004). What they targeted the most was the ways that 

women appeared in public, particularly in terms of clothing (hijab) and interaction with 

the opposite sex at work, in the universities and simply on the street.  Yet, the Suharto led 
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New Order government succeeded in suppressing the ideas of politicizing Islam in 

Indonesia by their several attempts during the 1970s against University student 

movements. The policy of the New Order was to keep politics away from the people’s 

everyday life and also their religion. In the final years of Suharto’s reign, because of the 

huge interest of the Islamic activists to politicize Islam and to oppose the New Order of 

Suharto, many women were seen in Jilbab (hijab) in the demonstrations against Suharto’s 

rules (Blackburn, 2008). Women in Indonesia used Islamic practices not merely as a 

means of preserving traditions and spiritual beliefs, but to actively participate in the social 

and political changes in the country. In the 1990s Indonesia women deployed jilbab, 

became active in public spaces and in most cases became the head of their families 

economically (Waters, Saadah, & Pradhan, 2003).  

The first female rappers began to participate in local hip hop scenes during the late 1990s, 

in places such as Jakarta, Bandung, Surabaya and other big cities in Indonesia. These 

female rappers attempted to legitimize their presence in the hip hop culture which was 

(and still is) considered as a male dominated space. Although the Indonesian hip hop 

scene is still a male dominated culture, the female rappers, breakers, graffiti artists and 

DJs effectively forced their way into the culture by appearing in all the venues and making 

connections with the music festivals and venue managers. When she first entered the 

Pesta Rap14 scene in 1996, Bella, who was 18 years old at the time, was considered one 

of the first Indonesian girl rappers to compete with male hip hoppers both in relation to 

MCing and breakdancing. She remembers her teenage years in Surabaya as a period when 

she was obsessed with the rap music that was aired on the local Radio channels:  

                                                 
14 Pesta rap (rap feast) was an event organized by the admin team of (http://hiphopindo.net/) in 1995 and 

1996. The rappers from all over the country had the opportunity to register in the event and perform in front 

of a huge audience. John, the founder of the rap website, organized the recording of the performances and 

released them as two volumes of Indonesian rap records. It is still one of the most well known rap events 

in Indonesia.  

http://hiphopindo.net/
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I just was moved and I wanted to listen more and more. We didn’t have many 

Indonesian rappers at the time (1994 - 1996), there was this local band called 

Pumpkin Rap Crew and there was a girl in the band who didn’t do rapping at all but 

she was a vocalist and also a B-Girl. Before I realized it, she had become my role 

model. I tried my best to follow that group’s style in rap, I mean the metafora 

(metaphors) they used, the issues they rapped about and also the American rappers 

they listened to the most (Fieldwork notes, Jakarta 2015).  

 

The Pesta Rap event had different parts: performing as solo hip hop artist, co-operating 

with other individual or group rappers; and competition. By entering the competition 

Bella made her first move towards making herself recognized within the local hip hop 

scene. Bella tried to build a relationship with the male rappers in Surabaya, so she asked 

them to accept her as their student and teach her to be a better rapper. However, she was 

rejected by them immediately but she persisted by showing up at different hip hop gigs: 

 

They didn’t even consider me as a pupil of hip hop. As a teen girl I was the least 

feminine girl they ever saw. My walking style, my hobbies (playing basketball, 

skateboarding and breakdancing) but still this was not enough for them to accept 

me as a part of the hip hop they have created (Bella, Jakarta, 2015).  

 

For Bella, hip hop with all its elements (MCing, breakdancing and doing graffiti on park 

walls along with the sport activities aligned with it, such as Basketball playing and 

skateboarding), has shaped her lifestyle for many years. She continues:  
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I found out that the things I can do to the best are included in the hip hop culture. 

So, I didn’t care about the rejections I got and started to find the VHS [cassettes] 

(there were no DVDs back then) of some rappers that my friends have given me, 

rappers such as Queen Latifah, Missy Eliot, MC Lyte and some others. After a while 

I found out what I was looking for in hip hop. I wanted to express the energy of the 

youth, I wanted to shout out to the world that I am a girl, I love hip hop and I want 

to appreciate being young. 

 

Bella also explains that her being a Muslim practitioner is one thing and her professional 

life as a rapper is another. The work of other female rappers, especially in North Africa, 

often inspires her both for their “bravery to ask for their rights and also for their position 

as Muslim women”.  She believes that being in the hip hop world has helped her shape a 

lifestyle based on who she really is: 

 

I now realize that I am a rapper because of my nature. I want to talk about the real 

life and the truths that people try to hide. My lifestyle shows my freedom from any 

restricting and self-limiting fundamentalist rules. It is true I’m a Muslim but I have 

a voice. I am in control of my body and soul. You see [raising her left arm] I have 

tattooed my daughter’s face all through my arm and shoulder and I also say my 

prayers. Sometimes on the bus or when I go running at night around the city I get 

the heavy gazes of people but this is me and this is my style of living. 

 

Bella, both in her personal life as a wife and mother and also in her professional life as a 

hip hopper and university lecturer (teaching business management), is concerned with 

issues of gender, Islam, social and political activities and education. By contrast, Nadira, 
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a female rapper from Jogja, merely considers herself to be a soldier of Islam. She is the 

third daughter of a retired school teacher who, now in his seventies, does volunteer 

teaching at mosques in poor areas of Yogyakarta.  Islam for Nadira, is “the air that I 

breathe, I can’t be anything else but a Muslim, but on the other hand I do believe that 

Islam is not a religion that does not let a woman express her feelings” (field notes, Jogja, 

2015). Nadira, finds it difficult to present herself as a rapper to her father:  

 

My father is very strict. He is a true Muslim. He even cried for Ayatollah Khomeini 

15 when he passed away. Actually, a lot of people in Jogja cried when he passed 

away. So, it is hard to tell him I rap. He will die. But I have read the holy Quran 

many times and I don’t think rapping is against my faith in the prophet 

[Muhammad] (field notes, Jogja, 2015).  

 

Nadira, struggles to reveal her rapper identity. Indeed, she never exposes herself as a 

rapper in the hip hop festivals, Graffiti events or rap gigs. This is because according to 

Nadira, she doesn’t want to be recorded on people’s iPhones and tablets as her father 

might find out about her interest in hip hop.  Rather, she performs at private gatherings 

with her female hip hopper friends. Although it seems that Nadira is resisting the Islamic 

practices that her father imposed on her, at the same time she is practicing Islam in her 

own way, that is, through rapping. 

Noor, the first female rapper from Jogja, has ended her activity in the hip hop scene and 

started a new acting career and also a career as a pop singer. She wears hijab and teaches 

how to read and interpret the Quran’s verses in a mosque. For her, hip hop was a periodic 

self-expression at the time that she “needed to be heard even though nobody wanted to 

                                                 
15 The leader of Iran during the Islamic Revolution of 1979. 
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hear a girl rapping” (Noor, Jogja, 2015). After a few years of being in the hip hop scene 

she was introduced to a TV producer and her rapping life stopped while her acting career 

started. She explains: “Well, as a single mom, I can’t think of myself only. Here in 

Indonesia they say that we have democracy after Suharto and they say we are free as 

women but I am telling you that if you are a single mom, you are a disease in everybody’s 

eyes especially other women” (field notes, Jogja, 2015).  

The three girls who participated in the research in Indonesia, in both Jakarta and 

Yogyakarta, identified themselves as Muslims and rappers. These three rappers were 

among the pioneers in the hip hop culture although only one of them was still active in 

producing rap songs and participating in gigs. This dis-attachment is not surprising 

because, similar to Indonesian underground music culture of the 1990s, in hip hop culture 

female members of the scene were also mostly the girlfriends of the musicians or simply 

fans (Bodden, 2005; Wallach, 2005). Regardless of not being seen and heard in the hip 

hop scene, the female rappers cover a wide range of issues in their music, notably matters 

relating to women’s experiences in society and the everyday life of Indonesians in general 

while also making their own political statements. Even if female rappers leave the scene 

after a while, they typically create an authentic sense of being a female hip hopper in 

Indonesia even if they remain marginal to the hip hop culture overall. The marginality of 

female hip hoppers in an overall global sense is a well-researched subject matter 

(Mitchell, 2001; Pardue, 2004; Pough, 2015), portraying the masculine nature of hip hop 

and also the social constructs of gendered binaries that strongly exist in different Islamic 

societies. Some female rappers attempt to deconstruct the accepted norms in the society, 

most importantly clothing and style in the public sphere. Bella –an Indonesian female 

rapper– wearing sports shorts and displaying many piercings and tattoos, states that 

whenever she uses public transportation to commute to work she finds herself “burdened 
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under people’s gazes”. However, she also states that she never changes her style despite 

the sometimes adverse reaction of the public. Bella and Denda were the only girl rappers 

who identified themselves as Muslim women but openly ignored many Islamic rules and 

practices, the most important of which is hijab. 

However, the young female rappers are underacknowledged among local male hip 

hoppers for various reasons. The first reason for this is that hip hop as a music culture has 

never achieved mainstream popularity and acceptability in Indonesia and, from the public 

point of view, has tended to be regarded as a hobby and leisure activity for males.  

This viewpoint is evident in the conversations I had with non-hip hopper female 

acquaintances of mine whose knowledge of female hip hoppers in Indonesia did not 

extend beyond Bella. In an event for introducing international residents and students of 

the accommodation I was staying at, in Yogyakarta, I met many some female students 

from Yogyakarta State University and some other girls who were from other parts of 

Indonesia but worked in Yogyakarta. I wanted to know if they listen to any female hip 

hopper from Indonesia, but the majority of them only knew Bella. The favorite playlists 

of these women were western pop and Indonesian dangdut and many also listened to K-

pop (South-Korean Pop). As Anwar, a female shopkeeper from Bandung, states, the 

contemporary Asian culture is very influenced by the emerging South-Korean popular 

culture and especially K-pop (Anwar & Anwar, 2014). Some female rappers, such as 

Queen Ila, have created a new trend in Indonesian hip hop culture by adopting many K-

pop aesthetics in their rap music. Queen Ila’s clothing style, the choreography and the 

narrative of the video clips, are very similar to works of many K-pop girl group rappers 

like Nine Muses.  

Although generally, female rappers in Indonesia have remained on the edges of the local 

hip hop scene, some rappers like Queen Ila, have found their way into the mainstream 
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music industry in Jakarta. Queen Ila has defined a space in the Indonesian music industry, 

while Bella, remains in her underground domain. This defines two states for female 

rappers in Indonesia: underground or mainstream. Although both Bella and Queen Ila do 

not follow Islamic rules of clothing and Islamic practices for women, in the mainstream 

music culture, Queen Ila is seen as more eligible than Bella in terms of the ways she 

presents herself as a rapper. Bella expresses her concerns for the situation of women in 

the country and tries to make comments on social problems and cultural conflicts, while 

Queen Ila creates hip hop for the kind of popular music consumer whose taste is close to 

K-pop and Dangdut.  

In this final section of the chapter I have aimed to highlight different understandings of 

hip hop culture among female Muslim rappers in Jakarta and Yogyakarta. For these 

female participants, hip hop in the late 1990s was a means of overcoming boredom and 

enjoying youth. In the early years of hip hop’s emergence in Indonesian cities, female hip 

hoppers were mere audiences of the music. Thus, as Aini points out: “I always went to 

the gigs with my brother, otherwise the boys would start hitting on me. I wanted to be on 

the stage and rap. Bella was brave to show her face in Pesta rap but many other girls were 

not sure what will happen to them if they claim to rap or break dance. It was so new” 

(Aini, Skype interview, Brisbane, 2016).  

However, as both Bella and Aini pointed out in the interviews, from the early years of the 

2000s, Indonesian female hip hoppers also began to regard hip hop culture as a domain 

to create their identities as women, Muslims and Indonesians. For instance, Bella 

addresses the increase of consumerism among women in Jakarta in her song Filthy rich, 

where she says: 

 

I’m a millionaire I’m a millionaire cause I am filthy rich 
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I do what is in my mind with money in my hand 

Cause I am filthy rich 

 

Bella believes that her appearance, full body tattoos, sport shorts and tops with her NY 

cap is a form of warning for the people around her on the street, in public transport and 

at work that “this girl has an attitude, and she does whatever pleases her”, she said 

triumphantly at the end of our last meeting. Therefore, being involved in hip hop culture 

and music for my female informants in Indonesia is seen as an empowerment in their 

everyday life experience.  For Aini, Bella, Queen Ila and Nadira, hip hop prepared a space 

to practice Islam in the ways they preferred. For instance, Nadira, is so afraid of her 

father’s strict Islamic beliefs regarding Nadira’s hijab and her relationship with male 

classmates: “to be honest with you, my father checks my phone to see if I call or message 

any boys when I’m home.  His behavior gets very suffocating and annoying for me” 

(Nadira, 2015, Jakarta). However, she finds it very comfortable when she is her female 

hip hopper friends where she can openly talk about what she personally thinks of Islam, 

and its practices. Although the lyrics she writes do not portray these concerns, she 

believes that the freedom that she found in hip hop language helped her realize what parts 

of Islam she likes to preserve and what parts she doesn’t want to follow. For the female 

hip hoppers who participated in this research in Indonesia, hip hop is a vehicle for them 

to identify themselves and their interests, be it involvement in the music industry, like 

Queen Ila, confined to the underground, like Bella, or limited to a small female friends’ 

gatherings, like Nadira. 
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4.6. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have focused on Muslim rappers in the local Indonesian hip hop 

scene. In the first section of the Chapter I explained the socio-political circumstances in 

the 1990s that prepared the ground for hip hop music to evolve. In order to understand 

the different socio-religious and political aspects of Indonesian hip hop, I also described 

the political and religious movements since the Indonesian independence during the 

1940s from the Dutch colonizers. This led my discussion to examine different parts of the 

Guided Democracy proposed by the nationalist activist Sukarno who became the first 

president of the Republic of Indonesia in 1945. The ideas of creating a national unity and 

identity for Indonesians along with secularization from Islamic fundamentalism, led 

Sukarno to downplay Indonesia’s various ethnicities and religions and force his guided 

democracy on people. Further in the Chapter I continued to examine Suharto’s, the second 

Indonesian president, political choices to isolate cultural and religious diversities in the 

country through his New Order.  

I also reviewed the changes in popular culture and the way it was perceived and limited 

by the two regimes of Sukarno and Suharto. I explained in the Chapter that hip hop music 

emerged through the Indonesian media– first radio and then Television– along with other 

western music and fashion cultures.  Although the culture of hip hop started to emerge as 

a leisure activity for many affluent youths in urban spaces in Indonesia, by the late 1990s, 

different socio-political, cultural, and religious concerns began to appear in the rap lyrics 

and graffiti designs of Indonesian hip hoppers. Indonesia in late 1990s and early 2000s 

was developing internationally to host tourists and big business corporations in Jakarta. 

The urge for economic growth and democratic politics, led the Indonesian mainstream 

culture and society to accept various Western norms and youth cultures, such as punk and 
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hip hop music cultures. Given the socio-political situation in Indonesia and also the 

Islamist protests of groups such as Jema'ah Islamiyah (the Islamic community), young 

people in hip hop began to tell their stories of love, poverty, politics, religiosity and 

personal success in an Islamic society.  

In this Chapter I examined the views of pioneer hip hop artists such as Ade, Bella and 

Budi, as well as examining, via a series of case studies, the hip hop experiences of the 

new generation of hip hoppers in Indonesia such as Adila fitri [QUEEN Ila]. Therein, I 

also discuss the findings of my ethnographic research in Jakarta and Yogyakarta. 

 Belonging to an ethnic community, demonstrating religious beliefs and resisting against 

gender discriminations are the key themes addressed by the hip hoppers in Jakarta and 

Yogyakarta. These themes are derived from both the rap lyrics of these Indonesian 

rappers; the content of the interviews I had with them in the field work and my 

observation of their lifestyles. In studying the above themes, I also consider how in 

Indonesia hip hop has been localized in each region of the country. This is the reason for 

different kinds of rap songs, graffiti styles and breakdancing that relate to those areas 

ethnicity and history. These themes are approached differently by the rappers in Jakarta 

and Yogyakarta. 

 In the course of my research I discovered that hip hop culture in Yogyakarta and specific 

neighborhoods in Jakarta is an expression of religious, political or gendered identities, 

while in Jakarta overall hip hop is associated with mainstream popular music. In 

Yogyakarta, hip hop culture has created a space for the youth to create communities and 

strive for identities different from the unifying Indonesian identity that has been imposed 

on them by the ruling power. For a number of participants in Yogyakarta, hip hop is seen 

as a refuge from the poverty and ethnic discriminations that the young hip hoppers 

experience as Yogyakartans.  The young hip hoppers in Yogyakarta, along with scholars 
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and ordinary people, resist against the dominance of the central government in local 

affairs (Choi, 2004) through their hip hop music. Therefore, in Yogyakarta rappers are 

more concerned about how to sustain their Javanese culture and try to avoid the unifying 

cultural codes and values that the government attempts to set for them. At the same time 

there are graffiti artists who seek a financially viable career for themselves through their 

art and hip hop.  In Jakarta, on the other hand, rappers address a wider range of concerns 

and issues. Thus, as I explain in the chapter, religious conflicts between Christians and 

Muslims is the most controversial and significant issue for many hip hoppers in Jakarta. 

The hip hop culture in Jakarta can be considered as both a form of political resistance and 

at the same time an entertaining consumer culture.  

In the end, hip hop in Indonesia has gone through many changes in style and content, as 

been discussed in this chapter. With all the trajectories of Indonesian hip hop, now after 

fifteen years of hip hop’s existence in the country, the themes and concerns of the 

Indonesian hip hoppers vary from one city to another. Depending on the local 

sociopolitical, ethnic, religious and economic context of the locale, Indonesian hip hop 

can be an expression of youth’s dissatisfaction with the socio-political and religious 

conditions, or it [hip hop] can be a vehicle for them to achieve mainstream status and 

successful careers through connecting their local hip hop to the mainstream popular music 

industry that favors Indonesian and Korean music.  
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Chapter 5: Tunisian Hip hop Culture 

 

  



116 

 

5.1. Introduction  

 

Building on the research on hip hop culture in contemporary Indonesia presented 

in the previous chapter, in this chapter I will explore the Tunisian hip hop culture focusing 

on the experiences of both female and male hip hoppers. Drawing on fieldwork conducted 

with local rappers in Tunis, El Kef, Sidi Bousaid, Bizzert and Hammamet, the chapter 

discusses three themes as these relate to contemporary hip hop culture in Tunisia: Islam, 

ethnicity and gender. To understand the aforementioned themes in Tunisian hip hop 

culture we need to understand the ways that Tunisian society makes sense of and defines 

Islam, ethnicity and gender as this obviously has a critical bearing on how they are 

observed and addressed in contemporary Tunisian hip hop music. Therefore, there is a 

need to reflect on the political, Islamic and cultural history of Tunisia during different 

time periods. Thus, in the next part of the chapter, I will briefly review the periods before 

and after the independence of Tunisia from France and the periods of the two presidents 

of independent Tunisia, Habib Bourguiba and Ben Ali. This is necessary as the ideologies 

and policies of both Bourguiba and Ali in governing the country were very influential in 

the rising of youth alternative music cultures in Muslim Tunisia. Later in the chapter I 

will examine the early years of Tunisian hip hop music and culture during the late 1980s.  

Finally, in the last section of the chapter I will explain the different themes of Islam, 

ethnicity and gender, that I identified in Tunisian hip hop in the case studies. These themes 

project the hip hoppers’ concerns and issues in contemporary Tunisia. As will be 

illustrated, a number of Tunisian hip hoppers are very concerned about their Muslim 

identities in a country that is actively attempting to sideline Islamic standards and values 

and aspires instead for a society based on the principles of western democratic society. 

Other hip hoppers are more worried about identifying themselves as Muslims in a world 
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where there is increasing moral panics about Islam and its faith and rising levels of 

Islamophobia. The majority of female hip hoppers in Tunisia are concerned about how to 

live up to their own standards and values rather than accepting the traditional Islamic 

expectations or forceful modernization of the country. This will be discussed in detail in 

the case study section of the chapter.  

In the next section I will present a brief overview of Tunisian history, the tendency in the 

country towards having an Islamic state and the issue of democratization and the 

modernization of Tunisia from the colonial time to the present (2016).  

 

5.2. Creating Modern Tunisia: a Historical and Socio-political 

Overview 

 

With the invasion of the Romans in 146 BC, the city of Cartage became one of the 

biggest trading cities of the Roman Empire (Ennabli, 1992, p. 89). The multi ethnic and 

culturally diverse society observed in modern day Tunisia began to take shape during this 

period when the Romans established power in Carthage next to the native Amazigh 

(Berber) speaking kingdoms (Hirschberg, 1963). This was the first encounter of native 

Tunisians with Christianity, and later on with Judaism (Hirschberg, 1963). During the 

first century of Christianity, there were also Jewish people who began to Judaize the 

Amazigh (Berbers) in Maghreb (the present territories of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, 

Libya, and Mauritania in Northwest Africa). This continued until the invasion of the 

Maghreb by the Muslim Arabs in the 7th century and when the Muslim conquerors began 

to Arabize (Grandguillaume, 1990) the native Amazigh (Berbers). The Muslim Arabs 

established the grounds to Arabize the country, in other words, they effectively forced 

their Islamic and Arab identity on the native Amazigh (Berbers) (Daoud, 1991). From the 
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7th century, Muslim and Arab identities were forced on the people living in the Maghreb 

through language and culture. As Maddy-Weitzman (2011) states, “Classical Arabic” 

gradually became the official language of law and trade, while different Maghrebi dialects 

of Arabic began to emerge influenced by Amazigh (Berber) language (ibid, p. 21).  

However the Amazigh (Berbers) – native North Africans – were not happily integrating 

with the imposed “Arab” identity (Boudraa & Krause, 2009).   

By the time that the Ottoman Empire conquered Tunisia, the Arabs’ influence and power 

was decaying and the Islamic religion assumed the core significance, while language and 

ethnicity (Arab) became secondary (ibid, p.72). By the sixteenth century the Islamic faith 

became the unifying factor instead of Arab ethnicity. From this point, onwards, Islamic 

identity dominated the everyday life of Tunisian people. Although there were hybrid and 

diverse ethnicities, all identified themselves as Muslims (Maddy-Weitzman, 2011). The 

Arab-States began to flourish in countries such as Syria, Lebanon, Tunisia, Morocco and 

Algeria (Anderson, 2011) by the seventeenth and eighteenth century as a reaction to the 

Western colonialism of the seventeenth and eighteenth century. However, during the 

nineteenth century colonialism by the French impacted the dominance of the Arab nation 

and shifted it towards “European powers” (Harik, 1990). The European colonialists began 

to destroy the Arab nations in Egypt (1835), Saudi State in Arabia (1872), and they had 

imposed a claim on Kuwait and also Syrian provinces (ibid, 1990). As an obvious result 

of colonization (Van Dommelen, 1997) the new colonies (Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt) began 

to adopt new identities based on the values and standards of European Christian societies.  

The first thing to be changed in the colonies was the institutionalized Islamic identity in 

Maghreb. The French colonizers were successful in marginalizing the native Amazigh 

(Berber)s (who were Arabized) and the Arab Muslims and in representing them as 

“barbarians and bloodthirsty” (Boudraa & Krause, 2009, p. 73). The French colonial 
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policy isolated the native Amazigh (Berber)s in Maghreb (or Maghrib, referring to 

Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco) by firstly labelling them as naïve and backward people. 

Gunther, describes the image of the Amazigh (Berbers) and Arabs in European nineteenth 

century literature as follows:  

 

By and large, Berbers are fairer than Arabs; some have blue eyes. Berbers, like 

Arabs, are Mohammedans, but are less orthodox; for instance, some eat pork. An 

old apothegm is that “a Berber is not a true Moslem, but only thinks he is.” A good 

many Berbers were converted to Christianity before the Arabs came and engulfed 

them; St. Augustine was a Berber. Berbers have their own language, which is totally 

unlike Arabic (of course many Berbers know Arabic too) and which does not exist 

in written form, except in the case of one Saharan offshoot. Berbers have no written 

records, and there is no Berber literature (Gunther, 1957, p. 66): 

 

This description of the Amazigh (Berbers) as illiterate, backward and naïve is similar to 

other colonial accounts of native people in colonies around the world (Chowdhury, 1995; 

Mangan, 2012; Stoler & Strassler, 2000). By the mid-1900s several nationalist, Pan-

Islamic and Pan-African movements began as political actions in Maghreb and West 

African Muslim countries (Burke, 1972; Shivji, 2008). The underlying idea of Pan 

Africanism, which initiated in the eighteenth century, is the demand for liberty and 

equality in “Diaspora” (Abdul-Raheem, 1996, p. 89) and also in Muslim countries ruling 

by colonial force. By early twentieth century the Pan-African ideology became a 

prevalent force for the people in Maghreb to reject colonial dominance.  

The activities of Du Bois and Ida Gibbs Hunt (Roy-Campbell, 1996), two Pan-

Africanists, led to the Pan-African Congress in 1919 Paris, where African scholars, 
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writers and politicians demanded independence for African nations (Contee, 1972). This 

call for an action towards freeing colonies in Africa, and also diminishing racial 

oppressions in European countries and America, became stronger when Arab nationalists 

and Muslim activists also demanded independence in Muslim countries. By the early 

twentieth century the Islamic movements started to target the colonial powers in Maghreb 

(Burdett, 1998). Therefore, Islam, African heritage and Nationalism (Boudraa & Krause, 

2009, p. 74), and thriving for Amazigh (Berber) and Arab identity, became the unifying 

force of the Maghrebi people. This urge for national, religious and ethnic identity was 

reinforced by the rise of “Wahhabi” in Saudi Arabia in 1913, the Pan-Islamic activity in 

Jerusalem (Philip S Khoury, 1985), and Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. The Arab 

nationalist movements originated during the 1920s in the Muslim Arab world (Philip 

Shukry Khoury, 2014). As a result of Pan-Islamic, nationalist and anti-colonial revolts in 

Maghreb, Tunisia gained its independence from the French in 1956. Habib Bourguiba, 

who had fought for independence since he created the Neo-Destour (New Constitutional 

Liberal) Party in 1934 (Moore, 1962), planned Tunisia’s journey towards modernization 

and Democracy (Merone, 2015). Bourguiba’s first attempts to transform Tunisia from its 

“traditional”, “pre-modern” stage to a modern and developed society came as he 

attempted to make changes in the social structure of the country. The first changes he 

made were in relation to the situation of women in the country and their social rights. For 

example, he changed the marriage and divorce rules which, even during the colonial era, 

had been closely based on Sharia law. Women now had the right to work and Bourguiba 

also banned polygamy (Doumato & Posusney, 2003; Durrani, 1976). Religion was the 

other realm that Bourguiba identified as an obstacle in the path of modernization. As some 

thinkers (P. L. Berger, 1996; A. Moghadam, 2003; Saeed, 1994), suggest, religion is seen 

as “traditional and irrational” and as something that merely impedes the creation of a 
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modern country. Therefore, clinging on to Islamic beliefs and traditional rituals were 

believed to be obstacles confronting Tunisian society in its attempts to maintain a national 

identity. Therefore, secularization of religion became acknowledged as a means by which 

to gradually reduce the influence of Islamic culture and practices in people’s everyday 

lives in order for the modernizing process to take place. Bourguiba’s government also 

made changes to the Tunisian education system, with French, regarded as the “language 

of development” (Suleiman, 1993, p. 79), becoming the official language of education in 

schools and also the official language of governmental organizations. 

In promoting secularism in the country, Bourguiba enacted the Personal Status Code 

(majalla) that was a set of laws that changed the Islamic family law drastically. Based on 

this set of laws, legal rights on marriage, divorce, custody and inheritance was given to 

women, whereas in the Sharia law women do not have authority or rights over these 

family laws (Esposito & DeLong-Bas, 2001). Similar to the Civil Code of 1926 in Turkey, 

the new Tunisian family laws of 1956 called for a body of legislation that led to a 

reduction of gender inequalities in the Islamic legal system (Weingartner, 2004).  

Such legal reforms for women and their participation in political affairs (al Haddad, 2005) 

that were put to practice by the secular government of  Bourguiba caused dissatisfaction 

and disappointment among religious leaders and Muslim practitioners in the country 

(Tessler & Miller-Gonzalez, 2015). In addition to the changes in family law, Bourguiba 

also tried to make changes in the ways people observe religious rituals such as Ramadan. 

As Tessler observes: “Bourguiba called for Tunisians to refrain from fasting during 

Ramadan if this would reduce their effectiveness” in relation to work (Tessler & Miller-

Gonzalez, 2015, p. ix) in daily affairs. By ignoring people’s traditional and religious 

beliefs, and defining these beliefs as obstacles for achieving the status of a modern 

country, Bourguiba effectively sidelined the familiar Islamic and traditional social and 
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cultural structures of Tunisia. This put people, politicians and activists in a state of unease 

(ibid), and led them to question their identity (Zartman, 1992). As Zartman observes, it is 

during such moments of wandering that: ‘Believers flock back to their religion and seek 

in it not just a means of salvation in the afterlife, in its normal personal role, but also an 

answer to unsatisfactory conditions in the earthly life’ (ibid, p.185).   

Religion became the source for creating a national identity independently of the ruling 

colonial power. In the words of Islamist campaigners from Algeria and Tunisia to Sudan 

and Iran, religious tendency also gave rise to a “religious utopia which promises jobs and 

good government here and now, because its economic program is in the Quran" (ibid).  

As Zartman (1992) states, Bourguiba was not the only leader in the once colonized and/or 

undeveloped countries that adopted a forceful way of modernizing the people in his 

country. Anwar al-Sadat of Egypt, King Hassan II of Morocco, and, outside the Arab 

world, Muhammad Reza Pahlevi, Shah of Iran, and Ataturk in Turkey were pioneers of 

Bourguiba in this regard (Maddy-Weitzman, 2003; Mirsepassi, 2000; Navaro-Yashin, 

2002). From the late 1960s to the 1970s, the emergence of groups such as Shabiba 

Islamiyah in Morocco, the influence of Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran’s revolution of 1970s, 

and Muammar Qaddafi’s anti-Israeli and anti-Westernization movements in Libya have 

led to the concept of Islam being defined in opposition to westernization and 

Americanization (Mobasher, 2006). Indeed, all of these Islamist groups in different 

Muslim countries have been opposed to the imposed and oppressive westernization and 

Americanization of their governments. Therefore, Muslims in countries such as Iran, 

Sudan, Indonesia and Tunisia used Islamic ideology and political stances in order to 

oppose what they perceived as the Western Imperialism of the 1970s (Skocpol, 1982). 

In the case of Tunisia, an Islamic group named the “Islamic Tendency Movement” 

(French, Mouvement de la Tendence Islamique known as MTI) began in 1981 to 
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encourage young people to explore their Islamic background and African, Arab heritage. 

This resulted in many youths going back to religion and demanding a less westernized 

and secular country, while simultaneously demonstrating that their values and standards 

were based on Islamic practice. The outburst of government suppression towards Islamist 

groups came in 1983 with an incident that came to be known as the bread riot, for which 

the government blamed the MTI and, specifically, their leader, Rachid Ghanoochi. 

However, the uproar created by the official silencing of the people in the wake of the riot 

led to a weakening of Bourguiba’s government and resulted in him stepping down from 

power. This opened up a new era for Tunisia under Ben Ali, after a bloodless coup d’état 

in 1987.  

Ben Ali began several big industrial projects but mainly in the cities  that were the target 

of European tourists’ attraction due to better climate and scenery. However, these 

industrial developments did not occur in cities such as  Bizzert, Sidi Bou Said and El Kef  

that are inhabited mostly by the locals (Jdey, 2012). These cities were rural and remained 

rural in the new economic progression regime, thus reducing their appeal for international 

tourists due to their lack of western facilities. On the other hand, places such as Sousa, 

Djerba and Hammamet became the target for government development projects and were 

thus targeted as sites for economic growth (Alexander, 1997).  In order to succeed in his 

attempt to build a secular and democratic state in Tunisia, Ben Ali invested in economic 

prosperity. As a result, all the major factories, industries and businesses were affiliated 

with either the government and affluent families or with French (and other European) 

based concerns controlled by colonial interests (with the consequence that there were less 

employment opportunities for both educated or non-educated local youth) (Schraeder & 

Redissi, 2011). On the contrary, such companies tended to employ international, and 

specifically, European workers. As a direct consequence of this, all of the economic and 
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industrial growth in Tunisia took place in the beautiful and wealthy coastal areas that 

were already major tourist attractions in the country (Jdey, 2012). Ben Ali emphasized 

the separation of politics and Islam so that the country could move towards 

industrialization and modernization rather than maintaining Islamic rules and practices; 

this led to the isolation of the Muslims and the suppression of their Muslim identity 

(Sadiki, 2002, p. 176). This began slowly with Ben Ali initially commencing his 

developmental and industrial projects while at the same time attempting to build a good 

relationship with the Islamist party, an approach that was ultimately doomed to fail 

(Shahin, 1997). In the short-term, the Islamic Tendency Movement demanded that Islam 

should have a stronger role in the public sphere with an emphasis on reconstructing 

Muslim identity (Sadiki, 2002, p. 502) based on Islamic values and standards. This return 

to Islamic practices and political stances happened in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In 

particular, people living in areas with poor conditions were the ones moving towards the 

Islamists’ demands for a Muslim country.  

In the realm of popular culture, including music, Ben Ali’s government imposed strict 

censorship. The audio-visual media and also the press were observed and monitored by 

the government who instructed them not to convey any message regarding the 

dissatisfaction of the workers and the huge number of unemployed youths. These controls 

over the media (press, audio-visual, radio) drove people to subscribe to satellite TV 

channels that were aired from the Gulf countries (channels such as Al-Jazeera and al-

Arabiyya) and some European channels (Canal+ from France). In the beginning of Ben 

Ali’s government (late 1980s), all audio-visual media were under the state’s control. 

However, by mid-1990s satellite television channels began to attract a larger audience 

than the media inside the country and at the same time writers, journalists and political 

activists began to protest against the brutality of the regime through the channels aired 
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outside Tunisia (Wulf, Misaki, Atam, Randall, & Rohde, 2013). By the end of the 

twentieth century, along with the popularity of satellite television channels the Internet 

also became available for the first time. However, access to the Internet (outside 

Universities and governmental organizations and places such as banks), was very difficult 

because of the quality of dial up Internet connection which was the only kind of internet 

connection available in Tunisia at this point (Jensen, 2000). The opposition of activists 

and ordinary people voiced through social networking sites, personal blogs and online 

news became more widespread and led to the arrest in 2000 of several journalists 

including Ben Brik, a correspondent for French Newspaper La Croix. Brik had written an 

article on the punishment of human rights activists in Tunisia. The wide range of access 

to the Internet was an opportunity for the activists and some writers and journalists 

opposed to government policies to express their opinions, even though the government 

closely monitored and blocked many online sites and webpages (Facebook, YouTube, 

etc.) (Joffé, 2014).  

On December 17 2010, Bouazizi, a street vendor in Sidi Bou Said, set himself on fire as 

a response to the repression and authoritarianism of Ben Ali’s regime. He was an ordinary 

person owning a street vegetable vender. When he was forced to leave the street by a 

policewoman he resisted with the result that he was struck by the police, his vegetable 

cart confiscated and a fine imposed. Bouazizi’s self-immolation triggered the 

revolutionary minds of people living in Sidi Bou Said and later the whole country. As a 

parallel to the social critique and the political uprisings that occurred after this incident, 

in early 2011 El General, an established Tunisian rapper, released ‘Rayes el Bled’ (Mr. 

President), a song that linked the existing Tunisian hip hop culture to the social and 

political uprisings against the regime of Ben Ali. The song directly criticizes Ben Ali and 

his government, something that led to El General’s arrest. Soon thereafter, rap music 
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earned its title as the ‘Anthem of the Revolution’, (ALJAZEERA, 2011; theguardian, 

2011). The popularity of ‘Rayes el Bled’ spread among the protestors and helped to 

redefine Tunisian hip hop in a new context of resistance that eventually made its way into 

the motto of the Revolution. From the beginning of the movement against Ben Ali and 

Mubarak in 2010, the global media related hip hop directly to the Arab Spring in Tunisia 

as well as Egypt, representing hip hop as the initiating force of the Revolution. Through 

numerous journal articles, documentaries and interviews (BBC World, CNN news, 

Aljazeera news, the Guardian) and rappers’ social networking, hip hop was officially seen 

as the motivating force of the Revolution. By the mid-21st Century, in the midst of all the 

opposition against him, Ben Ali’s political power and popularity was severely tarnished 

by the revolutionary action taking place in Tunisia to the point where he was forced to 

step down in 2011.  

 

5.3. Tunisia’s Exposure to Hip-hop Culture 

 

Hip hop music emerged in Tunisia during the late 1980s through the international 

TV and satellite channels16, interactions with young Algerian and Moroccan rappers and 

the diasporic Tunisian community in France (Reda Zine, Skype interview, Boston, 2014). 

By 1998 there were several hip hop groups in major cities in Tunisia (Durand, 2002; 

Gueye, 2013).  

The group known as “Wled Bled” (kids of the country) is generally acknowledged as 

being the first hip hop crew in Tunisia. Tshibo, Mr Mostafa, Moomed, Balti and Kanide, 

                                                 
16 The official website of the MBC (Middle East Broadcasting Center) Arabic Channels introduces the 

channel as a “Pan Arab” entertaining and News channel. MBC Satellite channel was founded in 1991 by 

the Diasporic Arab communities in Britain, to broadcast “an alternative media outlet” for the residents in 

Arab countries (for further reading see Zayani, 2006).  
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the members of the group, made the political and economic policies of Ben Ali’s 

government a key focus of their rapping as well as critiquing the developmental and 

industrial changes that were imposed on the Tunisian society with the aim of turning the 

country into a modern industrial state (Doumato & Posusney, 2003). Their first album, 

2002, was released in the year 2002 and earned them popularity within the local Tunisian 

hip hop scene because of the specific issues they drew on in the songs. One of the songs 

on the album is called MaMa and is a critical commentary on the social and economic 

problems faced by the young people in Tunisia.  

In addition to the Wled Bled crew, other Tunisian rappers also began their hip hop careers 

during this period, including artists such as Tman, Nizar, Warda Crew and the Arab Clan. 

The Arab Clan released a song in 2002 called El 5Omsa that particularly talks about their 

experiences of living in urban Tunisia. In this song, the Arab Clan criticizes the poverty 

and social and economic discriminations in Tunisia. Additionally, they also address the 

hardships of living in poor neighborhoods. In the rap song, the Arab Clan asks, “where 

the prophet Mohammad’s practices have gone and how the authorities are going to 

practice the Islam of the prophet Muhammad?” These pioneering rappers in Tunisia were 

from diverse economic and social backgrounds and had different styles of rap music 

compositions. Some had tendencies towards political and consciously critical texts, while 

others were able to explore the entertaining potential of hip hop culture and translate it 

for a Tunisian audience.  

However, the revolution and its preceding economic, social and political repression in the 

country inspired Tunisian rappers to adopt a unique and authentic articulation of their 

experience in social and political turmoil and try to make sense of the unstable situation 

they were in. Hip hop culture and, more specifically, the lyrics of rap can be highly 

sensational and personalized which creates a rhythmic and often autobiographical form 
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of storytelling. The protestors during the Tunisian Revolution could connect with both 

the artistic and thematic aesthetics of the political and revolutionary rap songs of Balti, 

El General and Hamzaoui. However, by the time of my fieldwork in Tunisia, in 2014, 

various styles of Tunisian hip hop were being aired on TV and Radio or performed 

underground in the ghettos and personal studios. In the following sections of this chapter, 

I aim to shed light on these rappers’ experiences as young Tunisians, their worldview, 

and more specifically their understanding of hip hop and its relation to Islamic beliefs and 

prophecy.     

 

5.4. Case Studies 

 

As noted earlier, one of the important changes in Tunisian hip hop was the 

emergence of hip hop in the national and international media during and after the 

revolution of 2011. As noted above, hip hop became known as the anthem of the 

revolution as a result of El General’s “Reis el bled”. Many of the rappers in Tunis made 

a distinction between the hip hop culture before and after the revolution of 2011 (field 

notes, Tunis, 2014). They refer to the rappers who became the advocates of people against 

the oppressive government of Ben Ali, such as El General and Hamzaoui, mentioning 

that those rappers were not among the political and resistant groups of pioneer rappers in 

Tunisia (Jamal, Tunis, 2014). According to Jamal, rappers such as El General were so 

astonished with the popularity and global attention that they changed their rap style to 

adopt a more political perspective: 

 

These days, people respect political rappers in Tunis. If you have some political 

ideas and rap about it everyone will happily play your rap songs for their friends. 
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The like of El General [saw] this [as an] opportunity to gain respect from others. 

He was a party rapper and I believe he is still partying all the time but talking about 

politics on TV. 

 

In my ethnographic study of hip hop in Tunisia, I observed that the huge acceptance of 

hip hop music and culture from people after the revolution gave hope to rappers to build 

a career from their hip hop activity. It was after the revolution that Tunisian rappers first 

experienced being seen and heard on TV and radio. Also through performing concerts 

nationally and internationally, many rappers in Tunisia began to acquire more instant 

exposure for their work (Peisner, 2011).  

The rappers in this period of hip hop culture made conscious choices in continuing their 

activity as rappers, break-dancers and graffiti artists in Tunisia. In other words, the 

situation after the revolution made it possible for the rappers to both enjoy expressing 

themselves through their music and also have the opportunity to earn income from their 

rapping. Thus, a number of rappers began to see their rapping activity both as a form of 

entertainment and also creative work that could offer them the opportunity of creating a 

career for themselves. For instance, Mostafa – a Tunisian breakdancer – sometimes 

breakdanced to his own rap songs in the alley in front of his home studio in Tunis (Figure 

6). After about three months some of the locals asked him to teach their kids how to dance 

after school.  
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Figure 6 Mostafa, Habib Bourguiba Ave., Tunis. Photo taken by the author 

 

He recalls with a smile:  

 

The mothers looked at me and moved their heads up and down with the beats and 

the kids were dancing next to me. I didn’t ask them to pay but I uploaded the videos 

of the group dancing with the kids on the website of my recording studio and now 

you see [pointing to the people in the dance hall] I have my students and a place to 

teach them (Mostafa, Tunis, 2014).  

 

The trajectory of hip hop culture in Tunisia over a period of more than ten years has seen 

the development of various hip hop styles performed by Tunisian rappers in different 

cities such as, Hammamet, EL Kef and Tunis. However, the three themes of Islam, 

ethnicity and gender are apparent across the different Tunisian hip hop styles that are 

currently popular in Tunisia. In the following section of the chapter, I will further explore 

these concepts with reference to fieldwork data generated from my interviews with 

Tunisian rappers. 
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5.4.1. Islam  

 

Many Tunisian young people have been identifying themselves as Muslims and, 

therefore, opposed to the enforced secularization of Bourguiba’s government (Charrad, 

1997). This Islamic tendency is also seen among Tunisian rappers from the 1990s 

onwards. The first rapper I met in Tunis was Majnoon who is famous for criticism of the 

political situation and economic problems in Tunisia. He started to rap in 2000 at the age 

of 18. Majnoon explained that his first impression of rap and hip hop was as “an angry 

statement in which I could shout without [being] silenced right away”.  He continued, 

stating that during Ben Ali’s government there was no scope for criticizing the way people 

were living in different cities in Tunisia. In his rap, Majnoon addresses the flaws of Ben 

Ali’s regime from 2003 to the time of the Revolution. His focus is mainly on the anti-

Islamic attempts of Ben Ali to forcefully make the country a modern North African 

region. Thus, he observes: 

 

We are Muslims before all. We have been Muslims since the 7th century. It’s in our 

blood, how can someone take out Islam from our blood? All I say is that we should 

put an end to the fights with each other inside the country and focus more on the 

ways we can improve Tunisia with the light of Islam (field notes, Tunis, 2014). 

 

Majnoon identifies himself as a young Muslim and also feels the obligation to remind his 

audience also that Islam in Tunisia has been neglected ever since the time of Tunisia’s 

independence from France in 1956. Majnoon finds the Tunisian hip hop scene important 

in terms of allowing him to express his dissatisfaction with the forceful changes in the 
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country towards modernization. In his dedication to Islam and preserving the prophet 

Muhammad’s dreams of creating a place for the “poor and the weak”, Majnoon 

collaborated with different Islamic/political parties both before and after the Revolution. 

As a result of the global fear of Islamic fundamentalists after the appearance of Taliban 

in Afghanistan, Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and more recently the ISIS in Iraq, 

Majnoon’s engagements with the Islamist party in Tunisia has earned him the scepticism 

of many rappers (Jamal, Tunis, 2014).  

Studying Majnoon’s rap songs, it is interesting that he continuously offers solutions to 

end the problems in Tunisia through emphasising the central importance of Islam to the 

country. In one of his songs17, released in 2013, he suggests that America and key 

European countries (such as France) do not allow Muslims to decide for themselves about 

what is good, politically and culturally. In this song, he supports the Islamic Republic of 

Iran’s government in attempting to develop nuclear power. Majnoon shares this extreme 

notion of Islam and its political rules in a Muslim country with another hip hop artist from 

Kef whom I will call Jaber. He also promotes the idea of having a “pure Muslim” country 

without the interference of “any foreign forces such as France or America” (Jaber, 

fieldwork notes, Kef, 2014). He and his friend Shabah try to rebuild the connections 

between the local areas in Tunisia and the young people in big cities. As Shabah observes:  

 

[…] look at the young Tunisians, they don’t know who to follow, they don’t even 

know about their rich Muslim culture. Once all of them get familiar with their 

Islamic and African heritage, they have obtained the weapon to fight with America 

(Shabah, fieldwork notes, Kef, 2014).  

                                                 
17 As I agreed with this rapper not to expose his identity, I am also unable to mention this song’s title and 

lyrics in my writing.  
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These two hip hop artists are inhabitants of El Kef, a small city in the west of Tunisia 

close to Algeria, and began rapping during the late 1990s. Shabah describes his childhood 

and his first encounter with hip hop culture: 

 

I come from a family with three sons. My dad is a simple worker and he never 

earned much money. My older brother had some Moroccan friends in the 

neighbourhood and he started breakdancing with them. This is in 1998 or 1999. It 

was something that normally people in my neighbourhood wouldn’t do and is 

considered something not Tunisian. When I was 20 I decided, I wanted to rap and 

that I wanted to talk about my city and the people’s situation in there. 

 

Shabah started to rap in Tunisian and was influenced by Moroccan rappers and the type 

of issues these rappers cover in their lyrics. However, as he continued rapping, after a few 

years he found his own style and found other issues to discuss (the group interviews, Kef, 

2014).  For Shabah Islam is the main issue to be addressed in his songs: 

 

To me, Islam offers a very peaceful solution for everything that happens in human 

society, like for poverty it suggests that you need to give Zakkat to poor people. Or 

to have an understanding of how difficult life can be for people who cannot afford 

a single loaf of bread, it suggests that you fast for a whole month. Islam also tells 

you that you need to put aside the sins and follow the practices carefully to make 

the society better. It never tells you to start the fight or to rob a country, unless you 

are attacked. This is Islam for me. 

 



134 

 

With this idea in mind, Shabah started to think about a new way to make hip hop songs 

and at the same time began connecting the local culture and music of Kef to the global 

culture of hip hop. Shabah believes that “Africa is the homeland of hip hop”, because to 

his mind “the roots of American black music are in here, in Africa” (Shabah, Tunis, 2014). 

This statement suggests that, to Shabah, the hip hop that he produces is not an adaptation 

of the global hip hop culture. In a casual conversation with a German journalist friend, he 

claimed: “They [the American hip hoppers] just reminded us of the rich culture and roots 

that we have, but they don’t own this [hip hop culture]” (La Marsa, Tunis, 2014). In search 

of the African originality in hip hop, he and Jaber, discovered a fondness for mixing 

reggae and rap while targeting social, historical and political issues in relation to Tunisia 

and Tunisian Diaspora in France, in the lyrics. Shabah and Jaber both started free styling 

with Algerian rappers who occasionally came to El Kef in the early 2000s. Jaber 

remembered that when he first became interested in free-styling he spent a whole day at 

home watching gangsta rap battles on VHS recordings and MBC Satellite TV channels18 

and tried to write his own lyrics but, as he explained, “they were so gangsta in [the] 

American and French fashion”.  The free-styling meeting that they went to was held in a 

remote area in Kef. Afterwards Shabah and Jaber decided to work on their own styles by 

appointing tasks for each other such as “writing the lyrics for a political rap song in 3 

days” (Jaber, Tunis, 2014). Shabah explains “it was not easy for us. We could speak and 

understand French and a little bit of English but rapping in French could not make our 

style unique. So, we decided to gather with my brother, Jaber, and two of our friends who 

are art students at Tunis University, to work on how we can make it special.” Soon enough 

                                                 
18 The official website of the MBC (Middle East Broadcasting Center) Arabic Channels introduces the 

channel as a “Pan Arab” entertaining and News channel. MBC Satellite channel was founded in 1991 by 

the Diasporic Arab communities in Britain, to broadcast “an alternative media outlet” for the residents in 

Arab countries (for further reading see Zayani, 2006).  
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those friendly gatherings became a ritual for the whole group before making a song. 

Arfaoui, the photographer of the group, remembers: 

 

I did not think that my friend Shabah could do much because hip hop in Tunis at 

that time (2000-2005) was not big at all. There were only some rappers here and 

their talking about the same issues as Muslim rappers in Europe. Like the fear 

everybody had in France when Algerian and Tunisian migrants started to rap about 

the French society being cruel to them. I told Shabah lets just have normal 

conversations with each other and then see what is important in our minds that we 

want to tell to people. 

 

Everyone in the group decided to do what Arfaoui suggested and started talking to each 

other on the appointed dates (every Friday) about the events that had occurred during the 

week and how these problems affected their lives.  The method worked and they produced 

their first hit single in 2003 targeting the cultural and social problems of people in small 

cities in Tunisia with the centrality of Islam (in Shabah’s sense, the pure Islam).  

However, because of the country’s political conditions, the group focused more on the 

political and economic corruptions of the government of Ben Ali. As a whole, the group 

Shabah got together were more socially and culturally engaged in the rap they produced, 

but in the period of and after the Revolution they also demanded “changes and 

democracy” (Personal notes, Shabah, Tunis 2014).  Overall, the point of view of those 

rappers referred to in this part of the research, is that returning to the sharia and trusting 

the Islamic leaders would help the Tunisians find their lost identities as Muslims and 

Africans. Indeed, Jamal suggests that: 
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These people [Tunisians] are wandering around with French, Italian, German and 

worst of all American identities. We should show them that they are only getting 

westernized and even the Islam that the westerners are talking about is a false Islam. 

The real Islam is in the Sharia  

 

For Majnoon, Shabah, Jaber and Jamal, Islam is the last refuge that can strengthen them 

in overcoming the poverty, mis-education and corruption that the Tunisian society 

endured during the period of both Bourguiba and Ben Ali’s governments. Majnoon was 

excited about the fact that Iran, as a Muslim country, is “brave enough to show to the 

world the falsehood and evil side of the western countries” (Majnoon, Tunis, 2014). This 

notion of Islam, as a political and cultural weapon to fight against the enemies of the 

nation (Western countries), can be seen in the hip hop made in the Muslim and Arab 

world since the beginning of the 21st century. However, being affiliated with Islamist 

groups and having Islamist tendencies draws people’s attention towards these hip 

hoppers, as a result of recent Muslim extremist movements and Muslim tendencies in 

politics around the world: the rise of Islamic tendencies in Turkey (Taspınar, 2012); the 

Islamist civil war in Syria (News, 2012; Perthes, 2014); and several attacks related to 

Islamist extremists “terrorist attacks” in France (Hurd, 2014), US, at the Boston Marathon 

(2013) and the bombing attacks in Tunis (the first in a bus carrying presidential guards 

and the second in the Bardo Museum) that ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) took 

responsibility for (El-Ghobashy, 2015).  

During the time of my fieldwork in Tunisia there were several Salafist rallies on the streets 

in support of having a non-secular Islamic nation in Tunisia. This is why my Tunisian 

friends and acquaintances were sceptical towards the Islamist tendencies of the Islamic 

Party and Islamic rappers in Tunisia. For instance, Rim (my Tunisian acquaintance) 
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believed “we don’t want an Islamist country. We want democracy. People in here are 

scared of Salafists19. This fear of Islamist extremists around the world in the 2000s and 

also its association with terrorism have made it difficult for rappers with Islamic 

tendencies to freely perform their songs. Mostafa, an Islamic rapper, states that “for some 

of the Tunisians who also like hip hop, talking about Islam seems very dangerous. I mean, 

for some of the people I know, it is okay to talk about love and being poor, and sex or 

money, but it is frightening to talk about Islam because they say the world will see us as 

terrorists” (Mostafa, Tunis, 2014). Mostafa and his crew explained that they find it 

difficult to express their Islamic tendencies, even though they are not political, and are 

forced to conform with Islamic and traditional social norms to be able to survive 

financially. For instance, they find themselves obligated to censor their lyrics that support 

Islamic political ideologies. Jamal and Shabah, two Islamic rappers, referred to the 

people’s reactions to them on public transport, on the street, and in restaurants, noting 

that this was “shocking” in the beginning but reinforcing the anger and passion they both 

had to present Islam “in a world where everyone is so fearful of it [Islam]” (Jamal, Tunis, 

2014). Established rappers, such as Majnoon, Jamal, Shabah, Jaber, Khadijeh and Behieh, 

who participated in this research, often made clear cut stances of what a Muslim should 

do or how a Muslim should react to the Islamophobic ideas targeting Muslim societies 

and communities. This feeling of belonging to Islam and hip hop culture connects the 

Tunisian rappers to the African-American Muslim hip hop culture. To put this a different 

way, the Tunisian rappers like their African-American counterparts use hip hop as a 

platform to counter the hegemonic Western culture through affiliating with Islamic 

beliefs and ideology that have long been seen as a threat for Western power. This 

connection to Islam also relates the Tunisian rappers to a history of resistance and protest 

                                                 
19 Tunisian Islamist extremists 
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against Imperialism and colonialism that began in the 1920s (with the rise of Pan-Islamic 

and modern Pan-African movements).  

Thus, this feeling of belonging in relation to Islam among Tunisian rappers’ does not 

solely connect with their political resistance to the current circumstances in Tunisia. 

Rather it also connects Tunisian rappers to a broader history of resistance in Tunisia, 

Maghreb, and also African-American hip hop culture. On the other hand, the tendency 

towards Islam by the Islamic rappers in Tunisia can, at its extreme level, be seen as a 

reaction to critical Islamophobic tensions that have escalated since September 2001 and 

reached a peak with the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in 2014.  

 

5.4.2. Ethnicity 

 

The ethnic tendencies in hip hop in Tunisia are also aligned with the political and 

nationalist quest of many Tunisian rappers in that such tendencies refer significantly to 

their ethnic backgrounds, be it Arab, Barber or generally African (referring to being 

Black). Moreover, the political rap style in Tunisia addresses the issues of democracy and 

political and economic corruption in the country and also political conflicts around the 

world, mostly in other Arab world countries (Libya, Yemen, Palestine). Among Tunisian 

rappers there are groups with nationalist and political tendencies that do not necessarily 

go along with their religious identity. Referring to African, Tunisian with Barber 

ancestors, or Arab backgrounds are the most important concerns of rappers such as 

Wahhab, Mavi and Akbar. They have adopted the aesthetics of Westcoast hip hop style 

and music in the USA, while addressing global political and social issues, such as the 

Israel Palestine war in 2014 and the Syrian civil war from March 2011 until the present 
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time.  Wahhab and Mavi both agreed that the year 2010 for people in Muslim world was 

the time of seeking for democracy and human rights but,  

 

[…] we were deceived. Nothing in our countries are any better. The Arab spring for 

us in 2011 seemed like living in a dream {sic}. Look at Egypt, Yemen, Libya and 

Syria we were all the same [in demanding democracy and social change].  

 

However, these three rappers are also notorious for the heavily sexist and violent themes 

in their songs, which include the objectification of women and their bodies. These 

rappers also hedonistically celebrate their masculinity and being young. Wahhab 

describes how he finds rapping about violence in his songs effective: 

 

When you want to show a kid that something is not good for him you have to show 

a little part of it to him so that he will not do it without thinking. The same thing 

goes with violence and the way you need to show people what it can bring about. 

A rapper should be capable of talking about very different matters from subjects of 

his country (like women and child abuse, economic corruption, political matters, 

poverty) and also about different countries (like the things happening in Gaza now). 

If you can cover all of that in your work, you have made a good rapper. 

 

Wahhab believes that addressing diverse socio-political and even hedonistic and leisure 

lifestyles leads to the creation of good hip hop. Thus, he observes: “Drake 20 says rap is 

all about telling stories, and all of the things I rap about are real stories of Tunisia” 

                                                 
20 Drake is a black Jewish-Canadian rapper, who had inspired Wahab because “you know he is Jewish but 

he struggles with his religion and race in Canada. I love reading about him. He talks about culture and he 

doesn’t support Zionist ideas. I like his work”.  
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(Wahhab, Carthage, 2014). Wahhab doesn’t follow one particular theme at the time, he 

addresses poverty as well as wealth, he talks about women’s rights and at the same time 

objectifies the female body in some of his rap songs. Mavi, speaks about this 

characteristic of Wahhab’s hip hop as the “current hip hop in the world”: 

  

You see, I have a good job as a computer engineer, and I know how hard it is to be 

in a country where you had a big Revolution and you hoped for the best to happen 

and then you find out that everything seems like a show. The only thing you can do 

is to enjoy the decadence. I like to rap about women’s bodies and how they make 

me feel or talk about how good it is to smoke zetla (hashish), marijuana or even 

sniff Cocaine. This is the life that can help me live in this country. And you can see 

I have my own followers that show me there are other people in this country who 

are also tired of asking for a change and just try to live the life.  

 

Wahhab and Mavi have their own weekly rituals. Thus, every week they gather with their 

friends (all males) in the recording studio and start talking “rubbish”, in Wahhab’s terms, 

until they find words that go together to make a good lyric. This is followed by the 

composition of a beat and a melody. Wahhab recalls that every time they gather a different 

subject becomes the favourite of the group, noting how “sometimes we like to sing about 

the history of Tunis and how people changed, but in other times we just like to nag and 

talk about the fun things that make us happy at the end of a long week”.  Wahhab and 

Mavi have been active throughout the Revolution, producing music that voices its 

resistance against Ben Ali’s regime. Similarly, during late 2014 they held a series of 

concerts and performances in support of Gaza (in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict of 2014) 

(Aljazeera, 2014) and their rapper counterparts in that region.  
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The two rappers share a similar view of life and how they want it to be for themselves as 

individuals living in Tunisia. Although Wahhab and Mavi do not share a similar view of 

Islam and politics with rappers such as Majnoon and Shabah, they passionately rap about 

the social and cultural issues facing Tunisians. Mavi, Wahhab and Akbar deployed hip 

hop to address the violence, poverty and economic problems currently being experienced 

in the country through their art of hip hop along with celebrating youth, having fun in life 

and partying. They are influenced by the gangsta style of hip hopping both in terms of its 

beats and lyrics. The work and lifestyle of rappers such as Wahab, Mavi, Balal, Kamal, 

Akbar and Latifah (Tunisian female rapper), underpin elements of nationalist, political 

and feminist sensibilities.  

Wahhab and Mavi travel to different countries in Africa, performing concerts and holding 

group discussions about the cultures of different African tribes with rappers they co-

operate with. They also collaborate with rappers from Somalia, in Mavi’s words, to “help 

the Africa that gave birth to us” (Mavi, Tunis, 2014).  

For some of the aforementioned rappers, notably Balal and Akbar, reference to blackness, 

Arab identity and Africa as a motherland can be regarded as elements of originality in the 

hip hop they have produced. The obsession with African identity and tribal cultures for 

these rappers are also projections of the Pan-African, Arab nationalist and ethnic attempts 

in the country to preserve a united identity in Tunisia. An example of the attempt to revive 

an ethnic community is the foundation of the first Amazigh (Berber) Amazigh association 

in Tunisia called the Tunisian Association for Amazigh (Berber) Culture 

(L’AssociationTunisienne de la Culture Amazighe) in July 2011. The Amazigh (Berber) 

community also held a conference called “Amazigh (Berber) Symposium: Language, 

Culture and Society in Tunisia and beyond” in March 2012 to discuss the racial and 
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cultural oppressions that the Amazigh (Berber) community suffered from in Tunisia both 

in the French colonial period (1881-1956) and in post-independent Tunisia (1956-2011).  

Several rappers who participated in the present study believed that Tunisian hip hop 

needed to reflect on the Islamic and ethnic identities in Tunisia so that marginalised 

groups are given the opportunity to have a voice in the country. The attempts of rappers 

such as Jamal, Shahab, and Khadijeh, among others, to express their national and ethnic 

identity is not something new in Tunisian society. The fight to reclaim nationality and 

ethnicity embedded in the hip hop culture in Tunisia is both influenced by the Pan-African 

and Arab nationalist movements from the beginning of the twentieth century and also an 

impact of the racial awareness underlying the African-American hip hop which glorifies 

African origins and “Black Power” (Collins, 2006). 

 

5.4.3. Gender 

 

In this part of the Chapter, I aim to explore the relation of gender to Tunisian hip 

hop culture. This section focuses on the experiences of Tunisian girls as hip hoppers in 

the three cities of Tunis, El Kef and Hammamet. As been mentioned in the introduction 

of this chapter, female hip hoppers find hip hop music and culture empowering in creating 

their identities and expressing their socio-political viewpoints in contemporary Tunisia.  

In this section, I focus on the underlying layers of being a woman and rapper in Tunisia 

during the 2000s and early 2010s. I consider the female rappers who participated in this 

research in Tunisia as hip hop artists who express resistance because of the themes and 

issues that they cover in their rap songs and because of their lifestyles. These hip hoppers 

are critical of the social and cultural stereotypes that are assigned to them as Muslim 

women. They are also critical of the western (specifically North American and European) 
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culture and influence in their countries. Looking at the past struggles of women for liberty 

acknowledgment in Muslim countries (Keddie & Beck, 1978; Salem, 1984) and human 

rights, the female Tunisian rappers discussed in this chapter also struggle with the same 

issues. Although women have managed to carve some space for themselves in social, 

political and economic realms in Tunisia due to Bourguiba and Ben Ali’s policies for 

liberating women (V. Moghadam, 2003), at the same time social and cultural 

discrimination has remained with no significant changes taking place in this respect 

(Suleiman, 1993). 

In respond to these socio-religious discriminations, the female rappers have different 

strategies to survive in the masculine Tunisian hip hop scene. Here, I will explain the two 

different approaches that these female hip hoppers have in their lifestyles and rap lyrics: 

radical and moderate. I chose to address one group of female rappers as radical in their 

criticism of Islamic culture and tradition, Tunisian government politics and Islamist 

fundamentalists in relation to women in the country.  

The second group, moderate critics, refer to those female hip hoppers who establish a 

conformity with the society’s norms and rules, yet are critical, about some discriminations 

against women in Tunisia. This group is also critical of Islamist fundamentalists in the 

country. Below I will present case studies that picture these two approaches of resistance 

in female Tunisian hip hop.  

The first group apply a more radical form of resistance, being radical both in their 

lifestyles or/and in their rap lyrics. They do not come to a negotiation with the dominant 

sexual power constructs that position them firstly as women and secondly as rappers or 

artists. Nevertheless, being controversial in their lifestyles (deviating from the Islamic 

and traditional norms) and the rap they produce, it is easy for this group of female rappers 

to become isolated in the society and among other rappers. 
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Examples of this include Latifah, Nana and Delal who apply a deconstructionist approach 

in their portrayal of female roles and the place of women in Tunisian society. Latifah 

takes a very feminist approach in her interactions with the male rappers within the hip 

hop culture. For instance, she usually asks male hip hoppers to freestyle with her in parks 

which is not very popular among Tunisian rappers. She complains “they judge you as a 

woman first and then as a rapper. And you are always a bad rapper in their eyes”. Here 

Latifah is referring to other male rappers in Tunisia who refuse to cooperate with her for 

the reason that they don’t recognize her as a rapper and also that she is “not a good 

woman”.  

Latifah usually appears in public in very short shorts and thin revealing tops. Although 

having hijab is not legally mandatory, as Latifah puts it “revealing cloths are for tourists, 

and non-Muslims and definitely not for Tunisian girls” (Latifah, Tunis, 2014). Her big 

cap, pair of white sneakers and gangsta glide attract people’s attention but in a negative 

way. As I sometimes met her in cafes and restaurants, I could observe for myself the way 

people would often greet her with condemning looks at her as she entered these places. 

Such sentiments are shared by Latifah, a 21-year-old female rapper who started rapping 

during Ben Ali’s regime. In her rapping, Latifah focuses on what she refers to as making 

“a big change in people”. She believes that if the people’s minds change there will be no 

more corruption: 

 

I don’t think Islam is the matter here, because everybody uses it for their own 

benefits. You should change the minds of the people first. Look around the city 

(Tunis) all you can see is trash everywhere. The city stinks. And people so 

ignorantly think that this is a rebellion against Ben Ali, well he is gone for three 
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years now, why don’t you clean up? You know what I mean these people live like 

this at their houses too. 

 

As illustrated by the above quotation, Latifah addresses different social issues in her rap 

songs. She has been arrested twice, during the presidency of Ben Ali, for carrying 

Marijuana and zetla. (Hashish). Latifah recalls the story:  

 

Well, sister, this is hip hop. Poverty, discrimination, women and drugs are all parts 

of it. I don’t care if I smoke zetla or if I have Marijuana, or some other drugs. This 

is my life and this lifestyle does not bother anyone. Even after they arrested me for 

having zetla, I am still smoking, as you see now! 

 

Here Latifah is referring to the two times she was arrested for carrying Hashish and 

Marijuana. Her consumption of drugs is an action of resistance to the economic and social 

situation she is in.  She refers to M.I.A as her model both in lifestyle and rapping. She did 

a freestyle in one of our meetings about how she admires M.I.A and her “boldness”:  

 

Just listen to her, M.I.A 

She is proud to say she is the bad girl 

 I am that bitch who experiences everything in life before she dies 

I’m like M.I.A I do it well  

On Coce or Mary  

I’m the bad girl 
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She continued: 

 

I like it when my mind is miles away from my strict Muslim father and a traditional 

obeying mother who has never done what she desired in her life. Now she is also 

doing it to me I just want my head to be dizzy and my body to be weightless when 

I smoke. Then the words come to me. This is the life I want. 

 

Despite Latifah’s opinion about drugs as being a part of her personal lifestyle, she refuses 

to expose this in her songs, for she believes “this will add to the disaster, it will not change 

anything but make the situation darker and darker for me as a rapper and a girl”.  

Nana, another pioneer female rapper from Tunis, believes that “religion is the problem”. 

Her rap songs generally celebrate youth and being a woman. In some of her songs she 

addresses the labels and the images that her lifestyle has created in people’s minds. In one 

of her songs she outlines the important things she does during a typical day and she talks 

about how much fun she has with her friends. In the song, she states she and her friends, 

whether they are excluded from the accepted mainstream culture or whether they are 

unwedded mothers, have the power to continue living and enjoy their youth and life. She 

explains,  

 

I don’t care a bit about Islam and how they want us to be Muslim women. I just 

believe in life. I do my best for me and it doesn’t have anything to do with Islam. 

My mom can still believe in the things they say, that Islam is for the poor for the 

benefit of women, for the people who are suffering. But for me these claims that 

Islam makes are just another game that is not a good thing for me (Nana, Tunis, 

2014).  
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At the same time, some female rappers criticize some aspects of discriminations towards 

women in a more moderate way in their lifestyles and rap. The social, cultural and moral 

codes relating to women make it impossible for female Tunisian rappers to remain 

politically and culturally resistant while at the same time being accepted in the society.  

The second group of female rappers use hip hop to empower their agency as individuals 

regardless of their gendered place in the society. However, they struggle to set themselves 

free from the constraints of tradition and religion that have shaped Tunisian society for 

centuries. Therefore, some of the female rappers have come to a negotiation with the 

socio-religious norms prevalent in society regarding women (Waltz, 1986). This group of 

rappers cover themes of partying and youthfulness and sometimes social criticism and 

Islam and its values. At the same time, such rappers sometimes choose a very radical way 

of living that is not portrayed vividly in their hip hop and any social media that they are 

active in. For instance, Kolsoom believed that marriage is “an unreliable contract” that 

makes the woman accept a lot of responsibilities and at the same time dependent on the 

husband: 

 

Don’t think that because Tunisia is a secular country people do not care about 

traditions in weddings. The woman always feels that she is the possession of the 

man. My sister is married for eight years now and when I ask her to go out with me 

and my boyfriend she calls her husband for permission. I shouted at her before and 

she would call him secretly. It is not only my sister, there are a lot of economically 

dependent women who don’t notice that they let the husbands to control them in 

everything they want to do. This is why I am raising my child on my own. I don’t 
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need a man to boss me around. I have a boyfriend who loves me and gets along well 

with my child.  

 

Kolsoom does not express her anti traditional viewpoints on women’s issues in her rap 

because as she states she is hoping to pursue an artistic career through her hip hop dance 

and music: 

 

If I become very apparent about not believing in many social conventions and 

traditional Islamic beliefs, I will lose my family and many people around me. This 

is true that my mother takes care of my daughter when I’m at work but she feels 

guilty and ashamed if I shout it out in public. She feels embraced that I have a child 

without being married even once. Many of my friends do not like the gay and 

lesbian people that we know, but in my early freestyles I used to rap to support their 

communities here in Tunis. Now I think I need to think of my career in future, I 

need to think of Hafsa, my little angel.  

 

Kolsoom tries to resist against the ideologies that she does not accept and does not follow 

in her everyday life as an individual. She, similar to other female rappers such as Behieh, 

conforms with the sociocultural and Islamic norms of the society in the hip hop she 

creates. This group of rappers also identify themselves as future mothers and Muslim 

practitioners who are going to raise the future nation in Tunisia. Khadijeh is a good 

example of this sensibility among female rappers in Tunisia. She clings onto the 

traditional and Islamic faith and tries to moderate the discrimination they experience in 

order to build their own self-made identity and lifestyle. As Khadijeh explains, she was 

influenced by the Moroccan rapper, Sultana, who has begun educating young girls from 
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elementary school how to express their feelings in writing rap lyrics and dance in order 

to help them build their own identity free from the currently imposed American and 

European cultural influences in Morocco (Soultana, Skype interview, Boston, 2015).  

Khadijeh is a 23-year-old pioneer female hip hopper and a member of a Tunisian hip hop 

crew, referred to here as Molk, whose primary focus is on social and cultural 

discriminations towards women in North African countries in general and Tunisia in 

particular. Khadijeh identifies herself as a Muslim woman who asks for respect to be 

given to her rights and her place in society.  She became involved in hip hop at around 

the age of ten and has performed in different national and international hip hop festivals.21 

In the interviews, I conducted with Khadijeh in Tunis and Hammamet in 2014, she 

explained her worries and concerns about Tunisia and the situation of women living there. 

Khadijeh’s main concerns expressed in her rapping are the issues facing women in 

Tunisia both during era of Ben Ali’s government and also during the time that the Islamic 

party Ennehda was ruling the country. She performed in public, on Habib Bourguiba 

street during the period when Ennehda governed Tunisia, rapping on the issues of 

women’s rights over their own bodies, specifically abortion.  Khadijeh describes the 

situation of women in Tunisia both before and after the Revolution as follows: 

 

Nothing changed with the Revolution. I was less active before the Revolution than 

I am now. It is true that at Ben Ali’s time women appeared in society freely and 

several legal rights were given to them, but even as a young girl in this country I 

could see that we were being abused by the government. They tried to give women 

rights but it wasn’t for our sake, it was to make the face of the government modern 

                                                 
21 These include festivals in Göthenburg, Sweden (2014); Assalamu alaykom in Mauritania (2014), FESS 

Festival in Morocco (2012), and the Bougarnin and Ariana Festivals in Tunisia (2011). 
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in the world. As a girl, I was still abused on the streets because of my different style 

(different clothing styles, behaving as a non-traditional girl). So, the problem is 

among the people. Our men do not see us as a human being equal to them. I am not 

talking about all Tunisian men.  

 

Khadijeh believes that her role as a hip hopper is more important than that of any male 

rappers in the country as she, through hip hop, has a voice to express women’s 

oppressions and needs. She states that “ordinary women” in Tunisia do not have the urge 

to demand for their rights: “I am talking about the likes of my mother, and my aunts. They 

don’t have the courage” (Khadijeh, Hammamet, 2014). She believed that music genres 

such as rock and hip hop enable women to boldly speak out their minds “not fearing the 

consequences” (Khadijeh, Hammamet, 2014). Because to her mind: “the nature of these 

music cultures is to protest for what you believe in” (Khadijeh, Hammamet, 2014). 

Therefore, she feels the need to improve her technical knowledge of producing rap music: 

 

I decided to start dancing professionally and participating in doing graffiti on the 

walls in my hometown and Tunis. It was important to me to stand out as a 

professional rapper rather than just a girl who also does rap. 

 

Khadijeh has decided to become more active politically and also in asking for women’s 

rights in the country in order to attempt to make the changes she thinks the women in 

Tunisia need the most. As a Muslim woman, she also tries to present herself as an 

independent figure for whom religion is a way to become a better person and, in the future, 

a good mother. For Khadijeh, Islam offers practices that allow women to be free, 

independent and active in the society, the only problem being, in her view, that the Islamic 
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extremists around the world have manipulated this feature of Islam about women. Thus, 

she observes: “Islam is being misunderstood because of the Islamic extremists and this is 

our job as Muslims to show what exactly Islam is about”.   

Behieh, another female rapper, agrees with Khadijeh and believes that, as Muslim women 

in Tunisia, they have the ability to explore different aspects of Islam in their hip hop. 

While Khadijeh focuses on feminist approaches and women’s rights in Arab countries, 

Behieh concentrates her work on the words of the Quran to show the flaws of people and 

the government in understanding Islam. She explains that hip hop is the best ground on 

which to explore the meanings of Surah and Ayat in the Quran:  

 

I try to use the Quran’s terms in my songs to show that they can be used in the 

current time. I am a single Mom with a 2-year-old son. At first I was introduced to 

rap through my ex-boyfriend (who is in prison for drug dealing) and in the 

beginning I did some rapping at home to amuse my son when he didn’t stop crying. 

Then I felt I am connected to the rap style and I can speak of the difficulties I had 

because I was a woman in this country who is struggling with poverty. I could sing 

about the discriminations at work because of different reasons, the most important 

of them is that I am a single Mom, then because I refused to follow the fashion in 

clothing at work. Here at the time of Ben Ali, it was very important to wear 

westernized clothes and talk in French whenever a foreigner was around at work. I 

didn’t like to hide my Muslim and Tunisian identity, but because I had to feed my 

son, there was no other way. People looked at me like some sinner but I didn’t want 

to hide my son, he is my son and everyone should consider this lifestyle as my 

lifestyle without judging me. This is why I am here today as a rapper. They accuse 

me of being a prostitute and a sinner by the words of Allah, I want to show to people 
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that Islam is not what you have created, it is about love and the art of living together 

no matter what your sex or background is. 

 

Kolsoom, Khadijeh and Behieh made it clear to me that hip hop for them has created a 

personal space to express the discriminations and repressions against women in general 

and individually for them in the society of Tunisia.  Khadijeh wants to position herself in 

the hip hop culture as a rapper who is respected by other, male rappers, she needs to 

conform with social norms and also negotiate the discourses of sexual and gender 

discrimination associated with this. As a result, she hides, for example, the fact that she 

is a heavy smoker to avoid being labelled as ghahbah (prostitute) and consequently lose 

face and her status in the hip hop scene. This point illustrates that it is not a female 

rapper’s ability and talent in rapping that secures her position in the culture, but rather her 

apparent willingness to conform with particular social values that promises her survival. 

Similarly, the dominant patriarchal discourse in Tunisia still distinguishes Delal, who is 

a single mother, break-dancer, and singer, from the rest of the society labelling her as 

“ghahba”22 (Delal, Keff, 2014) because she isn’t married. However, thriving for a 

feminine identity, sometimes along with Muslim identity, through hip hop opens an 

avenue for the female hip hoppers such as Delal to express themselves and the 

suppression they experience.  

Whether moderate or radical, female rappers in Muslim countries also, subconsciously, 

challenge the existing “patriarchal gaze” (Blunt & Rose, 1994, p. 13) that they encounter 

in their everyday lives. Muslim female rappers have created a space for themselves in hip 

hop culture from which they can resist against the norms of the society that they live in 

and which also challenges the discrimination directed at them by the larger, male 

                                                 
22 Prostitute 
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dominated hip hop scene. Despite all the difficulties that Tunisian female rappers are 

faced with, hip hop culture has provided a space for them to create a culture that 

empowers them to selectively decide on their identity and their presence in society. On 

the other hand, through identifying as a rapper and being a part of a culture that is highly 

male dominated, they occupy a marginal space of resistance within contemporary 

Tunisian hip hop culture.  

 

5.5. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have explored the contemporary hip hop culture in Tunisia, 

specifically in the cities of Tunis, El Kef, Hammamet, Sidi Bousaid and Carthage. The 

critical focus of this chapter has been to explore the Islamic dimensions of Tunisian hip 

hop culture from its origins in the early 2000s until 2014 (the time that the Tunisian 

fieldwork for this thesis was conducted). As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, 

since the Revolution of 2011 rappers in Tunisia have established a space for practicing 

their culture more widely. Indeed, hip hoppers in Tunisia participated in the riots and the 

oppositions to Ben Ali’s government in 2011 by performing rap among the crowds on the 

streets of Tunis, Sidi Bousaid and other cities. In order to further understand the culture 

of hip hop in the contemporary society of Tunisia, I also shed light on the significant 

socio-political and cultural events in Tunisia that have also influenced the hip hop culture 

in the country. In the case studies presented in this chapter, I explore the three themes of 

ethnicity, Islam and gender in the different hip hop styles that were common in Tunisia 

in the mid-2000s. For a number of participant rappers in this research, hip hop language 

and style have empowered them to express their Islamic, and African identity and, in the 

case of female rappers, to protest against the gendered discriminations they experience.  
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The Tunisian hip hoppers that I interviewed in the course of my research found hip hop 

empowering in creating a community in which they can freely practice Islam (for some 

hip hoppers), sharing political viewpoints (largely aimed at voicing resistance towards 

the oppression created by Ben Ali’s government and also the political choices of the 

Tunisian government after the Revolution of 2011), and expressing their ethnic and 

gendered identity.  

Young people in different cities in Tunisia attempted to adopt and accommodate the 

global hip hop to their local culture and art from the early years of the 21st century. The 

Tunisian rappers localize the hip hop culture while also reviving Tunisian culture and 

history. It is also worth mentioning here that many of the rappers who participated in this 

research believed themselves to be firstly Africans, secondly Muslims and lastly rappers. 

To my Tunisian rapper informants, hip hop culture is a space in which they can identify 

themselves as Muslim rappers and Africans but that also draws upon and allows them to 

consciously connect with African-American hip hop culture. Given the masculine 

domination of hip hop in Tunisia, Islam and being African are considered (by the rappers) 

as the two main important elements of hip hop. This connects Tunisian hip hop culture to 

the concepts of Afrocentrism, Islam and anti-American Imperialism that are embedded in 

the African-American Conscious hip hop.  
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Chapter 6: Muslim Migrant Rappers in the United States 
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Harlem 

 

What happens to a dream deferred?  

Does it dry up  

like a raisin in the sun?  

Or fester like a sore—  

And then run?  

Does it stink like rotten meat?  

Or crust and sugar over—  

like a syrupy sweet?  

Maybe it just sags  

like a heavy load.  

      Or does it explode? 

 

Langston Hughes, 1994. 

 

Letter to the king 

 

Martin Luther, the martyr, the trooper, hate killed him 

Nobel Peace Prize winner, they duplicate your feelin' 

As a kid I ain't relate really 

I would say your dream speech jokingly, 'til your world awoke in me 

First I thought you were passive, soft one who ass kissed 

I was young but honest, I was feelin' Muhammad 

I ain't even know the strength you had to have to march 
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You was more than just talk, you the first real Brave heart 

We miss you 

Feel like King be in me sometimes 

 

Nas, 2008. 

 

In the previous analytical chapters I explained the ways that Indonesian and Tunisian 

rappers express their local identities through their hip-hop practice. In this chapter I will 

explore the experiences of Muslim rappers who have migrated to the United States and 

continued with their hip-hop practice in America. There were reasons for choosing 

America to be the third country to explore for this research. One reason is based around 

an expressed desire to look at a place where various generations of Muslim migrants 

attempt to practice rap against a backdrop of rap as part of the mainstream music industry 

and to examine the various cultural and political tensions, along with racism that they 

encounter.   

Some of the rappers based in Muslim countries wish to immigrate to America to develop 

their hip-hop skills and perhaps build a career on their hip-hop music (Shabah, Jaber, 

Khadijah, Tunisia, 2014). The influence of hip-hop in Muslim countries similar to any 

other countries around the world in the 1980s was, predominantly through the Anglo-

American, and West European commercial radio and TV channels (Fenn and Perullo, 

2003). The common hip-hop genres in Mainstream American music culture, was also 

aired through Satellite channels in Muslim countries (see Chapter 4 &5).   

My informants in Indonesia, Tunisia and the United States, state that hip-hop gives them 

“hope for a better future”, they can “express their feelings about corrupt governments” 

and, they can “succeed” if they “try hard enough” (Bella, Indonesia, 2015). Willing to try 
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hard and build a successful life is the subject of many mainstream hip-hop songs, such as 

50 Cent’s “I get money” (2007), where he tells the story of getting out of the ghetto and 

becoming successful: 

 

I used to sell dope  

I did play the block  

Now I play on boats  

In the south of France  

Baby, St. Tropez  

Get a tan? I’m already black  

Rich? I'm already that  

Gangsta, get a gat  

Hit a head in a hat   

Call that a riddle rap 

 

The ideas of hope and success that underlay many American hip-hop songs, reinforce the 

idea of American Dream, and its main tenets which is achieving success (Rosenberg, 

2011). The phrase ‘American Dream’ was first used at the time of the Great Depression, 

in James Adams’ “The Epic of America” (1931). American Dream ideology suggests that 

in America anybody who worked hard, even the immigrants, can achieve success and 

similar standing, regardless of their race, ethnicity, religion and gender. This aspiration is 

commonly called living the American dream, that is living in a, “[…] world in which 

everyone’s main goal would be to help each other” (Kanye West, 2015). America, from 

the 19th century, has been seen as the utopia where everyone with all backgrounds can 

succeed, and build a life for themselves (Guarneri, 1994).  The 19th century is also the 
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time when the European religious figures, such as George Rapp_ a German Christian 

Zealot, found America the promising place to wait for “the Revelation” (Arndt, 1974, p. 

145). Being initially seen as a religious utopia, America became a more secular utopia 

since the 1930s for hard working men who yearned to provide essentials for their families, 

and hoped to overcome the Depression (Booker, 2002). The American Dream offers to 

the people democracy, equality and liberty, however, the dream for racial equality has 

always been differed (Condit, 1993). Since the 1930s African-American radical groups 

such as Nation of Islam23 have been actively yearning for their rights as equal human 

beings in the USA. But it was only in 2009 that many scholars and commentators, 

believed that America has made the dream come true when Obama was elected as the 

first black President of the United States (Aidi, 2014). This, as Nagourney (2008) states, 

symbolically proved America to be free and democratic, and eased the racial tensions in 

the history of the United States.    

The United States is also perceived as the utopia for many rappers around the world to 

live in and build their hip-hop careers, not only because it is the birth place of hip-hop but 

also for its being a free place where is appreciated and celebrated even in the White 

House. First Lady Michelle Obama and Jay Pharaoh (2015) made Go to College, pursuing 

young Americans to consider their education in America. The song persuades everyone 

regardless of their ethnic/racial, social and cultural status, to receive education in 

America. These instances become the image of America as a free country to live, earn 

money and rap for many rappers around the world. However, the rappers who migrate to 

America, experience their everyday lives while having the American Dream in mind. In 

this chapter, I will explore the experiences of Muslim migrant rappers in the United 

                                                 
23 Nation of Islam (NOI) is an African-American organization founded in 1930 to reclaim African-

American’s rights from the American society   
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States, focusing on their concerns in their rap and everyday life experiences in the four 

cities of New York City, Los Angeles, Detroit and Chicago. These concerns were: 

building-up a career within the creative industries, maintaining political and religious 

beliefs and ideologies, and attachment to the neighborhood. Interestingly enough, these 

concerns were reinforced by the cultural and social contexts of the cities where my 

informants were based. In other words, the experience of living in different urban spaces 

in America, has shaped diverse experiences for the Muslim migrant rappers.   

I initially selected the aforementioned four cities because, New York city is important as 

hip-hop culture’s place of origin, Los Angeles for its importance in the emergence of 

worldly known Gangsta style and at the same time being the heart of creative industries; 

Detroit for its Afrocentric hip-hop culture; and Chicago as the birthplace of popular music 

genres such as Blues originating in its black communities. Chicago is also an outstanding 

site for introducing new styles of Jazz, Soul and hip hop. The most recent Chicago style 

of hip hop is Drill music as new subgenre of Chicago hip hop that emerged in the 2010s. 

Chicago is also an interesting site for this present research for its geographical location in 

Midwest, that has led to various styles influenced by both West coast gangsta style of hip-

hop and East coast African-American conscious hip-hop cultures.   

From my observations, the newly migrant Muslim rappers in the new land were struggling 

to define a place for themselves within the mainstream/dominant hip-hop scene of the 

country. However, the majority of the participants in this research found themselves being 

isolated, ignored and underestimated as rappers by the dominant rap cultures in different 

cities. The Muslim migrant rappers were being treated as subordinates of the native 

African-American, Desi, Hispanic hip-hop scenes. Therefore, some of my pre-designed 

research questions were changed to suit the fieldwork sites in America.  
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Conducting this research, I wanted to ask why the Muslim migrant rappers are at the 

bottom of hip hop scene in each of the cities; what is the difference between their 

expectations and the reality that they face with in America; what cultural capital did they 

think rap will secure for them in America; and why migrant rappers’ being able to rap in 

America isn’t perceived as cultural capital in the established dominant hip hop scenes.  

Therefore, to investigate these questions, the first instance, the chapter offers a brief 

overall contextualisation of the situation of Muslim migrant and Islamic hip-hop in the 

United States, including an overview of the racial relations and religious conflicts in that 

impact on Islamic hip-hop culture in the country24. Then the chapter will go on to analyze 

the case studies in each city while picturing the ways that the migrant rappers situate 

themselves in the hip-hop scene as Muslims in Diaspora.  

 

6.1. Islamic Hip-hop in the United Sates 

 

In November 2014, an exhibition called Return of the Mecca: The Art of Islam and 

Hip-Hop was curated by Sohail Daulatzai25 in the William Grant Still Gallery in Los 

Angeles. This exhibition aimed to showcase “the histories of hip-hop and Islam through 

film, video, sound, photography, album cover art and ephemera” (retrieved from the 

exhibit Facebook page). In the book accompanying the exhibition, Daulatzai clearly 

pictures Malcolm X’s influence on American hip-hop culture (something which has also 

had a specific influence on the way that Islam has been understood by many African-

American Muslim rappers). He states: “Hip-hop in many ways was a cultural extension 

of Malcolm’s Internationalist Vision” (Mohaiemen, 2008). He continues that Malcolm X 

                                                 
24 The research was conducted during the Obama period of office (in 2015) and the findings of the research 

thus reflect ethnic and race relations during this time. 
25 Professor Film and Media Studies at University of California, Irvine.  
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“challenged the limits of the United States in determining Black destiny and provided a 

lens with which to view the global nature of white supremacy” (ibid), just as hip-hop has 

encouraged youths faced with different local conditions of oppression around the world 

to speak up for themselves and resist against the oppressing systems that confront them.  

Sohail curated the exhibition in a way that served his intention of highlighting the Islamic 

dimensions of the hip-hop culture in the United States from the late 1970s to present time. 

The attachment of hip-hop culture to Islamic culture and language is reinforced in an 

interview with Yasiin Bey (Mos Def), as a part of the exhibition program. Mos Def states 

that expressing political oppositions and resisting against the dominant white culture of 

America is evident in the way that hip-hoppers connect the Islamic concepts and 

ideologies with the hip-hop they create. He continues that we hear Islamic terms such as 

“As-Salaam-Alaikum wa-Alaikum-Salaam on the radio” (Mohaiemen, 2008, p. 39), 

which to his mind is impossible in other forms of contemporary youth and popular music 

cultures. Because the origins of hip-hop music connect with the African-American 

Islamic faith, so, the culture that is shaped around hip-hop in America acknowledges 

Islamic ideologies and beliefs and their inspiration on hip hop. Mos Def emphasizes the 

nature of hip-hop culture as something that connects with “the lives of the poor and the 

suffering” which goes beyond mere “entertainment” and suggest “peace, unity, love, and 

fun” (ibid). In an overall sense the exhibition staged by Daulatzai made a significant 

attempt to explore the dynamic connection of hip-hop and the African-American culture 

of resistance and its faith in Islam as a unifying power since the time that groups like 

Nation of Islam first emerged.  

Nation of Islam is a black nationalist and religious movement started in the 1930s, by 

William Fard in Detroit, Michigan. The sudden disappearance of Fard in 1934, led Elijah 

Muhammad to the leadership of the Nation of Islam. Elijah reconstructed the principles 
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and practices of Islam for African-American people. In 1965, he published “The Message 

to the Blackman” with the dedication message as follows: 

 

The So-called American Negro: Freedom, Justice, Equality; Happiness, Peace of 

Mind, Contentment, Money, Good Jobs, Descent Homes- all these can be yours if 

you accept your God, Allah, now and return to His (and your original) religion, 

Islam (Muhammad (Muhammad, 1973, p. iii) 

 

The first five items are the main prophecies of Islam mentioned in Quran, Allah is 

promising mankind who believe in him and his prophet, a land (heaven) where all 

mankind is equal in front of Allah (Al-Ma'idah) and they (the believers) will receive 

Allah’s mercy and peace (Maryam: 96). Many (Muslim) hip-hop scholars and journalists 

have also emphasized the connection between the basic foundations of hip-hop 

communities with the Islamic beliefs and backgrounds of the African-American culture.  

The other influential Muslim group in America are the Five Percenters whose beliefs are 

evident in hip-hop “argot and street slang” (Aidi, 200, p.5). The Five Percenters 

movement originated in Harlem in 1963, by Clarence 13X Smith –known as Allah– who 

left the Nation of Islam and pursuit his own Supreme Wisdom Lessons (Knight, 2013). 

The most significant lesson of the Five Percenters is the “knowledge of self” that became 

very appealing to the young people and led them “teaching their friends the true nature of 

the Black man” (Knight, 2005, p. 3). Both NOI and the Five Percenters were African-

American communities that encourages the black Americans to unite and rely on their 

African Heritage and Islamic faith. However, the American Dream ideals are still 

traceable in the practices of both communities. Money, Good jobs, Descent Homes are 

the concerns of the African-Americans, because of their poor economic and social 
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conditions in urban America. These poor conditions drive African-American 

communities to try to reach better life conditions by following goals (Malcolm, 1940). 

These goals are: financial independence of black people, racial separation rather than 

integration in the mainstream American culture and pertaining moral behavior and values 

as opposed to the American white society. 

The Five Percenters’ beliefs spread around the US in 1970s and soon enough, the Hip-

hop culture also adopted the Islamic lessons in the lyrics. The use of words that are 

associated with Islamic practices and beliefs, such as Allah, prophet Muhammad, Muslim, 

Mecca, Quran in rap songs pictures a connection between hip-hop and Islamic beliefs. 

Adisa Banjoko26, known as the hip-hop Bishop, relates the origins of hip-hop culture with 

the culture and lifestyles of Muslims already established in American urban settings. 

Thus, he states:  

 

Muslim influence was at the ground floor of hip-hop. Hip-hop came from the 

streets, from the toughest neighbourhoods, and that's always where the Muslims 

were (Mohaiemen, 2008). 

 

Connecting Islam to the foundation of hip-hop ideology, is summarized in a famous 

statement made by hip-hop journalist Harry Allen, who observed that: “If hip-hop has an 

official religion, it is Islam” (Mohaiemen, 2008, p. 25). However, as Raymond mentioned 

in his work on the decrease of using Islamic words and phrases in hip-hop songs from the 

1990s. When hip-hop entered the domain of mainstream popular culture in the USA in 

1990s , the Islamic influences has become secondary or in some cases have faded away 

to hidden layers of underground hip-hop culture in the United States  

                                                 
26 The writer of Lyrical Swords: Hip-hop and Politics in the Mix, and hip-hop commentator.  
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(Mohaiemen, 2008). The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 led to the first significant 

racial conflict in the early years of the 21st century when the notions of “terrorism” and 

“Islamic fundamentalism” began to appear in relation to Arab and Muslim communities 

in Europe and America. The attack on the World Trade Towers (2001) and Pentagon (on 

the same day), resulted in president Bush’s announcement of a war on Terrorism that 

triggered two controversial (Griffin, 2004) wars in Afghanistan (2001-2014) and Iraq 

(2003) in the name of democracy.  

The political agenda of the Bush administration aroused opposition from the hip-hop 

community in America and once again Islamic beliefs and identity became major 

concerns in the American hip-hop culture and rap lyrics. Hip-hoppers such as The Roots, 

Common, Taleb Kweli, and Mos Def, attacked Bush for his decisions against Afghanistan 

and Iraq. In the song “Know Your Enemy”, Dead Prez explains how the American 

government sided with Bin Laden to fight the Soviet Union army in Afghanistan and also 

how the American government helped Iraq defend themselves against Iran in 1970s. 

Immortal Technique in “The 4th Branch” criticizes the American government and major 

media corporations such as Fox Entertainment Group and anyone who embraces 

American politics, stating that “you really think this country never sponsored terrorism?”. 

Hip-hop songs against the American government, reject the global image of America as 

a “victim of terrorism” (Chomsky, 2011). They also discard the self-sacrificing image of 

American police after September 11, reminding their listeners of the LAPD or NYPD 

police officers’ brutality against multi-cultural minority groups in the country (for 

instance Dead Prez’s “That’s War” calls attention to Amadou Diallo who was shot 41 

times by the NYPD, in 1999).  

Of course, anti-American hip-hop songs were not limited to America. Psy, the South 

Korean rapper, who acquired universal popularity after releasing, “Gangnam Style” 
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(2012), declared while performing at a protest concert in 200427 his antagonism against 

the US army forces in Korea and pointed out an incident during which a 50 tonne 

American military armoured vehicle ran over and killed two teenage Korean girls. At the 

end of the song “Dear American” he criticized America’s foreign policy in the middle 

east and shocked the audience by saying “kill them [American forces] and kill them 

painfully […], kill __ Yankees who have been torturing Iraqi captives” (BBC News, 

2004). These political tensions and criticisms of American politics inside the country and 

also its foreign policy after the incidents of September 2001, led to an increase of 

Islamophobia in America and also European countries. As a result of the new racial 

conflicts and sensibilities in the United States, the Arab and Muslim youths, were faced 

with new difficulties in the society. Their identity, culture and “existence” were 

constantly related to “terrorism” and violence by the media making such youth the centre 

of a new moral panic (Cohen, 1987). One recent example of harassment of Arabs and 

Muslims, is the statement that the Fox News pundit, O’Reilly made on the current affairs 

program The View (2010) saying “Muslims killed us in 9/11”, which was immediately 

condoned by Brian Kilmeade (Fox News Host) in his damning comments that “all 

terrorists are Muslim” 28. Arab-Muslim hip-hoppers such as Omar Offendum, The 

Narcicyst, N.O.M.A.D.S & the Philistines are significant Muslim rappers who began to 

identify their religious and Arab identities in their hip-hop and also, they criticized the 

“war on terror” and the social exclusion of Arab and Muslim Americans in the society 

after 9/11 (Omar Offendum, Interview, 2015).  

While the “western world” was still fighting against Islamophobia, in 2011, the outburst 

of the Arab Spring Revolution gave rise to a new image of Muslims in general and the 

                                                 
27 See: https://youtu.be/vhnARlO1qhE  
28 See, https://youtu.be/c06UapLlfnw  

https://youtu.be/vhnARlO1qhE
https://youtu.be/c06UapLlfnw
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Arab world in particular. Thus, according to Skar (2015), the view on Muslims became 

divided in that they were either viewed as terrorists/oppressors or fighting against their 

terrorist/oppressor governments. The revolutions of 2011 in Tunisia and Egypt 

significantly influenced the hip-hop culture in the US. This made it possible for some 

American-Arab, and Muslim American rappers to begin supporting Muslim asylum 

seekers, and Muslim people involve in wars in countries such as Syria and Palestine, 

through their hip-hop songs and humanitarian activities. One example of such a rapper is 

Omar Offendum a Syrian-American rapper who created a Facebook page to raise funds 

for the Syrian Refugees in Europe. Another example is the Iraqi-Canadian rapper the 

Narcicyst, who openly affiliates with Muslim Jihadis and movements in Muslim 

countries. In “Hamdullah” he collaborates with Shadia Mansour, a Palestinian female 

rapper, in an ode to their fellow country people in Iraq and Palestine: 

 

Hamdulillah il ahbabina illy th'aloolna 

Far'ol kalam illali ma yasma3oona 

Fi ajlil insan-yaaaa 

Li ajlika ya Basra/Gaza 

 

Thank God for all the loved ones we still have around 

For these words to those who don’t hear us/listen to us 

In the name/for the sake of Humanity 

In the name/For the sake of Basra/Gaza 

 

There are also academics and political journalists such as Mark Levine (US based 

Journalist, Musician and scholar) who helps the community of rappers and other 



168 

 

suppressed musical groups in the Muslim countries such as Iran, Tunisia, Egypt and so 

on. Many Muslim rappers in Islamic countries find these spiritual, musical, support from 

their American counterparts supporting in this sense that they feel connected to the 

cultural capital that hip-hop has secured for them such as being included in the global hip-

hop ummah.  The Muslim rappers through clothing fashion, jargon and political and social 

criticism in the lyrics, relate their rap and hip-hop culture to their counterparts around the 

world and in the USA. Therefore, they see themselves involved in a global scene around 

hip-hop culture. My informants entered America with their own perceptions and ideas of 

“the US” as the “mother land for hip-hop” and “Islam” as an inseparable element of 

American rap culture (Jamal, Shabah, Jaber, Tunis, 2014).  

However, based on my ethnographic research in America, these Muslim rappers 

experience the American society in a very different way than they expected it to be. I will 

examine this in details in the section on the case studies. However, to understand the 

position of the migrant rappers who participated in this research, there is a need to 

understand how diverse racial and ethnic minorities are positioned in the American 

society in general, then how do these racial conflicts function in hip-hop culture in 

particular.  

 

6.2. African-American privilege in American Hip-hop Culture 

 

The first significant research question of this study in America is, why are the 

Muslim migrant rappers at the bottom of the hip-hop scene in the four fieldwork sites; 

New York, Los Angeles, Chicago and Detroit? In order to explore the reasons for that, 

there is a need to understand the position of different racial and religious minority groups 

in America and their relations to the dominant African-American hip-hop culture. The 
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racial conflicts in America has been functioning in a hierarchy, that affirms the White 

American supremacy on top of the racial pyramid.  The supremacy of the white American 

culture has produced a racial hierarchy in the country, based on which the diverse ethnic 

groups and the migrants begin to define themselves in American society.  Gotanda (1991, 

1997) explains how this “racial stratification” situates the “white American” at one end 

of the hierarchy and the “African-American” at the other, while all other ethnic groups 

and migrants fit in the middle of this spectrum.  

The racial hierarchy in American society is in close relationship with economic situation 

of the ethnic/racial minority groups. While all the ethnic and migrant groups hold an 

inferior position in relation to the dominant American society, there are also levels of 

supremacy among the minority groups as well. The African-American communities are 

positioned as the subordinate to all other minority groups in the country. Because of a 

history of being subjugated and segregated, the African-Americans have integrated a 

sense of inferiority towards the white supremacy. This integrated feeling of inferiority 

results in what Harper (2007) describes as “Internalized racism” that happens when a 

discriminated and “socially stigmatized” group of people accept the regulations of a 

colonizing power and begin to devalue themselves and “the others within their 

communities” (Harper, 2007, p. 338). As a result, for decades the only known way of 

legitimizing oneself for many African-Americans was to act white (Fanon, 1967, p. 417-

425). For example, those African-Americans with lighter brown skins acted as if they 

were closer to the whites than the others in their community with darker skins, this is what 

Harper calls invalidating others within a community. Jamila, an African-American 

Muslim rapper in Detroit explains  

This has become their reality that if “they behave as the civilized citizens; they are 

on the safe side. I remember my uncle who has a fairly light brown skin, used to 
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separate himself from my father because he [her father] has a very dark black skin 

and he was a troublemaker” (Jamila, Detroit, 2015).  

 

This feeling of gaining legitimacy through integrating with the dominant power culture, 

is also seen among other ethnic groups and migrant communities in the country. For 

instance, the Korean community in Los Angeles feels more related to the dominant white 

culture and far away from the un-favored African and Latin Americans (Bush, 2009; 

Ikemoto, 1992). The Iranian communities also integrate as much as they can with the 

mainstream American culture and try to maintain their class and racial superiority in 

relation to the African-American and most importantly Arab communities (Iceland, 

Sharpe, & Steinmetz, 2005; Mostofi, 2003).  

This is while, many of the second generations of the migrants in America, attempted to 

identify themselves away from the white context of America (Forman, 2001; Maira, 1998, 

1999; Motley & Henderson, 2008). If the first generation of Muslim migrants in America 

tended to evaluate themselves with the White American society (Alba, 2005), the second 

generation of migrants from Muslim countries began to redefine what it meant to be 

Muslim-American in the contemporary American society (ibid). Hip-hop music for the 

second generation of Muslim migrants, became a vehicle to deny the supremacy of white 

American culture; and in doing so they embrace the African-American hip-hop ideology 

that emphasizes on “blackness” and “black power” (Mirza, 2007). In the hip-hop culture, 

the African-Americans, who shared the lowest position among minority and ethnic 

groups, claimed for “black pride” and unity through hip-hop culture. The mentioned 

notions of “black nationalism”, “Pan-Africanism” and “Black consciousness” become the 

core principles of the “real” (Decker, 1993; Kitwana, 2002; Rosenbaum, 2009) hip-hop. 

This revolutionized the dominant racial hierarchy in American society in a way that 
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within the hip-hop cultures, African-American rappers are positioned on the top of the 

hierarchy pyramid.  

The prophecy and politics of the hip-hop culture prioritize African-American rappers, and 

the “black culture” above all others across the United States. As Khabeer observes, hip-

hop being a predominant African-American culture, encourages rappers of different 

ethnicities to embrace the ideologies of “blackness”, and “black power” (Khabeer, 2011, 

p. 64). The young Desi (Indian and South-Asian youth born in the United States), Korean, 

Japanese, Muslim Arab hip-hoppers, adopt the African-American hip-hop aesthetics, 

such as the “word play”, “Story telling”, “Jargon” and “violence” of the lyrics; along with 

the breaking and other elements of hip-hop culture, in “keeping it real” (Chang et al., 

2006). The multiethnic and migrant youth found feelings of belonging, safety and hope 

in the hip-hop culture that empowered them to rebuild their identities in America (Hasan, 

2002).  

The Muslim and Arab hip-hoppers embrace rap and hip-hop as resources through which 

they could re-build their Arab or Muslim identities in diaspora; hip-hop producer 

Fredwreck, Kahled M and the group Native Deen, are good examples of this. For instance, 

in Build the world together, Native Deen criticizes the discriminations against black 

Americans and also against Muslims in America, while asking all the Muslims to unite: 

 

Hands up don’t shoot – black men don’t group us  

All in your mind what a few thugs do 

And when a Muslim is violent, then they label him a terrorist 

But anyone else, oh he just needed a therapist 

Stuff the news, is far from views  

of billions of Muslims so don’t be confused, Cause that 
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Only brings hate and the scariest fights! 

We need this area wiped, of these stereotypes 

 

Here, Native Deen struggles to confront the stereotypical image of Muslims, as threats to 

American society. It is significant to note in this context that hip-hop culture allows the 

participants to confront the power that excludes them and labels them as the “Other”. 

Through the lyrical, rhetorical and symbolic power embedded in the hip-hop culture, the 

youth in diasporic communities are enabled to deconstruct the power relations of the 

dominant culture on them and reconstruct their identities relying on their chosen local, 

cultural and social sources (Howell, 2000). For a number of rappers who participated in 

this research, the hip-hop scene was highly racist against them and saw them as the Other 

in the hip-hop world. While in other cases the migrant Muslim, rappers found the 

American society willing to hear about their everyday life stories and concerns. The 

notion of Otherness is central to this chapter in exploring the Muslim migrants hip-hop 

experience in America. This is because the Muslim migrant informants in this research, 

define themselves in relation to the idea of being the Other in each of the fieldwork sites. 

This feeling of Otherness for the participants is not the same in all the cities that I 

investigated. However, it is an underlying element of hip-hop for these migrant rappers.   

The Otherness is an imposition of interacting with the rappers who are positioned on top 

of the hierarchy pyramid that I explained earlier in the Chapter. Therefore, I include the 

conversations and interviews with the local Muslim and non-Muslim rappers to better 

understand the Muslim migrant rappers’ situations in New York, Chicago, Detroit and 

Los Angeles.  The case studies in the next section are going to explore how the Muslim 

migrants interact with the racial tensions in the U.S. cities in which they landed. 

Therefore, the case studies are divided to two sections the first one focuses on the 
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experiences of Muslim migrant rappers as the Other; and the second section focuses on 

the hip-hop of Muslim migrants whose rap and style become accepted by the local hip-

hop scene in the sites.  

 

6.3. Case Studies 

 

6.3.1. Introduction 

 

In this section of the Chapter I will examine the participants’ everyday life and their 

new experiences in America as Muslim migrants. Based on the fieldwork data collection 

in the four cities of Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles and New York, I categorized the 

Muslim migrant hip-hoppers in two groups. First is the group who feels to be isolated 

from and not accepted by either/both, the local hip-hop scene and the local Muslim 

communities. This group of participants were based in Detroit, Chicago and Los Angeles. 

The Pakistani, Iranian, Bangladeshi, and Afghan migrant hip-hoppers in the three 

aforementioned cities seek acknowledgment from the local Muslim (Arab and non-Arab) 

communities but are not completely accepted in those communities. I will shed light on 

this point later in the first section of the case studies.  The second group that I became 

familiar with in the United States were mostly based in New York (only two hip hoppers 

in Los Angeles). This group of Muslim migrants have come to a negotiation with the local 

hip-hop scene. They have also made attempts to be involved in the mainstream creative 

industries in New York. The second part of this section will explore the life experiences 

of these Muslim hip-hoppers in the United States and their strategies to survive in the hip-

hop scene in diaspora.  
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Overall, twenty four Muslim hip hoppers participated in the research in the United States. 

Among these twenty four informants there were four female hip hoppers (three migrant 

Muslims and one African-American) and twenty male hip hoppers. It was an ideal 

expectation before the commencement of the research that I interview equal numbers of 

female and male hip hoppers in each field work sites. However, Muslim migrant female 

hip hoppers were not quite comfortable with exposing their hip hop identity in a research, 

even though I assured them that their identities will remain hidden in the final thesis text. 

The following section examines the first group of migrant hip hoppers that I mentioned 

earlier.  

 

6.3.2. The Other: Muslim Migrant Rappers in Detroit, Chicago and Los 

Angeles  

 

One of the rappers was, Farez, a man from a Bangladeshi background living in 

Dearborn. He migrated to the US when he was twenty, to work and also produce rap 

music. In explaining his motivations for moving to the US, he said that he believed that 

“real rap is in here”. During the twelve years, he had lived in the States at the time of our 

interview, Farez was able to produce one album that he has uploaded on YouTube. He 

raps with a group of  Pakistani (Ahmed and Amer) and Afghan (Aarif) immigrants. Farez 

decided to move to the United States in order to “produce rap more freely than [he] could 

ever [have] imagined” in Bangladesh. For Farez, “America has always been the place to 

rap and no one would ask you why rap?” (March, 2015, Dearborn, MI). He explained that 

when he was 15 (1997), was the time that he heard a rap song for the first time:  
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I remember listening to Zulu groove and while the song was playing I could only 

think of how to make something like that. Then my friend explained who the 

rappers were and also, he talked about Afrika Bambaataa and his importance in hip-

hop. It was then and that time that I made up my mind to become someone like him 

and shout out my problems in rap lyrics. It was impossible to afford recording costs 

and [the cost of] distributing [my recordings]. I decided to go to university and to 

earn money for my work. This is how I ended up in India to study and now I am 

here to study and also to rap.   

  

Farez continued rapping in India, free styling with a well-known group called the 

DropSquad. He mentioned in interview that “when you live in a place that both people 

and nature hand in hand are destroying your people, all you can think of is to cheer people 

up. This is what I wanted from rap”. The reason he moved to the US as he says is: “when 

I was in Bangladesh, I used to put my battles and free style in the parks on YouTube, and 

that was it. I wanted to rap professionally and wanted to talk about my problems. But in 

Bangladesh it was hard to rap and ask people to accept you as a rapper”. Farez makes it 

clear that producing rap music was his main reason for moving to America, because “hip-

hop started in here [in the US]”. However, Farez’s enthusiasm for rap lies in the deep 

impact of the oppression that Bengalis experienced during the process of industrialization 

in the 1970s and 1980s. After the independence in 1971, Bangladesh began to pursue 

industrial developments and capitalist interest under the government of prime minister 

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman (Mujib) (Wahid and Weiss, 1996). The mid to late 1970s 

Bangladesh was the time that the government of Mujib pursued the market model of 

Western and also moved towards liberalization and proto capitalism (Alam, 1994; Islam, 

1996).  However, following the coup led by General Muhammad Ershad in 1982, the 
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country entered a new phase of oppression and political suffocation (Huque & Akhter, 

1989). In the early 1990s, Ershad cancelled all the political parties in Bangladesh and 

suspended the Constitution that had been introduced in the 1970s. Later in the year Ershad 

also banned the publication of any news (ibid), about the government. In October 1990, 

the government closed all the universities and arrested protesting students. During the 

1990s many Bengali youth embraced hip-hop as a means of expressing their experience 

of political suffocation and economic problems through rap lyrics and the breakdancing 

(Huque & Akhter, 1989). Farez, found hip-hop “talent” as his “strong point” in life: 

 

I thought to myself, this is what I want to do. Both the ideology of it and the fashion 

I loved it all. Wearing my blue baggy pants and X Large White T-shirt with Tupac’s 

famous photo [referring to Tupac Shakur’s photo on Rolling Stones cover in 1993], 

I felt like I am a part of that [African-American] hip-hop. 

 

Although the socio-political conditions of Bangladesh are not similar to the American 

context, but for Farez, in hip-hop the efforts of the African-American rappers to reject the 

political and social oppressions (referring to political hip-hop) is compatible with their 

(Bangladeshi hip-hoppers) struggles in Bangladesh. Similar to many other hip-hop artists 

in Muslim countries, Farez also respects and admires the American hip-hop artists as the 

“fathers of hip-hop” (Personal Notes, 204-2015, Tunisia, Indonesia, US). This admiration 

of American hip-hop artists from many Muslim rappers encourages them to adopt the 

lifestyles and world views of the rappers they idolized (hip-hoppers such as Ice Cube, 

Nas, 2Pac, Public Enemy, and also DJs such as Afrika Bambaataa and Grand Master 

Flash). In this sense notions of Islam, Muslim identity, resistance and unity also become 

transparent and understandable for the Muslim artists in their socio-political context.  
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However, these notions and the way they are deployed in the Muslim rapper’s lyrics are 

highly indebted to the African-American hip-hoppers’ notions of the same concepts of 

Islam, Muslim identity resistance and unity. The connection that is made between the 

Muslim migrant rappers and the African-American rappers in Detroit is based on the 

definition of good and bad hip-hop in the minds of the migrant rappers. Farez describes 

this as follows, “a good rap is what makes you think, listen to Tupac and you’ll get it. 

You need to have a message. Without that you are not a true rapper” (Farez, 2015, 

Detroit).  

Aarif is an Afghan rapper who is also based in Dearborn Detroit, and often produces rap 

songs with Farez. Aarif also shared Farez’s opinion on what defines a good rap, and he 

adds “here [in Detroit] it is tough to rap. The people even in Muslim community do not 

accept you completely as a true Muslim, let alone a true rapper” (Aarif, 2015, Detroit,). 

Aarif touches on the concept of being considered as a stranger because of his nationality 

(Afghan) and religious beliefs (Shia). He has also experienced being the “Other” in 

different countries from a very young age. He and his family migrated to Iran in early 

1980s when Aarif was only two: 

 

My father started working as a part-time construction worker in Tehran. My dad 

was a very good Doctor in Afghanistan but they didn’t accept his degrees and 

profession as a doctor so he started to work as a constructor worker and he did all 

the works offered to him. My two brothers and me were really in pain when schools 

started. We were the first suspects anytime something was missing at the school. 

Even kids looked at us like we have limited their space in the class. [Looking at me 

with hesitation to ask] do you know what I mean?  
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The question “do you know what I mean?” made me realize that this experience was 

similar for many Afghan immigrants Iran in during the 1980s and 1990s (Abbasi-Shavazi, 

Glazebrook, Jamshidiha, Mahmoudian, & Sadeghi, 2005; Monsutti, 2007). Aarif is a 

representative of one of those Afghans whose childhood dreams in Iran were limited to 

having a bath at home or being seen as equal to other kids at school. Having this painful 

experience in diaspora, now living in Detroit, Aarif is also experiencing being the Other 

(maybe not as painfully as was the case with his experience in Iran) as both a Muslim and 

a rapper. His lyrics project his lived experience of being the Other in his home country, 

Iran and lastly the US.  

 

They ask me 

“Where are you from?” 

Afghanistan 

Everybody’s hungry and poor 

Workin’ my ass off in Palangestan29  

Yeah I am that jerk from Afghanistan 

Who, you say “took your job and raped your mom” 

Yeah I am that jerk from Afghanistan 

 

In one of the interviews he mentioned, “I have seen the religious dictatorship of Iran, and 

the damn democracy of America. Let me tell you something, they are both the same shit”. 

Aarif started rapping when he went to Turkey from Iran (illegally) and met a few Turkish 

rappers in Eskisehir: “I was hiding in the house of a rapper in there and became friends 

                                                 
29 Palangestan refers to Tehran. In Iranian contemporary rap songs, the word Palang (tiger) refers to highly 

sexualised females in uptown night parties.   
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with some rappers in his house, they suggested that I start rapping with them, we actually 

did but they never got released” (field notes, 2014, Dearborn,). The themes that Aarif 

covers in his rap are his lifetime stories since childhood to the present, themes of 

“Otherness”, “racism”, and “social exclusion” and also “Islam”. These themes are also 

projections of Detroit hip-hop culture in general and Dearborn in particular. Although 

Arab and Muslim American migrants have been living together for long time in Detroit 

(Jamal, 2008), indeed since the 1930s, they are always differentiated from other Muslim 

and non-Muslim communities in Detroit. The Muslim migrants find themselves in a racial 

hierarchy system that classifies different communities in Detroit (Shryock, 2004). This 

racial hierarchy system forces the Muslim migrants to situate themselves in the 

classifications of race existing in Detroit. The white population of Detroit are placed first 

in this hierarchical classification and the Muslim migrants from diverse backgrounds are 

placed last, after the African-American and Arab Americans in the city. This 

classification and notion of Otherness means that the Muslim migrants tend to be focused 

in one neighbourhood in Detroit, that being Dearborn.  

The Arab and Muslim communities in Detroit share a history of struggling to maintain 

their Arab or Muslim identity. Since the 19th century, the Muslim and Arab Muslim 

minorities have been engaged in a struggle with the African-American community to 

maintain their racial and religious identities in diaspora (Abraham, 2000; Howell & 

Shryock, 2003). The hierarchy of race and class in Detroit pushed the Arab Muslims and 

African-Americans towards being the Other (ibid). This feeling of Otherness is even more 

sever for non-Arab Muslims, from Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. 

These minority groups, including the participant rappers in this research, struggle with 

the class discriminations and racial hierarchies that force them to accept the poorest living 

conditions in Detroit.  
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In one incident, Farez rapped in a freestyle battle in Dearborn, where other rappers from 

around the city were also freestyling. Disagreement over the lyrics led to a series of rap 

battles and fights between the Dearborn rappers (Farez and Aarif etc.) and the African-

American (mostly Muslim) rappers from the 8 Mile neighbourhood. The first conflicting 

issue was the state of “rap” among African-American and migrant rappers. The African-

American rappers residing in Detroit, acknowledge the city’s importance in the local hip-

hop culture in introducing big names to the scene, rappers such as Eminem and Proof 

(Hess, 2009). The essence of Blackness and racial context of the city is projected in the 

hip-hop culture produced there as well (Jamal, 2008). In the early 1980s, the local hip-

hop culture began to receive attention from people in Detroit (Hess, 2009). This was 

largely due to the former black radio station WMGC 105.1 FM which started to play some 

local (rather than national) rap songs on Radio. As Hess (2009) explains, at the time there 

were not many platforms for rappers in Detroit to produce their music. As such, the 

rappers started to look for their own venues and places to gather (Brown, Detroit, 2015). 

Brown– an African-American DJ in Detroit– remembers, “we used to gather in the hip-

hop shop (Figure 7) where we could talk, buy hip-hop stuff and sometimes have live 

performances for anyone who came to the shop, Eminem started from here!” (Brown, 

2015, Detroit). Music scenes in Detroit has been experiencing crisis from the 1970s due 

to economic crisis (Sugrue, 2014). This is while the Motor city was the birth place of 

several youth musical cultures such as underground rock scenes with figures like, Iggy 

and the Stooges, Punk bands like Death, and techno music with the likes of Juan Atkins 

and Kevin Saunderson.  
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Figure 7 Detroit Hio Hop shop, the Last Poets (Jalal Mansur Nuriddin, Abiodun Oyewole and Umar Bin 

Hassan). Photo taken by the author 

 

Now in the late 2010s along with the economic revival of Detroit (Smith & Kirkpatrick, 

2015), there are many multiethnic hip-hop practitioners in Detroit who are most of the 

time in conflict with each other. Jamila– an African-American female rapper– believes 

that “the main problem between the migrants and the black rappers started at this point 

everybody was looking to become big and enter the music industry” (Jamila, 2015, 

Detroit). Vezzo– an American rapper– also sees the situation of hip-hop in Detroit as “too 

many niggas fighting for one position” (Vezzo, 2012). Vezzo’s observation here suggests 

that every rapper was trying to get to the revolutionary position of the rappers in the 1970s 

and early 1980s. The migrant rappers had a dream in mind to begin a promising career as 

a rapper in the US having realized that they could not achieve this goal in their homeland, 

due to political and social oppression. However, now they were in the United States, these 

Detroit rappers were also unable to proceed with their dreams for different reasons. One 

reason is that, as explained earlier, in the early 1990s huge groups of African-American 

rappers started to take hold of the Detroit hip hop culture and wished to be recognized in 
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America nationally (Jalil, Detroit, 2015). Jalil is a Muslim DJ from second generation of 

Muslim migrants in Detroit with Lebanese background.  He states that Detroit hip-hop 

was less favored in the national radio and TV channels because “Detroit was 

economically ruined and the people here are mainly black or Muslim migrants” (Jalil, 

Detroit, 2015). In other words, as Hess also mentions Detroit hip-hop was not recognized 

in a national scale (Hess, 2009). In late 1980s and early 1990s Detroit hip-hop was shaped 

around DJs and rappers such as Kaos & Mystro, DJ Los, and DMW. The idea of black 

identity, unity and black consciousness became very important at this point that made the 

migrant Muslim rappers, such as such as Arabs, Bengalis, Pakistanis and Afghans, 

isolated from the dominant hip-hop scene (ibid). Another significant difficulty 

experienced by migrant Muslim rapper in maintaining a place in the local hip-hop scene, 

is the idea of Islam (true vs. fake). All the rappers I met in Detroit, both African-American 

and Muslim migrants, were Muslim practitioners. Most of the African-American 

participants believed that their commitment to Islam and its practices is purer and more 

informed because they have converted after investigating and understanding the religion 

and Quran. Abid, is an African-American Muslim rapper who believes that those who 

convert are true practitioners. He addresses the migrant Muslims as “unreal Muslims” 

because they were born Muslims and had never studied or done research about the 

religion. According to Abid, such rappers they simply adopted their fathers’ faith and 

built their identity around it: 

 

When we have battles or free styling meetings I always go there because I want to 

show them that how little they know about Islam. They just trust whatever crap their 

Imam tells them. I tell them stories of Quran that they have never read.  
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Abid believed that the power of “Black American hip-hop” is not in that the “black 

Americans started it”, but the importance is in how they deployed Islam as the inspiration 

to choose the good over bad and then rap in a constructive way. The feeling of 

righteousness, belonging and unity that comes with the acceptance of Islam when “you 

once were kafer” (one who doesn’t believe in God and Islam), empower the African-

American rappers engaged in this research to define a territory for hip-hop, define Islamic 

knowledge and also define the concept of the true Muslim.  What Abid suggests is rooted 

in the diverse differences in Islamic beliefs for multi-cultural Muslim communities in 

Detroit, that believe there is a major difference between African-American Muslims and 

Muslim immigrants. This difference, is related to the ways that Islam is performed among 

these different Muslim groups. Jamal– an African-American Muslim DJ in Detroit– 

believes that, the migrant Muslims “rely too heavily on culture, on the symbols, not the 

content of the faith, and African-American Muslims, whose culture and history have 

equipped them to embrace and reform Islam” (Jamal, Detroit, 2015). This is to say that, 

for the African-American Muslim rappers, Islam is defined within a set of self-

identification and political claims opposing the dominant American White society’s 

culture and ideology, while for the Muslim migrant rappers, being Muslim is a personal 

choice and faith rather than a unifying whole.  

In this sense Farez and other participants believed that they are confronted with a racial 

discrimination that is pushing them down and suppressing them based on disagreements 

in religious beliefs. Aarif states:  

 

I did not even think of such conversations before I came here. No one can tell you 

your faith is trash and theirs is the best. This reasoning comes from a racist mind. I 
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do not have a problem with these African-American rappers but when they trigger 

anger in my mind I don’t know what I might do next.  

 

What Aarif states seems contradictory to what hip-hop culture and Islamic faith offers to 

hip-hoppers; which is unity beyond, racial, class related and geographical boundaries 

(Sharma, 2010). However, the current socio-political and economic context of Detroit has 

reinforced racial and class discriminations and as a result some groups of migrants 

(Muslim non-Arab migrants) experience oppression and isolation in hip-hop culture in 

the Motor City30. Similar conflicts about how to practice Islam also exists among Muslim 

hip-hoppers in Chicago. Ghader, from Southside Chicago, is a rapper who is originally 

from Pakistan and started rapping while he was living in India and studying IT. The main 

issues addressed in his rap songs are his everyday experience in Sialkot (his hometown 

in Pakistan), and the conflicts and difficulties he experienced while living in India: 

 

When I got [sic] 20, my aunt got very sick and asked me to take her to her daughter’s 

grave in Kashmir. I took her there and stayed there ever since. I worked my ass off 

in Kashmir as a worker in a shop and in, Padum and Darcha as room service in 

hotels and backpackers’ hostels. When I got enough money, I went to New Delhi 

and began my IT bachelor program. When I went to university I learned about hip-

hop through two French friends I met in the Uni and they encouraged me to rap 

about what concerns me. Well I decided to write about how it felt to live in Kashmir 

as a Pakistani from Sialkot when we have a history of fight and conflict for a long 

time. 

                                                 
30 Detroit has been the historic heart of the American automotive industry, from early 20th century. Detroit’s 

automotive industry provided the model for mass production that made the city known as the Motor City 

(Poremba, 2003).  
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Ghader, found hip-hop a space to express his concerns regarding issues of religion and 

nationality. The main issue that he addressed in his music in relation to this was the 

conflict that he experienced when encountering Buddhists in Padum and Muslim 

community in Chicago: 

 

Well in that small city we have a mosque for the community of Muslims locals. I 

was not happily accepted in those places because I was a rapper and they didn’t like 

it. 

 

After about 10 years living in India, Ghader found his way to Chicago. Residing in a 

neighbourhood in Chicago’s Southside, where African-Americans are in the majority, 

Ghader joined a gang, from where he was exposed to the Afrocentric context of hip-hop 

in Chicago.  

 

The first two years were terrible. The rappers didn’t like me be[ing] around in any 

recording studios that were predominantly black studios. They didn’t even want me 

to rap. After these two years, I decided to continue my study but I didn’t have the 

money to do it. So [I] started working in the city. In the Starbucks café, I met some 

girls from India studying art in SAIC (School of the Art Institute of Chicago) they 

encouraged me to come to one of their classes about international artists and I was 

so shocked that there actually is a place for non-African rappers in Chicago. I went 

there and there were some of the professors and students who really liked my style. 

I love it here and I want to make some name for myself. They like[d] my style and 

I prove[d] them that I can do it (Ghader, Chicago, 2015).  
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As these observations indicate, Ghader experienced, and continues to experience, a 

feeling of being isolated from the community of local rappers due to the Afrocentric gang 

culture of hip-hop in the Southside of Chicago. However, in the uptown scene when 

encountering broader audience, Ghader feels welcomed and fitted rather than the gang 

members he used to meet in the Southside. And in some ways, he feels “home” and more 

importantly “creative” and “authentic” (field notes, Chicago, 2015).  

He uses English and Urdu in his lyrics and sometime uses Balochi (Pakistani traditional 

music style) as the rhythm. As mentioned earlier, it is hard for Ghader to maintain a place 

for himself as a rapper in Chicago where hip-hop is still “young” (Hess, 2009). In terms 

of hip-hop culture emergence and development, Chicago is torn between the East and 

West Coasts’ styles of hip-hop. There are groups of rappers in the city’s ghettos who are 

also involved in neighborhood gangs. In these areas of Chicago, the gang style of hip-hop 

adapted from the West coast, along with the conscious Afrocentric hip-hop nationalism 

from the East, has created a male dominated African-American hip-hop identity. Ghader 

first lived in a Southside ghetto in Chicago where he was once again felt isolation and 

discrimination. However, by changing his neighborhood to a different socio-cultural 

locale in the city where his hip-hop style is also seen and acknowledged; he began to 

develop his style, lyrics and music to reach out to more audiences. He happily states “I 

feel I am among the people who see me as an artist and entertainer. I can talk about my 

life and other Pakistani people in America, and there are many people who like my rap 

and my stories”.   

Dahlia, a female Palestinian rapper, experienced living in Chicago as a Muslim migrant 

totally differently from Ghader. She grew up in Lod, a city southeast of Jerusalem. She 

has recently migrated to the United States. Her works are all in Arabic, she criticizes the 
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Israeli and Palestinian conflict while also argues women issues in the Palestinian 

community in Diaspora. She started rapping at 17 while growing up in the “ghetto like” 

Lod: “there were other kids in the hood [smiles] who have started rapping before I did. 

We had one thing to rap about, our nation and our land”. Similar to other female rappers 

I met in Tunisia and Indonesia, Dahlia, sees hip-hop culture as an empowering force for 

her to articulate her anger, resentment, and frustration that she experienced being targeted 

as Other in Lod. She states: “if only we could stay together, inside home [Palestine] and 

abroad” (Dahlia, Chicago, 2014).  However, Dahlia’s rap career is different from those 

of the Indonesian and Tunisian female rappers discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, in the sense 

that she did not have any feelings of being discriminated and oppressed by a dominant 

masculine hip-hop in Palestine. She states:  

 

we were all the same. For them [Israel government] none of [us] has the right to be 

alive. None of us are allowed to be alive if we want to stick to our Palestinian root. 

It’s the same for girls and boys in the hip-hop. As long as you have something to 

pass on, you have the right to rap” (Dahlia, Chicago, 2015).  

 

Dahlia makes it clear that she understood hip-hop as the way to “shout out” her sufferings 

and to picture her fellow country people’s struggles for living. Hip-hop for her and her 

friends in Palestine is defined as a medium to fight against racism and also claim for their 

identity and most importantly their stolen home: Palestine. Dahlia, now in Chicago, 

experiences a new form of gendered discrimination. Thus, she states: 

 

[…] because I am a Muslim woman from Palestine they feel sorry for me. I don’t 

rap and I don’t tell my stories for them to feel sorry for me. I want to show the real 
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life to them but in their minds, they have sympathy for me. They call me the Muslim 

girl rapper. I am the Palestinian rapper, and yes, I am Muslim. If they are from Italy 

or Sweden, do people call them the Christian Swedish/Italian boy rapper or only 

Swedish/Italian rapper?” 

 

Dahlia identifies a gendered discriminatory discourse around being a female rapper from 

the Middle East who is the object of the masculine gaze in the hip-hop culture. Dahlia is 

being objectified as an object of sexual desire and at the same time, as a woman who 

should be shown sympathy given her cultural, religious and national background.   

Both Ghader and Dahlia have experienced discrimination and oppression as rappers in 

their home countries and as part of the Muslim diaspora. Ghader felt inferior in the 

Southside of Chicago because he was isolated from the African-American consciousness 

and gang hip-hop culture there, while in the new area he becomes popular for his authentic 

and original style. Dahlia feels uncomfortable and misunderstood because of the 

sympathetic view of the American and African-American hip-hoppers have towards her. 

Dahlia left the hip-hop scene both because of the aforementioned gendered discourse 

regarding her ethnic background and also the lack of opportunity for her to build a career 

from her hip-hop activity (field notes, Chicago, 2015). Now she does not perform rap, 

record or write rap lyrics anymore, and has decided to study Graphic Design at the Art 

Institute of Chicago.   

However, Ghader expresses his socio-political viewpoints as a Pakistani Muslim in 

Chicago, and at the same time he attempts to build a career for himself by creating 

networks in the music industry.   Ghader does not like to include his political viewpoints 

about Pakistan in his rap songs because, “I need to attract people by my lyrics. Political 

references only make sense to other Pakistanis. I like to make money by my music, 
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making it political will not help me” (Ghader, Chicago, 2015). But he finds it informative 

to talk about Pakistan and Islam with some eager customers who ask him questions after 

his performance in the café he works at in Wilson Ave, uptown Chicago.  

As I pointed out in this section I noticed two different notions of Muslim rappers in the 

hip-hop culture of Chicago from the participants’ viewpoints. One significant issue for 

the Muslim migrants in Chicago is the African-American nationalism and the black 

American privilege in hip-hop that is embedded in the gangsta rap style in some 

neighbourhoods such as the Southside. On the other hand, the hybrid nature and 

progressive culture of hip-hop in Chicago seems promising to Muslim rappers who live 

in the city. Ghader was able to overcome the hardship of racial conflict while living in 

Southside Chicago when he moved to the city’s downtown. He was able to integrate in 

the culture of the place he migrated to. However, this is not the way Latif experienced 

being a Muslim hip hopper in Chicago. It is a challenge for Latif to be a Muslim and a 

rapper and at the same time trying to find a place in hip hop industry that glorifies alcohol 

and drugs. Latif is a Muslim migrant rapper from Nigeria who migrated to Chicago three 

years prior to the time I interviewed him. He  explains: “I really don’t understand some 

Muslims here. I don’t have a problem when a Christian man drinks or smokes. But these 

shouldn’t be done by us, Muslims” (Latif, Chicago, 2015). While Ghader is more 

concerned about not being accepted in the local hip hop scene because of his ethnic 

background, Latif rejects the non-Islamic behaviors of some Muslim local rappers in 

regards to alcohol, drugs and girls. Latif works as a waiter in a café in University of 

Chicago mostly during the day, and spends most part of the nights in a friend’s (Lure) 

basement to write lyrics and make songs. He states:  
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It has been three years and I could not find any producer or agency who is interested 

in my work. I have also contacted some Chicago hip hoppers, but they are not 

interested in my style. I think their problem is that they don’t enjoy hanging out 

with me, this is what Lure says. I don’t like it when someone calls himself a Muslim 

but does things that are absolutely prohibited in Sharia.  

 

Although, Latif complains about how Chicago Muslim hip hoppers ignore Islamic 

practices, there are several Chicago based popular hip hop artists who are quite attentive 

to Islam and its practices. Rakim, Brother Ali, Mos Def and Lupe Fiasco are few 

examples. Rakim states in an interview that “I love what I live and I live Islam, so I 

applied it to everything I do” (Beaudoin, 2015). Nashashibi (2009) studies Palestinian 

youth gang culture and their struggles in Chicago as Muslims and migrants, that also 

affirms what Latif experiences as a Muslim migrant in Chicago. According to Nashashibi, 

“[…] the contradictory struggles of immigrant Muslims to sustain their spiritual identity, 

while succeeding economically in the West” (Nashashibi, 2009, p. 280). Latif also is 

concerned about this contradictory when he talks about collaborating with Chicago based 

Muslim hip hoppers “I don’t understand, just count, how many alcohol stores are owned 

by Muslims. I have also seen some of the rappers I know who work as night club guards” 

(Latif, 2015, Skype interview, Chicago). While complaining about Muslim migrants’ 

contradictions in their faith, Latif is positive about his success in hip hop in the city 

because of his skin color. Latif believed that his background as an African is the only way 

he can find a place among the local hip hoppers because “hip hop songs all refer back to 

Africa. Africa is the motherland. I do belong to hip hop” (Latif, 2015, Skype interview, 

Chicago). This affirms what Marble and Aidi observes in Chicago hip hop culture as well, 

where, being black is not a drama  (Nashashibi, 2009).  
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There are two female rappers from Afghanistan that Lure, Latif’s friend, introduced to 

me, who were also based in Chicago. Natisha and Nooshin are two cousins who escaped 

from Afghanistan in 2003 together with their aunt, to Iran. They were able to stay in Iran 

for three years but left Iran to Turkey and then to America in 2008. They wear hijab and 

used to practice Islam based on Sharia law while living in Afghanistan and Iran. This is 

while when they moved to Chicago they became familiar with Muneera Williams and 

Sukina Abdul Noor two Muslim female rappers based in England, through a friend. 

Nooshin explains: 

 

They are two amazing Muslim woman. We went to London last year to see them, 

and Shadia Mansour (a Palestinian female hip hopper). They are our role models 

now. Natisha and I used to be very strict about hijab and communicating with the 

opposite sex in Afghanistan and Iran. Muneera and Sukina talked to us about their 

way of worshiping Allah and also we talked about the right that every single person 

has in society. They both encouraged us to begin to rap seriously, not just for fun, 

when we get back to Chicago.  

 

Natisha and Nooshin began to rap when they were in high school (around age of 17), in 

Iran. They used to freestyle in school with some other classmates in the breaks between 

classes. Natisha states that it was weird for the classmates that  

 

Nooshin and I was rapping because we were very strict about Islamic practices. We 

wore black veil (long black clothing common among Iranian females as official 
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clothing) and we did not talk to any male school staff31(Natisha, 2015, Skype 

Interview, Chicago).  

 

Natisha and Nooshin have recently began recording their rap songs using Lure’s 

basement, and they are not yet exposed to the hip hop scene in Chicago. In regards to 

releasing rap songs, Nooshin is concerned about her family back home in Afghanistan:  

 

There are very few girl rappers from Afghanistan, and not a lot of Afghans like girls 

to sing, dance and rap. We are very worried about them hearing our rap songs. You 

heard the lyrics when we were practicing [addressing me as I was present in the 

home studio], it all about the rights that no one let us have as human beings in 

Afghanistan. It was not any better in Iran… [Natisha interrupted her saying] it was 

worse, they called us Afghani bitches, filthy Afghani and many other things 

(Nooshin and Natisha, 2015, Skype interview, Chicago).  

 

 Lure and Latif also were concerned about the two girls “because it is not safe here in 

America. We attended a freestyle event few weeks ago all four of us. The other Muslim 

rappers were very impolite to Natisha and Nooshin and didn’t even let them finish their 

first verse” (Latif, 2015, Chicago). The Muslim hip hop scene in Chicago is highly male 

dominated where the female hip hop practitioners feel uncomfortable to participate in 

(Natisha, 2015, Skype interview, Chicago).  Despite the issues around their producing hip 

hop, Natisha and Nooshin are very eager to continue developing their rap skills and begin 

to collaborate with other female rappers in Chicago and across America.   

                                                 
31 . the schools in Iran are all single-gender and there are very few staff at schools who are from the opposite 

sex.  
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As one of the important reasons for migrant Muslim rappers is to build a career in the 

United States, it becomes significant to examine the ways that they attempt this goal. Also 

it becomes important for the research to see if there are any music practitioners or 

agencies who facilitate reaching this aim for the migrant Muslim rappers. The 

conversations I had with migrant (Muslim and non-Muslim) musicians, DJs, local 

Muslim/non-Muslim hip-hoppers and music producers were very fruitful in situating the 

migrant Muslim rappers in the hip-hop scene in Los Angeles. Therefore, I have also 

included some of those conversations in the following part on case studies in Los Angeles.  

In Los Angeles, I met an Iranian rapper, an Iranian rock musician and also a rock artist 

and music producer from Palestine. Pooria, the Iranian rapper had migrated to America 

three years prior to this research and has been living in LA ever since. Pooria, mentions 

that the reason he left Iran was his active participation in the Green movement32. 

Therefore, although he never received any warnings regarding being political he “felt that 

it is not safe anymore to stay” (Pooria, LA, 2015). Pooria started his career as a rapper in 

Iran, Tehran in the early 2000s. He had a hard life in Iran after his father passed away and 

his mother, a secretary in a dental clinic, began to take more shifts in different places in 

order to earn money to support her family. Pooria finished high school and started to work 

at a shoe shop in downtown Tehran, in order to help his mother and three younger sisters 

financially. After he met Pishro (one of the Iranian hip-hop pioneers) in the shoe shop, he 

decided to “give rap a go” and started writing lyrics. He also attended the monthly 

meetings33 in parks around the city in remote areas.  However, he mentions that “the 

family problems didn’t let him to focus on his rap life” (Pooria, 2015, Los Angeles). In 

                                                 
32 The huge protests against the presidential election of 2009 where Ahmadinejad got elected, however 

people believed that it was not an honest election and he shouldn’t have been chosen. The riots and protests 

lasted for few months and after the involvement of the army forces and imprisonment of the most activist 

participants the rage faded away. In the midst of that, many university students and activists left the country. 
33 Due to illegality of rap music production in Iran, the rappers held venues in remote areas so that the police 

will not be able to find them easily. 
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the United States, it took time for Pooria to realize what he wanted to do regarding his 

rap career: “my roommates in LA were Two Turkish boys working in a big halal butchery 

and I just stared to work hard to make ends meet”. Pooria after a while found a group of 

Latino rappers who liked to gather at the weekends and rap about their week. These Latino 

friends were from East Los Angeles who prefer to keep the battles (if any) and freestyling 

inside their group and occasionally upload their street battles on YouTube. Pooria 

explains about the group: “they are fun, we gather in a park and each one of us rap about 

something that happened earlier in the week or something satirical. But the reason I love 

to go there is the feeling that it gives me that I’m home. You know that we had meetings 

in Tehran with the guys and we used to do exactly the same. It feels like being home” 

(Filed notes, Los Angeles, 2015).  

Garcia, a Latino rapper, and friends with Pooria, explains about his first impression of 

Pooria as an Iranian and a rapper: 

 

He came to the group meeting with Hakan, his roommate and my sister’s boyfriend. 

Hakan has told me before about him but I didn’t even think I want {sic} to meet 

him. You know about popular music Iranian figures in LA. They live well and all 

they care about is dance and money. Even the rappers I heard about are like that. 

But Pooria is fun and he loves rap and battle and he is talented. 

 

The impression that Garcia has towards the Iranian popular music artists in LA, is because 

of the influence of celebrity culture on their work. This celebrity culture attracts even the 

rappers who escaped Iran to build a rap career that they couldn’t pursue in Iran. Hossein 

Tohi, a well known Iranian rapper, started his rap career as an underground party hip-

hopper who has established a space for Iranian rappers among Iranian popular music 



195 

 

community in diaspora. He embraces the celebrity culture of the Iranian established artists 

in Los Angeles while Pooria, on the other hand, not to adopt a similar lifestyle: “when I 

was coming to LA my friends mocked me because I was coming to here and I wanted to 

rap. They all believed that I will end up like Tohi, but we have Azad Right, as a rapper 

here. I don’t have to become another Hossein Tohi”. Pooria believed that living in Los 

Angeles should not dictate to him the topics for his rap songs, “I should just rap about 

what I believe in. I should rap about my opinions not about the things people will pay 

money for”.  

Pooria mentions Azad Right as a good model for him to follow in Los Angeles. Azad is 

an Iranian-American emcee who lives in Los Angeles and got public recognition after the 

release of his rap song “Spiderwebs” (2011) on YouTube which had around 800 thousand 

viewers (Bell, 2016). He is a recognized Iranian hip-hoppers in the local Los Angeles hip 

hop scene because of the way he tells the story of his success after overcoming many 

traumas that happened to his family and friends in Iran. Azad has moved to Los Angeles 

from Iran in an early age with his father. Azad’s family fled from Iran after the Islamic 

Republic’s government executed his uncle and his father’s first wife for being involved 

in communist activities in the early years of the Islamic revolution of Iran (1980s). He 

expresses his concerns about political issues relating to Iran in his interviews, however, 

he does not portray “any of the sad stories” in his rap songs. Instead he raps about having 

hope, positive energy in life and success. In his song “bad energy” he raps: 

 

[…] I’ll spend my time trying to reduce crime rate 

Help people travel to a more positive mind state 

Might as well try to smile while we here 

Might as well get wild while we here 
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[…] 

I promise you that I will not neglect  

You, as long as I’m alive I’ll have respect 

True, and I’ll take full advantage of my health 

Cause I told myself that I’m gonna die with no regrets 

 

Pooria enjoys listening to Azad Right’s rap songs because to his mind “he is in LA and 

he actually have been here for a long time. But he does not involve himself with the type 

of songs that the Iranian community wants: party shallow rap songs” (Pooria, 2015, Los 

Angeles).  

Ramin, an Iranian-American rapper and break-dancer in Los Angeles also believed that 

being in Los Angeles forces musicians to change their styles in their works. Ramin 

specifically criticizes the Iranian community in Los Angeles and their lifestyles. He states: 

 

I grew up in here, I don’t even speak fluent Farsi (official language in Iran), I have 

never been to Iran. Almost everyone in my mother’s family have all migrated to 

America after the revolution [Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979]. Ever since I 

exposed myself as a rapper to my family, every time that my parents’ Iranian friends 

see me, they try to educate me about Iran and its historical heritage. When I was 

younger I used to annoy them by asking “why did you leave it then?” but it didn’t 

work because all of them blamed the Islamic government. The thing is they live 

with their memories of Iran’s 1960s and 1970s not the {sic} contemporary Iran. 

Everything has changed and I think I might move to Iran for a while, I am really 

tired of flashy and luxury Beverly Hills. The Iranians expects a lot from you here 
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in LA especially if you are rich. Rich Irangeles34 people eat in specific high class 

restaurants, they go to specific high rank hair stylists, I’m sick of this. But don’t 

think it is only Iranians, when you live in LA you see a lot of people like that, I used 

to be the same. It is funny because when I met Yas35 I learned a lot about Iran and 

its hip hop. I might continue working as a rapper but definitely not in LA. 

 

Ramin is 26 and he raps about his everyday life experience in Los Angeles and sometimes 

about his anger of the Iranian community in Los Angeles. However, since the Arab Spring 

(the revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen) of 2011, Ramin began to have 

change as he puts it, “I tried to see the world through the eyes of the victims. I have peace, 

money and a good life in LA but there are many who suffer for a loaf of bread. I like to 

rap about them” (Ramin, 2015, Los Angeles). He began to support Muslim hip hop artists 

in Arab countries in his rap songs. He also performed a hip hop dance, dance to die (2012) 

near University of California LA in the memories of war victims in Muslim countries. In 

the performance, he wore Shafia (a square black and white cloth that represent Muslim 

extremists in Iran) and khaki outfit very similar to Iranian troops in Iran Iraq war. Ramin’s 

appearance in the performance feared his parents to the point that they forcefully stopped 

him few seconds after he started dancing and also asked the few people who were around 

him not to take videos, “my brother in law was asking those poor people to show him 

their record files to make sure they have not captured me. So embarrassing” (Ramin, Los 

Angeles, 2015).   

 

 

                                                 
34 Iranian diasporic community in Los Angeles since the late 1970s, after the Islamic revelation in Iran 

(Kelley, Friedlander, & Colby, 1993) 
35 An Iranian pioneer hip hopper who held concerts in America in 2014. Ramin met him after his concert 

in San Francisco.    
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In one of his rap songs “Iran” he raps: 

Who are you?! 

What are you?! 

The pussies say you ‘re elegant and all, 

That fagget said you’re the mother, the stolen mother 

Who the fuck are you? 

The land of the illusive elegance or the mother of all these faggets? 

I gonna give you a clue  

You’re as ordinary as a soil can be 

You’re nothing precious 

You’ve got nothing to offer but the sorrows we carry all along 

Your name is Iran, the shittiest place on earth 

True the shittiest oh wait I am shitty 

We go along well  

I shall know the shit I gotta hate  

Wait I ganna go to you  

Shit! 

 

Ramin’s enthusiasm about knowing contemporary Iran led him to establish relationships 

with rappers inside Iran to become familiar with the country and specifically Iranian rap 

culture in the present time. Through the conversations he had with few Iranian Muslim 

rappers and one Syrian hip hopper who lives in New York, Ramin has become interested 

in the Islamic practices that are also mentioned in many hip hop songs that he likes. For 

instance he mentions “ I never knew that Islam very meaningful for black rappers. I never 

followed that type of hip hop. But now I listen to Mos Def, and it is absolutely amazing” 
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(Ramin, 2015, Los Angeles). This interest in Contemporary Iran, Islamic beliefs and 

Muslim hip hop have worried his parents and friends. As one of his friends, Yashar, 

explained to me,  

 

[…] his mother is so worried that he will end up joining Daesh [Islamic State of 

Iraq and Syria]. Ramin had a big fight with his dad because they have erased all his 

rap songs and breakdance records on his computer. They also hacked all his social 

media accounts. He is so pissed with them [Ramin admitted his friends’ words by 

nodding his head] (Yashar, 2015, Los Angeles). 

 

Ramin finds Los Angeles as an unpleasant place for him to continue his rap activity, while 

some other migrant hip hop artists such as Mani tries to maintain their position as hip hop 

artists in the United States. Mani is an Iranian hip hop artist who migrated to Los Angeles 

from Iran to create an opportunity for himself as a rapper. I have met Mani in Iran in 2008 

while I was conducting my research on Iranian hip hop culture. He attempted to escape 

Iran as he mentioned to me at that time “I can’t be who I want here. I want to believe in 

Allah and say my prayers but I want to do it based on my standards” (Golpushnezhad, 

2012). Mani identifies himself as a Muslim but he refuses to state his political ideas in 

the rap songs he produces. His previous rap songs in Iran were mostly about love, but as 

he described, he changed his style from a romantic mood to a more serious social 

commentary one: “this way I could have more audience if I rap {sic}more intellectually. 

If I rap about social ills [social problems]” (Mani, phone interview, 2015).  

In one of his rap songs before migrating to America, Mani raps: 

 

This is my fault, 
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Maybe it is rap’s fault 

That they have rolled it and smoked it  

Yeah, it became the hobby of the nights  

[…] 

This is our fault,  

Now I rap about you, 

You my sister, you my friend, 

You the girl I see on street 

I rap about you and your misery 

[…] 

This is rap’s fault  

That my sister, my friend get raped 

This is my fault  

You don’t have the right to breathe 

Make that bad image of me, 

This is all my fault 

This is rap’s fault  

[…] 

Rap became my weapon 

Not to smoke it to the air, 

But to tell you the truth  

   

In dream of performing such songs in public, Mani attempted so hard to get to the United 

States. He first traveled to Turkey from Iran and waited for a year to be able to have US 
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visa. He met with a former Iranian rock musician, Mahmoud, to help him produce rap 

songs in Los Angeles.  

Mahmoud is an Iranian rock musician who have migrated to Los Angeles. Although he 

is not a part of the hip-hop culture, neither in Iran nor in LA, since he works for a music 

production company he tries to help rappers get in to US and even start their rap career 

there. As I explained earlier in this section, the kinds of Mahmoud, tries to facilitate the 

migrant rappers attempts to become recognized in the local hip-hop scene in Los Angeles.  

The rock artists used to target political and social issues in his music in early 2000s Iran.  

The Iranian rocker, Mahmoud, started his rock career in Mashhad which is the holy city 

of the Shia ninth Imam as bass player. As a teenager, he always got picked on at school 

for his long hair and different fashion and clothing style than dominant Islamic ones of 

Iran’s 1990s.  He started performing music by remaking some Iranian pop songs with his 

guitar: “my Dad was very religious. He didn’t want me to be related to anything anti-

Islamic. But I never listened to him” (Mahmoud, Sunrise street, LA, 2015). Mahmoud 

started to perform with his band underground in Mashhad. Given the spiritual and 

religious context of Mashhad, performing a western/ American form of music is seen as 

a violation of the rules and disrespect to the holy shrine. Therefore, the rock and hip-hop 

artists in the underground gigs are always at the risk of getting arrested by the police of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran. Mahmoud also was arrested by the Islamic Republic police 

while performing in an underground gig several times and also got expelled from 

university in 2005. In Los Angles, he started to make connections through his friends with 

some popular Iranian musicians residing in California and was finally able to found a 

small company to manage concerts and gigs for Iranian artists in Los Angeles. Now after 

5 years of the company’s activity, Mahmoud is also trying to help the political rappers 

and rock artists back in Iran to go to the United States to pursue their musical careers: 
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[…] even music now is all about how you can sell yourself. I once was political but 

look we are not kids anymore. I need to live; you need to live. Is there anyone who 

pays you to only do research, a research on something that doesn’t even earn money. 

I am about ten years older than you and you will get to my point in the right time 

(Mahmoud, LA, 2015).  

 

 As is seen from the above excerpt, what Mahmoud is trying to explain here is the fact 

that in order to be heard and seen, marketing and financial issues are inevitable “to sell 

your product” (Mahmoud, Los Angeles, 2015). Mahmoud advised Mani to return to his 

old party rap style to attract audiences in LA and also to keep the audiences he had seven 

years ago (when he produced party rap songs in Iran). Mani explains  

 

 Mahmoud believes that people [Iranians] here in LA are still living in Iran at the 

time of Shah (the regime of Mohamar Reza Pahlavi 1941-1979). They just want to 

dance with your song and they know nothing about Iran’s current culture and 

society. May be I should have gone to Europe, I know my new style [social 

commentary through his rap] is much suited in Europe.  

 

Mani, after all discussions with Mahmoud, has stuck to his old style of party and fun 

rapping in order to “keep his audience who knows him for a decade now” (Mahmoud, 

Los Angeles, 2015). Mahmoud also tried to keep in touch with other Iranian rappers in 

America and other parts of the world in order to make their work both artistic and 

appealing to an international market. What he tries to do is to introduce the Iranian 

contemporary popular music to the international audiences: “I think Iranian artists have 
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never learned to make money from what they do” (field notes, Mahmoud, Los Angeles, 

2014). 

Similar to Mahmoud, Najib, a Palestinian rock musician has also been active in helping 

hip-hoppers of his country or other Muslim countries who struggle to survive 

economically and socially in their own countries. Najib, believes that thinking purely 

about finding a market will not appeal to the hearts of American rappers and rap lovers 

as well as to international hip-hop “especially when it comes from the countries tightly 

attached to terrorism” (fieldnotes, East Los Angeles, 2015). He and his wife run a music 

production company in LA and his wife also works as a fashion designer. They have both 

worked hard to make it possible for “Arab rock artists and rappers” to continue with their 

art even in exile. However, as Najib points out “there are huge big companies in this field 

that would go after the artists who can make more money. A rapper who talks in Arabic, 

Farsi, Pashtu and so on is not a favourite in the market. And also, not all of them like to 

be a part of this mainstream shit”. As Najib points out here, there are some Arab, Persian 

and Afghan rappers who do not fit into the commercial type of mainstream American hip-

hop that is popular in Los Angeles. However, as Pooria states, they don’t have a position 

in the conscious hip-hop scene in Los Angeles either (fieldnotes, Los Angeles, 2015). 

Because of the rich, though conflicting history and influences of the Latino American, 

Desi (Indian and South-Asian youth born in the United States) and African-American 

rappers in Los Angeles, other ethnic groups and nationalities do not get the opportunity 

to participate in the culture as deeply and influentially as they could in their home 

countries. However, the Iranian political hip-hoppers attempted to create a space among 

other ethnic groups in the city to express their national identity. Some of these rappers 

such as Ramin and Pooria also dream of expressing their socio-political critique about 
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their home country and also criticizing the diasporic community of Iranians in Los 

Angeles. In one of his freestyles Pooria raps:  

 

[…] You know nothing of this world BUT 

the price of Roberto Cavalli’s Pet’s house 

You say: You know speaking Farsi is a bit hard for me 

And I say: I know that but how did this fine American accent set 

in that empty Ariaee36 head? 

 

This adds to the complex situation of the rappers who decided to come to America from 

Muslim countries with the idea of performing more freely and being accepted in hip-

hop’s motherland as resistant, revolutionary politically-orientated rappers. This is not to 

say that it is impossible for such rappers to maintain a place for themselves in American 

cities but as Ramin puts it, “it depends on who is going to link you with the powerful 

agencies and what function you can have for the benefit of hip-hop” (Ramin, LA, 2015). 

The rappers start to subconsciously change their concerns; this is to say that the things 

that triggered rappers to start rapping would change because of the current experiences in 

the cities they live in. They might still rap about political and social issues but it will 

mostly cover the neighbourhood or the city they live in. In other words, the lyrical content 

of their rap and also their lifestyles would be accommodated with the context of hip-hop 

in the new place or more specifically to the neighbourhood that they migrated to. 

Mahmoud for instance, stopped writing lyrics that criticize socio cultural issues among 

Iranians in Los Angeles, because: “I am living Walnut Village37 and most of the people I 

                                                 
36  Ancient Persian   
37 An affluent neighbourhood in Irvine, California. 
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work with and hang out with are from Beverly hills. I can’t just be the rebel guitarist of a 

rock band in the basements of Iran here. If I want my business to grow I need to keep that 

rebellious part of me hidden for a while. Or I should hang out with the downtown rappers 

in my free time so that we can talk about politics and cultural issues that we are 

uncomfortable with” (Mahmoud, LA, 2015). Mahmoud’s solution for developing 

business and earning money, was not pleasant to hear for Pooria, as he argued 

  

If you wanted to change your ideals because of any obstacle, why did you leave 

Iran at all? I don’t accept that. I rap about any political or cultural issues that bother 

me, and I know no one will hear my song because I don’t advertise it or ask big 

companies to support me. I can only rap about me, my life in LA and my opinions 

about politics and any other topics in here [Los Angeles] (Pooria, LA, 2015) 

 

From the interviews and the conversations with the rappers mentioned in this section, one 

can see that the migrant Muslim rappers are considered as the Other to both the local 

culture of the city and to the hip-hop scene because of factors related to their ethnic and 

racial backgrounds, religious beliefs and gender. The informants in this research a attempt 

to identify themselves as hip hoppers and Muslims in the American cities they reside in. 

However, their identities as Muslims are being questioned constantly by the local Muslim 

communities and Muslim hip hoppers. These migrant hip hoppers feel being apart from 

the local mainstream hip hop scene as the hip hop they create is seen as an imitation of 

African-American hip hop. Besides, as one of the aesthetics of rap is its language and the 

play with words, the migrant Muslim hip hoppers have less opportunities to express 

themselves and show their hip hop talent in comparison with local hip hop artists.  
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The idea of Otherness relates to the situation of these hip hoppers because their ethnic 

and religious identities (at some points) are in conflict with the local social identities of 

hip hoppers in Detroit, Chicago and Los Angeles. The Muslim migrant hip hoppers find 

themselves in an inferior position towards the local hip hoppers and are treated as 

minorities by the local hip hop practitioners and in some cases by local Muslim 

communities.  

However, in New York I met many hip-hoppers from different Muslim countries who did 

not feel disappointment in the hip-hop scene or local culture in New York City. The 

Muslim migrant rappers I met in New York believed that rapping and being involved in 

the international hip-hop scene in New York City is “promising” and “enjoyable” 

(Samad, New York City, 2015). As will be made clear in the following section, there are 

a few key reasons why this has been the case. 

 

6.3.3. Muslim Migrant Rappers and their Hip-hop Career in New York 

 

It is generally accepted that early hip-hop emerged from the Bronx district of New 

York in the late 1970s was indebted to other cultural and musical forms such as the 

Caribbean style of ‘toasting’, Jamaican reggae music and DJ styles (Lipsitz, 1994; T. 

Rose, 2004). Because of this hybrid foundation of hip-hop rhymes, jargon and culture, 

the early hip-hop in different areas of New York is a mixture of African-American 

cultural heritage, African music cultures, Caribbean music and also American Jazz, funk 

and rock (Hess, 2009).  

 This suggests something of the diverse cultural background that informed hip-hop as it 

emerged in New York during the early 1970s and the way in which this has continued to 

serve as a basis for the current cosmopolitan culture of hip-hop in its place of origin 
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(Cutler, 2008). observes that the hip-hop culture in New York offers the “white European 

rappers” a wide range of social, cultural and linguistic resources that do not necessarily 

relate to a specific ethnic or hip-hop identity.  Similarly, for Muslim migrants, the hybrid 

interactive environment of hip-hop in New York allows them to adopt various lifestyles 

and sociocultural resources. In this hybrid context of hip-hop in New York, in Manhattan 

and Brooklyn (two areas where my research was conducted), there were three groups of 

Muslim hip-hoppers: The African-American Muslims; established second and third 

generations of Muslim migrants (mostly Arab Muslims); and the newly arrived Muslim 

migrants from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Palestine and other Muslim countries.  

For a number of North African and migrant Muslim rappers in New York, the Islamic 

influences in hip-hop culture have become a significant cultural and spiritual bond 

through which they find an affinity with the historical culture of resistance present in 

African-American society. These Muslim rappers believe the Islamic grounds of hip-hop 

in different parts of New York, and neighbourhoods such as Harlem in Manhattan, have 

functioned to make the connection between African-American hip-hoppers and Muslim 

migrant hip-hoppers stronger (field note, New York 2015). It is hard to talk about hip-

hop culture in New York without positioning hip-hop in different neighbourhoods and 

districts of New York City because, as Hess (2009) observes, each city and 

neighbourhood in New York has its unique traditions in hip-hop culture. The Bronx 

tradition, Queens hip-hoppers, Brooklyn ‘rockers’ and hip-hoppers each introduced 

different themes and artistic traits in the creation of their rap songs. Although the 

mentioned different neighborhoods in New York have their specific hip hop style, the 

environment for non-local hip hoppers is welcoming and promising. This is due to New 

York City’s multi-ethnic/ cosmopolitan context that has been open to Muslim artists as 

well as other migrant artists from around the world.  
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Artists such as AD Pirous, Sana Arjomand, introduce New York City as a centre for artists 

interacting and collaborating with each other from all religions and cultures. Pirous is an 

Indonesian painter who combined Western abstract art with traditional Islamic forms and 

themes in his paintings. While living in New York in the 1970s, AD Pirous became 

interested in the art of Arabic calligraphy with his abstract and expressionist paintings. 

Kenneth M. George describes how AD Pirous was introduced to Arabic (Muslim) art in 

New York: 

 

Despite his growing up in a devout Muslim family in the fervently Islamic region 

of Aceh, Pirous (b.1932) showed little interest in Islamic art until a fellowship year 

in New York in 1970, when he “rediscovered” his cultural roots during a visit to 

the Islamic art collection at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (George 2008, p. 178).  

 

Pirous as an Indonesian artist who is an expert in Western abstract art was influenced by 

Arabic panting and calligraphy in New York, also his works inspired Muslim and non-

Muslim artists in New York and other places around the world (George, 2009).  This 

hybrid characteristic suggests a cosmopolitan environment, exemplifying Woodward & 

Skrbis (2006) description of cosmopolitanism as “a set of practices and outlooks that seek 

out, and value, cultural differences and openness. In which "politics" and "culture" are 

two elements of defining the term” (Woodward, 2010, p. 3).  

Ostensibly, New York’s history of cosmopolitanism is a key reason why the city’s 

migrant rappers have different experiences than those in Detroit, Chicago, or LA.  As 

Jamal (a Moroccan rapper in New York) explains: “here you don’t worry for no 

acceptance. If you have good connections, you can record. There are people who like my 

style and do not care if they don’t understand the lyrics. People understand you” (Jamal, 
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New York, 2015). Jamal, Samad and Kamel, are three Muslim rappers who live in 

Brooklyn, and have recently moved to the United Sates from Indonesia and Morocco. 

Their lyrics deal more with “street life”, “peace for Palestine” and “Islam, the religion of 

peace” (Jamal, New York, 2015). In their lyrics and lifestyle, these three rappers follow 

the East Coast tradition of hip-hop in portraying the urban working class lifestyle. By 

referring to racial resistance, ethnic identity and religious beliefs, the Muslim migrant 

rappers in Brooklyn feel associated with the East Coast style of hip-hop. Kamel, has 

mixed the Javanese Gamelan, with funky and Old School party rhymes of rappers such 

as LL Cool J. He also combines Indonesian and English language in his lyrics.  These 

choices allow him to communicate with both Indonesian and non-Indonesian audiences. 

His rap is authentic for the Indonesians and at the same time, it sounds familiar, for the 

audiences in “the new place”: New York (Kamel, New York, 2015). Many hip-hoppers 

from different backgrounds sustain their position in the hip-hop culture in New York, 

mixing different music styles and multiple languages in the lyrics (Androutsopoulos, 

2009). My informants in Brooklyn did not have the problem of maintaining a place in the 

local hip-hop communities, because of the cosmopolitan and hybrid environment of hip-

hop in New York.  As Yasiin, a Pakistani rapper in Brooklyn, states:  

 

Everyone here [Bay Ridge neighbourhood in Brooklyn] are from a different 

country. This [the recording studio] is a host to many rappers from the 

neighbourhood, when we [him and other local rappers in Bay Ridge] gather we 

have a lot of stories to tell and sometimes those stories become a new song, my 

work about Muslim Ummah.  
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However, outside the hip-hop realms, Yasiin states that “sometimes the Arab Muslims 

here treat you as a not true Muslim. They don’t say it but they are always trying to teach 

you about Islam. But I am from Pakistan I know what Islam says” (Yasiin, interview, 

Brooklyn, 2015). Yasiin continues, Imam Wasel, told me, you are not a true Muslim, you 

don’t pray in masjid with us and you never come for Ramadan sermons, but I think he 

hates me because I am Shia Muslim” (Yasiin, Brooklyn, 2015). Yasiin, as he puts it, is 

not a “regular” Muslim, because he fasts on some days of Ramadan, when he is out with 

friends he might drink one or two beers and he has been with “girls” but he has never 

married. But, he insists, “I do believe in Quran’s faith and its power to guide people at 

difficult times”. In one of his rap songs he invites all Muslims to come together under the 

single umbrella of Islam as one Ummah. 

Kamel, Samad and Jamal, also agreed with Yasiin that they feel a tension among Sunni 

and Shia Muslims in Brooklyn especially when it comes to the migrants, the hierarchies 

of being a better Muslim appear in the interactions of local Muslims and new Muslim 

immigrants. This is while not all the migrants are faced with the same issue regarding 

their faith and hip-hop activity. For instance, Karim arrived in New York in 2013, (two 

years before the interview). He is from Morocco and all his family were still living there. 

He studied computer engineering in Morocco and during this time he also started rapping. 

We first met in Nuyorican Poet’s café and he was going to have a performance in the 

event ‘All that Hip-hop’ an open jam session for hip-hop, poetry and jazz performances 

that was staged at Nuyorican Poet’s café in February 2015. There were few people in the 

small performing area of the cafe and he started rapping in Arabic. I took a look at the 

crowd and noted that they were both shocked and at the same time moving their bodies 

to the beat and rhythm. They were shocked because many among the audience “have 

never heard any Arabic rap song” before (Nancy, 21, audience member). The café 
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manager, mentioned, “there are many Arab rappers in this country”. She was a young 

female hip-hop music producer who has worked with several Arab rappers around the 

world. She is also in charge of a department of the universal Zulu Nation (see Chapter 2), 

so as a part of her duties she is charged with the job of discovering new rappers in the 

scene. According to Lucy, the Muslim rappers in New York are more from the second 

generations of migrants but there are few rappers who recently migrated to America. 

Among the rappers that she works with, Samir is a Palestinian rapper who participated in 

the research.  Samir is around 32 and he is a film producer now in New York:  

 

I am a Palestinian, born in Israel. My family was there before Israel was created. 

When I was 15 I first heard some American hip-hop songs and I started writing in 

English all my lyrics from then is in English, some of my friends started to write in 

Hebrew but I didn’t like to speak with their language when they have taken 

everything from us. When I turned 18 I decided to study sound engineering in Italy. 

I started rapping once again in Italy but in Italian, and then I met some Algerian 

rappers in Spain and began writing in Arabic. That was the start of my artistic career 

as a rapper.  

 

The story of Samir is very similar to Jamal, Yasiin, Kamel and Samad, the Muslim rappers 

I met in New York. Abbas, from Morocco also had a similar story. Abbas has immigrated 

to the United states five years prior to our interview. For him hip-hop, rather than being 

a power to fight against the ruling power, was mostly about a way of trying to bring about 

cultural change. To Abbas’s mind, “the culture of Moroccans does not allow change in 

the country” (Abbas, New York, 2015). According to Abbas, he was always concerned 

about the situation of women in the country and how they are treated with the effect that 
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at some point they come to believe their inferior position to men as the Islamic culture 

dictates to them.  Abbas, also raps about the existing French cultural influence and the 

new consumer culture that has emerged in the country. As he puts it, “you won’t get 

caught because of these issues in your rap hits but no one outside Morocco or at the best 

situation outside France would learn about the changing culture in Morocco. I like to 

shout out to the world that my country needs rest from all those occupiers” (New York, 

2015).  

It became more interesting when Albert, a French rapper who was traveling around the 

US at the time, got on the Nuyorican café’s stage and began rapping in French (Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8 Albert, Nuyorican Café, New York. Photo taken by the author 

 

In an interview, I had with him, Albert states that “I think the Islamic hip-hop here [in 

America] is very less political than the way it is in France” (Albert, New York, 2015). He 

continues that the oppressed Algerian and Moroccan rappers in France have always drawn 

upon political issues and cultural discriminations they face with living in France. 

However, he sees the scene in New York as more open to a variety of themes, cultures 
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and ethnicities.  The cosmopolitan and multinational space of New York City encourages 

the migrant rappers to build their rap identity and to be able to link the history of rap in 

their home country to the international rap scene in New York. This international rap 

scene includes rappers in Muslim countries who did not have the chance to produce their 

music away from the oppressions of the dominant government or culture in their home 

countries.  

For instance, for Amin, a rapper from Pakistan, living in New York and being able to 

express his cultural and political viewpoints in his rap songs without the fear of being 

arrested is a “blessing” (Amin, New York, 2015). This is while there are other prominent 

rappers from Muslim countries in New York who have already established their position 

both in their home countries and in the United States. DAM is considered as the first 

Palestinian hip-hop crew and openly criticize the oppression and brutality that they 

experienced growing up in Israel as “Palestinian Muslim Arabs” (Suhell, Skype 

interview, 2015).  Suhell Nafar, a group member, is currently living in New York while 

also working with the other group members from back home who are still living in Israel. 

In their rap songs, DAM criticize the Israel-Palestine conflict, also criticize American 

policies in the region and their support of Israel. Therefore, I was curious to know what 

brought Nafar to New York.  Nafar came to New York to expand his hip-hop activities 

and also to better represent DAM as the representative of Palestinian youth. Since the late 

1990s the group started to work together and also at the same time to attract other 

Palestinian youths who also lived in Israel, to “fight through words”. In the US, Nafar is 

(at the time of the interview) in the process of making a documentary. He also together 

with other band members made joint music videos with international Muslim and non-

Muslim rappers. One of the most recent and also controversial rap tracks the group DAM 

made, collaborating with Jewish and American rappers, is ‘Israel vs. Palestine News24’, 
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a parody that depicts on the Israel and Palestine’s conflict in 2014 (Gelvin, 2014). The 

feeling of being neglected and harassed is very clearly obvious in the rap songs by DAM 

crew, in their rap track who is the terrorist (2006): 

 

Who’s the terrorist? 

How am I the terrorist when you’ve taken my land? 

Who’s the terrorist? 

You’re the terrorist 

You’ve taken everything I own when I’m living in my homeland 

 

The anger and frustration that lie in these lyrics by DAM are also visible in other Muslim 

rappers’ work, such as the songs of Yasiin, Jamal, Kamel. Their main concern in their 

hip-hop style and rap lyrics are mostly to picture the everyday life of Muslim youth in 

their countries. They refer to the seemingly never-ending war between Israel and 

Palestine, the panic that ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) has created around 

the world since 2014, and their everyday lives in New York. Gaining recognition in hip-

hop culture for rappers and bands such as DAM, who were established hip-hoppers before 

entering the US, is not a matter of finding a place in the new hip-hop scene or gaining 

audiences. Because groups such as DAM are seen as icons of hip-hop culture from their 

home Muslim country. However, for rappers such as Kamel, Yasiin, Samad and Jamal, it 

is hard to both accommodate to the new hip-hop scene (in New York) and at the same 

time gain their audiences because they are not known neither in their countries nor in 

America. Jamal points out, “I am beginning to find some listeners for myself. It is hard 

in New York there are a lot of rappers and everyone is very famous. It is only three years 

that I live here, so I need to start collaborating with some of them” (Yasiin, 2015). As 
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Yasiin effectively points out, in Brooklyn and Manhattan where I conducted my research, 

the migrant Muslim rappers did not have the concern of failing to succeed in their hip-

hop careers, because they were in the “heart of the [hip-hop] culture” (Kamel, 2015), and 

had the authority to establish their own style of rapping even in diaspora. This conclusion 

does not suggest that the Muslim rappers do not face any discrimination in the New York 

hip-hop scene. But unlike the other cities I investigated in the previous section, the 

migrant rappers’ Islamic faith and background and also their political expressions do not 

isolate them in the society in New York. One reason is the city’s hybrid and cosmopolitan 

environment that has made it possible for many artists from various backgrounds and 

religions to work together. The rappers who participated in this research in New York 

attempt to offer an understanding of Muslim rap not to imply Islamic or religious beliefs 

but rather, to tell the stories of Muslim youth, their concerns and world view in diaspora 

in the second half of the 2000s. The Muslim youth, similar to their Jewish counterparts 

in New York (Jewish Radical Culture Movement) (Barzel, 2015), are trying to establish 

their Muslim identities away from terrorism, oppression and war. They attempt to create 

a space for themselves in diaspora to celebrate their faith and belief, to express their 

concerns, anger and care for their countrymen and also to move forward building careers 

and succeed.  

 

6.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter I aimed to explore the hip-hop culture among migrant Muslim 

rappers in Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York. The chapter also sheds light on 

the influences of Islamic practices and ideology in the early hip-hop culture that 

originated in the Bronx district of New York during the 1970s. Offering a history of 

Muslim rappers in the United States, I have examined the specific situations of those 
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rappers who participated in my research in the four aforementioned cities. In each of the 

cities, Muslim migrants experienced their lives in hip-hop culture differently. The rappers 

who were interviewed are all involved in the global hip-hop movement and play important 

roles in engaging Muslim rappers from around the world with the American hip-hop 

culture. One of the most influential attempts of the Muslim migrant rappers to be involved 

in the hip-hop scene in New York is taking part in the growth of the international Zulu 

nation, the hip-hop missionary and different documentary productions and collaborations 

with rappers in Muslim countries such as Morocco, Egypt and Tunisia. The Muslim 

migrants were able to portray the hip-hop culture in their home country from an insider 

point of view, such as Slingshot Hip-hop, a documentary on Palestinian hip-hop culture. 

By such activities, the Muslim migrants appear as artist, Muslim and a music producer in 

the industry. This allowed them to build careers for themselves while also maintaining 

their Islamic identity. 

The Afrocentric and Islamic context of some areas in Chicago has driven Muslim 

migrants toward isolation. However, in other neighbourhoods in Chicago Muslim rappers 

experienced living in the ‘Second City’ differently. Since the Muslim communities in 

Chicago have a long history of supporting new Muslim migrants, the Muslim rappers who 

participated in this research have the space to both maintain their position as a rapper and 

also to practice Islam.  

I also explored the way that Muslim migrant rappers have integrated with different ethnic 

hip-hop groups in Los Angeles. Although the Muslim migrants were not able to maintain 

a place for themselves as Muslim hip-hoppers in Los Angeles, they were able to 

accommodate themselves within both the underground and commercial hip-hop in the 

city. Los Angeles, being the location of the most prominent creative industries in the 

United States (Currid & Williams, 2010), is a unique place for the migrant Muslims to 
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pursue their dreams of participating in the American hip-hop culture. The case of Detroit 

was highly different from the other three cities in relation to the Muslim migrants who 

sought to establish careers as rappers there. As been pointed out in the chapter, the Muslim 

migrants in Detroit, struggle with racial and religious issues. Similarly, these rappers are 

also still struggling over the concepts of Black consciousness, Black and Muslim identity 

which can be seen in the everyday concerns of the migrant Muslim rappers too. The 

migrant rappers have to prove their being “true Muslims” and “true rappers” in reaction 

to the African-American Muslim hip-hoppers. This is because the hip-hop culture in 

Detroit is dominated by the African-American Muslim converts who believe that they are 

the true hip-hoppers and true Muslims.  

On the whole, when observing the lives of Muslim migrant rappers in the American cities 

examined in this chapter, it becomes clear that the rappers tend to adapt to the dominant 

hip-hop scene in the place they migrate to. Interestingly enough, even if they adapt to the 

local hip-hop culture of the city of their migration, the Muslim migrants view themselves 

as subordinates to the rightful African-American hip-hop since. This is to say that most 

of the informants looked up to the African-American culture of resistance in hip-hop and 

the African-American musical aesthetics and political viewpoint as to what constitutes 

“true hip-hop”. The African-American cultural privilege in hip-hop is being reproduced 

by the migrant hip-hoppers in different cities in the United States. In case of Muslim 

rappers in diaspora, this privilege is even reinforced through Islamic ideology and practice 

both in the African-American hip-hop scene and the African-American communities’ 

history of resistance against white America. In this context, it is also significant to mention 

that Islam was redefined in the context of African-American hip-hop to the extent that it 

(Islam) is seen as the spirit of hip-hop for many African-American hip-hoppers. 

Nevertheless, version of Islam is quite different from other narratives of Islam in countries 
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such as Palestine, Pakistan, Iran, Indonesia and Afghanistan where the informants in this 

research are originally from. However, for the hip-hoppers from such Muslim countries 

the Islamic trend in American hip-hop is a way for them to relate themselves to the 

forefathers of hip-hop and also to legitimize their authenticity and originality in the global 

hip-hop culture. As a result most of the rappers I include interview quotes from seem to 

find themselves in conflict with and/or excluded from African-American dominant hip-

hop in the United States. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
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7.1. Introduction 

 

In the last three analytical chapters I explored hip hop culture in Indonesia, Tunisia 

and the United States. I drew upon and examined the everyday experiences of local 

Muslim rappers’ in each of these countries along with the socio-political and cultural 

contexts of hip hop culture in each place. From the very beginning of the fieldwork an 

important question for the research and overall study was to ask local rap artists why hip 

hop is their chosen form of music and culture to express themselves and how they 

associate it with their Islamic identities? The overall purpose of this thesis has been to 

identify similar or shared values of Islamic belief and hip hop activity among rappers in 

Indonesia, Tunisia and the recent Muslim migrant rappers in the United States. Below is 

a summary of the common themes around Islam and hip hop that emerged in the research 

and which appear to be the essential elements that encourage Muslim rappers in different 

places to struggle to produce hip hop with various Islamic dimensions.  

 

7.2. Community, Belonging and Brotherhood 

 

Hip hop has been a site of political, racial and radical mobilization and self-

formation for hip hoppers and their fans in Muslim countries since the turn of the century. 

This can be seen across a range of Muslim countries, including Iran, Somalia, Syria, 

Egypt, and Tunisia. In the course of this study, the hip hoppers referred to three concepts 

of community, belonging and brotherhood as key markers of Islamic influence in 

American hip hop culture. The concepts of brotherhood and community are referred to in 
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the Islamic texts, the Quran and the Hadith, as Muslim ummah. The Quran asks for 

Muslims to unite under the umbrella of Islam (49:1338).  

According to Quran, because of this unified brotherhood, the Islamic ummah will be able 

to establish unity, peace and stability that is a mix of all races and nations. One spectacular 

performance of this unity is the Salat al Jomoa (the prayer on Friday), which is a 

representation of the Islamic ummah when all gather in front of God to pray. Through the 

prayer, Muslims strengthen the feeling of togetherness, belonging and unity. This feeling 

of brotherhood is also being advised in Quranic verse in a number of surah; for instance, 

Al Hujurat verse mentions brotherhood as a pillar of Islamic Ummah: "The Believers are 

but a single Brotherhood. So, make settlement between your brothers. And fear Allah that 

you may receive mercy" [Al-Hujurat 49:10]. In the Islamic culture, it is continuously 

mentioned that the relationship with Allah and other humans are important and NOT the 

race, gender and class of those people. Both Quranic verses and Muslim thinkers suggest 

that Islamic collective practices reinforce the feelings of liberty, equality and 

brotherhood, which are the core concepts of Islamic spirituality and prophecy.   

This is a similar concept to that which encouraged the Nation of Islam, Malcolm X and 

Martin Luther King to embrace the Islamic faith and fight against the racial segregation 

and oppression of white America throughout the 20th century. The Islamic promise and 

hope to conquer the oppressor (Quranic example) and the quest for liberty and equality 

regardless of ethnicity and race have also been a vehicle for some pioneer hip hoppers 

such as Afrika Bambaata who was inspired by his activist friends in Harlem, New York 

City (Chang et al., 2006).  

Both the Islamic Ummah and the African-American hip hop community make attempts 

to counter the Western hegemony in and outside the United States. In this context, Islamic 

                                                 
38 Chapter 49 verse 13 
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governments, such as Islamic Republic of Iran, quest for how to respond to the West, and 

its cultural domination by establishing a unified Islamic Ummah. While hip hop began 

(in the 1970s) to quest for how to respond to white America. There are Quranic symbols 

and terminology in hip hop texts. Halila (2008) states that African-American rappers tried 

to imitate the way that the Quran was revealed to the prophet Muhammad. Alim (2006) 

pictures the rhetorical and poetic influences of the Quran in the hip hop lyrics of Muslim 

African-American rappers, and also illustrates the importance of the Islamic faith in many 

of the early hip hop productions (Alim, 2006). For him and other hip hop scholars, the 

concept of hip hop ummah as a community urges the youth to build an identity that 

represents a ‘black’, ‘latino/a’, ‘Caribbean’, ‘Muslim’ or other ethnicities. Such 

community creates a space beyond the concept of ‘nation’ and ‘language’ but with 

common belief and faith in liberty and equality.  

The Quran also encourages the believers (Muslims) to have the desire to be one 

community beyond geographies and create a unified universal ummah. Therefore, both in 

hip hop culture and Islamic beliefs, the concepts of ummah, community and brotherhood 

are seen as a political concept (Badwi, 1976) rather than religious or spiritual beliefs. 

Islam’s longing for the creation of an Islamic nation that unites the Muslims under one 

shelter has been achieved by the global hip hop culture in Muslim countries.  

Although the young hip hoppers in such countries might be against the rules of their 

Islamic governments (Tunisia, Iran and Egypt) they have been able to create their own 

versions of Muslim identity inspired by the African-American Islamic faith in hip hop 

culture. Through the globalization of African-American hip hop and its emergence in 

Muslim countries, the concepts of political Islam, Black nationalism and Afrocentrism 

have been developed as markers of ‘authentic’ hip hop among Muslim youth. Instead of 

urging for the creation of the Islamic nation, the Muslim Tunisian and Indonesian rappers 
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yearned for freedom of speech, expressing gendered discriminations and opposing the 

Islamophobia that burdens Muslim communities in diaspora, specifically, in France.  The 

young Tunisian hip hoppers are concerned about the racial and social discriminations that 

their fellow countrymen encounter while living abroad in France.  

Therefore, Islamic ideals and standards have been moderated through the hip hoppers’ 

understanding of hip hop in their Muslim contexts39, in a way that these Muslim hip 

hoppers also quest for a similar state of equality and brotherhood to that of their African-

American counterparts.  This enables the Muslim hip hoppers in Tunisia and Indonesia 

to be connected to the global hip hop ummah that is constantly countering the Western 

War on Terror and Islamophobia.  

 

7.3. Voice 

 

Hip hop culture paves the way to reach out for the hopes that the Black Panther 

Party had to give a voice to voiceless “marginal black youths” in the urban America of 

the 1960s.  As Bakari Kitwana (2002) states, hip hop culture and rap music enabled the 

black youth of the slums to express their everyday struggles, from the margins to the 

mainstream. The hip hoppers articulated the political oppression and racial 

discriminations that they faced on an everyday basis (Kitwana, 2002). Through telling the 

stories of life’s miseries many rappers (such as Slick Rick, in his rap song Children’s 

Story), were empowered to stand against the stereotypical images of black people and 

began to embrace blackness and its African heritage. Therefore, from the beginning of 

hip hop culture’s formation in the Bronx, this culture is associated with black youth’s 

                                                 
39 in Indonesia Islamic culture and belief is dominant among people, although Christianity, Buddhism, 

Hinduism and Judaism are also the faiths that Indonesians believe in 
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self-expression and identity building (Rose, 1994). The discourse around hip hop and the 

space that it creates for the voiceless to express themselves is also reinforced in the Quran, 

hadith and Islamic texts such as Al-Mizan, an Exegesis of the Qur'an. These texts suggest 

that Islamic belief would give voice to the poor and helpless people. Many of the 

participants in the research conducted for this thesis believed that being involved in hip 

hop culture enables them to speak their minds and critique the discriminations that they 

have been burdened with regarding class, ethnicity and gender. That said, the dominant 

masculine discourse around hip hop culture and Islam tends to silence female and queer 

voices in Muslim countries. Whether hip hop culture is acceptable or not in Muslim 

societies, or if it is a scene created by rappers as a form of political activism, when it 

comes to women and queer individuals, social stigma remains intact. Women and queer 

individuals are silenced in Quranic verse and Islamic culture. In hip hop culture the female 

hip hopper who is not committed to the Islamic/cultural mainstream norms is not 

recognized, either as a rapper or as a “good woman” (Delal, Tunis, 2014).  

Despite such gender and sexual discrimination, however, female Muslim hip hoppers 

have still managed to use rap as a means of creating an alternative and marginal space to 

voice their subjectivities and criticisms of society. Women in different Muslim countries 

struggle for legitimacy in the mainstream music culture of the country. For instance, as 

my previous Masters research illustrates, in Iran women are still struggling to produce 

and release their music legally (Shahabi & Golpoush-Nezhad, 2015). This situation is 

more moderate in Indonesia and Tunisia because of the different Islamic governments 

and policies in place in these countries. Female Muslim rappers negotiate between 

culture, consciousness and feminist aspiration. Just as Islam is considered the voice of the 

voiceless and the weak, hip hop is also a liberating space that gives courage and voice to 

minorities in the Muslim society. For the Muslim female rappers, hip hop culture provides 
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a space in which these rappers can express their concerns as women living in a Muslim 

country. For instance, Khadijeh (an established Tunisian rapper) fights for women’s right 

and control over their bodies through addressing the issue of abortion in Tunisia. Latifah, 

another Tunisian rapper, also fights for equality and liberty for women. The two rappers 

identify themselves as Muslimat (Muslim woman). However, the way that they practice 

Islam is different from Islamic practices they observed and associate with their own 

mothers. This could be read as a form of female resistance against their parents’ culture 

and Islamic beliefs while redefining the concept of Islam and being a Muslim, and at the 

same time, building their own identity based on Islamic practice and ideology. Latifah 

and Anonymous in Tunisia are the female rappers who demand for women’s needs and 

liberty and equality through ignoring the gendered Islamic and/or traditional conventions. 

It is crucial for Latifah to express her everyday lived experience in her rap: “my rap is my 

lifestyle, [and] a stage in a gig [a space for her to express her concerns]” (Latifah, Tunis, 

2014). She demonstrates that her rap lyrics are her interpretations of Tunisian 

contemporary society.  But this becomes very different in the case of Indonesia where the 

consumer culture and the process of objectification of the female body in the media is 

emerging as a common trait (Heryanto (Heryanto, 2008), 2008). Female hip hoppers in 

Muslim countries, like their African-American counterparts, are struggling with and 

fighting against the patriarchal domination in hip hop and Islamic culture that pushes 

them aside as subordinates of the male hip hoppers. While Islamic and hip hop ideologies 

promise an equal space for all ethnicities, races and religions, there is no space for 

performing alternative genders and sexualities in either hip hop culture or Islamic 

societies.  
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7.4. Resistance 

The concept of resistance is defined and observed in a scale (Chapters 4,5 and 6) 

which means the idea of Islam, hip hop and resistance varies from the United States to 

Tunisia, Tunisia to Indonesia, and Indonesia to America. In each geographical place, there 

is a reason for Muslim youth to embrace hip hop as a form of resistance and an 

oppositional act. If the African-American hip hoppers resist against white American 

culture, racial discriminations and a lost history of black America (Kitwana, 2002), 

Tunisian rappers resist against the Islamophobia around the world, Islamist extremists 

(for some rappers), secular Muslim government (for some rappers) and gendered and 

sexual discriminations. The Indonesian rappers, however, resist against the imposing 

unified Muslim culture and politics that neglect ethnic and religious diversity of the 

country. The idea of resistance through hip hop activity is also diverse in Tunisia, 

Indonesia and in diasporic communities of Muslims in America. Protesting Muslim 

rappers in Indonesia and Tunisia tend to rely on political Islam while resisting against 

Islamophobia, class, religious and gendered discriminations. They also resist against their 

parents’ Islamic culture and yearn for building a separate Muslim identity through Islamic 

values and standards but not conventional ones. They come to negotiations with the 

Islamic discourse and make changes in the traditions of Islamic belief in a way that suits 

their Muslim identities (e.g. Tunisian rappers such as Anonymous, Dalal and Shabah). 

Political resistance in hip hop and Islam are interwoven and inseparable, whether hip hop 

culture is being performed in the United States or any Muslim country around the world.  

The concept of resistance, protest and political stance that is seen in the globalized hip 

hop culture is an influence of political resistance and protest embedded in Black 

movements and culture and the political version of Islam. The more a particular Muslim 

country is involved in the global Islamic discourse, the more hip hop culture and hip hop 
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production in that country becomes politicized and Islamized. This becomes evident when 

comparing the political resisting hip hop of Indonesia with that of Tunisia. Indonesia is a 

democratic country that inhabits various ethnicities and religions, however, Islam is the 

most practiced faith compared to Christianity and Hinduism. This makes the Islamic hip 

hoppers who asks for practicing Islamic values and standards in the society limited to 

their locales (as been explored in Chapter 4). Although, Indonesia has suffered from 

conflicts between Islamist extremists and Christians historically (Arifianto, 2009), but 

addressing this conflict for Indonesian hip hoppers do not extend from the Indonesian 

borders. In other words, the Islamic hip hop in Indonesia is not involved in the current 

Islamist tendencies in Arab/Muslim hip hop worldwide but rather it is a local issue.  

Whereas, demonstrating Islamic identity is the core theme of Tunisian Islamic hip 

hoppers’ works and everyday lives. The struggles of Tunisians to reclaim their national 

and Islamic identities trace back to the French colonial period in Tunisia from 1881. 

The movements against French colonial power in Tunisia were founded as early as 1907 

by the efforts of Tunisian young nationalists such as Ali Bach Hamba, and was 

strengthened by the activities of Habib Bourguiba, the first president of Independent 

Tunisia (see Chapter 5). Now in mid-2010s Tunisian Islamic hip hoppers resist against 

ignoring Islamic values and standards in the society (field notes, Tunisia, 2015) and at the 

same time empathize with the Muslim migrants in diaspora (mostly in France and 

Germany) who are subject to racial and religious discriminations (Halila, 2015 ). As a 

result, the hip hoppers in Tunisia feel connected to the other Muslim hip hoppers around 

the world who, similarly, attempt to fight against Islamophobia and try to maintain their 

Islamic identities.  

However, once the culture of hip hop becomes globalized, the notion of the resistance 

and political protest changes to a form of hegemonic resistance where black culture 
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becomes highly romanticized and Americanized as a distinctive form or socio-political 

resistance. Shabah, Jaber, Jamal, Majnoon and Khadijeh, Anonymous and Latifah (all 

established Tunisian male and female rappers) mentioned in the interviews I conducted 

in Tunisia that they consider themselves “first African, second Muslim, third rapper” 

(group interview, Tunis, 2014). Shabah and Majnoon mentioned that if there is another 

option it would be “Tunisian”. This self-definition suggests that these hip hoppers 

position themselves in relation to African-American hip hop values, identities and Islamic 

beliefs. It also shows that the hip hoppers in Muslim countries such as Tunisia, Algeria, 

Morocco, Iran, and Afghanistan are all involved in the discourse around Western 

liberalism versus political Islam (Parens, 1994). The connectedness with the global 

culture of hip hop makes local rappers in Muslim countries determined and optimistic in 

making a social change through their hip hop lyrics and political activism and at the same 

time an individual change towards being successful and known. Despite the geographical, 

cultural, political and racial differences, hip hoppers in Muslim countries along with the 

Muslim migrant rappers residing in the United States have faith and hope in their Islamic 

identities and the hip hop cultures they are involved in. This is because for the Muslim 

hip hoppers involved in this research, Islam and hip hop offer a similar kind of ‘holy 

land’. The hope being able to cope with hard situations, the hope of overcoming 

discriminations, or even the hope of gaining fame and wealth are underlying promises of 

hip hop culture. This is the same hope that accelerated the position of black Americans 

from subordinated, segregated people at the margins of society to an increasingly more 

socially integrated position culminating in the election of the first black president of the 

United States. As the research presented in this thesis has illustrated, the different Islamic 

dimensions of hip hop cultures in Muslim countries are highly influenced by the notions 

of hip hop and Islam in American contexts that have been reproduced globally, thus 
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reinforcing the influence of ‘Black consciousness’. Tony Mitchell in his book, Global 

noise: Rap and hip hop outside the USA, suggests that the emergence of hip hop and rap 

culture in other countries “hegemonically” situates hip hop in relation to “US cultural 

domination” and “global capitalism” (Mitchell, 2001, p. 2). Here I use Mitchell’s notion 

of hegemonic American cultural domination and relate it to the hip hop produced in 

Muslim countries. The hope that drives American rappers towards success in the hip hop 

style and music is also conveyed in the hip hop that is created in Indonesia, Tunisia and 

by diasporic Muslim rappers in America. These rappers all strive for achievements 

through hard work and practice. 

This brings me to my final observation from the field work: The political, anti-racist, anti-

Islamophobia, pro-Islamist, and even hedonistic content of hip hop that were evident in 

each of the fieldwork sites are in a direct relationship with the position of that Muslim 

country in the world as opposed to the western dominant (American and European) 

culture. Thus, the dialogue that a specific Muslim country has with “western Imperialism” 

(Hall, 2010, p. 6) and its  power, demonstrates the styles of hip hop produced in each of 

those countries and also shapes the concerns of the rappers in those places. Therefore, hip 

hop music and culture is still the platform where African-American and American Islamic 

standards and values are reproduced in new localities with diverse flavors.  
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