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Middle East gender studies is a lively and fascinating field. With two very different
journals (Hawwa and Journal of Middle East Women Studies) and dozens of panels at
the Middle East Studies Association Annual Conference and the World Congress for
Middle Eastern Studies, we have come a long way over the last two decades. Women’s,
queer, and masculinity studies are now part of how we understand gender studies in
the region. Middle East gender studies does, however, remain marginal in two fields—
Middle East studies and gender studies. It is normally assigned to the end of a Middle
East studies conference (“and gender”), or, conversely, to the end of a gender studies
conference or edited volume (“and elsewhere”). But can a discussion of technology or
World War I in the modern Middle East weave in insights gained from gender or queer
studies? And can a discussion of women’s movements or women’s labor incorporate
what we know about the Middle East? I believe that more can be done to mainstream
gender in Middle East studies, and to mainstream the Middle East in gender studies.
Transnational history is a particularly promising direction for this endeavor.

In the last two decades, gender studies has shifted toward the mainstream of Middle
East historiography. If in the mid-1990s, new works by Margot Badran and Beth Baron
seemed extremely cutting edge and innovative (in many ways, they still do),1 today
gender is central to our understanding of the Egyptian effendiyya and nation-building,
Iranian modernity, and the nahd. a.2 Our narrative of colonial and semicolonial encounters
now takes into account, for example, how notions of homoerotic desire shifted in Iran,
Egypt, and the Ottoman Empire. We now integrate into our studies on national modernity
the question of how Middle Eastern men thought about their bodies and desires; how
they refashioned what they ate and what they wore; how they thought about marital life
and fatherhood.3 We now know that the nahd. a was not merely a male enterprise and that
women did not discover their rights only through Qasim Amin.4 Our challenge from
here is to further mainstream gender in Middle East studies. What I would like to see
is for research that does not take gender as its main category of analysis to integrate
these kinds of insights. How did the fact that women debated their rights in the late
19th-century Lebanese and Egyptian press affect political thinking and processes? How
did changing understandings of male sexuality affect the construction of public space or
understandings of democracy?

This is what I am trying to accomplish in my own work on the League of Nations.
Studying the League of Nations Advisory Committee on Traffic in Women and Children,
I realized that the question of whether to regulate prostitution was one layer in the
interaction between the Middle East and the League—when Syrian petitioners demanded
that French Mandate authorities be held accountable for the network of regulated brothels
operating in the Levant; when the Advisory Committee labeled Egypt a hub for traffic
in women and forced the Egyptian police into action; or when a League investigator

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743816000532 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:liat.kozma@mail.huji.ac.il
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0020743816000532
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0020743816000532&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743816000532


Roundtable 575

searched Middle East ports for underage traffic victims. Similarly, integrating race
and colonialism in their Middle East and North African contexts into our analysis of
the Advisory Committee highlights the limitation of interwar transnational feminist
activism. Here, the focus on gender and sexuality enables me to examine how the
Middle East was seen from Geneva and how the League appeared from Homs, Haifa,
and Beirut—issues that can be taken up by historians of the Mandate periods for other
aspects as well, whether labor, drugs, or arms trafficking.5

The second challenge is to provincialize Europe in the study of women and gender.6

One way of doing so is through transnational history. By transnational history, I mean a
history of the formation of networks of exchange and influence that transcend national or
imperial boundaries, and one that, unlike international history, involves nonstate actors.
I find this conceptual framework particularly useful for understanding why similar ideas
are discussed in different places at around the same time (very often with different
outcomes). It also enables us to shift away from Western Europe as a starting point (first
Europe and then elsewhere, as Chakrabarty puts it)7 and toward the notion of global
transformations of, for example, understandings of sexuality, regulated prostitution, and
romantic love.

Western understandings and norms undoubtedly came to be hegemonic due to colonial
political and military power. However, juxtaposing them with non-European understand-
ings and norms provides us with a more global and complete vision of historical change:
can we understand suffrage in Britain without understanding the claim of British femi-
nists to humanize the empire by uplifting their Indian sisters and banning satee?8 Can we
historicize the French movement to abolish regulated prostitution without considering
this movement’s criticism of French-regulated brothels in Morocco and the Levant?9

Can we tell the story of international women’s congresses without incorporating the
experiences and critique of Middle Eastern feminists, before and after they were invited
to take part?10 Of course we can, and historians have done just that. In an interconnected
global world, which our planet increasingly became starting in the mid-19th century,
however, what it meant to be a feminist, or how World War I transformed modern mas-
culinity,11 was not bounded to national or imperial borders. For the first time in human
history, Arabic-, Turkish-, and Persian-speaking women could read texts produced out-
side of the region and have their thoughts and ideas read thousands of kilometers away,
be it in Paris, Boston, or São Paulo. Taking the Ottoman Empire or the Levant as our
unit of analysis is no longer sufficient.

My interest in transnational history led me to focus on the mobility of people, objects,
and ideas to, from, and through the Middle East in the first era of modern globalization,
roughly from 1880 to 1940.12 One of my projects concentrated on the translation of
early sexology into Arabic in this period. I was interested in how Arab authors translated
and authored scientific texts about sex, what they chose to discuss and omit, and how
debates about masturbation, heterosexual desire, and prostitution featured in question
and answer columns in the press.13 In 2012, I was invited to a fascinating symposium
in Birkbeck titled “Sexology and Translation: Scientific and Cultural Encounters in
the Modern World 1860–1930,” which compared and contrasted readings of German
sexology, mainly in Europe. The book that came out of this symposium, and the event
that celebrated it at Birbeck in May 2016, are much more comprehensive—with articles
on China, Japan, and Peru, and talks on Indian and Taiwanese readings of sexology.14
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Another project I am involved in is a forthcoming edited volume on the global his-
tory of prostitution. The book includes chapters on thirty cities worldwide (including
Casablanca, Cairo, Tel Aviv, and Istanbul) and is truly decentralized, incorporating Eu-
ropean, Latin American, East and West Asian, African, and Australian case studies. Its
six introductory chapters bring together common themes discussed in several chapters—
and the editors’ choice to include an introductory chapter on colonial relations attests to
the significance of such a global approach in acknowledging the role of the colonial and
postcolonial worlds in shaping this global industry, migratory patterns, and the experi-
ences and life choices of sex workers. Thus, the editors do not content themselves with
juxtaposing multiple case studies, but rather allow historians of different societies to note
commonalities and differences. Alongside my chapter on Casablanca, I was invited to
write on colonial relations, and Mark Wyers was invited to write a chapter on Istanbul and
another on coercion and voluntarism—clearly the Middle East was incorporated into the
core of the volume.15 What the editors of both books have done is to bring non-European
societies to the center of the discussion. By allowing Middle East scholars to write the
introductory chapters, the editors of the book on the global history of prostitution allowed
the conceptualization of the colonial and postcolonial world frame the discussion of key
theoretical concepts. More can be done in this direction, and it is our responsibility as
Middle East scholars to actively participate in such comparative, global, and transnational
projects.

It has long been argued that historians of the Middle East always read European history,
whereas historians of Europe rarely read histories of the Middle East. A transnational
approach can help portray a richer picture of the European and Middle East history
of gender. Does exploring models of Iranian masculinity, for example, tell us about
the multiplicity of French or Japanese masculinities? What happens to the history of
masculinity when all of these models are brought together? Can we draw networks of
influence, with some thick and some thin arrows, as well as some north–south vectors
and other south–south vectors?

This dual challenge of mainstreaming gender in Middle East studies and main-
streaming the Middle East in gender studies will help us formulate a viable alter-
native to the Eurocentric perspective that still dominates our historical thinking and
that we cannot completely avoid. If Egyptian feminists inherited some of their un-
derstanding of women’s rights from Lebanese authors who had already discussed the
same issues two decades before, and if Ottoman feminists published magazines in
Paris,16 for example, we can trace vectors of influence more complex than the ones
we have become accustomed to drawing. One of the things that we can do (and
that I have done, not without pleasure) is to sit in Middle East studies panels and
complain that, once again, the panelists forgot to talk about gender, and/or to sit in
gender studies conferences and complain about Eurocentrism or murmur “but colo-
nialism” out loud. Or, we can step outside our comfort zone and create frameworks
that bridge area studies divisions, create and participate in more forums focused on
the global south, and invite, for example, historians of French feminism to attend our
North Africa and French East Asia conference, or historians of gay New York to our
conference on ghilmān in late Ottoman and Qajar histories.17 Now, that would be
interesting.
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