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I argue that the ways in which members of the youth generation in Cairo, Egypt 

consume Arabic-language popular music, and the aesthetic criteria by which they 

evaluate the worth of various songs and singers, constitute a key component, along with 

corresponding criteria of political, racial, gendered, and cultural authenticity of Egyptian 

subjectivity, of a new form of Egyptian gendered national subjectivity in postcolonial 

modernity.  These aesthetic and authenticating criteria are fundamentally interrelated, as 

one’s consumer preferences within genres of Egyptian popular music are often taken as 

indicative of the nature of one’s Egyptian subjectivity.  For previous generations in 

postcolonial Egypt, discriminating taste for high modernist aesthetics in popular music, 

especially the singer Umm Kulth m, comprised an aspect of desirable cultural modernity 

and authenticity.  This aesthetic has been superseded among contemporary youth by an 

emphasis on direct emotional evocation as an index of authenticity.  Correspondingly, 

youth in Cairo have come to judge the authenticity of their Egyptian subjectivity against 

the political subjectivity of their elders’ generations, and the authenticity of their 

gendered, racial, and cultural subjectivities against those of the West and those of other 

Arab countries, most particularly Lebanon.   
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Notes on transliteration 

 

In general, I have followed the transliteration system of the International Journal 

of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES).  Names that have a commonly accepted English 

transliteration, such as Hosni Mubarak, have been given as such.  In the interest of 

consistency, I have used a relatively formal system of transcription for artists’ names, 

since some can be (and are) transliterated in a multitude of ways from one medium to 

another.  This may seem superfluous or even condescending for artists such as Amr 

Diy b (Amr Diab), whose names are relatively easy to transcribe and may even have a 

preferred English spelling for commercial purposes, but, given the proliferation of 

idiosyncratic transcriptions for names like Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b, it seemed a necessary 

resort. 

More often than not, I have transcribed Egyptian Colloquial Arabic (ECA) 

utterances with many (if not all) of the Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) phones, in order 

to clarify the speaker’s meaning; Arabic speakers, I presume, can intuit the nuances of 

pronunciation that characterize Cairene Arabic.  Since song texts are heavily dependent 

on the interplay of phones and musical composition, I have transcribed them to reflect the 

sounds actually heard on the recordings.   
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CHAPTER 1. 
Introduction 

 
This dissertation focuses on the pop music consumption of Cairene youth, and the 

aesthetic criteria by which they evaluate and appreciate both the music itself and the 

professional singers who perform it.  At the same time, I intend to demonstrate that these 

young music listeners tend to judge music not only against aesthetic criteria, but also 

against nationalist, gender-inflected, and racialized criteria — all of which are mutually 

influential and constitutive.  These listening practices have acquired such broad and deep 

cultural resonances and freighted meanings in response to the important position that 

popular music has come to occupy in Egypt’s project of postcolonial modernity, and in 

the resulting discourses of authentic identity. 

Cairenes tend to perceive Egyptian national identity as in dialogue with other 

potential identities: certainly with a supposed monolithic “West,” for which the United 

States often serves as metonym, but also with various iterations of Arab political and 

cultural subjectivity.  As I shall discuss at length, Cairenes can, depending on context, 

contrast their own perceived Egyptian identity with pan-Arab national identity, with 

regional Arab identity (particularly with the countries of the Arabian Gulf), or with 

particular territorial nationalities, especially with Lebanon.  This interplay of national and 

cultural subjectivities has long been a component of the discourse of modernity in Egypt, 

and Cairenes take its implications very seriously when working through their 

understanding of their own authenticity as Egyptians. 

The question of appropriate gender roles and gendered behavior has long factored 

into Egyptians’ discourses of nationalism, modernity, and authenticity.  In terms of my 
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research, this preoccupation with good and bad articulations of gender-national 

subjectivity arises in music consumers’ judgments of the relative respectability of various 

singers, and in young people’s constant attention to their own embodied subjectivities.  

These two sets of judgments frequently interact with each other as popular singers 

function as potential role models to consumers, and people’s self-identifications and 

concern about others’ judgments influence the choices they make in publicly consuming 

certain kinds of popular culture. 

Finally, a particular criterion of aesthetic judgment – that of emotional evocation 

– has become a prominent factor in how young people consume popular music, especially 

as distinct from the ways in which preceding generations approach music as consumers.  

This generational distinction assumes larger analytical import in that young people and 

old people tend to have irreconcilably different understandings of what constitutes 

‘authentic’ Egyptian music, and therefore of whom may be judged an ‘authentic’ 

Egyptian consumer of music.  Given the pride of place that popular music has held in the 

project of Egyptian nationalist cultural modernity, with all its attendant implications of 

the authenticity or inauthenticity of different cultural forms, this shift in aesthetic criteria 

comprises an important component in the dynamic process of Egypt’s postcolonial 

discourse of cultural modernity, and thus the criteria for determining who is and is not an 

authentic Egyptian. 

Origin myths 

My interest in contemporary Egyptian popular music began with a conversation 

with a colleague at the University of Texas, at a time when I was in the throes of 
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confusion over what on earth I planned to study during my time in graduate school.  I had 

entered the Folklore and Cultural Studies program in the Department of Anthropology 

knowing only that I was intrigued by the relationship between popular music and 

nationalism, and I had originally entertained a vague idea of building upon research I had 

conducted as an undergraduate that had touched upon such a relationship in the United 

States.  I quickly discovered that my heretofore accumulated theoretical knowledge was 

insufficient for me to explain such a research concept satisfactorily to my fellow students, 

much less compose a coherent and structurally sound field research grant.  This 

realization occasioned the first of many personal crises in my graduate career; my angst 

did not begin to clear until an elder colleague brought up the name of Umm Kulth m, the 

late, widely celebrated Egyptian singer, and explained to me that she had been closely 

tied to Gamal Abdel Nasser’s anticolonial nationalist government during her lifetime.  

My project has proceeded from this starting point. 

For reasons of ethnographic affinity as well as theoretical interest in 

contemporary music, my research developed a focus on the music that has succeeded or, 

arguably, displaced the repertory of Umm Kulth m — that is, the music to which 

Egyptians listen now, decades after the great singer’s death in 1975.  As I shall discuss at 

length in this chapter, my focus thereupon raised some productively provocative 

questions, not least because many Egyptians consider contemporary popular music of so 

little artistic value that they could scarcely believe that I wished to treat it as the subject 

of serious academic inquiry.  And, were I in their place, I would very likely voice similar 

incredulity.  The great mass of contemporary Egyptian pop music is intensely formulaic, 
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superficial, and uncomplicated; it is commercially produced, commercially driven, and 

distributed through commercial networks by multinational companies who compete 

fiercely to wring profits from a saturated market whose profitability perennially hangs in 

doubt.  These economic factors contribute to (but do not fully explain) the superficiality 

and disposability of many of the pop songs that Cairenes can hear for a day, a week, or a 

month, until the selections on the radio and music television channels are refreshed to 

showcase the new flavor of the moment.  Some people to whom I explained that my 

university and the United States government had seen fit to grant me a research 

fellowship in order to travel to Egypt, live among Egyptians, and study their young 

people’s bubblegum pop plainly believed that I was either a liar or a madman. 

And, lest I be mistaken for a fatuous cheerleader for ‘the music of the people’, I 

will make clear that, in my professional and personal judgment, much of this music is 

terrible.  Many songs fulfill the aesthetic charges, launched by critics of the contemporary 

pop market in Egypt, of superficiality, meaninglessness, gratuitous resort to eroticism, 

and crass pandering to mass-market tastes.  I do not see how it could be otherwise, given 

the conditions of the Arabic-language culture industry’s multinational capitalist structure, 

which reminds me of nothing so much as the intensely corporate country music industry 

in the United States that operates out of Nashville.  Given the internet-borne destruction 

in the twenty-first century of the Egyptian music industry’s old profit model of retail 

sales of cassettes, vinyl LPs and CDs, augmented by public concerts, Egyptian music 

executives are understandably frantic to record and distribute as much music as they can; 

to the best of my judgment, they believe that they can assess in relatively short order the 
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most popular new releases, direct their marketing resources toward the most promising 

singers, and discard the market failures while grooming new possibilities.  Such a mode 

of thinking encourages the publication and distribution of a great deal of dross as well as 

good music, since the only way to test an executive’s recruiting instincts is to release a 

song (in both video and audio formats) and wait for the market consumers to react.   

At the same time, I hold far more respect for the output of some active musicians 

in Cairo than hold some of their compatriots, and I do not subscribe to the idea, which I 

shall discuss at length in Chapter 2, that everything produced nowadays is categorically 

inferior to what came before.  On a purely aesthetic level, I would criticize this attitude 

simply for assuming the same evaluative parameters for different genres of music, when 

these genres not only possess but in fact require very distinct sets of evaluative criteria.  

And, moving beyond aesthetic matters, I will argue throughout this dissertation that how 

a Cairene perceives the relative value of a song has much to do with his or her generation 

in Egyptian society, and thus with the particular societal concerns that are likely to weigh 

upon the listener. 

Egyptian musical genres 

My thinking has always divided the popular music of Egypt into three broad 

categories, which correspond, however roughly, with a hierarchy of taste cultures.  While 

this paper will concern itself primarily with the newest of the three genres, it is necessary 

to describe all of them, so that the reader has some idea of the relationships between the 

musical forms, as well as the social relations of the listeners. 
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arab 

The genre of popular music, encompassing both vocal and instrumental 

performances, that has traditionally defined the Arabic-language music industry is, oddly 

enough, difficult to name precisely in Arabic.  In her biography of Umm Kulth m, 

Virginia Danielson notes the proliferation of terms used by different sources, with 

accordingly different implications: “a l (authentic), tur th (heritage), klas k  (classical), 

and muta awwir (advanced or developed)” were all used by various informants of hers to 

describe the repertory of Umm Kulth m (1997:14).  I have encountered a similar 

proliferation in my own field research, albeit with fewer academic overtones than the 

corpus of phrases that Danielson heard.  Some people whom I know refer to this music as 

al-m s q  al-qad ma (old music); others say al-m s q  al-kl s kiyya (classical music); 

still others, especially professional musicians of my acquaintance, prefer m s q  al-

tur th (the music of heritage).  The last term is most expressive of the attitude that many 

feel toward this genre, which, for reasons I shall discuss below, is strongly associated not 

only with an earlier epoch of Egyptian cultural history, but with the heyday of pan-Arab 

nationalism as well.  In fact, those acquaintances who used the term tur th tended to slip 

freely and confusingly between connotations of Egyptian national heritage and pan-Arab 

ethno-linguistic heritage.  While such a slippage can be ethnographically revealing, it is 

nonetheless troublesome for taxonomy.  However, since a great deal of the music referred 

to thusly – particularly the corpus of Umm Kulth m – was composed during the 

twentieth century, and refers self-consciously to such heritage links rather than manifests 

them, I am not comfortable using the phrase m s q  al-tur th unproblematically.   
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For my purposes, both in this paper and in the field, I have settled on a taxonomic 

neologism of my own device, based upon another descriptive term used by at least a few 

Egyptians: m s q  al- arab (the music of enchantment).  A similar usage can be found in 

A.J. Racy (2003), although Racy, I should point out, does not use the term quite as 

taxonomically as I do.  The word arab refers to the hypnotic enchantment or state of 

transported engagement that falls upon people who experience something especially 

beautiful, e.g., listen to particularly beautiful music.  The word, although not confined 

either to music or even to a genre of music in lexicographic terms, is most often applied 

to situations involving this older form of popular music.  Racy illuminates this point by 

parsing the taxonomic implications in this way: 

… [T]he word is used generically as a reference to the indigenous, 
essentially secular music of Near-Eastern Arab cities.  In other words, it denotes 
the theoretically based, modally structured, and professionally oriented tradition 
of music making, a domain that Western scholars sometimes refer to as “art 
music.”  The term arab is similar in meaning to the word fann, which literally 
means “art,” or “craft,” and has been used in reference to the local urban music.  
Quite prevalent is the expression fann al- arab, which means “the art of arab” 
and similarly denotes the music as an artistic domain.  In a more specific sense 
however, the word “ arab” refers to an older repertoire, which is rooted in the pre-
World-War I musical practice of Egypt and the East-Mediterranean Arab world 
and is directly associated with emotional evocation. (Racy 2003:5-6) 

 
There is, then, a powerful associative link between the evocation of arab and the 

performance of this genre of music.  Moreover, I found that most of my friends in Egypt 

considered the idea of other genres of Arabic pop music inspiring the feeling of arab to 

be, at best, humorous.  Because the link in popular imagination between the emotion of 

arab and this genre of neo-classical music is so strong, I habitually used this phrase to 

describe the musical genre itself. 
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M s q  al- arab is the style of music performed by the iconic singers of Egyptian 

popular music in the mid-twentieth century: Layl  Mur d, Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b, 

Far d al-A rash, Abd al- al m fi , and the most iconic of all, Umm Kulth m (See 

Chapter 2, Fig. 1-4).1  Abd al- al m fi  (See Chapter 2, Fig. 5) is something of an 

odd man out in this grouping, since he pursued a slightly different compositional and 

performative aesthetic than did his predecessors.  (He was several decades younger than 

his colleagues named here.)  Some of my historically minded respondents told me that, in 

the early days of Abd al- al m’s career, he was considered a youthful, vulgar upstart by 

cultural mandarins accustomed, by the dominant style of the first half of the twentieth 

century, to longer songs and slower passages; nowadays, however, young people perceive 

Abd al- al m as either a member of the arab  category, or as a bridge between arab 

and the genres of popular music arose later in the latter half of the twentieth century, 

which I shall describe below. 

Sha biyya 

A newer genre of popular music began to appear in the 1970s.  This genre, which 

is known as al-m s q  al-sha biyya (literally “popular music,” and idiomatically 

“working-class music”), derives much of its vocal style and lyric composition from the 

folk music tradition of the maww l.  The maww l, technically speaking, is a variant of 

the zajal poetic form, composed in colloquial Arabic, and characterized by wordplay and 

an affinity for conscious violations on the composer’s part of the prosodic rules usually 

1 See Chapter 2 for an explanation of the aesthetics of production and consumption of 
m s q  al- arab. 
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applied to poetry in Classical Arabic.  The word maww l in Egypt has also come to 

denote a folk song genre characterized by wordplay and a high-pitched ‘crying’ 

intonation in the singer’s voice, often composed to comment on local issues  (Sal m 

1999:5-7,15-17; Racy 2003:160).  In its urban recorded variant, such a song may be 

considered part of the corpus of sha biyya. 

Sha b  singers often make use of a short phrase excerpted from the song text to 

serve as a vehicle for numerous high-pitched variations on the basic melody.  The songs 

of this genre range in lyrical content from extremely simple repetitions of a single phrase 

to poetic texts; songwriters frequently use bawdy imagery or double entendre as stylistic 

devices, especially in comparison to other musical forms in Egypt.  Sha b  songs, like 

songs in every genre of Egyptian popular music, may treat the subject of romantic desire, 

but by common reputation, they are more often litanies of mundane complaints of the 

narrator.  A respondent who avidly follows popular music disdained much of sha biyya 

as vulgar and whiny, particularly the lyrical emphasis on non-romantic subject matter: 

“It’s like crying, you know?  All about ‘Oh, my friends did this to me, I don’t have any 

money’.”  At the same time, the underground nature of much of the genre and its 

cassette-based industry, the potential for bawdiness and the relative lack of focus on 

romance allow sha biyya the possibility of commenting directly on social matters in a 

manner to which other genres do not easily lend themselves.  In addition, the genre’s 

compositional vehicle of “ordinary street language and witty, even irreverent street 

attitudes in its song texts” (Marcus 2007:161) wins it the affection of many working-class 

Cairenes. 
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Although it is highly stigmatized among the haute bourgeoisie, who consider the 

musical genre to inhabit a low taste culture, a great many Cairenes listen to sha biyya at 

least once in a while.  In recent years, different registers of sha biyya have articulated 

themselves: while some performers, notably ak m, have invested their music with a 

great deal of professionalism and have won some respect from the cultural establishment 

as working musicians (Marcus 2007:165-166)2, others trade on the bawdier and less 

critically acceptable aspects of the genre.  In particular, Sha b n Abd al-Ra m, whom 

virtually all elite music critics and aficionados loathe, practically wallows in his public 

image as an ignorant, untalented, and disrespectable character (Cf. Grippo 2006)3.  And 

even decades before such a high-low distinction could be made within sha biyya, 

cultivated music listeners in Cairo could observe (or admit) that the sha b  singer A mad 

Adawiyya’s songs, while superficial and often vulgar, could also contain or convey “a 

touch of arab” (Racy 1982:401). 

Walter Armbrust suggests that part of the popularity of sha b  music lies in its 

willingness to critique social conditions and mock what he regards as a declining 

modernist aesthetic that reverberates in social and governmental policy (1996:173-190).  

More generally, sha biyya seems to hold the same sort of appeal to Egyptians as does 

country music to Americans: that is, much of the genre revels in the “abject sublime” 

2 ak m, as I was told by some of my informants, was selected to perform at the 2006 
Nobel Prize ceremony as a representative of Egyptian culture, although I was unable to 
confirm the exact nature of the engagement. 
3 Oddly, Sha b n has been cast in several television serials that have aired during the 
Ramadan high season; these Ramadan serials are, in the hierarchy of Egyptian popular 
culture, leagues above the kind of music he performs. 
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quality of complaining about the sheer mundanity of the narrator’s problems (Cf. Fox 

2004b).  Beyond reveling in its own low-class reputation, though, sha biyya also 

resembles American country music by evoking “a sense of local identity, tradition and 

heritage, and the aura of authenticity” (Grippo 2007:259). 

ak m and several other sha b  performers are attempting to forge careers that 

cross over into higher-status musical genres, or at least expand their market as far as 

possible beyond their native locales.  An indicator of this effort is their willingness to 

invest in the production of music video clips4 of some of their songs; these video clips, 

which air on various music channels through satellite television, are a hallmark of 

shab biyya. 

Shab biyya 

In recent decades, there has grown up a genre of Arabic pop music that takes little 

if anything from traditional roots, as does sha biyya; in terms of compositional structures, 

modal possibilities and melodic progressions, it is highly influenced by Western pop 

music.  Speaking generally, the dominant song format is a love song, either upbeat or 

downbeat, although the genre admits a wider variety of formats and topics – including, on 

occasion, social critique – than does the highly formalized arab.  (Although, as noted 

above, sha biyya also delves into social critique from time to time.)  Because this genre – 

and really, it is as much a social designation as a musical genre – is strongly associated 

with young people, it is known in Cairo as al-m s q  al-shab biyya (“youth music”).   

4 “Video clip” is the common term in Egyptian Arabic for a music video, and does not 
imply any sense of excerption. 
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Shab biyya inhabits the middle ground of musical taste cultures, although its 

exact placement on the scale depends very much upon the arbiter.  It does not bear the 

stigma of urban poverty and ignorance, as one finds with sha biyya.  On the other hand, it 

is more often than not judged a form of music inferior to arab, a judgment that can easily 

be loaded with deeper and broader implications in the hands of a culture critic.  Some of 

its fans, though, suggested to me that there is almost a sense of relief in listening to what 

they acknowledge as a less exalted form of popular music: a friend commented to me that 

she cannot listen to great art for more than an hour or so before it overwhelms her and she 

needs to set it aside, but she can listen to shab biyya all night.  The criticism that the 

genre receives from the cultural establishment tends to focus on two aspects, only one of 

which is musical: its brevity and simplicity compared to arab  compositions, and the 

tendency of the genre and its performers to traffic in sexuality.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

some of its fans mention the same attributes to me as positive virtues. 

In my experience with shab biyya, its popularity derives from a combination of 

culturally accessible, easily understood pop aesthetics – far from the formal and even 

physically taxing concerts that Umm Kulth m famously performed – and imagery of 

physically desirable people — that is, sex appeal.  Without at all wishing to denigrate 

contemporary Egyptian pop music as the death-knell of Egyptian society, I feel obliged to 

point to the Frankfurt School’s characterization of the culture industry as “pornographic 

and prudish” (Adorno & Horkheimer 2002:38); there is indeed a degree of pornographic 

teasing, albeit sometimes deeply submerged, in much pop music that derives from the 

tendency to eroticize and sexualize performers both male and female in a way that Umm 
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Kulth m or Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b never presented themselves.  This tendency 

articulates itself far more obviously in music video clips than it does in the songs 

themselves, sometimes presenting performers – more often female than male – in 

unmistakably bawdy, sexualized gestures and situations.   

What is more, pop music tends to make very few aesthetic demands on the 

listener (or indeed the spectator), in comparison to the music of the high modernist icons.  

One can find lyrically demanding shab biyya, if one looks for it — particularly since the 

genre has attracted performers close to or involved in various forms of social activism.  

This sort of enterprise, though, is dwarfed by the sheer mass of shab biyya that, lyrically 

and melodically, is easily and lightly consumed.  Indeed, one of the pleasures of 

shab biyya that many young people mentioned to me was that it was well suited for 

background music while driving through Cairene traffic. 

This tripartite division of genres has occasionally shown itself to be problematic: 

some of my Egyptian acquaintances and colleagues have taken issue either with the 

substance or, more often, with the nomenclature of my categories.  In particular, they 

have argued with me about how to name the category of music to which I refer as arab; 

they criticize my usage as unforgivably foreign.  As I have mentioned, there are many 

terms that one might think to use, but no term upon which everyone agrees.  Given this 

situation, as well as Racy’s observation (and my own) that the concept of arab is closely 

linked with this genre of music, I am content to use arab or m s q  al- arab as a 

taxonomic term, with the recognition that Egyptians themselves would rarely, if ever, 

apply the term in quite the same fashion.  I am likewise content to follow Middleton’s 
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advice (1990:4-7), and accept a degree of contradiction in any possible system of 

classification applied to musical forms as the inevitable outgrowth of a classed society 

whose elites find ideological motivation to posit such distinctions between ‘popular’, 

‘common’, ‘folk’, and so on. 

I do not intend for the reader to understand these three musical taste cultures as 

rigid, mutually exclusive categories.  Many Cairenes listen to all three on different 

occasions and for different reasons, and there is even a mild degree to which a performer 

can slide between generic definitions.  Early on in my research, I myself made the 

mistake of magnifying the degree to which such consumer practices exclude each other, 

and my friends patiently kept reminding me that even devotees of the latest shab biyya 

would occasionally listen to an Umm Kulth m record or a sha b  song by Sa d al-

ughayar.  They likewise pointed out that even microbus drivers, who are stereotyped as 

listening to sha biyya cassette tapes all day long, might like to relax at home by listening 

to m s q  al- arab with their tea.  Only the stuffiest and most isolated cultural mandarin 

could possibly listen to nothing but arab all the time without hearing a well-known 

sha b  song once in a while.  Up to a point, people engage with these taste cultures in the 

same way that they engage with different registers of the Arabic language, grounding 

themselves in one register while dipping into another at need. 

This intertwining of musical genres extends to performers as well.  ak m and 

several other sha b  performers are attempting to forge careers that cross over into the 

higher-status musical genre of shab biyya, as indicated by their willingness to invest in 

the production of music video clips of some of their songs; these video clips, which air on 
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various music channels through satellite television, are a hallmark of shab biyya.  For 

possibly similar reasons of cultural prestige, several shab b  performers working in Cairo 

who have studied Arabic classical music formally, Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b and K im al-

S hir, have given well-received concerts entirely devoted to arab  compositions, 

although no one defines these artists as belonging primarily to the arab fold. 

Theorizing 

The thought-line of modernity as a problematic runs throughout my ethnographic 

work and theoretical analysis, as does one of the prominent discourses engendered by that 

problematic: authenticity.  The idea that the realness or authenticity of one’s individual 

subjectivity can be questioned goes to the core of modernity, in that it reveals the anxiety 

that, in a way of being in the world which one must strive to embody rather than embody 

unthinkingly, it is possible to get it wrong — that it is possible to be other than real, to be 

inauthentic.  This modern(ist) anxiety, in the postcolonial Egyptian context, bears a 

strong national inflection, and is not limited to purely individual subjectivity for precisely 

that reason: individual subjectivity as such can never be total when modernity requires 

that one also embody membership in a nation.  This tension between individual and 

corporate subjectivity plays out in many spheres of action: the music to which one listens, 

the practices of gendered behavior that one performs, the potential loyalties and 

antipathies to which one may subscribe as a political subject.  And, because many, 

perhaps all of these forms require putative subjects to do the authentic thing, whatever it 

may be, in relation to other putative subjects, there is an essential intersubjectivity to such 

modernity — what Jackson argues is more usefully described and analyzed as ‘sincerity’ 
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rather than ‘authenticity’ (2005:14-15).  This intersubjectivity manifests in music 

consumption as both between consumer and producer and between consumers who 

compare tastes: in the case of Umm Kulth m, the ultimate Egyptian modernist singer, 

such intersubjectivity takes on strong nationalist and modernist resonances.   

Biography of the gendered national 

My interest in Umm Kulth m as a background figure of comparison for my 

research draws, in terms of theoretical analysis, from Marilyn Booth’s work (esp. 2001) 

examining biographies of prominent women as exemplars of nationalism or modernity.  

Nationalists and modernists of various stripes in Egypt have long used the genre of 

female biography as an instrument of instruction and behavioral prescription.  Such 

biographies, which frequently appear in periodicals as well as in collected volumes, treat 

numerous Egyptian and non-Egyptian women from history as role models, for a wide 

variety of perceived virtues.  In accordance with the calls of Egyptian nationalists for 

women to be good wives and mothers to the (male) inheritors of the nation, the women 

profiled in these biographies are often styled as ideals of domesticity.  At the same time, 

these profiles sometimes reveal unanticipated valorizations of female behavior: 

outspoken members of political society, critics of patriarchal oppression not sanctioned 

by Islam, and public figures who achieved prominence independent of family or marital 

status (Cf. Booth 2001; Bier 2004).  Music consumers’ statements about the life histories 

of pop singers and their songs are just as much part of this biographical genre, I would 

argue — indeed, since current pop stars do not possess the level of cultural enshrinement 

(and, therefore, formal biography) accorded Umm Kulth m, ordinary listeners’ received 
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knowledge of well-known musicians are especially valuable as a point of comparison 

with nationalist biographies. 

The body of scholarship on Egyptian women and their relationship to the state 

and society tends to focus on the era that has been characterized in literature as the 

development and fruition of the Egyptian national project, from the mid-nineteenth 

century to the mid-twentieth century.  Moreover, there is relatively little engagement with 

the mutually constitutive relationship between nationalist-modernist philosophy on the 

‘woman question’ and the rise to prominence of female celebrities in the world of popular 

expressive culture.  A prominent exception to this trend is the recent work of Lila Abu-

Lughod, who has recently suggested that working-class Egyptian women frequently 

compare themselves, and deeply relate to, female characters in television serials. Viewers 

often feel great warmth toward these characters and the actresses who portray them, even 

when the viewers themselves take serious issue with the moral choices the characters 

make; Abu-Lughod describes this mode of reception as “national intimacy and moral 

ambivalence” (Abu-Lughod 2005:233).  In the same vein, I would argue, musical stars 

such as Umm Kulth m are no less important to an understanding of nationalism and 

gender than are political activists such as Doria Shafik and Nawal al-Saadawi; icons of 

popular culture present their own examples of prescriptive behavior and engagement with 

modernity.  However, studies of Egyptians’ consumption of popular culture as a marker 

of social status or national identity are few and far between; even recent works analyzing 

consumption, such as Russell (2004), generally focus on earlier periods of history, 

generations removed from contemporary praxis and accessible now only in the form of 
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texts.  Contemporary Cairene youth read pop singers’ biographical profiles in particular 

ways that do not always align with the way they read Umm Kulth m’s life history, but 

the similarities, which I shall discuss in the following chapters, are important for 

understanding contemporary ideas of modernity and authenticity. 

Nationalism and postcolonialism 

The starting point of my thinking about nationalism in general and postcolonial 

nationalism in specific is, as it is for so many other scholars, Benedict Anderson’s 

Imagined Communities (1991).  In particular, this book has stimulated me to think about 

how the people living within decolonized territorial borders such as Egypt’s, divided 

sharply by class, religion and political philosophies, work out their own sense of cultural 

and, therefore, political coherence.  I consider Anderson’s assertion of the nationalist 

value of print-capitalism to imply a broader nationalist value of mass-mediated popular 

culture: specifically, non-print media that convey information to the masses in Egypt far 

more efficiently than print.  I do not, then, consider Arabic literature as popular culture 

because I do not regard it as ‘popular’ in the sense of being accessible to the masses of 

Egypt.  Howsoever lauded the late Nobel laureate Naguib Mahfouz may be, nearly 50% 

of his compatriots are accounted illiterate in Arabic (Haeri 2003:117); illiteracy in this 

context means that they are considered incapable of reading a basic Modern Standard 

Arabic (MSA) text such as a newspaper article, much less one of Mahfouz’s richly 

worded and complexly structured novels.  Popular culture in Egypt, to large degree, must 

either present entertainment to the audience that does not mandate full comprehension of 

the linguistic vehicle – music, slapstick comedy, etc. – or present it through the vehicle of 
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Egyptian Colloquial Arabic (ECA); practically speaking, the only forms of entertainment 

that widely utilize ECA are cinema, television and popular music (Armbrust 2002b:220-

221).  Under the circumstances, the enjoyment of MSA literature does not appear to 

qualify as ‘popular’ in any meaningful sense.

In the realm of postcolonial studies, I have been influenced by the work of Partha 

Chatterjee, as well as Dipesh Chakrabarty and Kamala Visweswaran.  Chatterjee (1990, 

1993) makes the point that anticolonial Indian nationalists sought to fashion space for 

women in nationalist projects as an essentially bourgeois proposition: educated to be 

responsible managers of households, and suitable companions and helpmeets to their 

husbands involved in the nationalist project.  Chatterjee’s exploration of this anticolonial 

nationalist thought, in my view, is one of the more important analyses of the development 

of postcolonial modernity, both as a response to Anderson’s New World-focused analysis 

and as a blueprint for comparative studies in many parts of the Global South, not least 

Egypt.  Dipesh Chakrabarty (1994) has elaborated on this vision of an educated domestic 

ideal, noting that the idealized notion of educated companionate marriage invoked a 

buried tension between educated yet politely subordinate women, and educated women 

who learned too well and began to think and speak critically of the socially limiting 

aspects of such modernity.  Going further, Kamala Visweswaran has accurately 

challenged the precepts upon which Subaltern Studies scholars themselves (Chatterjee 

and Chakrabarty among them) have built their arguments, which echo the presumptions 

of both colonists and nationalists.  Visweswaran (1996) deconstructs the classed nature of 

women’s involvement in the political project of nationalism, which tends to elide the 
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contributions of women of lower social status and to acknowledge those of women of 

higher status — often, those married to prominent men of respected families.  Thus, 

while the approval of women’s involvement in anticolonial nationalism seems in some 

ways contingent upon their connections to powerful men, some women also had more 

space to operate in civil-political society than had others.  (I readily acknowledge that my 

work does not yet adequately account for the class positioning of the singers discussed in 

this dissertation, as Visweswaran’s analysis might suggest.)  I have taken Visweswaran’s 

analysis not only as an explanation for part of Umm Kulth m’s powerful nationalist 

symbolic resonance, but also as a reminder in my field research to focus my attention on 

those women (and men as well) whose voices rarely figure in histories.  

Egyptian popular media figured Umm Kulth m as the embodiment of a specific 

vision of modern(ist) womanhood, one that enhanced the ideal of post-revolutionary 

nationalist modernity as neither hidebound nor imitative of the colonizer.  Rather, the 

periodicals that profiled the singer have held her up as what the Egyptian woman after the 

revolution ought to be: she should “be modern, but she would also have to display the 

signs of national tradition and therefore would be essentially different from the ‘Western’ 

woman” (Chatterjee 1993:9).  In other words, a modern Egyptian woman such as Umm 

Kulth m could discard some gendered mores but not others.5  Umm Kulth m and other 

female singers overcame the traditional social prejudice against female performers that 

marked earlier stars (van Nieuwkerk 1995), but in doing so, they had to adhere strictly to 

the codes of feminine conduct that emerged with postcolonial modernity: an illustrative 

5
 See Armbrust (1996) for a thorough discussion of expressive cultural modernism as an 

intellectual ideal in postcolonial and post-revolutionary Egypt. 
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negative example is her competitor during the 1940s, Asmahan.  Although both women 

were admired partly for their good looks or their fashionable Western-style dress, 

Asmahan’s career was nearly derailed by public knowledge of her extramarital affairs 

(Zuhur 2000:78-89).  Still, Chatterjee presumes relatively little agency on the part of 

women involved in anticolonial nationalist movements, and tends to portray such activist 

women as ultimately tools of patriarchal overseers; Visweswaran’s argument against 

Chatterjee’s apparent elision of female agency in anticolonial nationalist movements also 

reconciles well with Egyptian history, in which a number of prominent women argued for 

both gender equity and nationalist self-determination without any apparent prompting or 

collaboration of a male interlocutor.  Today, however, much as Walter Armbrust has 

suggested (1996:190-197), Umm Kulth m now strikes the younger generation of 

Egyptians as aesthetically passé and the symbol of a vision of modernity that no longer 

holds for most people. 

Egyptian pop culture 

There is, at this time, no comprehensive study of the relationship of the Egyptian 

culture industry to the rest of the Arab world; nor is there a thorough comparison of 

Egyptian and non-Arab media.  There are hints in the extant literature, though, that 

Egyptian popular culture has a nationalizing, homogenizing influence within national 

borders.  As the Bedouin tribes of the Western Desert have sedentarized and oriented 

themselves toward a grudging participation in the workings of the Egyptian state, they 

have developed a taste for Cairo-produced music and music videos that not only compete 

with traditional Bedouin forms of expressive culture, but come laden with subtextual 
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messages of how to conceive of one’s national identity as well as one’s romantic options 

in youth (Abu-Lughod 1989); the phenomenon resembles a technologically updated form 

of print-capitalism, as I have noted above.  Beyond the borders of the state and 

throughout the Arab world, Egyptian popular culture has sometimes served as a 

benchmark of cultural sophistication, aesthetic elegance and high commercial value: for 

instance, in Morocco, female singers known as sh kh t inhabit a liminal social status 

barely within the realm of acceptability to the community.  Those singers who record 

themselves on cassettes and develop a following through the media, though, not only 

stand a chance to acquire wealth and some social prestige, but often choose to articulate 

their newly legitimated status by referring to themselves not as sh kh t but as 

mughanniyy t — the word that denotes not a local risqué performer but no less an exalted 

figure than Umm Kulth m herself (Kapchan 1996:208-210).   

I have been strongly influenced in my thinking about Egyptian popular culture by 

the work of Walter Armbrust, much of whose research has addressed what he reads as a 

cultural shift from postcolonial modernity toward postmodernity, especially in terms of 

Egyptian citizens’ degrees of optimism and faith in the state’s capacity to improve their 

lives; Armbrust has consistently examined this cultural shift through the lens of popular 

culture, partly music but particularly film.  Although Westerners may be most familiar 

with Egyptian cinema through the work of auteur directors such as the late Youssef 

Chahine, Armbrust (2004) notes that Egyptians of all social classes disdain or even 

despise Chahine’s work as stilted, boring, and unrepresentative of any aspect of Egyptian 

life as they know it.  Far more common and better received within the country are simple 
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comedies, dramas, love stories, and, although they have declined in popularity since the 

1960s, musical comedies (Shafik 1998:105-107).  More often than not, the hero of the 

plot is a good man or woman who plays by the rules, stands out as an almost archetypally 

benevolent personality, and overcomes adversity to achieve a goal.  Armbrust has 

described this in virtually all his writings as the acting out of the national modernist 

master narrative.  Exceptions to this pattern, though, suggest that other ways to succeed 

include the judicious use of brute force, as in the many B-movie tough-guy roles played 

by Far d Shawq  in the 1950s (Armbrust 2002a:250), and an anarchic, amoral willingness 

to lie, cheat and steal to obtain what honest comportment would not achieve, as in a 

number of the slyly satirical roles taken by famed comic actor dil Im m from the 

1970s until the early 1990s (Armbrust 1998:295-297).  Significantly, films that portray 

protagonists who either ignore or subvert the rules of fair play, as cultural modernism 

would have it, generally earn high box-office returns even as film critics reliably 

excoriate such films as worthless trash.  Throughout all of these phenomena, Armbrust 

argues that cultural modernity in Egypt was “apparently inevitable before 1967 and 

beleaguered after 1973”6 (1996:7), and now finds itself indicted as “failed modernism” by 

“antimodernist” popular culture (1996:217-219).  As I read Armbrust, this analysis 

presumes that modernism is a relatively fixed thing in terms of attributes and historical 

moment, and that whatever follows within historical time from the mid-20th century must 

therefore be something else: in essence, a claim of postmodernity that Armbrust attempts 

to sidestep.  However, I ultimately disagree with Armbrust’s semi-covert diagnosis of 

6 That is, ‘inevitable’ before the loss of the 1967 War, and ‘beleaguered’ after the 
commencement of diplomatic negotiations with rather than military opposition to Israel. 



 24

Egyptian cultural postmodernity.  Rather, following Gaonkar (2001:14-15), I regard these 

same cultural phenomena to comprise further steps in the development of a particular 

Egyptian modernity, one that is under no obligation to resemble closely modernity in any 

other locale.  Modernity may now be a universal phenomenon, but its multiplicity of 

forms belies an attempt to slot a given set neatly into ‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’ 

categories.  Likewise, I believe that it would be erroneous to slot Egypt’s iteration of 

modernity into historical time with an end-point; modernity is not going anywhere. 

At a broad level, the study of popular music as something that people in the world 

consume, rather than an abstracted art form to be studied in isolation, constitutes a study 

of the politics and ‘social life’ of music, following Appadurai (1986).  In particular, I am 

interested in what he describes as the “semiotic virtuosity, that is, the capacity to signal 

fairly complex social messages” (Appadurai 1986:38) of such music in Egypt, although I 

am hesitant to qualify popular music as a luxury item of the type that he describes.  (It is, 

of course, possible that access to pop music better meets his definition of luxury goods, 

but the raw financial costs of a video clip seen at home on satellite television and, say, a 

ticket for a concert at the Cairo Opera House are exponentially different.)  This semiotic 

virtuosity is of interest largely because, despite the fears of the Frankfurt Schoolers and 

their intellectual descendents, “there is growing evidence that the consumption of the 

mass media throughout the world often provokes resistance, irony, selectivity, and, in 

general, agency.”  This agency comes about not in an obvious fashion, such as a political 

movement, but because “where there is consumption there is pleasure, and where there is 

pleasure there is agency” (Appadurai 1996:7).  This sort of agentive pleasure, deriving 
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from a technologically sophisticated industry with transnational distributorship and 

globalized capital, is imbricated in the “cultural logic” of postmodernism, as noted by 

Jameson (1981:xix).  I do not, however, agree with Jameson’s dour assessment of 

postmodernism as necessarily indicative of the death of critical thought among 

consumers of popular culture.  And again, I consider it at best inelegant and at worst 

arrogant and ethnocentric to ascribe a state of postmodernity to current Egyptian culture 

simply because of chronological contemporaneity and similarity of some cultural forms 

to those that Jameson discusses directly. 

Without overstating this difference, I regard much of the shock of contemporary 

Egyptian pop culture to lie in its degree of reconcilability with the habitus of one 

generation or another – particularly with regard to sex.  As Farquhar observes in the case 

of China, a country undergoing the onerous process of shifting from an intensely statist 

socialism-oriented society to a more privatized neoliberal milieu may well find that 

succeeding generations have largely incompatible understandings of what a person may 

appropriately do with his or her body, and for what ends (Farquhar 2002:17).  The fact 

that many older Egyptians object to contemporary pop music on the basis of the sexuality 

expressed in it, at least as often as they express any musicological objections, points 

toward Farquhar’s analysis.   

Other objections to pop music rest upon the idea that this music is fundamentally 

Western-derived, and therefore contributes to a stealthy (and, as some Cairenes claim, 

intentional) cultural domination of the US and the West over Egyptians.  While the form 

of this accusation reveals a degree of conspiracy paranoia that I was often tempted to 
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dismiss as hysterical, the concern among many Cairenes that they are being conquered 

indirectly by Western culture is genuine; my fieldwork experience taught me that some of 

my friends could not laugh off such ideas as I could.  In thinking through such charges 

leveled at Egyptian pop music, I fall back on Appadurai’s observation that, however 

imbricated consumption may be in systems of domination, it is nevertheless true that the 

pleasure of consumption constitutes a form of agency, and that this agency is capable of 

inspiring its agents to think critically about their world and, under optimal circumstances, 

resist certain forms of domination that would otherwise pass unnoticed.  Resistance, 

however, was not a prominent feature of my interlocutors’ words or deeds, which, given 

the premium that many (if not most) Cairenes place on stability of the political order, 

should not come as a surprise.  This political orientation toward stability is broadly 

analogous to the one that obtains in contemporary Beijing, about which Farquhar and 

Zhang comment, “we should not romanticize resistance by presuming that a desire to 

fight back against instituted power is natural, inevitable, or even the most interesting 

aspect of social life” (2005:310). 

Resistance or not, Cairenes tend to perceive at least a localness to some kinds of 

popular music that stands in opposition to the cultural products of the West.  Cultural 

studies scholars, especially in the Public Culture school, have already gone some lengths 

to demonstrate that not all local differences and variations fade to sameness in the wake 

of globalization (inter alia, Hall 1991; Featherstone 1995:86-125; Sassen 1996); this 

research is partly intended to investigate further the exact nature of such cultural 

processes in a particular region of the Global South, whose inhabitants tend to fear the 
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loss of local identities along with economic and political autonomies.  Certainly there is 

at least some similarity between Western pop and Egyptian pop today that did not always 

exist, but, as I shall discuss in the following chapters, Egyptian pop music continues to 

distinguish itself from Western pop in both musical architecture and in marketing and 

production. 

My research also pushed me to interrogate the use of emotional evocation in 

music, an idea that had not stood out in my pre-fieldwork thinking.  As I shall explain 

below, the concept of emotional evocation is most often denoted in Arabic by the word 

arab, a word most often applied to the state of emotional evocation or movement 

inspired by beautiful music, but with other emotional resonances of movement and 

rapture that sometimes align with discourses of religious ecstasy — compare, for 

example, Frishkopf 2001 on the application of the word within Sufi rituals, or 

Hirschkind’s discussion (2001) of intish ’ (exaltation) as an audience reaction to Islamic 

preaching.  In this regard, I have been influenced not only by theorists of arab of itself, 

such as A.J. Racy, Jonathan Shannon, and Michael Frishkopf, but also by Aaron Fox’s 

work on country music and its requirement of “feeling” (2004a:155). 

My understanding of authenticity as an element of cultural modernity has been 

influenced not only by anthropological and postcolonial theorists, but also by theorists of 

popular music, chiefly Simon Frith.  I consider Frith as profound and challenging a writer 

on popular music as any, and this dissertation can engage with only a few of the ideas 

that he has put forth.  For present purposes, I am most drawn to two of his arguments: 

first, that talented singers’ skills can invite fans’ concern as to the performer’s 
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authenticity of subjectivity (1996:168, 185-186, 213); and second, that when music 

listeners identify with something in music – when they take some fragment of their 

personal subjectivities from music they enjoy – they are creating or trying on an identity 

“from the outside…inevitably constrained by imaginative forms…but also freed by 

them” (1996:273-274).  As I read Frith, this second observation turns what has become a 

rather banal anthropological truism – that the academic search for the truly ‘authentic’ is 

forever doomed to failure (Bendix 1997:3-23) – on its head.  Especially for 

anthropologists, the point of interrogating the concept of the authentic subject (musical 

and otherwise) ought to be a close examination of how people create, not uncover or 

discover authenticity.  With all respect to senior scholars, I believe that this realization 

has been lacking in much of recent scholarship on popular music, in Egypt and 

elsewhere.  I hope, then, that this dissertation will provide a partial remedy to that lacuna, 

and stimulate further research on both music and other parts of ordinary people’s lives 

that, too often, both news media and scholarship misread as containing some inherent 

authenticity (or, distressingly, the lack thereof) against which real life may be measured. 

Finally, I have also attempted to maintain some skeptical distance from content 

analysis and its tendency to reduce the complexity of human musical production to text 

and discourse (Feld and Fox 1994:43; Frith 1996:163-164).  Primarily, I have acted 

against this tendency by orienting myself “sensuously,” following Stoller 1997, to 

respond to non-verbal aspects of musical performance and reception, and to receive 

musical performances as an emotional, gendered consumer.  If it is necessary to perceive 

pop music clinically at times for analytical purposes, then it is also sometimes necessary 
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to perceive it without such clinical distance, as someone who can be moved emotionally 

by sentiment and aroused erotically by the physical beauty and seductive persona of a 

performer.  Absent these somatic and affective aspects of reception, I consider it 

impossible to achieve any convincing understanding of how people create, discard, and 

recreate notions of authenticity.  For that matter, I also consider it antithetical to my 

personal subjectivity to clinicize such experience to the extent that my own tastes and 

desires disappear, which – if I am to take Frith’s admonishments seriously – would betray 

the authenticity of both myself and my research.   

Ethnographic method 

While some very fine ethnographies examining various aspects of popular music 

have emerged in recent years, they have mostly concentrated their analyses on the 

production of music, as a mass-market phenomenon (Yano 2002; Wallach 2008; White 

2008), as a smaller-scale craft industry within the larger industrial complex (Racy 2003), 

or even on the amateur and semi-professional level that often intersects with, but does not 

equal culture-industrial production (Fox 2004a).  Since my interest lay chiefly not with 

production but with what Skinner describes as “the mutually constitutive nexus of 

subjectivity and expressive culture” (2009:14), I felt obliged to depart from these more 

common – and, it must be said, easier – forms of ethnographic praxis in order to deal 

more programmatically with everyday consumption.  Relatively few ethnographic 

endeavors that pursue an anthropology of music or popular culture have engaged deeply 

with the consumption end of the spectrum; those that do, such as Schade-Poulsen 1999, 

have illustrated the difficulty of such an endeavor.  In Schade-Poulsen’s case, the 
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mundane practical difficulties of long-term ‘deep hanging out’ were unexpectedly and 

drastically complicated by the outbreak of a civil war in Algeria, but it is clear from his 

book that the work was never simple to undertake.  As in any ethnographic project, it can 

take a great deal of time before interlocutors feel sufficiently comfortable with the 

researcher to discuss personal thoughts or politically sensitive issues.  In addition, the 

ephemerality of much of popular culture and people’s reactions thereto necessitate an 

especially sharp awareness of the moments when such ideas make themselves known — 

unlike, say, relatively constant concerns such as kinship relations or economic networks.  

Moreover, because many (although certainly not all) people rarely give any conscious, 

coherent thought to the nature of their engagement with popular music, directly soliciting 

comments on such topics often yields stilted, empty phrases that mean little to the 

speaker and less to the listener.  

In order to focus my research on the consumption of pop music in Cairo, I chose 

to seek out the opinions and analyses primarily of ordinary listeners throughout the city, 

with relatively little input from performers and industry professionals.  This allowed me 

not only to emphasize the words of consumers whose thoughts on cultural matters are 

rarely heard in a public forum, but also to shape my pursuit of well-known performers to 

follow up on the preponderance of consumers’ interests and suggestions of whom was 

most worthy of close study.  The majority of the people I sought out were between the 

ages of eighteen and thirty, which broadly covers the age range which contemporary 

Cairenes regard as the period of ‘youth’ that follows childhood; for reasons that I shall 

discuss in Chapter 3, ‘youth’ in this sense resembles the English usage of ‘adolescence’, 
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but with the additional implication of the time of life in which one is old enough to 

marry, but probably has not yet done so. 

I spent many hours engaged in the classic ethnographic technique of hanging out 

in coffeehouses, at concerts, and on the street, engaging youthful Cairenes in 

conversation about the music we encountered either as conscious listeners or as passive 

recipients of ambient music in commercial spaces.  This method led to my closest 

friendships and some rich sources of interlocutory data; however, this catch-as-catch-can 

method did not yield as deep or broad a pool of data as I desired, and once I acquired the 

proper intermediaries, I began to supplement hanging out with formal interviews of 

college students — a huge and readily available pool of youth.  Later on in my research, I 

also collected a number of interviews with youth affiliated not with a university but with 

a church: as it happened, one of my academic contacts was also a member of the close-

knit Protestant community of Egypt, and arranged for my access to the membership of 

the youth group at her local church.  Since it was unthinkable simply to run into well-

known music professionals in an informal setting and strike up a conversation, my 

conversations with them also took the form of formal interviews. 

It is striking to note that, although scholars have produced academic publications 

analyzing music videos since the early 1980s, we continue to lack a proper bibliographic 

citation format for the aesthetic form.  While in some cases it is possible to cite a music 

video as though it were a short film, I am not convinced that this is most appropriate.  My 

chief objection to this tactic is that it assigns primary identifying authorship to the 

director.  Video clips, and especially the most successful, talked-about video clips in 
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Cairo, are not entirely the autonomous products of a director’s vision, but are built around 

the featured performer; even when a director becomes famous by virtue of a successful 

clip, the director is hardly the most important name that shab biyya consumers associate 

with the product.7  Moreover, release dates for video clips are virtually impossible to 

ascertain in most cases; the clip for a given single may appear weeks or months before 

the album it supports can be purchased anywhere.  Finally, running time is just as 

slippery to pinpoint, since there generally exists no Ur-version of any video clip that can 

be compared to shortened versions that have been trimmed for broadcasting purposes.  

For purposes of this paper, I have tried to follow an adjusted form of film citation style8, 

but I suggest that this is impractical in the long run, and that a more suitable citation 

format should be established for academic purposes. 

Likewise, I am struck by the disregard that academics have historically 

demonstrated toward the aesthetic form of the music video, even when they are analyzing 

exactly that.  Given the practical and ethical issues that compel academics to cite even the 

briefest of printed materials, I consider it virtually scandalous that there seems to be no 

emphasis on proper citation of primary source materials that happen to exist in video 

format.  This, I suspect, is due less to snobbery (at this point, at any rate) than to simple 

inertia: having failed to cite music videos in the early years of analysis of the genre, 

academics now follow the established custom, as counterintuitive as it might seem.  

When articles engage seriously with the works of specific music video directors (Cf. 

7 And, as Frith (1996:225) observes, this is now true of music videos of all genres around 
the world at this time. 
8 Essentially, to allow for the need to cite the featured performer as well as the director. 
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Beebe 2007 and Hayward 2007, inter alia) without mentioning a single music video in 

their ‘works cited’, it is time for a professional intervention. 

Shab biyya as ‘bad music’ 

“Why would you study shab biyya, anyway?”  This question was put to me, not 

by my American teachers and colleagues, but by a number of Egyptian teachers, 

colleagues, and respondents.  As mentioned above, the genre enjoys less cultural prestige 

than arab, and the idea that a researcher would go all the way from Texas to Egypt in 

order to devote himself to examining this unserious pop cultural form struck many people 

as ridiculous.  At least two different people – neither of whom had met me before – took 

it upon themselves to intercede in this academic folly, begging me to abandon my topic 

as unworthy and shift my focus to the glorious corpus of the old greats.  They looked 

plainly wounded that anyone would grant shab biyya serious attention, let alone a 

foreigner who would go home and report to his countrymen that Egyptians scorn their 

rich heritage by listening to disposable fluff. 

These incidents, while amusing and annoying in equal measure for me at the time, 

also reminded me that people are socially invested in their publicly known tastes, and that 

an ineptly staged investigatory intervention is less a matter of what I study than of who 

these interveners consider themselves to be.  As Christopher Washburne and Maiken 

Derno put it: 

Anytime anyone makes a discursive judgment of “good” or “bad” this is 
first and foremost a positioning gesture, which serves to construct or reimagine 
specific modes of subjectivity or to restructure social relationships by asserting 
deliberate musical agency.  What on the surface may appear to be miniscule 
gestures of random alliances (somebody switching radio stations, fast-forwarding 
CD tracks, or expressing distaste for a particular song, for instance) turn out to 
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have a vitally important impact on our own sense of identity as well as on how we 
chose to present ourselves to the world.  The very act of passing an aesthetic 
judgment assumes and bestows authority upon the judge.  By explicitly 
disaffiliating ourselves with certain forms of music expression, we make a claim 
for being “in the know” about things, we demonstrate an educated perspective and 
activate a wide range of underlying assumptions about what is “good.” 
(Washburne & Derno 2004:3) 

 
On a similar note, Washburne and Derno have observed that professional scholars 

who ought to know better have allowed their personal preferences to prescribe the bounds 

of their inquiries. 

However, due to the exclusionary nature of canon construction a vast 
residue of music and musicians that are considered mediocre, non-influential, un-
exceptional, and generally lacklustre are being omitted from the scopes of 
analytical scrutiny.  Those gems, then, float like miniscule planets in a vast 
universe of presumably indistinct and mundane music, which perpetually gets 
overlooked.  Why?  Because the gatekeepers of academic inquiry do not value 
this segment of music.  They feel it is “bad,” “valueless,” and “unworthy,” 
regardless that it is loved, despised, ignored, and consumed by multitudes serving 
as the soundtrack of our daily lives.  As scholars, we tend to write about the music 
we value, simultaneously serving as critics and advocates, while avoiding that 
which we disdain or take for granted...  Academic inquiry, then, has rarely 
addressed this vast body of “bad” music (simultaneously unwanted and desired) 
which permeates modern society. (Washburne & Derno 2004:4-5) 

 
This observation, I believe, helps to explain why both American and Egyptian 

scholars of music continue to produce voluminous books about arab and its most famous 

performers and composers, although few of them bring forth any substantively new 

information — indeed, many recent Egyptian publications ( Abb d 2004; H shim 2004; 

al-Jam  2005; Khashaba 2008) are little more than dated almanacs populated with 

deceased musicians.  But even among the finest published research, there are found only 

two genres of Egyptian music in quantity: arab and rural folk music from the 

agricultural communities of the Delta and Upper Egypt, the latter a topic of particular 
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interest to Egyptian folklorists.  In the last five years, there have appeared a few early 

efforts at analysis of sha biyya, especially the work of James Grippo (2006, 2007); of 

shab biyya, one finds even less. 

What is more, the scant references to shab biyya are often less analytical than 

scornful or, at best, asides to larger (high-prestige) musical concerns.  The following 

quotations are, without exaggeration, almost all there is to be found of academic 

discussions of shab biyya. 

For some the entire category of “youth music” is disgraceful  an 
Egyptian version of the “sex, drugs, and rock and roll” so feared by conservative 
American adults when the Beatles became popular.  For others “youth music” is a 
healthy phenomenon of modernity, includes patriotic songs broadcast on 
television, and is distinct from the untamed (or frankly commercial, in the view of 
detractors) music performed by such singers as Adawiya and Hamdi Batshan 
(Armbrust 1996:181). 

 
Recently, in notes to recordings and in other World Beat literature, the 

terms ‘al-j l’ (music of the generation) and ‘sha b ’ have gained some currency.  
These seem to derive from marketing techniques in Cairo, possibly destined for 
audiences abroad, and occupy little if any space in local discourse.  Egyptian 
listeners understand that ‘al-j l’ must refer to ‘new’ music of the younger 
generation that is not markedly ‘sha b ’ or ‘folk-like’.  Listeners acknowledge 
that both kinds exist but tend to refer to the first as ‘al-m s q  ‘l-shab biyya’, 
literally ‘young-people’s music’ (Danielson 1996:301). 

 
Also, since the mid-1980s, the urban musical arena has been dominated by 

a new broadly based style that borrows from the prevalent Arab folk-dance music 
and the recent popular musics of the West, including the United States.  Giving 
prominence to electronic instruments and favoring constant rhythmic drive, the 
current popular mainstream incorporates a major audio-visual component, namely 
the widely disseminated and often elaborately produced music video, or “video-
clip” (Racy 2003:223). 

 
Antagonists refer to the contemporary songs variously as vulgar (h bi a), 

banal (mubtadhala), cheap (rakh a), or – less judgmentally – youthful 
(shab biyya).  One publisher asserted that they are not only bad, they are 
dangerous to one’s health (q tila, lit. killer); “they might cause you to have a 
heart attack due to their quick, repetitive tempos,” he claimed.  In many regards, 
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the contemporary pop song has become the foremost symbol of cultural decline 
and decay for Syrian and other Arab intellectuals... (Shannon 2006:37). 

 
The song texts are decidedly lighter than those of the earlier ughniya 

repertoire: lyrics rather than poems...   
A huge percentage of the general Arab public initially rejected the new 

music.  Where are the beautiful melodies, where is the evocative poetry?  In a 
typical response, a taxi driver waves his hand emphatically and exclaims, “No, no, 
no, it is not there.  There is no music these days.”  Many compared the music to 
the tremendous new popularity of the fast-food industry: quick songs with easily 
memorized lyrics and melodies, a fast-food music for a fast-food generation  
(Marcus 2007:161). 

 
But as in other Arab countries today, the music scene in Egypt is 

dominated by “porno devil” divas singing the kind of cheesy and sex-saturated 
pop music produced by Arab entertainment conglomerates such as the [sic] 
Rotana (LeVine 2008:65). 
 

To the extent that the researchers quoted above take note of shab biyya, they tend to 

acknowledge its presence as an inferior genre of music, competing not only with arab 

but also, in the case of LeVine’s research, with heavy metal and rap.  In other words, 

LeVine regards shab biyya as inferior and ‘inauthentic’ (his own oft-repeated term) in 

comparison to both traditional and contemporary commercial genres that he himself 

enjoys.  In a rare admission among scholars of contemporary Arab music, Shannon 

touches upon the important point that the sheer volume of the shab biyya industry and its 

audience demands analytical attention, as well as the fact that the musical genre has its 

consumers even among the Syrian intellectuals who vehemently explained to him that 

there was no aesthetically redeeming quality to shab biyya (2006:14-15). 

The desire to define oneself in opposition to musical tastes stands as a major 

component of a great many conversations that I had throughout my time in Cairo.  I 

participated in these conversations with the same level of intensity as did my Cairene 
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associates — indeed, I found myself waxing more vehement when the conversation 

turned toward American and Western pop music.   Several denizens of a café near my 

apartment spent months trying vainly to convince me that I was wasting my time by 

focusing on shab biyya, finding it incomprehensible that I would pursue such a project 

when I came from the West (especially America), whose music they admired far more.  

One of them, Wa d, adored the British rock band Led Zeppelin, and often sat in the 

coffeehouse attempting to perfect his Robert Plant impersonation; the other, B ligh, was 

a fan of the American heavy metal band Sabotage, and liked to translate his name into its 

suitably metal analogue, ‘Extreme’.  Just as they shook their heads in confusion when I 

spoke at length about shab biyya, I felt hard-pressed to understand why Wa d and 

B ligh disdained so much of the music in their ambient daily lives and valorized music 

that I find, at best, difficult to enjoy in any quantity.   

Our arguments ran in similar parallels: we each found it hard to appreciate the 

other’s musical tastes because each of us was too familiar with what we respectively 

considered ‘good music’ in our home cultures.  Wa d swore to me that Led Zeppelin’s 

lyrics were deeply complex and meaningful; I dismissed such claims by pointing to older 

blues songs that the band re-arranged and, in my view, sang poorly in comparison to the 

originals.  I would put forth the idea that a song by Sh r n represented a contemporary 

example of the older standards of vocal talent; B ligh would smile patronizingly at me 

and say that I needed to listen to Abd al- al m fi  if I wanted to know what a really 

good contemporary Egyptian voice should sound like. 
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The older form of Egyptian popular music, which reigned supreme on the radio 

and in recordings from the 1920s until, in Walter Armbrust’s reading, at least, the late 

1970s or early 1980s (Armbrust 1996:173-190), utilizes very few themes, most often 

poetically phrased longings for an absent or unaware object of affection, and sometimes 

an expression of desire for a more present love object.  In similarly monolithic fashion, 

the iconic stars of what I shall refer to as high modernist music9 had much in common in 

their public images: Umm Kulth m, Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b, and Abd al- al m 

fi  all presented themselves as sophisticated, elegant examples of cultural modernity 

(Armbrust 1996:76-89; Danielson 1997:133) — the more so, in fact, for having come out 

of the rural or urban working-class milieu.  As well, all three of these stars grew so 

beloved and iconically identified with Egyptian popular music that Gamal Abdel Nasser 

himself, in many ways the architect and arbiter of Egyptian national modernity, cultivated 

friendships with them, as much from fanship as from desire to associate himself with 

objects of popular affection, especially Umm Kulth m (Danielson 1998:118-119).  

Virginia Danielson (1990) also suggests that a common belief within the high modernist 

aesthetic is that the best singers were steeped in traditional religious learning in their 

childhoods: modernity would therefore draw in culturally appropriate ways on the 

classical heritage of Islam and village life. 

These counterpoised perceptions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ music reflect the acquisition 

of different taste cultures that do not readily correspond to one another.  And, if I am to 

put forth my judgments – for I agree with Simon Frith (1996:20) that my judgments 

9 See my discussion of this concept in Chapter 2. 



 39

cannot help but manifest themselves to some degree in my analysis – of Egyptian music 

that run against the grain of Egyptian cultural discourse, then I must admit the possibility 

that Wa d and B ligh may also be right about Led Zeppelin and Sabotage.  But it is 

worth noting that, at this point in time, rock music and its daughter genre, heavy metal, 

have generated their own discrete bodies of scholarship that treat them seriously, both 

aesthetically and culturally.  Shab biyya, however, has not generated such a body of 

work, and can boast few people willing to treat it as a serious subject of study, much less 

defend it artistically.  For this reason, among others, I feel no professional guilt in 

ignoring B ligh’s pleas to think more about Abd al- al m and less about Sh r n.  

Christopher Washburne has criticized jazz writers for piously ignoring the ouevre of 

Kenny G in light of his overwhelming dominance in jazz record sales (2004:124-125); I 

believe that I am equally responsible as those jazz writers to engage with the largest 

portion of the Egyptian popular music industry, despite the despair my interest evokes in 

some aficionados among my friends and colleagues. 

But despair was far from the only emotion expressed by my respondents when 

shab biyya came up for discussion.  In my fieldwork, I enjoyed a degree of instant 

chattiness that is not always available to anthropologists.  When people in Cairo asked 

me about my research, perhaps expecting to hear about political science or rural irrigation 

or Pharaonic tomb decoration, they would instead hear that I was interested in 

shab biyya, and the words would start to flow.  The words were negative almost as often 

as they were positive, but the point here is that almost everyone had an opinion to give 

me about the relative value of pop music.  In fact, a great many respondents not only had 
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a comment along the lines of “This music is beautiful,” or “This music is garbage,” but 

numerous respondents in each camp would point out to me particular artists whom they 

thought I should listen to.  Among the devotees of shab biyya, and even among some of 

its critics, there were only a few Egyptian names that came up repeatedly, and once these 

patterns became clear to me, I set about asking yet other people, in so many words, what 

was so great about these singers.  

So what was so great about particular singers that even people who mostly 

despised shab biyya recommended I listen to them?  No surprise, all of them are 

reckoned to have strong, beautiful voices.  Other criteria, though, were less evident to me.  

It is these criteria that illuminate something going on in the minds of Egyptian youth 

when they think about pop singers.  To wit, they are the nationalist resonances of 

contemporary pop music, musical talent, and music consumption with authenticity of 

Egyptian subjectivity, which I shall endeavor to unpack in the chapters that follow. 

Chapter 2 examines the aesthetic standards by which Cairenes evaluate popular 

music and musicians, and how these aesthetics have shifted in particular directions over 

the last sixty years.  I begin by offering an analysis of the aesthetics of m s q  al- arab, 

and then draw on my ethnographic field research to elucidate the emotional distance that 

contemporary Cairene youth feel from this musical genre.  I examine the ways in which 

these generic aesthetics began to shift under the influence of the popular singer Abd al-

al m fi , and the comparatively high level of admiration that the late singer maintains 

among contemporary youth.  I then review the cultural and historical turning points in 
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Egypt that occurred during the year 1977, when Abd al- al m died, and the ways in 

which these historical moments mark the end of the era of m s q  al- arab.   

Chapter 3 is devoted to an analysis of the music and public reception of the singer 

and transitional musical figure Mu ammad Mun r.  I begin by describing the 

ethnographically illuminating process by which I obtained access to Mun r for an 

interview.  I then examine Mun r’s own statements about his music, his reception, and the 

subjective meanings of arab in terms of emotional evocation.  Finally, I compare these 

statements with my interlocutors’ opinions of his music, as well as the larger cultural 

context for some of Mun r’s recordings, including his status as a transitional figure in 

Egyptian popular music between the old and new generations. 

Chapter 4 is an in-depth examination of the genre of al-m s q  al-shab biyya, in 

terms of its visual and vocal performative aesthetics and its reception among the 

contemporary youth of Cairo.  I begin by analyzing the visual aesthetics that articulate 

themselves in the video clip of the song gar  t n  by Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b, and 

introduces the idea, expressed by my interlocutors, that the genre is driven by commercial 

considerations in ways that did not or could not have developed in earlier times.  I then 

examine the ‘New Look’, an ideal of female physical beauty associated with Lebanese 

women that has come to dominant the world of shab biyya, and two of its best-known 

exemplars, Nancy Ajram and Hayf  Wahb .  I explain how Egyptian music consumers 

validate Egyptian singers when they are somatically incompatible with the New Look, 

most importantly through the construction of a competing aesthetic ideal known as ‘an 

Egyptian voice’.  The discourse around both physical and vocal beauty reveals the ways 
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in which both men and women are subject to both of these evaluative standards, but in 

strongly gendered terms.  Finally, I analyze the relationship of these aesthetic phenomena 

to globalized and regionalized capitalist consumerism, particularly the Arabic-language 

recording industry. 

Chapter 5 offers my theoretical synthesis of the cultural and historical forces that 

shape young Cairenes’ worldview, particularly as it pertains to their sense of Egyptian 

identity.  I begin by examining the decades-long process of fragmentation within the 

Arab world as a political, cultural, and religious phenomenon, and traces the development 

of the still-nascent project in Cairo of differential racialization between Egyptians and 

Lebanese.  I then examine contemporary social pressures that challenge young Cairenes’ 

capacity to fulfill more traditional gender mores, especially modesty and pre-marital 

chastity; the most important of these, as I shall discuss, are the relatively sudden 

proliferation of access to satellite television broadcasts and the ever-increasing economic 

burden of middle-class marriage.  Following this, I note some of the ways in which 

unmarried girls in Cairo strive to embody at least some of the older standards of gendered 

comportment, and subtly invest these embodiments with a nationalist subtext of 

Egyptian-ness.  I then review the gradual shift in Cairene musical aesthetics, in which the 

means of producing and receiving emotional evocation in popular music have grown less 

formally technical and more charisma-dependent, and lyric texts have trended toward 

direct statements of emotion, rather than metaphorical and referential language.  Finally, I 

demonstrate how these phenomena interrelate within the broad contemporary discourse 

among youth of how to embody and perform an authentic Egyptian identity. 
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CHAPTER 2 
The Golden Age and its aftermath 

 
I 

The Golden Age 

Cairenes do not agree on how to draw the precise historical boundaries of Egypt’s 

heyday of expressive culture.  Particularly for aficionados of m s q  al- arab,10 the 

potential divisions are filled with meaning, largely as a reflection upon the cultivation and 

good taste of the arbiter.  Among serious lovers of Arabic music, the desire to prove one’s 

discriminating taste – especially in comparison to one another – can lead to a kind of one-

upmanship.  This phenomenon is hardly limited to Cairo11: Jonathan Shannon describes 

an encounter in Syria in which he feels pressured socially to fake his way through such an 

articulation of hyper-elevated taste: 

“To whom do you enjoy listening?” asked the teacher.  I replied, “Umm 
Kulth m,” and, with a look of resignation that suggested to me, “Is that all there 
is?” she asked, “From which era [of her career]?”  I had just listened to a 
harangue by a local cassette vendor about how beautiful and pure the early Umm 
Kulth m was in comparison to her later work, so I replied, “Her early work, 
before she became well-known.”  This elicited a nod of approval and the remark, 
“Her best recordings are from the period of about 1928 to 1930.  Afterwards she 
became too repetitive and emotionally less sincere (mufta ala),” she remarked. 
(Shannon 2006:46) 
 
In Cairo, an additional pressure on pretenders to cultivation is the sociopolitical 

resonance of their declared listening habits.  A conversation about music can quickly 

become a referendum on national politics: chiefly, this situation hinges on the respective 

feelings of speaker and listener about the July 23 Revolution of 1952, which ushered in a 

                                                             
10 “Music of enchantment,” my taxonomic term for an old style of Egyptian popular 
music with neoclassical resonances. 
11 Nor, for that matter, to a particular musical genre. 
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program of Arab nationalism and socialism.  To say that Egyptian music of the 1940s 

cannot compare to that of the 1950s is to imply (however unwittingly) that the massive 

political and social changes wrought by the revolution affected popular culture for the 

better.  Likewise, those fans who prefer the musical output of the 1930s and 1940s may 

be offering a critique of Egyptian society through the filter of nostalgic music 

appreciation.  But this latter group is a small minority; as a rule, Cairenes will assign to 

the decades of the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s the distinction of a ‘Golden Age’, in which 

Egyptian music reached its zenith by the grace of superior lyricists, innovative 

composers, and supremely talented singers.  In my experience, music fans who enjoy 

arab are most inclined to grant this status to the 1950s and 1960s; relatively few such 

fans, especially those among the current youthful generation, are sufficiently familiar 

with earlier decades to form an opinion on their musical output.  As Shannon’s anecdote 

illustrates, this lack of familiarity can be troubling in the eyes of devoted fans, who 

identify several distinct artistic periods in the career of Umm Kulth m, and would never 

take her late recording career as representative of her entire oeuvre.  Despite this, most 

young Cairenes of my acquaintance12 do exactly that, referring only to those songs she 

recorded from the early 1950s to the early 1970s as though this were her entire recording 

career. 

There is, however, widespread agreement that the best years came to an end in the 

1970s.  The exact cut-off point is a matter of idiosyncratic variation, but the general 

theme is so common as to be predictable in conversation: aficionados of arab will say 

                                                             
12 Although I should note that this includes many people who are not fond of m s q  al-
arab, and thus have little investment in such specifics. 
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that, by the time that a number of the great musical stars died within a few years of each 

other in the mid-1970s, the good years were gone.  This theme crosses all political lines: 

although Gamal Abdel Nasser’s death in 1970 brought an end to the political, social and 

economic policies he espoused – all of which were either blunted or reversed completely 

by his successor, Anwar Sadat – no one hears in this musical opinion a figurative 

lamentation for the era of Nasserism.  Rather, one hears a literal lamentation for the great 

musicians who passed from this life, and thereby foreclosed on the possibility of further 

musical greatness. 

To offer a sense of what this musical greatness entailed, let us examine one of the 

most celebrated songs of the latter years of the Golden Age: Mu ammad Abd al-

Wahh b’s composition inta umr  (“You are my life”), which he wrote especially for 

Umm Kulth m to sing.  Although Abd al-Wahh b’s compositional style has been 

praised since the song debuted, the song itself as a performative text is indelibly 

associated with its singer.  She recorded this song in concert on many occasions, on film 

as well as on audio recording; thus, we may examine inta umr  as a visual as well as 

audio text in much the same manner as the contemporary phenomenon, the music video 

clip.13 

The Lady enters 

Aurally, one may encounter inta umr  practically anywhere in Cairo, if the radio 

is tuned to the right channel: a barbershop, an office, a taxi, a bar.  Nowadays, it is also 

                                                             
13 As well as the television broadcasts that viewers may encounter on terrestrial or 
statellite channels, there are recordings of the same that have made their way onto the 
internet, for example, the website YouTube. 
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possible to see al-sitt (‘the Lady’) perform the song as well in a great many places: 

anyone with a television set and a cheap satellite dish may tune in not only to terrestrial 

Egyptian state television broadcasts of the singer’s old recorded performances, but to 

satellite channels that cater exclusively to aficionados of the old arab  repertory.14  The 

opening notes of the song are so aesthetically arresting that I have distinguished them 

while riding in the worst of Cairo’s chaotic and cacophonous midday traffic, yet so low 

and, generally, softly pitched that one cannot always be certain that one actually has 

heard them; they demand the listener’s attention not only to focus but to confirm as well.   

The introduction is a quiet, stately dialogue between the double bass and the 

q n n, which transitions into a solo electric guitar part backed up by the entirety of the 

takht15.  On every concert recording of the song that I have heard or seen, the audience 

applauds in formal recognition of the much-loved tune when the q n n ends its dialogue 

with the bass and begins to play at higher volume the first movement of the song, with 

the violin and percussion sections now playing accompaniment.  On some recordings, the 

enthusiasm of the applause at this moment drowns out the musicians, who cease playing 

and wait for the house to quiet down and regain its collective composure; when they pick 

up their instruments again, they return to the beginning of the piece, and the bass and 

q n n reprise their short introductory dialogue.   

During all of this time, Umm Kulth m herself sits next to the q n n player.  The 

                                                             
14 Although, as mentioned in Chapter 1, Cairenes often take issue with my taxonomic 
designation m s q  al- arab, I had only to turn on the TV to find a satellite channel 
dedicated to ‘classic music’ named Rotana Tarab. 
15 The q n n is a variety of zither commonly used in m s q  al- arab.  The takht is the 
orchestral ensemble that accompanied most performances of Umm Kulth m and other 
singers of arab. 
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microphone is arranged directly in front of her, either on a stand or hanging from a cord 

above the stage, but not so close that she could address her performance to the receiver 

from her chair.    After perhaps eight minutes, Umm Kulth m stands, approaches the 

microphone and waits for both the audience’s renewed applause and the takht’s resultant 

vamped16 coda to the introduction to subside.  When the audience is ready, she sings 

deliberately, “Your eyes took me back to those days that have gone...” and the song has 

properly begun.  

arab aesthetics in detail 

It would be neither practical nor useful to give a complete disquisition here on the 

aesthetics of m s q  al- arab in all its complexity.  Those readers who wish to acquaint 

themselves with this subject in greater depth should seek out A.J. Racy’s Making Music 

in the Arab World (2003), which treats the topic at length.  For present purposes, it will 

serve to look closely only at a few major evaluative standards, particularly those that 

stand in sharpest contrast with the aesthetic standards that hold within the domain of 

m s q  al-shab biyya.17   

In regard to vocal style and control, Umm Kulth m is perhaps the most prominent 

exemplar of what I shall refer to as the ‘high modernist’ aesthetics of arab.  Although 

she is often celebrated as the finest female voice in Arabic music, the evaluative 

standards by which appraisers come to such a judgment apply equally to male singers.  

                                                             
16 That is, repeated as necessary to prepare for the singer’s cue. 
17 Literally, ‘youth music’, the genre of popular music most consumed by contemporary 
Cairene youth. 
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According to Virginia Danielson, there are three elemental categories of evaluation,18 in 

all of which Umm Kulth m excelled: vocal strength, breath control, and “coloristic” 

inflections that not only added ornamentation but also expressed emotional intensity.  

Vocal strength is not simply a matter of singing loudly, but also of singing loudly when 

necessary, singing sotto voce when necessary, and always with clear, tuneful pitch.  

Breath control requires not only the rendering of long phrases in a single breath – in 

terms of both music and text – but also clarity of diction and pronunciation, so that texts 

may be received clearly by the audience.  There are many coloristic qualities that may be 

found in arab, but an important one that Umm Kulth m and many other singers19 

employed is ba a (“hoarseness”), which, when used intentionally and successfully, 

causes “the voice to break on a high pitch, usually to enhance emotional climaxes in the 

text” (Danielson 1997:92-93). 

Somatic features of Umm Kulth m’s performance are equally prominent in 

archived film performances.  Her posture is ramrod straight and, whatever her level of 

emotiveness at a given moment in a song, there is little physicality to her engagement 

with the song or with the audience: sometimes she will throw her head back slightly 

while rendering a climactic note, and she will pivot slightly at the waist or on her 

(unseen) feet in her place, as though winding up to deliver a line with full bodily power.  

In her right hand, she always clutches a silk scarf, held so that it resembles a long 

                                                             
18 Danielson makes this argument partly to explain how Umm Kulth m differed 
qualitatively from other highly regarded female singers of her era, such as Asmah n and 
Layl  Mur d. 
19 Far d al-A rash was particularly famous for the intensely emotive ba a of his voice, 
especially in his later years. 
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handkerchief.  Her attire in these filmed concerts adheres to a “conservative 

elegance...not unlike that of the wealthy women in whose houses she performed” 

(Danielson 1997:133); this conservatism is embodied in the long sleeves, high necklines, 

and very long hem lengths of her gowns, which, as mentioned, entirely hide her feet from 

the audience’s view.   

A.J. Racy elaborates on the non-musical expectations that audiences bring to 

concerts of m s q  al- arab.  Regarding vocal strength, Racy quotes an anecdote from 

the Egyptian writer Ni m t A mad Fu’ d telling how, although Umm Kulth m had been 

accustomed to singing into amplifying technological devices as a necessary part of the 

recording process since 1926, she reacted angrily in 1932 when a microphone was placed 

on the stage for one of her live concerts.  However, she soon accepted live amplification 

as a practical necessity, as she began to play to larger halls, and as composers20 

increasingly incorporated electrically amplified instruments into their arrangements and 

demanded larger takhts (Racy 2003:63).  Thus, all archived sound and video recordings 

are, by definition, also electrically amplified or even enhanced.  Regarding 

ornamentations, Racy explains the broad spectrum of such techniques as follows: 

Ornaments, which some modern literary sources refer to as ily t 
awtiyyah (or, “sound embellishments”), are among the most effective tools of 

ecstatic stimulation... 
The evocative power of ornaments, although seldom articulated as such, is 

tacitly recognized and appreciated.  When properly placed and executed, for 
example as part of a cadential motif or in the course of a prolonged note, 
ornaments tend to elicit observable listening responses.  They appear to draw the 
listener’s attention closely to the music, as well as to qualify the performer as a 
“genuine artist.”  Rendered either vocally or instrumentally, embellishments exist 
in a wide variety, ranging from subtle grace-note effects to long held tremolo-like 

                                                             
20 Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b was most prominent among these. 
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gyrations.  They may also coexist with various other effects, such as the subtle 
portamento (or sliding between notes) and the wave-like manipulation of 
individual notes, in contrast to the rapid classical-European vibrato, which in the 
context of arab music would be considered inappropriate or even distasteful. 
(Racy 2003:86-87) 

 
Finally, Racy notes the vocal profiles to which performers of arab are expected to 

conform. 

Certain types of vocal production are considered basic to arab singing.  
Underlying the various timbral profiles is an affinity for the “natural” vocal 
register for either women or men.  What is traditionally valued can be roughly 
described as a full, somewhat throat-controlled chest voice, in contrast to the 
“head,” or falsetto voice ( awt musta r, literally, borrowed or artificial voice), 
which in arab singing is deemed aesthetically objectionable, or at least 
recognized as being alien to arab vocal artistry. (Racy 2003:88-89) 

 
All of these qualities contribute to the ‘high modernism’ of arab: an especially 

prestigious register of m s q  al- arab that incorporates all of those elements that 

musicians and aficionados consider most difficult to produce, most beautiful to hear, and 

most apt to evoke the ecstatic emotional state of arab.  Such high modernist musical 

aesthetics, as I style them, do not fully correspond historically to other aesthetic 

movements referred to as ‘high modernist’, such as in literature; indeed, as noted above, 

the period of historical time when Egyptian music was at its height varies to some degree 

according to the arbiter.  Still, the ongoing process of cultural memory in Cairo 

encourages music fans to identify the best years of Egyptian musical production with the 

decades of the 1950s and 1960s — a period of time chiefly associated in Egyptian history 

with Gamal Abdel Nasser’s pan-Arab nationalism, Arab socialism, and a now-bygone 

sense of optimism for Egypt’s political ambitions and social renewal.   

This high modernist arab was not the only iteration of Cairo-produced popular 
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music available to people during those twenty years; as I shall discuss below, the high 

modernist music of Umm Kulth m and Far d al-A rash co-existed with the music of Abd 

al- al m fi , which held a position of lower esteem in the eyes of Egyptian cultural 

mavens.  And in the succeeding decades, high modernist musical aesthetics have come to 

seem strongly dated and historically situated.  Although I am loath to classify 

contemporary Egyptian popular music as ‘postmodern’ – an increasingly cheap prosaic 

maneuver with teleological resonance that is itself doomed to become dated and 

historically situated – it may be useful to think of Abd al- al m fi ’s music as 

exemplifying a kind of ‘late modernist’ aesthetic, one that substantially resembles high 

modernism while also departing from that aesthetic in some significant ways.  Before I 

discuss Abd al- al m fi , however, I wish to examine Umm Kulth m’s reception 

among the contemporary youth of Cairo, in order to clarify how high modernist arab has 

taken on resonances of classicism and historical placement. 

“Umm Kulth m was of her time, not ours” 

Umm Kulth m is distinctly unpopular among young people in Cairo today.  For 

most of my interlocutors, she holds little appeal, and they associate her music with 

memories of being forced to listen to her as children, while their parents and grandparents 

sat enraptured.  Even for those relatively few youth who speak knowledgeably and 

approvingly of the quality of her voice or her song selections, she represents an aesthetic 

standard that they can, at best, enjoy only on a cultivated, intellectual level — she does 

not touch their emotions in the way that she did (and still does) for older generations.  

Some of these youth complained to me that her songs are simply too long to endure, 
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particularly when they must engage the music on such a conscious, strenuous level.  

Others failed to appreciate the necessary aesthetic engagement in the first place, having 

grown up with shab biyya-trained ears that do not easily ‘catch’ the sense of 

kulth miyy t.21  And nearly all of them commented to me at some point that, for them, 

Umm Kulth m is situated in a historical period to which they have no emotional access: 

this place is described variously as “a time of war,” “the period of nationalism,” 

“Nasser’s era,” or simply “a long time ago (zam n).”   

Alice exemplifies this attitude in her analysis of her own distaste for Umm 

Kulth m.  “Umm Kulth m was of her time,” she explained to me as we sat in the youth 

meeting room of her church.  “She is not ours, she is not of our time, precisely because 

we as youth like everything fast!  I mean: fast internet, fast music, and fast words!  Umm 

Kulth m, for example, a song of hers was written with a five-minute introduction, 

[instrumental] music only, before the words get going!”  She could have added that 

young people often have no choice about the pace of their lives: particularly for those 

bent upon building careers for themselves and maintaining or raising their economic 

status, speeding through the day is a fact of life.  Alice, in fact, was nursing a cold that 

day, and suffered through a dry throat as she spoke with me for several hours: she had 

raced over to the church immediately after taking a final exam in her faculty at Ain 

Shams University, for which she had just spent the last several days cramming frantically.  

I felt guilty when I met her at the church that day and found her under the weather, but 

she insisted that we could sit and talk as we had arranged.  When I asked her if she 

                                                             
21 The Arabic term for the oeuvre of Umm Kulth m, as well as concerts dedicated to such 
material. 
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wanted to go home and rest after this, she assented, but then observed that she had 

another exam for which she had to start cramming, so rest would be limited. 

Speed is, in fact, a major trope in the discourse of al-m s q  al-shab biyya.22  As 

a commercial product, shab biyya is often likened to fast food (Marcus 2007:37), in its 

speed, its mass production, and its disposability.  Less judgmentally, people often 

observed to me that they find shab biyya most appropriate listening for driving around 

Cairo, jockeying through hectic traffic as they crawl over the choked highways or wend 

their way through tight side streets from one side of the city to another.  It is not the ideal 

music by which to sit still for an hour at a time, doing nothing but relaxing; it is, rather, a 

music of activity and movement, which adds to its association with (hyperactive) young 

people. 

Young Cairenes, even if they admit some enjoyment of the old arab  repertory, 

rarely evaluate the music with the precise aesthetic standards that Danielson and Racy 

have lined out.  Those few youthful interlocutors who declared their appreciation for 

Umm Kulth m spoke less of her musicological qualities than of her social and affective 

benefits: chiefly, the pleasure of sitting for a while after work and relaxing by absorbing 

one of her long recordings.  Such listeners identified this behavior as distinctly un-youth-

like, and explained to me that they had to grow into this musical appreciation.  “When I 

was a kid,” Khul d offered, “I used to complain when my father put those records on.  

‘It’s too long and boring!’ I told him.  I needed to grow up and gain the maturity to listen 

to her.”  Ya y , my language instructor and an immense fan of m s q  al- arab, told me a 

                                                             
22 Cf. Shannon 2006, for example, which I have quoted in my introductory chapter. 



 54 

similar story: “When I was much younger, I preferred faster stuff.  But when I was 

around fifteen, I began to enjoy the old, slow songs.  It depends upon the age of the 

person.”   

It may also depend partly upon immersion in the cultural context in which this 

evolution of taste can occur: the late Palestinian-born, Cairo-raised, and US-trained 

academic and music critic Edward Said confessed in several writings that he never 

learned to love Umm Kulth m as virtually every other Arab he knew did.  “Having been 

fed a diet of her music at far too young an age,” he wrote, “I found her forty-plus minute 

songs insufferable and never developed the taste for her... But for those who like and 

believe in such cultural typing she also stood for something quintessentially Arab and 

Muslim...which I could sometimes find pleasure in but never quite came to terms with.  

Her secret power has eluded me, but among Arabs I seem to be quite alone in this 

feeling” (Said 2001:230).  In a more musicological venue, Said described a late-in-life 

epiphany that allowed him to appreciate if not love the sort of leisurely, relaxing audition 

that my interlocutors cite.  “The point of the performance, I later realized, was not to get 

to the end of a carefully constructed logical structure – working through it – but to 

luxuriate in all sorts of byways, to linger over details and changes in text, to digress and 

then digress from the digression” (Said 1991:98). 

Cairenes make much of the potential for music to establish an atmosphere in a 

particular space or social scenario.  As many anthropologists have commented, Umm 

Kulth m’s voice still emanates from radios in storefronts and tiny coffeehouses all over 

Cairo, and any other place where people wish to feel “relaxed,” as one informant 
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explained to me.  Indeed, one of the major themes expressed to me by people who enjoy 

listening to Umm Kulth m is that of soothing someone in need of comfort: “she relaxes 

us (bithadd n )” was a common refrain among fans of arab who spoke to me.  This 

rarefied aural atmosphere – the static of the radio signal and the cheapness of the 

speakers notwithstanding – contrasts with other shops and establishments that seek to 

attract and excite potential customers with al-m s q  al-sha biyya23 music.  It must be 

made clear to the reader here that sha biyya is rarely played on a stereo, in simple terms; 

it is pounded, blared, blasted from the speakers, so that one feels the pressure on one’s 

eardrums as a tangible force.  Umm Kulth m, Far d al-A rash, Abd al- al m, and other 

major arab  singers represent, to those wishing to avoid or escape sha biyya, a sonic 

refuge that implies physical and emotional relief, as well as the slackening of the pressure 

on one’s ears.  And, although al-m s q  al-shab byya encompasses slower ballads as 

well as speedy pop confections, it is often played in establishments at the same ear-

splitting decibel level.  As Ya y ’s phrasing suggests, the ‘slowness’ of m s q  al- arab 

is of the body in space and (leisure) time as well as of the meter in performance.  And, as 

Edward Said implies, proper auditory appreciation of such music requires the listener’s 

attunement to a performance in which the fine details stand out prominently, in which the 

listener’s aim is not to gather information or follow an unfolding text as much as to 

luxuriate and to linger.   

 

 
                                                             
23 Idiomatically, “working-class music,” a contemporary genre popular among many 
strata of Cairene society, but stereotyped as the province of uneducated people. 
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Fig. 1-4, clockwise from top left: Umm Kulth m, in concert in the 1960s; Mu ammad 
Abd al-Wahh b, c. 1940; Far d al-A rash, c. 1970; Layl  Mur d, c. 1950. 
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II 

The Dark Nightingale 

Abd al- al m Ism l Shab na, known by his stage name of Abd al- al m 

fi , belonged to the generation that followed Umm Kulth m’s; when he was born, in 

1929, the Lady already had been recording under contract for three years.  Abd al- al m 

grew up during the period of Umm Kulth m’s early, pre-revolutionary successes, and 

when he began to perform professionally as both a concert singer and cinema actor, he 

quickly tapped into the same vein of nationalist-inflected popular culture that the older 

singer was herself learning to mine.  The cinematic quality of Abd al- al m fi ’s 

public image is reflected in his nickname, ‘the Dark Nightingale’ (al- andal b al-asmar); 

unlike most big musical stars, his persona was marked by a particularly visible, physical 

quality as well as a vocal style.24  And indeed, the iconic image of Abd al- al m fi  in 

performance is not, as with many stars, on a stage but on a screen: the singer starred in a 

number of films in the 1950s and 1960s.  Much like Elvis Presley, Abd al- al m 

presented many of his romantic songs within the context of his filmic performances, 

singing them in character, often to a physically present addressee.  And, again like Elvis, 

Abd al- al m maintains his musical and sensual hold over his fans decades after his 

death.   

The cinematic performance of his song ahw k (“I love you”) in a scene from the 

1957 Henry Barak t film Ban t al-yawm (The Girls of Today) is exemplary of both Abd 

al- al m’s aesthetic sensibility and his suavely erotic persona.  The young singer, neatly 

                                                             
24 I will return to the subject of Abd al- al m’s phenotype and its implications later. 
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dressed in a suit, sits down at a baby grand piano in the drawing room of a beautifully 

appointed European-style apartment home  the family home of his character’s love 

interest, played by the actress M gda.  He begins to ‘play’ the instrumental introduction 

to the song; Abd al- al m in fact is not playing the piano at all, judging from the lack of 

synchronization between the movements of his hands over the keyboard and the sound on 

the audio track.   

 
 
 

 
Fig. 5. Abd al- al m fi  in a film still, c. 1955. 
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After the brief piano solo, the takht begins to play through the soundtrack, and 

after several bars, Abd al- al m begins to sing, “I love you, and I wish that if I forget 

you/I forget my soul along with you/And if it remains lost, then it’s just as well if you 

forget me/So I forget you, and forget all about your coldness/But I long for my torment 

with you/And I find that my tears remember you, and so I return again.”  By the time he 

has sung these first two verses, M gda has been captivated by his voice while setting a 

tea service in the drawing room; her bodily reaction to Abd al- al m’s rich voice 

crooning the sentimental lyrics is so intense that she appears on the point of swooning.   

As Abd al- al m continues with his song, the little sister of M gda’s character 

enters the scene, also entranced by his voice.  Unlike her older sister, who attempts to 

maintain her composure in the face of erotic and romantic temptation, the little girl walks 

right up to the piano, which she leans on while staring dreamily at the singer.  M gda 

continues to watch the performance at first from a safer distance, half-concealed by the 

support columns that separate the drawing room from the kitchen area. 

As Abd al- al m transitions to the bridge25 of the song, M gda wheels the tea 

service near the piano bench, and unsteadily takes a seat on a chair; she appears 

completely fixed upon the man, breathing heavily through parted lips.  He sings 

longingly of a dream, “I find you preoccupied,” and then turns around on the bench to 

address M gda as he continues, “and I preoccupied by you/And my eyes meet your 

eyes.”  M gda frantically grasps the back of the chair for support as she finds herself 
                                                             
25 The song’s structure allots more time and emphasis to the bridge than the English word 
might imply to readers.  Musically, the melody of the second part forms the bridge of the 
song, although, unlike what most Western music listeners might anticipate, the verses of 
the second part are repeated almost as many times as those of the first.   
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addressed directly, and politely casts her eyes downward while smiling weakly.  But 

before the next line, Abd al- al m turns his head back toward the camera, now 

apparently addressing no one in particular, “and their words are written on you, though 

you try to hide them.”  M gda’s fascination appears intensified by this flirtatious 

performing style, and she magnifies her bodily gestures of desire accordingly.  He repeats 

this tactic on the next refrain of the bridge, addressing directly to M gda the same lines 

above in their entirety, before turning away again at the same point.  When the bridge 

ends, Abd al- al m pivots slightly on the bench to resume the conceit of piano player, 

pantomiming the striking of the keys as he sings the final repetition of the three opening 

verses.   

When the lyrics have ended, the takht continues to play for another half a minute 

over the soundtrack.  His singing finished, Abd al- al m sheds the character of the 

smooth, confident performer, and takes up again the character he ostensibly plays in the 

film.  He turns around on the bench, and gazes into M gda’s eyes, but this gaze is not the 

powerful instrument of seduction seen during his song; instead, he looks anxious and 

overawed, frowning in confusion as he looks up at her – Barak t has seated M gda on a 

chair higher than the piano bench, giving her a haughty angle in profile as she returns the 

gaze – before he turns away, casting his head down in a look of sorrow and defeat before 

resuming the pantomime of playing the piano.  As the last note is played, the little sister, 

who has not stirred from her post at the side of the piano, applauds the performance, 

gives Abd al- al m a kiss on the cheek, and hugs him around his shoulders before 

running off. 
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This scene represents a common theme in many of Abd al- al m’s films: the 

poor but honorable boy who seeks the heart of the beautiful upper-class girl.  Such a plot 

line played very well with Egyptian audiences in the 1950s and 1960s  both with the 

masses and with the government that oversaw and, as it found necessary, censored the 

film industry.  Gamal Abdel Nasser’s government, in fact, encouraged Egyptian studios 

to produce such films, since the romantic plot line echoed Nasser’s ideas of Arab 

nationalism and socialism.  The good guy could triumph over the bad guy (generally, a 

distasteful rival for the girl’s affections); the poor boy could prove himself to the rich girl 

and her family; and, although this last point was more subtextual than the others, the 

dark-skinned boy could ascend in social class by marrying the light-skinned girl.   

While Abd al- al m was not as phenotypically dark-skinned as many other 

Egyptians, especially those from Upper Egypt, he was still considered, in Egypt’s 

racialized discourse of skin color, asmar or asmar n .  These terms literally mean 

“brown” in the sense of “copper-colored skin,” but, because black skin is disfavored by 

Cairenes, such words are often used euphemistically to refer to black-skinned Egyptians 

as well (Badawi and Hinds 1986:429).  The only leading man in Egyptian cinema darker 

than Abd al- al m was, in fact, the actor who later portrayed him: A mad Zak .  Zak , 

whose public image mirrored Abd al- al m’s in its ‘poor boy makes good’ narrative, not 

only portrayed the singer in his final screen role, but five years earlier, had played the 

leading role in a biopic of another Egyptian poor boy who made good: Gamal Abdel 

Nasser himself.26  Long before Nasser gained a cinematic avatar, however, he was a 

                                                             
26 And, for that matter, Nasser cultivated a similar image, as the son of a mailman from 
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patron of Abd al- al m fi , whose public image was fashioned as a synecdoche of the 

new Egypt that would emerge through Nasserism: a country in which talented people 

from humble social backgrounds could rise to their rightful positions despite the obstacles 

represented by the old class structure and its attendant political regime.   

The adulation of Abd al- al m fi  that I heard from virtually all Cairene 

music fans does not reflect a constant public discourse of his aesthetic value.  At the time 

of Abd al- al m’s early success in show business, culture critics and music aficionados 

sneered at his singing style as vulgar ‘crooning’, a cheap and sentimental variety of 

popular song that reflected Western-inspired aesthetic debasement and a loss of 

‘authentic’ Arab culture.  It was only many years after his death that public critical 

discourse came to vindicate him as a late-stage “propagator of the older musical 

aesthetics” (Shannon 2006:15).  This scornful criticism of Abd al- al m as a ‘crooner’ 

depends upon an understanding of his vocal and spectacular aesthetic effect as a direct 

assault upon emotions, rather than the emotional evocation inspired by well-performed 

arab.  In comparison to contemporary musicians in al-m s q  al-shab biyya, Abd al-

al m now seems far more old-fashioned and ‘classical’ than such dated criticisms might 

suggest to contemporary readers.  The difference, especially so for listeners whose acts of 

audition occur increasingly far in historical time from Abd al- al m’s lifetime, lies in 

the details of song composition, vocal production and personal presentation.   

Unlike “the long, languorous, repetitious line, the slow tempi, the strangely 

dragging rhythms” (Said 2001:230) which listeners associate with older arab, the 
                                                             

the provinces who rose to command Egypt through the opportunities afforded him by the 
military.  Cf. Cole 1999 for more on the theme of class mobility via a military career. 
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compositions for which Abd al- al m is remembered nowadays are much shorter, 

brisker in tempo and style, and focus more on the telling of a coherent narrative or 

expressing of a narrative voice.  A CD printing of an old concert recording of inta umr  – 

these days, no one bothers to sell her studio recordings, which one can hear only by 

listening diligently to Arab-world radio – by Umm Kulth m, for example, runs for 59 

minutes and nineteen seconds; al-a l l, one of her shorter recorded songs in concert, runs 

for a mere 48 minutes and 34 seconds.  In contrast, the mass-produced version of Abd 

al- al m’s ahw k runs a scant five minutes and six seconds; the longest Abd al- al m 

song in my personal collection, saw , runs fourteen minutes and three seconds.  

Throughout his career, Abd al- al m worked with a relatively small group of composers 

and lyricists27 who developed expertise in creating the kinds of songs that the singer 

wished to record.  And, although the younger singer was also capable of producing the 

ornamental variations for which his elder colleague was so well regarded, he did not 

concentrate upon them; he would repeat verses two to four times throughout a song,28 but 

he rarely took them as an opportunity to demonstrate his musical virtuosity in the way 

that the listener expected of older performers.  Rather than emphasize vocal acrobatics, 

Abd al- al m focused to a larger degree than his artistic predecessors on the lyric text as 

a vehicle for emotional evocation, and accordingly invested his singing with a large 

degree of unction in tenderly worded passages, and a tendency toward tightly controlled 
                                                             
27 As with most singers of all genres of Egyptian popular music, Abd al- al m neither 
composed music nor wrote lyrics, but rather interpreted a text and score given to him, and 
occasionally recommended textual emendations. 
28 The simple repetition of a verse, with relatively little variation or ornamentation, is also 
a feature of al-m s q  al-shab biyya, possibly because the lyric texts of themselves are 
frequently very brief, and could be sung at a slow meter within thirty to sixty seconds. 
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ba a in yearning textual passages that described unrequited or unfulfilled erotic or 

romantic desires. 

Then there is the matter of Abd al- al m’s personal presentation as a singer.  

Like all Egyptian male singers of his time and for five decades prior to that, Abd al-

al m usually performed in concert and on screen in a Western-style suit and tie.  In 

terms of bodily gesture, there is little difference on screen between him and Mu ammad 

Abd al-Wahh b or Far d al-A rash: Abd al- al m’s Elvis-like persona did not extend to 

hip gyrations or other clearly eroticized movements.  However, in coordination with the 

‘crooning’ approach to vocal production that he pursued, Abd al- al m’s way of 

interacting with his co-stars or with his audience feels more direct, less performatively 

distanced, and more dependent on the emotional reactions of the listener/viewer to the 

contextual meaning of the song text itself, instead of the emotional evocation of arab, 

which requires the audience to engage consciously more with the non-linguistic aspects 

of the performance than the text.  Taking this difference into account, it becomes easier to 

understand how and why music critics in the 1950s derided Abd al- al m as vulgar: they 

perceived a kind of direct emotional appeal in his music, which they associated with 

erotic seduction. 

Unlike most of the now-deceased singers of bygone generations, Abd al- al m is 

still hugely popular with young people.  Many of my youthful interlocutors who cannot 

bear to listen to any of the other Golden Age singers enthused to me about Abd al-

al m.  Alice gave this sociological assessment of his enduring popularity: “He is still the 

favorite for all youth, especially for girls, because of the love songs.  Especially at our 
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age, the years of adolescence.”  When I asked her why “especially for girls,” she 

elaborated: “I don’t think that boys are that way about love.  They love football and going 

out with their friends, and that’s all, I think!  I think that girls fall in love more than boys; 

girls show love more than boys.  Even if the boy loves the girl, I think the girl shows 

more love than the boy.”  She was quite surprised when I told her how often her male 

counterparts offered glowing approval of Abd al- al m, and for substantially similar 

reasons regarding his beautiful love songs.  Alice also noted her perception that Abd al-

al m succeeds for her at emotional evocation where older singers fail.  “I think he feels 

these words.  I don’t feel this with Umm Kulth m or [Mu ammad] Abd al-Wahh b.  The 

old people, you know, of course I don’t know all their names, but my favorite is Abd al-

al m  the only one that I listen to, from among the old people.” 

III 

1977 and all that 

Abd al- al m fi , despite his relative youth, died in 1977, a mere two years 

after the passing of Umm Kulth m: he had suffered from schistosomiasis, a disease 

caused by parasitic snails that live in the stagnant water at the edges of the Nile.29  That 

same year, Egypt convulsed with anti-government demonstrations the likes of which it 

had not seen since before the 1952 revolution.  As part of the shift in economic policy 

engineered by Anwar Sadat – the set of free-market, investment-courting policies known 

collectively in Arabic as al-infit  (‘openness’) – governmental subsidies on essential 

goods, especially bread, were reduced.  In response, masses of Egyptians participated in 
                                                             
29 Writers have occasionally romanticized Abd al- al m’s painful and debilitating illness 
on account of its disease vector as a peculiarly “Egyptian disease.” 
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bread riots, demanding that the government restore the subsidies that allowed poor people 

to survive (Hourani 1991:423).  Many intellectuals as well as ordinary people also 

demanded the end of al-infit , which they read as the reinstatement of the old pre-

revolutionary class structure and its attendant differentiated access to wealth and power 

 this disparity between Egyptians had been a prime target of Nasser’s domestic 

political and economic policies. 

Eight months after Abd al- al m fi ’s death, Sadat committed himself to 

another policy that rocked Egypt as well as the larger Arab world: in November 1977, he 

flew to Jerusalem and delivered an address to the Knesset, beginning a unilateral30 peace 

process that culminated a year later in the Camp David Accords.  This policy shift 

resulted, at least for the ten years immediately following, in the sharp decrease in Egypt’s 

political capital among Arab and Muslim-majority states31: most obviously, in the 

expulsion of Egypt from the Arab League for eight years, subsequent to the signing of the 

Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty (Hourani 1991:420-421).  And, after Egypt was re-admitted 

to the Arab League, the Mubarak government was no longer the leader of pan-Arab 

resistance to Western hegemony, but now found itself in the position of uncomfortable 

interlocutor between Israel and the Arab world  a role which many Egyptians consider 

neither appropriate nor effective. 

The commercial music recording industry was about to change drastically in 1977 
                                                             
30 As opposed to pan-Arab. 
31 Although scholars remark more often on the chilling effect these events had on Egypt’s 
relations with the rest of the Arab world, Egypt’s relations with Iran were also badly 
damaged; when the Islamic Revolution took over Iran, the new government formally 
severed all diplomatic and economic ties with Egypt, partly in retaliation for Camp 
David.  As of 2010, Egypt-Iran relations have never been restored formally. 
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as well.  For decades, the only media by which Egyptians could consume recorded music 

in their homes were radio, vinyl records and, for the wealthier people, television 

broadcasts.  This began to change in the late 1960s, when production labels experimented 

with issuing recordings on the newer medium of cassette tapes; the early experiments 

performed well on the market, and by 1977, there were no less than eight corporations 

that produced cassettes for the general listening public (el-Shawan 1980:112).  This new 

medium was cheaper, more durable and more portable for consumers than vinyl records, 

and cassette sales became profitable business for such corporate entities; until at least the 

mid-1980s, such companies could earn dependable profits from sales of their cassette 

recordings (el-Shawan Castelo-Branco 1987).   

Moreover, as Peter Manuel (1993) has investigated famously in the case of Indian 

popular music, cassettes were also more conducive to low-cost recording and unofficial 

reproduction of ‘underground’ music, as well as pirated reproduction of copyrighted 

material.  Although Egypt did not experience the same increase in musical styles as 

Manuel describes in India, ‘cassette culture’ clearly contributed to the development of at 

least one major new genre: al-m s q  al-sha biyya.  As Walter Armbrust (1996) has 

described in detail, by the early 1990s Cairenes were avidly passing around cassettes – 

many of them, technically, pirated second- or third-generation copies – of various sha b  

singers in a manner that simply did not occur on the same scale with either m s q  al-

arab or Western pop.32  This unofficial and uncontrolled flow of popular culture through 

the new medium began around the time of Abd al- al m’s death, when the urban 
                                                             
32 Marc Schade-Poulsen (1999) has described a similar trajectory for the Algerian pop 
genre of raï. 
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musical genre of sha biyya began to take shape and new singers turned to cassette culture 

as a practical solution for low-cost distribution and promotion.33 

All of this is to say that Abd al- al m’s death coincided with a critical point in 

Egypt’s history; the cultural world in which he as well as Umm Kulth m and most of the 

stars of the Golden Age had lived was dying along with them.  Far d al-A rash died in 

1974; Umm Kulth m in 1975; and in 1977, Abd al- al m followed them.  And as the 

old world of the Egyptian culture industry was dying or retreating, a new one was 

emerging.  It is to this new world that I will now turn. 

                                                             
33 Charles Hirschkind (2004) has also noted the feasibility of such cassette duplication 
and distribution as a contributing factor to the popularity of Islamist sermons, and has 
compared the end of the musical Golden Age with the end of state-controlled religious 
media. 
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CHAPTER 3 
I capture the king: an interview with Mu ammad Mun r 

 
I 

 
I attest that I am the aforementioned person, resident at such-and-such address 
And that I have been exceedingly patient, though the bitter taste remains in my 

heart 
It embitters me, but there is no power that can change my love for you 
— Ayman G da, “Attestation” (Mun r 2003) 

 
The king 

Mu ammad Mun r has been singing and recording professionally since the late 

1970s.34  Mun r comes from a Nubian35 family in Upper Egypt, near the city of Asw n, 

and established himself in Cairo when he moved to the capital to attend university.  He 

has gained fame for his inventive arrangements, his selections of song texts that both 

celebrate and critique contemporary Egypt, and his perceived synthesis of folk melodies 

and motifs from both Upper and Lower Egypt — including, in the case of the former, 

Nubian elements that are otherwise rarely present in Egyptian pop music. 

A number of interlocutors who freely disparaged contemporary pop music to me 

would change their tone entirely when Mun r’s name came up.  Mu ammad Mun r, as I 

learned, inspires a degree of respect that no other currently active Egyptian musician can 

equal.  Students of music enjoy his arrangements and departures from the usual sound of 

al-m s q  al-shab biyya; nationalists appreciate his songs that sing of the goodness of 

ordinary Egyptian people; secular Egyptians admire his statements, musical and 

                                                
34 Although it may seem counterintuitive to Western readers, the advanced age of some 
shab b  singers does not bother Egyptian fans in the slightest.   
35 A non-Arab ethnic minority group of Egypt and Sudan, who are noticeable darker-
skinned than the majority of Egyptians. 
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otherwise, in favor of secularity and non-sectarianism, and against the kind of Islamist 

political thought represented by the Muslim Brotherhood, the banned but tolerated 

political party that calls for the institution of Islamic law as the basis for government.  

(The Muslim Brotherhood, while technically outlawed, remains so popular and influential 

that the Egyptian government finds itself obliged to come to some modus vivendi with its 

enemy, including gestures toward Islamization of public and political space.)  Even the 

Egyptian state, which is not well disposed toward social critics, treats him with some 

grudging respect: he continues to record albums and video clips and perform freely, 

although he has made statements that could land a less exalted personality in jail, and has 

recorded a song and video clip, madad y  ras l all h (“Help, O messenger of God”), that 

enraged the powerful Islamist opposition.36 

Very few artists even attempt the sort of musical project that Mun r espouses, 

although one would be hard-pressed to find an Egyptian musician who does not praise 

Mun r’s skill and creativity.  The only artists I ever encountered who have expressed any 

interest in following in Mun r’s footsteps are the members of the band Wus  al-Balad, 

another Egypt-focused musical act who have concentrated on building a fan base in Cairo 

and Alexandria, rather than in the larger Arab world.  The apparent lack of interest of his 

colleagues in synthesizing traditional Egyptian music of all kinds with Western 

instrumentation and occasional stylistic influences throws Mun r’s music into higher 

relief, giving him the appearance of a visionary.  While I cannot deny that he represents 

                                                
36 Islamist objections rested upon an understanding of the song’s title and refrain as 
seeking direct intercession from the Prophet Mu ammad — a blasphemous impossibility, 
according to some strict Islamic theologians. 
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such a figure in Egyptian music, I would also point out that, as the Arabic-language 

commercial music industry has developed, the kind of music that Mu ammad Mun r 

performs has little commercial potential outside Egypt.  By Mun r’s own admission, he 

has a large following only in Egypt and Germany, with relatively few fans in most of the 

Arab world.  He styles himself as an Egyptian national artist, rather than an Arab artist 

from Egypt, and claims only the Egyptian people as his intended audience, and thus is not 

overly concerned with his reception in Lebanon or Saudi Arabia (Mu ammad Mun r 

2008).  Needless to say, this attitude requires both a relatively strong cultural politics and 

a firm position in the field, to say nothing of a blatant disregard for the mechanics of the 

contemporary pop music industry.37  It would be exceedingly difficult for a musician 

starting out today to take Mun r as both an artistic template and a business model, and 

still feed himself.  Therefore, Egyptian musicians hoping to build careers for themselves 

in the sphere of shab biyya would naturally seek to perform music that would play well 

throughout a larger region — preferably, the entire Arabic-speaking world.  And thus, by 

contrast, Mun r seems nobler than the average musician, and motivated by something 

other than profit. 

Because of his unusual, eclectic musical aesthetics and his long-lived career, 

whose beginnings coincided with the time of Abd al- al m fi ’s death, Mu ammad 

Mun r represents a transitional figure in the world of Egyptian pop music.  He studied 

                                                
37 It is perhaps easy for Mun r to make this claim in 2008, by which time he was a well-
established musician with a strong fan base.  It is well to note also that, when he began 
performing, Egypt was far more monolithically dominant in the pop music world than it 
is now, and even a relatively provincial Egyptian musician stood a reasonable chance of 
being heard throughout the Arab world. 
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music and began to perform publicly during the years that the stars of the Golden Age 

were either dying off or fading into the seclusion of retirement.  When he began to release 

albums, they were published as both vinyl LPs and cassette tapes, during the time before 

piracy techniques allowed bootleg sales to destabilize the profit model of corporate 

cassette production.  His albums have always featured arrangements that draw on 

numerous musical genres, among them the ‘late modernist’ style identified with Abd al-

al m fi , al-m s q  al-sha biyya associated with urban working-class singers like 

A mad Adawiyya, folk music styles from up and down the Nile Valley, and Western-

influenced rock music production values, strongly associated in Egypt with the prolific 

Libyan-born producer am d al-Sh ir .  The resulting music is accordingly difficult to 

classify taxonomically; my inclination to classify Mu ammad Mun r as a shab b  artist 

derives as much from his widespread popularity among Cairene youth as from any 

musicological trends inherent in his music. 

“Life isn’t easy” 

A taxi driver in his fifties picked me up one day when I needed to get from the 

northwestern tip of Zamalek to my apartment in the neighborhood of Liberation Square.  

The route required crawling through dense inner-city traffic, particularly the constantly 

overcrowded road that runs along the riverside promenade known as the Nile Corniche.  

The snarled traffic gave us time to chat, and the view of numerous teenagers hanging out 

on the Corniche provided him with an anchoring topic of conversation.  He pointed to the 

kids goofing off, strolling around, and checking each other out, and scoffed to me at what 

he regarded as the shiftlessness of the current youth generation, describing his own 
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youthful bootstrapping.  “Long hours, little sleep, I saved my money.  I worked hard, you 

know?  I struggled.  And then I got married.  And now I have grown children, and I sent 

them to college.  Sure, it’s hard to earn a living nowadays, but so what?  You can’t find a 

job that pays you enough?  So take a second job!  Life isn’t easy!”  He was convinced, 

despite my polite advocacy on behalf of Egyptians my own age, that laziness was a worse 

problem for youth than economic deprivation. 

While many of the young working-class and middle-class people I know would 

like to believe in such ideas, they generally told me that the time when the taxi driver’s 

words rang true has passed, and that even their friends who maintain two jobs to save up 

marriage money barely keep themselves afloat.  “A doctor at a state hospital earns less 

than LE20038 a month,” lamented a recent graduate of a Faculty of Commerce who was 

working as a tourism fixer.  “Why should he care if you’re sick?  Unless he ignores his 

official work and sees private patients on the side for high fees, how will he ever marry?” 

It is difficult for me to gauge the degree to which class factors into these calculations, 

since one must consider both the financial means of the prospective marital partners and 

the socially influenced extravagance of the planned wedding festivities, but the 

impression that every young person seemed to have of his or her own circumstances – 

unless they were scions of the oligarchic class – was that even formerly prestigious 

occupations like medicine and engineering could no longer offer wages commensurate 

with that social prestige.  As the fixer suggested glumly to me, even professionals in 

these fields had to corrupt the ostensible social mission of their work by servicing the 

                                                
38 Approximately USD37. 
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upper class disproportionately, if they wished to earn anything above starvation-level 

wages. 

In fact, the concept of a prestigious occupation may itself be a shaky construct 

nowadays.  Ya y , my language tutor, came from a family of recently urbanized peasants 

in Alexandria, and often discussed with me his plans and dreams of getting married and 

raising a rising middle-class family in detail.39  When I asked him what professions he 

hoped his children might enter, he smiled and explained that it truly did not matter, 

provided that he arranged for them to go to prestigious private schools at which they 

would be socialized into the economic elite, and develop friendships with children who 

would grow up to become points of contact in the elite social networks.  Although Ya y  

seemed to regard this state of affairs as natural, he also seemed ambivalent about the idea 

that his own profession commanded little respect in contemporary Egypt; he plainly 

loved teaching, and savored quoting to me from qif li-l-mu allim, the A mad Shawq  

poem likening a teacher to a prophet.  Like other talented and ambitious young men, 

however, Ya y  has had to discard the achievement ideology taught to him in childhood, 

recognizing that economic success and social status would be won more surely by w s a 

(connections, intermediaries) than by the virtues of hard work espoused by my taxi 

driver. 

 

                                                
39 Unlike for many of his compatriots and age peers, this was no pipe dream: Ya y  
managed to save a great deal of money by teaching Arabic to foreigners and English to 
Egyptians.  The latter in particular is so lucrative (I have heard fees quoted of LE100 per 
hour) that some people I met considered me foolish to spend my time in Egypt on 
research when I could have been giving English lessons to rich people. 
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Searching for w s a 

Bureaucracy has long been an unfortunate fact of life for Egyptians.  Both 

government and private industry seem to thrive on excessive amounts of apparently 

redundant paperwork, even (or especially) when a petitioner’s objective in a given office 

is simple and straightforward.  Egyptians and foreigners alike have remarked on this 

phenomenon for years, not only out of personal exasperation at their wasted time but 

sometimes out of a sense as well that the abundance of bureaucracy serves as a cheap and 

unsatisfying substitute for good governance and effective administration.  There exist 

various hypotheses as to how this situation came to pass.  The colloquial explanation that 

I most commonly heard from acquaintances of mine of many levels of wealth and 

education was that the purpose of such bureaucracy is in fact a device to insulate the 

governing regime from its subjects and stave off any obligation of the governing toward 

the governed. 

Regardless of its origins, bureaucracy is now an inevitable part of Cairene life.40  

It even touches the content of popular music: in his song iqr r (“Attestation,” as in the 

language of many governmental documents), Mu ammad Mun r laments the 

bureaucratization of daily life, and affirms that he loves Egypt in spite of how it 

sometimes treats him.  This song is exceptional in its discussion of bureaucracy.  In terms 

of the music industry, however, bureaucracy rules as inevitably as in any other field, 

largely through the Musicians’ Syndicate.  This syndicate has direct authority over every 

Egyptian who attempts to make a living from musical performance; it is through my 
                                                
40 The idiom in Egyptian Colloquial Arabic corresponding to the English ‘red tape’ is, in 
fact, itself a rather telling linguistic borrowing from English: r t n (routine). 
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experiences with this syndicate that I largely came to my understandings of how power 

operates in Cairo, and how people must interact with it. 

Although my research focused on ordinary Cairenes and their relationship to 

shab biyya, I also wanted to speak to a few of the well-known musicians who create such 

music.  This meant, practically speaking, that I had to acquire the proper w s a in order to 

contact someone, since one does not, as a rule, simply telephone an Egyptian of any 

social prestige and ask him for a favor.41  While all of the musicians whom I named in 

Chapter 1 were on my list of desired interview subjects, the first one I sought was 

Mu ammad Mun r.  This was no less a matter of sheer practicality than ethnographic 

relevance: because my Fulbright-Hays fellowship information slotted me as a student of 

folklore, and Mu ammad Mun r has made a semi-professional study of various folk 

music styles throughout Egypt, we had indirect formal connections to each other.  As I 

was wont to do in my field research (as elsewhere in my life), however, I opted to do 

things the hard way before the easy. 

One day, I took a brief interview with an executive at one of the major satellite 

TV music channels, speaking primarily about the changing economic demands of the 

recording industry.  The executive, while polite enough, seemed anxious to finish the 

conversation so that he could return to business; he soon suggested that I contact the 

former chief of the Musicians’ Syndicate to learn more.  He gave me the contact 

information for Bass m, the ex-chief and current under-secretary of the syndicate, and 

gently shooed me out after a few more questions. 

                                                
41 That is, not if the petitioner does not occupy the higher social position. 
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Soon thereafter, I contacted Bass m and attempted to arrange for an interview.  

The timing was unfortunate for me: it was during the Islamic holy month of Ramadan, 

during which Muslims are supposed to fast during the daytime.  This has the practical 

effect of forcing many famished Egyptians to assume a semi-nocturnal work schedule, so 

that their stomachs are sufficiently full and their heads sufficiently clear to tend to 

business.  So it was with the staff of the Musicians’ Syndicate: Bass m gruffly 

recommended that I take the interview after the breaking of the fast, which comes at 

sundown.  When I tried to specify the date, he seemed to have trouble with his telephone 

connection, and the line went dead. 

I concluded that Bass m would prefer to discuss future appointments in person – 

it seemed preferable to thinking that he had feigned a bad connection in order to get rid of 

me – so I went to the office of the Musicians’ Syndicate, on the ninth floor of a 

downtown building, and searched for him.  Eventually, I found Bass m’s office tucked 

away behind what appeared to be a doctor’s clinic.  Many people in gallabiyyas milled 

around the clinic area, and I felt tremendously confused by the lack of distinction 

between the syndicate’s business and the physician’s.  I made my way into Bass m’s 

private office space – jam-packed with assistants fussing over cell phones and glasses of 

tea – and no sooner had I bid him good evening than a page guided me around the ninth 

floor and up the stairs to the tenth, where the main offices for the syndicate appeared to 

lie.  I spoke a bit with the receptionist there, explained that I was a researcher waiting to 

speak with Bass m, and she asked me sit down at a conference table there, working my 

way through a crowd of people in gallabiyyas or other inexpensive clothing.  It felt 
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distinctly unlike the headquarters of a powerful trade union. 

After I had been waiting for an hour, watching people go about their business in 

the headquarters, heedless of me, I caught the eye of someone with an air of minor 

authority.  I looked at him with, in all probability, something of a despairing look in my 

eyes.  He smiled and said pleasantly in a wholly unironic tone of voice, “Al- abr gam l y  

b sh ! (Patience is beautiful, chief!)”  I smiled weakly at this advice; it is the sort of 

thing that Egyptians say when faced with the sort of interminable delays that mark 

governmental, bureaucratic intrusions into their lives.  The word abr, in fact, means not 

only “patience” but “forbearance” as well. 

After some more waiting, I was sent back downstairs to see Bass m.  He was still 

in a meeting and seemed perturbed that I now sat just outside his office.  A page soon 

ushered me into Bass m’s private office, wherein I watched Bass m run in and out while 

the page tidied up his desk and wiped the dust from his laptop.  After a full two hours of 

waiting, Bass m introduced me to the syndicate’s public relations officer.  I explained my 

project briefly and gave her my card.  She told me she could get started on this after d 

al-fi r42, and with that she was ready to send me off.  Desperate to maintain some direct 

contact while being juggled from one handler to another, I asked her for her own business 

card; grimacing, she reluctantly found one for me; only then did I take my leave.  In total, 

I waited two hours in order to obtain roughly five begrudged minutes of face time.  Out in 

the vestibule, I found that the elevator could not be called for most of the upper stories, 

obliging me to walk down to the seventh floor in order to call it. 

                                                
42 The festival that marks the end of Ramadan. 
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In the course of all this waiting around, I learned that the current chief of the 

syndicate was named Nab l.  Over the next several months, then, as I gradually 

recognized that the only way to get things done was to talk to the person in charge, I 

subjected myself to a series of repetitive spells of waiting at the syndicate’s office, 

gamely trying to make contact with Nab l.  Unsurprisingly, he was rarely in his office 

when I called; in the hopes of catching him returning to the headquarters, I spent many 

long hours sitting around the vestibule-cum-conference room outside his private office, 

becoming friendly with the support staff in the process.  (They soon knew me by sight, in 

contrast to most people who stopped by the syndicate’s office attempting to wheedle 

some face time with the chief.)  I would sit with my coffee or tea, and chit-chat with them 

about the music they listened to on their computers – mp3-format music files are 

ubiquitous in Cairo, among anyone and everyone who possesses a mobile phone, to say 

nothing of a computer – and, from time to time, try unsuccessfully to explain that I 

wanted to talk to ust dh Nab l for academic research, rather than for journalism purposes. 

When I finally met Nab l, I was so surprised at the opportunity as to be mentally 

unprepared for the experience.  I went to the headquarters one day, having been told by 

his receptionist that he was expected to arrive after five in the afternoon.  Sure enough, 

when I went to the offices, there were people waiting to see him.  I put my name in and 

took my usual seat at 5:20.  The receptionist ordered me a sh y ziy da after asking me 

how I was.  The office boy who delivered the tea brought me a glass with old fingerprints 

– that is, they were not freshly imprinted – on each drinking side. At 6:00, confounding 

my expectation, the receptionist beckoned me to go into the chief’s office: he was there. 
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I was motioned to a seat on a leather couch, upon which sat several physically 

imposing assistants to the chief, dressed, like him, in suits.  In a chair in front of the 

chief’s desk sat a reporter for one outlet or other, recording Nab l’s thoughts on the 

possibility of some sort of musical collaboration between Egyptian and Israeli artists.  

Nab l hewed to the party line43 exactly, refusing to consider the idea of ‘normalization’ 

“while the Palestinians [were] denied their lands in Gaza and the West Bank.”  The 

reporter observed that there already was “a kind of normalization” – she was too canny to 

go into the specifics – and asked why this should not be extended to musicians.  But 

Nab l was plainly a company man, and did not depart from official governmental dogma. 

After he finished telling the reporter that “musicians have to be role models,” one 

of his lieutenants motioned me to take the chair by the desk that she had just vacated.  I 

introduced myself and explained my work, and he immediately rejected the premise, 

saying that of all the singers I named, only Mu ammad Mun r and T mir usn  had any 

value, because they were composers.  The others, he said, do not understand what they 

are singing.  “Even Sh r n?”  I asked, indicating the picture of her on his wall, smiling in 

a purple gown at the Opera House as he presented her with an award.  “Yes, even Sh r n,” 

he said, “she is not a composer; she is just a singer.”  He asked me if I knew shab biyya 

before I came to Egypt, or if I heard it from people on the street; I truthfully answered 

that I did not know shab biyya well before I came to Egypt.  He went on about how the 
                                                
43 That is, the official governmental policy discouraging non-governmental collaborative 
efforts between Israelis and Egyptians of any kind.  The Egyptian state’s strained formal 
diplomatic relationship and limited economic cooperation with Israel are deeply 
unpopular, and most cultural organs and many media personalities – generally in state-
run and state-censored media – fulminate against any cross-border interaction as 
politically unacceptable steps toward full normalization of ties with Israel. 
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tur th and the folk roots of sha biyya were more important, and by way of example, he 

brought up his own efforts at musical composition.  He asked if I would like to hear his 

music, and I, unsure of what purpose this might serve, felt it best to oblige him.  He 

produced from a drawer a CD, loaded it in his computer, and proceeded to play a sample 

of at least half of the 20-odd tracks on it.  Each time, he would put on a track, turn around 

to study my face to see how I was reacting, and point out instrumentations or 

arrangements.  Eventually, when the last track had been sampled, he presented the CD to 

me to keep, and seemed ready to end the meeting.  My patience running a trifle thin, and 

with the growing conviction that he would prove useless anyway, I elected to discard 

whatever deference might remain, and I reiterated that shab biyya is the heart of my 

research, and I was sent here by my Fulbright academic advisor – my advisor 

recommended that I drop his name to the syndicate chief – specifically to ask him for 

contacts among shab b  artists.  He said that when the three of us conferred on it, he 

would do it — when my advisor called him about it, he added. At 6:45, I bid him 

farewell, and said goodbye to the office support staff, fully expecting that I would never 

hear another word from or about this syndicate.  My advisor was as disappointed as I was 

by the outcome, when I told him the whole story later.  He reluctantly agreed that Nab l 

seemed to be brushing me off, and admitted that perhaps, given the syndicate chief’s 

behavior, I should forget about him as potential contact. 

Months later, I arranged for an interview at a folk music center with another 

professor of folklore, largely in hopes of enlisting his aid in contacting Mu ammad 

Mun r.  After several hours of shop talk, he inquired if I had yet spoken to any of the 
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musicians who figured in to my work.  When I explained that I had had very few 

opportunities up to that time, he brought up the idea of visiting the Musicians’ Syndicate.  

Groaning, I told him of my unsuccessful quest to gain contact information through the 

syndicate chief.  I apologized to him, if he were friends with Nab l, and said that I had to 

express my impression that the syndicate chief was a vulgar bureaucrat rather than a 

musician.  With an amused smile on his face, the professor corrected me: he said that 

Nab l was not vulgar, but a cheap and low-status musician known in Egyptian Colloquial 

Arabic as l t  — that is, one who simply plays on whatever instrument ( l ) he knows 

for cash in the street, rather than a serious student of music.  This is perhaps an even 

harsher insult than my assessment of Nab l as vulgar, since the professor was clearly 

aware that Nab l styles himself as a composer of art music.  He sympathized with me; he 

understood, as I had, that Nab l had the power to put me in touch with musicians, but 

chose not to, out of a combined lack of understanding of my work, and a lack of benefit 

to himself. 

After a moment’s thought, the professor took out his mobile phone and called 

Nab l.  He spoke to the syndicate chief in a chummy, non-deferential manner, telling him 

that he was going to send along a book to Nab l, along with “an American researcher — 

he’s working on a project that is very, very important to us!”  When the call ended, he 

ordered an assistant at the venue to retrieve a copy of the professor’s new book, along 

with a pen.  The professor carefully wrote a large, flowery dedication to Nab l on the 

flyleaf, and then handed it to me.  “This is a bribe (rashwa) for him, to get him to talk to 

you,” he said with a wry grin.  He explained that I should call Nab l – and only Nab l, 
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none of his underlings – and arrange for a good time for me to drop by to pass along a 

book for him from the professor, and while I was there I should explain to him directly 

that I was studying shab biyya, and I needed to get in touch with particular singers, and 

could he please get me the contact information for Sh r n, T mir usn  and Mu ammad 

Mun r? 

The bribe was sufficient motivation for Nab l to put me in direct contact with 

Mu ammad Mun r, whom I soon was fortunate enough to interview for my research.  My 

credit with Nab l ran out swiftly, though; once the book had been exchanged for access to 

one individual, I had nothing else to offer, and he returned to stonewalling my requests 

for access to the other two singers.  Still, in relative terms, this story has a happy ending, 

in that I achieved at least one of my goals, and did so through the machinations of an 

Egyptian governmental office bureaucracy with an apparent propensity for corruption.  

Anyone, Egyptian or foreigner, who has lived in Cairo for any length of time can testify 

that a positive outcome for a petitioner of any sort is hardly guaranteed.  In light of the 

fact that Nab l viewed me less as a legitimate petitioner than an unwarranted nuisance, it 

is positively amazing that I met with any success at all. 

II 

Positive provocation 

Thus it was that I secured an interview with Mu ammad Mun r, conducted at his 

home in Cairo.  When I told my friend assan about the upcoming interview, he was 

visibly excited, even though he ordinarily denigrated shab biyya as worthless 

commercial pap.  When I informed him that I was going to sit down for a formal 
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interview with Mu ammad Mun r, assan’s eyes gleamed, and he told me, “For my 

generation, he is very important.  He is the king!”44  assan reminisced about when the 

singer released his album shab b k (Windows), and everyone in assan’s class ran out to 

buy a copy of the cassette.45  “There’s none of this ‘ ab b  I love you y  ab b ’,” he 

noted of the lyrical content of Mun r’s recordings, “he sings about the people.”  To my 

surprise, the normally cool and artistically snobbish assan suggested to me, “When you 

go to his house, take a picture, because the house will be very beautiful!”  I remembered 

this advice, and made good on it at the interview.  (See Fig. 6.) 

When I arrived at Mu ammad Mun r’s home, I was shown by the building’s 

doorman to the formal salon, where I waited while my presence was announced.  Mun r 

soon appeared, greeted me, and invited me to follow him to the interior reaches of his 

flat: he himself, it was immediately evident to me, spent most of his leisure time in a 

much smaller room near the kitchen.  Unlike the pristine and slightly sterile salon, this 

back room had a lived-in feel, with deep impressions on the couches and little scratches 

on the glass-topped coffee table from dishware, glassware and ashtrays.  In a corner of 

the room sat his computer and what I gathered was the server on which he maintained his 

official website.  He was not alone in the room, but sat with one or two friends and 

assistants at all times.  These were not so much hierarchical subordinates, such as the 

syndicate chief kept on hand, but friends and advisors to Mun r who, as I learned, helped 

him especially to maintain his internet presence and his public relations in general.  They 

                                                
44 Mu ammad Mun r has been nicknamed “the king” by his fans, after his boastfully 
entitled album al-malak huwa al-malak (The King, He is the King). 
45 This album’s release date of 1981 indexes the fact that assan is about ten years older 
than the bulk of my respondents. 
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also spoke much more English than he, and occasionally played the role of interpreter.  

All in all, I felt pleased and flattered to be invited into relatively private space, where he 

would feel most comfortable talking with me. 

Fig. 6. The author interviewing Mu ammad Mun r, 2008. 
 

Mun r had a great deal to say about good and bad music,46 and how one could 

distinguish the two in the contemporary music industry.  In fact, he and his two assistants 

all had a great deal to say on the subject, and took turns offering me their opinions whilst 

occasionally arguing with each other.  Mun r, as a secular nationalist who expresses 

                                                
46 All personal quotations are from this interview, listed in the ‘Works Cited’ as 
Mu ammad Mun r 2008. 
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himself musically, was reluctant to denigrate nationalist pop songs that others had 

mocked to me as shoddy work.  He suggested that, despite the good intentions of the 

songwriter, some compositions were relatively ‘flat’ (musa a a) — that is, they directly 

extolled the nation without framing the sentiment in the details of everyday life.  “There 

is no such thing as bad art, even in terms of the nation,” he told me.  “Maybe it’s 

nationalist art, but weak!  But there is [also] powerful art!  You as the listener and I as the 

artist are [both] responsible: you have to choose the powerful and not the weak.” 

  Mun r indirectly referenced the wealth of everyday detail in his song selections 

in his explanation of his reputation among my respondents.  As I observed to him, his was 

the name most frequently cited by young people as “very Egyptian” among shab b  

singers.  When I asked him why this should be, he answered, “[Because] I’m not a liar!  I 

love them [the people] and I say so, that’s all.”  Similarly, he spoke of his avowed aim in 

his art to speak to the whole of “the nation,” explaining that he has no limited audience 

demographic for his music: as he sees it, his audience is “the father, the mother, the son, 

the daughter, and the grandchild.  All the people.”   

Mun r cited his personal sense of nationalism as an overt influence on his choice 

of songs to record.  “In every song, there is this ta r 47 that I mentioned to you…  You 

dream of a better life, of good people, of a good and strong society.”  This response 

allowed me to ask how love songs, the aforementioned bread and butter of the 

                                                
47 Mun r and his assistants collectively glossed this word, which literally means 
“propaganda,” in context to me as “positive provocation,” in the sense of benevolent 
propaganda or polemic.  The gloss is more easily understood when the reader is aware of 
Mun r’s positioning as a public proponent of peaceful civil society and secular 
nationalism.   
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shab biyya industry, play into his thinking and his selections: was his song ‘alb f  

[“Free heart”] (Mun r 2005) somehow a political statement?  Mun r gently critiqued my 

received implication that love was somehow less important than politics: “Love is 

something big!  Every song about love, yes!  People love, people fight, people defend 

themselves, and their continent, and their nation, right?  So all around us are people.  

Every instrument, you know.”  I took this answer to mean that it was foolish and 

shortsighted to expect even the most nationalist of pop singers to ignore love songs, on 

the aesthetic level no less than the practical. 

Mun r’s song ‘alb f  is, in fact, an interesting example of a lyric text that, on the 

face of it, is simply about romantic feelings – albeit elegantly expressed – but refers 

obliquely to social issues beyond teenage romance.  The narrator appears to resemble 

those of any number of other pop songs who long for an unknown and unnamed romantic 

partner, but he is unusually candid in his self-characterization, as well as his fantasized 

lover. 

Free Heart 
 

(Chorus) 
Anyone want a free heart? 
A fine heart, a gentle heart 
A heart all compassion and sympathy 
It will pull you from sadness 
It’s even ready to love 
A heart that wants to forget a past 
 
A loyal heart, I’m not selling it 
A dear heart and won’t come cheap 
A heart still in the bloom of its youth 
And yearns only for a faithful heart 
 
A person who has it, that one who has it,  



 88 

My heart is his property, my heart is his48 
It’s even ready to love 
A heart that wants to forget a past 
 
A heart calling to love its darling 
Like everyone wants to do 
And its desire is that one day will bring it 
O joy and happiness of his heart! 
 
Whoever is coming, whoever is trying, 
My heart is first [in line], my heart is nearest 
It’s even ready to love 
A heart that wants to forget a past 
 

Notably, upon close inspection, it appears that the narrator is not at all a teenager 

or adolescent youth whom one might expect to inhabit a shab b  pop song.  “A heart still 

in the bloom of its youth” does not, one would think, belong to an actual youth, but to an 

older man; the narrator is not affirming his youth, but denying that he is too old to be 

considered as a potential bridegroom.  There is a sense that the narrator feels his 

opportunity for romance slipping away, especially in comparison to people around him: 

“A heart calling to love its darling/Like everyone wants to do/And its desire is that one 

day will bring it.”  Such lyrics call to mind the economic constraints on marriage that 

many of my interlocutors detailed to me: it is now a common phenomenon to see Cairene 

men marry for the first time in their thirties or forties, because it has taken them that long 

to amass the capital necessary to put themselves forward as serious candidates for 

marriage.  Such older men on the marriage market must know that their predicament is a 

recently arisen phenomenon; their fathers and grandfathers rarely, if ever, would have 

                                                
48 The masculine pronoun here is not an indicator of literal same-sex desire, as in some 
classical Arabic poetry, but a common songwriting device that shortens the line rhythm 
and facilitates rhymes. 
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encountered such obstacles to marriage.  The reality that their prospects for marriage 

nowadays are much worse than their forebears’, even with a much larger national 

population than in their parents’ time, is a bitter pill to swallow. 

In another change from the usual, the narrator does not long for the stereotypical 

girl of fantasy, who is surpassingly beautiful, graceful, innocent, and virginal.  On the 

contrary, the narrator obliquely acknowledges that he would be ready to love a woman 

who has previously been involved romantically with another man: “It’s even ready to 

love/A heart that wants to forget a past.”  At the very least, this would imply an unmarried 

girl who has previously been engaged; this situation is fairly common nowadays, and 

does not necessarily suggest any damage to the girl’s reputation.  However, since some 

Cairene men have explained to me that merely being acquainted with a boy outside her 

family makes a girl suspect, this status is also clearly not ideal.  My language tutor Ya y  

informed me that every woman necessarily remains in love with the first man with whom 

she had sex, as a way of explaining why he insisted on looking for a virgin for his bride.  

Antar, the manager of a café I patronized for some time – himself the veteran of 

numerous pre-marital sexual affairs – swore to me that he would not have married his 

wife “if she had so much as kissed a boy” (Gilman 2009:85).  Moreover, the lyric 

encompasses more than this scenario; it could as easily be a divorced woman, or even – 

and this is the most emotionally resonant implication in the song – a woman who has 

fallen in love and had sexual relations with a previous man outside of any formal 

arrangement.  Given the premium that most – if not virtually all – Cairene men place on 

the chastity of their intended brides, and their anxiety about the loyalty and 
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trustworthiness of women with any degree of prior sexual knowledge, this is an 

extraordinary concession for the narrator to make. 

In discussing the use of the word ta r  to describe the sentiments in Mun r’s 

nationalist songs, his assistant Salma unexpectedly offered me some eyewitness evidence 

suggesting a link between Mun r’s (shab b ) music and arab.  As Salma described her 

associate’s concerts to me, “he induces in [the concertgoers] a sense of positive passion, 

making them do things they wouldn’t normally do because he sends powerful messages 

of inspiration.  Did you attend any of his concerts?  You should definitely see the 

concerts!  All the concerts, in the beginning, it’s very slow, and very harmonic, and then 

all of a sudden, they start dancing and jumping and doing all kinds of stuff that they 

wouldn’t normally do, that they would normally be ashamed to do.  But in his concerts, 

people take off their shoes and start dancing, and hailing Egypt, or their loved ones, or 

whatever it is they want to hail!”   

This struck me as very similar to the physical expressions of aurally received 

arab described by A.J. Racy (2003:1-8), and I asked Salma if this behavior could be 

appropriately called arab.  This led to a four-way conversation interlude, with Salma 

being interrupted once or twice by her colleague, Al .  “ arab is a very Arabic word,” 

she began thoughtfully.  “It moves the heart, because it’s related to Arabic culture and it’s 

related to” — Al  interrupted to suggest “enjoyment” in English — “enjoyment, of 

course, it’s all entertainment!  But it’s authentic entertainment!  It’s real entertainment!”   

At this point, Mun r offered his own practical explanation of arab: “ arab is the 
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moment in which the singer says to himself, ‘All h!’49  At the same time, the listener in 

front of him says to you, ‘All h!’  If the two of you at the same time say this, then you 

enchant (biti rib) me — you as the singer enchant me, and you as the listener enchant 

me!”  Once again, there is an association of arab with authenticity and ineffability, 

deployed here in a particularly sharp way meant to distinguish Mu ammad Mun r’s 

music and performance capabilities from those of his peers.   

III 

“The arab of shab biyya” 

The simple fact of my professional interest in al-m s q  al-shab biyya made my 

musical taste somewhat suspect to many Egyptians with whom I discussed such matters.  

While some people expressed affection for various singers and songs of the genre, others 

excoriated it wholesale, and one or two actually attempted to convince me to abandon my 

studies of shab biyya and re-orient my scholarly interest toward m s q  al- arab50 as a 

more worthy musical topic.  None of this surprised me much, since I was already aware 

of shab biyya’s shaky stature in popular culture, and likewise aware of the high regard in 

which many hold arab for reasons musical, cultural and political. 

I was, however, surprised to learn that a mirror-image situation often pertains 

between Egyptians and me when the music under discussion is American.  In attempting 

to describe the beauty of arab, a shocking (to me) number of Egyptians fell upon 

analogies to Michael Bolton, Whitney Houston, and Celine Dion.  These singers, as I 

                                                
49 Music listeners often utter this as an expression of aesthetic appreciation at concerts. 
50 The neoclassical genre of popular music dominant in the 1950s and 1960s, and 
associated with the emotional state of arab. 
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have grown up in America to regard them, represent many of the worst instincts of 

American popular music, churning out emotive, histrionic performances of blandly 

formulaic and generic lyrical texts.  American music snobs – a group in which I 

somewhat reluctantly situate myself – tend not to value such qualities in song, and 

accordingly place these singers in a sort of pop music rogues’ gallery.  Egyptians, though, 

and especially highly educated Egyptian intellectuals of my acquaintance, adore these 

same singers.  The same scholar of Egyptian music who finds most shab biyya 

exhausting to listen to claimed to me that he experienced a kind of arab when listening 

to Whitney Houston and Celine Dion: “It’s in the throat,” he explained.  Absorbing this 

attitude toward music gave me cultural vertigo almost as disorienting as when I first 

arrived in Egypt, unable to speak the local dialect and humbled by the difficulty of 

accomplishing simple tasks. 

Aside from a love of emotiveness in and of itself, most educated (and, no less 

important here, aesthetically discriminating) Egyptians whom I know differ sharply from 

their American counterparts in their relative lack of interest in irony in music — or, more 

precisely, ironic distance as a lyrical or narrative device.  Michael Bolton’s songs irritate 

me partly because there is never an indication that he himself is aware of the 

tremendously formulaic nature of everything he sings, the sense that all of his songs are 

variations on the same set of on-the-nose clichés and depend upon a level of emotionally 

direct language that has no place in the prose of everyday life.  To my friend Khul d, 

however, these qualities blend perfectly with Bolton’s emotionally strained vocals to 

create great pop songs.  It surprised her to hear that I am not a fan.  At the same time, 
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Khul d has little patience for the infamously “seductive”51 Lebanese singer Hayf  Wahb , 

whose songs and especially video clips evince – to my eye, at the least – a winking, 

ironic commentary on themselves; where I see meta-commentary by a former fashion 

model who knows perfectly well that her talents are prodigious physical beauty, 

cultivated sexual allure, and a weak singing voice,52 Khul d sees calculated whorishness 

and lack of musical talent.  The most that Khul d will admit in favor of my argument is 

that, in comparison to other female singers whom she dislikes as sexually inappropriate, 

at least Hayf  possesses a modicum of charisma that makes her seem slightly more 

palatable. 

A huge majority of song texts in the shab biyya genre focus exclusively on the 

subject of romantic longing and (ostensibly chaste) desire — what Cairenes refer to, 

approvingly and otherwise, as r m nsiyya (romance).  For that matter, the same can be 

said of arab; as discussed above, the difference in lyrical texts is largely a matter of 

compositional style, rather than topic.  Smitten people sing of their newfound love for 

someone whom they have not yet met formally, or of a brief social encounter that inspires 

romantic feelings, or of the confusion resulting from the mixed signals read into the love 

object’s behavior.  These topics are the bread and butter of shab b  songwriters; very 

little other subject material ever finds its way into shab biyya.  Mu ammad Mun r 

                                                
51 Cairene critics of shab biyya habitually denigrate female shab b  singers as ‘singers of 
seduction’ (mughanniyy t al-ighr ’). 
52 In the video clip of Hayf ’s song mush ‘ dra astann  [“I can’t wait”] (Saade 2007), the 
viewer is presented with a montage of genuine tabloid headlines and photographs that 
treat Hayf  as an object of intense interest based upon her physical beauty and 
desirability.  In addition, several respondents told me of a television interview they had 
seen in which Hayf  deprecated her own voice and averred that her fans love her only 
because she knows how to create a pleasing spectacle. 
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represents an exception within the music industry, given the degree of fame he has 

achieved by singing about avowedly unromantic, unsexy topics like bureaucracy (iqr r), 

urban poverty (galb  mas kin sha biyya), and violence in the name of religious strife 

(madad y  ras l all h).53 

Socially conscious singers like Mu ammad Mun r are exceptional not just for 

their acclaim and popular following, but also for the fact that they even perform such 

songs at all.  Such compositions are favored in neither arab nor shab biyya, as a rule.  

Too much lyrical specificity is itself out of favor, even in love songs.  Arabic music’s 

lyrical conventions allow (or force) composers to refer to heartaches both serious and 

trivial in highly abstract and allusive language.  By comparison, Western pop songs that 

explicitly refer to – or even implicitly hint at – specific issues such as youthful sexual 

consummation, the more general possibility of sexual intercourse outside of marriage, or 

the pain of a marriage that ends in divorce can seem shockingly blatant, embarrassingly 

risqué, and even artless to those who have grown up listening to Arabic music.  The 

Egyptian novelist Ahdaf Soueif uses this comparison as a plot device in her novel In the 

Eye of the Sun, to underscore the awkward emotions that pass between an Egyptian 

married couple living in England and on the verge of divorce, after an infidelity. 

Saif opens the car for Asya and lets her in.  He closes it behind her.  
He walks round the car, gets in and starts the engine.  The radio splutters 
to life. 

 
‘-the future is 
About to unfold –  

                                                
53 This is not to suggest that Mu ammad Mun r does not sing love songs; on the contrary, 
he has recorded dozens of them, such as ‘alb f , and most of his albums are named for 
his more romantic and even sensual songs. 
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Upstairs before the night’s too old, ‘cos –’ 
 
‘Crap!’ says Saif. 
‘Switch it off?’ says Asya. 
‘No,’ Saif says, pulling out.  ‘We can’t go round switching 

everything off.’ 
 
‘- Tonight’s the night 
It’s gonna be all right 
Ain’t no-body gonna stop us now-ow –’ 
 
Saif reaches out and switches off the radio.  These days all the hits 

could have been designed with them in mind: Torn Between Two Lovers, 
Lucille, Winner Takes It All, I Don’t Wanna Talk About It – not one that 
misses its mark.  Songs here are so – so specific, she thinks; if they’d been 
in Cairo and switched the radio on they would never have got ‘there’s 
been another man –’ and ‘she’d made him look small’; they’d have got 
‘farewell, O world of happiness’ or ‘I shall not submit to what is written.’  

 (Soueif 1992:664) 

Still, the lyrical complexity and specificity of some songs by Mu ammad Mun r 

draw positive comparisons to the most prestigious works of the Arabic musical canon, by 

critically oriented fans.  Fir s, the cynical consumer of pop music, dismisses most of it as 

cheap commercial product, but has totally different words for Mu ammad Mun r.  Using 

the research category terms that I had introduced into the conversation, Fir s argued that 

Mu ammad Mun r represents the “ arab of shab biyya,” by virtue of the nuanced 

meanings of the texts he sings.  “You need to listen to Mu ammad Mun r’s songs many 

times to understand what he’s talking about.”  I wanted to ask what he meant, but I also 

wanted a practical example to work from, lest I lose the train of thought.  The idea of 

nuanced textual meaning made me think of the recording galb  mas kin sha biyya (“My 

heart is working-class neighborhoods”), so I asked Fir s if that was the sort of thing he 

had in mind.  Fir s took the example unhesitatingly to demonstrate his point.  “Exactly, 
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that’s what I’m talking about!  ‘Alb 54 mas kin sha biyya: what does it mean?”  The 

ambiguity of the song’s title, to say nothing of the relatively subtle and complex potential 

meanings that it implies, is itself indicative to Fir s of a higher standard of composition 

than most shab biyya can offer.  Fir s, as well as many others with whom I spoke, 

observed somewhat cryptically of the singer, “He has a message.”  Such a terse 

statement, of course, creates more ambiguity than clarity, so it is difficult to surmise 

exactly what my interlocutors meant when they made this pronouncement.  Given 

Mu ammad Mun r’s association with critiques of Egyptian state and society that few 

Cairenes would feel comfortable stating on the record, this ambiguity may well be 

intentional. 

Transitioning 

Mu ammad Mun r himself does not accept any genre label for his music, much 

less shab biyya: when I asked him how he would classify his music, he deliberated for a 

moment, then intoned to me, “I am Mu ammad Mun r.”  Despite this discomfort in being 

labeled as shab b  (or anything, for that matter), he is received by the vast majority of my 

interlocutors as part of the larger category of shab biyya.  However, in terms of his 

music, his lyric text selections, and his mode of political engagement, he is a highly 

unusual performer within this genre, and hardly representative of the aesthetic norms 

which have developed in the commercial recording industry that produces and markets 

shab biyya.  If Mun r is, as I have suggested, a transitional figure in the Egyptian music 

                                                
54 Mu ammad Mun r voices the first word of this title as galb , reflecting the song’s 
composition in the dialect of Arabic spoken in Sudan and Upper Egypt.  Fir s, however, 
is from Cairo, and voices the word as ‘alb . 
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industry, then I must likewise transition from a discussion of his idiosyncratic position to 

the larger mass of shab biyya that Cairenes consume.  It is in this generic trend, rather 

than the exception, in which a number of ideas of Egyptian identity articulate themselves 

for young Cairenes, and thus it is to the mainstream of shab biyya to which I now turn. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Egyptian voices and Lebanese looks: a national(ized) hierarchy of aesthetics 

 
I 

“Calling something cheap dear” 

Na r Ma r s’ video clip of Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b’s song gar  t n  [“Another 

wound”] (Ma r s 2002) opens with a close-up shot of Sh r n’s face wearing a look of 

bitter hurt, her pale-lipsticked lips twisted into a frown (See Fig.  7).  Her jet-black hair is 

cut short to frame her face, which appears faintly olive-toned in the bright lighting.  Her 

dark eyes and eyelashes are thickly enhanced with kohl, and above them her precisely 

trimmed and penciled eyebrows match the color of her hair and eyes.  As this shot comes 

into focus, the viewer hears the first strains of the song — a strongly m s q  al- arab-

influenced55 instrumental introduction featuring a string section, timpani, and n y (end-

blown flute).  As the orchestra plays the introduction in tempo rubato, Sh r n runs out of 

an expensive-looking manse, hops into a late-model Jaguar sedan parked outside, and 

motors away.  As she flees the house, we see that she is wearing a long-sleeved, form-

fitting silk blouse, a dark scarf thrown around her shoulders, a loose skirt that extends to 

just below her knees, and knee-high black leather high-heeled boots.  A brief montage 

informs us that she has driven all through the night56 to the seaside of Alexandria, where 

she stops the car, alights from the driver’s seat, and leans against the sedan as she begins 

                                                
55 “Music of enchantment,” an old style of Egyptian popular music with neoclassical 
resonances. 
56 Although the ambient lighting of the scene appears to change significantly throughout 
the video clip. 
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to sing57 emotively, “Another wound, and my heart was still recovering from the first...”   

Fig. 7. Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b in the video clip of gar  t n . 
 

The video clip proceeds in similar fashion, with Na r Ma r s cutting between the 

action of a romantic infidelity discovered and Sh r n’s passionate mourning of the 

resulting heartbreak.  She acts out the role of a woman discovering that her ‘beloved’58 – 

she wears no ring on either hand – is entertaining another woman at his home; the 

mansion itself appears to embody the singer’s wounded reaction in the numerous framed 

portraits of Sh r n that sit on tabletops or hang on walls throughout the living room and 

mock the man as their flesh-and-blood subject storms out.  Alone on the beach, Sh r n 

laments to herself, “I made the mistake once of calling something cheap dear,” shaking 

her head in performance of someone making this statement, rather than someone singing 

it — such a physical gesture would not aid a singer.  Likewise, although she frequently 

                                                
57 Or, more accurately, lipsynch the pre-recorded lyrics for video purposes. 
58 This term, ab b  in Arabic, is universally recognized in the Arab world to refer to the 
object of someone’s affections before or after marriage. 
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adopts the performative attitude of someone singing directly to the camera, opening her 

mouth wide as in the manner of a musical performer, she simultaneously adopts the 

physical attitude of the character who narrates the song, complete with hand gestures 

associated in Egyptian conversational style with sorrow and lamentation (a rolling flexion 

of the forearm beginning with the hand by the mouth) and argument and defiance (a 

vigorous head-shake that dips the shoulders, gesturally shooing away the unfaithful 

lover).  It is doubtful that Sh r n would employ such vigorous gestures in a live 

performance, since they could only constrict or disrupt her airflow and thus weaken or 

choke off her voice; it is similarly impossible that she would employ them in the studio 

while recording the voice that we actually hear while watching the action of the video 

clip.  These gestures do not – cannot – aid a vocal performance; they are instead intended 

to aid the performance of a narrative character, one who indicates through her physicality 

as well as her language and appearance that she is a strongly localized Egyptian woman. 

“Commerce, not talent” 

Among many other qualities for which she was known, Umm Kulth m was 

known for being physically unattractive — or, rather, she was considered physically 

unattractive for a woman who held so many in her thrall.  When Egyptians comment on 

Umm Kulth m’s plain looks, they tacitly finish the statement with, “But how fascinating 

she was!”  An Egyptian-American writer, in describing her playboy father’s rumored 

affair with the singer, notes that it was “surprising, that a connoisseur of female beauty 

who didn’t even deign to look at a woman unless she met his exacting standards would 

have a liaison with someone who, despite her opulent wardrobe and finery, was rather a 
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plain Jane.  Her talent was the ultimate aphrodisiac.” (Lagnado 2007:16-17)  

There lurks more than simple physical judgment in such statements in the mouths 

of contemporary Egyptians.  Collective memory of Umm Kulth m recalls not just the 

singer and her era but the values associated therewith as well.  People draw on this 

cultural nostalgia when they fondly recall how plain the great singer was, as a means of 

emphasizing that, in the good old days, even a remarkably unattractive woman of humble 

background could rise to the top of the music industry by virtue of her vocal talent.  As 

one respondent commented to me, “She was no cutie-pie (qam ra), but she could sing.”  

This story fits cozily into the narrative of nationalist modernity that held sway after the 

1952 revolution, and which Umm Kulth m herself carefully promulgated in her cannily 

managed dealings with the press (Danielson 1998:116-119).  And, since nostalgia rarely 

manifests itself without commenting critically on the present, it is possible to mine still 

more commentary from this judgment: those who recall the talent-driven rise of Umm 

Kulth m also implicitly indict the contemporary pop music industry for its obsessive 

attention to female physical beauty. 

Although no one ever said so to me explicitly, it seems clear that today, if a girl of 

Umm Kulth m’s unadmired looks were to attempt to build a music career for herself, she 

would have no luck.  It is not simply a matter of increased visibility through video clips.  

Although Umm Kulth m’s primary broadcasting medium was radio, she performed 

numerous live concerts in both halls and in private homes.  To those with sufficient 

discretionary income to purchase a vinyl recording or a concert ticket – to say nothing of 

those with wealth and prestige enough to arrange for a private house concert or to seek 
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the lady’s romantic favors – her face was familiar.  The difficulty would instead lie in the 

fact that the physical desirability of a female singer – as so many Egyptians ruefully 

remarked to me – is now paramount, and vocal talent can appear an afterthought.   

“It’s all about commerce (tig ra), not talent.”  This was one of the more 

commonly expressed opinions that I heard from Cairenes on the subject of al-m s q  al-

shab biyya59.  As with other pronouncements about the relatively low cultural prestige of 

the genre, this statement is meant to express several ideas at once.  Among these is the 

notion that shab biyya is more commercial in nature than arab, although both genres are 

well-represented in the commercial recording industry, and the great stars of Egyptian 

high modernism were no less concerned with their sales figures and public images than 

with their musical craft.  Another is that shab b  recording labels – and, perhaps more 

significantly, their consumers – are only modestly interested in the musical talent of their 

artists.  What the speakers do not always state explicitly is that the quality most valued in 

female shab b  performers often appears to be physical sexual allure. 

II 

The ‘New Look’ and whiteness as unattainable ideal 

Egyptians and I tend to disagree about the relative physical beauty of pop stars.  I 

was constantly surprised to hear that Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b was generally not 

considered beautiful, since she appeared so to me.  But Egyptians of both sexes and all 

ages bluntly informed me that Sh r n is ugly (wa sha) in comparison to almost anyone 

else in the music industry.  The Arabic term sounded extremely harsh to me – the word is 
                                                
59 “Youth music,” the contemporary pop music genre that now dominates the market in 
Cairo. 
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also used commonly to denote a bad or evil person – and it shocked me to hear her looks 

disparaged so.  I was further confused to hear many young men speak admiringly of the 

beauty of other pop stars many years Sh r n’s senior, some of whom have had numerous 

plastic surgeries to achieve their current appearances.60  Surely young men would orient 

toward younger rather than older women, I thought.  But no: Sh r n has dark brown skin 

(a complexion that Cairenes refer to as samra), and a full, rounded face and figure (See 

Fig. 8); thus, to many Cairenes who bear her no malice, Sh r n must be described as 

wa sha.  As I slowly learned, youth and (relatively) natural beauty are generally trumped 

by plastic surgery and white skin.     

Due to the paucity of young Egyptian women on the contemporary Arabic pop 

music scene, I was limited in the comparisons I could draw.  A felicitous comparison, 

though, presented itself in the physical differences between Sh r n and Angh m, the 

former’s senior by eight years.  Angh m’s appearance, by the time of my research, 

inclined strongly toward the Lebanese standard: petite frame, well-articulated 

cheekbones, and, most importantly, pale skin (See Fig. 9).  Sh r n, by contrast, does not 

conform to this ideal in any way.  For a short period of time, her figure was comparable 

to Angh m’s, but this is visible mostly in a batch of music video clips produced around 

the same time; as a general rule, her shape is rounder and fuller than Angh m’s — 

indeed, rounder than practically any other high-profile female shab b  singer in Egypt.  

Most consistently noticeable, however, is that Sh r n is far darker-skinned than most 

                                                
60 I have heard rumors that Sh r n has also had several cosmetic surgeries in order to 
present a suitably attractive face for the pop music industry.  Although I have not been 
able to confirm this, it may well be so; the consensus among my acquaintances in Cairo 
was that plastic surgery is a given within the industry. 
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singers, and certainly much more so than Angh m. 

 

Fig. 8-9, left to right.  Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b in a glamour shot.  Angh m, in a still from 

a recent video clip. 

 
I assumed that Angh m’s physical appearance had always been part of her 

physical appeal, especially since she has made a genre transition over time: originally, 

she worked as a performer of arab  music, much of it written by her father, a noted 

composer.  I had surmised that Angh m’s more admired physical traits, along with some 

cosmetic improvements – she famously wore braces as an adult to fix an uneven set of 

teeth – helped her move into shab biyya territory, where looks tend to assume greater 

importance than in the older musical genre.  I was, however, very much mistaken.  When 

I attempted to compare the physical attributes of Angh m and Sh r n in conversation with 

a friend, Marwa Rakh , who remembers the beginnings of Angh m’s career, she 

vehemently disputed the idea that Angh m was, in fact, light-skinned: “No, she’s never 

had fair skin!  No, no, no!  When she first began singing, she did not wear braces yet at 
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the time, and her skin was dark.  It’s make-up and lighting.  And she looked very 

different.  I’m looking at her now — no, that’s not the girl I saw fifteen years ago, no!”  

Angh m’s cosmetic touch-ups, then, include an ongoing effort to appear more light-

skinned than she naturally is, as well as various plastic surgeries and cosmetic dentistry.  

In other words, she is working hard to achieve, or at least approach the vaunted ‘New 

Look’ standard of beauty promulgated by the Lebanese singers.   

It is difficult to trace precisely how the phrase ‘New Look’61 came into currency 

in Egypt to describe a particular image of female beauty.  No one to whom I spoke knew 

its exact provenance, but they almost infallibly identified the Lebanese singer Nancy 

Ajram as its prototype (See Fig. 10).  Specifically, respondents remarked on the 

emergence of the template in the 2003 video clip for Ajram’s song Akh mak h (“Yes, I 

quarrel with you”), directed by Nadine Labak , who is also Lebanese.62  This video clip is 

worth examining at length. 

Labak ’s art direction designed the video clip’s mise-en-scène to present a kind of 

Lebanese fantasization of Egypt, a set of noirish visual references to Egyptian films of 

the 1940s.  The action takes place primarily in a smoky qahwa al-qaz z, a French-

influenced glassed-in café-cum-nightclub filled with men drinking coffee, gambling, and 

watching the floor show: Ajram herself.  Ajram appears in a slinky, low-cut, form-

                                                
61 The phrase is borrowed wholesale from English, and is known in Arabic as niy  l k. 
62 During the period of my field research, Labak  herself became a well-known example 
of Lebanese glamour, after writing, directing, and starring in the film Sukkar ban t 
(2007).  It is perhaps worth noting that the film was well-received in Egypt, despite many 
critics’ complaints that the romantic and sexual plot lines of the film were too daring for 
the Arab world — e.g., Labak ’s character is a single woman carrying on an affair with a 
married man. 
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fitting black cocktail dress and matching high-heeled slingbacks, with long dark hair 

coiffed in something close to a Veronica Lake peekaboo style.  As several cinematically 

literate respondents explained to me, Ajram’s appearance in this setting evokes images 

of the old Egyptian film star, Hind Rustum, who frequently played the femme fatale or 

the tough but sexy urban working-class woman, who might manage the nightclub as well 

as dance in its floor show.  (To heighten this effect, Labak  intercuts shots of Ajram 

brewing tea and washing the floor – in her high heels – with shots of Ajram dancing for 

the customers.)   

Fig. 10. Nancy Ajram. 
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Labak ’s shots create a hazy montage suggesting a voyeuristic equivalence 

between watching Ajram gyrate on the dance floor and watching her mop that same 

empty floor: in either case, the camera is positioned to focus upon the singer’s physical 

attributes, rather than the larger context of her actions.  In a close-up shot, Ajram draws 

the viewer’s attention to her breasts as she dances by angling her hands to point toward 

her décolletage, which seems about to pop out of the top of her dress.  When Ajram 

pours a bucket of water on the floor before swabbing it, Labak  films the act through an 

extreme close-up of Ajram’s splayed lower legs.   

Following the archetype of the sexy café manager, Ajram makes the rounds of 

the tables, flirting with the (entirely male) clientele and occasionally participating in their 

pastimes.  She sits in on a card game, and handily defeats the handsome young man 

wearing a woolen flat cap, a button-down shirt and suspenders, and then coquettishly 

pantomimes the boastful gestures of a graceless winner, while mouthing the words, “You 

are my beloved and my desire that has dissolved63 me/You are the one after whom my 

love has exhausted me.”  After flirting with a few more card players, she sits to observe 

an arm-wrestling match between two muscle-bound men, one of them anachronistically 

accoutered in a short goatee, a conical knit wool cap, and an elaborate tattoo that snakes 

up his left arm.  Ajram appears to cheer in the latter’s support, cupping her hands around 

her mouth to direct at him the mouthed lyrics, “The world after you is impossible, and 

night by night my affection increases.”  Apparently panicked at her favored contestant’s 

chances, Ajram puts her hands over his and forces a win for him.  His defeated 
                                                
63 Dissolution (d b) is a common thematic image in Arabic popular music, in both arab 
and shab biyya. 
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opponent, objecting to the technical violation, begins a fistfight that appears to engulf 

everyone in the coffeehouse.  As the entire clientele descends into a brawl, Ajram, who 

appears to have removed her shoes in order to run more effectively, laughingly flees the 

scene as the clip ends. 

Framed by her dark hair and clothes, and further set off by the video clip’s color 

palette, Ajram’s skin appears almost blazingly white.  Her figure in the cocktail dress is 

very slim – especially in comparison to the figures of the actresses who actually featured 

in 1940s Egyptian cinema – but also features a large bust, relative to her frame.  Her face 

is defined not only by high cheekbones but also by rounded cheeks, plump lips, and a 

very small nose.  It is, altogether, rather an artificial look that hints at the extensive plastic 

surgery that Ajram underwent in preparation for her debut as an adult pop musician.64  

Cairenes who object to such an image and its implications of surgical artifice derisively 

refer to this collective cosmetic ideal as “inflated” (manf kha), referring to the 

exaggerated and fetishized plumpness of the lips and cheeks.  My respondents consider 

Ajram’s appearance in this video clip as foundational to the “New Look” that has 

become closely identified in Egyptian minds with Lebanese pop music. 

The standards by which Egyptians judge a woman’s beauty have changed 

significantly in the past century.  A hundred years ago, the favored body type inclined 

toward voluptuous abundance to a degree that, in comparison to contemporary 

preferences, seems like obesity.65  In Palace Walk, the famed Egyptian writer Naguib 

                                                
64 Ajram performed on Lebanese television as a child, some years before she came to 
international attention. 
65 Such ideals of female beauty in the Arabic-speaking world go back many centuries.  As 
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Mahfouz describes a highly desirable courtesan in 1917 Cairo as follows:  

A carriage stopped at the entrance to the store then….  He saw the vehicle 
tip toward the store under the weight of a prodigious woman who began to alight 
from it very slowly, hampered by her folds of flesh and fat.  A black maid had 
gotten down first and held a hand out for her to lean on while she descended.  The 
woman paused for a moment, sighing as though seeking some relief from the 
arduous descent.  Then, like the ceremonial camel litter that each year was a 
traditional highlight of the procession of pilgrims setting off for Mecca, she made 
her way into the store, swaying and trembling. (Mahfouz 1991:87) 

 
Those folds of flesh and fat that enraptured Mahfouz’s protagonist would not stack up 

well today against the women who populate the video clips of shab biyya songs.  

Compare the massively proportioned courtesan to such contemporary figures as Nancy 

Ajram, and the change is evident.   

Even so, Egyptians still seem to prefer a slightly fuller female figure than do, for 

example, Americans.  One of my friends in Cairo, Hud , had studied at a university in the 

United States for several years, and she showed me photographs of herself from that time, 

in which her face and curves were more rounded than after her return to Egypt.  Her 

standard shape in Cairo, by comparison, was rail-thin, although she generally had a good 

appetite and her parents put square meals on the table.  Whereas an American girl might 

long for Hud ’s slender Cairene shape – and, it should be noted, Hud  was hardly a large 

girl even at her heaviest – Hud  rhapsodized to me about the weight she had gained from 

eating the heavy, starchy food served in the college dining hall.  “Oh Daniel,” she sighed, 

regarding a photograph, “back then I was really a beauty queen!”  The attention from 

men that Hud  enjoyed in the United States had no comparison when she returned to 

                                                

one respondent pointed out to me, the much-read pre-Islamic poet Antara ibn Shadd d 
celebrated the fatness of his lover as an index of her desirability. 
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Cairo.  According to her, at least, the kind of very slender body that she possesses is not 

admired by her countrymen; she frets sometimes that she will be unable to attract the eye 

of a man on account of her skinniness.   

Among highly regarded male Egyptian singers, very few are phenotypically white 

enough to fit the trend; perhaps only H n  Sh kir, among the most vocally talented, 

qualifies as such, but he is nearly sixty and thus somewhat beyond the age to attract the 

eyes of youthful music fans.  Amr Diy b, atypically, was often cited to me as handsome 

by girls, even though he is reasonably asmar n ; as one respondent explained to me, he 

not only has a gym devotee’s worked-out body, but attractive facial features and – 

unusually for an Egyptian – hazel-green eyes.  T mir usn , who strikes me as a 

handsome man who would be a huge sex symbol in the United States, is ignored 

altogether by Egyptian girls thinking of good-looking singers; although his cheekbones 

and muscles rival Diy b’s, his eyes are black and his skin is darker than Diy b’s (See Fig. 

11-12).  The fact that he is greatly admired as a r m ns  singer within the shab b  genre 

does nothing to raise his erotic status with Egyptians.66  

Hayf  Wahb  and the Lebanese Other 

Nancy Ajram, as mentioned above, is one of the foundational icons of the ‘New 

Look’ and its associations with slickly produced shab biyya songs and video clips.  

However, in terms of sexual scandal and boundary-pushing, she is hardly foremost 

among the Lebanese singers who now populate the radio broadcasts and satellite channels  

                                                
66 I am not alone in my outsider’s perception of T mir: an American colleague of mine in 
Cairo once told me that she found T mir so erotically attractive that billboards 
advertising his latest album tended to distract her while walking down the street. 
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Fig. 11-12, left to right: Amr Diy b and T mir usn . 
 
that entertain Cairenes.  For sheer, overwhelmingly eroticized persona and disreputable 

fame, the greatest Lebanese icon is the fashion model-turned-singer Hayf  Wahb .  

Hayf , more so than any other performer in shab biyya, embodies the role of the vamp, 

not only in her appearance and her behavior but in her biography and her music itself. 

While biographical data of all shab b  performers can be elusive facts to confirm, 

Hayf ’s life history is frustratingly difficult to ascertain with any kind of rigor.  The 

general consensus among Cairene pop music fans is that she is a good deal older than she 

claims to be — according to the scant promotional material that I tracked down, she was 

supposedly born in 1976.  However, she seems to have had an active fashion modeling 

career by the late 1980s, and, according to the better-informed gossip hounds among my 

acquaintances, she has a daughter approximately eighteen years of age.  In truth, virtually 

all details I have gathered on Hayf ’s biography remain in the realm of unsubstantiated 

rumor and gossip, although some seem more credible than others.  The wildest gossip, 
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oddly enough, strikes me as potentially credible, partly because I come by the 

information thanks to a colleague raised in Beirut, and partly because it explains some 

questions that Egyptians are otherwise hard-pressed to answer, particularly why Hayf  

was suddenly so prominent after entering the field of pop music comparatively late in her 

life, and why she has always carried an air of sexual scandal beyond that of her fellow 

Lebanese singers.  Prefacing the story as such, here is what I was told: 

Hayf  had been working as a professional fashion model for years when she was 

caught up in a wide-ranging sex scandal in the mid-1990s.  The Beirut police caught wind 

of an invitation-only orgy in progress at a residence in a wealthy neighborhood, and 

raided the house.  They found and arrested over fifty attendees and booked them on a 

variety of charges relating to illicit sexual relations and drug possession.  Hayf , alone 

among all of those arrested in the raid, publicly protested her innocence of the charges, 

which swayed public opinion not at all about her involvement.  Indeed, her intention was 

not to convince people of her innocence, but to make the best of an embarrassing incident 

by playing up her newly created (or perhaps imposed) persona of the wanton sexual 

creature.  After a few years of crafting her public image in Lebanon as a woman who 

stood outside of the ordinary rules of sexual comportment, while winkingly claiming 

otherwise, Hayf  began to record songs and perform in video clips that built upon this 

persona, for the wider Arabic-language market. 

Hayf ’s voice, in most aspects, falls well short of classical grandeur.  She lacks 

the diaphragmatic strength and chest resonance that stand as hallmarks of most critically 

praised female singers.  Indeed, her vocal strength is so weak that, rather than sing most 
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notes, she uses a Sprechgesang67 style that depends upon breathily accented words and a 

staccato nasality.  The only complimentary remark I have heard about her voice came 

from, of all sources, my arab-loving language tutor Ya y , who observed to me, with a 

sheepish look on his face, that Hayf  is particularly good68 at rendering long lyric lines in 

a single breath with clear diction — as Danielson has noted, aficionados of Umm 

Kulth m often point out her crisp diction and breath control as contributing factors of her 

skill (1997:92-93).  In both her vocal technique and her on-screen persona, Hayf  seeks 

to imitate the flirtatious affect of a teenage girl; the effect in totality is comparable to the 

singing style of Marilyn Monroe.  Her video clips focus a great deal of attention on her 

various physical attributes, particularly her heavily made-up eyes, her breasts, and her 

legs — the latter two of which are often accentuated by her clothing choices and her 

dancing. 

In looks (see Fig. 13), recording output, and behavior, Hayf  conforms closely to 

the cultural archetype of the vamp, in much the same way as old film stars such as Pola 

Negri did.  Diane Negra’s observations about Pola Negri carry over reasonably well to 

the Lebanese singer: 

Beyond the vamp’s dark hair and eyes which work to imply the threat of 
transgressive ethnicity connecting her to devalued, ‘suspicious’ ethnic groups, it is 
important to observe further that the vamp is inevitably a woman whose origins 
are unknown or obscure.  […] [I]t is clear that the vamp’s ability to win the male 
provider away from his more appropriate partner is very much a threat to 
destabilize the boundaries of class and the hierarchy of valued ethnicities. 

The vamp’s tendency to posture and her inclination to wear distinctive, 
vivid makeup combine to render her an excessively produced body.  In some 
sense, she threatens to be out of bounds at any moment, and her body seems 

                                                
67 A “sing-song” technique in which the singer half-sings, half-speaks the lyrics. 
68 That is, good for someone who otherwise evinces no talent for singing. 
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always to be in danger of showing.  Her laboring efforts help her carry off a kind 
of masquerade — a false femininity, whose veneer is continually slipping.  The 
vamp’s meaning is also strongly articulated by means of costume...  The vamp 
draws attention to her labors through her costume, and so represents a sharp break 
with the patriarchal requirement that women’s labor be invisible.  Since we are 
culturally committed to effacing the female laboring body, part of the threat of the 
vamp is that she presents herself as the evolving site of her own laboring efforts.  
This potentially empowers the female body and authorizes it as a site of identity 
formation. (Negra 2001:76-77) 

 
Fig. 13. Hayf  Wahb . 
 

Hayf  represents, in this sense, the vamp to Egyptians in precisely the same way 

as Negri did to Americans in the silent film era.  She is a foreign and ultimately 

unassimilatable quantity to Cairenes, but is at the same time the focus of intense 

fascination in part because of this foreignness and markedness.  The ethnic difference that 

operates in the scenario under discussion is Egyptian vs. Lebanese — or, one may just as 
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easily say, Egyptian vs. non-Egyptian.69  As with Negri’s American reception, Hayf  is a 

figure of suspicion to many Cairene women partly because she represents temptation 

away from them – that is, from the kinds of aesthetic charms they possess and the social 

values they would have people associate with them – toward the Lebanese vamp, a highly 

inappropriate partner for a middle-class Cairene man.  The obscurity of at least some of 

her origins; the “excessively produced body” that she flaunts in concerts, video clips and 

interviews; and her clear attention to maintaining herself primarily as an object and, 

following Negra’s argument, a subject of sexual allure as a professional goal are read by 

most (if not all) of my respondents as threatening what they describe as ‘Arab’, ‘Muslim’ 

or ‘Egyptian’ cultural values. 

Hayf  herself is, of course, Arab, and at least as a matter of genealogy, Muslim as 

well: she comes from a Sh  Muslim family70 in the south of Lebanon.  Many of her 

critics allege that, given her image and comportment, she cannot be considered a ‘true 

Muslim’, a tactic of derogation often directed at Muslims in the public eye accused of 

acting in ways that violate their inherited faith.  Due to her vampiness and suggestive 

dancing in her video clips, Cairenes also perceive Hayf ’s Arab credentials as shaky, but 

this is due in part to a broader sociological distinction; as my friend Khul d explained to 

me, “It’s okay for them [the Lebanese women] to do this, because for us the Lebanese are 

                                                
69 One may reasonably hypothesize that she represents the vamp to Lebanese people as 
well, but that assertion must be left to a researcher with the requisite ethnographic data.  
Moreover, since Negra discusses Pola Negri as a specifically foreign vamp, the 
comparison with Hayf ’s reception in Egypt is more apt. 
70

 On her father’s side, at least; Hayf  is Egyptian on her mother’s side.  Even some 

Cairene music fans who cannot tolerate her music spoke with grudging admiration of her 

beautiful command of Egyptian Colloquial Arabic. 
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like foreigners.”  When I asked her if she meant ‘foreigners’ as in non-Egyptians or non-

Arabs, she replied, “Not like Arabs at all.” 

Although I did not yet have the ethnographic presence of mind to follow up on 

this comment when Khul d uttered it, I can surmise what she meant by this 

characterization by referring to what other interlocutors have told me.  The distinction 

between ‘Egyptian’ and ‘Lebanese’ encapsulates a particular implication of cultural 

values and sexual mores that resonates among Cairenes, which I shall discuss in Part IV 

of this chapter.  In addition, it is well to note that Lebanese people themselves often 

express sentiments of ethnic and cultural identity that do not align simply with Arabness; 

many of them, especially Maronite Christians, seem to feel some affinity with the strain 

of Lebanese territorial nationalism that emphasizes Phoenician, rather than Arab origins 

(Kraidy 2005:128-139). 

III 

Bint al-balad and the ethnicization of Egyptians 

But what of Sh r n, then?  For that matter, what of almost any Egyptian girl, in 

terms of her potential for physical admiration?  If this pale-skinned standard is so 

dominant, then how could any dark-skinned Egyptian woman measure up?  It seems 

clear, in that sense, why Sh r n’s looks are described so disparagingly, even by people 

who admire her musicianship.  But again, Marwa – who, it should be noted, has become a 

well-known writer on everyday issues of sex and gender for Egyptian women – sees 

things differently.  “Men like Sh r n, but not because of her music or her voice; she’s cute 

and she’s hot and she’s sexy.”  When I told her of the tendency of my young male 
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respondents to dismiss Sh r n’s looks in comparison to her talent, she cut me off and said, 

“In consumer behavior, they teach you that not everything the consumer says is what they 

mean.  Now, in Egypt, the beauty standards have been raised to a par that the more 

Lebanese you look, the more acceptable you are.  But Sh r n does not look Lebanese, and 

she does not act Lebanese.  So the socially accepted beauty format would be the 

Lebanese looks, with their skin color and the way their eyes are and the lips and what-

have-you….and Sh r n does not have that.  So for those men that you’ve interviewed, to 

be cool and to be socially acceptable, they cannot say that they like the way Sh r n 

looks.” 

Marwa may well have a point about the déclassé status of dark-skinned Egyptian 

beauty, although I am struck by her phrasing of “socially accepted beauty.”  Whose 

acceptance?  Sh r n, who is now a major international star in the Arabic pop music world, 

appears to have achieved a fairly high level of acceptance from fans.  Marwa’s remark 

about the males who disparage Sh r n’s looks reveals the nature of this acceptability: it is 

the men who betray anxiety by speaking of ugliness.  In fact, not just males, but fans in 

general — especially fans in the more self-conscious segment of the middle classes of 

Cairo.   

Marwa, for her part, admires Sh r n’s music, considering the singer a notch above 

the average Egyptian or Lebanese shab b  artist.  “But,” she adds, “she comes from one 

of the less affluent suburbs of Egypt.  She comes from z wiya al- amra or al-qal a, some 

place that is very local.71  So, if you have an A-class girl, the crème de la crème or what-

                                                
71 Marwa refers here to Sh r n’s origins in a working-class neighborhood of Cairo.  
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have-you, they wouldn’t be proud to say ‘we support Sh r n’…although she has very nice 

songs, a very good voice and she’s Egyptian!  But they’re ashamed of her.”  In other 

words, the class-based distinctions of cultural value are somewhat harsher toward Sh r n 

and her looks than toward Angh m and hers.  This phenomenon is, of course, nothing 

new, neither in Egypt nor in other locales; Walter Armbrust demonstrates this by 

transcribing a conversation between himself and several Egyptian friends who remark on 

fans of the ‘vulgar’ singer A mad Adawiyya who disclaim any preference for his music, 

pretending that they listen only to Umm Kulth m if asked (1996:190).  And, on the 

broader level, the phenomenon has been described systematically and at length in terms 

of French art and music taste cultures (Bourdieu 1984), French and US upper-class taste 

cultures (Lamont 1992), and US ‘taste cultures’ of expressive culture (Gans 1999). 

Sh r n’s success as a professional singer has hardly been harmed by the 

widespread perception that she is not a great beauty.  It would be a mistake, however, to 

assume that for Sh r n, looks simply do not matter in comparison to talent.  In fact, many 

of my respondents observed that part of their admiration for Sh r n derives from her 

physical appearance.  (And none of them, it should be noted, echoed Marwa’s assertion 

that in fact Sh r n represented a sexually desirable image of femininity.)  Many of them 

really saw, in their view, a relatively unattractive young woman.  However, the same 

physical features that they disdained as an aesthetic model were lauded as an index of 

                                                

Z wiya al-qal a (the Citadel district) carries resonances of local history and heritage as 
one of the oldest standing parts of Cairo.  At the same time, it implies low social and 
economic status to Cairenes, as such historic neighborhoods have seen much of their 
traditional economic elite flee to more spacious and prestigious living quarters on the 
outskirts of the city. 
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Sh r n’s Egyptian identity.   

Alice, who was more generous than most of my respondents, allowed that Sh r n 

is not necessarily unattractive in an absolute sense, but rather in comparison to sexier 

singers, notably Ruby.  Her appraisal of Sh r n including a revealing bit of identification 

with the singer: “Her face is a very familiar one: when you see her, you feel something 

that you know very well.  You feel nothing strange about her that you have never 

encountered at all; and in the lyrics, perhaps, there is something you love, something 

which which you associate closely (ta shir)...  I think she’s beautiful, but she’s not very 

beautiful.  She’s not Miss Egypt, but she’s beautiful.  Her facial features are proportional 

(m sh  ma b d).  She’s not a big fat woman, or really skinny.  And her face and my face 

go together; they are so similar as to fade one into the other (mutal iq aw ).”  This 

comment mirrors Alice’s reception of Sh r n’s musical performances, which Alice finds 

evocative of Egyptian identity: “I think she’s very Egyptian; I feel her to be a bint al-

balad (girl of the country)!  The words of her songs, the composition itself, the 

composition that the composer himself does is very Egyptian, I think.  It returns to the 

past, and it reminds of me of the old-fashioned arab.”   

It is perhaps easier to quote from another respondent than to hazard my own 

explanation of the nuanced expression bint al-balad.  My friend Hud , in the course of 

telling me her own highly complimentary thoughts on Sh r n, ended up explaining the 

term.  “I think Sh r n is bint al-balad...  From the way she talks, I feel you can depend on 

her when you fall, you know?  You can depend on her, she’s bint al-balad, she’s gad a 

(noble, honorable)!...  She’s very light and humorous.  Her songs reflect this light sense 
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of humor the Egyptians have.  Ruby, with her songs, does not reflect the same sense.  

Ruby reflects the naughty girl, that’s it.  Sh r n’s songs reflect that she’s naughty, she’s 

courageous, she’s a survivor.  Even the way she dresses!...  So this is what a lot of women 

like about her: her songs are very empowering.” 

US scholars have written about the ethnicization of beauty, particularly that of 

female stars  Diane Negra, notably, has written a book, Off-White Hollywood, 

deconstructing the ethnicization of various actresses in American cinema in terms of their 

respective cultural moments and the qualities that their publicists and critics saw in them.  

Her analysis of the early cinematic career of Marisa Tomei comments on the increasingly 

positive stereotyped associations of ethnicized women over the course of the twentieth 

century, taking the Italian-American Tomei as an example of this tendency.   

Naturalness and authenticity are often posited as dimensions of Tomei’s 
physical attractiveness.  A 1996 photo of the actress, for instance, is captioned 
with the sentence, ‘Marisa Tomei’s barely made-up complexion is naturally 
dewy.’  In addition, Tomei’s Italian ethnicity is sometimes offered as the 
explanation for her physical expressivity in both diegetic and extra-diegetic 
contexts...   

Similarly, Tomei is identified as ‘the twentysomething actress — who used 
her Brooklyn heritage to great advantage in [My Cousin] Vinny.’  Through 
descriptions of this sort, she is associated with a kind of bodily authenticity, where 
her performance amounts to a staging of her ethnic identity.  In some sense, 
Tomei then serves as a conduit to a romanticized ethnic past, epitomized by her 
connection to a ‘neighborhood.’  That such a connection should be frequently 
mentioned in the actress’ press coverage is therefore not surprising. (Negra 
2001:146) 

 
The manner in which my respondents tend to speak of Sh r n reflects a 

comparable level of attention to the singer’s localized (and, thereby, ethnic) origins and 

her regionally influenced speech patterns and comportment.  However, in a mirror-image 

to Marisa Tomei, whose “naturalness and authenticity” are characterized as part of her 
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physical charms, Sh r n’s naturalness and authenticity are characterized as standing 

alongside her physical unattractiveness as indices of her Egyptian ethnicity.  The other 

notable difference between the two women here is that, while Tomei is regarded in her 

press as an ethnic woman who is close to standard American (white) ethnicity but 

somehow marked, Sh r n is regarded by my respondents as an ‘ethnic’ woman72 who 

aligns perfectly with the dominant ethnicity of Cairo.  It therefore seems remarkable that 

she is so strongly marked — after all, why would Cairenes so strenuously and 

consistently mark another Cairene as such?   

The perceptions that Alice and Hud  note in regard to Sh r n’s face actually 

impart positive associations to her apparent physical ordinariness.  If Sh r n is a bint al-

balad, just a girl from the neighborhood73 like any other, then that status depends as much 

upon her samra complexion, her unremarkable facial features and her relatively modest 

clothing74 as upon her song texts, her Cairene-accented native speech and her 

comportment in interviews.  In a way that many other singers, especially the Lebanese 

women who fit the ‘New Look’, cannot hope to achieve, Sh r n convincingly fills the role 

of the local girl who made good.  In order to pull off this role successfully in the eyes of 

                                                
72 The comparison, I acknowledge, is not a perfect correspondence, since Egyptian racial 
discourse differs greatly from its US counterpart. 
73 Indeed, in my research, Sh r n’s fans consistently associate her not only with a country 
and city of origin, but can usually pinpoint the exact neighborhood of her birth.  The 
specificity is, arguably, even stronger than in the comparative case of Marisa Tomei, 
whose early publicity associated her with Flatbush in Brooklyn — a ‘neighborhood’ far 
larger in square mileage than the compact z wiya al-qal a. 
74 Compared to most female shab b  singers, Sh r n dresses very modestly in concerts 
and, to a slightly lesser degree, in some of her video clips.  Respondents specifically 
pointed out to me that she wears long (and loose) trousers or gowns, and tops with 
sleeves that cover her shoulders and arms. 
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her fans, Sh r n could not be too beautiful: an excess of physical beauty would impugn 

the purity of her vocal talent and her resulting career.  Umm Kulth m, in this sense, 

looms large as a role model: the physically humdrum woman with the spellbinding voice.  

The fact that Sh r n is, according to Egyptian beauty standards, far more beautiful than 

her illustrious predecessor ever was does not intrude upon this narrative of ‘talent trumps 

looks’; this narrative is less reported truth than origin myth, and the people who 

enthusiastically repeated it to me are invested in it for a number of reasons. 

First, as Marwa suggested, there is a middle-class anxiety associated with overtly 

admiring Sh r n as a good-looking woman.  It is far easier for those Cairenes anxious 

about their social status and the stories their tastes tell about them to sublimate their 

physical admiration into an aesthetic appreciation of good music.  Second, if Umm 

Kulth m is indeed the gold standard of Egyptian female singers, then it would only stand 

to reason that various aspects of her biography take on the aura of legendary example for 

future generations of entertainers.  Third, this narrative functions not only as a comment 

on Sh r n’s critical and commercial successes, but as a nationalist-inflected justification 

of the Egyptian woman’s prominent position in a recording industry in which Lebanese 

and not Egyptian women dominate.   

Ruby and domesticized disreputable fame 

There are two Egyptian female singers who present useful comparisons to Sh r n, 

in terms of beauty and talent.  The first, as I have discussed above, is Angh m; this 

comparison is useful not only because of the stark phenotypic differences between the 

two women, but also because they are regarded as vocally talented singers who have 
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sufficient natural gifts and formal training to tackle aesthetically demanding arab  

compositions.  The second, whom I have already mentioned in passing, is Ruby (real 

name R ny  usayn).  Ruby, another well-known singer in Egypt – infamous, in fact – 

was born in the Upper Egyptian city of A y  — or possibly in Ban  Suwayf, or in Cairo 

itself; true to the vamp prerequisites, it is difficult to pin down her precise origins within 

Egypt, and I have heard all three birthplaces attributed to her from one source or another.  

Ruby inhabits a singularly disreputable position among Egyptian shab b  performers: 

Cairenes of my acquaintance generally consider Ruby to have no skills of any sort, other 

than natural beauty (see Fig. 14) and what they regard as a complete lack of shame.  And 

shame, according to them, is exactly what any other Egyptian woman would feel if she 

were to emulate Ruby.  Her voice is accounted almost unlistenably poor: she has a highly 

limited range (in Western musical terms, she has approximately a one-octave range), can 

sing only in her basic modal voice75 at a weak volume, and has a tendency to slide out of 

tune on a frequent basis. 

Ruby’s act, however, is oriented more toward her body than her voice: Ruby’s 

video clips almost invariably show her dancing in a particularly bawdy, hip-swinging 

fashion while wearing skimpy outfits that reveal more skin than most Egyptian women 

would feel comfortable displaying in public.  Shar f abr , the music industry impresario 

who, for five years, not only managed Ruby76 but produced her albums and directed her 

                                                
75 The Western musicological term for the octave represented by a person’s ordinary 
speaking voice. 
76 As of 2009, abr  has broken professionally with Ruby, apparently in reaction to the 
commercial failure of her second album.  As of this writing, music industry gossips 
wonder publicly what Ruby’s career will look like without his oversight. 
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video clips as well, often focuses his camera on close-up shots of her breasts, midriff, 

hips and buttocks as she dances with what has always struck me as near-total 

incompetence.  In a city long famous for its female singers and dancers (cf. van 

Nieuwkerk 1995), Ruby stands out not only as a poor singer, but as an inferior 

bellydancer as well. 

 

 
Fig. 14. Ruby.  (The tattoo, to the best of the author’s knowledge, is not permanent.) 
 

In terms of physical attractiveness, Ruby conforms to ‘New Look’ standards in all 

ways but one: her complexion.  She has the same samra complexion as has Sh r n, which 

would seem a hindrance to her acceptance as a sexual icon.  However, due in part to her 

facial features, her bodily figure, and probably as well to her erotically charged public 

image, Ruby is exactly that: a sexual icon.  In terms of music, no one in Cairo takes her 

seriously; in terms of sexuality and eroticism, people take her very seriously indeed.  As 

Hud  told me, even very proper middle-class girls who deride Ruby in conversation as a 
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whore regard her as a kind of role model for certain social circumstances: “I remember 

when Ruby first came out with the song layh biyid r  kid  (“Why is he so secretive?”)...  

I was in my first or second year of college, we all went out...on a one-day trip to Suez.  

And there was a DJ playing songs, and they played this song.  And literally all the girls 

would imitate Ruby, the way she dances!  They have a sense of both respect and disdain 

for her — love and disdain.”   

Hud , in fact, is one of the few Cairenes I know who will admit openly to any 

feelings toward Ruby other than disdain.  Significantly, she frames her admiration for 

Ruby (such as it is) in terms of competition with the Lebanese women in shab biyya.  

When I asked her why she liked Ruby at all, in comparison to most of her compatriots, 

she explained, “I see her as the only Egyptian woman who can compete with [the 

Lebanese]...  She’s Egyptian, her features are Egyptian...  She’s dark-skinned, samra, and 

she can really bellydance and everything, so she stands out, anywhere in the world, as an 

Egyptian woman.”  Although I was at a loss to explain why Hud  sees any kind of 

redeeming skill in Ruby’s jerky, spasmodic attempts at bellydancing, she soon clarified 

the matter herself by invoking the Lebanese women again.  “If the Lebanese women are 

attacking, then we should also attack!  If all the world is totally messed up, then let’s 

show our women!”   

Ruby represents a peculiar twist on the vamp archetype, precisely because 

Cairenes readily acknowledge her Egyptian nationality and ethnicity.  Or, rather, they 

admit that she is from Egypt, but they will often heartily contest the notion that she truly 

is of Egypt.  This contestation of identity is particularly meaningful to producers and 
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consumers of shab biyya, if their responses to my questions are any yardstick by which 

to judge.  Over and over, people minimized Ruby’s Egyptian identity, suggesting that 

they wished to distance themselves from her.  One such producer, a singer in the band 

Wus  al-Balad, said there was little difference between Ruby and the Lebanese women: 

“Her complexion is Egyptian, and nothing else!”   Likewise, a consumer, Fir s, claimed 

to me, “Ruby isn’t very Egyptian; she uses her body in her video clips.  On her last 

album, she tried to be original.  She failed, because she just used her body.”   

Strikingly, the album that Fir s referenced, mash t war  i s s  (“I followed my 

feeling”), featured a number of pop songs that plainly drew upon the arab toolkit, 

especially in regard to orchestral arrangements and older rhythms and melodic 

progressions.  For the title track’s video clip ( abr  2007a), Ruby follows her usual 

methodology of erotically suggestive dancing in revealing outfits.  And, in a slap in the 

face to those who would minimize her connection to Egyptian ethnicity, Shar f abr  

positions her in front of the Great Pyramids and Sphinx of Giza as she does so.  The 

video clip seems almost calculated to offend those who associate Egyptian female 

musicianship with traditional decorum, sexual modesty, or vocal talent.   

However, abr  and Ruby take a different tack in the video clip for another single 

from the album, mush ati’dar [“You won’t be able”] ( abr  2007b).  The piece begins 

with a arab-style instrumental introduction, played by a takht, the arab  orchestral 

ensemble heard in virtually all of the Golden Age recordings.  Ruby walks onto the 

orchestra stage and takes a seat on a high stool in front of the takht, mimicking the style 

of older singers; significantly, she is dressed in an outfit that, while too form-fitting to 
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qualify as modest in the eyes of most Cairenes, still covers far more of her than is 

commonly seen in her video clips.  Although she appears unable to restrain herself from 

making a few slinky dance-like gestures with her arms and upper body, Ruby does not 

stray from the stool for the duration of the song — as a point of comparison, the Golden 

Age singers never danced in the course of their performances, and the women would 

never even hint at such overt physical sensuality in their body language.77  In musical 

content, if not in lyrical content78, the song is a reasonable facsimile of an old-fashioned 

composition from the 1960s.  Yet, as Fir s suggests, Ruby fails in her attempt to ‘do 

something original’ — his gloss for the concept of performing original pieces written in 

the classic compositional style.  Her voice is breathy and soft; to anyone with even a 

casual familiarity with m s q  al- arab, such a style sounds completely inappropriate 

and, in this case, the product of a fatally weak singing voice unable to produce notes in 

tune at high volume with any reliability.  Not only in terms of her perceived tendency 

toward inappropriate gendered behavior, but in terms of her feeble singing voice as well, 

Ruby fails my respondents’ acid test for a ‘real’ Egyptian singer. 

But if Ruby is inescapably a poor excuse for an “Egyptian voice,”79 she is, as 

Hud  suggests, a fine nationalism-inflected competitor against her Lebanese rivals.  

Hud ’s mild admiration for Ruby is testament to this fact — indeed, particularly so, given 

                                                
77 Christopher Stone argues intriguingly that the Lebanese Fayr z, whose public image 
has intertwined thoroughly with Lebanese nationalist metaphorical discourses, worried so 
much about sexualizing her body in her performances that she solved the problem by 
standing stock-still while singing in concert (2007:148-149). 
78 The lyrics reflect a very simple shab b  approach to composition, which I shall discuss 
in the following chapter. 
79 See my discussion below on this term. 
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that Hud  is a pious mu aggaba80 who would not dream of imitating Ruby in any way 

other than the occasional coordinated arm-hip gesture at a party.  The kind of value that 

Cairenes like Hud  might perceive – although admittedly, Hud  is clearly in a minority 

here – in Ruby as an Egyptian singer is that she is capable of doing what the Lebanese 

singers do, and of doing so to a further degree.  An Egyptian colleague made a similar 

observation about the singer to me: “Egyptian women think that, for thousands of years, 

we have been the most attractive women in the Middle East.  If the Lebanese women are 

going to steal the light from us, then we’re going to take it back!”   

By comparison, Egyptian men appear to have all but ceded the field to their 

Lebanese counterparts, in terms of beauty and desirability.  Much as I have described for 

Egyptian women, Egyptian men in shab biyya do not draw the same degree of physical 

admiration as do Lebanese, and for substantially similar reasons: asmar n 81 looks do not 

qualify as ‘New Look’ in the music industry, which discounts most Egyptian performers.  

There are even hints that the male exemplars of the ‘New Look’ are marketed to female 

consumers in the same way as are their female colleagues, albeit to a far lesser extent.   

W ’il Kaf r , who seems to be the most physically admired Lebanese man working in 

shab biyya,82 appears in video clips and glamour photography sessions that accentuate 

his chiseled facial features and heavily muscled body just as his female colleagues are 

photographed to accentuate their faces and bodies.  The video clip for Kaf r ’s song 
                                                
80 Literally, “veiled.”  In Cairo, the term usually denotes a Muslim female who covers her 
hair and possibly frames her face with a scarf. 
81 The masculine inflection of the word for ‘dark-skinned’; samra is feminine. 
82 I acknowledge a degree of uncertainty here, since it is quite possible that some of my 
female interlocutors were hesitant to delve into physical preferences that might index 
their erotic desires. 
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‘arrab liyya (“Come near me”), in which he often reclines on a chaise longue in a 

sleeveless t-shirt while singing emotively, is the closest thing I have seen to a female-

targeted analogue to the ‘seductive’ video clips aimed at male viewers. 

A real Egyptian voice 

Within consumers’ discourse of shab biyya, it is practically taken for granted that 

there exists an inverse relationship between the beauty of a female singer’s face and body 

and the quality of her voice.  I have not found any archival materials that indicate the 

degree to which this received wisdom existed during the Golden Age, so it is difficult to 

draw comparisons with the likes of Umm Kulth m, Asmah n, or Layl  Mur d; however, 

it is worth observing that the latter two were considered beautiful women, and Mur d 

starred in a number of Egyptian films.  To the extent that one can extrapolate on the basis 

of the arab  singers now regarded to comprise the Golden Age pantheon, it appears that 

this distinction did not hold in earlier decades.  Moreover, such an inverse relationship 

appears never to have held sway for men: among the stars of both arab and shab biyya, 

some of the best-regarded singers are also the most admired for their looks.  In the old 

days, Far d al-A rash and Abd al- al m fi  were musical and cinematic heartthrobs; 

nowadays, Amr Diy b and W ’il Kaf r  are admired as much for their handsome faces 

as for their singing.  There is, however, one aspect of public acclaim in which men and 

women both participate: the relationship of a good singing voice to Egyptian national 

identity. 

An astonishing number of my respondents unselfconsciously used the phrase 

“Egyptian voice” as a colloquial gloss for “good voice.”  Though this might seem to 
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those with some familiarity with shab biyya to reflect the proper usage of Egyptian 

Colloquial Arabic (ECA) as a musical medium, it is not the case.  In fact, until the 1990s, 

there were few notable Arabic-language singers – e.g. Fayr z in Lebanon, Cheb Khaled 

in Algeria – who ever sang in a dialect other than ECA.  To this day, it remains common 

for ambitious shab b  singers from Lebanon and Syria to record songs in ECA, although 

they may also choose to record some pieces in their native country’s dominant dialect, or 

even in that of another country.  Indeed, some respondents muttered glumly to me that 

nowadays, pop music stars are inclined to record at least a few tracks in khal g  (Arabian 

Gulf) dialect to court the favor of Prince al-Wal d bin al l, the Saudi owner of the huge 

music label Rotana, as well as the wealthy listenership that his countrymen represent.  

When Cairenes speak of ‘Egyptian voices’, they speak not of dialect (which anyone, 

theoretically, could learn to emulate), but of essential quality of the voice itself (with 

which one must simply be born).  While there certainly are non-Egyptian Arabs whose 

voices Cairenes openly admire83, listeners of my acquaintance take special pride in the 

skills of talented musicians from Egypt, and frequently identify Egyptian biographical 

roots as a determining factor in one’s capability of performing vocal music well. 

 This typological maneuver applies to men just as much as to women, as I 

discovered.  In particular, Amr Diy b and T mir usn  were often cited to me as male 

singers whose voices were markedly Egyptian.  Upon close inspection, this notion has 

few if any concrete criteria; whenever I pressed respondents who made this claim to 

                                                
83 Many Cairenes who declared their preference for arab expressed their particular 
admiration for Fayr z, who currently inhabits a position akin to elder stateswoman in 
Arabic popular song. 
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explain it in clear terms, they fell upon a variety of glosses and workarounds that, likely 

as not, did not even relate to either man’s singing voice.  Indeed, if one were to compare 

either of these men to their Golden Age predecessors, their voices would fall short of 

classical greatness.  To put it another way, they are accounted good singers, but not 

according to the standards set forth in arab; rather, they have good voices according to 

the looser and, to some degree, Western-influenced standards of shab biyya. 

Much like their Western counterparts, Amr Diy b and T mir usn  receive praise 

from their fans for the sweetness of their tone, the surety with which they can hit and hold 

notes, and the light melodic style of their recordings.  The word ‘light’ here is one that I 

have taken from my respondents; to the best of my understanding, young Cairenes use 

the term to refer to both the sense of a pleasant, comforting tune, and the sort of 

uncomplicated, undemanding melodic structure that requires little effort on the part of the 

listener.  In both senses, this compositional aesthetic differs sharply from arab, which 

my informants frequently described as ‘heavy’ and difficult to appreciate in its fullness.  

Vocal lightness and sweetness can also correlate with a gentleness of tone that very few 

singers can produce except at a volume just above a whisper, which means that this 

aesthetic expectation tends to demand the presence of electric amplification in order to 

hear the singer’s notes at all — in other words, sweetness can favor a relatively weak 

singing voice.  This contrasts sharply with the vocal aesthetics of arab, in which the 

strength of the singer’s voice is judged partly upon his or her reliable ability to produce 

notes at high volume, no matter what the emotional color of the passage.  

In analogous fashion, the qualities of the two singers’ voices differ from those of 
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their predecessors.  Speaking for myself as a Western-bred music listener, I found the 

voices of Far d al-A rash and Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b somewhat grating when I first 

heard them.84  They do not correspond to the ‘sweet’ tonal qualities that American music 

listeners tend to value; they can sound harsh, erratic, unconcerned with clear tonality or 

even consistent pitch.  This is not to suggest that arab possesses no useful aesthetic 

criteria; as I discuss in Chapter 2, this is by no means the case.  The aesthetics of arab 

are complex and demanding; but they simply do not map easily on to the suite of 

aesthetic criteria by which either Western pop music or shab biyya is judged.  In spite of 

this disconnect – or perhaps, as I will discuss below, because of it – my respondents had 

little trouble identifying ‘very Egyptian voices’ among both modern and bygone music 

stars.   

Among arab  artists, it is not surprising that Umm Kulth m received a great deal 

of praise from my respondents as ‘very Egyptian.’  However, if we grant a fair degree of 

inclusivity to the category of shab biyya – which, after all, is something of a catch-all 

category defined primarily by its listenership, rather than its musicological qualities – 

then another artist generally associated with arab actually was cited more frequently: 

Abd al- al m fi .  Or, to clarify the matter somewhat, I only concerned myself with 

inquiring about the Egyptian-ness of shab b  singers; some people would offer their 

thoughts on Umm Kulth m’s Egyptian-ness without my prompting, but I did not 

                                                
84 In fact, as a matter of ethnographic honesty, I must confess that I still have little taste 
for either one of them.  While I felt some professional shame in the field for my apparent 
inability to appreciate such canonical singers as much as seemed expected, I often bonded 
with my respondents who reacted in the same way to the stars of their grandparents’ 
generation. 
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interrogate this concept per se.  In this sense, it is rather striking that so many of my 

youthful respondents would (still) think of a man thirty years in his grave85 as one of the 

most Egyptian of shab b  singers.  In general, those respondents who dwelt on the 

specifics of his voice spoke more about its romantic, emotive qualities than about his 

technical virtuosity.  My respondents spoke admiringly of current male stars like Amr 

Diy b, T mir usn , and H n  Sh kir in a very similar fashion.  Their comments on such 

singers, including Abd al- al m, reveal a great deal about their thinking on the subject.   

Alice, like many of her Cairene age-peers, mostly listens to shab biyya, and has 

little interest in arab, except for Abd al- al m.  Her first comment on him was, in fact, 

a foreshadowing of her later lengthy repudiation of Umm Kulth m: “His songs are very 

short; they are not seventeen minutes long, like Umm Kulth m!”  When I asked her to 

explain what she found enjoyable in his songs, she thought for a bit, then responded, “I 

think he feels these words.  I don’t feel this with Umm Kulth m, for example, or 

[Mu ammad] Abd al-Wahh b.  The old people [i.e. Golden Age singers], of course, I 

don’t know all of their names, but my favorite is Abd al- al m.  He’s the only one 

whose songs I listen to, from among the old people.”  Further probing uncovered another 

important aesthetic difference between the younger and the older subdivisions of arab: 

pleasing lyrical compositions.  “The poem86 itself was written in a very good way...  I 

hear some songs, for example, that—” Alice shrugged at this point to demonstrate her 

apathy, “—what then?  Is that all there is?”  Alice, in fact, privileges the composer of the 

                                                
85 Abd al- al m died in 1977. 
86 Many arab  recordings were in fact musical arrangements of poems written in 
Egyptian Colloquial Arabic. 
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lyric text above the vocal interpreter in her judgment of a song’s worth, as suggested by 

her use of the word ‘poet’ to describe the songwriter.  “It all goes back to the poet.  I 

don’t despise the singer, but it all goes back to the poet.” 

Such comments as Alice’s suggest the extent to which a ‘very Egyptian voice’ 

depends not only upon sonic characteristics, but upon the pleasurable reception of lyric 

texts and musical arrangements.  While there are many fine distinctions between the 

common musical techniques of arab and shab biyya, one stands as particularly salient in 

this context: shab b  singers, unlike their arab  counterparts, shape the words they sing 

with far greater respect to a constant meter.  That is, a great many songs in the canon of 

arab allow a high degree of interpretive license to the singer in deciding how long to 

hold a syllable on a sustained note, or to stretch the same syllable across several slowly 

produced notes, or across a rapid melisma.  This has the effect in many cases – Umm 

Kulth m’s renderings of the virtuosic passages in recordings of inta umr  or alf layla 

wa-layla are but a few obvious examples – of making the featured singer actually sound 

slightly out of time or tune with the backing takht, or of interrupting the overarching time 

signature of the piece, with a resulting degree of disorientation for the inexperienced or 

inattentive listener.  Shab biyya simply does not permit such individual variations or 

improvisations.  The meter of practically any shab b  song that one might encounter is 

far more dominant and dictatorial, and demands a higher degree of metric consistency 

than most of the Golden Age musical composers would ever have considered setting to 

paper.   

Consequently, the ways by which shab b  singers – and in this regard, Abd al-
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al m fi  may be numbered among such – must approach the endeavor of imbuing 

their singing with emotional resonance vary considerably from the tactics that arab  

singers could employ.  The kinds of ornamentation available to them, while qualitatively 

similar to those that characterize arab, are quantitatively constrained by the constant, 

consistent meters that characterize shab biyya.  This fact has the practical effect of 

privileging the vocal qualities that Abd al- al m fi , Amr Diy b and T mir usn  

often demonstrate in their recordings: their control of sustained single pitches, their 

precision in articulating lyrics to conform to a consistent meter, and their judicious use of 

Sprechgesang as a tool of emotional expression.  The Sprechgesang used here does not 

correspond to Hayf  Wahb ’s usage of the technique, which serves primarily to intensify 

her seductive persona while compensating for her diaphragmatic weakness; instead, in 

the hands of these popular male singers, it serves to emphasize what my respondents 

interpret as the emotional engagement of the singer with the text. 

This discussion of aesthetic criteria is circumscribed by ethnicity, as my 

conversations with my respondents indicate.  In particular, there are three highly regarded 

male shab b  singers who utilize a good deal of the arab  toolkit in their shab biyya, 

W ’il Kaf r , George Was f, and K im al-S hir, about all of whom little was said in my 

interviews and conversations.  There are two apparent reasons for their peripherality to 

my respondents’ thinking.  In the first place, there are some received typological 

distinctions of a given musician’s primary musical field that potentially exclude Was f 

and al-S hir from a consideration of shab b  artists: Was f and al-S hir are generally 

considered by my respondents to be arab  artists who have crossed over to some degree 
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into shab biyya.  In the second place, and more importantly for the topic under 

discussion, none of them is Egyptian: Kaf r  is Lebanese, Was f a Lebanese citizen of 

Syrian birth, and al-S hir Iraqi.87     

The discourse is also circumscribed by gender, although from a different 

perspective.  Female shab b  singers who earn the most praise for their vocal abilities 

are, in sharp distinction to their male colleagues, almost infallibly the more skillful at the 

arab-influenced techniques, as well as the shab b  techniques that respond predictably 

to metric constraints.  Sh r n and Angh m, the two female shab b  performers whose 

voices my respondents consistently identify as ‘very Egyptian’, derive this distinction in 

their admirers’ eyes partly because they can (even if on an infrequent basis) demonstrate 

great skill in high-prestige musical techniques88, particularly sweetness of pitch 

throughout a tonally varied passage or melisma, sustained diaphragmatic breath control, 

and equal deftness in the use of head and chest resonances.  Those women who can sing 

shab biyya only on par with Amr Diy b – that is, with significantly more skill in more 

recent technical standards than in older ones – do not qualify as ‘very Egyptian voices’.   

There are, in fact, just as few male examples of Egyptian shab b  artists who can 

can demonstrate such talents.  To my knowledge, there are only two who are both well-

known in the music industry and whom my respondents are likely to know: H n  Sh kir 

and h b Tawf q.  While H n  Sh kir came up once in a while among my respondents, he 

was not a frequent topic of conversation.  This may be due to his advanced age (born in 
                                                
87 To what extent the contemporary male stars of arab-inflected shab biyya are 
necessarily associated with the non-Egyptian Arab world is a research question all of its 
own, to which I have no answers. 
88 More specifically, trademarked arab  techniques inserted into shab b  performances. 
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1952), as well as to his professional association as a young man with some of the 

canonical singers of the Golden Age themselves: H n  Sh kir was one of the last protégés 

of Mu ammad Abd al-Wahh b.  Neither reason, however, strikes me as especially 

compelling, given that many shab b  performers have, if not a personal affiliation with 

musicians associated with the Golden Age, then at least some degree of culturally 

prestigious professional training in arab.  For that matter, h b Tawf q himself has 

excellent professional credentials as a performer: he earned a doctorate in music from 

Helwan University in Cairo.  In spite of the cultural capital this might win him, my 

respondents usually consider h b a disreputable clown, on account of his dull lyric texts 

and his video clips, which swarm with bikini-clad women and sexual innuendo.  The 

former problem impugns his aesthetic taste, compared to colleagues who demonstrate 

superior judgment in the songs they choose to record; the latter problem impugns his 

moral sensibility among fans who consider sexual impropriety incompatible with 

Egyptian-ness in general and with a ‘real Egyptian voice’ in specific. 

IV 

‘Going Lebanese’ in globalized capitalism 

Nowadays, Egyptians receive images and ideas through globalized capitalism, 

more than they export them.  They get their beauty ideals from Lebanon now, and in 

some ways, perhaps, Lebanon has simply replaced France or England in this regard.  As 

Farha Ghannam (2004) has noted, this imported beauty ideal competes with older, 

indigenous ideals.  It is difficult to say with certainty, but there appears to be an incipient 

class hierarchy of female beauty ideals.  The elite (as, perhaps, visualized in 
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contemporary cinema by female stars) subscribe more or less whole-heartedly to a 

slender body shape; middle-class and lower-class women have to negotiate both ideals of 

slender and plump bodies at once, with predictable contradictory moves and confusion.  

(Lower-class women put more stock in having a strong, child-bearing body, which 

conflicts with the New Look.)  This confusion only magnifies the anxiety that young 

unmarried women already feel about attracting a husband, since so much social status and 

licensed avenues to personal fulfillment depend upon marriage and creating a family unit.  

And, moreover, women of all social classes have to contend somehow with the 

preference for the hard-to-achieve trifecta of a rounded face, fine facial features, and 

white skin.  Fair hair is also desirable, but in basic material terms, this is the easiest 

feature to alter.  Besides, since more and more Muslim women in Cairo wear the ig b, 

the hair is the least of their problems. 

In the video clips that depict (high-status) Lebanese women, the female bodies 

shown display, more often than not, small waists, large breasts, and muscle-toned legs; 

the aggregate is not so different from what Americans might expect to see in a fashion 

shoot or sex-tinged advertisement (cf. Kilbourne 1995).  In lower-status visual culture, 

however, the plumper standard of beauty articulates itself.  A satellite music TV channel 

called Melody89 drew attention to itself with a series of exceptionally vulgar, bawdy and 

(debatably) humorous commercials; in these advertisements, the eroticizing masculine 

gaze of the camera often fell on very full, round female forms.  This broadcasting venue 

styles itself as so off-color that other class considerations may be overwhelmed by the 
                                                
89 The channel itself uses the English word in English, rather than transliterate it into 
Arabic script. 
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milieu: as a case in point, the Lebanese women who sometimes appeared in Melody’s 

commercials played up the vulgarity of their moral characters, rather than distinguish 

themselves from those around them.  In particular, an actual Lebanese singer named D n  

appeared in several Melody commercials whose tongue-in-cheek humor depended on the 

viewer’s acquaintance with D n ’s racy video clips and insipid lyrics. 

Although this new and imported standard of beauty in Egypt has entered via 

capitalist consumerism, I do not read it as complying fully with the model of “anxious 

narrative” described by Steven Feld (2001).  Rather, it is an intensely regionalized 

phenomenon, and an intra-Arab world phenomenon.  Egyptians receive these images 

from Lebanon’s video clips, which are populated with Lebanese stars and, in many cases, 

financed by entrepreneurs from Saudi Arabia and the Emirates.  It is tempting to make the 

argument that at least some of the beauty ideals evinced in these Lebanese video clips 

originated in Western Europe and entered Lebanese society as part of French colonialism; 

however, since I have neither historiographic nor ethnographic data that speaks to the 

issue, I can make no assertions thereon.   

Moreover, even if this conjecture were true, there is a specific Lebanese agency at 

work in this imported ideal.  It is well to remember that Egypt was colonized by the 

French and the English as well, and European beauty ideals entered Egypt via the same 

colonial door.  By the late colonial period of the 1920s, Egyptian painters were creating 

romanticized portraits and domestic scenes that combined Orientalist imaginings of 

harem life and the luxurious world of elite women with both somatically racialized 

images of elite and non-elite bodies (i.e., light-skinned versus dark-skinned) in a way that 
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Egyptian art collectors now read as “very Egyptian” (Winegar 2006:244-245).  There 

was, in the colonial period, a blurred line between the elite or upwardly mobile colonial 

subject and the colonizer, in terms of their aesthetics.  Despite this tendency, post-

independence Egyptian music stars did not necessarily present themselves as 

Europeanized90 — ‘modernized,’ perhaps, with its attendant implications of Western 

formal dress, but never Europeanized.  Those who flirted too closely with 

Europeanization – that is, with the sense that everything Egyptian about them had been 

scoured away – were publicly mocked until they modulated their affectations (cf. 

Armbrust 1996:86-89). 

By comparison, the beauty ideals evinced in pop singers that come directly from 

the West appear to make little impression upon my Cairene interlocutors; they note the 

way that the Colombian singer Shakira91 or the Canadian singer Celine Dion look and 

dress, but feel no social pressure to emulate them.  In fact, Western singers are easily 

marked off as unsuitable role models: Alice explained to me offhandedly, in the context 

of criticizing the Egyptian singer Ruby, “I love Shakira, but it would not do for her to 

sing on behalf of Egypt.”  What Alice means, in this context, is that she perceives Ruby 

to be an inappropriately avid imitator of the West; in this regard, Alice disagrees with 
                                                
90 On the other hand, perhaps one could tell a different narrative if one were to focus not 
on musical but on cinematic stars.  It appears to me that, while Egyptian film actors did 
not simply imitate Europeans, there was some European influence in their sartorial and 
physical aesthetic.  Chiefly, whiteness was a sufficiently common feature that the late 
actor A mad Zak  stood out as an unusually asmar n  leading man (Gordon 2000:164). 
91 Although Shakira is half-Lebanese by heritage, as evidenced by her Arabic given name, 
Cairenes infallibly associated her with ‘the West,’ some of them even describing her to 
me as American, meaning ‘of the United States’.  This differentiation extends even to 
spelling: although her name is Arabic (shak ra), I always saw her promotional materials 
and albums transcribe her name as though it were alien to the language (sh k r ). 
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most other respondents in my research, who perceived Ruby instead as an imitator of the 

Lebanese.  Those who saw Ruby as ersatz Lebanese rather than ersatz American were 

simultaneously harsher in their condemnation of the singer, and more concerned with 

Lebanese rather than Western influence in pop music. 

From the relatively narrow perspective of pop music fans, then, young Cairenes 

appear more anxious about ‘going Lebanese’ than about ‘going Western’.  In some 

respects, they clearly worry about Westernization of sexual morals and, on a less-cited 

level, of neoliberal economic dependence on Western powers.  Within the domain of 

popular music, more young Cairenes appear to appreciate a degree of syncretism than 

not: T mir usn , Mu ammad Mun r, Amr Diy b, Sh r n and others all receive praise 

from youth for their ability to absorb and interpret rhythms and melodic progressions 

from Western music while still producing something that these young people regard as 

‘authentically Egyptian’.  

But of course, no one pays much attention to musical syncretism when they 

complain about Ruby.  Rather, they are talking about how she uses her body as an 

instrument of seduction in a capitalist milieu: her sexuality acts as a lure to consumers to 

generate revenue by the (paltry) consumption of industry-produced CDs and cassettes; by 

the (highly lucrative) consumption of live performances and, in Ruby’s case, the 

occasional film; and by the various murkily articulated revenue streams that operate 

around the broadcasting of video clips on satellite television channels.  This, it would 

seem, is what ‘going Lebanese’ appears to be in Cairene eyes, in addition to the physical 

approximation of the New Look with an Egyptian complexion.  It is not the looseness of 
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sexual comportment in general, with which the West is associated; it is the specific 

association of sex with commerce in music. 

The ethnic differentiations between Arabs in this comparison are part of a larger 

phenomenon in contemporary Cairo, which, as I shall explain in the following chapter, 

represents an incipient differential racialization between Egyptians and other Arab 

nationalities.  This racialization is, in turn, part of a still larger phenomenon of 

fragmentation of Arab nationalism among its constituent states and their populations, 

which shapes much of Egyptians’ interactions with their regional neighbors as well as 

their political thought and sympathies.  However, in the fifth and final chapter of this 

dissertation, I shall argue that, although this political fragmentation is deeply meaningful 

in and of itself, it is most important to the subject of my research as a contributing 

element in the project of constructing a feasible authenticity of Egyptian-ness: a new 

iteration of political and social subjectivity for Cairene youth. 



 143

CHAPTER 5. 
Nationalist fragmentation, the gendered national, and emotional evocation: 

retuning Egyptian authenticity 
 

Introduction 

I intend this chapter to unite a number of seemingly disparate fragments of 

Egyptian culture, ones whose mutual influence and interdependence may not at first seem 

obvious to the reader.  Building on the material I have presented in the preceding four 

chapters, I intend to demonstrate that, in the discourses that young Cairenes experience 

and in which they participate as inescapable and essential parts of their lives in 

contemporary Cairo, there runs an underlying unifying discourse of authenticity of 

identity, which these young Cairenes are strongly inclined to understand and theorize in 

terms of Egyptian-ness.  This admittedly awkward phrase – the Arabic word, mi riyya, 

comes far more naturally – encompasses not only Egyptian nationality as political 

subjectivity, but also Egyptian identity as cultural, ethnic and even racial subjectivity.  

This overarching subjectivity depends upon a complexly structured and dynamic 

understanding of authenticity of the subject: one that cannot be taken for granted as a 

matter of birth, nor be mistaken for lifetime tenure.  Rather, this subjectivity requires 

constant attention and performance, even though the kinds of performances demanded are 

not stable and the rules of action and reaction are sometimes unclear to participants. 

Therefore, I have sought in this dissertation to draw the reader’s attention to three 

aspects of the lives of contemporary Cairene youth whose mutual imbrication may not be 

immediately apparent.  The broadest aspect may be Egypt’s political and economic 

relations with other countries, chiefly other states within the Arab world.  Egypt’s 
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stressed political relations with Saudi Arabia and Syria, the current centers of pan-Islamic 

and pan-Arab political thought, respectively, present Egyptians with questions of 

authenticity that are not easily answered.  For instance, does one impugn one’s Muslim-

ness by regarding Saudi political initiatives with suspicion, as the Egyptian state does? 

How can Egypt’s sovereignty be maintained or reclaimed, when the country is 

economically dependent upon massive economic aid from the United States, which 

comes at the price of sometimes-inconvenient political cooperation and deeper 

involvement in flows of neoliberal capital?  At a political level, such questions of 

Egyptian authenticity often inspire newspaper editorials, and sometimes people sitting at 

the café muse about these issues too, but they mean little without the contextualization of 

everyday cultural practices. 

Somewhat less obvious than international relations are gender relations, but the 

latter often matters far more to my interlocutors on an everyday basis.  Intersubjective 

practices of gendered comportment – that is, what a putative Egyptian subject can and 

cannot do with his or her body in various social contexts – comprise a major criterion by 

which Egyptians authenticate themselves or, to use John L. Jackson, Jr.’s analytical term 

(2005), lay claim to the sincerity of their identity.  Such gender relations are subtly linked 

nowadays to Arab political relations, since the erotically charged Lebanese singers (and, 

by association, Lebanese people in general) consumed as part of m s q  al-shab biyya 

figure into Cairenes’ thinking as a sexual Other, a model of Arab subjectivity that is 

fundamentally incompatible with Egyptian-ness.  While the West and especially the 

Western woman has long represented a kind of incompatible sexual Other for Egyptians, 
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this fantasized Lebanese subjectivity represents a far more troubling and challenging 

problematic. 

The third component in this subjectivity is the shift in preferred aesthetics of 

emotional evocation in popular music, and the consequent ways in which Cairene youth 

are capable of appreciating music and its potential to move the listener.  Authenticity of 

musical performance has become a serious matter for Cairenes as an aspect of 

postcolonial modernity, and much of their judgment of this phenomenon rests upon their 

evaluation of a singer’s success at communicating emotion and, thereby, evoking 

emotional response in the listener.  As I shall discuss, Cairenes’ aesthetic evaluations of 

shab b  singers constitute a matter of both authenticity and sincerity, in that there exist 

overlapping subject-object and subject-subject relations in such evaluations, and both sets 

of relations contribute to Cairenes’ understandings of their own subjectivity.   

I 

Fragmentation of the Arab (nationalist) world: historical memories 

The Nasser era represents to contemporary students of history the zenith of pan-

Arab nationalism, the time when the governments (and, no less importantly, the 

populations) of Arabic-speaking countries seemed most inclined to cooperate on 

economic and political issues.  The 1967 War, by many people’s reckonings, sounded the 

death knell for this political philosophy, but this perception is as much myth as analysis, 

in ways both positive and negative.  While the combined Arab armies’ defeat in 1967 

exposed their relative weakness to the Israeli Defense Forces, it did not scatter all 

thoughts of Arab collaboration to the winds.  Egyptian historiographers frequently prefer 
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to view 1967 through the lens of 1973, when another combined Arab military force 

confronted Israel and made some temporary gains, most notably the crossing of the Bar-

Lev defensive line into the Sinai Peninsula.   

The progress of the 1973 War is one of those historical incidents that have come 

to mean very different things, depending upon whom one consults.  For Egyptians, 1973 

is an unmitigated victory, a demonstration that Arab unity and careful preparation could 

achieve military success and glory; Cairo boasts a museum entirely dedicated to 

representing the planning and execution of “the miracle of the crossing.”  For Westerners 

who visit this museum, however, the claims of victory can sound, to say the least, 

unrealistic: the museum’s curators devote no space to acknowledging how the war, in 

fact, ended.  Westerners tend to recall the 1973 War as yet another Israeli victory over 

Arab forces, since, by the time an armistice was declared, Israel had pushed back the 

armies on all fronts, and an Israeli cavalry division had advanced perilously close to 

Cairo itself. In fact, both stages of the 1973 War were heavily influenced by Cold War 

politics: the Soviet Union had furnished Egypt with much of its military matériel, and 

when Israel called for help in response to the initial Arab push, the United States quickly 

sent its own military supplies (Hourani 1991:418).  Neither Arabs nor Israelis prefer to 

discuss their own sources of military aid; such acknowledgments might dampen each 

side’s nationalist narrative of postcolonial “go it alone” autonomy and ethnicized 

battlefield skill.  Authenticity of postcolonial modernity does not reconcile well with 

serving as a geopolitical client state. 
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The crossing of the Bar-Lev line, on the first day of the war, is the significant part 

to Egyptian nationalist historiographers, which confounds Western observers who tend to 

analyze the meaning of a war in terms of its end results.  But Western visitors often miss 

the point that, by 1973, Egyptians had begun to believe that their military forces were 

capable of nothing except abject failure.  The loss of the Sinai in 1967 had stung badly; 

1973’s temporary victory was far more palatable to national remembrance than 1967’s 

unstinted parade of losses.  Moreover, since historiographers commonly ascribe Anwar 

Sadat’s political capital to negotiate final peace terms with Israeli prime minister 

Menachem Begin to his measured success in planning Egypt’s participation in the 1973 

War, Egyptians do, in a manner of speaking, read the war in terms of its end results; in 

Egyptian nationalist historiography, the outcome of the 1973 War is neither the crossing 

nor the Israeli counterattack, but the Camp David accords and the return of the Sinai to 

Egypt. 

On the other hand, a glance at the political spectrum of the Arab world before 

1967 hardly looks like political unity: an assortment of monarchies, dictatorships, and 

democratic republics with drastically different economic needs and political aims.  

Nasser, the architect of postcolonial Arab nationalism as national policy, did not mean for 

these disparate Arab governments simply to shake hands and declare a vague sense of 

common purpose; he also meant for them to follow Egypt’s lead – literally so, in the case 

of the short-lived merger of Egypt and Syria in the United Arab Republic (Jankowski 

2001:115-136) – by overthrowing the monarchies and replacing them with ‘Arab 
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socialist’ republics dedicated to a program of industrial modernization (cf. Hourani 

1991:405-412).   

The disjuncture between what Nasser envisioned and what came to pass – even by 

the time of his death, let alone in the subsequent decades – is so vast that the Egyptian 

novelist Ahdaf Soueif has used it to imagine the leader in his last years as a tragic figure, 

“suspecting, maybe, but refusing to believe that his glorious dream had been aborted, that 

what he had thought of as a prelude was really all there was to be” (Soueif 1992:357).  It 

would perhaps, then, come as dolorous but not totally shocking to Nasser to know that 

contemporary youth in Cairo (and elsewhere in Egypt) are often strongly critical of his 

regime and its associated political philosophy.  A few of them declared themselves to me 

as actual monarchists — albeit, in this context, more nostalgic fantasists than reactionary 

political agitators.  S m  and Ragab, two highly educated and by no means conservative 

young men92 whom I knew through my association with the American University in 

Cairo, once explained to me over lunch that, in their view, Egypt as a whole was in better 

shape under King Farouk than under the military junta that deposed him.  S m  in 

particular waxed nostalgic while describing the elegant, cosmopolitan, late-colonial 

world that he sees in this historical era; his emphasis fell primarily upon his impression of 

economic opportunity and stability of the time, and upon his impression that the pre-

revolutionary period marked the last gasp of a happily multi-religious Egyptian civil 

92 It is also worth noting that both men are Muslims, and thus have no religious reason to 
mourn the monarchy’s passing.  Christian Egyptians, in comparison, have declared to me 
that they hate Nasser for what they perceive as his Islamic chauvinism in both his rhetoric 
and in his nationalization of various Egyptian business concerns, which affected 
Christians and Jews in disproportionate numbers. 
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society.  Ragab did not go as far as S m  in his estimation of Farouk’s era – Ragab is a 

student of postcolonial theory who reads history more critically than does his friend – but 

he essentially echoed much of S m ’s critiques of the succeeding republic over our plates 

of shaksh ka and Alexandrian-style chicken liver.   

The monarchist or quasi-monarchist critique that S m  and Ragab mount against 

the post-revolutionary Egyptian state is a minority point of view, to be sure, but I 

consider it significant that such people – educated young men from the non-aristocratic 

contemporary middle classes of Cairo – would offer such a critique in 2007.93  As Joel 

Gordon (2000:167) has mentioned, even those persecuted and jailed by Gamal Abdel 

Nasser’s regime later recalled his era with a degree of nostalgia, or at least affection; 

Nasser has been associated more closely with Arab nationalism and a general sense of 

national renewal than with socialist economic policy, in Egyptian historiography.  The 

historiographers most critical of Nasser had to tread lightly in their commentaries, since 

an overly harsh critique could indict his successors’ regimes as well; the playwright and 

public intellectual Tawf q al- ak m managed to write a scathing analysis (al- ak m 

1985) of the Nasser regime’s disastrous military overconfidence without once criticizing 

Nasser by name.  It is difficult to imagine, even ten years ago, that educated youth could 

read the Nasser era so negatively that they declared the disgraced and deposed monarch 

as the superior ruler of Egypt.  But S m  and Ragab critique Nasser and his rule from a 

particular historical vantage-point: in their view, the worst problems that trouble their 

93 The disenfranchised and disinherited aristocracy of Egypt has never made a secret of its 
contempt for Nasser. 
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country today stem from policies that Nasser put into effect in sharp distinction to what 

had come before.  

If Cairenes are divided in terms of their engagement with Egyptian political 

history, then they are much more fragmented on the subject of the larger Arab world, and 

how their country ought to relate to other members thereof.  Paralleling the current youth 

generation’s apparent willingness to criticize some of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 

philosophical principles – and sometimes even his entire governmental program – is the 

current youth generation’s vexed relationship to the concept of Arab nationalism.  This 

principle, one of the fundamental assumptions of Nasser’s program, is called into 

question every day in ways overt and implicit in the words and deeds of young Cairenes, 

not least their increasing perception, discussed above, that the Lebanese are a race totally 

distinct from Arabs, and that even those peoples they regard as unimpeachably Arab, 

such as Algerians, have little in common with Egyptians.   

The listening habits and perspectives of Cairene pop music consumers exemplify 

this trend: whether these music fans are fond or not of Lebanese pop singers (and most of 

them definitely are), they generally perceive the capacity for musical talent and emotional 

evocation as qualitatively Egyptian, and that Lebanese singers are, at best, glamorous-

looking Western-style singers who must draw on a shallower pool of nationally derived 

talent to sing Arabic music.  Those singers from other countries who have become 

famous working in the Cairo-based music industry, or even simply by singing in the 

Cairene dialect of Arabic, are not granted any particular imprimatur of ethnicity-

bequeathed genius, but are instead figured as tapping into Egyptian musical genius.  This 
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can be a positive thing, as with the Syrian-born Asmah n and Far d al-A rash, whose 

professional lives were intimately connected to Cairo, or a negative, as with Nancy 

Ajram and Hayf  Wahb , whom Cairenes often deride as seizing on the Cairene dialect 

as a linguistic vehicle by which to augment their nationally impoverished singing skills.  

Egyptians, as Cairenes feel, possess an inherently valuable aura – which they often 

describe to me as ‘authenticity’ – that distinguishes them from other Arabs, especially in 

the fact that other Arabs in the music industry often seem to mimic Egyptian-ness as a 

professional device. 

Just as Cairenes’ view of the ‘Arab nation’ has fragmented along national lines, 

the Arab world has itself indeed fragmented along national lines: although the Arab 

League now boasts twenty-two member states, there is no longer any pretense that the 

entire membership shares any consequential political or economic goals.94  Regional 

powers like Egypt and Saudi Arabia freely snub Arab League-sponsored summits when 

they perceive a potential threat to their national policies95; nominally secular regimes like 

Egypt and Tunisia distrust the pan-Islamist and harshly salaf  missionary work (and its 

attendant political implications) that Saudi Arabia underwrites; neighboring states with 

multi-religious populations like Syria and Lebanon or Iraq must negotiate constant 

shifting tensions based on which confessional community seems strongest and most 

94 The Cairo-based blogger known pseudonymously as the Sandmonkey has noted 
sardonically that the only thing upon which the entire Arab League membership seems to 
agree is the censoring of free information access under the guise of vice prevention 
(Sandmonkey 2008; cf. BBC News 2008). 
95 Notably, Egypt and Saudi Arabia were vehemently opposed to Syria’s aims at the 2008 
Arab League Summit, held in Damascus, whose stated goal was a resolution of the 
political future of Lebanon.  To communicate their displeasure, each country’s head of 
state stayed home, and sent low-ranking diplomats instead (Worth 2008).  
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politically influential at any given time; the cash-strapped North African states crave the 

financial assistance of the oil-rich Gulf states while hoping to dodge its attendant political 

obligation.  The fragmentations within the Arab world that Nasser sought to bridge or 

mend through Arab nationalism have not only endured, but in some ways seem wider 

than ever.96 

Young Cairenes recognize the Arab League’s posturing for the political theater it 

is, but it can be a painful process for them to admit how much Egypt’s political capital 

has diminished in recent decades.  Their concerns about Egypt’s engagement with other 

Arab states often revolve around the fact that Egypt is neither financially nor politically 

capable of setting the agenda for the entire Arab world in the way it once did — indeed, 

many youths fretted to me that while Mubarak’s regime insists on trying to direct 

regional politics, it appears too incompetent or too corrupt to look after domestic matters 

that strike them as more needful and, at any rate, the government’s first responsibility.  In 

terms of political priorities, these young people tend to be far more nationally focused 

than elder generations: the latter group tended to comment to me about what Egypt 

‘ought’ to do to manage regional political affairs, and rarely acknowledged political, 

social, or economic problems specific to the state.  Young Cairenes’ political cynicism 

toward Arab nationalist sentiment therefore can take their parents’ generation as an object 

as well.  In fact, young Cairenes’ doubts about the efficacy of Arab nationalism plays into 

96 Anouar Majid, analyzing the role of Arab nationalism within European imperialism and 
colonial capitalism, opines that Arab nationalism was in fact doomed to fail as a political 
movement in the face of neoliberal capital (2000:60). 
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another relatively new notion: the idea that other Arabic-speaking people are not actually 

of the same race as Egyptians. 

Racialization following from ethnicization 

I submit that this political fragmentation contributes to another kind of 

fragmentation, most prominently between Egyptians and Lebanese: incipient 

racialization.  This concept, which within scholarship is not yet commonly encountered 

outside particular social and historical discourses of interactions between people of very 

different phenotypes, requires some explanation here.  I do not mean to suggest that 

Cairenes are moving toward a perception of themselves as, say, black in comparison to 

Lebanese people; to assume that this somatic and color-defined differentiation is the 

natural progression of such thinking is to view the phenomenon of racialization too 

narrowly.  Rather, I suggest that Cairenes, for reasons partly of phenotype but more 

fundamentally of imagined behavior and moral distinction, have begun an 

epistemological project of marking themselves as profoundly different from the 

inhabitants of Lebanon, in a way that can only be described as racial difference. 

My thinking on this subject draws on the work of Bruce Baum (2006), who has 

described the prehistory of the category that Westerners and especially Americans now 

call ‘Caucasian’.  Baum observes that contemporary Western observers of racialization 

scenarios in other historical periods and geographic locales may perceive these scenarios 

as fundamentally ethnic in nature, rather than racial, because they are unaccustomed to 

thinking about race in any terms other than the biological ones they have known. 

The suggestion here is that the “race” concept is best understood in terms 
of social and political processes of racialization, or race-making.  To speak of 
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processes of racialization is to call attention to the ideological representational 
processes whereby “social significance is attached to certain (usually phenotypic) 
human features, on the basis of which those people possessing those 
characteristics are designated as a distinct [racial] collectivity.”  There is no 
“discovery” of true racial differences among groups of people.  Rather, 
racialization emerges from processes by which socially and politically dominant 
ethnic groups use certain superficial physiognomic differences between 
themselves and other groups to create a naturalized “sense of group solidarity or 
peoplehood that can provide the basis for a claim of dominance or privilege over 
those considered outside the group.”  One crucial implication of this view is that 
any talk of “race relations” as a subject for scholarly analysis or public policy 
making, as if at stake are the relationships among actually existing, biologically 
distinct races of people, is a misnomer; actually, it is racialized relations and 
racialized identities that are at issue — that is, relationships between various 
groups of people that have been socially and politically constructed as “racially” 
distinct (Baum 2006:10-11).  

 
In these terms, then, Cairenes are engaged in a process of shaping their perception 

of Lebanese people into a perception of a new concept of race, within the Egyptian 

context — in short, race-making.  I refer to the scenario under discussion as incipient 

racialization because, if we are to follow Baum’s analysis, the fullness of the 

phenomenon requires an institutionalized system of privilege and discrimination of one 

group over another.  At the very least, such a system does not yet obtain in Egypt, other 

than questions of citizenship and political subjectivity that pertain in any modern political 

state.  In addition, the quasi-racial distinctions that Cairenes drew between themselves 

and Lebanese were never identified explicitly as racial; however, it is entirely possible 

that they have collectively begun to formulate such an idea before it can attach itself to an 

existing word in their lexicon (Baum 2006:41).   

I should also point out that the interplay of race and ethnicity in the Arabic 

language bears little resemblance to its counterpart in English and other European 

languages, as much for sociological reasons as for linguistic ones.  In the United States, 
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we tend to speak of race as a physiological, biological quality ultimately rooted in the 

color of one’s skin and the features of the face, and of ethnicity as a cultural subset of 

race determined by the ‘original’ language and geopolitical location of one’s ancestors.97  

These criteria do not obtain for the same purposes in Arabic, at least not in Cairo.  

Cairenes tend to apply the word ‘race’ (gins or un ur) to the various distinctions within 

the broader ethno-linguistic category of the entire worldwide population of native Arabic-

speakers, to which Cairenes refer as ‘the Arab nation’ (al-umma al- arab ) or more 

simply as ‘all the Arabs’ (kull al- arab).  More commonly, however, Cairenes break 

down the world according to ‘nationality’ (ginsiyya), a technical term of political 

citizenship that carries implications of both ethnic subset and racial category, depending 

on how it is deployed, or ‘origin’ (a l), which refers not only to the linguistic and placed 

implications of the English word ethnicity but also to the concept of authenticity (which I 

shall discuss in greater detail below).  There is therefore an inescapable element of 

translation in my interpretation of my interlocutors’ comments on the subject, which I 

have parsed as precisely as possible. 

The Lebanese are hardly the only Arabic-speaking people whose ethnic/racial 

identity Egyptians tend to perceive as fundamentally different from their own.  Indeed, in 

an off-handed manner, most Cairenes of my acquaintance tend to speak of their identity 

in banally territorial-nationalist terms: that is, that they are first and foremost Egyptians, 

and Arab identity is something they feel only in comparison to Europeans, sub-Saharan 

Africans, etcetera.  The word Arab itself has long been used in the spoken Arabic of 

97 I am, of course, aware that one could say a great deal more to complicate these 
categories, but this comparison will serve for present purposes. 
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Cairo with a pejorative cast: a hundred years ago in the time before the spread of Arab 

nationalism, the word referred to the nomadic Bedouin tribes who live in the Sinai 

Peninsula and the Western Desert, in contrast to both the sedentary villagers of the Nile 

Valley agricultural lands and the ostensibly more sophisticated inhabitants of the urban 

centers that punctuate the flow of the Nile and the Mediterranean coastline.98  Nowadays, 

the word Arab in Cairene dialect often refers to citizens of the oil-rich countries of the 

Arabian Gulf, many of whom spend their summers in Cairo or Alexandria to escape the 

brutal heat of the Arabian Peninsula.  Accordingly, the word now often implies not 

rusticity or lack of civilization, but rather the crass nouveaux riches who, in the eyes of 

many Cairenes, come from the Gulf to lord their wealth and power over their relatively 

impoverished Egyptian neighbors.  As one young woman helpfully explained the usage 

to me: “If you go to Arab League Street99, you might say, ‘Ah, a lot of Arabs came this 

summer’.”   

While Egyptians have no economic reason for envy of the North African states to 

the west of their country, there are sometimes other sources of hostility.  In particular in 

recent years is the enmity between Egyptian and Algerian football fans: the two countries 

are perennial nemeses to qualify for a place in the World Cup.  In late 2009, after a hard-

fought series of matches, Algeria defeated Egypt at a match held in Khartoum, Sudan; 

98 And, as Lila Abu-Lughod (1999:44-49) has noted, the Bedouin of the Western Desert 
traditionally call themselves Arabs rather than Egyptians, the latter term connoting for 
them sexual disorder, poor moral caliber and lack of honor, all of which they regard as 
the natural condition of the inhabitants of the Nile Valley. 
99 A major thoroughfare in the Muhandis n neighborhood within Giza, just across the Nile 
from Cairo, and an area that in Cairene cultural geography is closely associated with 
dissolute Arabian Gulf expatriates on holiday. 
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throughout the series, riots broke out, first in Algiers, then in Khartoum, and finally in 

Cairo, where a mob of Egyptians attempted to set the Algerian embassy on fire.  Each 

country accused the other’s citizens of acting as hooligans, attacking opposing players in 

order to sap their strength and inciting racism-inspired riots against guest workers from 

the other country (BBC News 2009; Slackman 2009a).  Partisans for each side dredged 

up historical grievances against the other, first to bolster sporting fervor and later to 

defend their compatriots against accusations of foul play and hooliganism: Algeria’s 

indirect military actions against Egypt during the French colonial period, Egypt’s 

separate peace with Israel, and so on (Slackman 2009b).  Egyptian friends of mine 

commented via their Facebook pages that the violence and mudslinging said nothing 

encouraging about the ideas of Arab unity or Arab nationalism; a few of them were 

scandalized (on multiple levels) to discover that some Algerians were printing t-shirts and 

posting invective online referring to Egypt as “Egysrael” (mi r ’ l). 

The simple fact that each side readily perceived the other as engaging in racist 

behavior indexes the degree to which Egyptians (and, in this case, Algerians) perceive 

various Arab nationalities not just as political subjectivities but as racial subjectivities.  I 

cannot recall a single time when I heard a Cairene speak of his or her feeling of unity and 

shared purpose with other Arab states, with the exception of generalized sympathy for the 

Palestinians in the Occupied Territories.  However, I frequently heard Cairenes complain 

about the racism they experienced, individually or collectively, at the hands of other 

Arabs; aside from pop cultural matters, Egyptians are often infuriated by their 

experiences in traveling to other Arab states.  Many Egyptians work abroad throughout 
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the Arab world, and they often grumble about the visa strictures placed on them by their 

host country, as well as what they consider day-to-day discriminatory treatment by the 

host population.  These grievances are periodically given renewed airings in newspaper 

columns and on TV talk shows whenever political (or even sporting) events pit Egypt 

against another Arab state, and are reliably phrased in terms of ‘racism’ (al- un uriyya).  

It is worth noting that this phenomenon appears among Cairenes to be entirely outward-

directed, rather than directed at other Egyptians; intra-Egyptian tensions are less a matter 

of race than religion. 100 

Religious differences 

Asking a Cairene of the current youth generation to define his identity can draw a 

variety of responses.  Certainly, the bulk of those to whom I put this question considered 

themselves Egyptians first and Arabs second, but such an identity construction was not a 

given.  While I never encountered anyone who proclaimed himself an Arab first and an 

Egyptian second, I heard on rare occasions from Egyptians who, when asked to explain 

their identity, preferred to elide the distinction between nationality and religion by 

claiming themselves Muslims first and Egyptians second.101  Such an elision should not 

come as a surprise to anyone who has studied the history of political Islam in Egypt; 

rather, the surprise, if there be any at all, should lie in the fact that no one of my 

acquaintance defined himself as Arab first and Egyptian second. 

100 This is not to suggest that intra-Egyptian racism does not exist, but that it holds less 
importance among Egyptians than religious differences. 
101 This phenomenon was entirely confined to Muslim Egyptians of my acquaintance.  In 
my experience, Christian Egyptians never hold such identity constructions. 
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Religion, in fact, is something of a stressful conversational topic for Egyptians, 

despite their constant desire to discuss it with foreign visitors as a means of pinpointing 

potential allegiances and extrapolating political inclinations.  A foreigner who evinces 

facility with the Arabic language or otherwise indicates some familiarity with Egypt on 

other than a touristic basis is immediately subjected to a barrage of questions, the 

second102 of which is usually “What is your religion?”  Turn the conversation toward 

Muslim-Christian relations, however, and the chattiness takes on a stilted, canned air.103  

This tendency was particularly evident when I tried to discuss with Egyptians the fact that 

they so often evince scorn for the Lebanese singers, who are, by a vast majority, 

Christians of one denomination or other.104  Even when I went so far as to dangle leading 

questions for ethnographic material that I knew people would not willingly bring up, I 

could not find a single Egyptian who would discuss his or her distaste for the Lebanese 

singers in terms of religious difference.  Indeed, Christian Egyptians used essentially the 

same language to criticize the Lebanese shab b  singers as did their Muslim compatriots, 

except for their emphasis upon Jesus rather than Allah.   

By far, the young person of my acquaintance most critical of shab biyya was 

Susan, a woman active in her church youth group.  Susan is not Coptic Orthodox but 

Protestant, being a member of the Evangelical Church of Egypt, a Presbyterian-affiliated 

102 The first is always “Where are you from?” 
103 And “stilted” hardly encompasses the awkwardness of inquiring about Muslim-Jewish 
relations, which in Egypt are virtually non-existent, now that nearly all Egyptian Jews 
have by force or choice emigrated permanently (Cf. Beinin 2005). 
104 Although stage names are somewhat unreliable indicators, it is hard to ignore the 
number of Lebanese female singers in shab biyya who go by given names of French or 
otherwise Western (and, by implication, Christian) derivation.  Lebanese male singers are 
slightly more likely to carry non-sectarian Arab given names (such as Ziy d or W ’il).  
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denomination.  Susan is, by her own claim and unlike the vast majority of my 

interlocutors, largely ignorant of secular pop music, and has never bought a music album 

in her life.  She claims to listen primarily to those songs that speak to some engagement 

with Jesus, or with Egyptian identity; she admires Mu ammad Mun r for the latter 

quality.  Despite this, she considers herself a fan of Elissa, the seductive and moderately 

talented Lebanese singer considered by many fans as the “pioneer of boobie videos” 

(Sandmonkey 2007).  Although it may seem counterintuitive to listeners who judge 

Elissa and Nancy Ajram to be roughly similar quantities, Susan disdains Nancy as false 

and prideful, paraphrasing to me a sermon she heard that criticized the singer’s well-

known cosmetic surgeries as setting a poor example: “I can follow Paul, I can follow 

Peter, someone who is Biblical… Satisfaction is not in what we are, but in Jesus.”  

Although both singers have undergone various cosmetic surgeries, Nancy is better known 

for her physical transformation, and therefore draws Susan’s disdain. 

Despite this lack of discussion among my interlocutors, I am unable to discard the 

sensation that there lies within Egyptians’ critiques of the Lebanese singers an element of 

religious chauvinism, one that even Christian Egyptians have absorbed and rationalized 

as social critique.  The racial difference that Egyptians perceive in the distinction between 

‘Egyptian’ and ‘Lebanese’, discussed in Chapter 4, points to this by virtue of the 

demographic as well as attitudinal differences between the two countries.  Egypt is 

approximately 90% Muslim, and Lebanon approximately 60% Muslim.  While this 

difference may seem academic to Americans, who inhabit a country in which some 75% 

of the citizenry profess some kind of Christian religious affiliation, the difference seems 
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huge to Egyptians, as much for its social and political105 implications as purely 

theological considerations.  The fact that approximately 40% of Lebanon’s population is 

Christian, combined with Lebanon’s historical links to the West in general and France in 

particular, contribute to the widespread perception among Egyptians that the Lebanese, as 

Khul d claimed to me, are not truly Arab.  And Khul d, like some other of my 

interlocutors who offered similar opinions, is herself Christian.   

This is not to suggest that Susan and Khul d and others who perceive Lebanon as 

qualitatively different and non-Arab necessarily see this as a negative quality.  Susan’s 

own perspective on Lebanon at large, while conforming literally to the common Egyptian 

critique, did not come across as derogatory.  She observed to me that a female friend of 

hers chose to go to university abroad in Lebanon, both for the cultural milieu and for the 

plethora of good-looking men.  “Lebanese are always beautiful.  They are usually 

white…not dark in color, as Egyptians, and sometimes they have green eyes.  So for 

Egyptian culture, they are beautiful.  When you are in Lebanon, you do not feel that you 

are in an Arab country; you feel that you are in Europe, or abroad.”  Susan’s wistful tone 

as she said this to me contrasted sharply with the unstinting condemnation that I more 

often heard from Muslim Egyptians who spoke on the same topic; the yearning 

contrasted also with the fact that Susan, earlier in the interview, had criticized shab biyya 

dismissively for its emphasis upon physical desirability over internal moral worth.  The 

105 It will serve here merely to note that a major element of Lebanon’s civil war and 
associated internal strife has been the distribution of political representation and authority 
based upon confessional community (Hourani 1991:429-430).  Also, virtually all 
Egyptian Muslims are Sunni, while the Lebanese Muslim population is divided into 
Sunni and Shi a groups, who are by no means demographically interchangeable. 
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wistfulness, however, derives from the sheer incompatibility between her political and 

racial subjectivities as an Egyptian, and those that she – like her Cairene age-peers, as I 

shall elaborate – imagines for her Lebanese counterpart.  To participate in the sort of 

intersubjective authenticity that Egyptian postcolonial modernity demands is to foreclose 

the possibility of articulating one’s sexuality in the manner that Susan and her 

compatriots ascribe to ‘the Lebanese’. 

With this political shift setting the background tone, I wish to turn to the subjects 

of sexuality and gender, and how young Cairenes feel obliged to think about them in 

terms of their own behavior.  For such young people, these constructions of self as a 

sexed and gendered body are intricately linked with constructions of self as a racialized 

and nationalized body, just as they are linked with constructions of religious and cultural 

identity.  Bearing this point in mind will allow the reader to follow my overarching 

argument through the details of how young Cairenes engage with racialized ideals of 

physical beauty, with the practical constraints imposed on their sexuality by economic 

straits, and with sexual mores that allow them to validate themselves not only as decent 

people, but also as good Egyptians. 

II 

The gendered national 

As discussed in Chapter 4, young men and women in Egypt have a new metric by 

which to reckon their identities: the images of shab b  singers transmitted via globalized 

mass media.  While such mass-mediated figures may appear to outside observers as 

reasonably similar to their Western counterparts, who have long represented a moral and 
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sexual other to Egyptians, the picture is more complicated than that.  Western music and 

musicians, while de rigueur among a minority of educated Egyptians, have held 

relatively little interest for most of their countrymen; Egyptian and Arab music has 

always outsold other varieties, and even today, Egyptians rarely speak with much 

enthusiasm about Western artists.106  As for imported visual images, these have 

historically been available through cinema, which is easily censored by the Egyptian state 

to remove offensive displays of sexuality.  The sexuality of foreign film actors, which 

many Egyptians were likely to perceive as dysfunctional and destabilizing, could be kept 

conveniently in check. 

With this in mind, the ‘satellite revolution’ of which both scholars and ordinary 

Egyptians speak has earth-shaking implications: first and foremost, satellite broadcasting 

vastly magnifies the opportunities to transmit information that the state is unable to 

censor effectively.  Movies, television broadcasts, music — whatever can be turned into a 

digital signal can be broadcast throughout the Arabic-speaking world, and, short of 

scrambling entire frequencies, the Egyptian state – indeed, any state – is virtually 

powerless to censor the flow of information to anyone possessing the requisite 

technology.  In Cairo, that possession is no longer even necessary on an individual basis: 

groups of neighbors in working-class neighborhoods will often share the cost of a single 

satellite connection, and then splice dozens of illegal connections out of that to service all 

of their homes.  The government is aware of this practice, and occasionally makes a half-

hearted token effort to cut down illegal satellite hook-ups, but no one seems to take 

106 Even those who gushed about Whitney Houston or Celine Dion contextualized these 
singers as further from their hearts than their favorite Egyptian performers. 
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enforcement very seriously, and it is sometimes only a matter of days before the 

arrangement of cables and dishes has been restored or replaced.  Thus, a huge number of 

young men and women from nearly all socioeconomic strata in Cairo have technological 

access to satellite broadcasts. 

The other major shift in this flow of mass media is that the highly sexualized pop 

icons are no longer only Western actors or musicians, but Arabs as well.  Egyptians pay 

close attention to Arab-produced popular culture, and, judging from my experience and 

observation, they almost incessantly deconstruct and interpret this popular culture in 

terms of Egyptian and Arab identity, even if on a half-conscious level.  Young men and 

women such as Alice, who consume Western pop culture yet hold it comfortably at arm’s 

length, cannot help but compare and contrast themselves to the denizens of the pop 

culture world that emanates from Lebanon, or that which comes from within Egypt.  In 

this sense, at least, the bodies that matter are not so much globalized as regionalized.   

Particularly for girls, who are often under great social pressure to look as 

physically beautiful as possible to attract a fiancé, these globalized/regionalized bodies in 

mass media are a new and intimidating standard by which to measure themselves.  The 

women in shab biyya are frequently as slender as fashion models – indeed, many 

Lebanese singers are drawn from the world of fashion modeling – and the bodies they 

show off in video clips are just as daunting to Egyptian girls as they are to their American 

counterparts.  Such slenderness – which, as Susan Bordo (1989:18) reminds us, requires 

historicization and interpretation to be understood properly – indexes economic, political, 

and cultural capital, as well as the somewhat mystifying category of ‘beauty standard’.  
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While I have not heard Egyptians discuss media-influenced anorexia nervosa as a 

problem, I suspect it will soon become one, if this is not already the case.  

And, as mentioned above, pop stars male and female propagate a standard of 

beauty that incorporates phenotypic whiteness of skin, which is even less attainable for 

most Egyptians than the globalized ideal to which Americans refer as ‘rock-star 

thinness’.  Although I did not hear people complain about this unattainable standard 

commonly, interlocutors occasionally offered me anecdotes of girls and women whose 

boyfriends or husbands suddenly grew disenchanted with their appearances and 

thoughtlessly wished aloud that their partners might look more like Nancy Ajram or 

Myriam F ris — as though the change could be effected as easily as buying a new outfit.  

Since such concerns were put forth to me in the context of the difficulty of making and 

sealing romantic unions, it seems clear that, for Cairenes, one of the underlying dangers 

of this new, commoditized form of Arab sexuality is yet another obstacle to the socially 

stabilizing and validating practice of marriage among the middle and working classes.   

Beyond the purely somatic realm of phenotype, Cairene youth also think about 

how they relate to the subtle (and not so subtle) articulations of eroticism and visually 

telegraphed erotic desire that they encounter in video clips.  If the whiteness and 

exoticized beauty of the Lebanese singers can be explained in racial terms, then so too 

can those singers’ eroticized behavior be characterized as a racial trait — which, then, 

becomes something that the Lebanese possess natively.  And, as this racialized thinking 

builds upon itself, Cairenes seem increasingly likely to view themselves as inherently 

different from the Lebanese in every way, up to and including the willingness to deploy 
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aggressively bold sexuality as an index of erotic desire, the ability to do so deftly or 

elegantly, and the judgment to attempt to do so in the first place.  Just as so many people 

told me that part of Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b’s appeal is that she can seem “light,” 

flirtatious and good-humored without stooping to the apparent promiscuity of Lebanese 

singers, Cairenes think of themselves as good-humored and charming in comparison to 

Lebanese people, whom they think of as flirtatious without charm, and physically 

beautiful but distastefully eroticized in public space.  This differential racialization 

expresses itself in Cairenes’ pronouncements about key Egyptian singers as having “very 

Egyptian voices.”  The “very Egyptian voice,” then, for men and especially for women, is 

one that signifies a level of racially inherited tendency toward cultural and social 

propriety, as well as superior talent, that reminds Cairenes of who and what they are 

within the Arab world, rather than of the cultural ground that they have lost to the 

Lebanese advance. 

Good (Egyptian) girls 

Beyond the constant middle-class worries about the economic dimensions of 

marriage, young Cairenes are constantly vigilant of their own bodies and how they might 

encode positive or negative messages of sexuality.  This has much to do with their 

options for marriage, but the concern over sexuality and how to express and control it 

goes far deeper.  Most of my youthful Cairene friends and acquaintances, even the more 

socially liberal ones, regard rigorous sexual rectitude as an essential component of both 

religious identity (whether Muslim or Christian) and Egyptian national identity.  The 

comparison between the most socially (and physically) conservative and the most liberal 
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is in large part one of degree; in the same way that the political secularist and the political 

Islamist can both view themselves as good and even orthodox Muslims, the social 

conservative and the social liberal can each view herself as a good Egyptian girl while 

subscribing to different understandings of appropriate and inappropriate behavior.   

This difference of degree was illustrated by my experiences with two of my 

interlocutors: the interviewee Alice and my friend Hud .  Neither woman, as far as I 

could discern, would ever contemplate spending time in a room alone with me without 

some sort of external supervision; a chaperone was not necessary, but any one-on-one 

meetings always occurred in spaces where other people might keep an eye on us.  In the 

case of my interview with Alice, we were, technically speaking, alone; however, that 

apparently private space was maintained within the grounds of her church, which meant 

that my presence had to be announced to and approved by an armed security officer 

before I could even set foot inside.  Once inside, I had to make myself known to the 

groundskeeper, who directed Alice to the meeting room when she arrived; and, once we 

were left alone, I can only imagine that Alice felt a degree of safety and comfort in sacred 

space; and, for added security, the meeting room’s windows had been fastened open, so 

that anyone passing by within the church grounds could see in.   

Hud , with whom I met on a number of occasions and whose family I came to 

know personally, had no problem meeting with me in secular spaces such as cafés and 

restaurants, and her family showed me great hospitality at their home.  However, the 

public meetings were always within sight of others, and there was never any question that 

I might be invited to her home when her parents were not present.  Similarly, Hud  was 
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unable to make plans with me that would have required staying out late into the evening; 

her parents considered the idea of her being out late at night with a man too risky.107  

And, although her parents and I came to know each other well, and her mother spoke to 

me in distinctly parental tones, Hud  experienced moments of evident awkwardness in 

how to relate to me physically in her home: chiefly, once we had become good friends 

and her parents knew me as a dinner guest, Hud  had trouble determining whether to give 

me a handshake or a hug in parting whenever it was time for her father to drive me to the 

bus station.  Her time in the United States had taught her that American friends of both 

sexes often hugged goodbye, but her Egyptian understanding of gendered boundaries 

allowed for no such familiarity, especially in plain view of her parents.  Despite 

differences of religion and perhaps superficial differences of spatial relations, Alice and 

Hud  observed with me virtually identical rules of how good Egyptian girls were to 

behave. 

Alice and Hud  both adhere to behavior that, as they hope, will express the 

sincerity (cf. Jackson 2005) of their Egyptian-ness: a specifically gendered national 

subjectivity.  Each of them, in fact, has to overcome a measure of doubt in this matter 

foisted upon them by the evaluative criteria that many Cairenes employ to gauge that 

sincerity.  In Alice’s case, as she observed to me, her Christian identity – and, perhaps 

also, her Protestantism, in contrast to the Orthodox church to which most Egyptian 

Christians belong – meant that some of her own compatriots, in the context of an 

increasingly conservative Islamic public sphere, do not accept her unquestioningly as a 

107 Since such a policy was obviously unenforceable during Hud ’s studies in the US, her 
parents are presumably concerned with her public reputation in Cairo. 
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fellow Egyptian.  In Hud ’s case, her time spent abroad opens her to the reactionary 

charge that she has been exposed to ‘contamination’ by Western culture — indeed, this is 

much more so the case in light of the fact that her time abroad was spent studying at an 

American college, a scenario that Egyptian cultural conservatives would perceive as 

structured rather than haphazard Western contamination.  Hud ’s preference for nurturing 

her own career before seeking a husband and starting a family serves as evidence against 

her authenticity of Egyptian-ness, in this sense; a young woman’s departure from a purely 

or primarily domestic path has long been taken among Egyptian cultural conservatives as 

a metonym for the inappropriate infiltration of Western cultural values into Egypt.  Alice 

and Hud  each combat their potential exclusion from Egyptian subjectivity in the eyes of 

their compatriots by striving to conform to relatively conservative norms of gendered 

comportment, ones that figure into this gendered national subjectivity.  By doing so, they 

express (or, at the very least, attempt to express) the sincerity of their commitment to 

embodying and performing Egyptian subjectivity, despite embodiments or practices that 

mark them, in some sense, as open to question.  Neither woman is unique in this status, 

neither in the specifics nor in the general possibility of having one’s gendered national 

subjectivity put to question.  The performative tactic to which they resort provides them 

with a means of parrying the charge of inauthenticity. 

This gendered national subjectivity encompasses both Cairenes’ general 

racializations of Lebanese and Egyptian expressions of sexuality and the specific 

moments of performed identity, such as Alice and Hud  illustrate.  These moments are 

often subtle and easily pass unnoticed, but they constitute a part of young Cairenes’ daily 
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lived experience, one about which they are always at least half-conscious.  Or, at the 

least, the boys may be half-conscious of it; the girls are considerably more aware of 

themselves at all times.  While Cairene boys also worry about such things, they are 

granted far more latitude in their behavior, as long as they do not create a public scandal 

that injures their reputations among respectable families with marriageable daughters.  In 

rare cases, such scandal can even ruin a marriage.  In one such example I know of, an 

acquaintance who had bragged to me of his bygone promiscuous sexual conquests among 

“foreign women” discovered – to his shock – that his wife (and, significantly, her family 

as well) ultimately could not forgive his pre-marital behavior: they threw him out of the 

house on suspicion of continuing his affairs as a married man (Gilman 2009:85-86).  But 

Cairene girls have far more stringent standards to uphold, as is the case for girls in many 

societies, and with a dual purpose: they must constantly demonstrate both their 

authenticity as both gendered and national subjects, fulfilling the demands of postcolonial 

modernity in several ways at once.108 

While there does not appear to me to be a sharp generational break with the past 

in regard to this gendered national subjectivity, I believe there is a generational 

intensification of the project, primarily because the rise of the alternative Arab modernity 

symbolized by the Lebanese forces Cairene youth to think about such matters on a deeper 

level than preceding generations found necessary.  This aspect of postcolonial modernity 

108 A frequent topic of Cairene public discourse is the increasing number of Muslim 
women who choose to wear the ig b as a means of communicating their social 
respectability, often to offset potential opprobrium for pursuing a career, wearing 
fashionable Western-style clothes, or other behaviors that, as with Alice and Hud , may 
call their authenticity as Egyptians into question among social conservatives. 
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in Cairo is thus relatively subtle and difficult to perceive in comparison to the severe 

generation gap I have described in terms of nationalist political sentiment.  The same 

cannot be said for the shift in musical tastes between the elder and youth generations in 

Cairo, which is starkly apparent upon even casual inspection.  Youthful musical 

preferences in evocative technique and style parallel the shift in political subjectivities 

detailed in Part I.  Moreover, in the emphasis on the validity of a cultural form that 

reflects and expresses one’s subjectivity whether the old folks like it or not, there also lies 

a parallel with the agonistic relationship young Cairenes have with their elders’ mores of 

gendered comportment and valorized expressions of sexuality. 

III 

Emotional evocation in popular music over time 

In some ways, it is difficult to verbalize the precise ways in which people 

anywhere experience emotional evocation; it is, after all, an emotional experience that 

occurs without necessary mediation of speech or even verbalized thought.  As discussed 

in Chapter 2, the single most important Arabic word in regard to emotional evocation in 

music is arab; on a less erudite level, though, Cairenes use a suite of words and idioms 

to express the results of music’s emotional evocation.  The youth to whom I spoke 

throughout my field research often grasped for concrete phrases by which to explain their 

musical affinities, but the stories they told outlined and illuminated their conceptions of 

how musicians could and should move them emotionally. 

Mu ammad Mun r and his associates, as detailed in Chapter 3, conceptualize 

effective emotional evocation – to which they refer in context as arab – as a virtually 
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ineffable moment of mutual emotional engagement between performer and listener.  This 

perspective reflects not only Mun r’s formal training in Arabic music but his age as well: 

his childhood and youth coincided with the later period of Umm Kulth m’s career, as 

well as more than half of Abd al- al m fi ’s years of activity.  He came of age at a 

time when an Egyptian with musical aspirations had little choice except to be steeped in 

the high modernist aesthetic109 as professional preparation.   

However, the same historical period witnessed the introduction of a new mode of 

emotional evocation in Egyptian music, in the recording output and personal style of 

Abd al- al m: one that depends more upon the personal charisma of the singer and the 

ability to sound convincing in the performative persona of the song text’s narrator, rather 

than upon the singer’s demonstrated skills in demanding musical technique and the 

lyricist’s facility with metaphorical subtlety.  In this sense, again, Mu ammad Mun r 

inhabits a transitional position: the lyric texts he chooses to record are often noted by fans 

for their inventive use of metaphor and lyrical beauty, but no one ever speaks of Mun r as 

possessing the kind of bewitching voice that the stars of the Golden Age often boasted.  

Speaking for myself,110 I am often moved by the artful instrumental arrangements of his 

songs, which blend a variety of traditional Egyptian instruments, melodies and rhythms 

with their Western counterparts.  Mun r’s voice, it must be said, is a relatively simple 

vehicle for the lyrics, rather than an instrument admired for its sonic perfection along the 

109 See my discussion of this term in Chapter 2. 
110 And, according to my interlocutors, I fall into a standard category of music fans who 
appreciate Mun r’s music: Westerners.  There is widespread agreement among Cairenes 
that the only people who enjoy his work are Egyptians and non-Arab foreigners from the 
West. 
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lines of Umm Kulth m or Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b.  And, corroborating my own view, no 

one ever enthused to me about the man’s voice, although very many of my interlocutors 

complimented other aspects of Mun r’s music, and a few fans told me that they admire 

his music despite his voice; the phenomenon is broadly comparable to Bob Dylan, whose 

music fans often describe his voice as interesting rather than beautiful.  It is tempting to 

claim that Mun r also resembles Bob Dylan in the perceived artistic authenticity that his 

slightly rough voice affords him, but I believe this is a distinctly American perspective on 

popular musicians that Cairenes do not share.  My Cairene friends are not shy about 

sharing their opinions of singers’ relative authenticity and that quality’s various sources, 

and no one pointed to Mun r’s vocal tone as one such source. 

Insofar as I am able to discern from my conversations with Cairenes of various 

ages, there has occurred within the last twenty to thirty years (and, therefore, during the 

span of Mu ammad Mun r’s career to date) a major shift in the desires and expectations 

of listeners of popular music, marked strongly by generation.  Cairenes born or raised 

during this period of time generally employ a drastically different aesthetic for evaluating 

the worth of a pop song’s lyric text than that employed by their parents and grandparents.  

Whereas the older generations look for poetic subtlety and metaphorical abstraction in 

lyric texts, and tend to disdain songs whose words are too “on the nose” in describing 

emotions, the contemporary youth generation holds no such disdain.  Youthful listeners 

adhere to, essentially, the polar opposite view of what constitutes a good lyric text: they 

love poetic directness of emotional description, and tend to display impatience or 

boredom with songs that delve too far into indirect, metaphorical depictions of people’s 
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emotional lives.  What the fifty-year-old music aficionado hears as poetic beauty, his 

twenty-year-old daughter hears as overly mannered pretension.  Subtlety and emotional 

indirection, in contemporary shab biyya, have been devalued from their former rank in 

the evaluation of Egyptian music; in their place, as it would appear, stands direct 

emotional appeal on both the textual and performative levels.   

This generational shift in compositional and performative emphasis dismays fans 

of m s q  al- arab, who argue that such a change from more complex to less complex is 

in and of itself a sign of degradation, apart from the similarity to erotic seduction that also 

strikes them as unacceptable in popular music.  But many youthful fans of shab biyya 

who evince no lack of subtlety in their own thinking do not agree; rather, they tend to 

voice the sentiment that contemporary shab biyya expresses something true and resonant 

about their emotional lives.  Likewise, such young people, whether highly educated or 

not, do not respond emotionally to high modernist music as do their elders: in other 

words, while they can identify and comprehend intellectually the subtlety of indirect 

emotional evocation in such music, it fails to work upon them.  Thus, the aesthetic 

critiques of their elders rankle on a personal level: in the eyes of young Cairenes, to scorn 

the aesthetics of shab biyya is, by implication, to scorn their generation and its position 

in contemporary Egyptian society, and thereby diminish the authenticity of young 

Cairenes’ Egyptian-ness. 

This shift also explains the generational cross-over appeal of the two transitional 

figures discussed in this dissertation: Abd al- al m fi  and Mu ammad Mun r.  In a 

very real way, older people and younger people hear different qualities in each singer’s 
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output.  The lyrical texts of both singers tend to impress older listeners with their variety 

of poetic metaphors and cleverly phrased sentiments, in combination with beautiful 

instrumental arrangements and, particularly in the case of Abd al- al m, the hypnotic 

beauty of the singer’s voice.  While a few youthful listeners expressed similar 

impressions, they also made clear that they valued the intensity of directly expressed 

emotion above the artfulness of the wording.   

This preference extends even to Mu ammad Mun r’s nationalist songs that do not 

easily correlate with love songs: young people explained that you could hear in every 

word not just a good text, but that he really felt these national sentiments.  A great many 

pop musicians in Egypt have recorded nationalist songs at one time or another, but 

usually consumers disregard these as cheap propaganda that either the government or, 

perhaps more likely, a particular satellite music channel has commissioned in order to 

curry favor with viewers.  Even the few music fans who admitted to disliking Mun r’s 

music felt obligated to observe to me that they respected his personal commitment to the 

ideas about which he sings.  Such critics referred not to overt political activism, but to his 

talent for recording songs with relatively subtle secular-nationalist political implications 

and investing them with strongly received emotion — making them resonate in the same 

way that his predecessor Abd al- al m did with love songs.111 

Likewise, this shift in evaluative aesthetics helps to explain why stars of 

shab biyya like Amr Diy b and Sh r n Abd al-Wahh b are so often beloved by young 

111 Abd al- al m also recorded a good number of nationalist songs, not one of which 
anyone of the contemporary youth generation ever mentioned at all.  His current 
reputation among young listeners rests entirely upon his corpus of love songs. 
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people and so often scorned by the members of older generations.  These singers perform 

texts whose emotional baldness drives older listeners to distraction; these older listeners 

perceive such texts – sometimes, perhaps, with some justification – as so similar from 

one composition to the next that they are essentially boilerplate, and thus not truly art at 

all.  Youthful fans, though, do not necessarily seek unique poetic compositions in their 

music, least of all in love songs; since the language of direct emotional experience speaks 

to putatively universal human sensations (at least within a given cultural framework, such 

as Egypt or the Arabic-speaking world), uniqueness cannot be the whole point.  

Formulaic compositions actually offer a superior vehicle for much of shab biyya in this 

regard, because the lyrics need not distract consumers from the real focus of their 

attention: the singer’s skill in direct emotional evocation, and ability to communicate to 

an audience that he or she truly “feels these words.”  This shift in aesthetics comprises 

perhaps the sharpest disjuncture between the visions of modern Egyptian subjectivity 

espoused by the older and younger generations.  Not only do they disagree about the 

authenticity of various singers, but they do not employ the same rubric of authenticity in 

the first place.   

Now that I have laid out youthful perspectives on fragmentation of Arab 

nationalism, the anxiety of conforming to gender norms and sexual mores amid social 

circumstances that challenge or obstruct such behavior, and an increasingly dominant 

new form of emotional evocation that specifically addresses and appeals to youth, I may 

move on to the synthesis of all of these phenomena.  As I have stated at the beginning of 

this chapter, the central thread running through virtually all of my conversations with my 
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Cairene interlocutors is an attempt to engage with an authenticity of self, one that is 

inflected in a particularly nationalist way.  In the section that follows, I shall explain the 

thinking that underlies these conversations, and draw out the nature of this authentic 

subjectivity that contemporary youth of Cairo pursue so seriously in both sober reflection 

and leisure activities. 

IV 

Authenticity, artifice, and Egyptian-ness 

A particular discourse of authenticity emerges from this language of feeling and 

emotionality of music.  Authenticity (in Arabic, a la) of music and musicians relates 

closely to notions of autochthonous forms of production — in both linguistics and in 

cultural practice, the concept of a la connotes origins in a particular place and milieu.112  

If the Egyptian youth whose words appear in my ethnography are to be believed, then 

authenticity of Egyptianness rests upon perceived indigeneity of musical style and 

content (as opposed to originating anywhere else in the world, whether in Arab lands or 

the West); upon the supposed innate musical talent that owes to Egyptian ethnic/racial 

affiliation; and upon the verisimilitude of the emotions expressed by the song and 

through the singer.   

But this parsing presents us with an apparent paradox: how do Egyptian youth 

reconcile this understanding of musical authenticity with their own day-to-day listening 

112 Like a great many Arabic abstract nouns, A la can also be a personal name.  Thus, 
this discourse finds itself mocked on an accidental level by the international popularity of 
a Syrian singer named A la Na r , who changed her musical style from arab to 
shab biyya to maintain her popularity as a concert performer, often sings in Egyptian 
Colloquial Arabic, and has undergone enough cosmetic surgeries that her face now 
appears in her video clips as all but immobilized. 
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habits?  After all, Mu ammad Mun r himself – the most authentically Egyptian pop 

singer alive, pace my interlocutors – often delves into Western musical rhythms, melodic 

progressions, and stylistic touches; other singers in the shab biyya industry draw more 

heavily upon forms of musical production that owe nothing to the traditions of Arabic 

music in general, let alone indigenous Egyptian forms.  Does not this heterogeneity or, 

more precisely, heterochthony, impugn the authenticity of the listener as well as the 

producer?   

To answer this question, I suggest that these Egyptian youth invest themselves in 

this discourse of authenticity as part of a much larger project of cultural and political 

subjectivity.  This project has become something of an obsession for Egyptians of the 

current youth generation, fueled by the confluence of political, economic, and cultural 

forces that shape their lives at the everyday level.  The kind of Arab nationalism that 

earlier generations espoused, and which is still taught to adolescents in high school, 

aligns poorly with the political realities discussed earlier in this chapter.  Young people 

can see these political realities for themselves, essentially free of government censorship 

or even oversight, simply by logging on to the internet (if they belong to the middle and 

upper classes who can access such technology) or by turning on the television and 

channel-surfing through the various satellite news channels (which are now available to 

nearly everyone in Egypt with access to electrical power, legally or otherwise) 

broadcasting in Arabic, English, and French.  They must grapple with the reality that 

their country’s economy and its regime are propped up financially and politically by the 

United States — a very unpopular situation that nonetheless seems irremediable in light 
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of the state’s economic weakness and thinly stretched infrastructure.  In a way that their 

parents and grandparents did not, young Cairenes must now contend with an obvious and 

growing disjuncture between what the Egyptian state tells them Egyptian nationality and 

Arab supra-ethnic identity are, and what that nationality and ethnic identity in political 

practice appear to have become. 

This ontological project, although specific to the contemporary youth of Cairo, 

has some precedent within the Arab world, in terms of the linkage between musical 

consumption and authentic subjectivity.113  As a prominent example of this, Shannon 

(2003) has described the distinctly anxious relationship that Syrian aficionados of m s q  

al- arab have to Syria’s intensely pan-Arab nationalist discourse that dominates 

discussions of cultural authenticity.  He writes that arab “rhetorically confirms 

individual claims to cultural authenticity and emotional transparency and operates as a 

frame for the enactment of conceptions of the self,” and that this music serves “as an 

important and highly contested metaphor for what many Syrian artists, intellectuals, and 

patrons understand to be a realm of cultural difference from the West — one infused with 

what they call ‘oriental spirit’ (rûh sharqiyya)” (Shannon 2003:74).  Shannon rightly 

observes as well that this concept of “oriental spirit” does not function as the last word on 

the subject, but as a point of entry into a fundamentally dynamic debate on modernity and 

subjectivity in Syria.  In similar fashion, Cairene youth do not foreclose further 

113 And, for Arab and especially Egyptian philosophers and intellectuals, the question of 
cultural authenticity as part of constructive and liberatory political subjectivity has 
loomed large for decades (Kassab 2010:116-172). 
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discussion of embodied and performed authentic subjectivity by invoking Egyptian-ness, 

but rather invite such discussion.114 

Moreover, the same satellite dishes that offer young people non-governmental 

news sources also offer them video clips, which present them with alluring and unsettling 

standards of Arab physical beauty and sexual comportment.  Concurrent with the 

fragmentation of Arab nationalism, and even consumed through the same media forms, 

these new standards of looks and behavior contend with what many (if not most) of my 

youthful Cairene interlocutors consider their cultural patrimony.  In a way that their 

parents and grandparents did not, young Cairenes must now confront questions of how 

their own sexuality and their own bodies’ potential beauty reflect or conflict with their 

understanding of themselves as Egyptians. 

And, beyond visual imagery, young Cairenes constantly consume a huge amount 

of popular music, most of it shab biyya.  This music, beloved though it may be of young 

people, also presents them with potential questions of autochthonous versus foreign 

influence.  There is no precise formula to determine the indigenous authenticity of a 

given pop song – would 60% autochthony generate authenticity? 85%? – but then there 

can be no precise formulae for any of these vexing questions of what counts as Egyptian 

and what does not.  As with politics, economics, beauty, and sexuality, the world of pop 

music production reflects an interconnected and interdependent world whose attributes do 

not easily reconcile to any kind of territorially bounded nationalism.  Compounding the 

114 The Syrian emphasis on pan-Arab difference from the West, as suggested by the 
phrase “oriental spirit,” contrasts tellingly with my interlocutors’ nationally 
circumscribed emphasis on ‘Egyptian-ness’. 
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issue is the inescapable fact that the very qualities that young people often love most 

about their pop music are the same qualities that their own analysis devalues as 

superficially or inauthentically Egyptian.  In a way that their parents and grandparents did 

not, young Cairenes must now decide for themselves how to enjoy the expressive culture 

that they love with a clear nationalist conscience, while adhering to some recognizable 

aesthetic standards of evaluation. 

I emphasize this generational divide because, as much as young people question, 

critique, or reject their forebears’ points of view and aesthetic standards, these older ways 

of thinking persist as larger societal standards.  Young people themselves are born into 

and educated in these modes of thought, which is why they must labor to question and 

critique in the first place.  However, this critique must occur because young people are 

increasingly aware of the gap between Egypt as it was thirty years ago and as it is today.  

The standards of what (and how) to think, be, and do which sufficed for their parents and 

grandparents simply do not apply any longer.  Contemporary youth must therefore suffer 

the judgment of their elders while maintaining sight of the fact that, nowhere so much as 

in the realm of popular culture, it is no longer feasible to practice authenticity of 

Egyptian-ness – or modernity itself – as the old folks would wish.115   

This project of authentic subjectivity is not simply a reaction to recent historical 

events and economic forces in Egypt, but part of the ongoing process of imagining and 

reimagining postcolonial modernity.  The attempt to set forth a coherent set of 

115 In this context, it is easy to understand the outrage and interest that simultaneously 
greeted Al ’ al-Asw n ’s book The Yacoubian Building (2004), which portrays a variety 

of illicit sexual and romantic relations among an-all Egyptian cast of characters. 
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touchstones by which an autochthonous Egyptian identity (and with it, a standard of 

authenticity) could be recognized goes back at least to the late 1870s, when a dissident 

political movement led by Egyptian army officer A mad Ur b  came to associate 

increased political participation by the non-aristocracy and anti-imperialist policy with 

nativist sentiment (Cole 1999:183-187).  Ur b  became a nationalist hero in the Nasser 

era, as a forerunner of both the 20th-century anti-colonial nationalist movement and the 

military-led political dissidence that led to Nasser and the Free Officers’ seizure of power 

in 1952.  From their perspective, a nativist emphasis on the autochthony of Egyptian 

identity was a self-evident political good that could and should be disseminated through 

cultural means, and both of Nasser’s successors, Sadat and Mubarak, have continued this 

theme in history lessons even as they have pursued political and economic policies that 

conflict philosophically with such cultural nativism.   

Although concerns about how to manage and control youthful sexuality 

(particularly that of young women) is an issue dating back to antiquity, it also has played 

an overt role in Egyptian nationalist discourse ever since the Ur b  Revolt, after which 

early Egyptian feminist thinkers began to link questions of national self-determination 

and legal emancipation of women.  Although the first people to broach such ideas were 

either members of religious minorities or women, and thus easily marginalized by the 

wider Egyptian society, at the turn of the 20th century, the Muslim jurist Q sim Am n 

published several books (2000) arguing for the emancipation of Egyptian women as a 

necessary and righteous step in the modernist project (Badran 1995:12-19).  Am n’s 

recommendations caused a furor, and he publicly debated the nationalist activist al at 
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arb, who would eventually rise to national prominence as the financial architect of the 

Egyptian banking system; arb argued that obedience to the dictates of Islam, including 

face veiling and seclusion of women, was imperative for Egyptians who wished to halt 

the Europeanizing tendency of the Egyptian middle classes116 (Cole 1981: 404-405).  In 

other words, the first prominent nationalist to comment on a loosening of gendered 

strictures upon women opposed the same as fundamentally un-Egyptian.  In response, 

Egyptian women have long had to prove their authenticity as Egyptians in spite of 

wishing to exercise freedom of movement, the right to pursue an education, or decide for 

themselves how to veil.117 

It is, then, no simple matter to reconcile one’s individual desires and convictions 

with one’s claim to Egyptian authenticity.  Claims to authenticity cannot necessarily be 

worn lightly; they must be practiced, acted out, performed — and performativity of any 

sort, no matter how naturalized or customary, is a variety of artifice.  This point, while 

worth remembering, may be a relatively circular bit of philosophy, in light of the fact that 

there exists a degree of performativity in everything that people do for the benefit of 

other people’s sight, and this is not about to stop just because one person or another 

suddenly becomes aware of his or her own naturalized performance.  But it sheds 

interesting light on those qualities that my interlocutors value so highly in popular music. 

116 It is worth noting that Am n was no anticolonial nationalist, but a strong advocate of 
British rule in Egypt. 
117 It should not escape the reader’s notice as well that arb conflated the categories 
‘Egyptian’ and ‘Muslim’ in his rebuttal; as noted by Cole (1999:183), this conflation has 
remained a component of Egyptian nationalism since the 1870s.  This tendency has been 
a source of great frustration for secularists and non-Muslim Egyptians, as some of them 
lamented to me in my field research. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, my interlocutors tend to dislike m s q  al- arab partly 

because they regard it as fundamentally inauthentic: too posturing, too self-consciously 

poetic, too much about the music itself, rather than the emotional engagement between 

the singer and the audience.  They understand that their elders do not have this problem 

with m s q  al- arab, and they even acknowledge sometimes that they may someday 

metaphorically turn into their parents and suddenly appreciate the older music in a way 

that is currently inaccessible to them.  But that day has not yet come for most of them, 

and they consider it a form of inauthenticity to themselves to pretend to share their 

parents’ tastes.   

It may testify to the deep naturalization of musical performance qua performance 

that no one ever suggested aloud to me that all of these singers, across every genre, are 

always performing a role of sorts, always constructing an artifice intended to please the 

audience.  Or, perhaps more likely, youthful music fans in Egypt, like their counterparts 

in the United States, have naturalized a particular performative aesthetic that carries with 

it a particular assumption about a singer’s authenticity, and thus they are more easily able 

to perceive the artifice of other aesthetics.  Barker and Taylor (2007) have written on the 

development of a discourse of authenticity within rock and roll, paying close attention to 

the critical reception of Elvis Presley’s music and persona through the decades.  They 

observe that, since the 1970s, rock critics – that is, music critics who start from a position 

of treating rock and roll as a serious subject of musical criticism – have frequently 

viewed Elvis’ earliest rhythm and blues recordings at Sun Records as his most 

‘authentic’, revealing the aesthetic and historically naïve assumption that the singer was 
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at base a passionate and uneducated rural whose true self expressed itself most honestly 

in music similarly presumed to be primitive or unsophisticated.  

But if one listens closely, Elvis’s voice just doesn’t fit these descriptions.  
The most successful Sun and early RCA singles are overwhelmed by vocal tics, 
mannerisms, postures — and a radical new style.  Perhaps Elvis’s peculiarities no 
longer sound like affectations because we’ve become so familiar with them, both 
in his own records and in those of his musical descendants; but compared to the 
singing of…Frank Sinatra, Elvis sounded completely crazy.  He sounded evil. 

He was neither.  He knew perfectly well what he was doing.  He knew 
how to inject a snarl into his voice, just as he knew how to put a sneer into his 
smile.  An arrogance came across in his singing, an arrogance that was – 
especially when compared to the obsequiousness he displayed in interviews – an 
act (Barker & Taylor 2007:143). 

 
With this observation in mind, we gain a new perspective on my interlocutors’ 

near-universal appreciation for Elvis’ Egyptian analogue, Abd al- al m fi .  Abd al-

al m distinguished himself in performance from some of the aesthetic assumptions of 

high modernist music by his directness of audience address and unctuousness of 

seductive emotionality in his voice; critics who dismissed him in his early years as a 

‘crooner’ were in essence rejecting him as an inauthentic singer who tried to sell himself 

rather than the song.  To such critics, Abd al- al m’s vocal talent was undermined by 

his unavoidable emotional posturing, even though much of what they loved in high 

modernist music was a specific suite of vocal tics, mannerisms, and postures, deployed in 

aesthetically approved ways.  Sixty years after the first of these critical dismissals was 

aired, my youthful interlocutors swoon in admiration of Abd al- al m’s singing style, 

and dismiss his predecessors as overwhelmed by their high modernist tics and 

mannerisms.  
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Authenticity in shab biyya, in this perspective, is more properly seen as a suite of 

performative devices and artifices, ones that have come to represent an imagined ideal of 

authenticity and have displaced an earlier set.  The most important of these criteria that 

comes through in my conversations and interviews is an assumed experiential knowledge 

of a song’s lyrical content: the idea that the singer truly knows what heartache and 

romantic desire feel like, and that the (often generic) lyrics can and will become a vehicle 

for the specific feelings the singer has experienced.  After that comes the much-

remarked-upon authenticity of Egyptian identity: the impression that the singer is an 

Egyptian born and bred who may partake of the imagined national birthright of 

prodigious musical talent, and who (as my interlocutors hope) will behave modestly and 

unpretentiously, without the dual airs of cosmopolitan sophistication and louche snobbery 

that my interlocutors associate with the Lebanese singers.   

Observe, then, that Abd al- al m has found a completely different reception of 

his emotional sincerity among contemporary youth than he found (or finds) among 

devotees of the old high modernist aesthetic.  In a sense, the intensity of his seductive 

emotional appeal sets up the high modernist aficionado’s objection: Abd al- al m is too 

effective in his emotional appeal through words, and as with all smooth talkers, “the 

power to use words is a power to deceive and manipulate” (Frith 1996:168).  But, to the 

younger generation that reveres Abd al- al m, the sense that he directly addresses their 

emotions – that he, as it were, plainly attempts to seduce them – is a cornerstone of his 

appeal.  Remember that contemporary music listeners tend to associate Abd al- al m 

with experiential authenticity in sharp distinction to his arab  predecessors; the younger 
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singer’s reception is partially dependent upon the melding of his personal biography with 

his performances.  In Western pop music, it has long been the pattern that music listeners 

perceive a singer’s biography and vocal performance as mutually constitutive and 

mutually expressive (Frith 1996:185-186); this phenomenon simply did not occur in 

Egyptian popular music, prior to Abd al- al m’s rise.   

Authenticities and modernities 

Lest I be accused of theoretical slippage in my analysis, I wish to make clear that 

under discussion are two different interrogations of authenticity that, in the context of 

contemporary Egypt, relate to each other strongly.  Within the broad discourse of cultural 

modernity, there is the aesthetic matter of authenticity of musical performance, and then 

there is the cultural and political matter of authenticity of subjectivity.  Within this latter 

heading, there are two closely related branches: authenticity of the postcolonial subject, 

and intersubjective authenticity, which Jackson (2005) distinguishes as sincerity (see Fig. 

15).  Among my Cairene interlocutors, all these forms of authenticity not only relate to 

each other historically, but are, in fact, constantly in dialogue with each other. 

Since at least the time of Umm Kulth m, Cairenes have spoken of musical 

performances, especially vocal performances, as authentic or inauthentic in accordance 

with a perceived ideal of cultural modernity.  As I have discussed, the criteria for these 

judgments have changed a great deal over time, but the idea that such an ideal could be 

identified has held steady through the years.  Moreover, this concept has long stood in 

fundamental opposition to a sense of excessive heterochthony, a critique that carried as 

much political charge in 1940 as it does today (Danielson 1997:172).  This concept was 
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closely juxtaposed to the corresponding concept of authenticity of the postcolonial 

subject, which in many ways was judged against the same scale of autochthony versus 

heterochthony.  Furthermore, these authenticities were meant to interrelate: after all, who 

else would make the ideal consumer of an authentically modern(ist) musical performance 

but an authentically modern(ist) Egyptian? 

 
 
Fig. 15. Interrogations of authenticity within the discourse of modernity. 

 

As Cairene ideas of desirable postcolonial modernity have changed over time 

along with aesthetic ideals, and as the putative ideal of autochthony has receded in 

confrontation with Egypt’s multifarious engagements with the West, especially the 

United States, it has become easier to question a person’s Egyptian-ness.  It is more 

difficult than formerly to convince a skeptical questioner – the doorman who notes when 

you come home alone late at night, the union boss uncertain that you deserve to have 

your petition heard, the prospective father-in-law sizing you up – of one’s cultural 
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authenticity as an Egyptian, with whatever degree of respect or access such status might 

grant in a given scenario.  But, perhaps more to the point, the most serious interrogations 

of authentic subjectivity come from the subjects themselves.  Modernity and authenticity 

in Egypt are closely bound up with national identification, and being Egyptian, as the 

interlocutors who appear in this dissertation make clear, is inextricably connected to 

being a moral and aesthetically discriminating person, as much as any legal qualification.  

My interlocutors therefore invest considerable energy in distinguishing good music from 

bad, just as they distinguish moral behavior from immoral.  And, since aesthetic 

distinction goes for naught if others do not know about it, my interlocutors are similarly 

invested in a continuing discourse and embodiment of intersubjective authenticity: 

communicating the sincerity of their Egyptian-ness to others by means of the singers they 

listen to under various circumstances, and how they claim to receive performances as 

indicative or not of Egyptian subjectivity — subjectivity of the singer and subjectivity of 

the listener. 

All of this makes sense as long as the discussion is confined to Egyptian singers, 

but of course my interlocutors do not at all confine themselves to listening to their 

compatriots.  Lebanese singers are very popular among young Cairenes, even if they do 

not rate as highly by certain metrics, and, as I have noted above, to consume that popular 

culture which is excluded from aesthetic authenticity is to invite a critique of one’s own 

authenticity.  I have written elsewhere (Gilman 2009:91) that middle-class Cairene youth 

in particular seem to be actively re-writing the rules of respectable gendered 

comportment in a spirit of pragmatism, in response to social and economic circumstances 
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beyond their control that make older standards of behavior quaintly impractical.  I 

suggest that, in similar fashion, young Cairenes make room for Lebanese singers in their 

aesthetic tastes not by suppressing their desire for an aesthetic of experiential 

authenticity, but by expanding it.  Even the music fans most harshly critical of the 

Lebanese arm of the shab biyya industry acknowledge that young Cairenes evince an 

insatiable appetite for the kind of sexuality expressed therein, and that this appetite 

suggests that young people may have more trouble conforming to the nationalism-

inflected standards of gendered comportment than they may wish to admit.  Cairenes may 

deride the Lebanese shab b  singers as artificial and inauthentic (and worse) for their 

studio-engineered voices and their surgeon-engineered faces, but they also yearn – albeit 

guiltily – for what they perceive as the lack of sexual inhibition in Beirut in general and 

among singers in specific.  That perceived lack of inhibition itself represents an 

alternative kind of authenticity that, although it seems counterintuitive, resonates with 

young Cairenes; behind the comments of “But we are not like that” and “this is not our 

culture” lurks a powerful wish that things could be like that, that it could be their culture, 

and that they could incorporate such pleasurable, self-indulgent behavior into their 

behavioral options without any corresponding loss of authentic Egyptian identity. 

The self-interrogation in which my interlocutors engage as part of their 

engagement with their state and society in many ways mirrors this aesthetic engagement 

that I have described.  The desire for authenticity of subjectivity is hardly confined to 

musical matters, as the political and social parallels I have drawn illustrate.  I cannot say 

precisely how close an analogy one might draw between Cairenes’ political engagements 
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and their consumption of pop music, and I am well aware that such posited allegories 

often stretch the bounds of credibility.  I consider the parallel stronger between pop music 

consumption and the engagement with postcolonial modernity at large: in both arenas, 

the rules of evaluation periodically shift, forcing people to question whether or not the 

old ways really worked that well, encouraging the young to move away from or against 

the worldviews of their parents, and requiring that youth find a way of being in the world 

that allows them to feel true to themselves, without ever feeling truly as confident as their 

forebears felt towards that world.  That confidence, however, is a feature of an outmoded 

vision of Egyptian postcolonial modernity, and young Cairenes are, in my general 

experience, too pragmatic to follow an outmoded trend.  The youth generation’s way of 

being in the world is their own retuned vision of modernity — and thus, as it must come 

to pass, Egypt’s emergent iteration of modernity. 
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CONCLUSION. 
  Beginnings. 
 

I intend this dissertation to serve as an intervention in several academic discourses 

and questions simultaneously, and I do not pretend to have fully explored any one of 

them herein.  My research has led me to write about three topics that I did not anticipate 

before conducting my research: emotional evocation, racialization, and authenticity.  

The matter of emotional evocation has grown out of my analysis of changing 

tastes in popular music: the aesthetic criteria by which Cairenes judge a song or singer 

good or successful have shifted toward direct emotional appeal, and away from the 

indirect means of evocation such as vocal embellishments of melodic passages and poetic 

metaphors in the lyrics.  A question arising from my research is the extent to which a 

shift in musical tastes equates with a shift in emotional engagement with music; I will 

address this question in my future ethnographic research. 

As I argue in Chapter 5, I believe that Cairenes are currently engaged in an 

incipient racialization in which they see themselves as profoundly different – rather than 

superficially so – from Lebanese people in ways that support Cairenes’ vision of 

themselves as inherently moral.  This claim may trigger alarms for readers, not least 

because there other forms of racial difference that articulate themselves in Egyptian 

society at skew lines to anything prominently observable in the world of m s q  al-

shab biyya.  There are cultural and political tensions between the inhabitants of the 

Lower and Upper Nile Valleys that frequently assume a degree of racial distinction, both 

among ‘ethnic’ Egyptians and between ethnically Egyptian and ethnically Nubian 
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subjects of the Egyptian state.118  There is also the recently arisen phenomenon of war 

refugees from Sudan seeking asylum in Egypt (Nkrumah 2006), some of whom have 

been shot by Egyptian border guards while attempting to cross the Sinai border into Israel 

(Human Rights Watch 2008).  This multifaceted reality does not invalidate, however, the 

fact that Cairenes have other racial concerns in mind when thinking about popular music 

— or that this music-influenced thinking can work its way into other aspects of daily life.  

At the same time, I do not hope to put an end to critiques of my work by claiming 

‘multifaceted reality’, full stop.  My findings suggest the need for a more comprehensive 

examination of race in Egypt that has yet to be written.   

Likewise, my research pushes me to investigate the notion of the gendered 

national in a more comprehensive – and, in particular, comparative – fashion.  My 

understanding of gender as an anthropological topic is strongly informed by subaltern 

studies and especially by studies of postcolonial nationalism, but I have not yet fully 

connected my work to the classical texts of feminist and gender theory.  Such a state of 

affairs clearly will not suffice for future research purposes: if I am to pursue my interest 

in the gendered national, I will need to demonstrate its theoretical relevance in terms of 

the larger body of gender theory as well as the literatures on post-colonialism and 

nationalism. 

Authenticity, as large as it now looms in my thinking and my analysis, was not an 

issue that I expected to encounter to such a degree when I set out on my research.  In pop 

118 I recognize the awkwardness of using such terminology here, but am at a loss for 
another expeditious way to mark the entities in these conflicts.  Note that this is a 
specifically Western form of marking that, as I detailed in Chapter 5, does not align with 
Egyptian categories of race, ethnicity, or nation. 
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music consumption, and in many other areas of daily life, Cairenes frequently worry – 

sometimes consciously, sometimes not – whether or not their tastes and practices qualify 

them as authentic Egyptians.  This concern is not unique to Egypt: the fear of 

inauthenticity is worked into the fabric of the project of modernity at large, and takes on 

additional weight in postcolonial societies in which people tend to consider authenticity 

as fundamentally opposed to colonial subjectivity.  Since Egypt, like many other 

postcolonial states, has developed a discourse that promotes both cultural modernity (as 

distinct from various traditional practices) and cultural authenticity (as distinct from 

various colonial and foreign practices), this tension emerges whenever people try to 

determine how they are supposed to ‘do culture’. 

Finally, the results of my research suggest that a comparative study should be 

conducted in Beirut, in order to gauge how much of these processes are specifically 

Egyptian and how much are Egyptian iterations of larger regional processes.  Beirut 

operates as the locus of the Other, in terms of Arabic popular music, for Cairenes, but this 

is a new phenomenon: as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, Cairo performed the same role 

throughout most of the twentieth century for people in other Arab countries.  Even 

nowadays, as noted in Chapter 4, Cairo and Egypt sometimes appear as a locus of the 

Other through Lebanese eyes, in ways that intentionally evoke this older period of 

Arabic-language mass media culture.  Once I have identified the kinds of questions with 

most crossover or contrastive value, I hope to perform this comparative study in Beirut to 

determine how Lebanese inhabitants of Beirut engage with popular music as part of their 

own postcolonial modernity. 
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