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This study explored social class and body culture through the lens of karate
practitioner communities in urban Egypt. 1 approached Muslim bodies as a contested arena in which a
variety of ways to be “ modern” 1is negotiated. Since karate became widely popular in the 1980s, it has
established firm roots in youth culture to the extent that some Egyptian Muslims regard karate as a Sunna
(an authentic tradition of the Prophet Muhammad). For instance, although karate and classical ballet
require comparable body movements, the former is widely accepted among the educated middle classes as
halal (lawful in Islam, morally safe and sound), a sport for young girls and boys to try out, while the
latter is considered haram (unlawful). While halal and haram belong to the idioms of Islamic law, in
order to trace the roots of karate’ s popularity it is important to analyse such discourse in relation to
the modernity and work ethics that Egyptian middle classes subscribe to.
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