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The Music of the People: An Introduction to Egyptian Sha‘bī

This dissertation project, towards a doctorate in ethnomusicology, focuses on a recent (1970s) category of Egyptian popular music which came to be labeled with the term sha‘bī and its role in shaping and expressing Egyptian working class cultural identity. Sha‘bī, an Arabic word meaning “folk, traditional,” and “popular,” is often considered “the music of the people” as it is created and consumed by the working class, the vast majority upon whose backs Egypt races towards extensive modernization and militarization. Often considered tasteless and vulgar by the Egyptian intelligentsia, this music celebrates the exigencies of sha‘bī street culture using a new textual and musical language fused with an urbanized and vernacularized “thick description” of Egyptian working class identity (Geertz 1973). Due to the fact that sha‘bī exists in a contradictory status, both revered and despised, it has the potential to reveal a great deal about the relationship between the subaltern and the popular. Truly, sha‘bī music culture provides a window through which we can see both domains clearly, as well as the culturalcomplexities of Egyptian class identity, custom, tradition and innovation.

Sha‘bī has proven to be a significant cultural phenomenon in two fundamental ways.

Firstly, in direct opposition to Egyptian art music, or mūsīqa al-‘arabiyya (literally: Arab music), sha‘bī grew out of Cairo’s working class districts in the late 1970s early 1980s. Largely renounced by conservatory trained musicians and their upper class patrons, sha‘bī featured unkempt working class performers, short fast songs sung in a street-based vernacular to express previously inappropriate subjects such as politics or sex, and a small band consisting of musical instruments associated with Egyptian folk and art music as well as with the West. Secondly, in direct correlation with Cairo’s booming cassette industry, singers of sha‘bī, like Ahmed ‘Adawiya, sold millions of cassettes and attained superstar status virtually overnight. Within five years sha‘bī became the most popular music of Egypt, setting the standard for future waves of popular music for most of the Arab world. Egyptians who identify with sha‘bī culture often uphold a sense of cultural authenticity in contrast with upper class modernized/Westernized 

Egyptians who view this term as signifying the antithesis of Egypt’s elite cosmopolitanisms; the cultural backwardness of the uneducated masses. From this point of view, sha‘bī music culture is in contradistinction to the romanticized

and essentialized ideal of folk culture established by late twentieth century Egyptian nationalism, modernist ideology, and cultural policy. Despite sha‘bī’s enormous popularity as a music genre, it is precisely these ideological tensions that have led to its official castigation resulting in its censorship from television, radio, and press. By merely drawing attention to itself, an “undesirable” sha‘bī culture, challenges the matrix of permissibility regulated and enforced by the guardians of Egypt’s dominant modernist ideology and Islamic infrastructure.

Embracing the Popular: The Significance of this Research

The primary aim of this project is to examine sha‘bī’s socio-cultural impact on class identity, cultural policy, and the music industry in Egypt. Sha‘bī was the impetus for a reconfiguration of cultural ideals, class stereotypes, and became a potent source for upbeat sociopolitical critique. Thus, its impact on Egyptian society at large, as well as the eastern Arab world, can no longer be overlooked.
