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Cross Dressing and Gender Roles in Early Islam: The Case of the ʿAbbasid ghulāmiyyāt
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Abstract:
The article aims to describe the personal performance of the ghulāmiyyāt, slave women, within the border context of cross dressing in medieval Islam. These ghulāmiyyāt were created by al-’Amīn's mother and served to expend his sexual options with more females because homosexuality was prohibited and did not result in offspring heirs. These women practiced two interconnected identities: that of women in terms of their sexual identity, and a transitory, gendered identity as men. Through temporary changes of their personal performance, they embodied a liminal and an imagined masculine identity that could be easily reverted. This liminal model was activated by adopting unique characteristics of personal performance, and upon removal, they would return to their female personal performance. By analyzing this phenomenon, we gain insights into the various roles of personal performance and the legitimization and institutionalization of cross dressing among female slaves in medieval Islam.
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I. Introduction 

Medieval Muslim sources offer comprehensive discussions and detailed descriptions of the personal performance of Muslims. This implies the profound significance of personal performance in shaping the socio-religious and economic life of these medieval societies. In a broader context, personal performance serves a reflection of social norms, desires, and fashions, a manifestation of religion, socio-economic status, power relations, and gender hierarchy. Personal performance encompasses attachments to the body like clothing, adornments, footwear, armors, makeup, and perfumes, as well as temporary modifications such as henna and head and body hair and permanent alterations such as tattoos and piercing.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  For more about basic perceptions of personal performance see: Eicher, Perspectives, 7-18; Eicher, Evenson and Lutz, The Visible Self, 32-53; Nicklas and Pollen, Introduction, 1-14; Boultwood and Jerrard, Ambivalence, 306–307; Entwistle, Fashion, 328; Cannon, The Cultural and Historical Contexts, 25.] 

One notable aspect of personal performance was cross dressing, whereby individuals would adopt dress and presentations typically associated with the opposite gender. This practice challenges the conventional dichotomy between male and female spheres, introducing a development of dual identity.[footnoteRef:2] Cross dressing, an age-old and often a sexualized practice, operates on the premise of accepted binary gender categories and represents a transgression of established gendered dress codes.[footnoteRef:3] While the term "cross-dressing" is employed, it is crucial to note that the discussion encompasses a broader range of factors such as clothing, adornment and body modifications. Cross-dressing constructs and deconstructs gender across various contexts, including power and spheres of action, thereby providing a glimpse into a broader realm of gendered realities.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Ekins, Male Femaling, 19.]  [3:  For more about cross dressing see: Bullough, and Bullough, Cross Dressing; Hotchkiss, Clothes; Ekins and King, Blending Genders; Ramet, Gender Reversals, 1-21; Bullough, Cross Dressing, 223-241.]  [4:  Garber, Vested Interests, 4; Bolich, Transgender History, 16.                                                                                       ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk94194061]The significance and implications of cross-dressing encompass various issues related to gender, social hierarchy, identity, sexuality, culture, and the body. Whether undertaken to conceal one’s sex, to protect the wearer, or to assume an alternative identity, dress serves as a powerful tool capable of disguising and blurring gender expectations. Cross-dressing is aimed at subverting the mainstream and disclosing the existence of alternative sexual preferences and identities. Dress and other components of personal appearance are used to challenge the established institutional sexual categories through acts of radical or moderate resistance within the mainstream.[footnoteRef:5] This practice constitutes a temporary change, usually a tolerable deviation, as long as it does not pose threat to male dominance and reaffirms the existing boundaries.[footnoteRef:6] In other words, it is crossing the boundaries, but not dissolving them, an act which blurs limitations and creates new indeterminate transient categories. Thus, the cross-dressed person can be viewed as a transvestite, whose behavior allowed different freedoms within the confines of social expectations.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Hawkes, Dressing‐up, 261-270.]  [6:  Altenburger, Is it Clothes, 171.]  [7:  Lewis, On Veiling, 518.] 

Women's cross dressing is easier to practice and less threatening to the prevailing patriarchal structure, likely attributable to its occurrence primarily indoors by a subjected group. This phenomenon involves a dynamic interplay between private experiences and public knowledge. From a practical standpoint, females could easily cross-dress as young males by wearing loose clothing and adding or drawing a false beard and mustache. Islam, a sex-segregated society, in which public appearances of women were limited, tolerated and even institutionalized female impersonators. In Muslim societies, women's cross dressing is called ghulāmiyyāt and it exhibits unique characteristics. The primary motivation behind the ghulāmiyyāt's cross-dressing was to fulfill social and sexual desires of men. This was done by gender role playing that occupied the role of a different gender than the one assigned at birth, with no need to be paired with gender identity status.[footnoteRef:8] The purpose of the ghulāmiyyāt 's cross-dressing was to arouse sexual pleasure for their owners, although their participation in this practice was not a matter of free choice as they were enslaved individuals.  [8:  Bolich, Transgender History, 20.] 

II. The sources

Islam, being a religion rooted in legal principles, has developed a complicated living system of jurisprudence that discusses all aspects of the believers’ life. Given the reliance of Muslim life on jurisprudence, this corpus of literature aimed to fit the often-abstract legal principals with the practical needs, aspirations, changes, and developments of the community. A basic methodological question arises concerning the nature of these sources, specifically, whether they predominantly embody theoretical and hypothetical discussions or are grounded in reality.[footnoteRef:9] Initially, it is presumed that these sources represent a synthesis of theory and practice, making it difficult to disentangle them from one another. This weave serves to establish moral boundaries through processes of socialization, allowing a sphere for interpretations and adaptations according to contexts of time and place.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  For more about legal Muslim jurisprudence, the compatibility and the obstacles which confront research of a topic in Islamic law see: Maghen, Close Encounters, 351-354; Maghen, Virtues of the flesh, 281-283; Rispler, Disability, 15; al-Azmeh, Islamic Legal Theory, 251; Schacht, Fikh, 886-891. ]  [10:   Maghen, Dancing in Chains, 232-234. ] 

Another source is Muslim historiography, premodern Arabic historical texts that possess multiple layers of meaning, with their Muslim authors actively interpreting the narratives of their societies.[footnoteRef:11] However, a critical examination of these texts is indispensable, taking into account various factors such as the gap between the occurrence of historical events and their recording, the challenges posed by oral transmission, biases and prejudice, authenticity, and political influences. Muslim historiography is characterized by a mixture of literary and oral historical traditions, which contributed to its intricate nature in comprehending motivations, purposes, and interpretations.[footnoteRef:12] During the early ʿAbbasid period, Islamic historiography developed into a full literary genre, leading to a broadened scope of interests beyond antiquarianism. This evolution encompasses a focus on significant events and contentious issues that had profoundly influenced the development and formation of the Muslim polity.   [11:   Hirschler, Medieval Arabic Historiography, 2.
For general discussions of early Islamic historiography, see Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography; Robinson, Islamic historiography; Khalidi, Arabic Historical Thought; Humphreys, Islamic History; Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 241-308.]  [12:  Elton, Historiography, 337-349.
] 

The last corpus of sources is adab literature, a term denoting a diverse and extensive body of classical Islamic literature concerned with social behavior. The term adab can be defined as manners, good breeding, culture, or even 'belles-lettres', though it is most often left simply untranslated. Adab collections often present entertaining stories and other anecdotes, often interwoven with historical accounts to impart guidance in an accessible manner.[footnoteRef:13] During the early ʿAbbāsid era, adab emerged as an equivalent concept to the Latin urbanitas, embodying the urban civility, courtesy, and refinement in contrast to Bedouin uncouthness.[footnoteRef:14] Nevertheless, adab literature primarily revolved around humans, exploring their qualities, passions, the environment in which they live, and the material as well as spiritual culture created by them. Serving as a cornerstone of high ʿAbbāsid culture, Adab literature holds significant importance in the study of pre-modern Muslim societies.[footnoteRef:15] This literature serves as a vital source to get behind official attitudes providing valuable insights into the thoughts and judgments of people.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Kilpatrick, Adab, 54-56; Toral-Niehoff, History in Adab Context, 63; Khalidi, Arabic Historical thought, 84; Cheikh, Adab Literature, 47-49.]  [14:  Gabrieli, Adab, 175-176. ]  [15:  Gabrieli, Adab, 176.]  [16:  Rowson, The Traffic in Boys, 193-194.] 

III. The research's goals 
One variation of cross dressing in Muslim societies is exemplified by the mukhannathūn, referred to as the effeminates.[footnoteRef:17] This identifiable group of men adopted a feminine appearance through the selection of clothing, makeup, accessories, and the adoption of feminine behaviors in modes of speaking and movement.[footnoteRef:18] Furthermore, the mukhannathūn employed erotic strategies, perceived as feminine, with the intention of evoking sexual desire or excitement among both participants and witnesses. In contrast, the ghulāmiyyāt, the transvestite female counterparts of the mukhannathūn, consisted a distinctive group of female slaves who exhibited male personal performance. A fundamental distinction between these groups lies in their status, as the mukhannathūn were freemen while the ghulāmiyyāt were enslaved females. Moreover, due to the relative acceptance of the ghulāmiyyāt's behavior, the necessity to discuss their socio-religious status was rendered redundant, unlike the imperative to define the socio-religious status of the mukhannathūn's.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Hadas Hirsch, “The construction of other genders by means of personal appearance in medieval Islam: The case of mukhannathūn (effeminates) and kuntha (hermaphrodites)”. ACTA ad archaeologiam et artium historiam pertinentia 33(2021), pp. 387-403.        ]  [18:  Lane, Lane Arabic English Lxicon, 815; Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-‘Arab, 908; al-Firūzābādi, al-Qamūs al-Muḥīt,. 155; al-Zabīdī, Tāj al-‘Arūs, 240-243.]  [19:  For more about the socio-religious status of the mukhannathūn see: al-Sarakhsī, Kitāb al-Mabsūt, 382; Ibn Qudāma, al-Mughnī, 462; al-Nawawī, Sharḥ al-Muhadhdhab, 317.] 

This research aims to describe and explore the personal performance of the ghulāmiyyāt, transvestite female slave, within the social and cultural context of cross dressing in medieval Islam societies. These descriptions will enable us to investigate the circumstances that precipitated this behavior, the expectations of those who formulated the concept, and the contributing factors that facilitated its legitimization and institutionalization. By adopting multidisciplinary approach, this research will suggest valuable insights into the multiple roles played by personal performance in shaping the perception and existence of the ghulāmiyyāt.
Notably, these females practiced two complementary identities: the sexual identity of women and a gendered fluid identity of men. Through an examination of these practices, the research aims to provide insights into the sexuality, gendered roles and identities of the ghulāmiyyāt, as well as elucidate the manners in which they were constructed through personal performance. This analysis will shed light on the multifarious roles of personal performance, while also delving into the phenomenon of cross dressing among female slaves in medieval Muslim societies, thereby revealing transitory identity that underwent legitimization and institutionalization. 
IV.  the prohibition of cross dressing in Islam
Following the biblical prohibition found in Deuteronomy 22: 5, Islam adopted a similar stance on crossdressing, considering it deviation from the human nature established by God and thus prohibited. According to Islam, God created males and females as described in al-Hujurat (49): 13: "People, we created you all from a single man and a single woman". Although the Qur’ān itself does not explicitly address the existence of non- binary gender identities, the subject is discussed in detail in ḥadīth collections. The prophet Muhammad condemned male and female cross dressing, employing the term tashabbuh to denoted resemblance. One such hadith conveys the following "the Prophet, peace be upon him, cursed men who dress up in women’s clothing and women who dress up in men’s clothing".[footnoteRef:20] Drawing from this primary tradition, jurisprudence extended the prohibition to include variations such as mukhannathūn, men who resemble women, and mutarajjilāt and ghulāmiyyāt, women who resemble men.  [20:  Abū Dā’ud, Ṣaḥīḥ, 773; Ibn Ḥanbal, Musnad, 225; al-Tirmīdhī, Ṣaḥīḥ, 233; Ibn Māja, Ṣaḥīḥ, 91.  ] 

However, despite the prohibition of cross dressing, there appears to be a functional interpretation of this phenomenon within the margins of society. Paradoxically, the very operational measures employed to define, discriminate, and condemn such deviations, simultaneously facilitated their existence in the margins. This duality implies that crossdressing was a known phenomenon. Moreover, it underscores the significance of personal performance and mannerism in the construction of gender identities, which, in some cases, could find expression through cross dressing practices. Although considered outside the normative binary model of heterosexual identity, crossdressing fulfilled social and personal functions providing a space for diverse gender identities. 
During the Umayyad period there are only sporadic documentations of crossdressing practices. However, a notable transformation in the prevalence and recognition of such behavior occurred during the Abbasid dynasty.[footnoteRef:21] Specifically, in the caliphal court of ninth century Baghdad, the presence of male and women transvestites referred to as mukhannathūn and ghulāmiyyāt, respectively, became formalized and institutionalized phenomanon.  [21:  Zayat, Al-marʾa al-ghulāmiyya, 156-161.] 

V. The ghulāmiyyāt ' Institution
A.  slavery in Islam
[bookmark: P-V1p25A]The practice of slavery has a long history traced back almost to every age and society.[footnoteRef:22] According to al-Naḥl (16): 71, 75; al-Rūm (30): 28, the Qurʾān accepted, by following Judaism and Christianity, discrimination between human beings as a divinely established order of things. But, at the same time, it presents the emancipation of slaves as a work of charity as mentioned in al-Baqara (2): 177; al-Balad (90): 13; al-Tawba (9): 60.[footnoteRef:23] Furthermore, some verses that focus on the slaves' dignity as human beings, reflect rules relating to the sexual side of their social relationships. For example: the ban on the prostitution of female slaves (al-Nūr (24): 33) and no one is allowed to enjoy them except their master or their husband (al-Muʾminūn (23): 6, 50; al-Ma‘arij (70): 30). A slave woman who gave birth to a male child was called ’umm walad, her status was improved and after her master's death she became a free woman.[footnoteRef:24] Ḥadīth traditions that follow the Qur’ānic teaching reflect the Prophet's preaching to treat slaves with kindness and humanity. Jurisprudence, customary law and the decrees of the rulers set up rules and laws that affected the use of slaves, both permitting and limiting form of labor exploitation. [22:  Afroz, Islam and Slavery, 98; Bray, Men, Women, 121-146.]  [23:  Brunschvig, ‘Abd, 24-40; Ennaji, Slavery, the State, and Islam, 30-31.]  [24:  Schacht, Umm walad, 857-859. ] 

As a result of the strong connections between Byzantium and Islam and the historical and cultural continuity, ideas, concepts, material culture and slaves passed between the byzantine world and the Islamic caliphate.[footnoteRef:25] Public performers and professional entertainers, a marginalized category, had low social status, but were often highly desired. They were regarded as sexually available, subjected to sexual indignity, and their performance that included sexually ambiguous clothing, fulfilled a function counter to the mainstream. Although practicing cross dressing, females continued playing their gendered role that had not changed.[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Bonfante-Warren et al., Byzantium and Islam; Brubaker and Smith, Gender in the Early Medieval World, 4.]  [26:  Shay, The Dangerous Lives of Public Performers, 3-7.] 

By borrowing from Rowson the expression "traffic of boys", we can analyze the world of these women in Muslim societies by using the paraphrase of "traffic of women".[footnoteRef:27] The legal system of women's slavery in Islam over the centuries consisted mainly of female domestic slaves and those who were physically attractive became concubines.[footnoteRef:28] Cohabitation was permissible only between a man and his private female slave, as a part of the legal system of concubinage. Their status was insecure, they could be freed and marry their masters, or sold because law and custom allowed it. Some of these female slaves became professional dancers, singers, and musicians.[footnoteRef:29] These luxury female slaves, the qiyān, were a cultural intermediary, part of the leisure and pleasure of the court culture. The institution of the qiyān was connected to the political and geographic expansion of the ʿAbbasid caliphate and the development of slave trading networks. The culture of the court within which the qiyān lived, retained a quality and court culture hinging on the celebration of decadence, exhibition of splendor, and the pursuit of leisure and pleasure.  [27:  Rowson, The Traffic in Boys, 193-204.]  [28:  Ali, Slavery and Sexual Ethics, 107.]  [29:  For more about singers and dancers who were called qiyan see Pellat, Kayna, 820-824.] 

Those female singing slaves, who were not consigned to labor or concubinage, held a social, moral, and gendered liminal position as privileged slave women.[footnoteRef:30] Because their training was long and expensive, they fetched fantastic prices. They were in intermediate position between the private secluded sphere of women and the public visible sphere of men, but were not fully accepted in either of them.[footnoteRef:31] Their liminality was manifested in the fact that although their mobility was limited, it was more than a concubine's mobility, and less than that of free women. Furthermore, in contrast to free women, they were unveiled. This gendered slavery manipulated the boundaries of female slavery to include slave girls, concubines, and cross-dressing slaves, namely the ghulāmiyyāt. Some of the qiyān were ghulāmiyyāt, female transvestite performers, who had an ambiguous identity since transvestites inhabit a liminal gender space. They were identified as biological women, but were viewed and appreciated as boy sex objects while performing. Male and female transvestites were common forms of entertainment in the medieval Baghdad court, part of the professional pleasure givers outside the accepted norms. [30:  Shay, The Dangerous Lives, 121-122.
For more about the power and influence of slave girl see Prince-Eichner, Embodying the Empire; Caswell, The Slave Girls of Baghdad; Matthew, ʿArib al-Maʾmuniya, 86-100.]  [31:  Richardson, Singing Slave Girls, 110.] 

B. The ʿAbbasid era

The ʿAbbasid era was marked by renown, power, wealth and prosperity in all aspects of life - erudition, economy, literature, medicine, aesthetics, cuisine and foreign influences. Its capital, Baghdad, became the center of science, academic institutions, culture, and invention  in addition to being a multiethnic, multicultural and multi-religious environment of exchange. Goods from almost every corner of the known world were brought to Baghdad’s markets, and the courts of the caliphs were lavishly adorned, perfumed, and spiced with precious materials and delicacies.[footnoteRef:32] In fact, Bagdad provided a freewheeling environment to indulge in every kind of pleasure.   [32:  For an overview of the history of the ‘Abbasid caliphate, see Bennison, The Great Caliphs; Kennedy, When Baghdad Ruled the Muslim World.] 

A refined society of luxury and pleasures, including the sensual and sexual, was developed and the literary sources abound with anecdotes which refer to sexual variations.[footnoteRef:33] The ʿAbbasid sexual world that was offered to aristocratic men was wide and included sexual interest in boys and elite slave girls, both being objects of profligate passions, and all part of being a fashionable person.[footnoteRef:34] By the 9th and 10th centuries, the presence of slave women in the urban centers became a prominent and distinctive element of the court culture and their role in indulgence and sexual and sensual pleasures became central.[footnoteRef:35] According to El Cheikh slave women turned into "the actual and symbolic center of tenth century Baghdadi society".[footnoteRef:36] [33:  Pellat, Dgins, 550-553.]  [34:  Rowson, Traffic in Boys, 201.]  [35:  Moukheiber, Abbasid Concubines, 116-117.
For more about see women and slavery in Islam see: Gordon and Hain, Concubines and courtesans.]  [36:  El Cheikh, Women’s History, 135.        ] 

This sphere of flourishing sexuality was influenced by both Persians, Byzantines, and the luxurious life offered in Bagdad.[footnoteRef:37] This environment created a complex situation and tension between norms and reality regarding sexual and gender roles and practices. In this atmosphere, a place was afforded to those who performed nonsexual aspects of gender construction such as dress, adornments, and manners. Male and female transvestism was tolerated and even institutionalized and salaried as forms of professional entertainment.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  al-Munajjid, al-Ḥayā al-Jinsiyya, 78.]  [38:  Rowson, Gender, 46.] 

C. The ghulāmiyyāt institution 
During the Abbasid dynasty, the term ghulāmiyyā held significance as a designation for female transvestites or crossdressers. These females defied conventional gender norms by adopting the personal appearance and mannerism traditionally attributed to pre-pubescent or adolescent males.[footnoteRef:39] Notably, within the caliphal court of ninth-century Baghdad, the term ghulāmiyyā served as a specific designation for institutionalized phenomenon of women who engaged in crossdressing practices.  [39: For a dictionary definition see: Lane, Lane Arabic English Lexicon, 2287.] 

We learn from the sources about socio-religious and political circumstances that led to the emergence of the ghulāmiyyāt institution during al-’Amīn's regime. According to the sources, the ʿAbbasid khalīf al-’Amīn (d. 813) was known for his attraction to young men. One plausible interpretation is that the prevalence of homosexuality within the ʿAbbasid dynasty could have influenced by foreign factors or, alternatively, it might have become more overt and tolerated within society.[footnoteRef:40] It is worth considering that the presence of a large number of concubines and young men known as ghilmān in the ʿAbbasid court may have contributed to elite men seeking to new forms of sexual diversions and amusements.  [40:  Ed., Liwat, 776-779.] 

The establishment of the ghulāmiyyāt institution can be understood within the historical context of condemning homosexuality, particularly regarding the regime of al-’Amīn. It appears that this institution served as a mechanism to counter rumors surrounding al-’Amīn's fitness to govern, given his perceived sexual preferences. Notably, the initiative for introducing the ghulāmiyyāt practice is attributed to al-’Amīn's mother, Zubayda Umm Jaʿfar, who devised or embraced an innovative approach to address her son's inclinations toward young men. Zubayda's intervention involved acquiring female slaves who dressed in male attire, with the aim of steering her son toward conventional behavior and altering his sexual preferences. A primary concern for Zubayda was the potential lack of future heirs due to al-’Amīn's inclination toward males.[footnoteRef:41] The strategic use of crossdressing slave girls was predicted on the understanding that the practice would only be meaningful if the performers were biologically females.[footnoteRef:42] Zubayda's intentions in introducing this sexual amusement and variation were twofold: first, to guide her son back into alignment with the binary gender system, and second, to provide a framework for temporary deviation and role-playing under her supervision. However, it is also plausible that the narrative regarding Zubayda's involvement in initiating the ghulāmiyyāt might have been a fabrication, with the purpose of legitimizing a practice that may have already been present. In this view, attributing the practice to her interests or at least to a female origin could have been a way to provide social validation and acceptance for the existing phenomenon.  [41:  El-Feki, Sex and the Citadel, 264.]  [42:  Rowson, Gender Irregularity, 49.] 

The concept, which approved its efficacy, was simple: transforming the personal performance of slave girls to emulate those of young men, thereby introducing another variation for male sexual preferences concerning women. Women remained the objects of desire, but the innovation allowed for the legitimate enjoyment of both boys and girls simultaneously, with the understanding that the partner assumed a female identity. It is crucial to emphasize that only slave girls were permitted to practice cross dressing, while free women were excluded from practicing crossdressing. Nonetheless, it appears that this phenomenon transcended the ʿAbbasid court into broader society. These prevailing circumstances evidently encouraged the fashion of masculine slave girls, providing the groundwork for the institutionalization of female slaves' cross-dressing.[footnoteRef:43] The sources attest that al-’Amīn was pleased with them, publicly endorsing and showcasing these cross-dressing female slaves. This public endorsement influenced both the elite and the common population, who begun to adopt this variation of slave girls.[footnoteRef:44] As a result, this emerging trend seemingly took root in Baghdad society, enduring for at least a generation.[footnoteRef:45]  [43:  Cooperson, al-Amin, Muhammad, 30-34.]  [44:  al-Masʿūdī, Murūj al-Dhahab174.]  [45:  Rowson, The Traffic in Boys, 197.] 

VI. The ghulāmiyyāt's personal performance 
The personal performance of the ghulāmiyyāt was a combination of males' and females' performance and behavior, encompassing alluring elements from both genders. They did not wear feminine clothing, yet did not bind or conceal their breasts, which unequivocally identified them as females. Their intent was not to emulate the personal performance of eunuchs but rather of adolescent boys. In this manner, their appearance catered to the dual desires for sexual attraction to adolescent boys and women, as poetically expressed by al-Munajid's "like the flexibility of a branch".[footnoteRef:46] Further insights into their characterization are provided by al-Jaḥiz, who writes that the most beautiful gawārī were described as ghulām and their adjective was ghulāmiyyāt.[footnoteRef:47] However, it is essential to acknowledge that this identity was not autonomously chosen; rather, it was imposed upon the slave girls by their masters, encompassing cross dressing,  cross gender behavior and both sexual and nonsexual aspects. Some of the most detailed descriptions of the ghulāmiyyāt's personal performance are those of Abū Nawās who illustrates how their ambivalent performance forms an integral part of their sexual appeal.[footnoteRef:48] The following analysis will expound upon the distinctive personal appearance of the ghulāmiyyāt, elucidating the intricate nuances of their appearance.  [46:   al-Munajjid, Jamāl al-Mara'a, 62-63. ]  [47:  al-Jāhiz, Rasa'il al-Jāḥiz, 95.]  [48:  Abū Nawās, Diwān 'Abū Nawās, 327.] 

I. Physical traits – permanent characteristics  
The slave girls that were chosen to be ghulāmiyyāt entailed careful consideration of the physical attributes. Paramount among these criteria were alluring figures and beautiful facial features, deemed essential prerequisites for their designation as ghulāmiyyāt.
II. Attachments to the body – provisional characteristics that can be removed easily without pain or economic investment 
Clothing- The ghulāmiyyāt were dressed in loose clothing that included wide sleeves, tunic, sash and lack specific feminine elements to conceal their breasts. Their wardrobe comprised garments such as qabaʿ, qarṭaq (a garment that was worn by solders) and qarātin, which were inherently male in appearance, accentuating a masculine performance. Notably, the female waist was emphasized with the addition of minṭaqah (belt).[footnoteRef:49] A pivotal objective of their dressing was to embody a dual performance, simultaneously projecting a masculine performance while showcasing and accentuating their buttocks.[footnoteRef:50] According to Bouhdiba buttocks are an essential element in Arab erotology.[footnoteRef:51] He posits that this element may allude to homosexual eroticism in the context of female eroticism – a means to elicit attraction to women by emulating boyish features and the homoerotic aspects associated with anal intercourse.[footnoteRef:52] Furthermore, some ghulāmiyyāt were clothed with silk clothing that were adorned with gold, indicating as added layer of extravagance and luxury to their appearance.[footnoteRef:53]  [49:  For more about these garments see: Ibrāhīm, al-Muʿjam al-ʿArabī; Matlūb, Muʿjam al-Malābis; Dozy, Dictionnaire.]  [50:  al-Munajjid, al-Ḥayā al-Jinsiyya, 100; al-Munajjid, Jamāl al-Mara'a, 71.]  [51:  Abū Nawās, Diwān Abū Nawās, 243; Bouhdiba, 201-202.]  [52:  Abū Nawās, Diwān Abū Nawās, 243; Bouhdiba, 201-202.]  [53:  Ibn Manzūr, Akhbār 'Abī Nawās, 166.] 

Head covering - The ghulāmiyyāt would wear amaʿim or qalanswa, head covers typically associated with males, while leaving their faces unveiled. 
Shoes – The ghulāmiyyāt wore ni'al, a typical male footwear and ’Ibn Manzūr pertains to a famous ghulāmiyya named ’Asmāa bint al-Mahdi, who wore shoes.[footnoteRef:54] Normally, the appropriate footwear for women conceal the legs, while men’s shoes accentuate the legs, a manner adopted by the ghulāmiyyāt .[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  Ibn Manzur, Akhbar 'Abī Nawās, 166.]  [55:  Hirsch, Footwear, 41.  ] 

Jewelry and armor – As part of their adornment, the ghulāmiyyāt adorned themselves with jewelry made of gold and silver. Additionally, some of them were even adorned with weapons, symbolizing male-associated adornments, and a phallic symbol.[footnoteRef:56]  [56:  Zayat, Al-marʾa al-ghulāmiyya, 164, 170.] 

Temporary tattoos – A distinctive practice among the ghulāmiyyāt involved adorning their cheeks with temporary tattoos using musk, often inscribing names or verses or drawing other patterns of adornment. These non-permanent tattoos bore both odor and color, illustrating a unique aspect of their personal appearance.[footnoteRef:57]  [57:  al-Masʿūdī, Murūj al-Dhahab, 153.] 

Perfumes – According to Muslim jurists Men's perfumes should be colorless and smell strongly, while women's perfumes can be colored, but give off only a light scent.[footnoteRef:58] Although this definition, the ghulāmiyyāt used perfumes with both color and scent, a mix of males' and females' guidelines for proper perfuming. Perfumes were also used to draw mustaches in various colors and al- 'Isfahāni mentions a concubine that drew a green mustache on her upper lip.[footnoteRef:59]  [58:  al-Nasā'i, Sahih, 195. For more see: Hadas Hirsch, “Cosmetics and Gender: Perfumes in Medieval Legal Muslim Sources”, Household and Personal Care Today 8 (2013), pp. 13-16.                                ]  [59:  al- Isfahāni, Kitāb al-'Aghāni, 132-134.] 

Makeup - The ghulāmiyyāt employed red pigment to paint their lips; however, they refrained from employing comprehensive makeup practices as commonly women did. 
Hair – Regarding their hair, the ghulāmiyyāt purposefully emulated the  bobbed haircut of young men, neither hanging loosely down their back, nor shortened or gathered under a crown on top.[footnoteRef:60] Of particular significance was their adoption of lengthened side curl on the cheeks, deemed one of the chief erotic attractions of the beardless males.[footnoteRef:61] To enhance their feature, the ghulāmiyyāt lengthened their side curls or applied a scented and pigmented perfume compound to paint side curls and mustaches. This compound encompassed saffron, an ingredient enabling the achievement of a blond mustache appearance, characteristic of youthful during their initial stages of facial growth.[footnoteRef:62] Simultaneously with their efforts to achieve a masculine performance, the ghulāmiyyāt plucked their eyebrows, a practice typically associated with feminine facial adornment. Intriguingly, this choice seemingly diverged from ḥadīth traditions, which forbade women from plucking, shaving or trimming their eyebrows.[footnoteRef:63]  [60:  al-Masʿūdī, Murūj al-Dhahab, 174.]  [61:  For more about the ghulamiyyat's sidecule see Rooijakkers, The Luscious Locks of Lust, 38-39.]  [62:  Abū Nawās, Diwān, 116, 242; Zayat, Al-marʾa al-ghulāmiyya, 166.]  [63:  al-Nawawī, Sharḥ al-Muhadhdhab, 378. For more see Hadas Hirsch, “Hair: practices and symbolism in Traditional Muslim Societies”, Sociology of Islam 5(2017), pp. 39-41.                                                                                             ] 

III. Gestures – al-Masʿūdī reported that al-’Amin's mother instructed the ghulāmiyyāt on how to walk with a sense of dignity, while also manifesting their physical characteristics, including the display of their buttocks.[footnoteRef:64] Furthermore, they adopted additional male gestures into their walking style, which can be attributed to acquired behavior through imitation and may easily be reversed.  [64:  al-Masʿūdī, Murūj al-Dhahab, 174.] 

VII. Conclusions: Deciphering the ghulāmiyyāt's socio-cultural status and roles 
According to Chess who analyzed male to female and female to male cross-dressing “cross dressing has an erotic of its own, a queer heterosexuality that is separate from same-sex or opposite sex desire, encompassing and excluding both”.[footnoteRef:65] The ghulāmiyyāt existed for only about a generation and there is a difference of opinions regarding its success in convincing al-’Amīn to abandon his homosexual desires.[footnoteRef:66] Although its existence was short, we can picture some of the ghulāmiyyāt's roles and areas of influence by analyzing the complexity of their personal performance.  [65:  Chess, Male-to-Female Cross-Dressing.]  [66:  al-Ṭabarī, Ta’rīkh al-Rusul wal-Muluk, 101.] 

A. Widening the erotic-sexual spectrum by cross gender performance 
Organizing the erotic possibilities of the body in varieties of ways provides an insight to the wider organization of a culture.[footnoteRef:67]  We learn about attitudes toward sex, the organization of sexual and gender roles, and the borders of ideology versus reality, and normative versus transgressive. The ghulāmiyyāt were highly sexualized persons who exhibited their bodies in the public sphere. Their boyish appearance blurred gender boundaries of personal performance, and as erotic subjects, they could embody the metaphorical best of both worlds. Among the references to the ghulāmiyyāt in Abu Nuwas’s poetry we find an example of clever wordplay and metaphors used to describe a ghulāmiyyā with two lovers, a fornicator, and a sodomite. [footnoteRef:68] This complemented the patriarchal structure by offering men an alternative form of sexual pleasure without being perceived as a threat or transgression of societal standards of gender and sexual roles. Among the numerous allusions to the ghulāmiyyāt in Abu Nuwas’s poetry we find in one of his wine poem an example of clever wordplay and metaphors used to describe a ghulāmiyyā of a with two lovers, a fornicator, and a sodomite. [footnoteRef:69] [67:  Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents, 130-131.]  [68:  Kennedy, Philip F. Abu Nuwas: A Genius of Poetry (London: Oneworld Publications, , 2012), pp. 15-16.]  [69:  Kennedy, Philip F. Abu Nuwas: A Genius of Poetry (London: Oneworld Publications, , 2012), pp. 15-16.] 

The ghulāmiyyāt were a variation of female sexuality aimed at entertaining males in the patriarchal structure by the blurring of gender boundaries with cross dressing that was perceived as erotic.[footnoteRef:70] Metropolitan Baghdad was a legitimate environment for sexual variations and the ghulāmiyyāt suggest a new, erotic, mysterious and unknown option, which was not forbidden although not recommended, an extension and pliancy of the gendered sexuality. This subversion of the rules of rigid hierarchal gender roles was legitimate only for the purpose of entertaining men. It meant that females' seductive alternatives were widened, even though they were forced to perform them because they were slaves.  [70:  Bennett and McSheffrey, Early, Erotic and Alien, 5.] 

B. Reestablishing patriarchy: ideals and reality; normative and transgressive 
In patriarchal structures men fear effeminacy more than they fear femininity so the ghulāmiyyāt were perceived as a legitimate variation within the borders of the patriarchy.[footnoteRef:71] This variation served to encourage manhood and masculinity, strengthen the binary gendered perception of two sexes and maintain the patriarch's power. The ghulāmiyyāt institution provide men with another sexual variation without the threat of transgressing the expected gendered roles. It is interesting to note that according to the sources, a female, al-’Amīn's mother, presented and operated this institution, therefore, the khalīf or other elite males could not be accused of developing or adopting a foreign or unusual custom.   [71:  Shay, The Dangerous Lives, 14.] 

 C. Institutionalizing female crossdressing as a way to fight homosexuality  
According to the sources, the ghulāmiyyāt were created to fight homosexuality, keep the binary patriarchal dichotomy, and enhance the image of the khalīf's masculinity, status, abilities, and characteristics as a ruler. It was a precedential and creative idea, although already known outside the Muslim world, to fight homosexual practices and their spread by offering an alternative. The ghulāmiyyāt 's role was to educate men for binary sexuality and conformity with Muslim morals that prohibited homosexuality and demanded to prevent it. In practice, the need to hide homosexuality in public was solved by offering women who resemble men in their personal appearance.
D. Liminal and Imagined identity
Turner claims that the liminal areas of time and space open new models, some of which may expand or renew models that control the centers of a society’s ongoing life.[footnoteRef:72] I want to suggest that the ghulāmiyyāt, a new gender hybridized community, were in a liminal sphere that could be transformed easily because their masculine personal performance was based on ephemeral changes. It was achieved by transitory changes, a fact that reflected their liminal situation and imagined masculine identity that could easily be changed. All attachments to the body that created the ghulāmiyyāt's unique personal appearance were temporary and reversible and could be removed easily without pain or economic investment. This liminal model was activated by adopting unique characteristics of personal performance, which by their removal, these women reverted to their female personal performance. This flexibility enabled a unique transitory mix of personal performance of both sexes' characteristics that enabled a liminal temporary identity, otherness that aroused desire.[footnoteRef:73] This liminality is also demonstrated by the fact that even though they were women, the ghulāmiyyāt used to accompany men at public chess games, horseback riding, and other sports and leisure activities. This identity enabled a temporary liminal social mobility, a way to break into the public sphere as ghulāmiyya, but once they reverted to feminine performance, they were pushed again to the private sphere.  [72:  Turner, The Ritual Process, p. vii.]  [73:  Uebel, "Re-Orienting", p.  213.] 

E. New fashions
The importance of visibility and performance is proved by the detailed descriptions of the ghulāmiyyāt 's personal appearance. The ghulāmiyyāt were very often singers and dancers who manifested their art, body and sexuality. Their personal performance presented a new model of feminine beauty and fashion that resembled male youth. The ghulāmiyyāt constructed a new fashion composed of both male and female clothing and adornment, which were temporary and easily removable, reflecting their temporal-liminal existence. This mixture and the simple adjustments needed to turn back to females' conventional performance created a fashionable trend, although it lasted only briefly.
F. A "lesbian like" community
Judith Bennet implies to include in the research of lesbianism "women whose lives might have particularly offered opportunities for same sex love" by describing a range of practices as emotions, life circumstances or cross-dressing.[footnoteRef:74] By following Bennet's term of "lesbian-like", Amer suggests that the ghulāmiyyāt might be another variation of female homoeroticism in medieval Muslim world.[footnoteRef:75] According to Amer the practices that Bennet describes permeates medieval Arabic writing which its literary representations, although not explicitly lesbian, may be considered lesbian-like.[footnoteRef:76] She argues that "the ghulāmiyyāt might be interpreted as an unsuspected space in which same-sex attachments could have taken place".[footnoteRef:77]  [74:  Judith M. Bennett, "Lesbian-like" and the Social History of Lesbianisms", Journal of the History of Sexuality 9(2000), p. 10.]  [75:  Sahar Amer, "Medieval Arab lesbians and lesbian-like women", Journal of the History of Sexuality 18(2009), p. 225.]  [76:  Ibid, 225.]  [77:  Ibid, 226.] 

The ghulāmiyyāt 's cross-dressing might be explained as a liberating fashion for lesbians who manifested their dissociation from other female gendered personal performance.[footnoteRef:78] These ghulamiyat, who practice masculine personal performance, continue to manifest heterosexual relationships as expected in patriarchal society. In the private sphere, away from patriarchal eyes and after fulfilling their gendered roles, some of them could practice female homoeroticism. In this unsuspected sphere, lesbianism could have been practice and females' cross-dressing might be interpreted as a liberating fashion for lesbian ghulamiyat who manifested their dissociation from other female gendered personal performance. [78:  It should be noted that Everett Rowson warned against interpreting the ghulāmiyyāt institution as a lesbian practice. For more see: Everett K. Rowson, "The categorization of Gender and Sexual Irregularity in Medieval Arabic Vice Lists" in: Body Guards: The Cultural Politics of Gender Ambiguity ed. Julia Epstein and Kristina Straub (New York and London: Routledge, 1991), p. 68.] 
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