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chapter 7

Music at the Margins: Performance and Ideology 
in the Persianate World

William O. Beeman

Music, Conflict, and Islam

The Islamic world has long had an ambiguous attitude toward music and musical 
instruments. Though there is no Qur’anic prohibition against music, most severe 
Islamic theologians nevertheless enforce a blanket prohibition. They then allow 
exceptions based on special conditions occasioned by various hadith, or traditions 
of the Prophet. More-modern interpreters of Islamic law have extended these 
views to cover modern situations such as the use of electronic instruments and 
activities involving music as a secondary concomitant, for instance, the music 
accompanying films or television programs. More-liberal theologians not only 
allow musical performance; they encourage it in many situations. In this essay, 
I show how music making helps clarify seemingly contradictory and apparently 
conflicting attitudes toward music in the Persianate world. As a point of departure, 
I consider a number of representative examples concerning music and censor-
ship in the region.
	 In Iran, the Islamic Revolution (1978–79) featured many changes in official 
attitudes toward music. During the first postrevolutionary years, raids were con-
ducted on private households where gatherings with music were being held. 
Radios and stereo equipment were destroyed. Musical performance was banned 
from weddings, and the public broadcast of music was limited to martial music. 
In Afghanistan, too, during a period of religious conservatism under the Taliban 
in the late 1990s, similar prohibitions were in effect. Afghan musical artists were 
persecuted or executed. Musical instruments were burned, and public broadcasts 
of music were banned.
	 In recent years, these struggles have abated considerably as the political land-
scape for these nations has changed. In conjunction with an increasing trend 
toward liberalization, these restrictions continue today in a more nuanced man-
ner. In Iran, for instance, classical Persian music and traditional Persian music are 
now allowed. However, “lascivious” music is still prohibited. Often this revolves 
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around the presence of female artists. Women are not allowed to sing as soloists. 
However, they are allowed to sing in ensembles where their presence as individual 
female voices is not distinguishable.
	 In Afghanistan, following the American-led deposition of the Taliban (in 
2001–2), musical performance of all kinds is undergoing a renaissance. In the rest 
of the Persianate world too—in countries such as Uzbekistan and Tajikistan—no 
official restrictions are placed on music. Here popular Persian music produced 
both locally and abroad (in places like Los Angeles) is immensely popular. Solo 
female artists, such as the Iranian pop singer Googoosh, are wildly and widely 
embraced. Even there, however, a recent trend toward religious conservatism is 
creating different pockets of community disapproval for these forms of music. 
Because the religious suitability of music is an ambiguous matter, the perfor-
mance and consumption of music itself has often been at the forefront of conflict 
between traditional religionists and secular modernists, groups that are trying 
to establish a broader set of living parameters for citizens in a religious world. 
In this context, music becomes symbolic of the divide between liberal and con-
servative; as such it has become a veritable battleground issue.
	 It goes without saying that despite these restrictions on music, elaborate classi-
cal and popular music traditions have arisen throughout the Islamic world. They 
have been a part of Islamic traditional civilization for centuries and are likewise 
a concurrent fact of life in the Islamic world alongside the religious prohibitions. 
Although the most conservative Muslims enforce the general prohibition against 
music, no Islamic society in the world lacks a musical tradition, and none where 
musical performance cannot be heard.
	 These simultaneous strains of cultural practice are fascinating since they show 
the tension between generalized Islamic law and local cultural practice. Nowhere 
is this tension seen more clearly than in the Persianate world—particularly the 
area of the world influenced by Shi’a cultural traditions. This is the world domi-
nated historically by Persian cultural traditions spreading from Baghdad to China 
and extending in part to cover present-day Iran, Afghanistan, the Tajik areas 
of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, and also to the Shi’a areas of Iraq, Bahrain, Saudi 
Arabia, and Lebanon. Of all these traditions, Persian classical music constitutes 
the greatest challenge to conservative Islamic opinions about the suitability of 
musical performance in general society. This phenomenon is especially relevant 
with regard to the prevailing ideological attitude toward the epic musical-dramatic 
form ta’ziyeh (discussed at length later in this chapter).
	 Persian musical practices throughout history (along with the musical traditions 
of Islamic Southeast Asia; see Rasmussen, chap. 8) constitute the most liberal 
musical performance conventions in the Islamic world. Nevertheless, to frame 
the following discussion, we must consider commentary on music deriving more 
generally from the Islamic world. In this respect, the Persianate world is particu-
larly interesting as a way of understanding the conservative/liberal conflict in 
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the Islamic world because of the rich and ancient musical traditions that exist 
among Persian-speaking peoples. Music is, in fact, such an essential part of greater 
Persianate civilization that outright prohibition against this art form is almost 
unthinkable. Therefore, a conflict exists around the boundary between the ac-
ceptability and nonacceptability of musical practice. The question of acceptability 
becomes particularly acute when considering “approved” forms of performance 
and practice.

Music, Qur’an, and Hadith

As mentioned earlier, there is no specific prohibition against music in Islam. The 
basic prohibition against music derives from three verses from the Qur’an, none 
of which specifically mentions music.1 Reading these three verses, most Islamic 
commentators agree that it is straining credulity to interpret them as prohibiting 
music. It should also be noted that there are no Qur’anic verses that can be unam-
biguously interpreted as allowing music. In fact, prohibitions against music—and 
the exceptions to those prohibitions—are not based on the authority of the Qur’an 
but rather are derived primarily from the hadith. This fact was reported most 
prominently by Al-Ghazzali in the eleventh century (see Braune 1994; also Engel 
1986) and is accepted today. Most religious argumentation revolves around the 
authenticity of these hadith. Some claim that all hadith relating to the prohibi-
tion of music are flawed; others claim that only some of them are authentic. It is 
a matter of continued debate.
	 In Islamic jurisprudence, when the Qur’an does not provide unambiguous 
guidance to believers, religious guidance is provided by the hadith. These observa-
tions of the life and words of the Prophet were compiled more than 150 years after 
his death and require a chain of testimony linking the tradition to people who 
could have seen or known the Prophet directly. In medieval Baghdad, a “science” 
of hadith evolved that required three separate attested lines of transmission of 
hadith for them to be pronounced “good.” Other hadith with questionable lines 
are considered weak or doubtful. There is no general consensus among religious 
scholars on all these hadith. Therefore, the ambiguity surrounding the question 
of music creates a special cultural space in Islam in which music is accepted by 
some as religiously legitimate and by others as religiously prohibited. Since obe-
dience to the principles of Islam is ultimately a matter of personal decision, this 
allows for a wide range of interpretation. Even today, both religious officials and 
individual Muslims express vastly different attitudes toward the production and 
consumption of music. Nevertheless, the particular arguments in this religious 
debate have shaped the nature and course of music making and music production 
in the Islamic world.
	 A complete discussion of theological interpretations on restrictions relating 
to music and musical performance is beyond the scope of this study, but the re-
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ligious prescriptions deriving from the hadith have themselves formed a rough 
tradition surrounding the use of music that has achieved a kind of folk status 
among believers. Some of the most important points for general consensus on 
the production of music are the following:2

	 1.	 All musical instruments are questionable, with the exception of daf (a  
	 frame drum specifically exempted in hadith).3 Of the other musical  
	 instruments, only flutes are specifically mentioned in one hadith, which  
	 describes them as the “devil’s wind.”

	 2.	 Clapping of the hands along with the playing of the frame drum daf  
	 is allowed for women at celebrations.

	 3.	 Singing without instrumental accompaniment is allowed provided it  
	 falls under the following conditions:

	 i.	 It consists of the chanting of religious texts, such as the Qur’an.
	 ii.	 It is otherwise of a spiritual or uplifting nature, and in no way  
		  lascivious, as in the case of a marthiya (elegy) or maddah (panegyric).
	 iii.	 It is sung to one’s self as a means of relieving tension, boredom, or  
		  emotional strain; it is sung in groups to relieve monotonous work;  
		  it is sung to hasten the progress of an animal or to amuse or quiet  
		  a child.4

	 iv.	 It is done to inspire loyalty or action, as in the case of national  
		  anthems or military marches.
	 v.	 It is sung by groups in public, preferably women, as part of a religious  
		  celebration such as ‘eid-al-fitr, a wedding or a circumcision ceremony  
		  to express joy and praise with no lascivious intent.

The most conservative commentators make a distinction between “listening” 
and “hearing.” Listening to music—meaning actively attending to the music—is 
restricted to listening to these forms of musical production. In fact, merely hear-
ing the Qur’an without listening to it is actually regarded as sinful. In general, 
the distinction between performing, hearing, and listening forms a kind of scale 
against which religious conservatism can be measured. The most liberal theolo-
gians allow all three. The more conservative might allow listening and hearing 
but not performing. The most conservative would admit that it is impossible not 
to engage in hearing music inadvertently in areas where it is being performed, 
but active listening would be prohibited. Al-Kanadi (1986) adds the following 
opinions, which reflect general practice in most conservative circles regarding 
“hearing” music:

	 1.	 Inadvertent hearing of music, such as music one may hear in a public place,  
	 or on the radio of a neighbor is not forbidden, so long as it is not the focus  
	 of one’s activity.

	 2.	 Music that accompanies a documentary film or edifying television  
	 programs may be heard as long as it is not the principal focus of the listener.
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	 In this matter, the Shi’a community has a different approach to legal scholarship 
than the Sunni community. Each grand ayatollah (Ayatollah al-‘Ozma) essentially 
has his own interpretation of Islamic law, based of course on a long precedent. 
Thus for the Shi’a community, there is additional flexibility in the interpretation of 
the prohibitions against music. A poll of the nine living grand ayatollahs shortly 
before the Iranian Islamic Revolution saw them widely divided on the general 
question of music production and the manufacturing and playing of musical 
instruments. They all made distinctions based on content. For instance, “lewd” 
or “lascivious” uses of music were forbidden by all; this classification included 
most popular musics. Those who approved of music in general restricted it to 
the forms listed above, as well as to Persian classical music.
	 “Twelver” Shi’ism is the state religion of Iran. It is also predominant in southern 
Iraq, southern Lebanon, Bahrain, and eastern Saudi Arabia. Other Persianate 
societies, such as the bulk of the population of Afghanistan and the Tajik popula-
tions of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, are Sunni Muslims. The Isma’ilis of the Pamir 
region are Shi’a Muslims, but of a different sect than the “Twelver” sect.

Accommodating Tradition: Minority Communities

The tension between the desire for music as part of human life and the doubts 
raised by conservative religionists is palpable for the general public. For most 
ordinary citizens, problems arise at the time of celebration. Weddings, circumci-
sion ceremonies, and times of secular and religious celebration all call for the use 
of music in celebration (see Albright-Farr 1976; Beeman 1976, 1981a, 1981b; Blum 
1972, 1978; Massoudieh 1973, 1978; Mehraban 1978; Moradi and Moradi 1994; 
Nettl 1978). Of course, some families and some entire communities take the most 
conservative stance and forbid the use of music on these occasions. However, 
throughout the Persianate world, for sincere believers some accommodation 
for the use of music on such occasions is the usual practice. In the multicultural 
Persianate world, one of the easiest ways to make this accommodation was to 
allow the tasks of professional music making to be undertaken by people for 
whom the Islamic prohibitions could not apply, namely, by members of other 
religious communities.
	 The principal musical culture bearers outside the Islamic community have been 
the Jewish communities of the Persian-speaking world. The Jewish community in 
Iran and Central Asia is thought to be the longest continuously resident Jewish 
population in the world, dating back to the removal from Babylon. The purported 
tomb of Queen Esther is located in Iran in the city of Hamadan, which was the 
ancient Achamenian city of Ecbatana. Groups of Jewish musicians were well es-
tablished in Iran. In Central Asia, they have been resident in the city of Bukhara 
for many centuries. These groups supplied weddings, circumcision ceremonies, 
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and other celebrations with musical entertainment on a regular basis. This func-
tion has been documented extensively by Laurence Loeb (1972, 1976, 1977, 1978) 
and for Bukhara and Dushanbeh in Tajikistan by Nizam Nurjanov (1985, 2002). 
(See also Slobin 1982; Zand 1989.)
	 The dual role played by Jewish musicians in Iran, Afghanistan, and the Tajik 
areas of the former Soviet Union was one of necessity, on the one hand, and 
stigmatization, on the other. Jewish musicians were masterful culture bearers in 
these areas. We will probably never know the degree to which they contributed 
to the great classical music traditions—the dastgah system of Iran and the shesh-
maqam system of Central Asia. However, there is an overlap between identifiably 
traditional Jewish music and these classical traditions.5 Further, Jewish traditions 
spread into popular music. In this respect, the eminent singer Youna Dardashti 
was immensely popular in Iran before the Islamic Revolution. The artist had 
regular broadcasts on National Iranian Radio Television.
	 Likewise Armenian musicians, also not subject to the restrictions of Islam, have 
played an essential role in Iranian music culture. In the late Qajar period in the 
early twentieth century, Armenian performers were essential. Music theater and 
operetta were popular stage entertainments in the second and third decade of the 
twentieth century. The performers were frequently Islamic men and Armenian 
women, performers who could appear on stage without violating community 
standards of Islamic modesty. Many Armenian musicians have become popular 
throughout Iran. The popular singer Vigen Derderien, the “King of Jazz” in Iran, 
who died in 2004 in California, was greatly admired during the prerevolution-
ary period in Iran, and afterward in the Iranian diaspora. Loris Cheknavarian 
(also spelled Tjeknavorian) is one of Iran’s premier composers, musicians, and 
ethnomusicologists. He composed the Persian opera Rostam and Sohrab and 
hundreds of other works that have been performed worldwide. After the revolu-
tion, when music performance became more restricted, this composer emigrated 
to the Republic of Armenia, where he currently lives in Yerevan. He still travels 
frequently to Iran.
	 The Gypsy community has also been important in the development of Iranian 
music, functioning as a source for performers of celebrations in rural areas. The 
famous hourglass drum, or dombak, player Hossein Tehrani in autobiographi-
cal interviews claims to have been influenced by Gypsy drum technique and 
rhythms.6 Far less research has been carried out on Gypsy communities in Iran, 
where they are known as kowli or dowreh-gard, “peripatetics.”7 Nevertheless, 
recent studies by Afshar-Sistani (1998) and Baghbidi (2003) document the im-
portance of Gypsy artists as itinerant musicians in rural areas. One of the chief 
legacies of the gypsy tradition among musicians (even Muslim musicians) is 
the “secret” language Zargari.8 This language is used even today by musicians to 
communicate with one another in performance situations so that their patrons 
and guests cannot understand.
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	 It is of interest to note that Zoroastrian and Christian minorities aside from 
Armenians (for instance, the Assyrians) never developed into culture bearers of 
the musical traditions in the Persianate world. However, they functioned in other 
important roles as a means of circumventing Islamic law, notably as manufacturers 
and purveyors of alcoholic beverages. It may be that the use of non-Muslim mi-
norities as performing musicians is a clear observation of the religious distinction 
between performing, listening, and hearing established by religious conservatives. 
Of these three, performing music is clearly the most disapproved activity. Listen-
ing is likewise more disapproved than merely hearing music as ancillary to some 
other activity in life. Therefore, a Jewish or Gypsy musician can take on the onus 
of performance, and if the music is performed in conjunction with a celebration, 
it can be seen as minimally problematic for a believer, who may be “inadvertently 
hearing” the music and thus escaping blame.

Approved Forms of Performance: The Case of Ta’ziyeh

The conservative religious restrictions on music likewise shape the kinds of public 
performance that can be undertaken by Muslims. Aside from blatantly secular 
popular music performance in public venues, which is disapproved by all religious 
officials, other forms can be rationalized in terms of the religious guidelines set out 
by religious officials. In this regard, the Persianate world has been exceptionally 
facile in devising performance forms that can be interpreted as being acceptable 

Figure 7.1: Shemr represented on a village street. Photo: William O. Beeman.
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to one degree or another. In any case, both performers and listeners can argue 
a case for the acceptability of certain forms of music in the face of criticism. 
Among the most prominent approved forms of musical performance, ta’ziyeh 
has special prominence.
	 Iranian ta’ziyeh is a passion drama described extensively by Peter Chelkowski 
and other researchers (Chelkowski 1979a, 1979b; Chelkowski and Gaffary 1979).9 
The drama most often depicts the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, grandson of 
the prophet Muhammad on the plains of Karbala, located in present-day Iraq. 
Ta’ziyeh has both instrumental music, consisting of drums and trumpets, and 
vocal music; the sympathetic characters, allied with Imam Hussein, chant their 
lines using poetic texts in classical Persian musical modes (see Shahidi 1979). The 
antipathetic characters declaim their lines in stentorian spoken voices.10

	 Ta’ziyeh has been controversial for many years. Conservative religious lead-
ers do not like the fact that the drama seems to depict living beings (and is thus 
possibly idolatrous), and they are not sure about the music. It is quite clear that 
the nonvillainous ta’ziyeh performers sing using the modes of classical Persian 
music. In rehearsal they identify the melodic structures in which they sing by the 
classic names of the dastgahs and their submelodies, the gushehs, that constitute 
the radif, or compendium of the classical music tradition.
	 The entire performance tradition of ta’ziyeh seems purposely designed to avoid 
possible religious criticism. Ta’ziyeh performers hold “sides” (scripts containing 
just their own cues and lines), which they glance at from time to time, allowing 

Figure 7.2: Ta’ziyeh street. Photo: William O. Beeman.
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them to claim that they are merely “reading” the story of Imam Hussein, not 
“depicting” the characters of the drama. This allows them to avoid criticisms 
that they are engaged in idolatrous representation. The musical performance is 
also constructed in an exceptionally clever manner, equally designed to avoid 
religious restrictions against music performance.
	 First, drums and trumpets are used to accompany physical motion on stage, 
such as entrances, horseback riding, and battles. This is technically allowed in 
Islam, because such music is martial music, which is allowed by the conservative 
commentators. Second, whenever anyone begins to sing, the instruments cease. 
Thus all singing is a cappella, as prescribed by conservative religionists. It further 
takes the same forms as the marsiyya or maddah, genres that are used for mourn-
ing. Thus it falls under the general rubric of religious music that is specifically 
allowed.11 Finally, it is singing that is clearly edifying and expressive of religious 
values—also allowed by conservative Islam. The antipathetic characters do not 
sing, and so their less-than-edifying sentiments are not given musical expression. 
In this way, ta’ziyeh performers skirt the restrictions on music perfectly. Although 
the origins of ta’ziyeh as a form are obscure, it is hard to avoid the conclusion 
that some extremely clever artists designed the conventions of the form in order 
to avoid religious restriction.
	 Ta’ziyeh has one other virtue. Because the musical expression is carried out in 

Figure 7.3: Ta’ziyeh musicians. Photo: William O. Beeman.
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classical Persian musical modes, which is likewise considered edifying by most 
religious officials, the music itself is less objectionable than popular secular music. 
Moreover, it is performed in the service of a religious ritual considered edifying 
for the general public. In these ways, ta’ziyeh has protected itself for centuries 
from strict religious prohibition.

Other Approved Forms of Performance

At the Center: The Classical Substratum

In contrast to ta’ziyeh, the performance of classical Persian music in the dastgah 
system of Iran and the sheshmaqam system of Central Asia does not present the 
same variety of arguments against the Islamic musical restrictions. However, the 
general principle of judging musical performance by its content rather than by its 
form applies here. The texts in traditional classical musical performance in the 
Persianate world are drawn from classic poetry, most of which have spiritual or 
mystical significance. The poetry of Hafez, Sa’adi, and Rumi are greatly favored. 
The work of these poets is used in religious instruction, especially that espoused 
by Sufis.
	 The edifying nature of this music has apparently convinced the leaders of Iran 
to allow its performance. Since the Islamic Revolution, classical and religious 
music have been allowed on radio, on television, and in concerts. However, only 
male artists have been allowed to perform before mixed audiences. Women have 
been allowed to perform for female audiences. By contrast, there was never any 
difficulty in the performance of sheshmaqam in Central Asia. Under the secular 
Soviet Union, this music was actively cultivated, and in the post-Soviet era it 
continues to be revered and widely performed. However, Afghanistan has not 
been so fortunate under the Taliban. The extraordinary musical traditions of 
Afghanistan underwent severe decline in the 1990s (see Baily 1988, 1997, 2001) 
due to conservative religious pressure. These traditions are just now beginning 
to recover. The Taliban were not to be swayed by equivocation in arguing the 
virtues of edifying musical performance. They simply repressed musicians and 
burned musical instruments.

Music at the Margins

With respect to musical sanction, the folk traditions of fringe regions in the 
Persianate world are especially interesting. Tribal and remote mountain regions 
are of particular note. The tradition of Köroğlu/Gorogli is one such epic form 
(see Chodzko and Latimer 1842; Reichl 1992, 2000). There are both Persian/Tajik 
and Turkic forms of this epic, accompanied usually by the dotar, a two-stringed 
lute. Since this is an epic form, it escapes the disapproval of religious officials. 
The same is true of other epic forms in Central Asia, such as the recitation of 
the Manas epic in Kyrgyzstan.
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	 The Pamir region of Tajikistan is likewise an area with a special musical tra-
dition that has escaped general disapproval by religious authorities. The domi-
nant religious tradition of the region is Isma’ili Shi’ism, which differs from the 
dominant Iranian Shi’ite tradition in calculating the line of succession of imams. 
Acknowledging the spiritual leadership of the Aga Khan, Isma’ilis live in the river 
valleys of the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous Region of Tajikistan in the Pamir 
Mountains. There they have always incorporated music and dance into their reli-
gious celebrations. Despite a seemingly liberal attitude to music, Isma’ilis perform 
musical genres that are clearly shaped by generalized religious considerations.
	 One of the dominant forms of musical expression in the region is the maddah 
(see Van Belle 1994; Van Belle and Van den Berg 1997; Karomatov 1986; Koen 
2003; Madadi and Reichow 1974; Sakata 1999). The term maddah in the Pamir 
region is somewhat broader than in the rest of the Islamic world. It is definitely 
a “panegyric” in the conventional sense of the word, but it is also performed at 
other religious gatherings. It uses a circumscribed set of instruments. In particu-
lar, it employs the robab, a three-stringed lute with a very special construction. It 
resembles both a human when oriented in one direction and a horse’s head when 
oriented in another. The maddah uses classical Persian poetry as its text. Given 
that it is performed in a religious context, it definitely falls within the allowed 
uses of music.
	 Another form that is widely seen in the Pamir region is the falak, an individual 
emotional expression (Kurbonin 1999). Falak, meaning “sky” or “heaven,” is con-
ventionally described as an outburst of sadness, joy, or anger by an individual in the 
open.12 This too falls within the allowed uses of music, since it is an individual ex-
pression sung without musical accompaniment, designed to relieve emotional stress. 
A lala’ik, or lullaby, is another form, and it is likewise allowed under the Islamic 
rules of music. Of great interest are the organized groups of women performing 
with daf (see Van Belle and Van den Berg 1997). These women form ensembles that 
perform both at weddings and at funerals. Once again, the specific allowances of 
musical expression under conservative Islam apply. Women are allowed to perform 
with the only truly sanctioned instrument, the daf.
	 By restricting their musical expression to religious works, the Pamiri Isma’ilis 
stay well within the forms of allowed musical expression and manage to create 
an extraordinarily rich musical life for their community. The basic religiosity of 
musical expression in this region has been somewhat compromised by the com-
mercialization of these traditional musical forms. One now sees performances 
of falak on television and in concerts that bear little resemblance to the ideal of 
a lone shepherd on the mountain crying to heaven (see Archives internationals 
de musique populaire 1993; Farrukhkish 1997; Kurobonin 1999). At the opposite 
end of the Persianate world, it is noteworthy that among numerous mystical sects 
that exist among the Kurdish populations of Iran, Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and the 
former Soviet Union, music is a functional element in religious ceremonies. It 
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is considered not an adjunct to religion but rather central to the act of worship 
(see Mokri 1969).

Music and Conflict

Looking at the musical forms of the Persianate world in conjunction with the 
restrictions placed on music by conservative Islamic commentators yields some 
remarkable insights. Clearly, musical artists over the centuries have taken these 
religious restrictions into account. The result is a particular set of musical institu-
tions that insert themselves carefully and gingerly into the religious landscape—
always surviving but always taking care not to fly totally in the face of cultural or 
religious sensibility. This is not to deny the lively and irreligious secular traditions 
that pervade the Middle East. Even these traditions contain as part of their reper-
toire a tilt to spiritual edification. Outright vulgarity and overt appeal to eroticism 
are generally avoided in an attempt to maintain some degree of respectability.
	 As maintained in the preceding discussion, there is no outright prohibition 
against music in the Islamic world per se. However, there is enough ambiguity 
about the propriety of music that a lively dialog exists between conservative reli-
gionists and secularists regarding what should or should not be allowed. As I have 
tried to show in this essay, music involved in religious observances is often not 
even classified as music in order to allow its performance. Ta’ziyeh performance 
is perhaps the most prominent example of this kind of dual identity for music. 
In ta’ziyeh, music becomes ambiguous. Its performers adopt strategies that allow 
them to escape censure from all but the most conservative religionists.
	 Other forms of music fall somewhat closer to that which might be prohibited 
by the strictest Muslim commentators. Dance music at weddings and celebrations 
is tolerated. Its performance is often aided by using non-Islamic musicians, who 
gradually have become indispensable to the preservation of a musical tradition. 
Classical music is considered edifying and is likewise approved by most clerical 
authorities. Only the most popular musical forms involving secular themes are 
officially disapproved, especially when performed by solo female vocalists. In 
Iran such performances are specifically forbidden. In Afghanistan, Tajikistan, 
and Uzbekistan, they are tolerated. Iranian popular performers continue to work 
in exile and are still the most popular musical artists throughout the Persianate 
region, even though they record and broadcast from other parts of the world, 
particularly from Los Angeles.
	 As Islamic sensibilities continue to move in a more conservative direction, 
music in the Persianate world will certainly face more challenges in the future. 
The repression of music under the Taliban in Afghanistan was extreme, but it 
could be repeated elsewhere. The minority communities, such as the Jews and 
the Gypsies, are no longer present in their previous numbers. They are thus not 
available to carry out their functions as culture bearers aiding the Islamic major-
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ity. It will be fascinating to see if the challenges posed by these changes in the 
social and ideological fabric of the region can be met as they have been over past 
centuries.
	 Even ta’ziyeh, which has managed to survive the most conservative assaults 
over the years, is sometimes questioned by religious authorities. In contemporary 
Iran, where much popular entertainment has been repressed, ta’ziyeh continues 
to be performed and even protected. Indeed, the Iranian government allowed 
renowned ta’ziyeh director Mohammad Bagher Ghaffari to assemble a troupe to 
perform at Lincoln Center in New York in 2002 (see Beeman 2003). Thus it seems 
likely that ta’ziyeh for the moment will escape the most extreme conservative 
repression of musical performance in the Islamic Republic.

Notes

	 1. See Sura An-Najm 53:59–62, Sura Al-Israa 17:64, Sura Luqmaan 31:7. Those who wish 
to claim the Qur’anic prohibition against music usually interpret a disdain for “idle talk” 
(lahwal hadith) in the Sura an-Najm to include music, a stretch that is rejected by all but 
the most conservative commentators. One other Qur’anic verse speaks disdainfully of the 
purchase of “articles of pleasure,” which has been interpreted by conservatives to include 
musical instruments.
	 2. It goes without saying that some religious commentators will differ on interpreta-
tion of one or more of these points. This list is my judgment of the “rules of thumb” that 
most pious Muslims follow. I use as one authority the recent publication by Abu Bilal 
Mustafa al-Kanadi titled The Islamic Ruling on Music and Singing (al-Kanadi 1998). A 
translation can be found at http://oum_abdulaziz.tripod.com/music1.html. Islamic convert 
al-Kanadi was born in Italy in 1950 and raised and educated in Canada. The author of 
many commentaries on Islamic thought from a Salafi perspective, he died in 1989. Salafi 
is a term referring to the earliest Muslims (latter day Muslims are referred to as khalafi) 
and is generally used to designate followers of the most conservative schools of Islamic 
thought.
	 3. Al-Kanadi, covering all bases, writes: “As for instruments like the synthesizer or other 
electronic gadgets which simulate the sounds of conventional musical instruments, the 
ruling regarding them is precisely the ruling established regarding the instruments they 
imitate—namely, prohibition. The same ruling applies to the human voice if it is able to 
simulate an instrument from any one of the foregoing categories” (1998, 65). One assumes 
that performances by Bobby McFerrin would not be allowed in strict Islamic circles.
	 4. Al-Kanadi summarizes the commentaries of many scholars as follows: “[Music is 
allowed] in order to give one strength in carrying heavy loads or doing laborious, mo-
notonous work, pure songs with clean lyrics may be resorted to individually or in chorus, 
as was done by the Prophet and his companions in digging the trench around Madeenah. 
During long travels by horse, camel or other riding animals, one may sing or chant rhyth-
mically to relieve boredom and to quicken the animal’s pace, as was done by the Arabs 
during their travels by caravan. The Prophet’s camel driver, Anjashah, was known to do 
this as a way of getting the beasts to move at faster pace. In addition to this, innocent 
singing to one’s self during loneliness or boredom is allowed, as well as a parent’s singing 
to a baby or small child in order to amuse it, to quiet it or to put it to sleep. In conclusion, 
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songs whose lyrics heighten spiritual consciousness and encourage people to pious works, 
such as prayer, charity, jihad, etc. are all praiseworthy, but these should be resorted to in 
moderation, on appropriate occasions and according to proper decorum” (1998, 70).
	 5. Several examples showing this overlap can be found on Willy Schwarz’s CD Jewish 
Music around the World (2003). Nettl and Shiloah (1978) also note the persistence of 
Persian classical music among the Iranian Jews of Israel, although these scholars main-
tain that Jewish musicians in Iran have had less influence on classical traditions than on 
more popular forms of music. See Seroussi and Davidoff (1999) for a study of the music 
of Afghan Jews.
	 6. See http://www.iranchamber.com/music/htehrani/hossein_tehrani.php (accessed 
October 20, 2009).
	 7. Baghbidi writes: “The migrations of Gypsies in Iran have been so extensive that at 
present they can be found in almost all Iranian provinces, where they are given various 
names, such as Čegini, Čingāna, Foyuj, Harāmi, Jugi, Kowli, Lavand, Luli, Luri, Pāpati, 
Qarači, Qarbālband, Qerešmāl, Qorbati, Suzmāni, Zangi, Zot, and so on. The word Kowli, 
which is more commonly used in Iran, is sometimes thought to be a distortion of Kāboli 
(i.e. coming from Kabul, Afghanistan), but its derivation from the Gypsy word kālā or 
kāūlā (cf. Hindi kālā, Zargari kālo/qālo), meaning ‘black, dark,’ seems more logical” (2003, 
124). See Margarian (2001) and Voskanian (2002) for more on Gypsies in Armenian and 
Caucasian regions.
	 8. Zargar means “goldsmith,” and this seems appropriate for a Gypsy dialect, but in 
fact, Zargari is spoken primarily in the village of Zargar near Qazvin in north central 
Iran. It may be that the village was named for its inhabitants, in which case the name for 
the language would be derived from the ethnic identification of its residents. One story 
claims that three goldsmith brothers were brought from India by Nader Shah; thus the 
appellation derived from this event (Baghbidi 2003). Note that “secret languages” used 
by musicians are often called “Zargari” by musicians themselves, even though they may 
not actually be based on Romany. Frequently such codes are akin to pig latin or other 
simply disguised speech.
	 9. It should be mentioned that Shi’ism, for which ta’ziyeh and other mourning practices 
for Imam Hossein are premier dramatic and musical observances, is only practiced in 
the Persianate world in Iran, among the Hazara minority community in Afghanistan and 
among the Isma’ilis of the Pamir region of Tajikistan. The Persian speakers of Central 
Asia are Sunni. By and large, music is not practiced at all in Sunni observances.
	 10. For more literature on ta’ziyeh, see Beeman (1979, 2003) and Chelkowski and Gaf-
fary (1979) among others.
	 11. It should be noted that some performances of ta’ziyeh in recent years have begun to 
relax this tradition. Flutes have been observed, and such classical music techniques as call 
and response, with some overlap between the flute and the voice, have been employed. 
This is a recent innovation, not part of traditional practice.
	 12. The ideal is one being alone on a mountainside engaging in an emotional musical 
outburst.
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