Sexy stars push limits in Egypt 

news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/4722945.stm
As part of a series on young people in the Middle East, the BBC News website looks at how increasingly raunchy female singers have caused controversy in Egypt. 
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Glamorous and smouldering, a gyrating singer pouts from the screen as a catchy Arabic pop song blasts from the TV speakers. 

Music videos - or "video clips" as they are known - are the visual wallpaper of choice in the cafes, shops and discos frequented by Egypt's young people. 

And as popular female stars reveal more and more flesh, controversy has inevitably grown in Egypt's mainly Muslim society. 

'Tasteful' 

Ruby is one of the most-talked about performers. She is Egyptian, rather than from more liberal Lebanon like many current stars. Her raunchy moves, bare midriff and revealing clothing have had conservative MPs clamouring for a ban. 

Raphael, 25, is a fan: "I like Ruby. She dances like there ain't nobody watching. She doesn't care about the camera, she's just out there dancing," he says. But many other young people, both male and female, say she is pushing it too far. Ahmed Esmat, 17, says she is "mis-using her body". "If the video clip doesn't have some kind of strip dancing it won't get popular - but not everyone likes to watch this."When a couple of friends discuss the clips, they watch and enjoy them, but then they start to say: 'This not singing - it's covered up pornography’." 

Ruby's producer Sherif Sabri is well used to this debate. He says Ruby's video clips are "artistic, tasteful and rhythmic". "Sexual is a good word, but I would say really it's more sensual," he says. 

He says it is other artists, not Ruby, who are pushing social boundaries: "I think she started a trend, which has not been followed correctly. I definitely don't agree with the way some imitate these videos. A lot of it is very vulgar." 

'Reflecting change' 

Egyptian culture was relatively liberal in the 1970s but swung towards conservatism in the 1990s - although there are now signs of a counter swing. While daring young women a generation ago wore miniskirts, now tight T-shirts and low-waisted jeans are considered adventurous. 
English Literature student Injie Swailam, 19, says stars like Ruby are wrongly blamed for the growing liberalism. "I love Ruby. She's reflecting how our culture is now changing. Our community is a closed community, but now people are starting to wear really tight stuff - and they are going out to nightclubs. When society sees someone saying the truth, people don't want to admit the change," she says. 

Music videos have been popular in the Arab world for years. But with the recent explosion in satellite television stations across the Middle East, their influence has increased dramatically. Stars used to make video clips - now video clips make stars. The clips' popularity among the young has triggered much social introspection. 

'Free relationships' 

Mohammed Ajami, 30, is an assistant university lecturer in English. He says the stars' clothing and dance styles "spread like fire" among his students. 

"They memorise the lyrics by heart, and they forget about anything else. Their culture is a mixture of bad influences that lead them away from Islam. 

	[image: image5.jpg]



	[image: image2.jpg]



[image: image3.png]


I love Ruby - she's reflecting how our culture is now changing [image: image4.png]




Injie Swailam, student, 19


"They have no dreams except feeding these kinds of instincts or living like their fellows in the West," he says. 

"They gain the bad things from the Western culture - like free relationships between men and women," he says. 

Amal Abdul Hadi, a feminist activist at the New Women's Foundation, sees the trend partly as a reaction to political marginalisation. 

"I think they want to affiliate to something - to express themselves, but within a situation where expressing yourself politically is nearly closed." 

She also considers it a reaction to the conservative climate - but an unhealthy one. 

"I don't agree that commodifying and objectifying women's bodies is better than conservatism. I can't compare between the two evils. I personally think it's also creating a backlash - a reactionary reflex." 

Questions of Westernisation and Arab identity also come up. Injie comments that boys now like Ruby with her dark hair and Egyptian features, whereas Western, often blonde, women have long been high on the list of objects of desire. 

Raphael says he thinks Middle Eastern women are "the most beautiful on the planet". 

"I think they want to prove to the world that they can do these things - it's not about singing, it's about Westernising," he says. 

And while Mohammed Ajami says Western culture plays a strong role, he does not blame it: "The West just offered us this as a product and we naively bought it." 

