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Seçil Yılmaz
Franklin & Marshall College, Lancaster, PA

It is a great honor and privilege to be among mentors and colleagues, 
old friends, good friends, prospective colleagues. Thanks to Gülşah, 
Hülya, and Richard for making this meeting possible. All the former 
conversations have been inspiring to re-think methodologies and 
questions we employ in analyzing the history of gender and sexual-
ity in the Ottoman and broader Middle Eastern context. Regarding 
my own research, first, I would like to provide a background about 
what brought me to study the history of syphilis in the late Ottoman 
Empire. It was during my graduate study at Boğaziçi University and 
I was at the Ottoman archives (in Gülhane at the time) in the search 
for a research topic for my final paper for the semester. I was very in-
terested in medicine as social history, and, in particular, I have been 
reading social histories on women’s bodies and reproductive history 
in the late 19th century context. In the archives, I came across docu-
ments in the police files about a man commiting suicide because he 
had syphilis. Overall, the case was very interesting and prompted me 
to think more broadly about medicine as social history transcending 
women’s history. In addition, the suicide case also made me think 
that, well, boys do cry! Moreover, in line with Joan W. Scott’s infa-
mous piece on »gender as a useful category,« I decided to hold onto 
this thread of re-thinking women’s bodies alongside men’s bodies 
and beyond a narrative of women’s studies.

Many years have passed since, and I am currently working towards 
the completion of my first book manuscript on the history of medi-
cine, gender, and sexuality in the late Ottoman context through the 
lens of venereal diseases, and specifically syphilis. In the course of 
my intellectual and academic journey between that very day at the 
archives and today, my research and my driving research questions 
about what we do with women’s and gender history in the context 
of the Ottoman Empire and modern Middle Eastern history have 
also been informed by teaching history of gender and sexuality in 
the US context. I find the classroom setting a challenging and yet 
a productive space to think about what we do as scholars and what 
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we produce pedagogically. Each step in my career was reshaped by 
some significant turns: what are the relevant conversations in other 
parts of the world in which I would like to engage? How to situate the 
Ottoman / Middle Eastern case in broader theoretical and historical 
inquiry without falling into »exceptionalism« or blatant Oriental-
ism? The answers may vary … and recently, one key word that I find 
helpful and productive is »intersectionality« in the historical analysis 
of gender, sexuality, and medicine. A second aspect is connected to 
our conversations since the beginning of the panel: the sources and 
challenges in retrieving and access to a variety of sources. In other 
words, the question is, how can I have access to a very suppressed, a 
very intangible, a much-silenced portion of history; that is, the his-
tory of the body? Therefore, it’s not just history of gender. It is not 
simply women’s history. It is not entirely about history of masculin-
ities. It is an approach beyond binaries and a particular biological 
reading and construction of sex and gender. Hence, at the intersec-
tion, I consider thinking about the history of the body as a »problem- 
space« and a productive field to think about. And along with inter-
sectionality, I invite us to think about intertextuality. In other words, 
let us ask how we can rethink and re-read available sources to gain 
perspectives about the history of diseases; and beyond, about the 
history of the body. Such reading both pushes us to think about the 
sources, the text, and the questions through a critical and creative 
lens. This is what I find exciting for the field. So I propose following a 
methodology in pursuit of unconventional sources as well as uncon-
ventional readings for conventional sources informed by a theoreti-
cal framework, and at times an effort to distort the formal readings 
and reframe them based on our own historiographical questions (A 
very strong example I can think of now is Saidiya Hartman and the 
concept of »fabulation« in reconstructing black women’s and black 
bodies histories). To connect these questions back to my research; it 
is my main effort to think about the history of syphilis as a ground 
to think about the political, social, and intellectual life in the late Ot-
toman Empire. First, what is an empire? How do I write the history 
of the late Ottoman Empire based on the question of the Empire? 
Would the story of syphilis or a history of disease help me to address 
the formation of a modern Empire? While there is an extensive liter-
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ature on tax farming, intercommunal violence, secularism, nation-
alism, historical threads weaved into narratives of constitutionalism 
and revolution, what does the history of the body at the intersections 
of medicine, gender, and sexuality reveal about the making of a mod-
ern imperial governance in the late Ottoman context? In a more pro-
vocative fashion, what work would a statement such as »the Ottoman 
Empire did not collapse because the British and the French won the 
war, but it’s because syphilis led to the collapse of the Ottoman Em-
pire« do to understand and articulate the history of late Ottoman 
society? To what extent can we challenge conventional (his)stories 
and the grand narratives of the making of an Empire?Another point 
I would like to emphasize is about pedagogy in the classroom. Teach-
ing histories of gender and sexuality in the Ottoman Empire / mod-
ern Middle East (in my case, in a North American context) remains 
to be a challenge for all the visible/invisible effects of Orientalist as-
sumptions, misconceptions, and misinformation. Every time I step 
in the classroom, deliver a lecture, and design assignments, I have 
some very basic questions at the back of my mind keeping me oc-
cupied, and at times anxious. How do we overcome the glitches and 
heavy assumptions while teaching about gender and sexuality in 
the Ottoman Empire / Middle East without falling into the traps of 
the Orientalist thinking / narrative? When a student concludes that, 
»well, it seems like Middle Eastern feminism had been quite com-
plicit with the power dynamics in the region. It doesn’t sound like 
there has ever been a true demand for freedom addressed by the fem-
inist movements in the Middle East in the 19th and the 20th century.«  
Western feminisms dominating the narrative over the rest of the 
global (south) feminist movements surfaces in almost every session. 
This climate in an interactive class environment triggers a new set of 
questions: Who am I speaking to, and who am I writing for?

I’d like to wrap up – not by answering these questions, but with an 
attempt to address many more questions to discuss together: Recent-
ly, my main inspiration has been thinking more theoretically on and 
problematizing the question of power when we are writing about 
gender, sexuality, and medicine in the Ottoman, in the Middle East-
ern, even in a modern Turkish context. I believe engaging with the 
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question of power by thinking about critical race theory would con-
tribute immensely to our analysis and in terms of challenging con-
ventional categories of analysis. There is a growing literature on Black 
history that offers significant methodological (and political) tools to 
re-think the divides, that of religious, communal, social class divides 
in the late Ottoman context. Another important question is about 
re-framing the Ottoman Empire’s colonial and imperial desires in 
the late 19th century. In the late 19th century context, an analysis of, 
for example, the history of prostitution reveals that Ottoman rule op-
erated as a colonial power and systematically dominated and ruled 
non-Muslim communities with the premises of a colonial power. 
And, sex and sexuality had been at the center of a rule as such. An-
other line of question is related to polygamy. What are the debates 
regarding the implications of polygamy in the late Ottoman context? 
How did polygamy inform sexual regimes in the late Ottoman con-
text? A third layer of historical analysis investigates the implications 
of queer theory / history while thinking about the late Ottoman con-
text. Finally, there is a vivid and rich scholarship growing within the 
Global South, predominantly in South Asian and East Asian studies. 
Engaging with the recent and postcolonial literatures helps to avoid 
the tropes of Ottoman exceptionalism and offers countless possibil-
ities for new perspectives. There is also a strong literary analysis that 
historians engage and work with. A remarkable example I can think 
of is Nurdan Gürbilek’s Kör Ayna Kayıp Şark. Gürbilek’s inspiring 
analysis of early examples of the modern novel about the questions 
of the West, progress, and modernity through the lens of »anxiety« 
reveals a rich discussion of sex, sexuality by problematizing conven-
tional readings and taking history seriously. This is where I would 
like to conclude. As you well see, there are many questions to address 
rather than answers to settle with. I am looking forward to the dis-
cussion and conversation to pursue answers or formulate new ques-
tions together this morning.
Thank you so much for the opportunity and your patience.






