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Since the 1979 revolution the Iranian popular culture, specifically the 
popular music, has turned into a peculiar landscape complicated by politics, 
regulations, technology and the border-crossing of resources. The Islamic 
Republicʼs initial ban on popular music caused a massive exodus of artists and 
producers out of the country and eventually to Los Angeles. There, the popular 
music industryʼs resources and talents reunited and resumed their production. At 
the same time, inside Iran, the absence of a popular culture (Iranian or otherwise) 
created a vacuum in the public sphere that the government-endorsed mystic art-
house cinema and traditional music could not fill. The Iranian public turned to its 
now-exiled pop artists and despite the ban, the cassettes and videotapes of the 
Los Angeles productions flooded the black markets. Thereafter, when describing 

music, the terms diasporic and popular became synonymous for Iranians. The 
present study examines the relevance of the Iranian diasporic popular culture to 
the construction of the Iranian youth identity and identifies global satellite age 
trends from within the diaspora that subvert or revise the hegemonic order of 
Tehrangeles popular culture.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

Exilic pop culture is a dynamic process of signification, 

acculturation, and social relations that links displaced communities 

to their homelands, to diaspora communities elsewhere, and to the 

host societies in which they live. Because of this linkage and the 

resultant exchanges, none of the three cultures – the homeland, the 

exiles, or the host society – remains unchanged (Naficy, 2002, p. 

231). 

Originally featured in Melodifestivalen, an annual competition for picking 

the song to represent Sweden at the Eurovision Song Contest, the hit single 

Roma by the Iranian born Swedish singer Cameron Cartio climbed to the fourth 

spot on the Swedish charts in 2005 and stayed on the chart for eight weeks 

(“Discography Cameron Cartio,” 2008). Soon followed a music video directed by 

Cameron Cartioʼs brother, Alec, a producer and director who has refined the 

standards of production since entering the Iranian diasporic music video market 

in 2002. The music video for Roma opens with the image of an airplane cruising 

smoothly against a backdrop of white clouds. Transposed on this image is a map 

of Europe with an animated red line indicating the flightʼs route. An Arabic tune 

accompanies the picture as the familiar names such as Copenhagen, Stockholm, 

Amsterdam, Scotland, Ireland, and England appear on the map. Cartio is then 
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shown inside a plane, gazing out the oval window through which the viewer can 

see that the red line has reached an illegible destination. Both the music and the 

image fade out and in the following scene Cartio is shown on the stage 

surrounded by dancers and cheering fans. He sings 

Askun gara kata mira etefele me hira hira  

Mafium asala mira eto ya bara yu ta kasaro  

Eshero maski jafati mahi baroa mana si yato vayo  

Hamona achiro haparo, ha ha  

Hamona achiro haparo  

and the beat picks up as the chorus chimes in. I remember watching this music 

video – and hearing Roma – for the first time in 2005 while spending a summer 

afternoon at my parentsʼ watching the Los Angeles-based Iranian satellite 

channels with friends. As soon as Cartio started singing a heated debate ensued 

over what language the song was in. Armenian, Swedish, Russian, or 

“somewhere in the Eastern Europe,” we ignorantly guessed. It was not until I 

started my preliminary research for this project that I found out that the song was 

in neither of those languages. Cameron Cartio had made up the lyrics in an 

entirely invented language, claiming that they were written in the “borderless 

language of love” (Pourya, 2008).  

Roma was no less a catchy and upbeat tune than the Persian pop music 

produced in Los Angeles; yet, we were not willing to fully commit ourselves to it 
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until we could locate a point of origin1 for the song because even when exposed 

to a supposedly post-national text that claims to transcend national and language 

barriers, we can only assign meaning to it by contextualizing it in a local 

discourse. Thus, in spite of and, even more so, because of the globalizing trend 

of the media flows, the local matters. Of course, the local here does not point to a 

geographical concept but a “cultural proximity” that allows for meaningfully 

decoding a text by positioning it within a relevant discourse (Straubhaar, 2007, p. 

91). This is not to say that Cartioʼs deterritorialized image and words were 

completely inaccessible to the audiences.  But as Straubhaar (2007) asserts in 

World Television: From Global to Local, cultural proximity is still the deciding 

factor when it comes to audienceʼs taste in television and music (p. 27). Perhaps 

for the very reason that we do not live in a post-national world, the Swedes did 

not vote for Cartioʼs song in the “borderless language” to represent their nation in 

the Eurovision contest of that year.  

For Iranians, Cartioʼs peculiar breakthrough was overshadowed by the 

unanticipated popularity of another Iranian born Swede who, like Cameron, grew 

up in the city of Malmo after his family migrated to Sweden. Arash Labaf2 

achieved with his first single, Boro Boro, what many exiled Iranian musicians in 

Los Angeles had only dreamt of for decades: he went gold in his home country of 

                                                        
1 The word “origin” is a loaded one in the study of diasporas. Here it is used in its 
literal sense.  
2  Hereby referred to by his first name and stage name. 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Sweden. Unlike Cartio, Arash did not attempt creating music that belonged to 

nowhere. Playing a quite different game, he recognized the critical role that 

cultural proximity plays and made an attempt to create music that belongs to as 

many places as possible, fusing together themes, genres, and elements from 

across the world. The result is a specimen of interstitial cultural text that has a 

contentious relationship with the Iranian diasporic popular culture. It is this 

relationship, its context and implications that this thesis sets out to explore. 

The popular culture created by exiled Iranians is called Tehrangelesi in 

Persian vernacular. A portmanteau of Tehran and Los Angeles, the term 

Tehrangeles3 was probably coined by the Iranian immigrants in LA to describe 

the influx of Iranians in areas like Westwood and Beverly Hills; but it was 

integrated into the Persian language to mark the exilic subculture in and outside 

the media. While the meaning and implications of the Tehrangeles culture are not 

fixed, its totems and trends are identifiable in the Iranian discursive context. In 

chapter five I explore the system of representation and icons that make 

Tehrangelesi a recognizable genre for the Iranians.  

As I discuss in length in chapter five, the exilic productions of popular 

culture were well received in Iran due to the lack of a domestic alternative, giving 

Tehrangeles a monopolistic power over the popular culture. The emergence of 

                                                        
3 Aside from a few blocks on Westwood Blvd. and small concentrations of Iranian 
stores in scattered strip malls around the Los Angeles county, there exists little 
evidence for a physical reification of the term Tehrangeles. Thus, the term should 
not be taken as an Iranian equivalent of China Town. 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transnational technologies like satellite television initially expanded this authority 

and made Tehrangeles an even more influential agent but also opened the doors 

to other contenders which brought the reign of diasporic productions over the 

popular culture market4 to a halt. Several factors contributed to what I stipulate as 

the downfall of Tehrangeles as the emblem of popular culture. Firstly, more 

lenient policies towards domestic productions of popular music gave way to 

artists inside Iran to compete with their diasporic counterparts for audiences. With 

the rise of domestic pop stars like Shadmehr Aghili5 and the Arian Band in the 

early 2000s, Tehrangelesʼ authority over the popular music scene was 

challenged.  

Secondly, the digitization of music and the popularity of platforms for 

sharing user-generated content inspired the underground bands6 to stealthily 

produce their music in private studios and distribute their work on the web to the 

domestic and overseas audiences, essentially bypassing the greatest obstacle 

the Iranian artists have had to face since the Revolution: the Ministry of Culture 

and Islamic Guidance's censorship. In recent years, the rock band Kiosk and the 

                                                        
4 As I explain in chapter six, this is a liberal use of the word market.  
5 Shadmehr Aghili rose to stardom from within the Islamic Republic’s Broadcasting 
and was cast in two films after two hit albums.  He left Iran when his third album 
faced censorship and was subsequently leaked to the bootleggers.  He resides in 
Canada and even though he sometimes collaborates with some artists from 
Tehrangeles, he does not make regular appearances in the Tehrangeles media as it 
is customary for the Tehrangelesi singers.  
6 The underground music in Iran is dedicated mostly to rock and hip hop, the two 
genres still considered illegitimate by the government. 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rock-folk-traditional fusion musician Mohsen Namjoo have become immensely 

popular among the Iranian youth. Although the members of Kiosk and Mohsen 

Namjoo now live abroad, their rise to fame and success took place inside Iran 

and their migration to Europe and the U.S. did not lessen their defiance of the 

Tehrangelesi genre.  

Thirdly, a new wave of artists with hyphenated identities has entered the 

Iranian diasporic popular music market mostly from Europe. Having taken 

different routes, their sounds and images do not fit within the genre of 

Tehrangelesi. An example of this phenomenon is the hip hop\ gangster rap group 

Zedbazi. Based in London and Paris, Zedbazi has achieved a cult status by 

releasing their free tracks on the web. In the track Iroonie LA7, released in late 

2009, they mocked the Tehrangeles subculture for its tackiness, superficiality, 

and ethnocentrism, as well as explicitly taunting the Tehrangeles pop musicians 

and boasting of Zedbaziʼs popularity among the Iranian youth. Although not so 

explicitly defiant, Arash belongs to this category of non-Tehrangelesi hybrid 

artists.  

Finally, with the issue of hybridity becoming a contingent part of diasporic 

as well as domestic lives, the Iranian audiences seem to strive for more variety 

than the exilic discourse of Tehrangeles. The main focus of my research 

questions is on this and the previous paradigm and to address my questions I 

                                                        
7 Translates to “the Iranian of Los Angeles” 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look at Arashʼs music videos as manifestations of his work and hybrid identity. 

The texts selected for this study are the music videos created for some of the 

tracks of his album Donya, namely Donya, Chori Chori, Suddenly, and 

Temptation (Russian Version). A textual analysis of these videos will reveal not 

only what is considered marketable to a diverse audience but also how the 

Iranian hybrid identity is (re)negotiated at the interstice of cultures and to what 

extent the politics of representation in these videos differ from the conventional 

music videos of Iranian diasporic artists.  

Research Questions 
 

This study contends that even though the Tehrangelesi media is produced 

by a diasporic community, its once monopolistic reign over the national 

entertainment industry has made it more influential than one expects of a 

diasporic production. Therefore the first research question deals with the perhaps 

unasked-for authority that Tehrangeles had in articulating the Iranian (not just 

diasporic) identity within a popular culture.  

1. To what extent the Tehrangeles media productions have had a trendsetting 

advantage in  

a) defining what it means to be the Iranian diaspora? 

b) defining an alternative Iranian identity to what the Islamic Republic 

offered? 
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Secondly, in answering questions 2 and 3, I argue that the essentialist 

approach of the Tehrangeles media has been contested and countered by 

younger and newer artists who have incorporated notions of hybridity and 

interstitiality into their work. Examining these artistsʼ music videos as sites of 

identity negotiation and comparing them to Naficyʼs classification of Iranian exilic 

music videos, I will explore the subversive elements that distinguish these texts 

from the categories that Naficy surveyed in 19988.     

2. How have the Iranian diasporic media productions such as the music videos 

changed since Naficyʼs study?  

Note that the periphery-center model mentioned in the third question 

refers to a reversion of the conventional center-periphery model of diasporic 

cultural flow: instead of producing content and distributing it to the diasporas, the 

homeland (Iran) became the largest consumer of the diasporic cultural products.  

3. How have the work of artists outside Tehrangeles stabilized, revised, or 

subverted the periphery-center model that ostensibly governed the Iranian 

popular culture scene? 

Limitations 
 As mentioned in the introduction, it is necessary to acknowledge the fact 

that in the past decade there has been a significant increase in the production of 

popular music inside Iran. This resurgence took place in part due to the relaxed 

                                                        
8 The 2002 revision is cited here but the categorization has not changed since the 
1998 publication in Iranian Studies. 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restrictions on the popular culture during the reformist Mohammad Khatamiʼs 

presidency. More important, however, is the role of digital media and the internet 

for having given young Iranian artists the means of producing, and an avenue for 

publishing and distributing their work without the supervision or approval of the 

Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. Today the underground artists, bands 

and rappers appear to have taken a lionʼs share of what constitutes as modern 

popular music. When I traveled to Iran in the Summer of 2008, for the first time in 

seven years, I was astounded to learn that what was being played at the parties 

and danced to was entirely domestically produced in underground studios. Since 

then I have asked friends visiting Iran if they have observed the same shift in 

attention. Their answers have confirmed my suspicion that the Iranian youth are 

identifying with the alternatives to the Tehrangeles popular culture. 

Although the state and the state-owned media outlets condemn the illicitly 

produced music, it is listened to widely enough to turn the artists into semiofficial 

celebrities. During his 2009 campaign for the presidential election, Mehdi 

Karroubi, a challenger to the incumbent fundamentalist Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 

met with the popular rapper Sasy Mankan9 as a representative of the Third10 

Generation.  The meeting was covered by the press and turned into a point of 

                                                        
9 A Persianized form of the word Mannequin 
10  The Third Generation refers to Iranians born after or immediately before the 
Revolution. What sets the Third Generationers at such a pivotal position is their 
68% majority as well as the fact that they are the first generation to have been 
raised and educated under the Islamic regime entirely. 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controversy. Later, during the initial days of unrest that followed the disputed 

election in which Ahmadinejad was announced to have won with a landslide, a 

humorist and columnist for Etemad-e-Melli11 owned by Karroubiʼs political party 

of the same name took up sarcastically interpreting Sasy Mankanʼs popular hip-

hop and otherwise nonpolitical song, Parmida, in terms of the post-election 

events in a farcical article titled “Dear Parmida, Please Donʼt Riot” (Marashi, 

2009). Politics aside, the public acknowledgment of the existence of an illicit 

music scene inside Iran is a sign of significant change in how popular culture is 

viewed and the extent to which it is both tolerated by the intellectuals and 

promoted. Despite its monumental effect on the diasporic culture and media, this 

new wave of domestic popular music is for the most part out of the scope of this 

study because the tracks are produced under unknown conditions and seldom 

accompanied by music videos.  

 Furthermore, with a penetration rate of 48.5% (of the 66.5 million 

population), today Iran has the largest population of Internet users in Middle East. 

In September of 2009 32.2 million Iranians were online ("Internet usage in the 

Middle East," 2009). Even in the absence of an empirical study on how Iranians 

utilize the Internet, one has to admit that a shift in the dynamics of the domestic 

and diasporic cultural interaction has been inevitable. In the critical days that 

followed the June 12, 2009 presidential election, while the Iranian government 

                                                        
11 National Trust 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had banned foreign press from reporting the turmoil, the Iranian protesters 

stunned the Western media and Internet users with their use of web to broadcast 

the events as they unfolded on the streets of Tehran and other major cities. The 

Western commentators were quick to call it a “Twitter Revolution,”12 as the 

Iranians in and outside of Iran had to rely on social networking and citizen 

journalism to learn the news and watch the protest and government backlash 

videos (Morozov, 2009; “Iranʼs Twitter revolution,” 2009). However, the 

contemporaneity of the Green Movement as a social and political movement 

hinders an analysis of its function in the diasporic cultural context at this time. 

Nevertheless, it is necessary to note that the events of Summer 2009 have 

greatly and deeply impacted and possibly transformed the Iranian global identity, 

youth culture and diasporic experiences, which are all discussed in this study. 

                                                        
12 The Twitter Revolution, like the underground music in Iran, seems to have 
attracted media attention due to 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Chapter Two: Methodology  

Originally this thesis set out to survey the Los Angeles based Iranian 

satellite channels and address the complications that emerge from having to 

cater to the needs of the immigrant communities while serving as the alternative 

to the Islamic Republicʼs national television for those in Iran. After recording and 

viewing hours of programming for a pilot project, I realized the pitfalls of 

conducting such a study in a scale that is appropriate for a mastersʼ thesis. The 

political, economical, cultural and aesthetic complexities each deserved 

illumination and to focus on one would be impossible without making gross 

postulations about the other factors. Prompted to shift and narrow my focus, I 

pondered on what has kept the Iranian television industry alive in diaspora. The 

answer was obvious: music and music videos. Although Naficy has written 

extensively about the exile cultures and media, a disproportionately small part of 

his work is dedicated to this part of Tehrangeles culture that more than others 

transcended the disjunctures among the audiences. He wrote on music videos 

exclusively in Identity Politics and Iranian Exile Music Videos, but the gradual 

shift of the Iranian diaspric discourse from exilic lives to hyphenated identities 

has rendered some of his categorization irrelevant today. The two categories that 

remain pertinent are the hybrid videos and the long-form critical videos. My 

decision to conduct a case study on Arashʼs music videos is partially owing to the 
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fact that they belong to both of these categories in that they are hybrid and very 

narrative. The other factors that led to the selection of Arashʼs music videos were 

his status as a European contender who challenged the Tehrangeles subculture 

from a geographically distant position and the fact that his rise to fame seemed to 

have been simultaneous with the end of Tehrangelesʼ control over the Iranian 

popular culture. As prolific as the young artists in Tehrangeles are, the sounds of 

domestic artists and the non-Tehrangelesi Iranian diaspora have won over the 

youth culture. 

The present studyʼs goal is not to replicate Naficyʼs work by identifying 

new categories of Iranian music videos but to further examine the hybrid category 

as the site of an interstitial discourse about Iranian popular culture and identity. 

While collecting a random sample of the music videos and coding them could 

paint a broader picture, I agree with Robert Yin that a case study is 

“generalizable to theoretical propositions” and that it can help “[investigate] a 

contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 

when…the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident,” as it is the case here (2009, p. 15-18).   

The five videos are initially looked at in terms of global cultural economics 

that set the stage for their production. To organize these cultural economics into  

distinctive yet comprehensive terms, Appaduraiʼs five scapes are used to situate 

the videos in their respective finanscapes, ethnoscapes, technoscapes, 
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mediascapes and ideoscapes. Finanscapes, Appadurai explain, are the 

landscapes of the distribution and exchange of global capital, while ethnoscapes 

exhibit the motion of humans across cultural and political boundaries. 

Predictably, technoscapes are the panoramic views of the innovation and 

dissemination of technologies on a global scale (Appadurai, 1990/2007).  

Although complicated by differences and disjunctures, the first three 

scapes are contemplated more often, owing to their tangible nature, than the last 

two. To talk about mediascapes and ideoscapes is to talk about “the image, the 

imagined, [and] the imaginary” (Appadurai, 1990/2007, p. 587).  If Appadurai 

(1990/2007), believes the scapes to be “the building blocks of … imagined 

worlds,” he refers to mediascapes and ideoscapes as the “closely related 

landscapes of images” (p. 589; p. 590). As the names suggest, the mediascapes 

refer to the more concrete notion of the dispersion of constructed images and 

imagined worlds in the media and ideoscapes reveal the even more obscure 

dimension of global cultural flows: the migration of politicized narratives 

(Appadurai, 1990/2007).   

Next, I briefly establish the critical theories that I use for the close reading 

of the music videos. These are all constructionist approaches in that they convey 

that meaning is constructed “using representational systems – concepts and 

signs” (Hall, 1997b, p. 24). 
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Signs  
The study of signs (words, images, and sounds) was brought forth in 

linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure and applied to the visual texts by Roland 

Barthes (1967). For Saussure (1974) the arbitrary nature of language revealed its 

constructedness and historicism. This revelation highlighted the significance of 

the cultural and discursive context of verbal and visual signs for Barthes. Thus he 

identified two levels of meaning for each sign: the first is the denotative, the 

obvious, and the connotative which  

 [has] a close communication with culture, knowledge, history, and 

it is through them, so to speak, that the environmental world 

invades the linguistic and semantic system. They are if you like, the 

fragments of ideology. (as cited in Hall, 1980/2006, 169 ) 

As Dick Hebdige reiterated, Barthes was concerned with “showing how all the 

apparently spontaneous forms and rituals of contemporary bourgeois societies 

are subject to a systematic distortion, liable at any moment to be dehistoricized, 

“naturalized”, converted into myth” (1979/2006, p. 146). The awareness of such 

liability is the theoretical backbone of this analysis. It is for the purpose of 

uncovering the connotative meaning of the videos that I elaborate on the cultural 

contexts in the following chapters.  

Encoding / Decoding 
Expanding on Barthesʼ semiology, Stuart Hall (1980/2006) reasons that 

the same critical attention that is given to the construction of meaning on the 
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production end, must be spent on the reception end because of the asymmetry of 

encoding and decoding processes. This is especially relevant to transnational 

communication where encoding and decoding of a given message take place in 

different discourses and in each culture “codes have been profoundly 

naturalized” (Hall, 1980/2006, p. 167). 

  Hall names three positions from which an audience may decode a 

televisual text like a music video. The first is the dominant-hegemonic position, 

the closest we can get to an ideal “perfectly transparent communication,” in which 

the audience receives and accepts the intended message (Hall, 1980/2006, p. 

171). In this model the encoding and decoding are both within the same 

hegemonic order thus the text reinforces hegemony through reproduction. The 

second position is that of negotiation: the audiences consent to the hegemonic 

order in broader terms but “[reserves] the right to make a more negotiated 

application to ʻlocal conditionsʼ” (Hall, 1980/2006, p. 172).  The third and last 

position is the case of a counter culture: there is a perfect understanding of the 

analytical difference between the denotation and the discursive connotation of 

the message but it is decoded “within some alternative framework of reference” 

(Hall, 1980/2006, p. 173). 

Hegemonic Discourse  
“Reality exists outside language, but it is constantly mediated by and 

through language: and what we can know and say has to be produced in and 
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through discourse” (Hall, 1980/2006, p. 167). Discourse is not a rigid, invariable 

body that merely channels the reality into words. As Michel Foucault contended, 

discourse is produced and reproduced by those with the power to generate 

knowledge. The relationship between power, knowledge and discourse convey 

that meaning is never fixed, always plural and fluid. It also underscores the role 

of production and reproduction of knowledge in building a hegemonic order that  

defines within its terms the mental horizon, the universe, of possible 

meanings, of a whole sector of relations in a society or culture; and 

… carries with it the stamp of legitimacy – it appears coterminous 

with what is ʻnaturalʼ, ʻinevitableʼ, ʻtaken for grantedʼ about the social 

order (Hall, 1997a, 172). 

The notion of hegemonic discourse plays a vital role in understanding the 

relevance of the diasporic popular culture to Iranian domestic audiences.  

 Of course the hegemonic order is regularly challenged by subcultures that 

position themselves outside of the dominant discourse. Raymond Williams 

considers the types of subcultures and arrives at two classifications. The first 

discerns a difference between “residual” and “emergent” cultures while the 

second categorization makes a distinction between “oppositional” and 

“alternative” cultures.  

Residual cultures are  
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experiences, meanings and values, which cannot be verified or 

cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant culture, [but] are 

nevertheless lived and practiced on the basis of the residue … of 

some previous social formation. (1980/2006, p. 137)  

These practices survive and are sometimes incorporated into the dominant 

culture to reduce their risk as a competing culture. Whereas emergent cultures 

are new cultural practices that are subject to a simultaneous attempt on the 

dominant cultureʼs part to incorporate them into the social order, the common 

sense (Williams, 1980/2006).   

Williams suggests that the difference between oppositional and alternative 

cultures ins that one simply exists as an alternative to the mainstream without 

striving to change the hegemonic order, while the other one challenges the 

dominant culture and has revolutionary intentions. Yet Williams (1980/2006) 

admits that the distinction is much more vague in practice because as the 

dominance of the mainstream grows and it integrates more practices that were 

once outside of it, the alternative cultures that used to be tolerated can be seen 

as more oppositional and resistant. Making the distinction between emergent and 

residual, as well as oppositional and alternative, reminds us of the critical 

significance of temporality in discussing cultures and subcultures. As one may 

tend to demonize the normalized discourse, it is vital for a critical analysis to 

disturb the binary of mainstream and counterhegemonic cultural practices by 
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considering them in a time continuum where the powerful mainstream may have 

been emergent and oppositional. 

Representations of the Other 
Issues of identity, oneʼs image of Self, is, as Hall believes, in a binary 

relationship with oneʼs image of the Other. It is through the construction of a 

racial, sexual, cultural, national or ideological Other that one race, sex, culture, 

nation or ideology can have a unified sense of Selfhood. I use Hallʼs Spectacle of 

the Other as a model for exploring and decoding the representations of Self and 

the Other in a televisual text, which is inescapable with the issue of racial identity 

so pronounced in the videos I am examining.  

The use of the word “spectacle” is inevitably reminiscent of the notion of 

spectatorship in feminist film theory. As Ann Kaplan points out, there is a parallel 

between the female subjection to the male gaze and the inter-racial looking.  

Like everything in culture, looking relations are determined by 

history, tradition, power hierarchies, politics, [and] economics. 

Mythic or imaginary ideas about nation, national identity and race 

structure how one looks, but these myths are in turn closely linked 

to class, politics and economic relations. . . Looking is power, as 

Michel Foucault has amply shown. (Kaplan, 1997, 4) 

Just as the power hierarchy of gender relations places the male in the role of the 

spectator whose gaze reduces the female to an erotic object, the economic and 
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political power structures determine the direction of the imperialist gaze. The 

domination of the spectator over the spectacle is in his ability to eroticize, 

exoticise, and simplify the object so that it will fit into a predefined category 

(Kaplan, 1997; Hall, 1997b). In other words, the power of looking is the power to 

stereotype. Comparing types with stereotypes, Richard Dyer argues that while 

social typing is a necessary process through which meaning is assigned and 

understood, it is not as pristine as it sounds as it is designated only for “those 

who live by the rules of the society;” everything outside of the boundaries of 

normalcy is “condemned to a stereotype” (2006, 355). The female, the queer, the 

black, and the foreigner are all subjected to stereotyping as a means for the 

ruling group to “fashion the whole of society according to their own world-view, 

value-system, sensibility and ideology” (Dyer, 2006, 356).  

 Feminist film theory converses directly with Edward Saidʼs Orientalism 

which is of great – and obvious – importance. In fact, according to Bernstein, it 

was after the publication of Orientalism that cultural theorists and feminist critics 

extended Saidʼs model and  

pointed out that the regime of knowledge that Orientalism 

encompasses – structured around a basic dichotomy between East 

and West, and Other and Self – shares an ontological norm…with 

constructions of race, ethnicity and sexual orientation,” as well as 

gender in Western culture (1997, 3).  
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I use Saidʼs and Hallʼs theory of construction of Self through difference to analyze 

the representations of nationality, race and gender in Arashʼs music videos and 

unravel their complicated relationship with globalization process.  
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Chapter Three: Theories of Transnational Media 
Theoretical Framework 

One cannot speak about diasporic or transnational media, let alone Iranian 

diasporic cultural production, without relying heavily on Naficyʼs extensive work 

on the topic. In fact, as the only scholar who has studied and written about the 

making of Iranian exile culture through utilization of media, his work functions as 

the primary frame of reference when discussing the Iranian satellite television 

channels and the cultural economy in which their content is produced and 

distributed. However, before we dive into the case of Iranian diasporic 

productions, it is necessary to elaborate on the larger theoretical discourse 

framing it. For practical purposes we will assume a hierarchical order, resembling 

Russian nested dolls, where globalization theory is the grand matriarch and 

hybridity theory the medium-sized doll with diasporic studies nested inside. Such 

hierarchy is neither historically linear, nor representative of a cause and effect 

relationship. Rather, such distinction is used here to ease the readerʼs passage 

through these interconnected, and often overlapping, theories. Or they might 

represent different levels at which different processes relevant to diasporic 

culture play out. 

Globalization 
The term globalization is used often and liberally by people, media, 

politicians, entrepreneurs, and scholars to describe the spontaneous and 
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instantaneous exchange of capital, goods, and cultures across national, lingual, 

ethnic and cultural borders. Globalizationʼs controversy is not formed around 

whether or not it is happening as there is a consensus that it is the “distinguishing 

trend of the present moment;” rather it is the nature of the process, the driving 

forces and its implications that is subject to theoretical, as well as political, 

contestation (Durham & Kellner, 2006, p. 579; Pieterse, 2004, p. 9).  

 On the skeptical side, globalization is oft seen as synonymous with 

Westernization and Americanization: a dominant homogenizing force that is 

unsympathetically crushing the local cultures and economies. This cultural 

imperialistsʼ nightmare is best manifested in the image of the locals patronizing a 

Starbucks or McDonaldʼs franchise in a foreign country (Shim, 2006, p. 26; 

Pieterse, 2004, p. 49). The global mushrooming of McDonaldʼs, as the ultimate 

icon of American capitalism, is physical proof to many of cultural imperialism 

claims. The cultural imperialism paradigm is embedded in the historical narrative 

of the theoretical evolution of Marxism. It is no surprise that its most adamant 

proponents, such as Boyd-Barrett, Galtung Tunstall, Hamelink, Mattelart, and 

Schiller come from the far left of the spectrum (Appadurai, 1990/2007, p. 295; 

Kraidy, 2005, p. 25). Cultural imperialism theories developed with the collapse of 

colonial empires at the end of World War II, rendering the relevance of 

colonialism theories less immediate. The newly independent nationsʼ 

development became a subject of academic debate. Inspired by the international 
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optimism that the once-colonized would soon catch up with the colonialist, the 

developmental communication paradigm was set forth by Wilbur Schramm and 

Daniel Lerner (Waisbord, 2001, p. 3). The theory held that “the traditional values 

of the developing world were the central obstacles to political participation and 

economic activity, the two key elements of the development process;” the 

solution, thus, was for the developed world to rid the developing world of its 

perverse values and traditions, using media and communication technologies 

(Sreberny, 1991/2006, p. 606). The theory was dismissed for its “ethnocentrism, 

its historicity, its linearity, for conceiving of development in an evolutionary, 

endogenist fashion and for solutions which actually reinforced dependency rather 

than helping to overcome it” (Sreberny, 1991/2006, p. 606). It was from this 

critique that the cultural imperialist paradigm evolved. It argued that although the 

physical military presence of the colonial powers had diminished, their 

economical and political interests dictated that they maintain control over their 

former colonies by exporting the media technology and content. Like a colonialist 

model, cultural imperialism is a function of a center-periphery vector. The culture 

is exported from the imperialist to the peripheries, and with it is the hegemonic 

order, the dominant way of doing things, the “late capitalism” as Schiller put it 

(1976, p. 9). 

Not only does Schillerʼs model fail to describe the complexity of flow of 

capital and information in the post-colonial era, it is based on two fallacies that 
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make it unreliable in nature. First, there is an assumption that cultures of nation-

states are authentic, holistic and organic, while ignoring the cultural fusion and 

exchange that has already taken place on both temporal and spatial axes. This 

suggestion, that the culture in the periphery is pure and authentic until it is 

infected by the center, is ultimately essentialist. Secondly, in thinking of the 

dominant culture as one that corrupts the people and infects the cultures of 

periphery, the audience is denied any agency. The premise is that the individuals 

blindly mimic the foreign culture, instantly forgetting their own, whereas when 

global cultures collide with local cultures the encounter is far more complex. The 

complication arises from power relations at regional, national and local levels 

(Straubhaar, 2007), and the multiplicity of meaning that competes with 

hegemonic order (Sreberny, 1991/2006).  This is not to obliviously dismiss the 

uneven distribution of power in the global economy and the oligopoly that exists 

at the macro level. However, as many scholars argue, a unidirectional 

homogenizing force does not drive the globalization machine. To analyze the 

disjuncture, Appadurai (1990/2007) proposes a system of scapes instead. By 

categorizing the different aspects of the global culture flow to ethnoscapes, 

finanscapes, technoscapes, ideoscapes and mediascapes, Appaduraiʼs model 

highlights the complexity and volatility of the forces driving this disorganized 

capitalism. The notion of scapes as an analytical tool for a methodological 

examination of cultural flows will recur in the following chapters.  
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If it is limiting to apply cultural imperialism paradigm to the cultural 

exchanges, it is analytically unproductive to adopt the purely celebratory 

approach of cultural pluralism model. Although it is true that technological 

advancements and the easier flow of labor and resources across national 

borders has given some of the developing World the opportunity to compete with 

the First World on a more leveled playing field, for the most part the power gap 

between the two remains (Friedman, 2005; Sreberny, 1991/2006). While the 

dichotomous theories of homogenization and heterogenization are both 

inadequate for a critical analysis of global cultural economy, the theoretical 

interstice between the two, where the hybridity theory is positioned, provides a 

discursive key to understanding the complex web of globalization. 

Hybridity 
If we accept that cultures have been hybrid all along, hybridization 

is in effect a tautology: contemporary accelerated globalization 

means the hybridization of hybrid cultures. (Pieterse, 2004, p. 676) 

Hybridity theory has also been a site of contestation due to what Kraidy 

(2005) calls “multiple and often antithetical” descriptions (p. 2). Many post-

colonial theorists like Bhabha, Gilroy and Hall give hybrization credit for 

empowering the locals to subvert the hegemonic culture, politics and economy.  

The multiculturalism movement, which in its exaggerated form considers 

hybridization a “transgressive triumph, innovative creativity and audacious 



27 

cultural fusion,” has its critics (Ang, 2001, p. 70). Friedman, Dirlik, Hutnyk, and 

Cheah are a few of the critics who find the hybridity theory elitist and revealing of 

the privileged stance of the “diasporic and postcolonial intellectuals … who can 

afford the postmodern cosmopolitan ideology of mixture, transcultural exchange, 

etc” (Ang, 2001, p. 70).  

The epistemology of hybridity is integrated with that of earlier phenomena 

like creolization (in linguistics) and mestizaje (in ethnicity), where more concrete 

and tangible instances of post-colonial fusion are present. The claim that the 

banal reality of the everyday life of many is an elitist, cosmopolitan luxury 

appears to be unfounded. In fact, as Ang (2001) contends, hybridity is not an 

intellectual fetishization of fusion; it is a necessity that enables the individuals to 

comprehend and live with the motions in the scapes as they take place around 

them.  

Diasporas  
Diasporas are one group of people for whom hybridity is far from luxury; it 

is the banal reality of their lives. Likewise, diasporas are a crucial element of the 

hybridization process: 

Since hybridity involves the fusion of two hitherto relatively distinct 

forms, styles, or identities, cross-cultural contact, which often 

occurs across national borders as well as across cultural 

boundaries, is a requisite for hybridity. The occurrence of contact 
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typically involves movement of some sort, and in international 

communication contact entails the movement of cultural 

commodities such as media programs, or the movement of people 

through migration.(Kraidy, 2005, p. 5) 

While the former movement points at hybridization through international 

communication and transmission of images, the latter foregrounds the role of 

diasporas in the process of hybridization. The globalization and transnational 

networks have not created homogeneous identities, she argues citing Appadurai, 

Burayidi, and Clifford. Instead through increased migration (lived experience) and 

communication (imagined experience), they have created "multiple contested 

identities." (Ignacio, 2005, p. 32) 

Historically the term diaspora referred to the Jewish population outside of 

Palestine and much later the black Africans displaced to the New World through 

slave trade (Mannur & Braziel, 2007, p. 2). In fact Boyarin & Boyarin (2007) 

suggest that the diaspora, not monotheism, is the most significant contribution of 

Judaism to the world as it can perpetuate the lessons that “peoples and lands are 

not naturally and organically connected” and that a cultural identity can only 

survive through hybridity (p. 108-110). With the modern nationalism underscoring 

cultural assimilation in the discourse of border-crossing, the need for 

understanding hybridity as a valid form of identity has become more pronounced.   
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Studies of diasporas are intertwined with hybridity theory not only because 

diasporas are the master trope of hybrid cultures but also due to the 

preoccupation of hybridity theory enthusiasts, like Paul Gilroy, Stuart Hall, Homi 

Bhabha, and Frantz Fanon, with the issues of their own diasporic identities. 

Diasporic persons are characterized by their double lives and the feeling of 

double inauthenticity (Radhakrishnan, 2007; Ignacio, 2005). The double life is 

best illustrated by the accounts of diasporic scholars, like Ang (2001) and 

Radhakrishnan (2007), of their ethnic private lives and “assimilated” public lives. 

This disparity disjuncture in the spatial lives sets the stage for the critical 

consideration of space in the theories of diaspora. The politics of space in 

diaspora are articulated in terms of gendered spaces, sexual normativity and 

more relevantly “liminality” and “interstitiality” (Naficy, 1999a). It is within these in-

between spaces that the diasporic cultures are positioned and the diasporic 

identities are reconstructed and contested.  While Naficy introduces both liminal 

and interstitial space as in-between spaces, liminal space seems to be complicit 

with a neither/nor identity crisis.  

To be in exile is to belong to neither of the two modes… rather, it is 

to be traveling in the ʻslipzoneʼ of fusion and admixture. What 

results is an agonistic liminality of selfhood and location oscillating 

between the two extremes of interpellation” (Naficy, 1993, p. 7). 
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Whereas the interstitial space is a more fertile space – similar to Bhabhaʼs “third 

space” (1994) – that allows for productive redefinition and reconstructing the 

diasporic self while challenging and sometimes subverting the discursive 

hegemonies that are situated around the interstitial space.  

 If the Russian dolls represented the different levels at which different 

processes relevant to the diasporic culture play out, then the notion of creation 

and articulation of local, national and global identities in interstitial spaces is the 

innermost doll with an indisputable relevance. Thinking about Tehrangeles as an 

interstice brings forth a wide scope of questions about the discourses that 

surround it. These contexts are not limited to what is discussed next; as an 

interstitial space Tehrangeles is in conversation and negotiation with many 

ideologies and practices. However, to answer the research questions, I will next 

look at its dialogue with the dominant and defiant politics and cultural practices 

inside Iran.  
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Chapter Four: The Politics of Satellite Television 
While the movements in Appaduraiʼs five scapes tend to transcend 

national borders, the nation states have not disappeared as many utopian visions 

of globalization had foreseen. To the contrary, those movements have 

accentuated national borders as sites of legitimate state control and  “physical, … 

political, … discursive and artistic struggles” (Naficy, 1999b, 3). The nation-states 

have exercised their power over the movement of people, finances, technologies 

and images by creating regulatory barriers like immigration laws, tariffs and 

quotas, internet filtering, etc. These barriers are constantly being challenged by 

the transformation of the scapes.  

After the 1979 Revolution, the term “cultural invasion” was used to justify 

shutting the doors on anything arriving from the West. The movements within the 

ethnoscape were closely watched for smuggling of un-Islamic products into the 

country. The travelers entering Iran were searched tediously for not only drugs 

and alcohol but also posters, Western clothing, audio cassettes, video tapes, etc. 

In a 1983 televised statement by the Culture Minister, the video stores, and 

implicitly any home use of VCRs, were outlawed as “the centers and sources of 

corruption and dissemination of immorality in our society” (Shahabi, 2008, p. 

116). Consequently the video stores became mobile one-man operations where 

a man, who would often withhold his full name and was simply called filmi, would 

serve a number of households by lending them a few videotapes at a time and 
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coming back a week later to swap them for new ones. This was considered a 

high-risk job; if caught with a briefcase full of "inappropriate" films, some form of 

punishment awaited him.  

With the end of the Iran-Iraq war in 1988 and Khomeiniʼs death in 1989, 

the country slowly distanced itself from the crisis of war and set economic growth 

as its top priority.  While the deregulation of economy, the privatization of some 

public sectors, and the campaign to attract international investors, did not 

provoke political reform, the intensity of the restrictions decreased (Shahabi, 

2008, p. 117). However, it wasn't until satellite dishes started to surface on the 

rooftops and balconies of Iranian homes that the government gave in on trying to 

control the circulation of illicit media content inside the country and shifted its 

attention to what was being broadcast from the outside. As Fardin Alikhah (2008) 

writes, the debate on the legitimacy of satellite broadcasting kept the members of 

the parliament occupied for some time while the middle class Iranians who could 

afford the necessary hardware and installation fees were using the dark hours to 

mount satellite dishes on their roofs in a less visible spot. The parliament passed 

the bill for banning satellite dishes in 1995 and the neighborhood raids began. 

The members of Basij or the Revolutionary Guards would raid a neighborhood 

and confiscate all the dishes. The next day the news would spread and the 

cautious households temporarily disconnect and hide the dishes until it seemed 

safe again. The crackdown was prompted by the broadcast of the first diasporic 
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television network into Iran via satellite in 2000. Owned and operated by Zia 

Atabay, NITV (National Iranian Television) followed a royalist political agenda, 

which was pronounced explicitly by Atabay himself during his talk shows (Naficy, 

1993). As the name testifies, NITV aspired to be the antithesis to the state-TV 

and function as a national television network. No longer did the Iranians have to 

wait for the latest music videos and variety shows to be smuggled into Iran and 

start circulating. With a click on their remote controls, Tehrangeles was brought 

into their living rooms. Even families who did not agree with NITV's politics, 

watched the channel's nonpolitical content. In fact, as politicized as NITV and 

many exilic networks that followed suit were, research shows that they did not 

have much of a political influence on the Iranians inside Iran (Seyed-Emami, 

2008). The channel owners and broadcasters based their claim of having a 

political following in Iran on the number of callers on variety shows and music 

video request programs but the phenomenon merely confirms the Iranian 

appetite for popular music and music videos (Naficy, 1993, p. 55).   

The number of the Iranian television channels broadcasting from Los 

Angeles is constantly fluctuating. New networks are created ambitiously with the 

promise of a new voice but as they launch, they face the competitive reality of 

operating a commercial television in a market so small. Due to the politicized 

reputation of the diasporic media, the businesses in Iran do not purchase 

advertising spots in Tehrangeles television networks. This limitation renders a 
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large portion of the audience financially useless. Neither able to advertise their 

goods or services, nor literally in a position to use most of the goods and services 

advertised on the diasporic networks, the audiences in Iran are free riders. Thus, 

it is not uncommon for a new network to eventually succumb to allocating a 

disproportionate amount of its airtime to home shopping programs. Often, after 

weeks of auctioning Persian rugs, interrupted occasionally by a music video or an 

Iranian film, these channels disappear quietly.  

The chaotic and unpredictable nature of some of these channels and the 

proven ineffectuality of those who pursue a political agenda, coupled with the fact 

that the most stable and prosperous diasporic channels13 have rid their programs 

from politics, has decreased the defensive crackdowns of the Islamic Republic. 

The notion that diasporic television channels and Tehrangelesi popular culture no 

longer pose a threat to the Iranian government is not a mere speculation. In the 

aftermath of the June 2009 election, the Islamic Republic strived to block the 

passage of information from inside the country, thus banned the foreign 

journalists in the country from reporting. However, the more substantial goal was 

to control the flow of news back into the country. News websites, social 

networking websites, and at critical times email servers were inaccessible from 

inside Iran. Likewise, the two Persian language news channels of Voice of 

America and BBC were greeted with electronic signal jams. Nilesat, which 

                                                        
13 Tapesh, Jam-e-Jam, ITN, etc. 



35 

transmitted BBC Persianʼs signals into Iran discontinued its service to BBC, 

quoting the jamming of other channels close in frequency to BBC Persian as the 

reason.  

Meanwhile there were no attempts at jamming the signals of the diasporic 

channels beaming their programs to Iran from Los Angeles, Toronto, United Arab 

Emirates, etc. Although some suspect that the authorities hope to distract the 

youth from politics by allowing a minimal amount of social freedom, it is more 

likely that with a thriving domestic popular culture, illicit or legal, the Tehrangeles 

culture is not as intimidating to the Islamic Republic.  

Vietnamese Exilic Satellite 
 

As mentioned the Iranian diasporic television industry has an uncommon 

mode of operation. Its largest body of audience is not diasporic, at least not in the 

same way that the content producers are. Its foundations are highly ideological. 

The already complex dialogue of the mediation of diasporic identity has been 

further complicated by a claim to be more authentic than the homeland. These 

points of contention are elaborated on in the following chapters but this is a good 

opportunity to briefly look at the only diaspora whose media functions similarly. 

Like Iranians, the Vietnamese are recent migrants to the West; prior to the 

Vietnam War, the number of Vietnamese living outside of Vietnam was meager. 

At the height of the war, between 1965 and 1975, half of the 60 million population 

of Vietnam was displaced mostly internally but as Cunningham and Nguyen 
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(2000) estimate, 2 million Vietnamese took refuge outside of Vietnam.  Similar to 

the Iranian exilic communities, the Vietnamese diaspora has a complicated 

relationship with the homeland and its past. 

The internal cultural conflicts within the communities centre on the 

felt need to maintain pre-revolutionary Vietnamee heritage and 

traditions; find a negotiated place within a more mainstreamed 

culture; or engage in the formation of distinct hybrid identities 

around the appropriation of dominant Western popular cultural 

forms. (Cunningham and Nguyen, 2000, p. 91) 

The maintenance of Vietnamese heritage, which has been disadvantaged after 

the revolution (as claimed by the exiled), is associated with the maintenance of 

an ideological anti-communist stance. The exile media claims to promote the 

authentic Vietnamese culture as opposed to the one dictated by the communists. 

Mythology and traditional music styles play a big role in this “authentic” cultural 

production. The Iranian exiles claim the same authenticity, yet the supposedly 

more authentic traditional Iranian music has taken a backseat to popular music 

and the Iranian diasporic communities have had to rely on media produced in 

Iran or tours by Iran-based artists to hear traditional Iranian music.  

 The Vietnamese exilic media are not officially “able to draw on the 

contemporary cultural production of the home country;” in fact they are expected 

to “actively [deny] its existence in a dialectical process of mutual 
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disauthentification.” (Cunningham & Nguyen, 2000, p. 110) This also used to be 

the case with the Iranian diasporic television but the fading of propaganda in the 

domestically produced TV series and films, coupled with the need of the satellite 

channels for free content, has shifted the attitude of the Tehrangeles television 

industry towards the content generated inside Iran, with the approval of the very 

regime they despise.  

Cunningham & Nguyen (2000) point at three cultural positions from which 

diasporic media content may be imagined and produced. The first is the heritage 

maintenance, which was discussed above. The second an “assertive hybridity” 

that places together various elements from different cultures in an “elaborate 

post-modern pastiche” (Cunningham & Nguyen, 2000, p. 115-116). The third 

position, like Naficyʼs interstitial mode, leaves ample room for cultural negotiation 

and adaptation. Of course the positions are not mutually exclusive; in fact one 

may identify elements from all three positions in the Vietnamese or Iranian exilic 

media content.  
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Chapter Five: Iranian Diaspora and Popular Culture 
Iranians in America 

Although playing host to many diasporas throughout history, Iranians were 

relatively stationary until the twentieth century. The only instance of migration in 

significant numbers occurred in the seventh century when a number of 

Zoroastrians immigrated to India to form the Parsi community, the descendents 

of whom live in India to this day  (Ansari, 1992, p. 29). Excluding the Parsis in 

India, the trends of Iranian migration are fairly recent, dating back to mid-

twentieth century when study abroad programs became available to the Iranian 

middle class. Whereas from 1925 to 1932 only 780 Iranians were recorded to 

have migrated to the US, in 1968 the number surpassed 1,200 immigrants a 

year. From the early 1970s onwards the numbers grew significantly large so that 

between 1970-1973 another 10,000 Iranians became permanent residents of the 

US. By the mid-1970s the economic growth and rise in the oil price permitted 

more middle class families to send their children abroad for education. In the 

academic year of 1977-1978 as many as 100,000 Iranian students studied 

abroad, 36,220 of them in the United States and others presumably in Canada 

and Europe.  In the 1978-1979 and 1979-1980 academic years, during which the 

Iranian revolution was at its height, respectively 45,340 and 51,310 Iranian 

students studied in the US, outnumbering students from all other countries 

(Hakimzadeh, 2006).  
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Many of these students remained in the US, forming the first notable wave 

of Iranian diaspora in the USA (Sabagh & Bozorgmehr, 1988, p. 12). The second 

wave consisted of the monarchists and leftist revolutionaries who fled Iran in fear 

of being persecuted by the conservative revolutionary guards (Bozorgmehr & 

Sabagh ,1991). Also exiled, voluntarily or by force, were hundreds of artists, 

entertainers and producers. They fled Iran in a sense of urgency as not only 

many of them were perceived to have close ties to the regime but also the pre-

revolution popular culture in general was considered an imperialist apparatus for 

subordinating the Iranian minds. This “occidentophobia” was not a souvenir of the 

1979 revolution (Khosravi, 2008); not only did the cultural imperialism model 

have its own advocates among the Iranian postcolonial authors but also there 

was an amplification of anti-Western sentiments in the Iranian society after the 

British, with the help of CIA, staged the 1953 coup and toppled Mohammad 

Mosaddeghʼs democratic government only to reinstate Mohammadreza Pahlavi 

(Kinzer, 2003). In the 1962 monumental work, Westernstruckness, Jalal Al-e 

Ahmad (1997) re-articulated Westernization in terms of a plague that infests the 

natives and destroys the indigenous cultures. The otherwise antagonistic radical 

Islamists shared Al-e Ahmadʼs anti-West attitude, Navab Safavi, a cleric whose 

militant group was held responsible for the assassination and attempted 

assassination of a number of politicians and authors in the 1940s, proclaimed 

that Western cultural products are like a “melting furnace, which melts away all 
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the wholesome values and virtues of a Muslim society. … Moviehouses, theaters, 

novels and popular songs must be completely removed and their middlemen 

punished” (as cited in Naficy 1992, p. 179-180). It was this history of resistance 

against popular culture that led to the massive exodus of the entertainment 

industry after the revolution succeeded (Kelley & Friedlander, 1993).  

Finally, Bozorgmehr describes the third wave of emigration from Iran to 

include the roughly steady brain drain that started in the early to mid-1990s and 

continues today. Much like the first wave, he stipulates, many of the newer 

immigrants are young professionals and students who can afford the expenses of 

attaining a visa and establishing a life abroad. Admittedly, it is reductionist to 

lump together and thus dehistoricize close to two decades of immigration. Yet, 

Bozorgmehrʼs classification remains useful for the purpose of this thesis, which is 

to mark the distinction between the initial entertainers, producers and proprietors 

of the Tehrangeles media and the audiences.  

To summarize, the Iranian diaspora is recent, augmented by the 

Revolution, and historically more ideological than economical in its intentions for 

border crossing. That is the farthest one can go without fixing the definition and 

implications of being a member of Iranian diaspora. As Sreberny argues, 

concrete conceptualizations of diasporas suggest “a sense of tradition already 

invented, a group consciousness already strong and rootedness as the driving 

force in the diasporic experience” (2002, p. 180). Thereby Sreberny disputes 
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models that define what a diaspora is and how it views and reflects on itself in 

relation to its surrounding, especially when applied to a new diapora that is 

“essentially writing the script of what it means to be [a diasporic community]” 

(2002, p. 218). 

Tehrangeles: A Subculture And a Genre 
Seemingly, after the Revolution, the privilege of writing and propagating 

that script went to the monarchists and entertainers among Hakimzadehʼs 

second wave. Many of the wealthy dissents arrived in Los Angeles with the 

determination to fight their way back to Iran. Given their financial sustainability it 

is little surprise that they settled in the affluent neighborhoods of Los Angeles and 

were able to reestablish a music and television industry. The Iranian diaspora 

television programming in Los Angeles started as early as 1981 with a 30-minute 

weekly broadcast and continued to grow rather rapidly (Naficy, 1993). The music 

production also resumed with little delay as more composers and singers chose 

to join their compatriots in Tehrangeles. They started with re-releasing their pre-

Revolution era tracks and further flourished by producing what Robertson (2005) 

recognizes as “Americanized music” but to most Iranians fits into the 

Tehrangelesi genre (p. 31). Naficy characterizes the music within this genre to be 

“a hybrid, mixing disco, Latin, reggae, and rap backbeat with Persian 6/8 rhythm, 

percussion, and melodies” (Naficy, 1993, p. 55).  
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In music and music videos specifically it refers – often derogatorily – to a 

work that follows the Persian 6/8 rhythm and often has superfluously nostalgic or 

meretricious lyrics. Contemptible and cheap as it may be perceived by the Iranian 

intellectuals14, Tehrangeles was a powerful and influential subculture that 

influenced not only the Iranian diaspora but also Iranians inside Iran. Long before 

the advent of the 24-hour satellite channels as the communication gateway 

between diaspora and home, the audio-cassettes and video tapes of 

Tehrangeles productions circulated Iran through a vigorously active black market. 

They functioned as the only alternative source of entertainment in Persian while 

the Islamic Republic of Iranʼs Broadcasting flooded the airways with religious and 

political wartime propaganda.  

Much like the Vietnamese Paris by Night videos Nhi Lieu (2007) 

describes, the Iranian variety shows or jongs that were recorded by different 

production companies – but often featured similar line-ups of artists – were 

popular in the 1980s and early 1990s. The most elaborate were those recorded 

for the occasion of Norouz – the Iranian New Year – in which the hosts and the 

guests spoke of their diasporic experience and almost unanimously expressed – 

year after year – their optimism that the next year they would celebrate Norouz in 

Iran! This of course is not merely wishful thinking of a homesick diaspora; it also 

                                                        
14 Ebrahim Nabavi, an acclaimed journalist and humorist, exemplifies the 
intellectual attitude towards Tehrangeles. In a short story collection titled 
Tehrangeles he spoofs the genre and the lifestyle for their superficiality. 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insinuates the political objectives of the exiled opposition. Nevertheless, 

considering the vacuum that the revolution and the ensuing mass migration 

created in the cultural sphere and also the highly politicized atmosphere where 

any challenge to the ideology of opposition equated being called an agent of 

Islamic Republic, it is only appropriate to attribute some hegemonic power to the 

media of Tehrangeles in laying the foundations of what “authentic” Iranian culture 

is in diaspora.  

The Crisis of Authenticity – Hybrid Even at Home 
 

Like the Vietnamese exiles who accuse the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 

of being inauthentic, the Iranian diasporic opposition was quick to declare the 

Islamic Republicʼs government un-Iranian. Furthermore it distanced itself from the 

Islamic part of the Iranian identity, calling it backward and foreign as it was 

brought to Iran by the Arab invaders in the seventh century. This distance 

resulted in an exaggerated embracing of the pre-Islamic culture and the “glorious 

history” of the Persian Empire under the often-mythicized figure of Cyrus the 

Great. As Naficy observes, this is evident through a cursory visual survey of the 

Iranian television channels beaming from Tehrangeles, which bear names like 

Pars15, Appadana16, Cyrus, etc. and commonly incorporating Persepolis 

symbolisms into their logos and graphic. Watching cultural, historical or political 

                                                        
15 Persia 
16 The great audience hall of Persepolis 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shows, one can recognize the Aryan righteousness that functions as the 

underlying theme of many conversations.  

The problematic pride that stems from such worldview leads the Iranians 

to an ethnocentrism that has isolated them from other cultures and practices. 

Although it is most vividly articulated in the cultural products of diaspora as they 

have both the means and the freedom, this divide in identity is not exclusive to 

the Tehrangeles subculture. Just as diasporas struggle with hyphenated 

identities, the Iranian identity has been subject to a historic tension between the 

perceived dichotomy of Iranianness vs. Islam.  The 1979 Revolution escalated 

but did not create this disjuncture in the Iranian cultural identity. Ever since the 

Arab invasion of the Persian Empire in 644 AD and the encounter of the two 

distinct cultures and languages of Persian and Arab, the authenticity of an 

Iranian-Muslim hybrid has been internally questioned and disputed.  

After the revolution, with the Islamic code becoming the core of social 

order, the defiance of the Islamic part of Iranian identity became a major 

component of the popular youth culture. The pre-Islamic holidays and rituals 

gained a remarkable significance compared to the ones with an Islamic theme. 

The outstanding example of the exaggerated celebration of such rituals is 

Chaharshanbeh Suri, the last Tuesday night of the year on the Iranian calendar 

during which bonfires are lit at every neighborhood and people leap over the fire 

to “purify” themselves (Khosravi, 2008, p. 142). The festivities continue with 
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neighborhood feasts and an Iranian version of trick and treating. Believed to be of 

Zoroastrian origin, this ancient ritual still alludes to the religion by honoring fire as 

a sanctifying element. Though never officially banned by the Islamic Republic, 

the state “has been hostile to the ritual, perhaps because it involves more 

outdoor enjoyment and festivities than any other ritual in Iran. Each year … the 

authorities start admonishing and indeed threatening people not to perform the 

ritual” (Khosravi, 2008, p. 142-3). Yet each year Chaharshanbeh Suri is 

celebrated more elaborately and willfully. Khosravi observes that 

the ritual has been transformed into a site for defiance toward the 

social order and “normative modesty.” Young people have forged 

(in the sense both of falsifying and of forming) a new version of the 

ritual. … Although it is forbidden to display fireworks, lots of 

fireworks are used. Fireworks smuggled into the country, of 

homemade ones, much more powerful and dangerous than normal 

ones, make Tehran sound like a battlefield. (2008, p. 143) 

As Khosravi describes, this hyperbolic performing of a once neighborhood ritual 

became more analytically remarkable when in year 2002 the last Tuesday of the 

Persian year coincided with the first 10 days of the month of Moharram on the 

Arabic lunar calendar, a time for sorrow and mourning for the shiite muslims. The 

head to head competition between the Islamic and Persian identities revealed 

more than the counterhegemonic allegiance of the youth culture to the “Persian” 
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culture; it indicates a deep rupture in the identity of Iranians, situating them in a 

liminal space between nationality and religion where the problematic of hybridity 

becomes ostensible (Khosravi, 2008).  

Such opportunities to subvert the dominant cultural codes are not rare; the 

Iranian youth live a life of daily resistance by engaging in a culture of 

consumption, dressing in Western attire and consuming illicit media (through 

satellite television, the Internet, and black market DVD sales) to name a few 

venues. For example, in the graphic novel Persepolis the protagonist furtively 

buys heavy metal CDs on the street from men in raincoats. However, to make 

their defiance public, the Third Generationers risk sometimes-severe 

consequences. Thus much of these subversions take place in the private space, 

making home alarmingly different from the public sphere where the Islamic law 

governs.  

Diaspora at Home 
 

If diasporas are characterized by the disjuncture between their private and 

public lives, then on a broader sense the people in Iran also lead diasporic lives 

and identify themselves as hybrid individuals. “The most conspicuous aspect of 

social life in post-revolutionary Iran is certainly its cultural duality between life in 

private and in public. The spatial division between the ʻunveiledʼ private and the 

ʻveiledʼ public … offers space for performing an illicit lifestyle” (Khosravi, 2008, p. 

123). This aspect of Iranian modern culture has been turned into a spectacle by 



47 

the foreign tourists and journalists who in the recent years (starting in mid-1990s 

when Khatamiʼs reformist government welcomed the foreign reporters into the 

country) have written and created documentaries that shed light on the double 

life that is now a trite part of many Iraniansʼ daily life. The feeling of being exiled 

in their own country allows this group of Iranians to relate to the diaspora abroad. 

This sense of belonging is reinforced by at least two decades of Tehrangeles 

monopoly over the national popular culture.  

The interdependency of the deterritorialized culture and the culture at the 

home country is not a novel notion. However, what distinguishes the case of 

Iranians is the tendency of those in Iran to self-identify with the diasporic culture 

and, more interestingly, not view it as a diapsoric culture per se, rather an illicit or 

dissident one.  Whereas to partake in a culture of diaspora one has to cross 

geographical borders, to be part of an illicit culture takes only the ideological 

defiance of the hegemonic culture. Thus, the hybrid identity, the feeling of 

liminality and the problematization of authenticity are shared among the Iranians 

both inside Iran and abroad.   
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Chapter Six: The Findings 
 

. Arashʼs Hindi inspired Persian song, Boro Boro, was an instant hit: it was 

already the number one selling single when it first appeared on the Swedish 

charts in October of 2004. Even the cynics were convinced that this was not a 

case of mere luck and an isolated incidence as his success spread to the rest of 

Europe and Warner Music of Sweden signed to produce his self-titled debut 

album in 2005 and more recently his second album called Donya – the World – in 

2008. As it will be discussed below, Donya is a collaborative project that 

manifests a hybrid mode of production for transnational consumption.  

The album Donya features Arashʼs collaboration with a number of non-

Iranian artists. Interestingly enough many of these artists too have a hyphenated 

identity. Shaggy is a prominent Jamaican-American reggae artist; Aneela is an 

up and coming Danish singer born to a Pakistani mother and an Indian-Iranian 

father; Rebecca Zadig is a Swedish singer with a Mexican heritage; finally 

Lumidee is an American rapper of Puerto Rican descent and has on occasion 

nicknamed herself the Queen of Spanish Harlem. Spatially mapping and 

temporally tracing the movements that frame the perspectives of these artists is 

crucial to comprehending the ethnoscapes through which the cultures have been 

relocated. To further borrow from Arjun Appaduraiʼs epitomized dimensions of 

cultural flow in a global system, the finanscapes, technoscapes, mediascapes 
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and ideoscapes that intersect and overlap at this site of imagination must be 

examined and understood, in how they facilitate and intersect with the diasporic 

ethnoscape. 

The Ethnoscapes: From Tehran to Malmo 
We reviewed already the diverse background of the artists featured in this 

album but it is simplistic and uninformed to reduce a long and complex history of 

movement across national and cultural boundaries to the mere border crossings 

of the artists and their parents. As Pieterse appropriately points out globalization 

is not a recent phenomenon; once historicized beyond the histories of the nation-

states, everyone is an immigrant. An unraveling of the histories of all migrations 

that frame Arashʼs music videos is out of the scope of this paper or any study for 

that matter. It is crucial, though, to note that the modern day Sweden is very 

much so affected – if not defined – by the on going massive migration from its 

neighbors as well as the former Yugoslavian countries, Iran, Iraq, and Chile to 

name a few. Today, of the 9.2 million population of Sweden, 16.7% were born or 

had at least one parent born outside of Sweden. Among these the Iranian with 

54,000 have the highest foreign-born population in Sweden after the Finns, 

Yugoslavs (the citizens of the now dissolved Republic of Yugoslavia) and Iraqis 

(Lewin, 2001, p. 122). Likewise Sweden is topped only by the United States, 

Canada, and Germany on the list of most common destinations for the Iranian 

migrants (Hakimzadeh, 2006). Due to its geographic proximity and accessibility 
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(relative to the US and Canada) and also its more lenient policies, Sweden like 

many other European countries has been an especially popular destination for 

the Iranian refugees. The term refugee is not used here as a purely legal one, 

although it encompasses the legal status as well; it is instead an indicator of the 

conditions influencing the migration. Seventy-five percent of the Iranians in 

Sweden have left Iran between 1984 and 1989 at the height of the turmoil that 

was brought forth by the ongoing war with Iraq, which exhausted the countryʼs 

human and financial resources, and the mass crackdown and execution of the 

political dissents. At the time of their immigration to Sweden many of these 

Iranians were politically affiliated students or war deserters (Lewin, 2001, p. 124). 

Quite understandably though many were ordinary families who were driven out of 

their homes by the threat of the War of the Cities during which Tehran and many 

other cities became targets for Iraqi missiles and bombs. Arashʼs family who left 

Iran in 1987 might or might not have been refugees in the legal sense of the word 

but it is probably safe to assume that it was a refuge that they sought in Sweden 

at such trying times. Arashʼs border crossing, thus, is one fueled by a radical 

enforcement of ideology and an untimely, racially charged war.  

The Finanscapes: Records No One Buys 
Seemingly Appaduraiʼs notion of finanscape point at corporate and 

national economies at a very macro level but it can be stretched to comment on 

the microeconomies of diasporic populations. Nevertheless, even when operating 
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in niche markets they affect and are affected by the global corporations.  Even 

though Arashʼs work was not produced by the small but prolific Iranian label 

companies of Los Angeles, it is subjected to similar limitations that their 

productions are.  

In diaspora, Persian music production has been defined or rather confined 

by two axes. Although in many cases the popular music produced outside of Iran 

is indistinguishable from what is produced inside Iran, the ban on popular music 

from abroad remains. The ban is enforced selectively, however. For instance 

there seems to be a silent compromise that allows for the filmmakers to make 

use of the music as diegetic sound and even permits the comedians on the state-

owned IRIB to spoof the songs. The second axis is the lack of copyright relations 

between Iran and other countries due to the fact that Iran is not a member of 

Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic work or its extension 

the World Intellectual Property Organization. This conveys that even if the ban is 

lifted and the albums are officially sold, the Iranian market inside Iran cannot be 

counted on as a source of revenue from album sales. In the recent years the 

government has been increasingly incapable of enforcing the copyright laws that 

must protect the domestic producers. The artists and producers have pleaded 

with the people not to buy CDs or DVDs from street vendors and black 

marketeers but there has been no change in policy that could in turn alter the 

infrastructure and culture of the black market.  
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So, although bringing and showcasing together a nationally or ethnically 

diverse set of artists may seem like a recognition of the demand for 

multiculturalism as a commodity, it has other economic incentives too. Tapping 

into other national and ethnic markets is a strategy that the diasporic media 

especially the music industry has employed to compensate for the loss of profit 

from its largest and most enthusiastic audience. In financing and investing in 

Arash or Donya, Warner Music has certainly considered both the demand for the 

exotic and the necessity of a multinational audience. 

The Technoscapes: Satellite and Digital Age 
 It is challenging to talk about technoscapes without succumbing to some 

form of technological determinism. We find it difficult to imagine what the current 

diasporic cultures would have been without the satellite technology or the 

Internet. Similarly it seems almost impossible to tap into such a diverse and 

geographically distant combination of national and niche markets in the absence 

of a digitized music format.  Thus we must remind ourselves that the constant 

alteration and transformation of the technoscapes is not an independent variable. 

It is the movement of skilled labor in the ethnoscape, the discovery of potentials 

in the finanscape, and the need for revised formats and media in mediascapes 

and ideoscapes that inadvertently shape the climate of the technoscapes.  

 On the technical production, Arashʼs videos have a much higher standard 

of production than the mainstream of Tehrangelesi videos. It was not until 2005 
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and the debut of the aforementioned music video director, Alec Cartio, that the 

status quo of video making in Tehrangeles began improving. Again it was the 

outside force, the emergent culture that challenged the conventions of the 

dominant culture – and was consequently adapted and assimilated. Ever since, 

other young directors and producers like Alex Ferra have emerged with their 

signature styles in Tehrangeles. Today the majority of Tehrangelesʼ production 

output has a polished, flamboyant look, although rarely do they have the audacity 

to put the Iranian global identity to question and reflect on the implications of 

being a hybrid individual in a world beyond Los Angeles.  

Mediascapes: Why music videos? 
In their analysis of representations of the racialized female body and 

sexuality in music videos, Railton & Watson point out that an obvious but 

sometimes forgotten fact about music videos, which is that they  

have an avowedly commercial agenda. Indeed, while it may be 

possible to discuss them as, say, an art form in their own right or 

precisely in terms of the politics of representation, they are first and 

foremost a commercial for an associated but distinct consumer 

product (2005, p. 52). 

To agree with their prioritization of music videosʼ function is to confirm that music 

videos are stabilizing agents that only further naturalize the gendered nature of 

common sense, as defined by Gramsci, without challenging or altering what is 
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dictated as comforting and familiar by the hegemonic discourse. After all why 

disrupt the hegemonic order if mass appeal and persuasion is the ultimate goal? 

Perhaps because as Fredric Jameson suggests the boundary between high 

culture and commercial culture has blurred so much that “aesthetic production 

today has become integrated into commodity production” (2001/2006, pg. 483-5). 

Drawing a distinctive line between what medium may be a venue for challenging 

the ruling ideology and what medium may not is futile; issuing a concrete verdict 

that confines an after all aesthetically created text to a purely commercial context 

is doing just that. Moreover, even assuming that music videos are stabilizing 

agents, we should ask ourselves which cultural hegemony they are stabilizing 

when they are created in an interstitial space between several cultures. What is 

subversive in one discourse can be stabilizing in another. Nevertheless, there is 

not one universal discourse that supersedes all other cultural and political power 

structures. Although the defenders of global homogenization theory may differ on 

the existence of a global hegemony, authors like Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Hamid 

Naficy, Arjun Appadurai, Jesus Martin-Barbero, and Joseph Straubhaar have 

repeatedly articulated the reasons why the global flow of culture and imagery 

does not replicate the path of McDonaldization. The removal of agency from the 

local cultures, the assumption of a pre-existing authenticity, and overlooking 

regional power blocs by adhering to a center-periphery model are some of the 

critiques directed at the homogenization narrative of globalization.  
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 So returning to the question with which this section began, pop music 

videos are chosen because of the postmodern way in which they complicate the 

dichotomy of commercial and legitimate art. Secondly, Arashʼs music videos are 

especially remarkable because they are financed by one of the global media 

conglomerates that are often under the scrutinizing criticism of globalization 

skeptics. Yet as Kumar & Curtin (2003) suggest, there is a “plurality of meanings” 

even in an ostensibly global product.  

Devouring the Other 
In early 1990s Jon May, a British scholar of geography, examined a 

gentrified North London neighborhood in terms of the lifestyle habits of the “new 

cultural class” of artists, entertainers and other media professionals. In a few 

simple but revealing sentences one of Mayʼs interviewees manifests the notion of 

multiculturalism as a consumer good: 

I just love it. I love it because itʼs different – a little taste of 

something more exotic … Most days I might have an Indian meal, 

or a Thai meal or a Chinese meal, or a vegetarian take-away, or 

pasta. I never just have a cheese omelette, never, itʼs boring… (as 

cited in Jackson, 2004, p. 100) 

Bell Hooks (1979/2006) refers to this as “eating the Other,” attesting that “a 

commodity culture provides an opportunity to consume the products of various 
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different ethnicities in a highly contrived and controlled way, strictly on the 

consumerʼs own terms” (Hooks, 1979/2006; Jackson, 2004, p. 100). 

Ignacio (2005) also considers the multicultural policies and "diversity talks" 

that try to incorporate the marginalized culture into the mainstream but often they 

result in discourses that essentialize, commodify and flatten the marginal culture 

in an attempt to celebrate it. Thereby, the social and global inequalities that lead 

to the marginalization are overlooked in favor of the feeling of security that "blind 

faith" in pluralism offers.  

This is also fetishizing cultural difference. As Hall explains fetishism is the 

substitution of a “powerful but forbidden force” with an “object” (1997a, p. 266-7). 

To go even further back in the discourse of fetish though, Freud defined it as the 

displacement of desire to other parts of body in the absence of a phallus. Here, a 

meaningful inter-culture experience is forbidden in fear of the Other and therefore 

absent. Instead that desire is transfixed on consuming what is deemed to be a 

little taste of another culture, be it food, religion, dance, or music. These snippets 

are highly dehistoricized and essentialized to the extent that seaweed-wrapped 

rice is understood to be a stand-in for Japan and a sari-clad woman a double for 

the Indian subcontinent. The same fetishized demand for difference affects the 

consumption of images and imaginations. This can be traced in the celebratory 

markings of difference in Arashʼs music videos.  



57 

Many of the music videos begin with an inscription that indicates a foreign 

locale: Tokyo, Japan in Donya; Poprad, Slovakia in Chori Chori; and Jaimanitas, 

Cuba in Suddenly. In the latter, three other locations are introduced during the 

video, Manaus in Brazil, Wamba in Kenya, and Los Angeles in the USA. From 

these three locations fly in Arashʼs superheroes, but before they do they are 

momentarily depicted in their “authentic” setting. As images 1 thru 3 illustrate, this 

authenticity is marked by a rainforest, supposedly Amazon, in Brazil, an elephant 

in Kenya, a skyscraper in Los Angeles and in Donyaʼs case, a karaoke club in 

Tokyo. So not only engaging with the foreign Other is replaced by a fixation on 

foreign locales, the foreign locale is essentialized to meet the expectations of the 

consumer. The reassertions of difference are disseminated throughout the music 

videos. In the opening shots of Temptation, a Russian version of an earlier song 

by the same name but this time with the collaboration of Blestyashie (a Russian 

girl band), Arash walks into a fantastic palace that reminds one of Arabian Nights 

and while doing so he passes by an absurdly out of place statue of Buddha (see 

image 4). Other examples include the use of belly dancers as stand-ins for the 

absent native women in Donya, Suddenly and Tike Tike and exotic props such 

as pomegranates in Temptation (Image 5).  

In the Japanese karaoke bar there are expectedly Japanese men and 

surprisingly an all-white cast of women, clearly marking a racial difference that 

will be discussed later in terms of its racial politics. Of course to add to the salad 
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bowl, enter an Iranian-Swede and a Jamaican-American to entertain the crowd. 

The salad bowl metaphor is used here because of the minimal engagement 

between these multicultural elements. Except for the overtly enthusiastic female 

audience who problematically leave their Japanese companions to “party” with 

Arash and Shaggy, no one appears to be in fact celebrating the diversity in the 

room. Even the two young men who karaoke sing to Arashʼs 2004 hit at the 

opening scene of the video make little attempt at looking as if they are enjoying 

themselves. Therefore the cameraʼs engagement with its hybrid subjects 

resembles that of the audience and the subject. In other words the body and the 

language – in its most superficial sense – become the ultimate site where 

difference is manifested. One could dismiss this argument by blaming the quality 

of the production for such aloofness but, as exemplified in image 6, a frame-by-

frame examination of this video reveals the level of time and attention spent on 

the visual aesthetics. The superficial representation of this mélange may not and 

most likely is neither intentional nor accidental. Instead it is a reflection of the 

cultural discourse and the global economy that shape it.  

In this context, language is another marker of difference that is 

consistently used to exoticize Arash and the other artists. Having grown up in 

Sweden he certainly is fluent in Swedish and has demonstrated his English skills 

in interviews, yet in all of but a few of his released tracks he sings in Persian. 

Surprisingly even the few exceptions are not in Swedish but Russian. According 
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to an interview cited in an album review Arash is given instruction by the 

producers to write his songs in Persian but also keep it simple and easy to listen 

and sing long to for the non-Iranian audience (“Review of Donya”). A foreign 

language is thus utilized to exoticize the final product just the right amount. Any 

less, it would be mediocre and any more it would be too foreign. That brings us to 

the question of how the Iranian identity of Arash is negotiated which can only be 

answered by contextualizing it in the Iranian diasporic discourse, especially 

around popular culture.  

Politics of Representing Hybridity  
Arashʼs route is important because he is an outsider to Tehrangeles and 

this is apparent in his willingness to negotiate his identity in terms of and/and 

rather than the neither/nor sense of belonging that a liminal space imposes. 

Perhaps this best illustrates the distinction the author sees between a liminal and 

an interstitial space. Both were introduced as models for considering the Iranian 

diaspora by Naficy. The former positions the diasporic subject in a paralyzing 

uncertainty as he finds himself unable to belong to either of the cultures. The 

latter model empowers the subject with the ability to rethink, negotiate and 

articulate her identity in relation to the multiple cultures she belongs to. Arashʼs 

music is created in just such interstitial space but whether or not it is produced in 

an interstitial mode is subject to discussion. Naficy lists six characteristics for the 

interstitial mode: a low budget, multiplication of labor, multilinguality, delayed and 
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slow distribution, and the meager output. Warner Musicʼs financing of Arashʼs 

work causes it to fail in five of the six criteria so the question that arises is 

whether only an interstitial mode of production can output an interstitial text.  

Moya Luckettʼs (2003) Goodness Gracious Me is an example of media 

created in a discursive third space without the production mode necessarily 

qualifying as interstitial. Perhaps Naficy would consider Goodness Gracious Me a 

case of ethnic television but the author believes that interstitiality is a much more 

liberating framework for looking at the texts of this study as they constantly move 

back and forth between cultures and cultural discourses. In doing so they 

stabilize and subvert hegemonies at the same time. This is most apparent in their 

politics of representing difference.  

Race & Gender  
It was mentioned earlier that there is a bizarre racial and gender divide in 

the casting of Donya. With no explanation offered, a karaoke club in Tokyo is 

shown to have an all white female and all native (Japanese) male patronage. As 

the music video starts two men in business suits make a weak attempt at signing 

Boro Boro as the unimpressed club patron watch.  The DJ interrupts and stops 

the music to announce that Shaggy and Arash are in the house. Enter the 

celebrities guarded by skin baring female bodyguards and attack dogs. Image 7 

illustrates the lack of communication and interaction between the two raced 

genders while Arash and Shaggy enter in the background. As they take the stage 
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and start singing, the white females who up to now looked bored and unsatisfied 

by their Japanese companions grow interested and almost ecstatic, pushing 

away the adamantly flirtatious Japanese men to party with the Iranian-Swede and 

the Jamaican-American. This effectively dismisses the possibility of the 

Japanese men as sexually appealing males in a heteronormative context. The 

otherizing of the Japanese men is both in terms of race and gender. Their 

business attire adhere to the stereotype of the Asians race as one that is so 

focused on work it never learns to enjoy itself. Furthermore, he fact that the 

identical black suit, white shirt and black tie outfit is picked for the entire cast of 

men, except for the DJ who supposedly knows how to have fun, is an indicator of 

how reductive the representation is. The same “all work and no play” image is 

used to emasculate this racial Other to neutralize its sexual threat. . It confirms 

the global hyper masculinity of the singers, and presumably their fans, as well. 

In his analysis of Iranian exile music videos Naficy lists “death videos,” 

“videos of nostalgia and return,” “militia videos,” and “hybrid videos” as the 

genres the exilic music videos usually fall into (1998/2002, p. 236-241). However, 

that classification needs to be modified to meet the more recent genre evolutions. 

The explicitly political death and militia music videos have completely 

disappeared. In return one could potentially argue that there exists a “white girl 

video” genre that is not necessarily hybrid. In these music videos a young white 

female body is exhibited as she attempts to seductively dance to the very 



62 

exclusively Iranian 6/8 rhythm of a middle-aged male pop singerʼs music. The 

result is awkwardly humorous but intellectually disturbing. 

The representation of an idealized female body in Arashʼs videos is 

reminiscent of the described Tehrangelesi genre but disrupts the genre by 

granting more agency to the female fictional characters. In Chori Chori, the main 

stand-off is between Aneelaʼs character and a female Slovakian officer played by 

the Slovakian supermodel Daniela Dršková. Whereas Drškováʼs sexuality is 

contained and controlled in a civil manner that is expected from a white woman, 

Aneelaʼs is on exhibition; yet the disruption lies in the power Aneela has over the 

gaze and the gazer. She inverts the direction of the essentializing arrow and, as 

image 8 illustrates, reductively sexualizes the men in the boardroom. In fact she 

uses the male gaze to free herself from the hegemonic order of Aqua City.  

 On that note it is only appropriate to shift gears and examine the 

representation of Arash himself as a diasporic subject. As it was hinted at in the 

last paragraph, Chori Chori can be seen as a loose allegory of the international 

politics where two racial Others, Arash from Iran and Aneela from Pakistan and 

India, upset the order and stability of a white world, manifested in the SWAT 

team and the corporate board meeting. Parodying the Hollywood action thrillers 

the chase comes to an end with a choreographed dance, satirizing the SWAT 

teamʼs overreaction to a harmless pair. This reassertion of self as a peaceful 

being plays a dominant role in the post-9/11 Iranian diasporic identity. Predictably 
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the Tehrangeles media has so far dealt with this problem by distancing the 

“authentic” Iranian identity from the Islamic one, emphasizing frequently that 

Iranians are not Arabs, but Persians and Aryan cousins to the European whites. 

Thereby they have fostered the further naturalization of the stereotypes of Arabs 

and Muslims. The racialized Arash in fact distorts and challenges the comforting 

– and problematically so – image of Iranians as raceless whites. A similar 

challenge to the white hegemonic power can be seen in Suddenly where Arash in 

a black suit and bow tie, a la James Bond, along with his superwomen from 

Brazil, Kenya and the US, saves the world from Cuba. As Hall quotes Mary 

Douglas in the interview conducted by Sut Jhally for Media Education Foundation 

this is a case of “matter out of place” that upsets the order. We expect James 

Bond to save the world from Cuba; however, underlying that expectation is a 

presumption that James Bond is a white male and Cuba is the racial and 

ideological Other. In Suddenly not only is the racial Other James Bond (image 9) 

but also the antagonists – spoofed by tacky names like Mr. Badness – are white 

males.  

In the Russian version of Temptation, the chorus sings about Eastern tales 

and as mentioned the music video takes place in a palace reminiscent of Aladdin. 

A part of Arashʼs lyrics translate to 

Hey girl, beauty 

I like you very much 
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I have three wives 

And you'll be the fourth one 

which obviously makes a reference to the Islamic marriage law that permits up to 

four wives for a Muslim man. Although because of the language barrier this 

songʼs lyrics are not immediately accessible to the Persian speaking audiences, 

it articulates what the imageries of Chori Chori and Suddenly connotate: an 

identity that is distinct from the mainstream enunciations of an Iranian self. 

Instead of marking the perceived difference between the Middle Eastern Muslim 

and the Persian selves, it reconciles the two, embracing hybridity and negotiation 

as the answer to the Iranian identity crisis. On the other hand, when decoded as 

a transnational European music video, the enunciation of an ethnic identity is not 

so subversive. One can contend that it is a mere reproduction of the hegemonic 

discourse of fetishizing the racialized Other. Thus, the multiple contestation of the 

hybrid identity translates to multiple contestation of the hybrid text.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 
 

This project began with the ambition to explore the contemporary, post-

satellite music video scene of the Iranian diasporic televisions and identify the 

elements that have made the music videos of 2000s so distinct yet continual of 

the Tehrangelesi trend. I chose Arashʼs music videos as they seemed to be a 

manifestation of challenge to the otherwise uncontested authority of Tehrangeles 

in what constituted as popular culture. Not only is the sound of Arashʼs music 

different from the repetitious 6/8 beat that one associates with Tehrangelesi 

music, the videos are refreshingly novel in concept and presentation.  

Yet, a cross-section of the scapes proved them to have much more 

complex terrains. The hegemonic power of Tehrangeles in establishing the 

meaning of being an Iranian in diaspora, the emerging popular culture in Iran, the 

new understanding of Iranians as diasporas at home, and the pitfalls of 

technological determinism were just a few of conditions that made this terrain 

difficult to maneuver. I endeavored to cover as much ground as possible by 

making two analytical approaches to the music videos. The first was to examine 

them at the junction of Appaduraiʼs scapes of the global culture flows and the 

second to conduct a textual analysis of these videos for clues about the position 

of the Iranian Self in a manifoldly hybridized culture.  
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Although Arash has an international fan base (mostly in Europe) that has 

grown even larger since he collaborated with an Azeri singer on a song that won 

the second place in the televoting of 2009 Eurovision Song Contest, a quick scan 

of the comments on his online-streamed music videos illustrates his popularity 

among Iranian audiences. After all, it is the Iranian audiences who feel the most 

cultural proximity to him because of the language accessibility if nothing else.  

To better know the Iranian audiences I looked at both the Iranians in the 

diaspora and those living in Iran. I contend that although hybridity is not an 

immediately visible issue for the domestic audiences, they also struggle with 

nostalgia for an unlived past, disjuncture between life in public and private 

spaces, and the possibility, or lack thereof, for reconciliation between the 

differentiated religious and national identities. This is not to blatantly ignore the 

complications of diasporic lives or essentialize the two audiences to one. 

However, years of popular culture vacuum in Iran led the audiences inside Iran to 

self-identify with a diasporic popular culture that was in fact as much removed 

from the reality of everyday life in Iran as the IRIBʼs propaganda. Additionally, 

because of its ideological stance, the mainstream Tehrangeles hardly left the 

state of liminality and nostalgia owing to the fact that it could not fathom engaging 

with the cultural institutions without being labeled an accomplice of the Islamic 

Republic. 
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With the growth of the globalizing trends, more artists (inside and outside 

Iran) find interstitial spaces between the IRIB – Tehrangeles dichotomy to 

articulate, redefine and negotiate their selfhood within a national, transnational 

and global context. As Hall reminded us in Encoding/Decoding, however, the 

resulting text is often not decoded within the same cultural and discursive 

context. We saw how when encoded in different contexts, the image can 

transform from subversive, to stabilizing, to compromising. Contrary to theories of 

late capitalism, there exists no universal hegemony and for that reason, there is 

no text that is universally disruptive or conforming.  

These music videos featuring Arash may be read as reproductions of the 

fetishized difference and multiculturalism in the broad transnational context but 

when decoded within the discourse of a deterritorialized, yet culturally proximate 

audience, they prove to be challenging the hegemonic order of popular culture 

productions. The animated image with which Suddenly begins provides perhaps 

the best summary of this analysis. As image 10 illustrates we see planet Earth 

from the outer space but through the inscription of Arashʼs name. As if to say the 

world may be globalized and what you are about to see may be a transnational 

text that has transcended many cultural and national borders in order to reach 

you; but for you to engage with it, you should know that this comes from a 

specific temporal, geographical and cultural point where Arash stands.  Cameron 

Cartioʼs utopian vision of art that transcends all markers of difference is not a site 
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for revisiting and rethinking because in a perfect world there are no domineering 

power structures that would dictate a hegemonic discourse. With no forces 

pulling on oneʼs imagination of Self and Other, what is there to negotiate? 

Despite their shortcomings Arashʼs videos create that interstitial third space that 

allows for reflecting on the roots and focusing on the routes – to use Paul Gilroyʼs 

terminology.  
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Images 
 

 
Image 1. Suddenly – Arash feat. Rebecca 

 
Image 2. Suddenly – Arash feat. Rebecca 
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Image 3. Suddenly – Arash feat. Rebecca 

 
 
 

 
Image 4. Temptation – Arash feat. Blestyashie 
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Image 5. Temptation – Arash feat. Blestyashie 

 
 
 
 

 
Image 6. Donya – Arash feat. Shaggy 
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Image 7. Donya – Arash feat. Shaggy 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Image 8.  Chori Chori – Arash feat. Aneela  
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Image 9. Suddenly – Arash feat. Rebecca 

 
 
 
 

 
Image 10.  Suddenly – Arash feat. Rebecca 
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