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Hülya Adak & Richard Wittmann

Mapping Gender in the Near East: 
Research Methodologies, Institutional  
Developments, and Challenges Ahead 

The book in your hands is both humble and ambitious in design. 
Not aspiring to be an encyclopedia on women’s, gender, and sexu-
ality studies in the Near East, our book still incorporates the expe-
riences of a wide array of researchers, representing a multitude of 
centers around the world. Including roughly twenty-five academic 
institutions worldwide, something no previous single publication 
has attempted, the volume brings together theoretical challenges in 
the field, the problematics of definitions, terminologies and com-
parative approaches to sources, the challenges in canon-formation, 
the possibilities of institutionalisation and collaboration among dif-
ferent institutions, while suggesting trajectories for future research 
and networking.

A few of the most prominent Centers on Gender Studies worldwide 
are represented in this volume: Martin Lücke and Heike Pantelmann 
from Freie Universität Berlin’s Margherita von Brentano Center il-
lustrate the action-based research and scholarship that highlight the 
unique characteristics of Europe’s largest center, while also pointing 
out the necessity for future expansion and international collabora-
tion. A good example is Margherita von Brentano Center’s ongoing 
collaboration with Sabancı University’s SU Gender, which Center 
Directors Heike Pantelmann and Hülya Adak expound upon in 
their chapter »Institutional Collaboration Models: Freie Universität 
Berlin’s Margherita von Brentano Center & Sabancı University’s SU 
Gender.« Needless to add that the close collaboration between the 
Orient-Institut Istanbul of the Max Weber Foundation under the di-
rectorship of Richard Wittmann and SU Gender with director Hülya 
Adak have led to an inspiring workshop1 in December 2020 and to 
1 The workshop »Mapping Gender in the Near East: What’s New and What’s 

Ahead in Ottoman and Turkish Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies« that 
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the publication of the book »Mapping Gender« that you are holding 
in your hands.2 

The significance of institutional collaboration and not just between 
gender studies centers but with NGOs, think tanks and professional 
organizations is exclusively underscored in Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti’s 
article »Gender Studies in the Crossfire: Explorations Through Time 
and Space.«

Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti, Emeritus Professor in Development Studies 
at the School of Oriental and African Studies, points to the anti- 
gender attacks »with the rise of right-wing populisms worldwide« 
(Kandiyoti, p. 107), which have led to the »dismantlement of gender 
studies centers« and the »demonization of its practitioners.« (Kandi-
yoti, p. 107) Prof. Kandiyoti details an elaborate history of the de-
velopment of gender studies, illustrating that the field grew out of 
a social movement, and most particularly out of second wave femi-
nism in the 1960s. (Kandiyoti, p. 107) According to Prof. Kandiyoti, 
the »androcentric biases of mainstream social sciences and the hu-
manities started being interrogated for the first time« in this period. 
Following this groundbreaking moment, »the academic mainstream 
eventually made its way into international governance structures. 
The UN International Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 was 
a defining moment when the switch from women to gender became 
official and when gender mainstreaming started being promoted 
globally by the U. N. and its agencies.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) After list-
ing a history of movements that have led to the collapse or demolition 
of certain women’s and gender studies centers in the MENA region, 
Prof. Kandiyoti cautions us to the challenges of what she terms the 
»anti-gender moment.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) 

took place online on 9 – 10 December 2020 was endorsed by IPC-Mercator. 
Our partners included Koç University’s Research Center for Anatolian Civi-
lizations (ANAMED) and The Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul (SRII). 
As co-organizers, we are indebted to Gülşah Şenkol (formerly: Torun- 
oğlu) for her significant role in organizing the workshop.

2 We are truly indebted to İlayda Ece Ova and Nazlı Hazar from SU Gender 
for their diligence and hard work as editorial assistants. 



Mapping Gender 5

Prof. Kandiyoti defines the »anti-gender moment« as a contemporary 
moment, perhaps relevant to the past three decades. The geography of 
anti-gender movements is not restricted to the MENA region but has 
repercussions in Europe and Turkey. She lists examples from several 
European universities where gender studies courses have been banned 
under the pretense that »a nebulous concept labelled ›gender ideology‹ 
(carefully cultivated since the 1990s) is being presented as a nefar-
ious world view that endangers society by destabilizing biologically 
(or divinely) ordained sex roles.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) In her concluding 
remarks, Prof. Kandiyoti calls for a more creative engagement in our 
struggles against anti-gender movements. Such resistance entails, in 
her words, societal actors ranging from »local administrations, mu-
nicipalities and neighborhood associations to NGOs, think tanks and 
professional associations.« Yes, this may require us to step out of »our 
academic comfort zones« but in doing so, we will »learn to generate 
new forms of knowledge and collaboration.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107)

Echoing Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti’s appeal for a collaboration between 
a variety of institutions and not just among universities, Aslı Davaz 
(Director of The Women’s Library and Information Center Founda-
tion of Istanbul) calls for cooperation between various institutions, 
including networking between The Women’s Library and universi-
ties. This is a significant move outside of the potential of any giv-
en university and center. Aslı Davaz suggests collaboration between 
multiple research institutions, libraries and institutions of high-
er learning. Her proposition to present the private archives of The 
Women’s Library is crucial and will be beneficial not only for schol-
ars, but also for teachers, journalists and activists. 

Methodological Challenges in Research 

This book abounds with insights into and discussions of new and sig-
nificant sources on gender in the Middle East. İpek Hüner Cora, Ir-
vin Cemil Schick, Fatmagül Berktay and Ebru Akcasu’s articles focus 
specifically on new sources to explore while constructing innovative 
theoretical models. In her chapter »Mapping as Historicizing: Gender 
Debates in the Late Ottoman Empire,« Maha AbdelMegeed from the 
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American University of Beirut, illustrates how she, together with Ebru 
Akcasu from Anglo-American University in Prague makes a signifi-
cant intervention, in their readings of Muhammed Farid Wajdi’s Mus-
lim Woman in the original Arabic and the translation into Ottoman 
Turkish (by Mehmet Akif, published in 1908). In their analysis, em-
ploying a gendered critique does not suffice and intersectionality is 
key. Their conclusion is that patriarchy in the turn-of-the century is 
founded upon a new hegemony of »waged labor« that revolves around 
the veil. (AbdelMegeed, p. 14) Their analyses will, we hope, be relevant 
not just to the Constitutional Period in the Ottoman Empire but to 
contemporary discussions on gender inequalities in employment. 

Prof. Efi Kanner from the National and Kapodistrian University of 
Athens and Prof. Lerna Ekmekçioğlu from the Massachussets Institute 
of Technology both point to multifarious methodological challenges in 
scholarship on women’s, gender, and sexuality studies in the Near East. 
Prof. Kanner highlights the significance of bringing the political to the 
forefront of gender studies in the Middle East. In her words, we must 
»mainstream gender in the Middle East« while also mainstreaming 
the »Middle East in gender studies.« (Kanner, p. 59) The latter inter-
vention is extremely relevant to centers in the Euro-American context, 
which focus mostly on Euro-American trajectories in gender stud-
ies, dismissing the context of the Middle East. Calling for the impor-
tance of inviting historians to the interstices of scholarship on gender 
in Turkey, a field she claims is dominated mostly by anthropologists 
and gender studies specialists, Prof. Kanner illustrates good examples 
from her ongoing work that explore how »women and LGBTQIs get 
in touch with grandnarratives of Turkish nationalism, Islam and the 
Left.« (Kanner, p. 59) In her influential article, Prof. Kaner pinpoints 
the necessity of liberating the histories of women and LGBTQIs from 
the fetters of such grandnarratives. (Kanner, p. 59)

Prof. Lerna Ekmekçioğlu points to paradigmatic problems in aligning 
non-Muslim women’s histories next to histories of Muslim women.  
Characterising this as »collectionist« logic (Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, p. 44), 
she claims that in writing these histories, the genocide against Otto-
man Armenians in 1915 needs to be taken into account as well as the 
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hierarchical organization of millets in the Ottoman legal order which 
was centered around sharia. (Ekmekçioğlu, p. 44) Prof. Ekmekçioğ-
lu’s arguments are relevant not only for a discussion of Ottoman Ar-
menian women’s histories and biographies but for all other minori-
ties of the Ottoman Empire. A significant roadmap for all researchers 
could be to address these histories of systemic violence in their work, 
while constructing new historiographic frameworks in which hierar-
chies and power relations are manifest and foregrounded. 

Prof. Marilyn Booth from the University of Oxford underscored the 
significance of working on microhistories and forgotten histories. In 
her article, she emphasized the importance of not collapsing women’s 
and gender history and not treating gender studies as a subfield of 
historical studies. In this respect, gender studies needs to be forefront. 
Similarly, Seçil Yılmaz from Franklin & Marshall College, working on 
the history of syphillis in the Ottoman Empire, emphasizes her quest 
to access suppressed , much silenced histories and the histories of the 
body. Dr. Gülşah Şenkol from Royal Holloway, University of London 
and ANAMED highlighted generational gaps and gaps in research as 
they pertained to certain historical periods. Her intervention was to 
take a more integrative approach analyzing, for instance, the depend-
ence of Egyptian feminism on Ottoman feminism. (Şenkol, p. 74)

At the Insterstices of Institutionalization and Research

A few chapters in the book are groundbreaking in illustrating the 
interconnectedness of the institutionalization of gender studies on 
the one hand and the methodological turning points in research and 
teaching, on the other. Prof. Evren Savcı from Yale University brings 
together the development of the institutionalization of Women’s, 
Gender, and Sexuality Studies in the USA with the content and meth-
odological concerns of research conducted in such centers and pro-
grams. She praises these centers because most research conducted in 
such institutions overcomes, according to Prof. Savcı, the rigidity of 
disciplinary thinking. The field of WGSS, in her words, »lets ques-
tions geared toward feminist and queer concerns drive the field rather 
than let disciplinary fields drive the questions.« (Evren Savcı, p. 114) 
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Prof. Savcı’s most prominent criticism is that WGSS centers in North 
America are predominantly US-centric. As critical thinking domi-
nates such centers, racism and notions of class are taken into account 
only as they apply to »what they mean in the American context.« 
(Savcı, p. 114) Prof. Savcı calls not only for collaborative networks at 
the international level, but claims rightfully so that in the USA, »we 
need to transnationalize our very categories of thought.« (Savcı, p. 114)

Prof. Fatmagül Berktay of Istanbul University underscored the sig-
nificant challenge for gender studies centers in Turkey: How to in-
corporate academics from Anatolia into a few of the key discussions 
to give them and their research more visibility? Prof. Berktay’s con-
clusions led to another series of challenges for the field of gender 
studies in Turkey. On the one hand, Prof. Berktay mentioned the ef-
forts to »domesticate women’s studies as a discipline …« She found 
it praiseworthy that most scholars are »making an impressive effort 
to keep up the good work« (Berktay, p. 102) despite the negative im-
pacts of authoritarian environments on the field. Her main question 
remains a challenge for the future of gender studies research in Tur-
key: how can academics in gender studies in Anatolia be integrated 
into mainstream discussions taking place in metropolises, given the 
fact that such academics from Anatolia lack the necessary social and 
academic connections, lack language proficiencies that give them 
little access to research in the international context, do not have the 
methodological tools to conduct interdisciplinary and/or compara-
tive work, or are unwilling to collaborate because of their own hos-
tile university environments? A huge challenge for the future of such 
work in Turkey and beyond was announced by Prof. Berktay: how 
to integrate local forms of knowledge / discussions in the peripheries 
into the scholarship taking place at the center? (Berktay, p. 102)

From Workshop to Book

This publication addresses two key problems in women’s and gen-
der studies: the lack of transnational and comparative scholarship, 
as well as the dearth of interdisciplinary collaboration. By doing so 
it responds to the fact that the scholarly literatures in women’s and 
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gender studies in the Ottoman-Turkish milieu and in the Arab and 
Balkan world have been, on the whole, kept tightly segregated from 
each other. The chapter organisation of this publication follows the 
four panels of the workshop by centering around key approaches that 
would benefit from being in dialogue. By doing so, they allowed lead-
ing scholars in the field to appraise the current state of research across 
national boundaries and academic disciplines and to bring forth new 
conversations and inter-regional dialogue about improving our ap-
proaches in the future development of the field. These interactions 
may help stimulate and guide future research efforts by delineating 
critical paths for subsequent research. 

By examining the most recent developments in the state of the field, 
the contributions to each chapter will add to a richer, more complex 
understanding of the field of women’s and gender studies in mod-
ern Turkey and its neighboring countries, while putting experts from 
each area into conversation with each other. 

The book has been structured by a division of four chapters focus-
sing on

1. Mapping the Field: Literary Approaches to Women’s, Gender, 
and Sexuality Studies in Turkey and the Near East.

2. Mapping the Field: Historicizing Women’s, Gender, and Sexu-
ality Studies in Turkey and the Near East.

3. Mapping the Field: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Women’s, 
Gender, and Sexuality Studies on the Region; and

4. New Directions: The Academy, Solidarity, and Public Out-
reach.

By providing a preliminary assessment of the state of affairs in Gen-
der Studies and activism for the Near East, we believe a solid base has 
been established that may encourage further research avenues that 
this basic account of the status quo could not address. 

Practical issues such as the dilemma of how to compensate for the 
lack of an institutional infrastructure for women’s and gender stud-
ies in and around Turkey still need to be addressed. Currently, only 



10 Pera-Blätter 36

a few major universities have established separate women’s and gen-
der studies departments in Turkey (Sabancı University, Kadir Has 
University, Özyeğin University, Koç University among others) to fa-
cilitate research in this field. Instead of inaugurating a separate aca-
demic discipline, numerous universities have opened up centers for 
women’s studies by offering certificate programs for students in other 
academic disciplines. Women’s and gender history have only recently 
been recognized as a thematic subfield within history departments. 
This status of »subfield« has also come under question in many of 
the chapters in the book, particularly in Marilyn Booth’s discussion 
of how to best include gender studies into the realm of disciplines 
or (inter)disciplinary thinking. At this stage, women’s and gender 
studies lacks the institutional support to tackle large-scale research 
questions. This entails that we still need to explore how to best use 
existing resources, so that collaboration between research centers, 
activist organizations, and other institutions can be instigated more 
effectively as an attempt to facilitate future growth and forms of co-
operation in the field.

Having an interdisciplinary group of scholars in the humanities and 
social sciences as its authors, Mapping Gender in the Near East brings 
together academics who share an interest in women’s and gender stud-
ies with regard to the Ottoman world, modern Turkey and the wid-
er geographic region. The inclusive approach of the book across the 
borders of one’s own field of specialisation has the potential to foster 
solidarities that connect common struggles beyond fixed geographic 
borders and academic disciplines. We hope that this may encourage 
researchers to fill the existing gaps in research in the near future. 

Much impetus for improving gender equality may thus be achieved 
by forming a link between activists and academics as well as artists, 
who all address gender in different ways that may enrich each other’s 
approaches. Further, much interdisciplinary research awaits all gen-
der studies scholars working on the Near East. A deeper inclusion 
and engagement with queer studies, intersectionality (discussed in 
depth in the book in Ebru Akcasu’s article entitled »Muslim Woman: 
a case study in collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches to gen-
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der and class boundaries in the late Ottoman Empire«), innovative 
research on masculinity studies, activism-based research on gender 
based violence, sexual harassment and discrimination and an uncov-
ering of silenced gendered histories through the use of new method-
ologies seem to be several possibilities regarding our joint endeavors 
for the future. 






