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Living with Dissonant Sexual Codes


Samir Khalaf


To an unexpected and unusual degree, sexuality has become a battleground for contemporary political forces … It seems that for many, the struggle for the future of society must be fought on the terrain of contemporary sexuality. As sexuality goes so does society. But equally, as society goes, so goes sexuality.


Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality


The Arab world, perhaps more so than other socio-cultural settings, has been undergoing some profound and unsettling transformations in sexual and gender relations. The sexual realm, particularly in recent years, has been subjected to conflicting and dissonant expectations and hence has become a source of considerable uncertainty, ambivalence and collective anxiety. Such pervasive confusion has been rendered more acute by personal feelings of impotence and the inability of individuals to adapt or negotiate a coherent identity which allows one to live with such contested and shifting sexual codes.


This confusion and uncertainly, almost a textbook instance of anomie since the culture is extolling inconsistent and irreconcilable normative expectations, is compounded by at least three overriding realities. First, and like elsewhere, the very nature of sexuality and human intimacy and the perspectives employed to account for the transformations they are beset with continue to be contested. Second, some of the inveterate and deep-seated traditional values, particularly those which are undermining the centrality and coherence of the family, primordial and religious loyalties, are also being challenged. Until recently such conflict was largely manageable. The advent of global, transnational and postmodern venues of communication, consumerism, popular culture and mass ‘infotainment’ – with all their digital and virtual technologies, websites and chat-rooms – have however exacerbated the magnitude and intensity of conflict. The risks and anxieties generated by such compelling incursions have compounded further the process of forging coherent and meaningful self identities. Hence efforts and processes for safeguarding and enhancing one’s social worth, autonomy and sense of wellbeing are being rendered more problematic. This is taking place, incidentally, at a time when the power and importance of sexuality in defining self and morality are becoming more central and overpowering.


It is these and related manifestations which inform the chapters in this volume. Despite their range and scope – the different topics and issues they address and varying historical contexts and local settings – they all converge on how individuals and groups are living with such dissonant sexual codes and cultural scripts. What are some of the striking manifestations of such lived realities; both at the macro and micro levels? What concrete forms are such behavioural strategies assuming and what are some of their projected future prospects?


In his packed but cogent and wide-ranging chapter, an elaboration of his keynote address for the conference, John Gagnon highlights the shifting paradigms in the character of sex research as it struggled to explore the changing nature of sexuality, gender and reproductive life. Incidentally Gagnon himself during much of his prolific scholarly career has been deeply engrossed in exploring the changing character of sexuality and sexual research. As early as the mid-1960s, beginning with his collaborative work with William Simon on Sexual Deviance, he established himself as one of the most prominent scholars, both by way of his empirical research and conceptual and theoretical analysis, of the changing story of sexual research within the changing contexts of states, cultures, colonies and globalization. Throughout his work he was particularly interested in the history of comparative social research and the cross-national and cross-cultural approaches to sexuality. Doubtlessly, the most striking was his participation with E. O. Laumann and S. Michael (1992) in the controversial National Health and Social Life Survey, the first such national survey of sexual conduct since Kinsey’s in 1948. In this regard we could not have possibly recruited a more appropriate colleague to situate and frame the diverse contributions within a meaningful context.


Interestingly, he prefaces his essay by indicating how the early interest in sexuality was in part associated with the Enlightenment in Europe and the larger colonial narrative regarding the enhanced estimate of the sexual attractions of the ‘other’. It was not until the nineteenth century in the West that a new ‘scientific’ attention began to shift from a concern with the sexual, gender and reproductive life of the ‘other’ to sexuality among the Europeans themselves.


With colonization, particularly since it involved the transplantation of nineteenth-century Christian scripts, these cultural encounters assumed, by and large, four distinct strategies or options. First, there was the destruction of all pre-existing state structures and local cultures and their replacement with European state and even religious institutions. This was largely the experience of Spain in Latin America. Second, the ‘reservationization’ of indigenous groups to create the image of a desolate ‘empty land’ to be appropriated by Christian settlers, as was the case of the colonization of North America, Australia and Argentina. A third option meant the creation of ‘faux’ or artificial state-like institutions with efforts to evangelize local groups. Finally, a fourth encounter was the creation of ‘third cultures’ in regions such as the Middle East, China and India in which semblance of state agencies predated contact.


As will be seen, virtually all the episodes and case studies explored here – the dissonant forces underlying sexuality in fin-de-siècle Beirut; the tensions nineteenth-century Lebanese emigrants faced in sustaining a ‘modern’ sense of self while preserving the indigenous virtues of modesty and family honour; symptoms of sexual dysfunction in the diaspora; the sexual victimization of Asian domestic servants; the strategies of upper-class Syrian women and their ploys in safeguarding sexual purity and chastity as ‘social capital’; the conflict and personal anguish Tunisian young women face in reconciling the fashionable and liberal lifestyles demanded by their contemporary peers in the city with the reserved and modest expectations of their family and traditional village community; the predicaments young students face as they forge coherent sexual identities in the permissive setting of an American university; an emergent gay subculture, as the gay community in postwar Beirut begin to realize substantial footholds in establishing a formal voluntary association, a periodical and a website to safeguard their rights and interests; and finally the role of contemporary Arabic poetry and literature in the articulation of desire and sexual fantasies – involve sustained efforts to evolve such manifestations of ‘third’ cultures with their associated hybrid spaces and zones of autonomy.


Gagnon correctly observes that all four colonial strategies involved different levels and directions of change in sexual conduct, gender and reproductive practices. In most early encounters, vectors of change were either though religious or proto-medical agencies. Subsequently, processes of change were brought about through the presence of permanent commercial, governmental and military personnel. After the Second World War, in most post-colonial settings, these transformations were sparked by the advent of globalization, mass media and the itinerant tourist traffic and the like.


In the main part of his erudite and well-informed chapter, Gagnon explores factors associated with the rise of ‘scientific’, i.e. secular and empirical, research on sexuality; particularly in Germany, Austria, England, France and then its ultimate transfer to the US after the Second World War. First in medicine and then through the spread of the contentious views of Freudian psychoanalysis, something akin to a revolution in thinking about the origins and justifications of sexuality became quite widespread. This initial surge, however, was short-lived. The rise of collectivist and ideological mass movements after the First World War (both right and left), had a repressive impact on ideas and the intellectual climate favouring research on sensitive topics associated with sexual conduct and reproductive behaviour. The transfer, however, of sexual research to the US, stimulated by variants of psychoanalytic perspectives and cross-national surveys, revitalized interest in the study of sexuality. It also opened up venues for research on sensitive topics (i.e. homosexuality, masturbation, oral sex, eroticism, pornography and women’s sexual desires) thus far considered inaccessible.


Of course the landmark national survey of Alfred Kinsey and his colleagues (1948, 1953) had a far-reaching impact not only in encouraging cross-national research but also in changing the prevailing deviant perspectives on sexuality. Stigmatized sexual conduct, conventionally treated as ‘sick’, ‘perverse’, ‘aberrant’, ‘immoral’ started to be normalized and largely perceived as nonconforming or unconventional. It was also then, particularly with the growth of academic studies, that many forms of sexual conduct became to be treated as victimless crimes. It was within such an intellectual setting that social constructionism, labelling and symbolic interactionism started to displace the earlier essentialist views and evolved into a dominant sociological perspective for the exploration of various forms of sexuality.


Gagnon explores four additional factors which, in his view, were instrumental in reshaping the direction of research, particularly the advocacy of policy studies associated with the changing modes of sexual conduct. First, the extension of state interests brought added and legitimate concerns about the moral and ultimately public health implications of changes in the sexual conduct of the young. Research output added to the contested and acrimonious debate over the nature of sexual education and provision of contraception to the sexually active. Second, the epistemological crisis in anthropology, generated by the exploration of cross-cultural differences in sexuality, was also vital. As Gagnon puts it:


the colonial district officer was replaced by the elected or appointed officials of the new nation states. The political realities that the colonial situation allowed the anthropologist to ignore now became critical (e.g. most anthropologists came from the colonizing states and their citizenship was not a matter of contention, after independence most anthropologists became foreigners, in some sense guest workers). As the process of colonization was usually geographically and culturally specific, so was the process of decolonization.


Equally critical, this epistemological crisis had also direct implications for how and what kind of knowledge becomes legitimate. Hence the forms of inquiry and methodological strategies became highly contested. Again, Gagnon is forthright:


The question of the anthropologist’s relation to these peoples and his or her role in their continued subjugation and the role that the relationship played in the production of what was believed to be knowledge became a foreground theoretical issue in the field for some years. This issue of the cultural relation between the knower and the known, between the researcher and the data, was less intense in those areas in anthropology which seemed to serve a practical purpose. Thus medical anthropology retained its sense of humane purpose under the umbrella of health and development. Unlike those whose interests in the ‘others’ were scientific enlightenment the medical anthropologist seemed less vulnerable to issues of epistemological doubt.


Third, issues of feminism, particularly as women were negotiating zones of autonomy and ‘third spaces’ in their efforts to safeguard their rights and interests, were also critical in the cultures which sent anthropologists to live among the ‘others’. It was also then, and not necessarily associated with feminist studies, that research on ‘homosexuality’ and ‘queer’ studies in the West, particularly in the US, transmuted itself into gay and lesbian lifestyles and subcultures.


Finally, and perhaps most compelling, is the impact of HIV/AIDS epidemics. Incidentally, Gagnon himself and his colleagues were actively involved, shortly after the epidemic (now pandemic) entered the public sphere in 1981, in designing field studies and survey research to fill the glaring gap in knowledge at the time. All the critical and vital data on numbers of sexual partners, types and frequency of sexual contacts, let alone the epidemiology of the virus, were absent. His analysis here, because of his direct personal involvement, is both probing and enlightening. He has much to say about the ‘moral’ and ‘political’ crisis and the acrimonious divisions associated with the public debate raging at the time over issues of sexuality, gender, reproduction and the role of civil rights movements mobilized by new waves of women’s and gay liberation. The inferences one can draw regarding appropriate theoretical paradigms, research strategies and agendas for redemptive social action and public policy; particularly with regard to the ‘calculus of worry’ and the balance of national interests are instructive and challenging.


Sexuality, Gender and Class in Beirut as a Colonial City


To illuminate his historical portrait of sexuality, gender and class relations in Beirut at the turn of the nineteenth century, Jens Hanssen prefaces his chapter with a depiction of the graphic touristic impression the city left on an Austrian traveller in 1911. The scene which captivated and befuddled the tourist was not just the display of elegance, glamour and savoir-faire among the patrician elite of Beirut’s high bourgeoisie, but rather how familiar and ordinary the dazzling scene seemed to him. The tourist, with a consular official, were attending an Italian puppet show in a theatre next to Place des Canons (Sahat al Burj). As they were about to enter the theatre their attention was drawn to the following:


An elegant carriage drawn by two magnificent horses stopped in front of the staircase. A young gentleman in an immaculate blazer and a red Tarbush stepped out and helped a lady descend dressed in a flowing Frou Frou of silk pleats, in flashing diamonds, a layering of Brussels laces and a scent of some provocative perfume. She had the appearance of a typical European lady of fashion. He belonged to one of the immensely rich local Syrian patrician families in this trading city. These young people go to Europe, especially Paris, for a few years and return with a firm command of several European languages, good etiquette and particularly with many new business connections. Their vast fortunes never leave the country, and the merchant dynasties marry amongst themselves.


As the show ended and the lights went on, he could from his box seat on the balcony observe the scene more clearly: ‘ladies of the Syrian notability … with glittering and glamorous European dresses … knew how to wear the volume of laces, the incredible wealth of jewellery with grace and matter-of-factness and with a truly aristocratic calm and self-confidence’. The Austrian tourist ends his tale with a sinister jibe at the nonchalant predispositions and abandon with which the Francophiles of Beirut indulged their sexual escapades with no trace of shame or guilt. The indulgent Parisian girls seem equally blasé and do not appear to mind being taken for a ride, as it were.


A nuanced and intuitive reading of this vignette allows Hanssen to frame and extrapolate the basic themes and concerns of his chapter. First, while sexuality and gender constructions were crucial in forging a middle-class identity, they also embody the conflict over patriarchy and masculinity which were still prevalent in society at the time. Second, that it was those and other symptoms of promiscuity and sexual license which must have induced the colonialists to address issues of public health and hygiene in their urban policies and planning. As Hanssen puts it,


The Orientalist discourses on Beirut shifted from sexual conquest to behavioural containment as French hygienists struggled to come to terms with the city’s fast-paced growth and transformation that threatened the health of the foreign community and integrity of the established, local male elite.


Finally, and perhaps most relevant to the major thrust of his chapter, the conduct of sexuality reveals some of the inherent dissonant forces associated with the inability of local groups to cope with the exigencies of Western modernity.


The central and most poignant piece of his chapter is the public drama surrounding the tragic life and death of Najla Arslan, a scion of a princely family of Shuwayfat. She harboured a passionate love for her paternal cousin. Both lovers, who were educated at a Jesuit College, managed to keep their liaison secret until they announced their intention to get married in 1893. Her outraged father felt betrayed by his daughter for he had promised, without her consent, her betrothal to the son of the clan’s most powerful political Za‘im. The unfolding public drama which involved of the imperial Sultan in Istanbul, the feudal elite, the Ottoman Pasha and the public in Beirut, ultimately ended in her confinement in a mental hospital in Istanbul.


This tragic episode was an expression of the abiding tension, just nascent at the time, inherent in the failure of Beirut’s middle class despite its emancipatory norms and expectations to liberate itself or challenge the resilient patriarchal and feudal authority. It is also a reflection of a deeper structural tension: a desire to seek Western education, yet to hold it accountable for undermining traditional virtues of family honour and engendering the demoralization and vulnerability of youth.


Sexuality and Honour among Lebanese Emigrants


While Jens Hanssen was concerned with the disjunction between the aroused sexual expectations of the new middle class and the resilience of the traditional culture, Akram Khater shifts his analysis to the travails and anxieties of Lebanese emigrants as they struggled to adapt to the requirements of the new middle class in the mahjar, particularly regarding practices of love, sexuality and gender, and the traditional norms of family honour and modesty the emigrants carried over with them to the ‘New World’. While Hanssen notes the impressions of an Austrian tourist, Khater draws on the views of two leading journalists that appeared in al-Huda, the mouthpiece of the Syrian-Lebanese community. One decries women’s work as ‘a disease whose microbes have infested healthy and sick bodies alike … which leads women to lewd, filthy and wanton behavior’. The other bemoaned its effects on their honour and that of the Syrian community. During the thirty–year historical interlude of concern to Khater (1890–1920), the Arabic press in the mahjar was relentless in expressing its anxiety about the threats to women’s honour as they ventured into the public sphere, particularly if they were to seek employment in factories. Indeed, the ‘factory girl’ became an epithet and the equivalent of a sexually fallen women. As Khater puts it:


Women’s bodies and sexuality thus became contested sites of cultural and social politics which found expression in private conversations and letters as well as across newspaper columns. Sexuality among Lebanese emigrants became self-consciously part of a public identity that was in state of constant flux brought about by contradictory norms of behaviour. While this tension was never fully resolved, it did bring about a set of discordant changes in notions and practices of love, sexuality and gender roles that were an essential aspect of the creation of a new Lebanese emigrant middle class in the mahjar and, later, in Lebanon.


Khater’s informed and intuitive analysis of the tensions migrants faced as they were compelled to adapt to prevailing middle-class normative expectations is enlightening in more than one respect. He is persuasive in demonstrating how the migrants’ experience in the New World was transformative in an existential and fundamental sense in that it entailed socio-cultural contacts which necessitated a profound examination of their individual and collective identities and the cultural baggage they carried over with them from Lebanon. It was the prospects or apprehensions of women’s venture into the public sphere which sparked this crisis.


The emigrant community was far from uniform in its views. Traditionalists who had defined women’s work as pathology or disease that was defiling the communal body were, to a large extent, in conformity with Anglo-Saxon bourgeois moralists who saw the commitment to middle-class sensibilities and lifestyles as prerequisites for entry into mainstream America. To them the sanitized and orderly nuclear family would be a shelter against uncouth and boorish behaviour. Within such a compliant and felicitous setting, women’s sexuality and desires would remain under the control of the husband, while he would naturally indulge his wild escapades in the city.


The more liberal elements within the emigrant community were not as offended or threatened by women’s work. They were of the view that women’s honour, like pure gold, will not be tainted or despoiled if she ventures into the public domain outside the surveillance of her family. Opinion columns in al-Huda, as noted by Khater, reminded readers that women after all worked in silk-reeling factories back home without any risk of immorality and dishonour. Such a claim, incidentally, needs to be qualified since karkhane (i.e. silk-reeling factories where women were assembled outside the purview of their families) became morally suspect. Little wonder that houses of prostitution at the turn of the century acquired such a stigmatized public image and nefarious identity.


Khater goes further, to advance the argument that anxiety over women’s identity was not grounded in the wish to protect her honour or the traditional construct of patriarchy. He maintains that many of those objecting to woman’s work saw it as a departure not only from village norms, but more importantly from the standards of the middle class in America. More interesting perhaps, he also argues that, although the concern with woman’s work was not completely freed from the fears about immorality and dishonour, anxiety over licentious sexuality shifted away from its class context to focus more on individual character and morality.


Despite the apprehensions the Lebanese immigrants continued to harbour towards sexuality and women’s modesty, there were elements within the community who were receptive to acquiring some of the liberal lifestyle features and mannerisms of the New World: fashionable clothes, new individualized and romantic perceptions of marriage and the popularity of the romance novel as a new Arabic literary genre espousing love as the highest ideal a woman should aspire to and debunking arranged marriages. Most visible perhaps was the abandon with which women flaunted modern styles of clothing:


Their clothes appear consistently (except for the few posed ‘traditional’ attire photos) to be in the latest American style and their faces are always made up. In other words, throughout these moments of self-representation, these women chose (and/or were allowed) to uncover their hair, highlight their bodies in tight-fitting dresses, and attract the eye of the beholder with make-up applied generously. It would seem, then, that they were attracting the viewer to their bodies, faces and in essence to their sexuality as women.


Khater concludes his chapter by drawing a few conceptual inferences which reinforce the underlying premisses and themes of other chapter and the overall perspective of this edited volume; namely that the normative and behavioural dimensions of sexuality should not be treated as merely predetermined. Nor should the primordial desires be dismissed or relegated to the private sphere and, hence, outside the purview of scholars. Khater, likewise, gives added credence to Foucault and other constructionist perspectives on sexuality. In other words, sexuality is not merely a physical urge that calls for gratification. Rather it is a construct of power relations which involves constant negotiation between individuals and their sociocultural settings.


Sexual Dysfunction and the Disaffection of Diaspora


Ghassan Hage dips into his vivid ethnographic data to probe a few of the manifestations of the interplay between migration and sexuality, a problem rarely explored before. His protagonist, Adel, is a Lebanese village migrant living in Boston who has persuaded himself to recognize and agonize over his ‘erectile dysfunction’ (termed ‘Dephallicization’ by Hage) as an inevitable affliction of his marginalized life in diaspora and his unremitting nostalgia to reconnect with Lebanon by way of reclaiming his damaged identity.


Adel’s disempowerment and the ‘symbolic castration’ he was progressively suffering is not, as Hage reminds us, a unique or rare predicament. Such perceptions of colonially subjugated ‘Third World’ males were apparent in the works of Frantz Fanon (1986), Edward Said (1979), Mrinalini Sinha (1995), among others. In this sense Adel’s phallic inadequacies become largely a byproduct of his progressive feelings that he does not ‘have what it takes’ – be it money, lack of prestige, lack of ‘modernity’ or patriarchal authority to validate himself as an American citizen.


Interesting as this is, Hage does not stop here. He goes on to argue how the physical loss of phallic power is itself made to stand for the loss of social power. In such instances it acquires all the trappings of a ‘culturally acquired disposition to think of one’s masculinity and social power in a penis-centred way’.


One of the overriding themes of Hage’s ethnographic portrait is the amplified dissonance between the phallocentrism of Adel’s childhood socialization in his Lebanese village – embodied in graphic episodes, festivals and traditional dabkeh dance which accentuate the eroticism of male–female posturing and the anguishing dephallicization he suffered in diaspora.


Though phallic-centred, the cultural scripts a young man receives are nuanced and situational. Since women in the village are normally categorized as those ‘for marriage’ or those you flirt with and ‘show off’ to, exhibiting one’s sexual powers for the latter is condoned but for the former it is condemned and considered vulgar. Hage, more explicitly, points out that it is


rude to act in a too stud-like way towards village girls in the sense that it is rude to be too sexual about women you may potentially marry. To such women you exhibit the social traits of your masculinity (gender without sex, so to speak): toughness, rationality, dependability, etc … You only emphasize your sexual/physical masculinity to those who are outside the ‘official’ marriageable realm. This is partly an extension of the logic of the arranged marriage whereby marriage decisions are not supposed to succumb to the irrational flows of desire but have to be rational, business-like decisions. This also extends into a division between women who embody reproductive sexuality and the others who embody sexuality for fun.


Though based on a rather unusual case study, Hage deftly extracts from his engaging protagonist meaningful empirical and conceptual realities. Two, in particular, stand out. First, the village cultural scripts internalized by Adel which sanctioned the categorization of women into two distinct entities – those who embody reproductive sexuality and others who embody sexuality for fun – are expressive of an abiding preference for endogamous and arranged marriage still pervasive in village culture. Indeed, it reinforces the logic of arranged marriages whereby such vital and weighty decisions are not entirely left to the whims and irrational longings of spurious desire and hunger for lust. Rather, marriage, particularly since it reinforces family solidarity and kinship loyalties, is prone to be motivated by rational, instrumental and business-like concerns.


Second, on a more conceptual level, Adel’s grappling with his sexual identity runs counter to the views of Anthony Giddens (1992) and Zigmund Bauman (2003) in their analysis of the changing characters of intimacy, sexuality and eroticism in today’s world. For example, what Giddens terms ‘plastic sexuality’ (i.e. sexuality for fun) emerges when it became technologically possible to free it from reproductive sexuality. In other words, since reproduction can now occur without sexuality, intimacy is thus liberated from all the constraints and imperatives of replenishing the species. Sex becomes predominantly a matter of personal interest. Likewise, Bauman’s ‘liquid love’ conjures up images of transient, ephemeral encounters; a joint product of liquid modern life settings and consumerism as the chosen and sole available strategy of ‘seeking biographical solutions to socially produced problems’.1



The Sexual Victimization of Asian Domestic Servants



While Ghassan Hage elucidates the sexual travails and anguish Adel suffered because of the cultural baggage he carried over with him to Boston, Ray Jureidini is, in some respects, concerned with the converse process: the sexual victimization of Asian domestic servants and the threats they generate within the middle-class Lebanese family. Because of the presence of a massive and growing supply of displaced migrants with visibly different attitudes and modes of sexual conduct, the domestic sphere of the family becomes a highly charged emotional and sexual arena.


Jureidini begins his chapter by exposing the images and perceptions of maids in Arab households with special focus on Lebanon. The bulk of the material is extracted from an extensive empirical survey which explored two distinct dimensions of the phenomena. It offers first a stereotypical profile of the domestic servant as portrayed and represented in Arabic literature, popular films and the mass media. Second, the views of employers, household heads and other family members on matters such as the fear and control of sexuality, public image and conduct of the domestic servant are analyzed and accounted for.


Altogether, it is possible to discern three distinct perceptions of the maid’s sexuality. First, she is treated as an asexual being; one whose sexuality is denied. Second, and at the other extreme, she is seen as a highly erotic and sexual being. This, Jureidini maintains, carries two dissonant implications: that the maid’s sexuality is legitimate and, hence, available for the taking. Indeed, in some reported incidences, she provides sexual release to both adults and adolescents in the household. Parents, in fact, not only turn a blind eye, but are known to encourage their young sons to initiate, as it were, their rites of passage into manhood and validate their heterosexual masculinity and sexual prowess with the accessible and willing house maid. In this regard she becomes, clearly, a more affordable and convenient outlet than commercial prostitution and street walkers. It is also less of a health hazard since the wife/mother dutifully takes her for regular medical inspections. She also allays, by doing so, her anxiety over the embarrassing prospects of her pregnancy. Finally, and more compelling, she is perceived as a source of seduction and family disputes. Much like the classic anti-wife Jariah she is the threat to the well-being of the family.


Though pervasive, the varying forms, manifestations and disheartening consequences of domestic labour remain perhaps as the quintessential invisible, overlooked and marginal entities. Despite their ubiquitous presence and consequential roles they play in reinforcing the well-being of middle-class families, the lives, working conditions and abuse domestic servants are subjected to remain largely muffled and unrecognized.


The synopses he provides illuminate the nature of illicit sexuality (i.e. underhanded, morally abhorrent, dirty) and the contested relations between middle-class women and men in relation to domestic servants. Jureidini borrows the apt dual metaphor of ‘marginal insiders’ and ‘intimate outsiders’ employed by Michel Gamburd (2000) in her study of Sri Lanka’s migrant housemaids as part of the growing mass of transnational labour. Also, some of his interviews reveal that the disreputable and stigmatized public image of Asian housemaids, as lusty and oversexualized women indifferent to the normative standards of honour and shame of their host countries, is overstated. Though lumped together, they do not constitute a homogeneous and undifferentiated category. Filipinos, Sri Lankans and Ethiopians differ markedly in their behaviour, reputation and licentious predispositions. Some are highly virtuous, regular churchgoers and seem attentive to observing their religious duties. There is, however, persuasive evidence to support the claim that they do suffer more than their share of sexual harassment and abuse. Like other forms of domestic violence, such forms of abuse are masked from public view. Nor do they receive the corrective or remedial attention they deserve.


Jureidini extracts another instructive inference from his ethnographic data which bear a few compelling implications for the role of the family as a redemptive refuge, or haven, for domesticity, intimacy and privacy. The growing presence of such ‘intimate outsiders’, in the midst of this most private of all sanctuaries, has been a source of tension and uncertainty.


Female Chastity as ‘Social Capital’


Another more substantive issue which has direct bearing on the control of women’s sexuality also remains shrouded from public recognition or concern. At least it has not, perhaps because of its inaccessibility to direct research, attracted the attention it deserves. The chapter by Christa Salamandra breaks new, and much needed, ground. Making judicious and creative use of Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of distinction, taste, image-consciousness, Salamandra draws on her probing ethnographic fieldwork to explore how upper-class Syrian women manipulate the appearance of sexual purity and chastity as forms of social capital.


In a shame-oriented culture where sexual modesty is a highly cherished and jealously guarded expectation, any threat to it can have ominous implications for a woman’s marriage prospects, let alone the honour and social standing of her family. Salamandra is fully aware that this longing of the Syrian woman to cultivate an attractive outward appearance and sex appeal – how they comport themselves, the spaces and encounters they seek to display and enhance their bodily endowments – are clearly not unique to the upper-class Damascene women she was studying. By treating, however, the phenomena as a ‘chastity capital’, a few of its unusual Syrian manifestations become more pronounced. First, there are symptoms of growing conflict generated by the dissonance between the burgeoning access to novel trends and venues of consumerism and the surviving traditional values of sexual modesty, family honour and patriarchy, the seeming preponderance of fashionable clothing, cosmetic stores, beauty parlours and the like should not be taken to mean that these venues and what they request are now widely accepted. Indeed, Syrian women seem more taxed than their cohorts elsewhere in the Arab world by the process of negotiating a coherent and workable identity that reconciles the virtues inherent in both sets of expectations and cultural scripts.


Salamandra’s grounded ethnographic data allows her to suggest that at least in contrast to Cairo, where a thriving industry in ornate hijab clothing offers an alternative to the bland styles worn in Syria, Damascene women are left with the more cumbersome task of forging reconciliatory strategies incorporating both stylistic features. Such efforts have not been very comforting. Indeed, as Salamandra argues, ‘woman find it difficult to maintain a stylistic middle ground between the invisibility of hijab, and the flamboyance of the coquette’. As one Damascene woman put it (in English), ‘we have cockteasers and muhajjbat, and nothing in between!’


Second, the obsession with safeguarding and enhancing one’s ‘chastity capital’ also accounts for the competition, often assuming intense rivalry, between women in pursuit of this scarce and cherished resource. This competitive display is so pernicious that it does not only appear in public gatherings. It also intrudes into the sanctuary of close communal networks and circles. Since prospects for any intimate encounters or liaisons are still tabooed, the gaze assumes special prominence. Hence the stakes and public regard for the ‘representational self’, to invoke Goffman (1959), become very high indeed. Incidentally, it is not only the gaze of men they are after. They are as eager to draw the attention of other women, given the pivotal role mothers, sisters and aunts play in finding an eligible young man a suitable bride. It is precisely such women who are more likely to be familiar with the physical and bodily endowments and the intimate personal history of the prospective wife.


So engrossed are women in the competitive struggle to acquire all the outward trappings of the coveted ‘chastity capital’, little else seems to matter. Certainly not the seemingly expendable common decencies of courtesy to friends. Salamandra dwells on this point to cast doubt on the alleged inferences feminist anthropologists often make regarding the large residue of social harmony and genial comradeship which still prevails among Middle Eastern women. Behind the appearance of intimacy, harmony lurks bitterness and jealousy. In the midst of such sinister and menacing settings, where outward sociability is often laced with inner and masked hostility, Syrian women admitted that it was difficult for them to sustain any genuine and trusting friendships with other women.


Finally, and perhaps most central to Salamandra’s overriding concern with ‘chastity capital’, particularly within the context of an acute marriage market, is her central premiss that sexual appeal, how to procure it and gain access to spaces in which to display it, is surpassing other conventional measures of social worth and esteem. Such consuming negotiating strategies come naturally with a cost. Women, much more than men, continue to bear a disproportionate part of the burden. They remain ‘victims’ of the inconsistent demands inherent in the two salient cultural scripts: they are expected first to be sexually attractive. This abiding norm is internalized by early childhood socialization where young girls are encouraged and admired for being coquettish, coy, even flirtatious. Peer pressure during puberty and tantalizing media images of global consumerism, which place a high premium on sensuality and eroticized images, accentuate such expectations. But this is in stark opposition to another more impermeable cultural script; a taboo-like condemnation of any form of sexual conduct or intimacy. This, if anything, is a textbook instance of anomie. Syrian women, in other words, like elsewhere in the Arab world, continue to bear the brunt of negotiating an identity which allows them to manage or reconcile those two dissonant demands. They are admired and revered for being sexually attractive but doomed and admonished if they dare to translate this into a form of sexual activity.



Beauty, Body Image and Sexuality



The story of El-Hem, the young and dynamic Tunisian girl, poignantly told by Angel Foster, bespeak of a similar irredeemable tension. The life of the bright and determined girl who left her village (Gafsa) in pursuit of university education in Tunis has much to share with her counterparts in Damascus. The ambivalence, distress and personal anguish women like her suffer are also reflective of the dilemmas they face as they attempt to negotiate the dissonance inherent in the two disparate sets of expectations: the fashionable, thin, svelte figure with stylish clothes and demeanour demanded by her contemporary peers in the city to accentuate the glamour and the body image of a liberated women were pitted against the reserved and modest expectations of her family and traditional village community. Poor El-Hem had to shuttle back and forth, at a rather exacting toll; emotional, scholastic and health-wise.


Her expectations were so irreconcilable that she remained a misfit in both settings. In Tunis, she felt tired, distracted and unable to devote her undivided attention and resources to her studies. She became anorexic. She dyed her hair blonde and wore fashionable clothes. Upon her return to Gafsa after her first year in the city, her parents were shocked and dismayed. Their concern, of course, was that with such an overhaul of her outside appearance, her prospects for marrying a man from the village were grim. She conceded to parental pressure to stay within the conventional and tested standards of beauty; namely to cultivate bodily features of being round and plump. But she did so with the inner resolve that when she returned to Tunis she would remodel herself to the fashionable ideals of her peers and the trendy urbane culture of the city.


This back-and-forth shuttling left her bewildered and confused. In Tunis, as Foster put it,


she felt good about the way she looked and the way men responded to her. For the first time in her life she had boyfriends, and she knew she wouldn’t have been able to date if she had continued to look like a rural woman from the centre of the country. But when she returned to her rural village, she no longer felt like she fit in and she feared no one would want to marry her.


Nowhere is this dissonance as visible as in the competing pressures young women are facing regarding conceptions of beauty and bodily image. Both expectations are compelling and difficult to resist. Her family and village community, to safeguard her marriageability, expect her (indeed demand) to subscribe to the cherished and inordinate virtues of voluptuousness; a body type normally associated with maternity, fertility and a high premium placed on sexual modesty. On the other hand, and largely due to the infusion of Western media images, many women are now desiring the more fashionable elements such as lighter hair, fairer skin and trimmer and leaner bodies.


The tensions inherent in such dichotomies are not as benign as they appear. They have implications for women’s perceptions of self-worth, their relationships with others and sexual expressions. Clearly El-Hem was a ‘victim’ of such discordant cultural scripts. If anything, her emotional vulnerability and inability to measure up to the scholastic expectations are symptomatic of such tensions. She twice failed her final examinations and at the age of twenty-six she remained in her final year at the university.


Forging Coherent Sexual Identities in an Ambivalent Cultural Setting


Such symptoms of tension and anomie are not only salient among women in the fairly conservative and traditional communities of Damascus and Tunisia. They also prevail in the comparatively more liberal and permissive settings of college students at the American University of Beirut (AUB), an institution known for its tolerant and cosmopolitan lifestyles. By extracting written and oral narrations from students in her creative writing courses, Roseanne Khalaf was able to identity and account for their views and perceptions on the nature and place of love, romance and sexuality in their lives. In intimate, often graphic and explicit personal narrations, students in the relatively free and uncensored classroom setting seem similarly plagued by disjunctive cultural expectations.


Roseanne Khalaf frames her study by depicting the unusual predicament two of her students faced since both – for strikingly different reasons – were unable to participate in the spirited class discussions. Both requested instead that they do so in the privacy of her office. One, a veiled, reserved student in her late teens or early twenties a by-product of a traditional Druze family, was adamant about not adjusting her white veil to uncover her mouth while speaking. Her muffled speech was inaudible to her colleagues in class. The other is a fashionable ‘postmodern’ student keen on displaying all the faddish artifice in vogue among her trendy peers. The rings which pierced her lips and tongue virtually disabled her speech. Both, in other words, are ‘damaged’ and ‘deformed’ by the very values they were subscribing to. Though polarized, both represent extreme but salient reactions to the unsettling transformations affecting the nature of sexuality, intimacy and gender relations. In the words of Roseanne Khalaf, ‘the outwardly timid and reserved veiled student, along with her dauntless and liberated cohort, who flaunts the rings on her tongue and other parts of her sparsely dressed body as “emblems of honour” and daring, represent extreme modes of adaptation which are, no doubt, manifest elsewhere in the Arab World’.


Though contrived, the classroom setting, as a contact zone and safety net, was transformed into something akin to a ‘third space’ where students fell free to articulate their most intimate views and anxieties away from the repressive public gaze. Despite the seeming homogeneity of the class, students drawn together in a presumably humanistic setting of an American liberal education, their views were multiple and wide-ranging. They converge, in fact, on a set of six themes which epitomize the contested and negotiated character of sexuality in everyday life.


What stands out first is the generational (parent/child) differences as an expression of the discrepant sexual ideologies of parents and children. Students are inclined to perceive sexuality in fairly positive terms as forms of self-fulfilment. They also act on their libidinal desires regardless of romantic attachments or marital prospects. Parents, on the other hand, as perceived by their children, are seen as being alarmed by the permissive atmosphere of free sexuality unrestrained by love and marriage. They condone physical intimacy only as a prelude to lasting and secure relationships. Indeed, a girl’s virginity, as one student put it sinisterly, is treated by her parents as the most effective ploy to ‘trap a worthy spouse’!


Roseanne Khalaf treats the parent/child dualism as symptomatic of the moral divide which differentiates their views with regard to love, sex and intimacy. In this sense parents are more apt to be regarded as romantics, is that they are more prone to view sex as a mode of expressing intimate feelings which cannot and should not be divorced from love and affection. Young students, on the other hand, by challenging such archaic orthodoxies, are more libertarians in that they are bent on freeing sex from the excessive strictures of custom and tradition.


With noted cynicism, some students are fully aware of the insincerity and duplicity of their parents in that they do not live up to the high moral grounds they preach. Though a few are outraged by their parents’ social hypocrisy they treat this ‘jarring dissonance between their overt righteousness and covert misconduct as a microcosm of the deepening malaise they see elsewhere in society’.


The insincerity of their parents, Khalaf cautions, should not be dismissed lightly. It compounds the moral outrage of the younger generation. It is particularly poignant because they are, as a consequence, ‘trapped in a socio-cultural setting where they are still expected to pay deference to parents whose values and conduct are no longer meaningful to their own situations’. They, and other mainstream groups and communal arbiters, are no longer their appropriate role models. Instead, they are compelled to look elsewhere for the more painful task of forging a more coherent sexual identity.


Another theme emerges from Khalaf’s analysis of her student’s narrative voices; namely, that the younger generations, perhaps more than other groups, are compelled to grapple more intensely with efforts at negotiating and constructing an identity to accommodate the shifting and inconsistent sexual codes they are facing today. ‘It is not surprising’, she tells us, ‘that within such a fluid and negotiable setting, virtually everything becomes charged with sensual, erotic undertones and, hence, highly contested. Seemingly mundane and prosaic matters – i.e. dress codes, speech styles and the freedom to imagine alternate sexual attributes and practices – begin to assume primacy.’


Not unlike the Damascene elite women of Salamandra, AUB students are also keen to make effective use of all the ploys for eroticizing their bodies as part of the competitive game to seduce and attract the male gaze. They are also sending a confounding message: that ‘men can only look, not touch’. Much like the ‘cockteasers’ in Damascus, in other words, their ploys are designed to arouse the men but also to keep them at a safe distance. More, however, than their Syrian counterparts, students in Lebanon seem more permissive, uninhibited and explicit in their language, rhetorical expressions and actual conduct. Indeed, indulging in sexual escapades becomes an unalloyed libidinal drive to be heeded with abandon and for all to see.


Khalaf leaves us with one final compelling inference. Though her data represent the cloistered views of students sheltered in the comfort zone of a classroom, we need not belittle or dismiss such voices. As several observers have noted, sketchy and marginal as these voices may seem, they have a way of eventually intruding upon the mainstream scripts and conventional codes. At the least, they serve to sustain the fluidity of sexual identities and public discourse.


The Prospects for Gay Space in Beirut


One of the most resourceful, often unintended, by-products of hosting a conference on the sensitive and largely overlooked dimensions of sexuality is the impetus such occasions provide in spurring further efforts into exploring other such ‘tabooed’ topics. Virtually all the contributions in this volume are groundbreaking in this regard. Sofian Merabet and Jared McCormick must be particularly complimented for their ability to get into and provide such an intimate and reflexive analysis of the fluid and fluctuating features of emergent gay space – the harbingers of a community or subculture – in the postwar setting of Beirut.


Merabet focuses on different spaces within Beirut which come close to the creation of what he terms ‘queer space’ or ‘homosexual sphere’. These are often spaces in which the socially assumed dichotomy between public and private become obsolete and gives way to what he perceives as zones of encounters; namely, mostly urban sites that attempt to transcend spatio-temporal fixities. Although abstract at times, Merabet does nonetheless provide an insightful analysis of the prospects for the gay, particularly when they no longer feel ‘protected by the imperial garments of social conformity’. They are consequently compelled to seek ‘authentic zones of encounters that may become, in the long run, socially transforming sites that unquestionably sanction the assertion of a lasting visibility and difference’.


Since the gay men do not as yet constitute a ‘gay community’ which socially identifies itself with its homosexual orientation, they employ diverse, often conflicting, strategies for approaching and coping with their particular lived realities. More explicitly, how can they celebrate or at least act on their differences without sacrificing their visibility?


Merabet asks a meaningful conceptual and methodological question which has clear implications for how one is to undertake research on sensitive topics in a fluid and ambiguous spatio-temporal setting. How is it possible, he asks, for an anthropologist to ‘represent theoretically the appropriation of a space deemed queer in Beirut’? His answer, prosaic and mundane as it might seem, is persuasive and relevant to the exercise he has in mind. Much like the quintessential Parisian ‘flaneur’ of Walter Benjamin, the idle stroller continuously adrift in the city, he chose to capture Beirut’s countless congregations of sites and cultural references, by literally walking through the city.


Merabet’s concern here extends beyond state suppression or official persecution, itself legitimized by Article 534 of the Lebanese Penal Code which outlaws all ‘sexual activity that is contrary to nature’. Instead he is more interested in the complex dynamics of what he calls an internal as well as perpetually internalized homophobia that is operative and very much present within (and not merely without) the homosexual sphere in Lebanon. By walking through such urban sites – ‘Café Sheikh Manoush’, the Corniche, local bathhouses, Ramlet al-Bayda, Hamra etc – he is able to highlight some of the socio-historical attributes they share. He is unequivocal in his constructionist perspective:


Queer space, like all spaces in and outside Lebanon, is socially constructed. It comes and goes, and usually calls forth certain social relations within the homosexual sphere as well as between that sphere and the larger normative worlds that perpetually affect it. For many of those who appropriate it on a daily basis, queer space is both freeing and trapping. It offers an opportunity for persons separated in other respects to come together in a particular place at a particular moment. Yet, by being a potential motivator, it also functions as a frustrator in the shape of a catalyst that every so often reinforces the very social normativities it wants to defy.


He makes judicious and creative use of Lacan’s ‘Mirror Stage’, Merleau-Ponty’s ‘phenomenology of the essences’ to account for how appearances, in the so-called social mirror of Lebanese serendipities, invite the ‘invisible to become visible’. ‘By giving way to an opening, this perceived space can potentially develop into a sort of ‘third’ or ‘alternative’ space which is neither real nor fictive, but an authentic zone of encounter that may become, in the long run, a socially transforming site that unquestionably sanctions the assertion of a lasting visibility and difference.’ Likewise, he dips into the views of André Breton’s ‘espace intérieur’, Benjamin’s ‘profane illumination’ and Bataille’s ‘transgressions’ in tackling the sensitive subject of socially marginalized identities in a place like Beirut.


Writing in 2003, at a time gay encounters were still amorphous and unanchored in any grounded realities, subcultural attributes or legitimate associations, Merabet has no other choice but to be discursive in his treatment of what were at the time no more than symptomatic precursors of hopeful prospects for consolidating the ‘zones of encounters’ into more concrete entities. Two years later, by the time McCormick was conducting his field research, much more tangible material was at his disposal. The prospects Merabet was anticipating had already started to appear by 2005.


The initial manifestations of burgeoning gay social scene or community have begun to surface. Discussions of homosexuality are now part of the public discourse. More compelling, Lebanon can now boast of being the first country in the Arab world to establish a gay rights voluntary association (Helem, the Arabic world for dream and acronym for Himaya Lubnaniyya lil Mithliyeen). While states in the region are still prosecuting gays (in Iran and Iraq they are still executed), Helem has a regular periodical (Barra), its own website and a guide which offers inventories of gay-friendly clubs, bars and safe cruising areas. As a result, the number of gays who have recently ‘come out’ and who are actively engaged in defending their lifestyle and associated freedoms are becoming more audible. Its recently installed website is already being inundated by over 50,000 hits per month.


Despite the overt liberalization and less inhibitive socio-cultural setting, the evidence McCormick extracts from his recorded interviews reveals that most Lebanese are still averse to considering a gay way of life as acceptable. This is why many of his twenty informants lead portions of their lives covertly, particularly in relation to their family. Usually, the father is kept in the dark. At least he is the last to know. Hence, the delicate balancing act – being ‘in/out’ of the closet – is still riddled with tension, ambivalence and personal anguish. It is interesting to point out in this regard that the six men who returned from at least eight years of experience abroad clearly show less dissonance between their lived and gay identity. In fact, quite a few who have come out recently appear to display many of the Western gay archetypes as a guide and role model in validating their own gay identity. They also are the groups who assume leadership roles in the affairs of Helem.


McCormick devotes the bulk of his essay to demonstrate how three circumstances have had a transforming effect on the process or redefining global transplants to accommodate local realities: the establishment of Helem; the role of the internet, chat-rooms and other electronic and digital networks and information technologies; and, finally, the advent of globalization, particularly the changing character of consumerism and marketing.


McCormick ends with a fairly positive conjecture; i.e. that this quest to forge a local gay identity is groundbreaking. It is bound, despite the travails it is currently embroiled in, to play a transforming role in the advancement of sexuality and gay rights in Lebanon and perhaps elsewhere in the Arab world.


Eroticism in Contemporary Arabic Poetry and Literature


In some obvious and significant respects, Arabic poetry and literature have always served as vectors not only for the articulation of desire and erotic fantasies, but where sexuality is manipulated as a powerful and subversive weapon. The liberties poets and novelists are prone to take – both in the raw, graphic, often blasphemous language they employ and in their pointed attacks against repressive authoritarian cultures where religious and social taboos prevail – are coveted venues for erotic longings. In this context eroticization of the human body and, of course, the carnal sexual act itself must be viewed, as As’ad Khairallah reminds us in the opening passage of his chapter, in two contexts: first and, naturally, as an outlet for satisfying one’s libidinal desires; second, and perhaps more relevant to some of the concerns of this volume, as an act of defiance or snubbing one’s nose, as it were, against the dominant discourse lodged into the social, political, religious and moral fabric of society.


Indeed, the oppositional tone of sexual expressions, Khairallah correctly maintains, has become more salient since the early 1970s, particularly among transnational intellectuals and poets, whose rejection of sexual taboos and related inhibitious have become more vilifying because of its perceived links with the revival of assertive fundamentalism. Khairallah, in fact, goes further to argue that, given this confrontational character of contemporary Arabic poetry, the evocation of love and romance as an existential experience often becomes secondary to the underlying intention of the poet to dramatize the evils inherent in all restrictive ideologies and taboos. Even in such instances, however, the celebration of the sheer ecstasy and sensuality of the sexual act, without the inhibitions of moral turpitudes of outworn perceptions of innocence and sin, have become more pronounced in recent years.


To highlight the erotic imagination in modern Arab poetry, Khairallah dwells on two poets: Amjad Nasir, a Jordanian, and Abdu Wazin, a Lebanese. Both are in their early 50s and both, in his view, depart markedly from the ‘love poetry’ prevalent during the 1950s and 1960s. The two texts he analyses – Nasir’s Surra man Ra’aki (Joy to your Beholder, 1994) and Wazin’s Hadiqat al-Hawass (The Garden of Senses, 1993) – are treated as instances of ‘erotic poetry’ in that the individual and his body are seen as the ‘final source of redemption. In this respect, instead of dying for a remote abstract cause, the only thing which seems worth living and dying for is love. Physical love for a specific body, in other words, and not love for humanity, nature, or God is the source of well-being.’


Khairallah tells us that the metaphor of hunter and prey informs much of Nasir’s concept of sex and longing for desire. It is though a ritual hunt which often takes on patriarchal values and imagery without apologizing for them. As such, the prey


is generally linked to a treasure, a prize, a trophy, but mostly to a symbol of fertility in the shape of a fruit or a plant … the female organ appears as a flower, a truffle, or a pear. But the male, the primitive male, is far from being a gatherer. He is a hunter who is mostly likened to a ferocious animal, a lion, a tiger, a panther, a male viper.


The most striking feature of Nasir’s poetry, in Khairallah’s view, is the mixture between a docile and nearly worshipping attitude in front of the female sex, on the one hand, and the burst of violent emotions and intentions, on the other. So we often read incantations full of submissive admiration. The equally striking attribute is the interplay between the sacred and profane. The metaphoric lyricism, imagery and graphic language he uses is often an interplay between dissonant forces of the sacred and profane.


Khairallah concludes his analysis of Nasir’s poetry by asking a pertinent question: Is it love or sex? Is the body in his poetry sacred or profane? His answer veers, unequivocally, in the direction of the sacred. This is seen in the lyrical, nuanced, evocative rendering of a women’s body as a ‘sacred fruit’ as though it were a ‘hymn inspired by the mythology of Mesopotamia, Cannanite or biblical injunctions’. Here Khairallah does not refrain from casting a few legitimate aspersions at the comparatively more blasé, lovesick and romanticized treatment of amatory encounters one finds in the works of Nizar Qabbani, Hashim Shafiq among other bourgeois perceptions. In contrast to such banal, prosaic and passionless renderings, Nasir’s poetry


embodies the overwhelming desire of a male hypnotized by his own craving to possess the female … the love act is seen as a wild and brute force resembling an aggressive fight with a sacred bull, having the final kill as its climax. The urge is so strong the lovers cannot help but yield to their devouring desire. Thus the act is not a simple sexual exercise nor does it resemble an encounter at a whorehouse. The ritual hymns and litanies which inform and sustain its basic tone bestow a sacred atmosphere on the whole scene.


In contrast to Nasir’s perception of sexuality as a sacred prey, Abduh Wazin’s Hadiqat al-Hawass (The Garden of the Senses) is much less concerned with lovemaking in itself, or the longing to act on one’s wildest desires than in the body-in-love as a venue to a hidden world which happen to fascinate the poet. This is why Wazin’s text is more meditative, narcissistic and contemplative. Though the book was censored in Lebanon, it is really not pornographic despite its occasional lapse into the minute graphic depiction of various bodily parts and love making. As a meditation on life and death, sexual encounters lose their violent libidinal urgency. They also have little to do with the recurrent sullen moments of brooding and narcissistic self-contemplation.


In exploring the nature of sexuality, fantasy and violence in Lebanon’s postwar novel, Maher Jarrar adopts a constructionist perspective extracted from the premises of Jeffrey Weeks (1986) and Anthony Giddens (1992); namely that sexuality is not pregiven or prearranged, rather it is a product of negotiation, struggle and human agency. He prefaces his discussion by pointing out an interesting reality, that virtually all the studies exploring the interplay between sexuality and the Lebanese civil war, as portrayed in the novel, have been almost exclusively the monopoly of women authors. He is not though an uncritical admirer of this profusion of writing, though it has sparked a literary imagination of immense proportions among a new generation of women writers.


Foremost, he asserts that most of this output, albeit impressive and engaging in parts, fails to provide a persuasive and grounded view of the impact of protracted civil unrest on gender relations or in the alternative strategies they propose for ameliorating the traditional sources of women’s oppression and marginalization.


To explore how the Lebanese postwar novel is employing sexuality and endowing it with a more explicit and graphic language to articulate its interplay with the socio-cultural setting it is embedded into, Jarrar uses the protagonists in three recent novels published between 2001 and 2002: Rashid al-Da‘if’s Tustufil Myrel Streep, Ilyas Khuri’s Yalo and ‘Alawiyya Subh’s Maryam al-Hakaya. The novels display little restraint in depicting graphic sexual encounters, bordering at times on lurid erotic fantasies and hard pornography. This is particularly visible in ‘Rashshud’, the main protagonist of al-Da‘if’s novella. Rooted in his traditional and patriarchal middle-class community, he is symptomatic of many of the double standards and social hypocrisy so typical of such conservative settings. For example, he condemns pre-marital sex and condones honour crimes. Of course, he himself is absolved of such moral restrictions. He harbours no misgivings whatsoever when he tries to rape the neighbourhood’s veiled seamstress when she comes to fix their curtains at home. He also indulges all his sexual fantasies with abandon and no feelings of guilt.


Jarrar, however, does not confine himself to an exposure of the sexually explicit, linguistic liberties and aberrant conduct of his main characters. To his credit he makes efforts to extrapolate a few meaningful inferences about the forms and outcomes of sexuality as a literary genre in a postwar setting like Beirut.


It is hoped by now that the chapters to follow, despite their varied scope and historical settings, constitute more than just a collection of disparate contributions selected arbitrarily from the larger pool of conference proceedings. They are all informed by a coherent set of premises which elucidate the interplay between sexuality and society. Indeed, by providing further vivid and grounded evidence of the social construction of sexuality, we are in effect highliting the adaptive strategies individuals and groups are resorting to in forging meaningful sexual identities. Such efforts, as will be apparent, are not as benign and unproblematic. They are particularly poignant because they demand a keen predisposition to live with dissonant sexual codes and cultural scripts. To paraphrase Jeffrey Weeks’s epigram which prefaced this chapter, much of the struggle for the future of Arab society could well be fought on the terrain of contemporary sexuality. ‘As sexuality goes’, he asserts, ‘so does society. But equally, as society goes, so goes sexuality’.
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States, Cultures, Colonies and Globalization:


A Story of Sex Research


John H. Gagnon


An interest in the sexual lives and practices of ‘others’ can be documented from the very beginning of the written record in the West. Between the Greeks of the fourth century bce and the anthropologists of the nineteenth century there is a long, though fragmentary, record of travellers’ tales and diaries, ships captains’ logs and churchmen’s records about the sexual lives and practices of the ‘others’. It is with the Enlightenment in Europe that we find the recovery of the classical Greek intuition that there might be some attractions to living like (or at least among) the barbarians, an intuition that would grow into an intellectual movement in the nineteenth century.1 Part of this movement, which was an important subtext in the larger colonial narrative, was an improved estimate of the sexual attractions of the ‘other’ (both men and women) and their life ways in contrast to the sexual limitations of European cultures.2 It is perhaps only with this early decline in the dominance of evangelical Christian modes of thought in relation to the ‘other’ (all non-Christian ‘others’ were to be converted or exterminated) that such alternative ‘multicultural’ or ‘relativistic’ visions of the ‘other’ could be entertained.


It was in the nineteenth century in the West that a new ‘scientific’ attention began to move from a concern with the sexual, gender and reproductive life of the ‘others’ to sexual, gender and reproductive life among the Europeans themselves. These new studies of ‘what are we like’ or, more often, what are ‘some of us like’, focus first on the demographic bases of state power (how many of us are there?) and then somewhat later, are we (meaning the populace of the nation) sufficiently well fed, housed, and healthy so that an army can be raised, a navy manned, or factories and fields made productive. This, of course, led to the question of ‘are there too many of us’ or more commonly ‘are there too many of the “others” among us?’ The intellectual and moral problem of how to justify the European domination of the other ‘others’ in the new claimed colonies was solved by placing them lower on the ladder erected on evolutionary models and thinking of these ‘others’ as a burden rather than a benefit.


These two foci of interest, the interest in the ways of life of the ‘other’ elsewhere and an interest in the quality of the population of the state began as relatively separate enterprises in their earliest days. At the same time both had comparativist tendencies even as they developed independently. In the ‘health of state’ tradition (that which would become cross-national research) there was always an interest in the health of competitive states. At one time or another, one or another European state worried about the powers of a changing menu of other states and as the balance of national interests shifted so did the balance of worry. Part of this calculus of appropriate worry were the numbers, health and morale of the populace of the nation states which were on the scales. The beginning of ‘cross-national research’ was a concern with the balance of military and commercial power between European states (and in later periods, the United States and Japan).


In what would become the study of ways of life (in this case, what would become anthropology), the early ships logs of Wallis, Bougainville and Cook (and in this latter case, those of Joseph Banks) to the South Pacific became the basis for debates about the comparative quality of the cultural practices of the Polynesians and the Europeans.3 Whether there was something to be learned about how to live from the ‘others’ was a fraught question in late Enlightenment Europe.4 The more thoughtful of these commentators understood that the ‘others’ were in far greater danger from the Europeans than the Europeans were from the ‘other’.


The territorial division of labour between these two approaches to the study of social life began in their earliest moments. Those interested in the health of the state tended to focus on the ‘us’ in contrast to other states, while those interested in ‘ways of life’ tended to focus on the ‘them’ outside the confines of Europe. Given the interest of early anthropologists in the evolution of cultures it is not surprising that individual anthropologists migrated to those locales in which recognizable state institutions were either unknown or could be classified as ‘primitive’. It was in these regions that the colonizing states began to install simulacra of their own religions, administrative practices, legal systems (and courts and prisons), commercial institutions and among the more enlightened, schools and medical institutions.5 That these institutional forms were imposed on geographical entities which contained culturally diverse populations did not trouble the colonizers (and indeed probably made social management easier). Thus the anthropologists began to produce ‘objective knowledge’ within the institutional and ideological structures created by other more powerful agents of the colonizing states, often treating the colonial realities (e.g. forced labour for infrastructure building) as if they did not exist. The history of colonial practices (and anthropological knowledge) varies in different geographical and cultural settings depending on the level of development of both the colonized and the colonizers at the moment of contact and the subsequent historical relations between them (and between the colonizing states).


What is important in terms of sexuality, gender and reproduction is the routine installation of institutions or institutional arrangements which would to a greater or lesser degree allow the export of nineteenth-century Christian scripts for appropriate (and inappropriate) sexual, gender and reproductive practices. The colonizing process largely occurred in four ways, with quite different consequences for the peoples being colonized.6 One strategy was the destruction of pre-existing state structures, local cultures and populations (by conquest or disease) and their replacement with European state structures (including religions), for example, Spain in Latin America.7 A second was the extermination or reservationization of indigenous peoples (again by conquest or disease) to create the image of an ‘empty land’ to be freely appropriated by Christian settlers, for example, the colonists in North America, Australia and Argentina.8 A third was the creation of ‘faux’ state-like institutions in those places in which they did not yet exist along with the religious evangelizing of the local populations, for example, most of sub-Saharan Africa. And a fourth was to create ‘third cultures’ in those places in which state-like structures predated contact, for example, the Middle East, Japan, China and India.9 In some regions with populations that were composed of social formations with varying prior political, social and cultural histories, for example, the components of the Ottoman Empire, India and the islands of what is presently Indonesia, all of these techniques were employed.
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