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Irvin Cemil Schick
École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS), Paris

 The Importance of Cross-National Collaboration 
in Gender and Sexuality Studies
Rather than talking about generalities, I thought I would base these 
brief comments on some of my personal experiences and current 
work.

One of my main research interests is the representation of gender and 
sexuality in Muslim societies, and in Turkey in particular. Of course 
gender and sexuality are themselves representations, so I do realize 
that that sentence is to some extent redundant. Anyway, I study gen-
der and sexuality as they are manifested in art and literature. I do not 
entertain the illusion that art and literature faithfully reflect the real-
ity of gender and sexuality, but I do believe that they reflect the way 
in which at least some people think about that reality.

The principal difficulty one faces in this kind of work is the paucity 
of sources. At the same time, there is considerable commonality with 
other, non-Turkish speaking societies, so that the subject would be 
very well served by transnational and comparative scholarship.

Let me give you an example. I have recently been working on occult 
practices in the early modern Ottoman Empire, and that has led to 
a short article, as yet unpublished, on sexuality in Ottoman dream 
interpretation. This was inspired in part by a chapter in volume 3 of 
Foucault’s History of Sexuality in which he drew on the dream manu-
al of Artemidoros of Daldis, written during the second century C. E., 
to infer the horizons of sexuality in late antique Greek society.

Likewise, the sources I have been using are dream interpretation 
treatises, which have a long history, going back to the third mille-
nium B. C. in Egypt and Mesopotamia. The earliest extant Islamic 
treatises are in Arabic and date from the ninth century C. E., and 
they have a good deal in common with the Greek and Jewish sourc-
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es that immediately preceded them. Now, what is most interesting 
for my purposes is determining the elements that are specific to Ot-
toman dream interpretation, which means that I need to compare 
Ottoman sources with those that came before them. What did the 
Ottomans take from the Arabs, what did they not take, and what did 
they invent themselves? And likewise, what was original to Arabic 
dream lore and what was not? So there you are, my work is in need 
of transnational and comparative scholarship. Now, I can read Otto-
man sources, I can read Arabic sources, I can read sources in several 
European languages, and fortunately there are translations of some 
of the sources that are written in languages that I do not speak. But 
there are many sources that have not yet been translated, and a col-
laborative effort would go a long way towards helping me accomplish 
my goal.

I also work on Islamic erotica, and here, too, Ottoman sources drew 
heavily on Arabic sources which, as we know, owe a good deal to Per-
sian and Indian sources. But once again this was not simple plagia-
rism: the sources were adapted, modified, rewritten, abridged or add-
ed to, and this process is revealing of the sexual imagination in each 
of these societies. And once again, expertise in the languages, his-
tories, and cultures of each of these societies can only be brought to 
bear in a collaborative effort of transnational and comparative schol-
arship. Moreover, erotic sources are particularly hard to come by, and 
there too cross-border collaboration would pay off handsomely.

I know from personal experience that such collaboration does pay off. 
I am sure you are all familiar with Madeline Zilfi’s 1997 book Women 
in the Ottoman Empire. It is a significant edited volume that brings 
together important contributions on the Turkish and Arabic-speak-
ing provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Inspired by that book, Amila 
Buturović of York University in Toronto and I co-edited a book en-
titled Women in the Ottoman Balkans, which was published in 2007. 
We had contributors from Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, Bosnia, Croatia, 
Romania, and elsewhere, and covered diverse topics from poetry and 
song to political propaganda and the law. What was great about this 
book, and I can say this because it was not the result of any conscious 
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effort on our part, is that a variety of common themes emerged, most 
notably the permeability of ethno-religious boundaries and the ways 
in which women were able to strategically cross them. This success 
was a direct result of transnational and comparative collaboration. 
Granted, it was focused specifically on the Balkans and its relation-
ship with the Ottoman capital, and we could have opened our hori-
zons further. But even so, our focus on a relatively broad region rath-
er than the territory of a single particular successor state allowed us 
to highlight aspects that a narrower focus would not have revealed.
That’s all I wish to say for now. Thank you for listening.








