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Mapping Gender 107

Deniz Kandiyoti
SOAS, University of London

 Gender Studies in the Crossfire:  
Explorations Through Time and Space
I am delighted to be surrounded by dear colleagues and friends of 
all generations today. Listening to your deliberations yesterday, what 
held my attention most as a dominant theme was the question of 
blind spots, omissions and misapprehensions due, in particular, to 
the blinkers of nationalist histories and the distorting effects of their 
backward gaze.

Nearly two decades ago, I tried to address some of these questions 
in a volume titled »Gendering the Middle East,«1 where I attempted 
to chart the parallel development of the evolving »canon« in gender 
studies, on the one hand, and research on women and gender in the 
Middle East, on the other. I found multiple interactions, divergences 
and selective appropriations of the mainstream by scholars working 
in the region. Looking back two decades on, I still find blind spots 
and lacunae, although they have changed in nature.

Today I would like to invite a process of reflection on how we have 
reached an »anti-gender« moment with the rise of right-wing pop-
ulisms worldwide. These have had deleterious effects such as the dis-
mantlement of the infrastructure of gender studies in some locations 
and the demonization of its practitioners. While I totally endorse the 
positive and upbeat assessments of feminist scholarship in Turkey, 
I also think that we are at a particularly difficult global juncture in 
terms of the discipline as a whole. I therefore propose to start with a 
brief incursion into the history of women’s and gender studies in or-
der to be able to think about it more critically.

In the social sciences,despite differences across disciplines, gender 
studies has been paradigm-driven and often given over to master 
1 Kandiyoti, Deniz, editor. Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives. 

I. B. Tauris, 1996.



108 Pera-Blätter 36

narratives. Initially dominated by modernization theory-where the 
concept of tradition« did a lot of heavy lifting in matters relating to 
gender relations and women’s rights – we witnessed a shift to a cri-
tique of modernity and to post-colonial scholarship where Oriental-
ism became a hegemonic paradigm in the sense that it became the 
near exclusive lens through which non-Western realities could be 
apprehended. Meanwhile, in the universities of the Euro-Atlantic 
world by the 1990s the focus on women had left its place to gender- 
an expansive relational concept that included diverse masculinities 
and femininities, sexualities and body politics treated from a broad-
ly post-structuralist – post-modernist standpoint. These approach-
es eventually made their way into scholarship in and on the Middle 
East but not before encountering stubborn resistance on the matter 
of retaining women as a central analytic category and continuing to 
favour a woman’s standpoint approach (known as »kadın bakış açısı« 
in Turkey). As someone who started to work on masculinities and 
trans identities relatively early, I could appreciate both the need to 
expand our remit yet also fully understood the reasons behind this 
scholarly hiatus. What is it that made the Western canon that pre-
sents itself as universal but is, in fact, quite parochial so indigestible 
and awkward in local contexts of feminist struggle?

One crucial point that we must never forget or overlook is that the 
field of gender studies grew out of a social movement. It is with 
second wave feminism in the 1960s that the androcentric biases of 
mainstream social sciences and the humanities started being interro-
gated for the first time and that an academic infrastructure gradually 
developed around gender studies. The academic mainstream even-
tually made its way into international governance structures. The 
U. N. International Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 was a 
defining moment when the switch from women to gender became of-
ficial and when gender mainstreaming started being promoted glob-
ally by the U. N. and its agencies. The manner in which this global 
gender equality regime was disseminated and the role that country 
level apparatuses such as Women’s Ministries and Directorates and 
other bureaucracies played was generally neglected as an object of 
study in the Middle East in contrast to, say, Latin America where 
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the NGOisation of women’s movements and the co-optation of their 
agendas through interactions with international donors and national 
bureaucracies was studied thoroughly. These differences can be part-
ly attributed to the fact that women’s movements always have local 
roots, develop at their own cadences and use their own idioms. That 
meant, for instance, that while the malleability of gender as a cate-
gory was celebrated and the oppressiveness of the hetero-normative 
order was castigated in one part of the world, in another, women were 
still locked into coerced identities, deprived of the most basic rights 
in their persons, treated as juridical minors (especially in countries 
of the Middle East operating a guardianship system) and reduced to 
having limited citizenship rights. Due to both the nature of political 
regimes and the realities on the ground local discussions tended to 
focus on the role of Islam and the possibilities of emancipatory pro-
jects within Islam. The sociological chasms between the daily reali-
ties of the producers of knowledge in Western metropoles and those 
of women’s rights defenders in the South created intractable conun-
drums for feminists working at the local level. The lack of critical re-
flection about the ways in which global gender equality regimes were 
being disseminated and responded to in different national contexts 
led to significant blind spots in analyses of the politics of gender. This 
would open the entire field of women’s human rights to critical scru-
tiny, especially after the so-called war on terror following the 9 /11 
attacks on the USA in 2001, a point to which I shall return.

In the case of Turkey, I had remarked on the existence of parallel 
discourses that seldom interacted.2 On the one hand, the academic 
field was dominated by discussions about secularism, Islam, and the 
politics of veiling that Yeşim Arat discussed masterfully. On the oth-
er, a flowering of women’s NGOs since the late 1990s and 2000s had 
created diverse platforms for secular, Muslim and Kurdish women. 
Numerous NGOs were receiving donor funding from the European 
Union, bilateral donors and U. N. agencies, facilitating, among other 
things, dialogues and encounters between Turkish and Kurdish fem-
inists. Yet, institutional changes tended to remain under the radar of 
2 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Gender and Women’s Studies in Turkey: A Moment for 

Reflection?« New Perspectives on Turkey, vol. 43, 2010, pp. 165 – 176.
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scholarship and not interrogated in their own right.3 This, I argued, 
limited the reach of our analyses.

These blind spots became glaringly apparent to me when I was mon-
itoring the gender effects of the Arab Spring.4 To the extent that state 
apparatuses intended to promote and monitor women’s rights in the 
MENA region had been totally co-opted by authoritarian regimes 
and staffed by their female clients one of the immediate results was 
that they collapsed as soon as these regimes fell. So, in Egypt and in 
Tunisia the official Women’s Unions simply disintegrated and had to 
struggle to reconstitute themselves. Nor was the donor-funded NGO 
sector evident in the popular protests. Mobilized youth who were on 
the scene had little to do with the outlay of funds and trainings for 
democracy promotion, human and women’s rights that had created 
a largely depoliticized sector that treated gender equality as a tech-
nocratic fix.5 The opportunistic nature of engagements with gender 
equality platforms in the Middle East contributed to their rapid de-
railment and demise followed by rapid attempts to claw back existing 
rights.

This situation had already been aggravated in the aftermath of the 
9  /11 terror attacks in the USA and the wave of Islamophobia that 
enveloped the West, further stimulated by flows of migrants and 
refugees. The invocation of oppressed Muslim women as part of the 
rationale for military intervention provoked predictable outrage at 
the naked instrumentalism of the Bush administration. This spawned 
a veritable cottage industry of critiques of feminism as imperialism 

3 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Against All Odds: The Resilience and Fragility of Wom-
en’s Gender Activism in Turkey.« Gender, Governance and Islam, edited 
by Nadje Al-Ali and Kathryn Spellman Poots, Edinburgh University Press, 
2019, pp. 80 – 100.

4 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Disquiet and despair: the gender sub-texts of the ›Arab 
spring.‹« openDemocracy, 26 June 2012, https://www.opendemocracy.net/ 
5050/deniz-kandiyoti/disquiet-and-despair-gender-sub-texts-of-arab-spring.

5 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Contesting patriarchy-as-governance: lessons from youth- 
led activism.« openDemocracy, 7 March 2014, http://www.opendemocracy. 
net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/contesting-patriarchy-as-governance-lessons- 
from-youth-led-activism.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/hoda-elsadda/egypt-battle-over-hope-and-morale
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/hoda-elsadda/egypt-battle-over-hope-and-morale
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/gender-in-afghanistan-pragmatic-activism
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and of the place of women’s rights as tools in this arsenal of oppres-
sion.6 This placed local gender activists in an awkward position since 
women’s rights and sexual liberties were being presented as Western 
and elite concerns, tainting local gender activism with a form of col-
laborationism.

I was able to witness these conundrums at first hand when I was 
working in Afghanistan just after the fall of the Taliban. Women’s 
rights defenders were trying to carve out a small space of maneuver 
for themselves by exhorting their government to honor the interna-
tional treaties it had signed up to in the face of fierce opposition from 
the mujahedeen members of parliament. This was happening against 
the background of a conflict-ridden society where the reach of the 
central state was extremely weak and there was no central authority 
to uphold the rule of law. Looking across the Middle East and North 
Africa more generally we are faced with the reality of collapsed states 
in Iraq, Syria, and Libya, continuing conflict in Israel / Palestine and 
states in deep crisis such as Lebanon. When ethnic, religious or sec-
tarian identities are weaponized in the context of conflict and state 
collapse and when non-state armed actors hold sway the weakest 
members of society bear the brunt.

Paradoxically scholars zealously condemning imperialism may have 
inadvertently contributed to the creation of a space for a bandwag-
on that every populist government with a nativist agenda, whether 
Hindu, Muslim or Christian, readily jumped on. One of the most 
common and effective tools of masculinist authoritarianism is a lan-
guage of populism that demonizes part of the citizenry by marking 
them out as dangerous or undesirable »others,« generally by tarnish-
ing them through an alleged association to an imperialist West. I feel 
concerned that feminists located in the West who may or may not 
have organic links with women struggling at the grassroots (whose 
voices Fatmagül Berktay so usefully reflected on in her presentation), 
risk losing sight of local dynamics by fixing their gaze on an alleged-
6 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »The triple whammy: towards the eclipse of women’s 

rights.« openDemocracy, 19 January 2015, https://www.opendemocracy.net/
en/5050/triple-whammy-towards-eclipse-of-womens-rights/.
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ly liberal West (which is itself the locus of a proliferation of alarmist 
discourses about the »endangered heterosexual family«). Turkey has 
been living through its own version of this moment which, in other 
writings, I characterized as a period of masculinist restoration.7 This 
has become quite evident, for instance, in the heated debates that led 
to Turkey opting out of the Istanbul Convention by means of repeat-
ed references to the allegation that their provisions were not suffi-
ciently »native and national« (yerli ve milli).

This brings me to the »anti-gender« moment that I referred to in the 
opening of my presentation. You are well aware that gender studies 
courses have been banned in some European universities and that 
a nebulous concept labelled »gender ideology« (carefully cultivated 
since the 1990s) is being presented as a nefarious world view that en-
dangers society by destabilizing biologically (or divinely) ordained 
sex roles. I hasten to add these developments were met with fierce 
resistance. In Poland, for instance, we have witnessed the largest con-
temporary demonstrations in every single city when they attempt-
ed to pass the most extreme anti-abortion measures. In Turkey, the 
women’s movement is notable for having maintained a consistent 
presence on the streets through the years. I think that we need an 
honest comparative reckoning in Turkey, in the Middle East and 
more globally about how anti-gender platforms were able to achieve 
popular support to the extent of stimulating mass demonstrations 
and counter-demonstrations.

In conclusion, I think that we have reached a point where gender is no 
longer just an analytic lens in the social sciences through which we 
7 I argue that masculinist restoration comes into play when the taken-for- 

granted, naturalized character of patriarchy is called into question, especial-
ly when it is unmasked as a ploy to create a passive and compliant citizen-
ry. This was evident in the types of resistance and subversion we witness in 
popular mobilizations that act to undermine the patriarchal pretensions of 
power and become the occasion for new forms of cross-gender alliance and 
solidarity in the struggle against authoritarian rule. Those with a stake in 
upholding authoritarian rule against women and men whose calls for ac-
countable governance and democratic representation create new axes of so-
cietal polarization. 
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can apprehend realities, but an important and urgent stake in politics 
and governance. The international and regional networks we form 
within academia both at the institutional and interpersonal levels are 
extremely valuable. I believe, however, that more creative forms of 
engagement and resistance necessitate outreach to a broader range of 
societal actors from local administrations, municipalities and neigh-
borhood associations to NGOs, think tanks and professional associ-
ations. This may require us to step out of our academic comfort zones 
and learn to generate new forms of knowledge and collaboration.
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