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The panel investigated the changes that are occurring in the Arab Gulf states and especially

how new gender roles, dynamics, and priorities are being formed, shaped, and negotiated, and the
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ways that these changes intersect with other dynamics in the region.

The session was opened by Prof. Baabood, who introduced the speakers and set the scene for
the discussion.

The first speaker, Dr. Tsujigami, examined the roles of women as entrepreneurs and consumers
in the political economy of Saudi Arabia. Drawing on case studies from fieldwork, she showed
how Saudi women are carving unique spaces as entrepreneurs, and in so doing, renegotiating
traditional roles, finding new public spaces in which to operate, and encouraging new forms of
women-led consumption. The growing formalization of such dynamics suggests, she argued,
both a new manifestation of female agency and the possibility for gender roles to be further
renegotiated in future.

Dr. Goto then spoke and examined the changing nature of the abaya, the black cloak outer
garment worn by women in the Gulf Arab states, demonstrating how the styles, purposes, and
meanings of the abaya are changing. She examined the emergence of new abaya, and new
women-run businesses making and selling them, and the roles of both prominent women and
social media in leading these changes. Her speech, drawing on interviews conducted with Gulf
women, illustrated how social change in the region has fed changes in the abaya, and examined
some of the implications of this for women’s roles in Gulf societies.

The third presentation by Dr. Sim, delivered by Prof. Gray due to Dr. Sim being ill, examined
female education in the Gulf and the rise of women as tertiary students in recent decades. The
presentation showed how women now outnumber men in virtually all fields and levels in the
region, with Qatar as a case study, and assessed some of the implications of this, including the
fact that Qatari men and women often study different subjects and at different levels — which may
be one of the reasons why women remain less represented in the workforce than might be
expected given their sheer numbers as students.

Prof. Gray then wrapped up the presentations and added some additional thoughts, before
opening the floor to an engaging set of questions.

(Matthew Gray)
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The first paper of the session was presented by Dr Nicholas Mangialardi of Williams College,
attended by twelve people. This paper looked at perceptions of Japan in Arabic literature from
across the twentieth century via the medium of sound. Numerous ways in which the soundscape
of Japan was recorded in Arabic texts is reported, such as the sound of traditional Japanese
wooden sandals on the road, the resonance of the Japanese language, and the surprise at the
ringing of some of the earliest mobile phones are recorded. In so doing, the paper opened up a
new arena on Middle Eastern travellers’ perspectives on Japan and provided a more detailed
understanding of which aspects of Japanese society and culture they wished to present to their
audience.
The second paper, attended by six people, was by Dana al-Nafouri, a second-year PhD student
at Tsukuba university, who presented a number of wall paintings from ancient Syria. In this, a
number of different surviving wall paintings from archaeological sites across the Middle East
were presented, and their form, context, and mode of production explained. The paper thus
allowed the audience insight into the political legitimisation strategies that these painting helped
develop and foster in the pre-Islamic period.
(Alex Mallett)
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Mr. Yuki Sawaguchi’s (the University of Tokyo) presentation was dedicated to an analysis of
the status of Israeli female soldiers in the military apparatus and their views on gender issues,
especially through their military service experience. Several literature reviews and individual
interviews showed that several women exhibited their internalization of gender-based
assumptions, such as the physical weakness of women, and labeling female combat soldiers as
“lesbians.” However, as the presenter stressed, their agency is also obvious even in their

marginalized status within the army. Several questions and comments were raised, including the
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assumption that the view of the female status as “marginal” might be excess, that certain
environments, especially when counterparts reply to a foreign male researcher (presenter), would
affect their narratives on agency, and that an analytic approach would be desirable, rather than a
descriptive perspective.

(Hiroyuki Suzuki)
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