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This book studies sexual relations in Iran from antiquity to today against social, anthropological and cultural contexts. It is organised in five chapters. Chapter 1 studies sexual relations within the framework of marriage. This chapter also provides a very useful picture of kinship and practices of endogamy (marriage between close relatives) and consanguinity (sexual reproduction between siblings and parents). Chapter 2 examines temporary marriage, including the Shiite formula of sigheh and discusses at length opinions and debates over legality and practicality of such unions within the Sunnite and Shiite laws. Chapter 3 studies extra-marital relationships and the practice of prostitution in its various forms, including sigheh. Chapter 4 explores homosexuality, both male and female, but as the author indicates, in its Iranian sense, which is different from Western homosexuality and was more akin to bisexuality. The last chapter is devoted to venereal diseases as a medical consequence of sexual mores in Iran. Chronologically, the book covers a very long period and examines different religious groups, Muslims, Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians, and polytheists. This is an ambitious project successfully achieved both in terms of structure and data. It is one of the major pieces that further extends the already large number of Willem Floor’s works on social history of Iran.
A Social History of Sexual Relations in Iran is of a descriptive nature, providing a captivating picture of sexual relations based on a wide range of original or secondary documents. The greatest advantage of the book is to provide an immense amount of information and data, leaving readers to draw conclusions themselves. Thanks to its wealth of data, the book lays the foundation for, and inspires, further research in anthropology, sociology and history. Although Floor is not explicit, one finds the concept of the power relationships apparent in his narrative of marriage and sexual relations. He also reveals throughout his book the continuities rather than changes between pre-Islamic and Islamic Iran, such as the practice of temporary marriage, and male-centred sexual discourse and practice in general (pp. 3, 123, 131, 283). However, the author also believes that  ‘the nature of sexual relational problems that the Iranian society faces is not dissimilar to that of many other industrial nations – the challenge to the male claim to dominance over women, change in the age of marriage, premarital sex, rising divorce rate, and sexually transmitted diseases’ (p. 411). On this account, perhaps Floor could or should have qualified his judgement about the lack of persona in Iranian women. It is true that in Iran women lacked real persona whether in the Zoroastrian or Islamic periods. However, this was not exclusive to Iran. In Ancient Greece women had no real persona either. There, women did not have the right to take part in societies, discussions, the gymnasium and so on. Just as in Iran, in Greece, women were identified by their male relatives they were not mentioned by their proper name but identified as daughter of X, wife of Y, or mother of Z.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  See: David Schaps, “The Women Least Mentioned: Etiquette and Women’s names,” Classical Quarterly, 27 (1997): 323-30.] 

Floor refers to the ‘hierarchy of power relations’ and honour of the family when arguing that marriage was decided by family ‘hence consanguinity’ (p. 119).  However, the role of these factors in regulating sexual relations would better be understood in connection to each other. For example, consanguinity and the obsession with virginity (ensuring honour of the family) are socially related within the framework of power relationships. The hymen was the property of the family. It either needed to remain under the control of the family (consanguine marriage), or if it was to be broken by outsiders, this was only allowed through a contract, usually in the form of exchange of women between two groups, clans or unrelated families. The author considers that virginity is not given importance in consanguine marriage, that is, when the hymen is broken by a brother or father; but this might indicate that they did not want that the hymen, as property of the family, is broken and possessed by strangers or enemies. There are more naked forms of power relationships discussed at length in the book: when married women are captured, or men are forced to give their wives to the ruler; etc. (pp. 68ff). Women considered ‘good’ could be sold and this was by no means considered to affect the honour of the family, as in the case of giving daughters to Shah Soleiman Safavid against financial reward (p. 71). 
That woman has been considered as a ‘good’ in a male-dominated economy is obvious not only in slavery and legalised prostitution (sigheh), but also in temporary and covenanted marriage. The shirbaha (milk price) and mahryeh (dowry) are the price paid for women. The other illustration of this is when in 1734 Nader Shah, instead of money or gold, imposed a demand for 50 girls on supporters of Mohammad Khan-e Baluch (pp. 73, 76). Thus woman is a conquered property and is treated as a conquered enemy, according to Ghazzali (p. 82). 
Sex and sexual relations is an arena where control is exercised by the state and religious authorities. Religion is involved in all areas of sexual relations, through legalising permanent or temporary marriage contracts, fixing the period of waiting after the expiration of the contract or divorce, etc. It seems that if prostitution was prohibited by religion – for example the ulama under the Mongols and Timurids urged the government to ban it – it was more because the tax collected from this practice went to the government and not to the ulama.  Despite a formal ban prostitution was never effectively implemented as it was a lucrative business benefiting the state employees or the state revenues (pp. 187-192, 194, 212-214, 239-240, 249, et passim). Although sigheh is examined in the book as a form of marriage, it can be said that this was an Islamic ‘formula’ (its literal meaning) legalising the prostitution industry so that it could be controlled by the clerics, or as Floor specifies, the (low rank) mullahs, who had a financial interest in women’s annual earnings’ (p. 129). The current clerical power in Iran has encouraged and legalised the institution of sigheh (p. 167), although it is not economically motivated as in the case of tax income from prostitution. It should rather be seen as a means of social control of a section of society that could not be eliminated or ignored. By removing the stigma of prostitution, the clerical power has further accommodated women, who for financial reasons sell their bodies. After all, prostitutes also have faith in Islam and practice it, with some using the money they gained from this practice for their Mecca pilgrimage (p. 244). 
A more pronounced anthropological approach for the study of religious or cultural and moral codes relating to sexual relations could have better explained why, for example, consanguineous marriage was on the rise despite modernisation in the last 40 years (see p. 34). This could also avoid confusion in the definition of consanguinity that appears on pp. 11 and 34: Floor provides an initial definition of consanguinity that consists of ‘sexual reproduction between siblings and parents’ and then he refers to a much wider definition of this term that applies to marriage between those of the same ancestor (grand and great grandfather), a definition that implies a sense of endogamy than the consanguinity as practiced in Iran. In fact, consanguinity, just as exogamy and endogamy, is a relative concept depending on the extent of the social group. 
The fundamental question of relationship between sex for the purpose of reproduction and sex for the aim of pleasure and evasion is also discussed, but occasionally and not as one of the principal questions. This appears when the tradition of the Prophet is reported as saying that men should beware of the mutual need in sexual relations. Or on the question of sodomy that was condemned in both pre-Islamic and Islamic period because it ‘meant wasting seed and not creating new life’ (280), thus for sexual pleasure and not reproduction purpose. Likewise, Floor points to sex and sexual relations as the object of moral judgement when discussing the two opposing values they have for this world and the world after life. While in Islam homosexuality is unlawful in this world, it seems permitted in the paradise. He refers to various opinions and although concludes that the advocates of homosexuality have been unable to find religious endorsement for it, the very fact that some exegetes find it natural to some men is indicative of a practice that was provided with a legal justification by drawing on religious texts regardless of whether this interpretation was shared by the majority of the jurists or not. This approach was also supported from a medical viewpoint, such as that of Razi who believed that male homosexuality was ‘due to the father’s weak male sperm, making the male child effeminate’ (p. 295). Thus homosexuality was considered a genetic disease and not a sin or immorality.
On sodomy, Floor says that this has not been significantly diminished in Iran and it is still widespread (p. 365). Although there is still sodomy and lesbianism, if we look at the cause of these practices, which appears to be a lack of social relationship between opposing sexes, sodomy has been transformed from a commonplace practice to a forbidden and immoral or unlawful act punishable by death. It is not surprising that such a punishment was introduced under the Pahlavi regime because it became less widespread and therefore considered socially an abnormality rather than a norm. This trend continued under the Islamic regime for the same reason, namely, the increasing social interaction between men and women. In this sense, the idea of Iraj Mirzâ, unlike what Floor claims, proves to be right (pp. 348, 350). 
After examining social aspects of sexual relations from chapters 1 to 4, in the last chapter Floor discusses the physical and medical consequences of the sexual behaviour of the Iranians. In fact venereal diseases reveal and highlight the social problems the sexual relations in Iran entailed. They can be used as a metric measurement for the extent of extra marital sexual relation, and if the estimation of Floor that 40% of the population was affected by VD (p. 406) is true, it can indicate the depth of a problem, insofar as bisexual relations and sodomy was a norm up until the first part of the 20th century. This is a fundamental shift in Iranian society that Floor could have elaborated on further. Finally, the author underlines the male outlook of the problem of sexual relations and its resulting diseases – women were not the subject of treatment but considered as source of disease. This again shows the extent to which woman’s body was a site where power relationships in a male-dominated society expressed itself, marking once again continuity from antiquity to today. 
This book is enjoyable to read and an excellent source of information for both academics and lay readers. 
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