Everyday Intimacies of the Middle East
A S L I Z E N G I N and S E R T A Ç S E H L I K O G L U

I

n the last decade the question of intimacy in the Middle East has received renewed
scholarly attention in its relation to love, sentimentality, sexuality, gender, and
erotics (Mahdavi 2009; Najmabadi 2005; Ozyegin 2015; Peirce 2010; Pursley
2012). This research has greatly contributed to understanding the role of distinctive
historical and social processes and transformations in constructing the realms of
intimacy. We suggest that the question of intimacy and its relation to the everyday
domains of life requires further attention. How people, bodies, and objects meet and
touch —and the zones of contact that they create (Pratt and Rosner 2006, 17) in the
everyday life of publics, institutions, and families—are critical issues to further
examine.
This special issue aims to contribute to studies of intimacy ﬁrst from an area
studies perspective and second from a theoretical standpoint. Regarding the ﬁrst
goal, the authors in this volume explore how multiple domains and forms of intimacies are deﬁned, shaped, constructed, and transformed across the cultural and
social worlds of the Middle East. Two historians, Afsaneh Najmabadi (2005) and
Dror Zeʾevi (2006), have made key theoretical contributions to the notion of intimacy in the Middle East. Their work has inspired this special issue in two ways. First,
they trace links between the overarching structural conditions that individuals
operate in (religion, state, family, kinship) and the historical trajectories of norms
and their regulation. Second, Najmabadi’s and Zeʾevi’s works emphasize the interactive and intersubjective registers of intimacies in the Middle East. They do so by
carefully examining and emphasizing that cross gender dynamics in different parts
of the region and at different historical moments of change. How should we calibrate these changes in a time of rapid transition? Focusing on everyday deﬁnitions,
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circulations, constructions, and transformations of intimacies in Egypt, Turkey, and
Israel, the articles in this issue engage with this question.
The second goal of this special issue is to explore and interrogate the analytic,
theoretical, and political work intimacy does and promises as a concept. What do we
mean by intimacy; what does it hold for our individual and social lives; and what
kinds of social, political, and economic possibilities does intimacy create? In seeking to address these questions, this issue discusses intimacy as a concept that is
multiple in its formation, circulation, and organization. We suggest that intimacy
is integral to the formation of what is called “the human”—selves, subjectivities,
communities, publics, collectives, and socialities. We also examine the close relationship between intimacy and power, violence, sex, sexuality, gender, domesticity,
embodiment, relatedness, commodiﬁcation, and spatial production and organization. These domains and their related social actors construct, privilege, and
deconstruct speciﬁc intimate worlds and intimacies.
Intimacy, as an analytic concept, interrogates and transgresses established
understandings of private and public domains, highlighting how such notions
nurture intimacy itself. For us, the private is always “mediated by publics” (Berlant
and Warner 1998, 547), and therefore notions, languages, and constructs of intimacy are always already public. Discourses and practices of intimacy are important
means of mediating between the private and the public but even more broadly
between different socialities, spaces, and geographies. This volume takes up the
idea of intimacy as a form of mediation and investigates what forms of intimacy
may be identiﬁed in relation to and beyond the domains of sex, sexuality, domesticity, and familiarity.
This collection engages with scholarship on the exercise and organization of
intimate state power (Aretxaga 2003; Hoodfar 1997; Joseph 1993; Mir-Hosseini
1993; Povinelli 2006; Stoler 2002). The primary domains of this (political) socialization range from regulations related to marriage, childbearing and child rearing,
and reproductive health and sexual life to assumptions and expectations about
gender identity and its related behaviors and embodiments. With the implementation of legal strategies and regulatory practices, the so-called sphere of the private
emerges as a locus of evolving forms of state power that determines the intimacies
(sexual, domestic, and family relations) that are legitimate (Kandiyoti 1991; Parla
2001). Referring to these discussions, we analyze the forms of state power that
operate through the establishment of intimate and sexual links to the lives and
bodies of its individual citizens.
Without question, intimacies are also formed beyond local and national
contexts. As we stress in this issue, the role of transnational processes in shaping
existing forms of intimacy and producing new ones necessitates special attention.
The dramatic increase in the extent of connectedness between people through
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communication technologies, economic exchanges, and forms of mobility calls for
a transnational perspective to understand the novel forms intimacy takes.
Overall, each piece in this collection presents a context-speciﬁc discussion
of how legal, economic, and political regulations and practices promote a social
environment in which certain intimate bonds are stigmatized, sanctioned, or dissolved while others are encouraged. We hope this volume will trigger further discussion on theoretical formulations and regional understandings of intimacy.
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