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The significant cultural, political, and economic importance of Middle Eastern sports has
only recently attracted the attention of scholars. Although sporadic academic studies
appeared as early as the 1980s, we can identify the beginning of a “wave” of scholarship
in the mid-1990s, which intensified in the early 2000s. These studies were mostly socio-
historical, sociological, and anthropological, and they tended to focus on the particular
dynamics of certain countries, including Egypt,' Turkey,” Iran,” and Isracl/Palestine,”
with a smaller number on Yemen’ and Jordan.® Thematically, this scholarship focused
on nationalism, ethnic conflicts, class, and state—society relations, while the inclusion
of gender analysis was the exception rather than the rule. More recent scholarship,
since 2010, continues similar patterns, though we can identify the addition of three
emerging trends

The first trend relates to a power shift in international sports towards Middle Eastern
countries with the awarding of mega sporting events to countries such as Bahrain,
Qatar, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates. As a result of this shift, in the 2010s
more scholarship has focused on business, management, and policy.” Although this
scholarship is not commonly represented in J/MES, It takes up a large share of the pub-
lications on Middle Eastern sports.

In a parallel and almost completely separate path, the second trend is the growing
recognition among historians and social scientists that sports are more than “metaphors”
or “symbolic expressions” of the supposedly more important political processes that take
place outside the stadium. Rather, dynamics in the sports sphere are an integral part of
political processes and sometimes they take part in generating them. As Paul
Silverstain puts it in this roundtable, these works are “placing what had been but a mis-
cellaneous subject of Middle Eastern studies at the center of our understanding of the
region.” More than in the past, recent studies frequently consider Middle Eastern sports
as a contested terrain, where struggles over resources, meanings, and identities are con-
stantly taking place. As this scholarship shows, these dynamics are related to develop-
ments in other spheres while retaining a certain degree of autonomy. In this
roundtable, for example, Dag Tuastad illustrates how football constitutes a dominant
arena for battles over political identities related to the Palestinian-Bedouin divide in
Jordan, while John Blasing discusses Turkish football as a sphere of resistance to neolib-
eral globalization. Furthermore, whereas previous works on sports as contested terrains
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examined mainly ethnic, national, and state—society conflicts and only sporadically
referred to gender, over the past decade the issue of women’s inclusion and the construc-
tion of gender identities has become more central to the field.® In this roundtable,
Charlotte Lysa’s essay on football and femininites in the Gulf represents this trend.

The third trend is the contextualization of various case studies related to specific coun-
tries, within a broader regional frame. Numerous volumes on sports, and particularly
football, in the Arab world, Muslim communities, the Middle East, or the Middle East
and North Africa,” have been published since 2012. These publications raise questions
about the validly of Middle Eastern sports as an analytical category. Following Abbas
Amanat’s question, “Is there a Middle East?,”10 we should ask, “Is there a Middle
Eastern sport?” In other words, beyond the aggregation of case studies, can we identify
common regional dynamics typical of the Middle East region? In his recent works,
including in this roundtable, Murat Yildiz begins to tackle this question and identifies
common patterns in the historical developments of Middle Eastern sports. Yildiz traces
the activities of educators, government officials, sports club administrators, students,
club members, editors, and columnists who helped turn sports into a regular fixture of
the urban landscape of cities across the Middle East. Furthermore, these actors frequently
saw themselves as agents of Western modernity, and, in this capacity, aspired to transform
physical activity from “fun” into a broader project of training, disciplining, and educating
the self."" In other words, for these agents, sport was a weighty component in the norma-
tive and aesthetic structures underlying societies that aspire to become “modern,” and this
tendency was evident in many Middle Eastern cities.

Still, future research might answer other related questions: Did the anxiety to be mod-
ern experienced in the Middle East manifest itself similarly in other regions that experi-
enced colonialism? How has this distinct type of anxiety shaped Middle Eastern sports?
In a region where governments and intellectuals have frequently identified the modern
with secularization processes, what (if at all) has been the role of sport in the simultaneous
shaping of both concepts, and to what extent can we identify regional patterns? What is
the contribution of sport fans, clubs, or players to promoting, triggering, or preventing
political revolutions in the Middle East? The growing vitality of the field is promising
and in the near future we should anticipate more works tackling these and similar
questions.
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