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Hülya Adak & Richard Wittmann

Mapping Gender in the Near East: 
Research Methodologies, Institutional  
Developments, and Challenges Ahead 

The book in your hands is both humble and ambitious in design. 
Not aspiring to be an encyclopedia on women’s, gender, and sexu-
ality studies in the Near East, our book still incorporates the expe-
riences of a wide array of researchers, representing a multitude of 
centers around the world. Including roughly twenty-five academic 
institutions worldwide, something no previous single publication 
has attempted, the volume brings together theoretical challenges in 
the field, the problematics of definitions, terminologies and com-
parative approaches to sources, the challenges in canon-formation, 
the possibilities of institutionalisation and collaboration among dif-
ferent institutions, while suggesting trajectories for future research 
and networking.

A few of the most prominent Centers on Gender Studies worldwide 
are represented in this volume: Martin Lücke and Heike Pantelmann 
from Freie Universität Berlin’s Margherita von Brentano Center il-
lustrate the action-based research and scholarship that highlight the 
unique characteristics of Europe’s largest center, while also pointing 
out the necessity for future expansion and international collabora-
tion. A good example is Margherita von Brentano Center’s ongoing 
collaboration with Sabancı University’s SU Gender, which Center 
Directors Heike Pantelmann and Hülya Adak expound upon in 
their chapter »Institutional Collaboration Models: Freie Universität 
Berlin’s Margherita von Brentano Center & Sabancı University’s SU 
Gender.« Needless to add that the close collaboration between the 
Orient-Institut Istanbul of the Max Weber Foundation under the di-
rectorship of Richard Wittmann and SU Gender with director Hülya 
Adak have led to an inspiring workshop1 in December 2020 and to 
1 The workshop »Mapping Gender in the Near East: What’s New and What’s 

Ahead in Ottoman and Turkish Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies« that 
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the publication of the book »Mapping Gender« that you are holding 
in your hands.2 

The significance of institutional collaboration and not just between 
gender studies centers but with NGOs, think tanks and professional 
organizations is exclusively underscored in Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti’s 
article »Gender Studies in the Crossfire: Explorations Through Time 
and Space.«

Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti, Emeritus Professor in Development Studies 
at the School of Oriental and African Studies, points to the anti- 
gender attacks »with the rise of right-wing populisms worldwide« 
(Kandiyoti, p. 107), which have led to the »dismantlement of gender 
studies centers« and the »demonization of its practitioners.« (Kandi-
yoti, p. 107) Prof. Kandiyoti details an elaborate history of the de-
velopment of gender studies, illustrating that the field grew out of 
a social movement, and most particularly out of second wave femi-
nism in the 1960s. (Kandiyoti, p. 107) According to Prof. Kandiyoti, 
the »androcentric biases of mainstream social sciences and the hu-
manities started being interrogated for the first time« in this period. 
Following this groundbreaking moment, »the academic mainstream 
eventually made its way into international governance structures. 
The UN International Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 was 
a defining moment when the switch from women to gender became 
official and when gender mainstreaming started being promoted 
globally by the U. N. and its agencies.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) After list-
ing a history of movements that have led to the collapse or demolition 
of certain women’s and gender studies centers in the MENA region, 
Prof. Kandiyoti cautions us to the challenges of what she terms the 
»anti-gender moment.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) 

took place online on 9 – 10 December 2020 was endorsed by IPC-Mercator. 
Our partners included Koç University’s Research Center for Anatolian Civi-
lizations (ANAMED) and The Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul (SRII). 
As co-organizers, we are indebted to Gülşah Şenkol (formerly: Torun- 
oğlu) for her significant role in organizing the workshop.

2 We are truly indebted to İlayda Ece Ova and Nazlı Hazar from SU Gender 
for their diligence and hard work as editorial assistants. 
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Prof. Kandiyoti defines the »anti-gender moment« as a contemporary 
moment, perhaps relevant to the past three decades. The geography of 
anti-gender movements is not restricted to the MENA region but has 
repercussions in Europe and Turkey. She lists examples from several 
European universities where gender studies courses have been banned 
under the pretense that »a nebulous concept labelled ›gender ideology‹ 
(carefully cultivated since the 1990s) is being presented as a nefar-
ious world view that endangers society by destabilizing biologically 
(or divinely) ordained sex roles.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107) In her concluding 
remarks, Prof. Kandiyoti calls for a more creative engagement in our 
struggles against anti-gender movements. Such resistance entails, in 
her words, societal actors ranging from »local administrations, mu-
nicipalities and neighborhood associations to NGOs, think tanks and 
professional associations.« Yes, this may require us to step out of »our 
academic comfort zones« but in doing so, we will »learn to generate 
new forms of knowledge and collaboration.« (Kandiyoti, p. 107)

Echoing Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti’s appeal for a collaboration between 
a variety of institutions and not just among universities, Aslı Davaz 
(Director of The Women’s Library and Information Center Founda-
tion of Istanbul) calls for cooperation between various institutions, 
including networking between The Women’s Library and universi-
ties. This is a significant move outside of the potential of any giv-
en university and center. Aslı Davaz suggests collaboration between 
multiple research institutions, libraries and institutions of high-
er learning. Her proposition to present the private archives of The 
Women’s Library is crucial and will be beneficial not only for schol-
ars, but also for teachers, journalists and activists. 

Methodological Challenges in Research 

This book abounds with insights into and discussions of new and sig-
nificant sources on gender in the Middle East. İpek Hüner Cora, Ir-
vin Cemil Schick, Fatmagül Berktay and Ebru Akcasu’s articles focus 
specifically on new sources to explore while constructing innovative 
theoretical models. In her chapter »Mapping as Historicizing: Gender 
Debates in the Late Ottoman Empire,« Maha AbdelMegeed from the 



6 Pera-Blätter 36

American University of Beirut, illustrates how she, together with Ebru 
Akcasu from Anglo-American University in Prague makes a signifi-
cant intervention, in their readings of Muhammed Farid Wajdi’s Mus-
lim Woman in the original Arabic and the translation into Ottoman 
Turkish (by Mehmet Akif, published in 1908). In their analysis, em-
ploying a gendered critique does not suffice and intersectionality is 
key. Their conclusion is that patriarchy in the turn-of-the century is 
founded upon a new hegemony of »waged labor« that revolves around 
the veil. (AbdelMegeed, p. 14) Their analyses will, we hope, be relevant 
not just to the Constitutional Period in the Ottoman Empire but to 
contemporary discussions on gender inequalities in employment. 

Prof. Efi Kanner from the National and Kapodistrian University of 
Athens and Prof. Lerna Ekmekçioğlu from the Massachussets Institute 
of Technology both point to multifarious methodological challenges in 
scholarship on women’s, gender, and sexuality studies in the Near East. 
Prof. Kanner highlights the significance of bringing the political to the 
forefront of gender studies in the Middle East. In her words, we must 
»mainstream gender in the Middle East« while also mainstreaming 
the »Middle East in gender studies.« (Kanner, p. 59) The latter inter-
vention is extremely relevant to centers in the Euro-American context, 
which focus mostly on Euro-American trajectories in gender stud-
ies, dismissing the context of the Middle East. Calling for the impor-
tance of inviting historians to the interstices of scholarship on gender 
in Turkey, a field she claims is dominated mostly by anthropologists 
and gender studies specialists, Prof. Kanner illustrates good examples 
from her ongoing work that explore how »women and LGBTQIs get 
in touch with grandnarratives of Turkish nationalism, Islam and the 
Left.« (Kanner, p. 59) In her influential article, Prof. Kaner pinpoints 
the necessity of liberating the histories of women and LGBTQIs from 
the fetters of such grandnarratives. (Kanner, p. 59)

Prof. Lerna Ekmekçioğlu points to paradigmatic problems in aligning 
non-Muslim women’s histories next to histories of Muslim women.  
Characterising this as »collectionist« logic (Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, p. 44), 
she claims that in writing these histories, the genocide against Otto-
man Armenians in 1915 needs to be taken into account as well as the 
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hierarchical organization of millets in the Ottoman legal order which 
was centered around sharia. (Ekmekçioğlu, p. 44) Prof. Ekmekçioğ-
lu’s arguments are relevant not only for a discussion of Ottoman Ar-
menian women’s histories and biographies but for all other minori-
ties of the Ottoman Empire. A significant roadmap for all researchers 
could be to address these histories of systemic violence in their work, 
while constructing new historiographic frameworks in which hierar-
chies and power relations are manifest and foregrounded. 

Prof. Marilyn Booth from the University of Oxford underscored the 
significance of working on microhistories and forgotten histories. In 
her article, she emphasized the importance of not collapsing women’s 
and gender history and not treating gender studies as a subfield of 
historical studies. In this respect, gender studies needs to be forefront. 
Similarly, Seçil Yılmaz from Franklin & Marshall College, working on 
the history of syphillis in the Ottoman Empire, emphasizes her quest 
to access suppressed , much silenced histories and the histories of the 
body. Dr. Gülşah Şenkol from Royal Holloway, University of London 
and ANAMED highlighted generational gaps and gaps in research as 
they pertained to certain historical periods. Her intervention was to 
take a more integrative approach analyzing, for instance, the depend-
ence of Egyptian feminism on Ottoman feminism. (Şenkol, p. 74)

At the Insterstices of Institutionalization and Research

A few chapters in the book are groundbreaking in illustrating the 
interconnectedness of the institutionalization of gender studies on 
the one hand and the methodological turning points in research and 
teaching, on the other. Prof. Evren Savcı from Yale University brings 
together the development of the institutionalization of Women’s, 
Gender, and Sexuality Studies in the USA with the content and meth-
odological concerns of research conducted in such centers and pro-
grams. She praises these centers because most research conducted in 
such institutions overcomes, according to Prof. Savcı, the rigidity of 
disciplinary thinking. The field of WGSS, in her words, »lets ques-
tions geared toward feminist and queer concerns drive the field rather 
than let disciplinary fields drive the questions.« (Evren Savcı, p. 114) 
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Prof. Savcı’s most prominent criticism is that WGSS centers in North 
America are predominantly US-centric. As critical thinking domi-
nates such centers, racism and notions of class are taken into account 
only as they apply to »what they mean in the American context.« 
(Savcı, p. 114) Prof. Savcı calls not only for collaborative networks at 
the international level, but claims rightfully so that in the USA, »we 
need to transnationalize our very categories of thought.« (Savcı, p. 114)

Prof. Fatmagül Berktay of Istanbul University underscored the sig-
nificant challenge for gender studies centers in Turkey: How to in-
corporate academics from Anatolia into a few of the key discussions 
to give them and their research more visibility? Prof. Berktay’s con-
clusions led to another series of challenges for the field of gender 
studies in Turkey. On the one hand, Prof. Berktay mentioned the ef-
forts to »domesticate women’s studies as a discipline …« She found 
it praiseworthy that most scholars are »making an impressive effort 
to keep up the good work« (Berktay, p. 102) despite the negative im-
pacts of authoritarian environments on the field. Her main question 
remains a challenge for the future of gender studies research in Tur-
key: how can academics in gender studies in Anatolia be integrated 
into mainstream discussions taking place in metropolises, given the 
fact that such academics from Anatolia lack the necessary social and 
academic connections, lack language proficiencies that give them 
little access to research in the international context, do not have the 
methodological tools to conduct interdisciplinary and/or compara-
tive work, or are unwilling to collaborate because of their own hos-
tile university environments? A huge challenge for the future of such 
work in Turkey and beyond was announced by Prof. Berktay: how 
to integrate local forms of knowledge / discussions in the peripheries 
into the scholarship taking place at the center? (Berktay, p. 102)

From Workshop to Book

This publication addresses two key problems in women’s and gen-
der studies: the lack of transnational and comparative scholarship, 
as well as the dearth of interdisciplinary collaboration. By doing so 
it responds to the fact that the scholarly literatures in women’s and 
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gender studies in the Ottoman-Turkish milieu and in the Arab and 
Balkan world have been, on the whole, kept tightly segregated from 
each other. The chapter organisation of this publication follows the 
four panels of the workshop by centering around key approaches that 
would benefit from being in dialogue. By doing so, they allowed lead-
ing scholars in the field to appraise the current state of research across 
national boundaries and academic disciplines and to bring forth new 
conversations and inter-regional dialogue about improving our ap-
proaches in the future development of the field. These interactions 
may help stimulate and guide future research efforts by delineating 
critical paths for subsequent research. 

By examining the most recent developments in the state of the field, 
the contributions to each chapter will add to a richer, more complex 
understanding of the field of women’s and gender studies in mod-
ern Turkey and its neighboring countries, while putting experts from 
each area into conversation with each other. 

The book has been structured by a division of four chapters focus-
sing on

1. Mapping the Field: Literary Approaches to Women’s, Gender, 
and Sexuality Studies in Turkey and the Near East.

2. Mapping the Field: Historicizing Women’s, Gender, and Sexu-
ality Studies in Turkey and the Near East.

3. Mapping the Field: Interdisciplinary Approaches to Women’s, 
Gender, and Sexuality Studies on the Region; and

4. New Directions: The Academy, Solidarity, and Public Out-
reach.

By providing a preliminary assessment of the state of affairs in Gen-
der Studies and activism for the Near East, we believe a solid base has 
been established that may encourage further research avenues that 
this basic account of the status quo could not address. 

Practical issues such as the dilemma of how to compensate for the 
lack of an institutional infrastructure for women’s and gender stud-
ies in and around Turkey still need to be addressed. Currently, only 
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a few major universities have established separate women’s and gen-
der studies departments in Turkey (Sabancı University, Kadir Has 
University, Özyeğin University, Koç University among others) to fa-
cilitate research in this field. Instead of inaugurating a separate aca-
demic discipline, numerous universities have opened up centers for 
women’s studies by offering certificate programs for students in other 
academic disciplines. Women’s and gender history have only recently 
been recognized as a thematic subfield within history departments. 
This status of »subfield« has also come under question in many of 
the chapters in the book, particularly in Marilyn Booth’s discussion 
of how to best include gender studies into the realm of disciplines 
or (inter)disciplinary thinking. At this stage, women’s and gender 
studies lacks the institutional support to tackle large-scale research 
questions. This entails that we still need to explore how to best use 
existing resources, so that collaboration between research centers, 
activist organizations, and other institutions can be instigated more 
effectively as an attempt to facilitate future growth and forms of co-
operation in the field.

Having an interdisciplinary group of scholars in the humanities and 
social sciences as its authors, Mapping Gender in the Near East brings 
together academics who share an interest in women’s and gender stud-
ies with regard to the Ottoman world, modern Turkey and the wid-
er geographic region. The inclusive approach of the book across the 
borders of one’s own field of specialisation has the potential to foster 
solidarities that connect common struggles beyond fixed geographic 
borders and academic disciplines. We hope that this may encourage 
researchers to fill the existing gaps in research in the near future. 

Much impetus for improving gender equality may thus be achieved 
by forming a link between activists and academics as well as artists, 
who all address gender in different ways that may enrich each other’s 
approaches. Further, much interdisciplinary research awaits all gen-
der studies scholars working on the Near East. A deeper inclusion 
and engagement with queer studies, intersectionality (discussed in 
depth in the book in Ebru Akcasu’s article entitled »Muslim Woman: 
a case study in collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches to gen-
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der and class boundaries in the late Ottoman Empire«), innovative 
research on masculinity studies, activism-based research on gender 
based violence, sexual harassment and discrimination and an uncov-
ering of silenced gendered histories through the use of new method-
ologies seem to be several possibilities regarding our joint endeavors 
for the future. 





1 Mapping the Field
Literary Approaches to Women’s, Gender, and 
Sexuality Studies in Turkey and the Near East
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Maha AbdelMegeed
American University of Beirut

 Mapping as Historicizing: 
Gender Debates in the Late Ottoman Empire
Thank you so much for your kind introduction. A very good morn-
ing to people in the US since it is still very early there, for the rest of 
us, it’s more like good afternoon.

I want to use my five minutes as an opportunity to think aloud, with 
everyone here, about the possible ways in which comparative – and 
collaborative – approaches to gender can contribute to how we his-
toricize – and specifically how we grapple with moments of volatil-
ity and rapid – and uncertain – change. As such, I will start with a 
brief sketch of a recent collaborative project that I had the pleasure of 
working on with my colleague Ebru Akcasu who is also present here 
today and will discuss our project from a slightly different angle later 
today.

Ebru and I were intrigued by a short book entitled Muslim Wom-
an, written by a prolific author named Muhammed Farid Wajdi 
(1878 – 1954), and published in Cairo in 1901. The book is framed as 
a contribution to the soaring debates on the veil. These debates have 
been widely analyzed and scrutinized by scholars. In the Egyptian 
context, they have been looked at in connection with the intersec-
tion between capitalism-modernity-colonialism / imperialism-and 
nationalism. The various positions regarding the veil, and gender 
more broadly, are usually mapped using the different possibilities 
emerging from the specific intersection of these four highly inter-
linked phenomena (capitalism-modernity-colonialism / imperial-
ism-nationalism).

The book, Muslim Woman, was translated into Ottoman Turkish by 
Mehmet Akif (1873 – 1936) in the wake of the 1908 constitutional 
revolution. There are several fascinating aspects about the book, the 
translation, the contexts of its composition and translation, and even 
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about the authors who were both equally captivating intellectual fig-
ures – though Wajdi is far less studied than Akif is.

Yet, I want to focus on one specific aspect: the commensurability of 
the maps, underpinning how we read Wajdi’s Muslim Woman, and 
Akif ’s Muslim Woman respectively. As I have mentioned earlier, the 
intersection between capitalism – modernity – colonialism and na-
tionalism weaves the interpretive web through which these texts are 
positioned and read as part of broader social, ideological, and cultur-
al transformations.

While Ebru and I have looked at the texts quite closely, we were 
equally interested in the history of the reception of the texts, and of 
the authors as well, within our respective regions. One of the things 
we were always exchanging notes about is how the story of capitalist 
modernity, and the position of the veil and gender in it, is told by 
our respective regions. What do we gain from putting these maps, 
constructed from two different particular positions together – espe-
cially when these two maps are ultimately referring to a process of 
structural change on a world level? We were interested in whether 
this process of comparison allows us to avoid certain loopholes that 
might be produced through the exclusive focus on the nation-state as 
a unit of analysis. We were equally curious to explore what we gain 
from the recognition that the Ottoman Empire still offered the polit-
ical framework in that period and as such needs to be thought of as 
a single unit of analysis. At the same time, we were concerned about 
the risk of reproducing the exact same loopholes, but now with a big-
ger map. In other words, does this exercise only alter the scale or is it 
also capable of contributing to our vision?

There are no simple answers to these questions really. Yet, there were 
enough similarities in our respective regional maps to point to the 
vital role played by theory and method in how these maps are drawn. 
To give one quick example, Wajdi’s and Akif ’s staunch pro-veil 
stances, are linked to their anxiety over imperialism and »western-
ization«. Their appeal to »Easterners« and »Eastern« identity is sim-
ilarly read in a comparable way. In the Egyptian context, the debate 
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on the »veil« is often – though not exclusively – interpreted against 
the backdrop of the anxieties of modernity and colonization. While 
these explanations are not necessarily wrong, they seem too focused 
on interpreting intellectual and cultural history as a »reaction,« and 
do not always help us understand the contradictions in the positions 
of these figures. Consequently, we cannot necessarily nuance these 
explanations by just expanding our map – it is more crucially about 
how and why we do it, or the stakes and the approach. Scale, on its 
own, will not necessarily offer us a fuller explanation though it might 
provoke us to try.

I will conclude by noting that, in this specific case, reading Muslim 
Woman, in Arabic and Ottoman Turkish, with Ebru, has been an 
initiation into reading both broader structural transformations and 
their positioned particular articulations. As such, we have come to 
read Muslim Woman as part of a broader wave of attempts to rethink 
and rearticulate patriarchy in the wake of the increasing discur-
sive hegemony of waged labor. Women and the veil were the terms 
through which this hegemony was both sealed – and contested on 
new grounds.
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Ebru Akcasu
Anglo-American University, Prague & Boğaziçi University, Istanbul

Muslim Woman: A Case Study in Collaborative 
and Interdisciplinary Approaches to Gender and 
Class Boundaries in the Late Ottoman Empire

I would also like to begin by taking this opportunity to thank the 
organizers for their invitation. I’m happy to have the chance to share 
with you some aspects of the work Maha and I have done, which has 
been a collaborative experience to cherish. I’ll pick up where she left 
off and focus on the relevance of translation studies from a histori-
cal perspective. I’ll also offer more detailed examples of how we ap-
proached our project. I hope I can manage in 6 minutes!

Mehmet Akif ’s translation of Muslim Woman was first published 
when, in Akif ’s words, it »invaded« the third through the nineteenth 
issues of Sırât-ı Müstakîm – a journal that dated its foundation to the 
day that dawned after the Ottoman Constitutional Revolution. As 
one may expect, the journal’s timing also coincided with the am-
plification of the woman question’s entanglements in the Ottoman 
center. The first installment of Akif ’s translation was printed on 10 
September 1908. It was preceded by a brief introduction that tied its 
relevance to the revolution. Specifically, Akif referred the unfeasi-
bility of women’s public visibility and labor to Musa Kazım Efendi’s 
contributions on »Freedom – Equality,« which his translation would 
share the following six issues with. This deliberate and explicit link 
renders Muslim Woman a prime example for the many lenses one 
can reach for in reading texts. Thanks to a workshop organized by 
Marilyn Booth and Claire Savina that Holly Shissler, who is here, is 
also involved in, Maha and I picked up a lens that observes it as a text 
in migration.

Reading Muslim Woman, analyzing its translation in new contexts, 
and then returning to the source text exposed to us additional fea-
tures of its original potentialities. We realized something others 
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who are here may have encountered in some works they’ve read »on 
women«: Muslim Woman is not so much about women. The points 
Wajdi makes about women also serve as stand ins for conversations 
about social order, autonomy, and preservation. Maintaining bound-
aries – hijabs – is expressed as fundamental while the alternative 
is described as a path to anarchy and destruction. Boundaries, the 
elimination of which caused anxiety, included gender but certainly 
were not limited to it, as much as the consequences of lifting the veil 
were not just sartorial. This has implications for how we read 1908, 
since barriers the historiography has focused on here overwhelm-
ingly draw attention to lifting ethnocultural ones. Instead, speaking 
through gender, Muslim Woman evoked equality amongst classes to 
be a dangerous prospect. One sees this in passages likening gender 
equality to granting »howlers and yowlers« the same say as intellec-
tuals in sociopolitical matters, which brings us back to the historical 
significance of translations as sources.

Translations as historical sources can provide insight into the trans-
lator’s intellectual world, especially by spotlighting divergences. 
Looking at Muslim Woman and its translation side by side, at times, 
line by line and word by word, we were taken aback by Akif ’s loyalty 
to the original text. The evident care Akif put into producing a faith-
ful translation made patterns in how he navigated word choice and 
his interjections all the more significant. For example, he took the 
liberty to emphasize Wajdi’s point about the aforementioned »howl-
ers and yowlers« by specifying occupational classes, the »tulumbacı« 
and »vardacı.« Akif ’s interjections supported Wajdi’s call for (a par-
ticular interpretation of) parity over equality – in gender and in class. 
This was a weighty point to emphasize at such a transformative and 
revolutionary moment when the door granting access to authority 
and power had theoretically widened. Muslim Woman, in transla-
tion, helped Sırât-ı Müstakîm position itself as a participant in the 
contest over who would be its gatekeepers.

Muslim Woman advocated for change that was, naturally, in align-
ment with its author’s ideological stance, which has often been re-
garded as Islamist or traditionalist. Akif has shared this vague yet 
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restrictive category. While how Muslim Woman speaks about gender 
and Islam may justify this designation in the minds of some, much of 
what the text said through gender, for example, on class, was shared 
by those who have been evaluated as ideological opposites of its au-
thor and translator. It is also of key significance that Muslim Wom-
an accepts and even embraces present circumstances as the point of 
departure in its forward-looking trajectory. This complicates things, 
which is quite appropriate (and welcome).

I find Ottoman studies to be at an exciting place right now precise-
ly because a lot of the current scholarship acknowledges that things 
were complicated. Binaries and restrictive categories have lost much 
of their appeal in favor of more spectrum oriented, nuanced, and en-
tangled approaches. I presume this holds true across the disciplines 
represented here. These trends have also helped address the issue 
that a paradigmatic shift from Westernization to modernization has 
lagged somewhat behind the terminological switch. The process ne-
cessitated reaching to wider geographies for sources that inspired 
different imaginings of Ottoman modernities. Texts like Muslim 
Woman were, for quite some time, regarded as uninteresting, missed, 
ignored, or bundled into an »obstruction to progress« category be-
cause they didn’t conform to a specific shape of modernity. I think 
this is much less the case now when so many are actively endeavor-
ing to recover lost voices, to make visible those who were rendered 
invisible, and to deliver a more persuasive depiction of a complicated 
Ottoman past. At least this is how I see the present state of the field, 
and our work in it.
Thank you.
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İpek Hüner Cora
Boğaziçi University, Istanbul

 Stories and Gendered Encounters

Thank you for your kind introduction, and I also want to use a 
half-minute of my time to thank all the conveners and organizers for 
organizing such a great event and bringing so many people together. 
In my remaining five and a half minutes now, I will explain what I try 
to do with stories. To do that, I will take you a few centuries back to 
a period, very vaguely called Early Modern, and focus on the stories 
narrated by the Ottomans.

I read and enjoy Ottoman prose fiction of the early modern period. 
And as the stories of the period are many, so are the ways to approach 
them. I read the stories with an inquisitive eye turned to the gendered 
representations and encounters following the theoretical scholarship 
on gender. And theory aside, even after reading many stories, they 
still amaze me. While the stories do not provide extensive descrip-
tions or in-depth psychological analyses of individual characters, 
they still reflect very effectively the anxieties and desires of the Ot-
toman subjects or their representation in the literature. The stories 
actually rely on stock characters, not individuals: the wile woman, 
the absent-minded husband, the beautiful but silent concubine, the 
old hag as the busy-body, the shrewd villager, the just ruler without 
a son, the prince born under an inauspicious sign, the curious and 
wondrous beings in faraway lands. With their repeated performances 
of different acts, all these stock characters mirror the gender stereo-
types as they are represented in narrative fiction. The stories (both 
the characters and their plots) thus perpetuate the existing gender 
hierarchies and subvert them – depending on the positionality of the 
narrator and audience.

The relational and mutually constitutive nature of gender requires 
looking at men and women and all the other actors simultaneous-
ly – or simply to mark their absences. And to do that, I prefer to use 
space and time as organizational principles. From such a perspective, 
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the stories inform us of the gendered use of space and time, and that 
makes more nuanced readings of performativity possible. And this 
perspective creates a space for more nuanced, complex, and entan-
gled readings, as Ebru Akcasu just mentioned in her talk. Which ac-
tions are repeated, when, and where? What does different actors’ use 
of time and space tell us about gendered encounters? Or the private 
sphere? Or public places? Time and space provide the setting of the 
gendered encounters and contextualize them. The context is not lim-
ited to the plot, but there is a historical context to be aware of. When 
considered in the Early Modern Ottoman context, prose stories ex-
emplify what people find worthy of telling and what not – be it for en-
tertainment or edification. The stories are informed both by societal 
and moral ideals dictating proper conduct and daily events. As such, 
they inform us by showing us different characters and their actions 
under other circumstances, but they also let us hypothesize about 
possible authors, narrators, storytellers, readers, and audiences. Fol-
lowing their intricate plot twists, we can think about the possible in-
tentions of the narrator / storyteller / author and / or expectations and 
reactions of the readership / audience. As these people recreate the 
story with each new performance, they provide us with another lev-
el that could – or should – be considered in thinking about gendered 
encounters. How did all the different readers and audiences react to 
these stories? To whom would the readers sympathize? How would a 
storyteller twist a story in a given space and time?

The questions are many, the stories innumerable, and I have not much 
time. But to sum up, both the stories provide us with many possibil-
ities to think about gender. And in addition to being prime reading 
material, they allow us to think about different subjects, their desires, 
their anxieties – crystallized in the gendered use of time and space.
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Laurent Mignon
University of Oxford

 The Transformative Power of the Literary Text

Thank you for inviting me and giving me the opportunity to share a 
few thoughts in this setting. As I was reflecting on the overall set of 
problems – if I were to speak in French, I would speak of a probléma-
tique – that we are meant to discuss in the context of our workshop 
today and tomorrow, namely, on the one hand the fact that the logic 
of the nation-state has been imposed on the study of the post Otto-
man-world, and, on the other hand, the need for greater interdisci-
plinarity that bridges the gaps between the humanities and the social 
sciences, which is a more general problem within academia, I remem-
bered a novel and a novelist that in many ways could be a good start-
ing point for a discussion on those topics: Zafer Hanım and her novel 
Aşk-ı Vatan (Love of the homeland). As most of you will know, this 
is the first novel in Ottoman Turkish published by a woman, around 
1878. However, we know little about the author. Quite characteristi-
cally Mehmet Zihni Efendi’s (1846 – 1913) bibliographical dictionary 
Meşahirü’n-Nisa (Famous Women, 1877 – 1879), defines her via a de-
scription of her male relatives.

Even more significantly Mehmet Zihni Efendi suggests that her nov-
el was a »reported translation«. This is an early example of the ob-
session with authenticity that would characterize Turkish language 
literary criticism for decades to come. More importantly, however, 
this criticism was directed here at a woman. From Zafer Hanım to 
Latife Tekin, accusations related to a lack of originality have often 
been directed at women by male critics and they were often a way of 
circumventing the radicalism of their texts – a radicalism in terms of 
literary innovation, but also in terms of their politics.

In the case of Zafer Hanım, we encounter a slave narrative, one of 
the significant genres of the Ottoman Turkish novel. A slave narra-
tive, however, that was quite out of the ordinary, since it ended with 
the successful escape of Gülbeyaz, the enslaved girl. Even though the 
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narrator reports that Gülbeyaz was in the »happiest state a slave could 
be in,« Gülbeyaz did not accept her status as a slave and she rebelled.

In other words, neither the prophetic teachings concerning benevo-
lence towards slaves, nor those concerning manumission were at the 
heart of this narrative, unlike in those of male authors who engaged 
with the topic. Indeed, Zafer Hanım stressed the incompatibility of 
slavery with human dignity.

The novel fits also within another nineteenth century Ottoman 
Turkish literary fashion: the passion for Spain, usually Islamic, but 
in Zafer Hanım’s case contemporary. For us today, this is the oppor-
tunity to remember that Spanish, in its Jewish variety, was one of 
the literary languages of the Ottoman realms and that Jewish Studies 
should be on the list of the academic fields that need to be part of our 
cross-disciplinary conversation.

From the history of Ladino literature comes a very important teach-
ing: Indeed, the popularity of the romanso, the Judeo-Spanish no-
vella, among the female readership (or audience perhaps, but that is 
another debate) in the nineteenth century, forced the Jewish religious 
authorities to start taking women seriously and to write for them, and 
also to write having them in mind. This was a tremendous change.
And, thus I will conclude here: Both Zafer Hanım and the Judeo-Span-
ish female readership, in other words, women as authors and women 
as readers, teach us an important lesson: We should not underesti-
mate the transformative power of the literary text and its ability to 
spread a liberationist discourse.
Thank you.
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Irvin Cemil Schick
École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS), Paris

 The Importance of Cross-National Collaboration 
in Gender and Sexuality Studies
Rather than talking about generalities, I thought I would base these 
brief comments on some of my personal experiences and current 
work.

One of my main research interests is the representation of gender and 
sexuality in Muslim societies, and in Turkey in particular. Of course 
gender and sexuality are themselves representations, so I do realize 
that that sentence is to some extent redundant. Anyway, I study gen-
der and sexuality as they are manifested in art and literature. I do not 
entertain the illusion that art and literature faithfully reflect the real-
ity of gender and sexuality, but I do believe that they reflect the way 
in which at least some people think about that reality.

The principal difficulty one faces in this kind of work is the paucity 
of sources. At the same time, there is considerable commonality with 
other, non-Turkish speaking societies, so that the subject would be 
very well served by transnational and comparative scholarship.

Let me give you an example. I have recently been working on occult 
practices in the early modern Ottoman Empire, and that has led to 
a short article, as yet unpublished, on sexuality in Ottoman dream 
interpretation. This was inspired in part by a chapter in volume 3 of 
Foucault’s History of Sexuality in which he drew on the dream manu-
al of Artemidoros of Daldis, written during the second century C. E., 
to infer the horizons of sexuality in late antique Greek society.

Likewise, the sources I have been using are dream interpretation 
treatises, which have a long history, going back to the third mille-
nium B. C. in Egypt and Mesopotamia. The earliest extant Islamic 
treatises are in Arabic and date from the ninth century C. E., and 
they have a good deal in common with the Greek and Jewish sourc-
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es that immediately preceded them. Now, what is most interesting 
for my purposes is determining the elements that are specific to Ot-
toman dream interpretation, which means that I need to compare 
Ottoman sources with those that came before them. What did the 
Ottomans take from the Arabs, what did they not take, and what did 
they invent themselves? And likewise, what was original to Arabic 
dream lore and what was not? So there you are, my work is in need 
of transnational and comparative scholarship. Now, I can read Otto-
man sources, I can read Arabic sources, I can read sources in several 
European languages, and fortunately there are translations of some 
of the sources that are written in languages that I do not speak. But 
there are many sources that have not yet been translated, and a col-
laborative effort would go a long way towards helping me accomplish 
my goal.

I also work on Islamic erotica, and here, too, Ottoman sources drew 
heavily on Arabic sources which, as we know, owe a good deal to Per-
sian and Indian sources. But once again this was not simple plagia-
rism: the sources were adapted, modified, rewritten, abridged or add-
ed to, and this process is revealing of the sexual imagination in each 
of these societies. And once again, expertise in the languages, his-
tories, and cultures of each of these societies can only be brought to 
bear in a collaborative effort of transnational and comparative schol-
arship. Moreover, erotic sources are particularly hard to come by, and 
there too cross-border collaboration would pay off handsomely.

I know from personal experience that such collaboration does pay off. 
I am sure you are all familiar with Madeline Zilfi’s 1997 book Women 
in the Ottoman Empire. It is a significant edited volume that brings 
together important contributions on the Turkish and Arabic-speak-
ing provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Inspired by that book, Amila 
Buturović of York University in Toronto and I co-edited a book en-
titled Women in the Ottoman Balkans, which was published in 2007. 
We had contributors from Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, Bosnia, Croatia, 
Romania, and elsewhere, and covered diverse topics from poetry and 
song to political propaganda and the law. What was great about this 
book, and I can say this because it was not the result of any conscious 
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effort on our part, is that a variety of common themes emerged, most 
notably the permeability of ethno-religious boundaries and the ways 
in which women were able to strategically cross them. This success 
was a direct result of transnational and comparative collaboration. 
Granted, it was focused specifically on the Balkans and its relation-
ship with the Ottoman capital, and we could have opened our hori-
zons further. But even so, our focus on a relatively broad region rath-
er than the territory of a single particular successor state allowed us 
to highlight aspects that a narrower focus would not have revealed.
That’s all I wish to say for now. Thank you for listening.
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Marilyn Booth
Magdalen College & University of Oxford

 Listening

I am glad to be part of this workshop, which highlights the impor-
tance of comparative and collaborative work across regions and lan-
guages. The rubric given to our particular panel – historicing wom-
en’s, gender, and sexuality studies – can refer not only to the existence 
of a rich assemblage of historical scholarship – that is, to the prac-
tices of many dedicated scholars today – but also to the history of a 
field of study. It seems crucial politically, to me as a feminist scholar, 
to continue reminding ourselves and our institutions, through our 
work, that the writing of history which takes gender (in)to account 
is a practice that has continued in and across the region we study 
ever since the nineteenth century. As we study the histories, we must 
study the writers of history, too, not just as sources but as intellectu-
als – sometimes feminist, sometimes not – with activist agendas for 
the writing of women’s history (specifically) in their own times.

My comments are likely to be obvious ones; they are based on my 
rather modest objectives as a feminist scholar writing about a small 
set of people in nineteenth-century Egypt and Ottoman Syria. And 
of course, I’m not the only one pursuing these concerns; indeed, they 
are widely shared, as a methodologically focused pathway into some 
of the deep questions that studying gender always raises. With ref-
erence to my most recent project, I will say a few words about, first, 
»microhistories«, forgotten people, and deep listening, and what this 
all has to do with gender; related to that, about the biographical turn 
or re-turn in historical studies; third, about listening differently, or: 
rhetoric and affect; fourth, about comparison and entanglement; and 
finally, about translation studies as intellectual history and vice versa.

I have just finished a book on the career and writings of an early 
feminist who wrote in the context of colonized Egypt though she was 
originally from south Lebanon, Zaynab Fawwaz (d. 1914).1 And one 
1 Booth, Marilyn. The Career and Communities of Zaynab Fawwaz: Feminist 
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feature of her writing is a strong historical sensibility, which I ex-
plored in a previous book.2 I’m approaching her textual legacy and 
her gender politics from within the discursive context of gender as a 
key axis of the nineteenth-century Arabic knowledge movement, the 
Nahda. That’s a sensible framework, but studying Fawwaz’s rhetoric 
and her life offers, or requires, some interrogations of that intellec-
tual project. It also means that one has to keep in mind the many 
ways in which the Nahda intersects with various political allegiances 
and identity categories, along axes of geography, ethnicity and an-
cestry, and religious-communal belonging, but also how individuals 
don’t often fit into the boxes that we later scholars sometimes want 
to assign to them. Fawwaz’s origins, her life trajectory, and her out-
look – and we can only discern these through the writings that she 
left to us – demand that we think carefully about how her arguments, 
her making of a self, were distinct from other early Arabophone writ-
ers who were also contributing to debates on gender, society, and na-
tion. There remains much about her experience that we do not know; 
Fawwaz as a subject of study is elusive and anomalous. Her writings 
stand out as particularly forceful on patriarchy and empire alike, and 
as explicitly anti-essentialist – unusually so, for her time and place. 
Thus, her career offers an opportunity to think – yet again – about 
what we mean by »feminism« or »feminist thinking«, which always 
has to be carefully contextualised in time and place.

My book is partly a biography, even if facts on the ground are sparse 
and speculative. But Fawwaz really becomes distinctive when we 
compare her writing closely to that of others and when we set it deep-
ly within the political and discursive context of her time. Thus, most-
ly, the book is a series of microhistories, chapters organized around 
a theme and set of texts. In each case, through examining Fawwaz in 
dialogue, I try to see somewhat microscopically how social expecta-
tions of gender roles, and political rhetorics of gender differentiation, 

Thinking in Fin-de-siècle Egypt. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2021.
2 Booth, Marilyn. Classes of Ladies of Cloistered Spaces: Writing Feminist His-

tory through Biography in Fin-de-siècle Egypt. Edinburgh, Edinburgh Uni-
versity Press, 2015. I have also written several essays on aspects of Fawwaz’s 
writing.
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as key discursive-structural mechanisms for organizing and main-
taining authority structures in society, work »in practice«, as it were, 
for an audience. But then also, how does gender awareness become 
a mechanism for questioning those structures? As Joan W. Scott has 
elaborated so eloquently in her work, and as so much work on our 
region tells us, gender is not simply one among many identity han-
dles. It is a key apparatus and medium for organizing authority and 
power in society. But I still don’t think its radical centrality is always 
kept in view.

So, for instance, I try to ask: how does speech identified as »the 
speech of a woman« enter into configurations of authority, and 
perhaps shift them? While I work on women who wrote and pub-
lished – who were at the time, by definition, members of a social 
and intellectual if not always an economic elite – I regard »women’s 
speech« in this sense as permeating and shaping many social ter-
rains: within everyday practices, in homes, in workplaces and courts 
and religious spaces, on the street. Women as speakers in these var-
ious sites were (and are) interrogating and sometimes defying (even 
as they are also embodying) ways that »women« were (and are) ob-
jects of contested reform agendas. (Of course, we must always ask: 
which women? How are they constituted by racial / ist categorizing, 
class, ecology, and so forth?)

By the same token, women’s vocality have often been criticized, dis-
ciplined, or suppressed because it asserts the possibility of a subject 
position within discourse, testing the boundaries of objectification 
or socially approved passivity. These contestations over voice don’t 
necessarily appear in the »polite discourse« of major thinkers (al-
though they may), but more in the interstices of public debate, in for-
gotten corners of recorded »conversation«. How did women assert 
the status of intellectual when they were being denied that status in 
the very discursive sites that constituted their only public outlet? This 
is not a new question; it’s been debated for centuries, in fact. But the 
iterations or eruptions of this question – in their differences – are no 
less significant for that. In fact, their longevity and proliferation tell 
us a lot about the many, many ways that structures of authority have 
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been solidified and re-solidified in favour of maintaining gendered 
hierarchies across so many diverse human societies.

»Microhistories«, Forgotten People, and Deep Listening

I see »microhistories« as opportunities to think about forgotten peo-
ple in conversation, microhistory as a site for deep listening, and the 
study of intense textual linkages. My microhistories contextualise 
such speech by setting it against the discursive terrain in which it ap-
pears, highlighting culture producers who were not usually the major 
intellectuals (female or male) of their time: it’s an intellectual history 
that focuses on those who were not the »great men«. As microhisto-
ries, my chapters range far away from Fawwaz at times. I’m placing 
Fawwaz in a context of dialogue with many writers whose work is 
barely visible now: the proprietors of »lesser« newspapers, the trans-
lators, the minor novelists, and so forth – and often the same person 
playing many roles. It’s only by setting her into these dialogic spaces 
that her work itself becomes visible.

Listening to more voices, but specifically listening to unremembered, 
non-canonised voices in exchange with each other (and when you 
look for them, they are everywhere): this compels us to highlight how 
implacably central questions of gender were to the whole Nahda pro-
ject. In other words, it wasn’t just a few prominent individuals who 
were discussing these things in published writings: it was many. The 
centrality of »women questions« and »men questions« (and sexuality 
questions) pushes against the way that »women’s and gender histo-
ry«‚ has so often been seen: first, as always collapsed together; and 
second, as a »subfield« of historical studies, rather than as a central 
dynamic within human histories that needs to be always analytical-
ly and archivally to the forefront. This marginalizing of gender in 
scholarship should be a »straw wo / man« by now, easily knocked over 
and passé, but unfortunately, I don’t think it always is (except, by and 
large, within feminist circles).

Another sign of this centrality to the debates of the time is that gen-
der questions infused the whole range of genres of writing (a topic 
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that has come up several times in the workshop). What were people 
reading? Culture production comprised points of intersection be-
tween the labours of culture workers and audiences who, yes, might 
be reading those whom we think of now as the major thinkers – in 
Egypt, Muhammad »Abduh, for instance – but who might have been 
much more interested in the back pages of al-Mu’ayyad newspaper 
with its crime reporting, or who might have preferred translations of 
French novels over al-Mu’ayyad or the important journal al-Manar 
and its many peers, or whose reading focused on etiquette books and 
domestic manuals. All of these genres were part of a vast, intense, and 
proliferating discourse on gender – as were plays (performed or read), 
vernacular poetry, and so forth. Much of this writing was anony-
mous or pseudonymous, another important factor which makes our 
archival work more difficult but in some ways, also more fascinating.
When we focus on microhistories – individual trajectories, relational 
histories, tracing communities of discourse – this may lead us to net-
works of people that stretch across oceans or continents. But study-
ing women in particular raises questions of mobility as well as vo-
cality. We have to be careful not to romanticize such networks, or 
to see mobility and communication when they are not really there. 
What were the limits to mobility and access (for instance, access to 
libraries) that even elite women might face in ways that their male 
peers did not? Did women sometimes invoke networks as a way to 
construct a hoped-for community, making a performative gesture to-
wards the future, registering an aspiration as much as, or more than, 
a reality?

The Biographical (Re)Turn

I mentioned biography at the start, as part of my current project. The 
»old« biography may be out of fashion but we need these deep stud-
ies that focus on individuals (and their interlocutors – individuals in 
community and / or contest). It is unsettling to realise how many ac-
tivist-intellectuals of the Nahda period are inadequately studied in 
terms of thinking the arc of their lives and their works together (even 
the well-known men! for instance, ‘Abdallah Nadim). We may have 
succinct biographies, though rarely detailed ones; and for someone 
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like Nadim, there are good studies of segments of his writing. But 
we still need deeper textual engagement and contextual thinking as 
well as tracing networks, conversations, and antagonisms. How are 
his Masamir related to his poetry? Did his views change over time 
or when pitched to different audiences? Can we get any sense of his 
communities? Of course, biography means not lives in isolation, but 
lives in conversation, and trying to listen in.

Listening in now on what were the publicly aired conversations then, 
listening to non-canonized voices (of men or of women), means lis-
tening differently to intellectual debates and activisms, and register-
ing multiple and contentious discourses of »progress« and »the mod-
ern« at the time. Some of these were critical of prevailing ways in 
which »progress« and its conceptual vocabulary were being thought 
and measured. This is not a matter of describing themes; it is about 
engaging in the rhetoric individuals used, to and for each other, try-
ing for a biographical practice that takes discursive analysis and / in 
community seriously.

Focusing on biography as conversation, and the place of rhetoric, also 
warns us against assuming homogeneity across groups or over time. 
For example, pronouncements »on women« are generally assumed to 
be tightly implicated in, and by, discourses and practices of »the na-
tional,« or how »women« and »nation« are co-constituted, even when 
the argument is about, say, women contesting representations of fem-
ininity predicated on a certain sort of modernity generic to the na-
tion. This is all important, but it is not everything, as has been point-
ed out especially by those who study other marginalized subjects. I’m 
interested in the textual moments that are not (or at least seem not 
to be) about something called »the nation«. I think we need to attend 
more to how nineteenth-century female writers might have been cri-
tiquing the ostensible centrality of »the national« by their very choic-
es of what to write about. This also means looking holistically at their 
work rather than highlighting an essay here or a novel there (though 
of course, focused analyses of individual works are important, too). 
This also keeps us aware of the danger – and the ease – of falling into 
teleology, of seeing where we are now as somehow inevitable and of 
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historical work as needing to explain how we got here – rather than 
asking, why here and not elsewhere, or why this but not that, which 
once might have seemed possible.

Focusing on less canonical individuals and their texts is likely to 
confront us more squarely with the messiness of conceptual blue-
prints, the paradoxes within modernist thinking, the »anything 
goes« cacophony of public discourse (sometimes), and the conse-
quences of all of this for certain subjects. Sometimes, the writing 
that may seem »awkward«, or »derivative«, or »repetitive«, or »un-
derdone« tells us the most. How and why does a text centre »Wom-
an« as a category while anonymising women as individuals – a move 
that seems emblematic of the Nahda insofar as we see it as a »liber-
al« project, or in certain kinds of liberal feminism with the blind-
nesses that have been pointed out by so many scholars. We can learn 
a lot about such moves in the most eloquently written works of the 
time, but we can probably learn just as much from writings that 
have been dismissed: because they are anonymous, or clunky, or ty-
po-ridden, or emotionally wrought, or diatribe-laden; because they 
were penned and published by »others« whose names are either lost 
or are generally overlooked by historians. How does a text invoke 
women’s authority yet simultaneously stomp on it (rather than, for 
instance, carefully containing it, which is another way of accom-
plishing the same thing, but a different kind of move if you are a 
woman reader perusing it)? How does »European thought«, con-
structed in polemical texts or through quasi-translated short sto-
ries, emerge as social artefacts or practices more than as a set of 
ideas, and how might audiences engage with this? Or (my next big 
project), how is the formation of the ethical subject, through new 
kinds of writing that borrow from old forms heavily and eclectical-
ly, deeply and problematically gendered?

These kinds of texts oblige us to think about lived dilemmas and 
blind spots that these »everyday thinkers« were grappling with as 
they sought particular audiences for their works. I don’t want to cre-
ate a division between different categories of writers, but I do think 
that in some of the less obviously »intellectual« works, the issues dis-
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play as fascinatingly raw. To me, this is not less intellectual, but it is 
differently intellectual, a way of thinking about practice.3

And – back to biography, perhaps – if the authorial signatures on 
most of these works are male names, who are the unacknowledged 
co-authors, the mothers and aunts and sisters and wives and daugh-
ters and sons and domestic employees, and how might we listen to 
their muted voices? Are there any new ways to think about author-
ship and anonymity?

Listening Differently

It’s probably already evident that what I enjoy as a scholar is imple-
menting a methodology of close listening, attending to how questions 
are asked, how concepts are deployed, how emotions are revealed, 
constructed, and hidden (affective language, and its uses) – and how 
all of these may vary with different audiences in mind. How does 
a nineteenth-century writer like Zaynab Fawwaz exploit linguistic 
convention to stage herself in ways that in fact interrogate and chal-
lenge both linguistic and social convention? How does she use rhe-
torical generalizations, repetition, humour, affect (especially rage), 
posed anger, silences? How have writing women dealt with, or de-
flected, articulations that discursively saturate them (as »representa-
tions«, or even as »representatives«) in a language of the bodily?

The question of affect in writing may be especially tricky to negoti-
ate when speaking of feminists, because »emotion« has so often been 
exploited to denigrate women’s articulations and consign women to 
a subordinate intellectual and political status. For this very reason, 
it is important to consider the rhetorical uses of emotion or affect. 
When does a speaker choose to use a vocabulary of feeling, and what 
kinds of risks does she take by doing so? Can those risks in turn be 
themselves rhetorically potent in exposing misogynistic or patriar-
chal uses of language to silence or discipline the female subject?

3 In thinking about these issues, I have been especially grateful for long 
conversations with Hussein Omar.
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Shifting deployments of affective vocabulary and of conceptual ter-
minology can also entail the political usefulness of ambiguity. How 
do writers situate themselves within certain vocabularies and then 
push against the usual meanings of these terminologies, and what 
significances might this have to feminist challenges? In a recent arti-
cle, I considered how Fawwaz’s feminism was based within an Islam-
ic conceptual worldview, and was not necessarily and certainly not 
only »about the nation«.4 How did she reposition herself through the 
recurring but varying, and sometimes ambiguous, use of particular 
keywords? As historians navigate between the local and the trans-so-
cietal, we need to ask these nineteenth-century thinkers to guide 
our way, thinking laterally about how concepts and understandings 
become gendered or are maintained as gender-differentiating, what 
fields and mechanisms are involved.

Thinking about conceptual lexica – but affective lexica, too – also en-
tails interrogating »universalist« categories which are always paro-
chial in origin even if they can take on new meanings or contexts. It 
is to ground feminism in its specificity of time, place, class, language, 
racial politics, understandings and recognized or erased practices of 
sexuality, while recognising its embeddedness in circuits of meaning 
as well as in networks of people. The concept of histoire croisée is use-
ful: »entangled histories«, but as something different to comparative 
or linked concepts such as »the transnational« or the »cross-nation-
al«. I think the term »entangled histories« better conveys a notion of 
encounters and lateral conversations which most likely do not occur 
across »even« terrain. They may involve different degrees or kinds 
of listening, of reciprocity, on each of the multiple »sides«. When 
are boundaries porous, and when are they porous only in one di-
rection: voyeuristic, perhaps, rather than porous? How does the very 
definition of »boundary« change when you are defined as a certain 
kind of subject? Why was it so different, and harder, for Arabophone 
women to give lectures at the new Egyptian University in Cairo, in 
1909 and 1910, in their own country, than it was for a French female 
schoolteacher coming from Paris? (Then again, we don’t know that 
4 Booth, Marilyn. »Zaynab Fawwaz’s feminist locutions.« Journal of Arabic 

Literature, vol. 52, no. 1/2, 2021, pp. 37 – 67.
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she found it easier, and we must not assume that asymmetries were 
always European-dominant, for instance in collaborations between 
Euro /American missionaries and local writer-translators.)

Some comparative projects that take on these porosities and differen-
tial hearing could be really useful (and fun). For instance, what about 
a project on late-nineteenth-century female intellectuals across many 
borders – maybe, feminists around the Mediterranean (very loosely 
defined!). Even, perhaps, picking one year and seeing what was being 
published in various places. Or, doing comparisons for rhetorical tac-
tics. Examples from colonial India could be productively compared 
to women’s writings in Ottoman territories: how did differently 
placed women use tactics of exposure through ridicule, sarcasm, the 
use of oral wisdom, and so forth? I hope in future to compare Faw-
waz’s writings in this vein with the early Bangla essays of Rokheya 
Sakhawat Hossein, but a bigger project on this could be wonderful.

There has been a lot of critical attention devoted to imperial femi-
nisms, as well as to parallels in our time. There has also been atten-
tion to how feminisms in European contexts were debated elsewhere, 
not least in colonized contexts. But I think there is room for more, 
particularly (again) with respect to non-canonical writings. How was 
»Europe« consumed and repackaged creatively, through European 
visitors and their conversations and speeches; through local speech-
es and articles; through translations of European works into »other« 
languages, through poetry and plays and invective?

It’s important to ponder how we think about these exchanges. Of 
course, debates on the politics of gender in 1890s Egypt and the Ot-
toman Empire were entwined with – and coeval with, though not 
identical to – parallel debates on the Indian subcontinent, in China 
and Japan, and across Europe. Women and men in Egypt were aware 
of what was going on elsewhere, of feminist and anti-feminist argu-
ments taking place in many places, including France, Britain, and 
the United States, the imagined »West« of the Arab intelligentsia. 
These »imported« arguments were part of local discourse in Egypt, 
through savvy adaptations of events »elsewhere« for »here«. In what 
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specific ways, with what modulations, were European ideas worked 
over, adapted, and accepted or not? And which ideas? They were not 
always the »progressive« ones, and I think sometimes that gets mo-
mentarily forgotten. Conservative European-origin gender outlooks 
were popular amongst some late-nineteenth-century Arab intellec-
tuals. Comparative work such as this seems especially important giv-
en the contemporary politics of »Islam«-bashing (via images of gen-
der relations) in Europe and North America. Such comparative work 
might have the power to remind observers that there is a long history 
of conservative, indeed misogynistic responses to feminist initiatives 
in Europe and North America. These were selectively borrowed by 
individuals (often self-identified as Christians) in the Arabophone 
region (sometimes, but definitely not always, with the mediation of 
Euro /American missionaries for Christianity).

Of course, seeing commensurability, arguing against time-lag, 
we have to guard against homogenizing »feminism« as a »global« 
rather than an endlessly local entity. How can we appreciate what 
these intellectuals in Egypt were doing as part of something they 
perceived as a trans-societal movement, without simply once again 
seeing them as derivative? Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing’s notion of 
»friction« is useful, frictions in feminism … Arabophone writers 
listened to »Western« voices but did not frictionlessly adopt them, 
and they did localize and shift them. It is useful to listen to how 
women explained their own senses of commonality or differences 
across cultural-political divides, and how they sometimes invoked 
and sometimes ignored those divides. As Joanna de Groot reminds 
us, »similarity« is not »sameness«.5 Writing about comparative fem-
inisms from the perspective of Iranian activisms, de Groot notes, 
means asking questions about the contexts and the specific con-
tents of women’s ideas and acts. Studying the mid-nineteenth-cen-
tury Babi activist Qurrat al-’Ayn, de Groot sees parallels to the work 
and positioning of Mary Wollstonecraft, while highlighting each 

5 De Groot, Joanna. »Feminism in Another Language: Learning from »Fem-
inist« Histories of Iran and/or from Histories of Iranian »Feminism« since 
1830.« Women: A Cultural Review, vol. 21, no. 3, 2010, p. 253.
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woman’s distinctive investments.6 Zaynab Fawwaz, in her 1890s bi-
ographical dictionary of world women, profiled Qurrat al-’Ayn as a 
courageous activist.

If Western women fell into a trap of assuming they could »see« the 
Woman Question from a Eurocentric-posited-as-»universalist« posi-
tion, women in Cairo or Constantinople did not do so (though they 
did »see« in classed terms, generally – another way in which Fawwaz 
is endlessly interesting). This is not about a »diffusionist« model, that 
is, concepts and practices developed in a »metropole« (which is a 
rather tautological concept anyway) that spread »outward«. Nor is it 
about »places«. It is about convergences of different locals; ideas de-
veloped in one place do become meaningful for local reasons and of-
ten in heavily modified or partial or expanded forms. It is also about 
how we think through this question of »universals«.

Translation Studies as Intellectual History and Vice Versa

All of this links to my final set of comments, on translation as a 
methodology – not just as a methodological tool – and translation as 
an archive for women’s and gender history. Translation, of course, is 
or can be a vector of appropriation – to the extent that some theorists 
have labelled it »cannibalism«. When intellectuals chose to translate 
words in particular ways, and cluster other words around them, what 
exactly were they appropriating, what interpretational and commu-
nicative moves were they making? Perhaps ironically, studying trans-
lation is a way to get away from the notion of »borrowed ideas«, by 
seeing it as both appropriation and transformation, as an echo rather 
than a copy, and as an original in its own right. Translations can tell 
us a lot about how intellectuals were thinking, and what they thought 
it was important to convey to audiences.

I initiated a modest project that has sought to recentre translation 
within intellectual history, and conceptual history, in a couple of 
6 De Groot, »Feminism«. See also De Groot, Joanna. »Women’s History in 

Many Places: Reflections on Plurality, Diversity, and Polyversality.« Women’s 
History Review, vol. 27, no. 1, 2018, pp. 109 – 119. 
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ways, and focused on Ottomanism and its many languages. We have 
published one volume, and a second is in production.7 First, we shift 
focus from what gets translated to how it gets translated. We focus on 
the translators, their agendas and how their actual translations and 
the paratexts that filter them enact various agendas. When one starts 
looking inside the text, one may find some real surprises. I’ve learned 
from studying nineteenth-century translation that you cannot take 
anything for granted.

How these culture workers translated can also tell us about the read-
erships they believed they had, or aspired to have, or were trying to 
shape. What kinds of political imaginations can we envision from 
studying these translators’ works, in the specific ways that they ap-
propriated and reworked their sources? Also, what did it mean to call 
a work a translation (sometimes without giving a source, also an im-
portant element to consider)? Our work and that of other scholars 
in the same vein have both responded to and helped to bring about 
shifts in the study of translation, considering the host society more 
than the source, the functionality of translations, the translator as an 
active cultural agent.

We focus on networks and circulations that may involve Europe, but 
at a remove. Especially in our second volume, we focus on transla-
tions between languages of the Ottoman Empire – Arabic, Persian, 
Ottoman, Greek, Karamanlidika, Hebrew, Armenian – and then also, 
between these and Urdu, Bengali, and so forth. Unexpected connec-
tions emerge when we start treating translators as intellectuals in 
their own right. And to return to where I started, when we consider 
translation, we see again how utterly central, and productively trou-
bling, gender as a fundamental organisational category and technol-
ogy was, within the discursive formations, the societal structures, the 
networks, and the lives that we try as historians to understand.

7 Booth, Marilyn, editor. Migrating Texts: Circulating Translations around 
the Ottoman Mediterranean. Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 2019; 
Booth, Marilyn, and Claire Savina, editors. Ottoman Translations: Circu-
lating Texts from Bombay to Paris. Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 
2022.
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 Majority Feminism and Mass Violence: 
How to Situate Armenians in Ottoman / 
Turkish Feminist Historiography?1

I entered the field of Ottoman/Turkish women’s history when Top-
lumsal Tarih, a popular history journal in Turkey, published an ar-
ticle I co-wrote with two friends. It was 2001 and we were university 
students, majoring in Sociology at Boğaziçi University. The article 
was about a Constantinopolitan Armenian feminist named Hayga-
nush Mark (1884 – 1963) about whom no one seemed to know any-
thing, this despite the fact that she published a women’s journal in 
Istanbul from 1919 to 1933.2

Having attended Armenian schools, the three of us hadn’t learned 
about Ms. Mark for three main reasons. First, teaching Armenian 
history was (and continues to be) forbidden in Turkey’s K-12 cur-
riculum. Second, she didn’t make it into our »Armenian literature« 
courses because her œuvre is largely found in periodicals. Third, she 
was a woman and we learned about men.3 Hayganush Mark was also 
unknown to those whose job it was to know the history of feminism 
in these lands. Here, too, three reasons can be detected as to why this 
was the case. First, Hayganush was Armenian and the historiography 
on women’s movements in Turkey had been blind to non-Muslim, 
non-Turk feminists. Second, scholars in this field lacked the linguis-
tic capacity to explore women who produced work in non-Turkish 
1 I would like to thank Melissa Bilal and Zeynep Kutluata for their valuable 

feedback on this essay.
2 Bilal, Melissa, et al. »Feminizm, Bir Adalet Feryadı, Hayganuş Mark’ın Ha-

yatı, Düşünceleri ve Etkinlikleri.« Toplumsal Tarih, vol. 87, 2001, pp. 48 – 57.
3 For a discussion of how we got to know about the existence of Hayganush Mark 

and other Armenian feminists see my recent interview in Turkish: https://
www.birartibir.org/aidiyetler/1135-her-seye-ragmen-kaldik-ve-kalacagiz.  
In English I gave a summary of this process in 2016: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=zcvLT1e0S3c 

https://www.birartibir.org/aidiyetler/1135-her-seye-ragmen-kaldik-ve-kalacagiz
https://www.birartibir.org/aidiyetler/1135-her-seye-ragmen-kaldik-ve-kalacagiz
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zcvLT1e0S3c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zcvLT1e0S3c
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languages. Third, except for a few remarkable cases, scholars wer-
en’t even curious about the possibility of feminist activism by women 
who belonged to the non-dominant group, i. e., non-Turk, non-Mus-
lim.4 This lack of interest (even imagination) is a consequence of the 
Turkish state’s history and historiography policies. Feminists and 
their historians are not immune to the sins of their group, unless, of 
course, they actively fight against it. We, having grown up as Arme-
nian women in Turkey (less than .07% of the overall Turkish popu-
lation), had the advantage of standpoint: we detected silences about 
the past – especially the violent past – as they had contributed to the 
minimization (even erasure) of our existence in the present.

Our 2001 article won third prize in a Turkey-wide history-writing 
competition among college students.5 Even our feminist professors 
who had themselves contributed to the silencing of non-dominant 
feminists of the past encouraged us to continue working on this top-
ic which we did by publishing a book. Bir Adalet Feryadı (A Cry for 
Justice) appeared in 2006.6 Melissa and I had decided to publish Ar-
menian feminists’ original words in Turkish translation to trigger in-
terest in them, especially among those feminist scholars who did not 
know Armenian (which was almost everyone in the field at the time). 
In addition to Hayganush Mark we focused on four other Armenian 
feminists from the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic: Elbis 
Gesaratsian (the publisher of the first Armenian women’s journal in 
1862), Srpuhi Dussap (the first Armenian female novelist in the early 
1880s), Zabel Asadur (known as Sibil, a poet, translator, and linguist), 
and Zabel Yesayan (a novelist and political activist). These women 
were in many ways the foremothers of Ottoman feminism. We hoped 
to reverse the silence inflicted upon them by writing Armenian voic-
4 Notable exceptions are Frierson, Elizabeth. »Mirrors Out, Mirrors In: Do-

mestication and Rejection of the Foreign in Late-Ottoman Women’s Mag-
azines (1875 – 1908).« Women, Patronage, and Self-Representation in Islam-
ic Societies, edited by D. Ruggles, State University of New York Press, 2000, 
pp. 177 – 205.

5 The inaugural Gençler Tarih Yazıyor (Youth Writing History) organized by 
History Foundation in Turkey.

6 Ekmekçioğlu, Lerna, and Melissa Bilal, editors. Bir Adalet Feryadı: Osmanlı’- 
dan Türkiye’ye Beş Ermeni Feminist Yazar, 1862 – 1933. Aras Yayıncılık, 2006.
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es back into the Ottoman feminist past that they had co-created. In 
the Epilogue titled »Anatomy of an Absence,« I used Michel-Rolph 
Trouillot’s paradigm from his classic work Silencing the Past: Power 
and the Production of History to critique the historiography on the 
»Ottoman women’s movement« for excluding non-Turk, non-Mus-
lim women from the historical narrative. I addressed the role of the 
archive in the formation of un-finished narratives.

Reflecting back on the last decade of scholarly production in this 
field, I detect both change and an inability to change – perhaps even a 
resistance to it. Regarding the progress towards changes in the right 
direction, I observe that most scholars have stopped using »Otto-
man« »Turkish« and »Muslim« interchangeably. This is a response, 
obviously, not just to our work on Armenians but also to other 
emerging literatures on Greek, Kurdish, Jewish, Circassian and Arab 
Ottoman feminists. The assumption that all Ottoman women were 
Turkish and Muslim has largely been broken. Armenian feminists 
that we featured in Bir Adalet Feryadı have even found their places in 
some high school and university syllabi. Conference organizers, doc-
umentary filmmakers, and book editors on Ottoman/Turkish femi-
nist history have all asked us to contribute to their projects with Ar-
menian voices. Given the demand, more original work by Armenian 
feminists has been translated to Turkish (such as Zabel Yesayan’s). In 
short, what we hoped for, happened. What we dreaded, however, also 
happened.

Both in Bir Adalet Feryadı and in the 2001 article, we made it clear 
that feminist methodology necessitates that we reject the urge to 
»add« non-Muslims to an already established account as an appendix 
or supplement (what is usually called the »add and stir approach«). 
We cautioned against a »collectionist [kolleksiyoncu] logic« that 
would just recognize that »they too existed« but stop short of deeper 
analysis. Unfortunately, the state of historiography shows that this is 
exactly what happened: acknowledgment of presence without deep 
engagement with the context that created different political subjec-
tivities among feminists who shared the same physical space. Even 
more problematic is the general tendency among well-meaning fem-
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inist scholars (some of them our friends) to emphasize affinity be-
tween Armenian and Turkish feminists while overlooking animosi-
ties. Simply put, this is wishful thinking if not feminist fantasy. This 
pseudo-nostalgia seeks commonality among Ottoman feminists of 
different backgrounds at the expense of addressing the brutal histor-
ical context that led to stark differences.7

That »brutal historical context« is the 1915 Armenian Genocide. 
But not just. The context is larger and deeper. It lies in the imperi-
al organizational logic of the Ottoman Empire as an Islamic state. 
In their attempts to see Armenians (and all other non-sovereign 
groups) as the »equals« of Turks, commentators and feminist his-
torians usually imagine the past as a horizontally organized society 
in which Armenians and Turks lived »side by side« or as »neigh-
bors.« This is an anachronistic historical imagination of co-exist-
ence. It is wrong. The Ottoman Empire – on account of being an em-
pire and one that observed Sharia – organized confessional groups 
hierarchically.8 Muslims remained atop non-Muslims. The dhimmis 
(non-Muslims under Muslim rule) could be rich or poor, well-con-
nected or isolated, urban or rural, male and female. But in the end, 
per law and regulation, they had to defer to Muslims at all times, 
they had to endure some deprivations so that they were protected 
and could pursue their religion.

Even though doctrine and practice did not always match, some rules 
were followed more strictly than others. One of them concerns gen-
der and it is an excellent example to illuminate the structural dif-

7 Hazal Halavut calls this tendency »the ‘once upon a time in these lands’ 
trope« in her »Zabel ile Halide,« Gazete Duvar Kitap, May 2018. For Melis-
sa Bilal’s earlier critique of liberal multiculturalism in Turkey that dis-ables 
possible avenues for the righteous working through the past see her two ar-
ticles: Bilal, Melissa. »Türkiyeli Ermenileri Hatırlamak.« Birikim Dergisi: Bir 
Zamanlar Ermeniler Vardı, vol. 194, 2005, pp. 237 – 246; Bilal, Melissa. »The 
Lost Lullaby and other Stories about being an Armenian in Turkey.« New 
Perspectives on Turkey, vol. 34, 2006, pp. 67 – 92.

8 A good summary of this is in Zilfi, Madeline. Women and Slavery in the Late 
Ottoman Empire: The Design of Difference. New York, Cambridge University 
Press, 2010, pp. 1 – 21.
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ferences between Armenian and Turkish women (and thus of their 
feminists in the 19th and 20th centuries). This rule, inscribed in the 
Quran itself, concerns marriages between Muslims and non-Mus-
lims. It can be described in two very different ways. First, we can 
say that while non-Muslim women were free to marry men of any 
religion, Muslim women were forbidden from marrying anyone but 
Muslim (Sunni) men. This way of explaining the rule might make it 
sound as if non-Muslim women had freedoms that Muslim wom-
en didn’t. But the logic of the rule meant the exact opposite. Look-
ing at the world from the men’s perspective, the law gives Muslim 
men the right to take non-Muslim women as wives while it prohibits 
non-Muslim men from marrying or fornicating with Muslim wom-
en. The rule produces and sustains the hierarchy between Muslim 
and non-Muslim men, »protects« Muslim women from being lost to 
non-Muslim communities, and prevents demographic loss for Mus-
lims (since Muslim religious designation is patrilineal). This rule re-
mained intact until 1926 when the new secular civil code passed.

While it might seem like this issue is »just« about marriageability, the 
way reproduction was regulated in the Empire is emblematic of the 
Muslim supremacist mentality.9 Feminists of the sovereign group in 
the 20th and 21st centuries have failed to fully comprehend this ver-
tically organized society. Beyond unquestioned assumptions of na-
tionalism, this misconception was likely because of the fact that Ot-
toman Christians and Jews caught up with »Westernization« before 
their Muslim peers. There were structural reasons for this asynchro-
nous »reach.« These political, economic, and legal reasons stemmed 
from the state’s management of ethnoreligious difference which al-
lowed non-Muslims to hold some professions but not others (by bar-
ring them from military and civil bureaucracy, they allowed only 
trade as a source of significant upward economic mobility).

9 One of the best studies discussing how religion, gender, and free / slave status 
intersected to create the stratified universe of the Ottomans is: Baer, Marc. 
»Islamic Conversion Narratives of Women: Social Change and Gendered Re-
ligious Hierarchy in Early Modern Ottoman Istanbul.« Gender and History, 
vol. 16, no. 2, August 2004, pp. 425 – 458. 
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In any case, even though the majority of non-Muslims in the Em-
pire were landless peasants, by the time that feminism arose in the 
mid-19th century, Ottoman urban centers housed a good chunk of 
Armenian, Greek, and Jewish communities looking affluent, mod-
ern, cosmopolitan, and enlightened. This is the reason why it was 
non-Muslims that accomplished the »firsts« of many feminist mile-
stones such as the first periodical, the first girls’ schools, the first 
philanthropic society, and being the first to demand equality. This 
»advancement,« however, should not have blinded anyone to the 
disadvantages of being a non-dominant group in the Empire. It 
certainly cannot justify blindness to the mass violence that Arme-
nians (and others) endured under Ottoman imperial and Turkish 
nation-state rule.

Starting from the episodic mass massacres that marked the 1894 – 96 
period of Sultan Abdulhamid II’s rule, Armenians suffered from cat-
astrophic violence in the Ottoman Empire. During World War I it 
took the shape of a purposeful attempt to eradicate Armenians as a 
people in their indigenous lands. Attacks of various sorts continued 
in the Turkish Republic. All of these developments are well-docu-
mented by historians of Armenian, Turkish, and other origins. Yet, 
with some exceptions, this body of knowledge did not fully permeate 
(or disrupt) the thinking of historians of women and feminism in the 
Empire and in the Republic.10

The existing scholarship does not tackle the issue of Turkish / Kurdish  
women’s and feminists’ participation in the mass violence or their 
silence vis-à-vis the gendered violence (rape, abduction) that was in-
flicted upon their non-Muslim sisters. This was a question that as 
early as 1920 Armenian feminists asked in nowhere other than Hay 
Gin (Armenian Woman), the journal that Hayganush Mark found-
ed and edited. In May 1920, in occupied Istanbul, Kohar Mazlumi-
an penned a piece titled »What did Turkish Women Do during the 

10 One noteworthy exception is: Adak, Hülya. »Müfide Ferit Tek’s Aydemir 
Meets Neşide K. Demir, or How Women in Mourning Impede Gendered 
Memories of a Genocidal Past.« Women Mobilizing Memory, edited by Ayşe 
Gül Altınay, et al., Columbia University Press, 2019, pp. 441 – 458. 
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War Years?«11 In this powerful critique of elite Turkish women’s in-
volvement in the Armenian genocide, Mazlumian questioned why 
they didn’t do much to prevent the atrocities; why didn’t they at least 
protest it to their all-too-powerful husbands connected to the ruling 
government? She contrasted the inertia of Turkish women to the ac-
tions of righteous German women, such as Red Cross nurses, who 
withdrew from their operations in the Ottoman Empire to protest 
their ally’s treatment of its Armenian citizens.

As a way of bringing Mazlumian’s otherwise buried text to the at-
tention of Turkophone scholars, I translated this article in full. Not 
so coincidentally it was in 2007 that I published this piece in Turkish 
in Agos (a Turkish-Armenian bilingual weekly in Istanbul) right af-
ter the assassination of Hrant Dink, the editor-in-chief of Agos, by a 
state-backed Turkish nationalist. As I was working through the pain 
of losing a friend and a community leader, I wanted to share my frus-
tration with fellow feminists and protest the Turkish public’s com-
plicity in Armenian suffering. The Turkish feminist journal Feminist 
Yaklaşımlar re-published the piece. But it did not trigger any further 
engagement.

In sum, a paradigm change is sorely needed in the field. Thought pat-
terns that do not »see« the violence or refuse to make meaning out of 
it need to be broken. Intersectional analysis demands that we grap-
ple with the legacy of mass violence in producing historical subjects 
whose actions and discourses were delimited by their position vis-à-
vis the nodes of power. Seeking sisterly solidarity without outing the 
animosity will produce not only flawed accounts of the past but also 
fake friendships in the present.12

11 Mazlumyan, Kohar. »Inch Erav Turkuhin Baderazmi Ampoghc Entatskin.« 
Hay Gin, vol. 1, no. 14, 1920. Translated as: »Türk Kadını Savaş Yılları Bo-
yunca Ne Yaptı,« Kültürde ve Siyasette Feminist Yaklaşımlar, Feb. 2007.

12 I acknowledge the unfortunate reality that after 2016 the Turkish state’s il-
liberal policies (with their purposeful attacks on academic freedoms) make 
it increasingly difficult for scholars operating within Turkish institutions to 
openly discuss the legacy of the Armenian Genocide especially in their work 
circulating inside Turkey. The situation was different in the early years of the 
AKP government. 
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 Hermeneutic Spirals and Intentional Communities

Çok teşekkür ederim, çok güzel bir şey sizlerden öğrenmek, kocaman 
bir hediyedir. I’m sorry, I had to speak some Turkish. I was supposed 
to be in Istanbul and working in Ladino in Sarajevo last summer but 
COVID-19 stopped that. And I was supposed to be with you all in 
2021 – 2022 but the pandemic put a hold on that, and I really miss 
hearing Turkish. I’m grateful to the organizers and it’s such a great 
gift to be able to learn from the people in this digital room today.

I’ll talk a bit about what’s most exciting to me in the growth of this 
field since we oldsters were getting started. We often felt like voices 
in the wilderness trying to get people to hear us. I remember coming 
back to Princeton with all my women’s magazines and the men say-
ing »women couldn’t read and write back then«. And I was thinking, 
»well, oh boy, have I got something to teach you!« It’s joyous to see the 
emerging work of so many young scholars, especially scholars in the 
Turkish academy, who are one of the reasons I chose Ottoman stud-
ies after training as an Arabist. American Arabists could be a very in-
dividualist lot back then, and I wanted to be with scholarly compan-
ions and not be that European kind of person surveilling the locals 
from a presumed position above them. With the strength of the fairly 
meritocratic Turkish academy, and the much higher percentage of 
senior female Turkish scholars than in the American and European 
academies, I was able to work humbly among Turkish elders and col-
leagues who have almost always taught and learned with me in good 
community. And back when we started in the late 80s and early 90s, 
scholars like Deniz Kandiyoti were pioneering new interdisciplinary 
paradigms for us, and there were several other Turkish scholars who 
had legitimized women’s history as a scholarly pursuit. And I have to 
bring in Fatma Âliye›s wonderful metaphor when she was fighting 
for women’s education, that »men are trying to keep locked the doors 
to the treasure house of knowledge.« It is wonderful to see that wom-
en are not just in the treasure house now but are actually running in-
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creasingly large parts of that treasure house and using digital tools to 
get the treasures out into the world for greater circulation and study.

So, as requested, a reflection. I trained in comparative religion, the-
ology, political science, and political and intellectual history, all very 
male-dominated fields back then. And I had actually been taught, 
which will not surprise you because it was Princeton in the 1980s, that 
women could not read and write before the amazing Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk, who was amazing, yes, but he did not teach women to read 
and write for the first time. They started going to the new Hamidian 
schools, teaching, and advocating for their own education long before 
he came along. When I went to Istanbul in 1990 – 91 for my first year 
of research, I was so sick of the racism, sexism, and outright sexual 
harassment of male faculty that I was in a fiery rage at the dominant 
paradigm. I had stumbled across a small bound volume of issues of 
Hanımlara Mahsûs Gazete in the stacks of Firestone Library, and de-
cided I was going to go to Istanbul, find more, and then come back to 
Princeton to show those boys that you could do boy history with girl 
sources. And by God, they were going to give me a Ph. D. for it.

But because I’d been taught that women couldn’t really read and 
write much, I thought I’d be reading maybe two or three hundred 
pages of Ottoman Turkish women’s magazines, reading magazines 
in my other languages like Greek, maybe learning some Ladino on 
the basis of my Biblical and modern Hebrew, a manageable amount 
for a doctoral dissertation. Instead, I came home with about twenty 
thousand photocopies in Ottoman Turkish written by women and 
men posing as female authors. And a funny story is that I was on bed 
rest in Istanbul through a dangerous pregnancy, kept safe during the 
critical weeks by the wonderful Dr. Olcay Neyzi. When I finally was 
safe to fly home, but not allowed to walk far or carry heavy things, 
I was being wheeled through JFK airport in a wheelchair, looking 
perfectly fit to get up and walk, so people were probably wondering, 
»why is she in a wheelchair?« The man pushing the wheelchair went 
to lift my two giant and very heavy suitcases full of photocopies off 
the baggage carousel for me and he turned around after hauling off 
the first one and said, »Lady, I know why you’re in a wheelchair now.«
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What I was not able to bring home were a lot of archival documents, 
and that was not from lack of effort. I was sitting in the Başbakan-
lık every morning as soon as they opened to read and request the 
3 document requests we were allowed every day, then walking up 
the hill to the Nadir Eserler Kütüphanesi at İstanbul Üniversitesi to 
read magazines and request photocopies of them, then walking back 
down to the BOA in the late afternoon to read and request three more 
documents. That nine-month search for topics related to women and 
publishing in the physical, typed notebooks listing the documents 
in the archives revealed only 2 or 3 that I was able to request and 
read. Everything else was about serial publications in general and 
about censorship, and anything I could find in the 19th and early 20th 
century that discussed women. I’m so happy that we now have digi-
tized resources and many more documents about women in an easily 
searched digital catalogue. Where in 1990 – 91, I was able to access 
3 documents a day 5 days a week, on more recent trips to research 
pharmacists and also WWI refugees, I’ve been able to do keyword 
searches and leave a day later with a CD with hundreds, even well 
over a thousand documents to sort through and read, far more than 
I could have gathered in nine months back in the day. This expansion 
of resources and access to them is something of which we are all cu-
rious to see the outcome now.

But, back to the original story. Because there were so many pages of 
women’s magazines, I ended up writing much more of a women’s 
history essay than I’d expected, and only about Ottoman language 
sources rather than contextualizing different communities’ women’s 
work as part of journalism in general in a few languages in the Ha-
midian era. And I was really excited to see that by 1895, I wasn’t going 
to have to just write about rich women and princesses, who don’t in-
terest me much at all. The authors were increasingly those new school-
teachers who’d come through the public school system, just like my 
mother who came out of poverty into education through her public 
school system in rural Tennessee and went on to come to voice, yet 
still was not allowed to thrive as an intellectual. I was very frustrat-
ed, though, with what felt like primitive analysis with just my two 
eyes reading the magazines seriatim from that era, and often wished 
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for many colleagues reading not only those magazines, but also the 
co-existing magazines in other languages of Ottoman subjects, nota-
bly Greek, Armenian, and Ladino. Serpil Çakir was a wonderful dis-
cussion partner with her work on post-revolutionary women’s words, 
but otherwise, it was distressing for reasons I’ll explain below, and I 
had to reach to European, East Asian, and even U.S studies to find 
paradigms to adapt or break to understand what the texts were saying.

Work was being done on women’s journals in Arabic, but with a pe-
culiar focus on quasi-colonized and highly exceptional Egypt rather 
than on contemporary Ottoman Arab provinces. But then, most of 
those were highly captive academies as in Syria and Iraq, just as Er-
doğan and his far-right cohort are trying to create in Turkey now. 
My frustration with my own primitive thinking is part of why my 
book manuscript, Patriarchal Feminism, has still not been published. 
I need to go back and incorporate all of the wonderful things that 
everybody else has done in different languages and different analyt-
ical modes such as subaltern studies in the last 30 years. In the 90s, I 
had to reach to Benedict Anderson and to Jürgen Habermas to find 
analytical tools to test in contexts far from where they were devel-
oped, and tinker with them to prove they were insufficient to all so-
cieties, far from universal truths. Now we have much better tools to 
work with in terms of analysis and sophistication and interdiscipli-
nary work on polities and societies outside of Western Europe. And 
it’s really been blissful to read the work of my colleagues in Greek, 
Armenian, Ladino, Slavic, and Kurdish sources, and so many others 
working in the vast and textured richness of languages written and 
spoken in Ottoman territories. We’ve got so much more to read. So, 
for me, the most exciting development I’ve seen in the last 30 years is 
the growing numbers of scholars reading the sources in different lan-
guages (and being welcomed in the Turkish academy for that work) 
and bringing more analytical tools to bear, helping us to develop 
more sophisticated and interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary anal-
yses of our sources.

And this feeds my favorite notion from learning comparative reli-
gion in my late teens of a hermeneutic spiral: to really capture the 
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reality of a complicated experience like standing in Hagia Sophia 
in 600 C. E., or St. Savior in the Chora in 1453 C. E., or Yeni Cami 
in 1683 C. E., you need to have many people coming at it from dif-
ferent analytical angles, such as anthropology, sociology, theology, 
history, psychology, architectural and urban history, and more. We 
have more people reading sources and languages other than Otto-
man Turkish now. I’m sorry to say my Hebrew and Arabic and Greek 
were conquered by the Turks and so all are pretty rusty now, but they 
are also no longer needed now that others are reading and analyzing 
these sources. We have many more sophisticated analyses in our lit-
erature in the 21st century because of all those analytical angles and 
the continued growth in interdisciplinary and comparative work that 
has sharpened our analytical tools. I resorted to comparative tools 
like Anderson and Habermas to test in the Ottoman context in order 
to speak to Europeanists. I naïvely hoped to help the Europeanists 
understand that while they call themselves a continent, Europe al-
ways was and remains just a little appendix hanging off of Asia, and 
instead of looking at their own belly buttons all the time, they should 
be paying attention to the whole Mediterranean and looking East as 
much as West to understand their history.

We also have many postdoctoral fellowships now, which is a wonder-
ful innovation that came along and that is building. And I do love 
the surprises brought by students in my public city university in the 
American Midwest. They are now two generations removed from the 
barely dented patriarchal control that people like us on this panel 
had to deal with. This seems to be creating a more collegial and col-
laborative female culture in the academy that I want you all to build 
with intention and with conscientiousness. There’s a reason my nev-
er-published book had the title of »patriarchal feminism.« This is a 
19th-century and indeed ancient behavior that was also a present-day 
force that was very limiting in the American academy in the 80s and 
90s, and sadly still is in some places today. Patriarchal feminism is 
practiced by women who obey the patriarchal goal of aiming to be 
The Single Authority on a topic, and competing in very unproduc-
tive ways, including tearing down others who have interesting things 
to say. It is a very limited notion that a professional woman should 
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grab the three crumbs the patriarchy grants a compliant woman, 
who once she has her three crumbs does not take care of the women 
around her. Instead, she cuts them down by not citing their work or 
speaking well of their work at every opportunity, or she trains her 
own graduate students to be solo practitioners, not colleagues, there-
by weakening all women’s ability to rise and succeed. Often it has 
been women quickest to label themselves feminist who are also swift-
est to disrespect or harm another woman’s work because they see it 
as competition. It is an obsolete and harmful way of behaving not to 
cite each other’s work with great generosity and intentionally act in 
ways to build fellowship, rather than indulge in cattiness and gossip. 
I see a lot less of that hyper-competitive, destructive behavior in new 
generations. Long may it continue and develop into things our gener-
ation cannot even imagine.

And finally, I’ll just say that one of the greatest pleasures is that my 
1997 offering of a course on women’s history in the Middle East and 
North Africa is now titled »Sex and Gender in Southwest Asia and 
North Africa,« and it’s much more interesting to teach. Recuperative 
work of willfully erased or simply forgotten histories is still necessary 
and important. But in this course, I start by dealing with a whole 
range of gender identities, which we can do now thanks to Afsaneh 
Najmabadi and others divesting the range of sexualities and genders 
from Western European and British colonialist binaries. I’m now 
studying masculinities behaviors and displays as part of my forays 
into military history and history of medicine, and it will be a good 
day when everyone interrogates the maleness of the assumed subject 
as much as we do the femaleness of the othered subject. For example, 
thanks to the work of scholars like Lerna and others, we now discuss 
rape of the female body in a much more scholarly and analytical way 
than before. But my military historian colleagues give me the same 
sort of look I got when I said in the early 90s that there were non-
elite schoolteachers writing in the Ottoman serial press in the 1890s. 
When I ask these historians about rape as a weapon of war, they as-
sume I’m talking about raping women. I say, »no. What about men 
raping men?« I’m fortunate to teach and mentor a lot of veterans and 
ROTC students, and only in this last five years have they said, »yes 
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ma’am, barracks rape is a real thing.« So, I think we need to expand 
on topics like men’s violence to other men in their exercises of patri-
archal power to help us understand all genders’ strategies for surviv-
al in the polities and societies scattered (or deliberately implanted) 
around the world today. Generational trauma studies are also, to me, 
an incredibly helpful tool to incorporate into the work of historians 
seeing to analyze political, social, and other kinds of history.

In general, I’ll just conclude by saying what I’ve said many times over 
the last 35 years. Ottomanist colleagues’ collegiality brings me so 
much pleasure, not least because you’re also more tolerant of the shy 
and the awkward. Your, or our, tolerance of different body types, dif-
ferent ways of thinking, your eagerness to find the tools to pull mean-
ing out of your sources and to go beyond the printed word into the 
corporeality of human experience in the streets, in the household, in 
the fields, is very promising to me of many more wonderful works to 
come. This well-founded hope is that gender history stops being, as 
Lerna said, an appendix or an index. I have faith that new genera-
tions all are going to take it to greater and wider fields of knowledge, 
and make good and necessary trouble along the way.
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Efi Kanner
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens1

 Treating Transcultural Encounters and  
Politics in Middle East Gender Studies
Thank you very much for this introduction. I would like to thank the 
conveners for this very challenging event and also for inviting me to 
participate in it. I would like to raise three issues I came across through-
out my research activity on women and gender relations in the late Ot-
toman Empire and Turkey. The first has already been mentioned by 
Dr. Schick in the previous panel and also by Lerna Ekmekçioğlu. It is 
the issue of the historiographical approaches that address the commu-
nication between the various ethno-religious groups in the studies not 
only of feminists, but of women’s activities in general in the Ottoman 
Empire and Turkey. I mean that, as I have already argued elsewhere, 
until recently the various activities of women in the late Ottoman Em-
pire and early Turkish Republic, though well-studied, had mostly been 
perceived as discreet phenomena taking place within the boundaries 
of separate ethno-religious contexts. Thus, they were usually studied 
as parallel processes. Indeed, outside of women’s and gender history, 
researchers have only recently addressed the communication between 
the various ethno-religious groups in either the Ottoman Empire or 
the wider Balkans. Many historians tacitly equated the Ottoman Em-
pire with the history of Muslim populations, or regarded the various 
communities within or outside its borders as more or less enclosed 
environments. This approach reads the history of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries through a modern-day lens.2

1 The Department of Turkish Studies and Modern Asian Studies of the Na-
tional and Kapodistrian University of Athens where I teach was created in 
2003 and falls into the domain of Area Studies. It focuses so far on Turkish 
Studies (aiming to extend Chinese and Japanese Studies in the future). It is 
the only department of its kind in Greece. Its curriculum consists of courses 
on Turkish Language and Literature as well as Ottoman and Turkish Histo-
ry, Social Issues in Turkish Society and Geo-politics of the Eastern Mediter-
ranean. In this department I teach, among others, an undergraduate course 
entitled Gender Issues in Turkey.

2 Kanner, Efi. »Transcultural Encounters: Discourses on Women’s Rights and 
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This approach has recently begun to change in the Ottoman and Turk-
ish historiography. Though not yet a priority of many researchers, it 
represents an important tendency in international academia. I believe 
that this change is an aspect of the increasing transnational commu-
nication. I would first like to focus on the communication between 
Greek and Turkish scholars, which has produced particularly interest-
ing comparative works since the new millennium. Such examples are 
the collective volumes co-edited by Thalia Dragonas and Faruk Birtek, 
by Anna Frangoudaki and Çağlar Keyder and recently the collective 
volume co-edited by Lēda Papastefanaki and Erdem Kabadayı.3

I believe that there are many factors that contributed to this change. 
This communication reflects a growing interest on the part of Greek 
society in Turkish issues. Many Turkish citizens live in Greece, 
whereas Greek citizens relocated to work in Turkey during the period 
of the last economic crisis and became established there. Moreover, 
Greek scholarly interest in the Ottoman Empire is also increasing 
and there is a postgraduate program in Ottoman studies available 
at the University of Crete. In addition, postgraduate courses on the 
Ottoman Empire are being offered in three other universities (the 
University of Athens, the University of Thessaloniki and the Ionian 
University). The Department of Turkish and Modern Asian Studies 
at the University of Athens, where I work, was created in 2003 and 
accepts more than a hundred students every year. Meanwhile foreign 
language centers in Greece have begun to include the teaching of the 
Turkish language in their curriculum.

I believe that there is a respective growing Turkish interest in the 
Greek language and culture. There are Ancient and Modern Greek 

Feminist Interventions in the Ottoman Empire, Greece and Turkey form the 
Mid-Nineteenth Century to the Interwar Period.« Journal of Women’s Histo-
ry, vol. 28, no. 3, 2016, pp. 66 – 67.

3 Birtek, Faruk, and Thalia Dragonas, editors. Citizenship and the Nation-state 
in Greece and Turkey. London-New York, Routledge, 2005.; Fragoudakis, 
Anna, and Çağlar Keyder, editors. Ways to Modernity in Greece and Turkey. 
London-New York, I. B. Tauris, 2007. Papastefanaki, Leda, and Erdem Kab-
adayı, editors. Working in Greece and Turkey. Oxford-New York, Berghahn 
Books, 2020.
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studies programs at the Universities of Istanbul and Ankara. Also, 
a Greek language and literature program in the Greek Consulate of 
Istanbul (Sismanogleio) attracts, as far as I know, many Turkish stu-
dents, while similar Greek language centers are being set up in Istan-
bul. On the other hand, minorities have gained much more visibili-
ty in Turkish society in recent years and since the new millennium. 
İstos publishing house in Istanbul, for example, was founded in 2012 
by seven young people (four Rum, two Greeks and one Turk) and 
focuses on the Greek cultural presence in the history of the Otto-
man Empire and Turkey, with publications in Turkish, Greek and 
Karamanlıca (Turkish language written in Greek characters). There 
is a similar, though more overtly political, initiative in the Armeni-
an community: Nor Zartonk (New Awakening), a strong democratic 
collective intervention that emerged in 2007, after Hrant Dink’s mur-
der, with anti-nationalist, anti-militarist and anti-sexist orientations 
addressing Turkish society in its entirety. Τhese examples reflect, as I 
previously mentioned, the visibility which non-Muslim Turkish citi-
zens gained in Turkish society – extending to their representation in 
Parliament – and the debate triggered at the beginning of the millen-
nium concerning the way in which the Ottoman and Turkish state 
treated them.4

In this context the approach that equated the Ottoman Empire with 
the history of the Muslim population has recently begun to change. 
What is interesting is that this change also concerns the historiogra-
phy on Turkey. This new approach produced very interesting results 
such as the collective volume co-edited by Amila Buturovic and Irvin 
Cemil Schick in 2007, the collective volume edited by Rebecca Bry-
ant in 2016 that includes gender issues (among others) as well as the 
works of Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, Özgür Kaymak and myself.5 Crucial 
4 See, for instance, Fahri Aral (ed.), İmperatorluğun Çöküş Döneminde Os-

manlı Ermeniler: Bilimsel Sorumluluk ve Demokrasi Sorunları, Istanbul: İs-
tanbul Bilgi Üniversitesi Yayınları 2011; Zografeion Graduates Association, 
Meeting in Istanbul. Past and Present. Texts about the Rum community of 
Istanbul [in Greek], Athens: K.E.M.O., 2009. Both books contain the acts of 
conferences that took place in 2005 and 2006, respectively.

5 Buturovic, Amila, and Irvin Cemil Schick, editors. Women in the Ottoman 
Balkans. Gender, Culture and History. London, New York, I. B. Tauris, 2007; 
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also in this respect is the contribution of the Fall 2016 special issue 
of the Journal of Women’s History entitled Changing Feminist Par-
adigms and Cultural Encounters.6 I mentioned only a few examples 
which constitute a newly, still feeble academic tendency which needs 
to be enhanced. Our meeting is an opportunity to create the neces-
sary forum of communication for such a purpose.

The second issue I would like to raise is the need to bring politics 
to the front of Middle East gender studies. The instigation for this 
thought is an insightful article written by Liat Kozma, Associate Pro-
fessor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, entitled Going Trans-
national: on Mainstreaming Middle East Gender Studies, which was 
published in 2016 in the International Journal of Middle East Stud-
ies.7 Paraphrasing her words, I would like to examine how the fact 
that women debated – and still debate – their rights affects political 
thinking and processes. Or, as Kozma writes, »how did changing un-
derstandings of sexuality affect the construction of public space or un-
derstandings of democracy?«8 I think that such approaches could as-
sist gender to become mainstream in Middle East studies, as the title 
of the article indicates, in addition to helping mainstream the Middle 
East in gender studies.9

Kanner, Efi. Gender-based Social Demands from the Ottoman Empire to 
Greece and Turkey: The World of a Greek Orthodox School Teacher [in Greek]. 
Athens, Papazisis, 2012; Bryant, Rebecca, editor. Post-Ottoman Coexistence: 
Sharing Space in the Shadow of Conflict. Oxford, New York, Berghahn Books, 
2016; Ekmekçioğlu, Lerna. Recovering Armenia: The Limits of Belonging in 
Post-Genocide Turkey. Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2016; Kaymak, 
Özgür. İstanbul’da Az(ınlık) Olmak: Gündelik Hayatta Rumlar, Yahudiler, 
Ermeniler. Istanbul, Libra, 2017. 

6 Camiscioli, Elisa, et al. »Changing Feminist Paradigms and Cultural En-
counters: Women’s Experiences in Ottoman and Post-Ottoman History in 
the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries.« Journal of Women’s History, vol. 
28, no. 3, Fall 2016, pp. 7 – 9. 

7 Kozma, Liat. »Going Transnational: On Mainstreaming Middle East Gender 
Studies.« International Journal of Middle East Studies, vol. 48, no. 3, 2016, pp. 
574 – 577.

8 Ibid., p. 574.
9 Ibid. 
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We attempted such an approach in the research project we conduct-
ed under my supervision in the Department of Turkish and Mod-
ern Asian Studies of the University of Athens entitled Social and 
political reactions towards Gender-based Violence in Turkey, the out-
put of which was the collective volume, Turkey: violence, resistance 
and politics in a time of crisis. Social and political reactions towards 
gender-based violence, published in 2018.10 Our central research 
question could be summarized as: did the movement against gen-
der-based violence make »politics from below« in Turkey during the 
period 2007 – 16? To what extent could gender policies adopted by the 
AKP and the opposition parties in Turkey be regarded as impacts of 
corresponding initiatives from below? The answer to this question 
helped us to assess the political importance of gender-based official 
interventions of these years – legislative or otherwise.

In this perspective, we examined the discourses and action of secu-
larist and Islamic NGOs, Kurdish and women workers’ associations, 
as well as LGBTIQ organizations. We investigated, in their discours-
es, the images of women as a collective subject in relation to other 
subaltern groups, such as ethno-religious or sexual minorities. We 
also examined the place of the Turkish nation, of Islam (and reli-
gion, generally), family and individuality in these same discourses. 
Moreover, we analyzed the membership’s social profile. We also in-
vestigated the relevant discourses and practices of the entire range of 
political parties – in particular, displacements of meaning and con-
tradictions in them. We attempted, in this way, to assess interactions 
between political society and movements against gender-based vio-
lence. This permitted us to go beyond the analytical distinction be-
tween political and civil society and focus on the field in which the 
latter presents political demands interacting with, or even remaking, 
political leadership and strategies.11

10 Kanner, Efi, editor. Turkey: Violence, Resistance and Politics in a Time of Cri-
sis. Social and Political Reactions Towards Gender-based Violence [in Greek]. 
Athens, Herodotos Publishers, 2018.

11 The need to go beyond this analytical distinction is underlined by Cihan 
Tuğal in his book The Fall of the Turkish Model: How the Arab Uprisings 
Brought Down Islamic Liberalism, London: Verso, 2016, p. 21.



64 Pera-Blätter 36

This approach of the Turkish movement against gender-based vio-
lence could allow us to change the lens through which we view not 
only politics in Turkey and the Near East but modern politics itself. 
I mean that modern political thought (including the Leftist one) by 
and large considers identity politics (especially gender-based de-
mands) to be apolitical, or »partial«, contrary to the »ecumenical« 
that »grand narratives« (Enlightenment, Marxism etc.) represent. 
However, we observed during the course of research that the Turkish 
movement against gender-based violence constitutes a path through 
which various social groups – especially women and LGBTIQs – get 
in touch with the »grand narratives« – Turkish nationalism, Islam 
and the Left. This results in reshaping the features of these very nar-
ratives. It also contributes to the reconstruction of the Turkish polit-
ical scene, opening the way to alliances never imagined before and 
chiefly powered by the common rivalry towards the ruling party. 
Thus, such an approach brings gender to the front since it focuses on 
the way in which changing perceptions of masculinity and feminini-
ty also change the understanding of democracy and politics.

This approach could also meet the challenge to de-provincialize Tur-
key and the Middle East and provincialize Europe. For instance, it 
would be interesting to investigate the impact of the Turkish women’s 
movement on Turkish migrant women in Europe – particularly Ger-
many – i. e the manner in which Turkish women participate in Ger-
man and European politics in general, and the political changes their 
participation may provoke. And at this point I would like to mention 
another such example, this being the participation of certain Turkish 
migrants in Greek feminist associations which have recently adopt-
ed activist methods that the Turkish women’s movement had prac-
ticed long ago. They contributed in this way to the regeneration of the 
Greek feminist movement after almost 30 years of inertia.

The third issue is the limited presence of historians in the studies of 
gender aspects of Turkey’s modernization. When I explored the re-
search landscape concerning gender aspects of Turkish moderniza-
tion through the eyes of a historian, I was astonished by the limited 
presence of my colleague historians. The scholarly groups that are 
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mainly represented in the relevant literature are political scientists, 
sociologists and social anthropologists.12 Besides, it was these disci-
plines that created the first women’s and gender studies programs 
and Women’s Centers at the Turkish universities. The contributions 
of historiography are recent and published mainly in the last dec-
ade. They mostly concerned the late Ottoman period and early Turk-
ish Republic. Evidently Turkish historians seem not to prefer gender 
relations in the recent past as a field of research. This is obviously 
not unrelated to the long-term rule of Kemalism in Turkey, both in 
institutions and in official ideology. Thus, the emancipation of his-
toriography of the recent period from the framework prescribed by 
Kemalist principles appears not to be easy. The existence of Ataturk’s 
Principles and Revolution History Research and Application Centers 
(Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılap Tarihi Araştırma ve Uygulama Merkezle-
ri) in many Turkish universities is indicative of this situation. Fur-
thermore, one could assume that Kemalist principles have not been 
viewed as belonging in the past, in order for them to be treated as 
historiographical topics, up until the end of the first decade of the 
21st century, when the current ruling party, having rid itself of its Ke-
malist rivals, attempts to impose its own choices on public life. Thus, 
even the history of the women’s movement in the late Ottoman peri-
od and the early Turkish Republic was written in the 1980s and 1990s 
by political scientists, sociologists and social anthropologists.
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 Once upon a Time …: A Personal Narrative  
of my Research into Ottoman Women’s Lives  
and Activities

This paper will be a look back rather than into the future of women’s 
studies / gender studies. The reason is that I think it is important also 
for new generations of researchers to realize what the field was like 
and how it got to the point where we are now and will go from in the 
future. More than an official historiography of the field of Ottoman 
women’s history, the latter being my field of expertise, this is a rather 
personal story.

Bir Varmış, Bir Yokmuş …  
Of Old Libraries, Brittle Newspaper and Wood Stoves

My venture into Ottoman women’s history started back in 1985. 
That year I took a course on Middle Eastern History without any 
reference to women. I asked the instructor, at that time still a jun-
ior university lecturer, if I could write a paper on women in the 
Ottoman Empire instead of doing an exam. He agreed and thus 
I wrote my first paper on this topic based on a very limited num-
ber of, mostly secondary, sources. This tiny paper did not quench 
my thirst for more knowledge on these hidden (or veiled?) figures 
within Ottoman history and I decided to continue my quest in my 
graduation thesis. This time not simply »Women in the Ottoman 
Empire« (imagine this as the topic for a paper of only 15 pages!), but 
with a somewhat narrower focus: women in the Ottoman Empire, 
1838 – 1935. Slowly diving ever deeper into the topic, my Ph. D. the-
sis was originally planned to cover the period 1908 – 1935, but ended 
up being about the, undoubtedly fascinating, period of 1908 – 1918, 
only. Moreover, I decided to focus my research on women’s organ-
izations.
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The reason behind this gradual narrowing down of my research 
topic was that an ever-increasing body of primary sources came to 
light. Although I did not expect to find many sources initially, over 
the years I was proved completely wrong. Firstly, we (Serpil Çakır, 
Elisabeth Frierson and me), as pioneers in the field (re)discovered 
the women’s periodicals of which some had been published by men, 
but even more by women during Ottoman times. Especially the old 
Hakkı Tarik Us library (HTUL) at Beyazit with its stove and the 
leaking roof – the horror of any librarian – proved to be a treasury 
in this respect. Its collection also contained many Ottoman (Turk-
ish) newspapers of the time, which, to my surprise, also proved to 
be a rich source on Ottoman women’s lives and activities. For a full 
set of the daily Tanin, however, I had to resort to the Millet Library 
in Fatih, another old and charming library. The Atatürk Municipal 
Library at Gezi and the Beyazit State Library were two other rich 
libraries I frequented.

In most cases, it was possible to get photocopies of the women’s pe-
riodicals; the librarian at the HTUL was very cooperative on that 
point. For newspapers this was not possible due to their size. Two 
options were left in that case: copying by hand or getting micro-
films. Eventually, a third option occurred when researchers from Ja-
pan brought hand copiers which made it possible to photocopy one 
newspaper column at the time. The thermic paper strips used for this 
were approximately 6 centimeters wide and we paid for them by the 
meter. At home, we had to cut the long strips in parts to glue them 
onto A4 paper sheets, to have them photocopied again as the charac-
ters on the thermic paper would fade eventually.Only in the 2000s, 
it became possible to make digital photographs of relevant articles. 
Luckily, most newspaper articles on women and their organizations 
were not that long and easy to capture in one photograph. Moreover, 
libraries started to digitize their collections of, often very vulnerable, 
newspapers.

The vulnerability of the newspapers was quite an issue for me as a 
researcher. Before the age of digitalization, browsing newspapers and 
periodicals literally meant browsing: turning the pages one by one, 
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hours long, scanning them for relevant articles. At the end of a day, 
after going through hundreds of pages taking notes and copying rel-
evant parts, my lap and the table were not seldom covered in tiny 
pieces of the brittle paper.

Vulnerable were also the documents I got to see at the Prime Minis-
terial Archives in the 1990s. While the newspapers and periodicals 
formed the most important sources for my research, those archives 
certainly could not be ignored. During one of my first visits, howev-
er, I was welcomed by one of our respected male colleagues asking 
me why I had come to the archives since, as he posed »there were no 
women in the archives«. I am glad to be able to conclude that since 
that day many scholars have proved him wrong. Ottoman women 
can be found all over the archives, if you are willing to see them!

Becoming a Desk Chair Researcher

When I returned to the Netherlands in 2004, after a stay of ten years 
in Istanbul, my access to those paper sources was cut off. During 
those ten years, however, I had been able to collect so many mate-
rials that I could continue working and publishing on the topic of 
late Ottoman women’s lives for a while. Incidental visits to Istanbul 
allowed me to add more materials on Ottoman women’s organiza-
tions, the topic I had chosen to concentrate on. So over several visits, 
I frequented the library of the German Archaeological Institute to go 
through all the copies of the German / French Osmanischer Lloyd /
Lloyd Ottoman, while I also continued going to the other libraries.

In the second half of the 2000s, the digitization of newspapers gained 
momentum. All over the world, and thus also in Turkey, (national) li-
braries started to digitize their brittle and vulnerable periodicals and 
newspapers. Moreover, some of these collections were also OCR’ed 
which made them searchable. This opened the door to an avalanche 
of new sources readily available from behind a desk at one’s home. 
I spent hours at my desk searching through Australian, US, Dutch, 
French newspapers using terms such as Ottoman or Turkish women /
woman, lady / ladies, Harem, and their equivalents in the various lan-
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guages, or, for example, hanım / hanem / hanim / hanum / hanoum, 
trying out the possible ways Turkish words could have been spelled. 
Or, for that matter, the names of Ottoman and Turkish women, 
women’s organizations or women’s periodicals. This way, I was able 
to collect most of the materials on the connection between Ottoman 
women and the international women’s movement, which resulted in 
an article published in the Journal of Women’s History.1

The collections of Ottoman Turkish newspapers and periodicals 
which were digitized were, however, not OCR’ed, which meant that 
the old-fashioned browsing was still needed. So, even more hours 
were spent going page by page through their online accessible ver-
sions, which were (and are) not always of high quality. In particular, in 
the margins near the bindings the quality of the scans was not rarely 
poor. And that was, where, probably not totally coincidently, many 
articles on Ottoman women and their organizations could be found.

Developments are going fast in this respect, though. Several parties 
are involved in projects to OCR Ottoman newspapers and period-
icals. Soon we will be able to search them too instead of having to 
browse them.

The technical developments at the Prime Ministerial Archives took 
a similar flight. Instead of having to go through paper versions of 
original Ottoman registers or typed transcribed catalogues, the be-
coming available of the online catalogues with their search func-
tions made finding relevant documents much easier. While until 
quite recently a visit to the archives was still required to obtain (dig-
ital) copies of the wanted documents, this is no longer needed any-
more either.

All this makes that one can now do a large part, if not most, of the 
research on the lives and activities of Ottoman women from a desk 
at home. Although this has large advantages for those, like me, who 
1 Van Os, Nicole. »›They can breathe freely now‹: The International Council of 

Women and Ottoman Muslim Women.« Journal of Women’s History, vol. 28, 
no. 3, 2016, pp. 17 – 40. http://hdl.handle.net/1887/3201815.
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do not have the opportunity to travel to Istanbul or Turkey and visit 
the libraries and archives in person on a regular base, it also entails 
a loss. Apart from the charm of visiting the often old buildings and 
neighborhoods, the loss of incidental, but inevitable meetings with 
other researchers, the informal and, at times, heated discussions over 
a cup of coffee or joint lunch are sorely missed.

By Way of Conclusion or, Some Advice to  
the Younger Generation

To start with the last part. Do not do your research in solitude. Make 
sure you create a network with other researchers. It is extremely val-
uable to exchange ideas on your sources, your research, your writing 
process with your peers. If you do not run into each other automati-
cally, because you no longer visit libraries or archives as frequently as 
we used to do, make sure to create another opportunity to meet each 
other. Set up an old-fashioned salon (like Nigâr hanım used to have) 
where you gather once in a while to discuss your work.

The vast array of sources within reach from your home entails the 
danger of getting an overload of materials. While the amount of ma-
terial one could collect used to be limited by the access to places and 
the time needed to go through all those materials one by one, digi-
talization and, moreover, OCR will allow for the collecting of much 
more relevant materials in the same amount of time. This will require 
researchers to rethink their research question; they may have to limit 
the topic of their research and narrow it down. Or to look for other 
ways to digest the materials collected and to venture into exploring 
the possibilities of digital humanities.

Digital humanities also opens the way to pose new questions or, rath-
er perhaps, alternative answers or ways to reach answers to both old 
and new questions. It is important for us as researchers of Ottoman 
women’s history to explore the digital tools available and to engage 
with the opportunities offered by them. This way we will be able to 
reach new insights and get to know the lives and activities of women 
in the Ottoman Empire.
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 Creating New Feminist Networks: 
The Mapping Gender in the Near East Project. 
What’s New and What’s Ahead in Ottoman and 
Turkish Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies?

Nikkie Keddie has called the history of Ottoman and Turkish fem-
inism »one near-omission from the literature on women in western 
languages.«1 Much of the extant scholarship on Ottoman and Turk-
ish women has been published in Turkish, with comparatively little 
as yet in English. For scholars who published in Turkish, women’s 
studies began with »archaeological« work, that is republishing, anno-
tating, and analyzing earlier writings and biographies of important 
women figures. Women’s history is still regarded as denoting an ‘add 
women and stir’ approach, with a tendency to minimize theory and 
to maximize story-telling to emphasize variability among Turkish 
women’s experiences. Scholars who publish in English, on the other 
hand, usually concentrate on either the pre-modern Ottoman peri-
od or the feminist awakening of the post-1980s. Therefore, there is a 
century-long lacuna in the history of women’s movements in Turkey, 
with relatively few works examining 1880-1980, and the history of Ot-
toman and Turkish feminism suffers from a chronological as well as 
a methodological gap.2 Existing scholarship on the history of Otto-
1 Keddie, Nikki R. »Women in the Limelight: Some Recent Books on Mid-

dle Eastern Women’s History.« International Journal of Middle East Studies, 
vol. 34, no. 3, August 2002, p. 556.

2 Starting in the 2000s, scholars have shown a more concentrated effort to 
chart the evolution of the intellectual currents that produced Ottoman/
Turkish feminism. Because of institutional limitations and political con-
straints, the progress has been slower than expected or hoped for: The title 
of a recent edited volume, Inch by Inch: Studies on Feminism in Turkey at the 
Turn of the Twenty-First Century (Birkaç Arpa Boyu … 21. Yüzyıla Girerk-
en Türkiye’de Feminist Çalışmalar I – II) reflects this rate of progress. At the 
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man / Turkish feminism falls considerably short of the need to address 
these issues and suffers from the limits of descriptive approaches. We 
need to bridge this gap in the literature not just by supplementing an 
incomplete record of the past, but by analyzing how women’s move-
ments affected changes in the ways specific groups of women came to 
understand and represent their past and present experiences.3

There is yet another reason for this lacuna. The study of Ottoman and 
Turkish feminism has generational gaps. By »generational gaps« I mean 
that each generation dismisses the efforts of the previous generation: 
Each feminist wave created its own ancien régime and capitalized on 
it, at the notable expense of alienating themselves from previous ef-
forts. Early Republican feminists betrayed the legacy of late-Ottoman 
feminism, as the feminists of the post-1908 period betrayed the gen-
eration of Fatma Aliye who were mostly active in the 1890s. Post-1908 
feminists devalued the previous efforts of their Ottoman sisters, and 
they themselves were later subjected to the same fate of outdatedness 
by early-Republican feminists. If our existing scholarship recognizes 
the early Republican feminism as a triumph of feminism and does not 
give enough credit to the efforts of late-Ottoman women, the early 
Republican feminists themselves and their efforts to disestablish the 
value systems of the Ottoman ancien régime are partially responsible 
for this gap and bias in the historiography. This explains why there is 
a century-long lacuna in the history of women’s movements in Turkey, 
with relatively few works examining 1880 – 1980.

In reconstructing the transitions from one feminist movement to 
another, it is equally important to look laterally at the connections 

same time, scholars and activists alike have diversified their efforts to en-
gage in this growing field of scholarship. See Lerna Ekmekçioğlu ve Melissa 
Bilal’s co-edited volume Feminism in Armenian: An Interpretive Anthology 
(forthcoming, Stanford University Press) and Evren Savcı’s Queer in Trans-
lation: Sexual Politics under Neoliberal Islam (Duke University Press, 2020) 
for good examples of most recent work. (Feminism in Armenian will also be 
available as a digital archive).

3 I address this topic in more detail in my dissertation, »A Comparative Histo-
ry of Feminism in Egypt and Turkey, 1880 – 1935: Dialogue and Difference,« 
(Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, The Ohio State University, 2019).
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that linked feminist activists and ideas across the Middle East. Com-
parative history has largely been neglected because of the challenge 
of mastering multiple research languages and of combining the data 
into a comprehensive analysis. My own work aspires to meet this 
challenge. My current book project, Diverging Genealogies and Con-
flicting Trajectories of Feminism in Egypt and Turkey from the Late 
Ottoman Empire into the 1930s, comparatively analyzes the role of 
Islam, secularism, and reform in the development of feminism in 
Egypt and Turkey in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. By means of a comparative analysis, I highlight both the unique 
and the shared socio-historical configurations of each feminist 
movement, and aim to prevent one-dimensional narratives focus-
ing on other issues – particularly nationalism – from dominating our 
reading of these feminist movements, which responded to an array 
of challenges. This approach counteracts the homogenization of the 
histories of feminists whose needs and interests differed vastly, espe-
cially during the era of colonialism. By comparing what have often 
been considered to be two different feminist movements, detached 
both regionally from each other and globally from western feminist 
movements, my work illuminates the interconnectedness of Middle 
Eastern women’s movements and how their respective histories and 
cultures shaped their development.

With the project, I make two interventions in the existing scholar-
ship. The interventions combine »comparative« and »integrative« ap-
proaches to study two major Middle Eastern feminist movements, 
which are still understood and studied in isolation from each oth-
er. First, I examine how Egyptian and Turkish feminists engaged 
with Islam, secularism, and modernity, by comparatively analyzing 
the patterns and distinct phases which defined their engagements. 
I argue that in societies with a strong heritage of secular liberal re-
form, wherein progressive tradition is engineered by intellectual and 
official cadres, such as in the Ottoman core regions of the Balkans 
and Anatolia and later in the Turkish Republic, feminism becomes 
a state-centric political project and an intellectual exercise in which 
more conservative manifestations of feminism were side-lined for the 
sake of a swift rate of progress. By contrast, in societies with a strong 
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heritage of Islamically grounded modernization and social advances, 
such as in Egypt, feminism was rooted in, nourished by, and high-
ly responsive to social, cultural, and religious norms, fostering so-
cial mobilization at a broader stratum, yet at a much slower, or more 
gradual, rate of progress.

Second, I examine the regional interaction between the Egyptian 
and Ottoman (later Turkish) feminism. As the modern period be-
gan, what are now Turkey and Egypt were still parts of the multieth-
nic Ottoman Empire. The main center of Turkish-language cultur-
al production was Istanbul, and the main center of Arabic-language 
cultural production was Cairo. The feminist movements of the re-
gion developed accordingly. My work elucidates the connections be-
tween these two cultural centers. It reveals that the discourses of the 
Turkophone and Arabophone women’s movements did not develop 
in isolation from each other, but were rather created mutually and 
as a result of a cross-fertilization of feminist agendas. I suggest that 
an adequate analysis of Egyptian feminism must be grounded in the 
broader Ottoman world and in a detailed examination of Ottoman 
and Turkish feminism’s role as a trailblazer for Egyptian feminism. 
Telling the history of Egyptian feminism in dialogue with Ottoman 
(and later Turkish) feminism, and examining the feminist debates in 
Cairo and Alexandria in conjunction with those in Istanbul, creates 
a more complete picture of feminism in its proper sociocultural and 
historical context, and, moreover, allows for a deeper analysis of the 
Ottoman heritage of Egypt as well as a better sense of Turkey’s con-
tinued influence over the intellectual climate of post-Ottoman Egypt.
These two interventions – a combination of a »comparative and in-
tegrative« approach – hold great promise for enhancing our under-
standing of the complexity of the development of the Middle Eastern 
feminisms.4 Rather than simply treating Egyptian feminism and Ot-
toman feminism as equivalent or discrete units of comparison, an in-
tegrative approach would analyze how the development of Egyptian 

4 I discuss this issue more in detail in my article; Şenkol, Gülşah. »Compara-
tive and Integrative History in Ottoman and Turkish Women’s and Gender 
Studies.« Journal of Middle Eastern Women’s Studies, vol. 17, no. 3, Novem-
ber 2021, pp. 492 – 498.
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feminism depended on its Ottoman counterpart. It would go beyond 
the scope of this brief contribution to show in detail the entangled 
character of Ottoman and Egyptian feminisms. But the relationship 
between the two centers does not simply refer to the exchange of ide-
as between the two centers, but rather emphasizes their »structural 
connectedness,« meaning that the development of feminism in the 
two centers is »mutually correlated« and sometimes even »structur-
ally dependent.«5 The task is certainly beyond an individual research-
er, but I hope that my work inspires further methodological debates 
about the use of comparative history through an attentiveness to in-
teractions between the Ottoman center and its provinces, and later 
Turkey and its neighbors.

These two areas – filling the generational gaps in the evolution of Ot-
toman and Turkish feminism, and illuminating its importance in 
regional and comparative history – represent one possible way to ad-
vance our understanding of the development and trajectory of Middle 
Eastern feminisms. But there are a wealth of other approaches and 
other needs, from sociology to literature to gender theory, that could 
shed light on a major intellectual and social movement that has of-
ten received too little attention. Thanks to the collaboration we have 
already seen in the »Mapping Gender in the Near East« workshop be-
tween senior and junior scholars, theorists and area specialists, and 
between various institutions and centers, I hope that this is a founda-
tional step to fill the gaps in the study of global feminism and in the 
study of both Ottoman and Middle Eastern history as they exist today.

Stating the Problem:  
Why »Mapping Gender in the Near East«?

As described above, my doctoral research mapped how femi-
nists in Turkey and Egypt drew from one another’s networks, lan-
guage, and ideas to navigate the headwinds of very different so-
cieties, and while pursuing a postdoctoral fellowship at the Koç 
University Research Center for Anatolian Civilizations (ANAMED), 
5 Ther, Philipp. »Beyond the Nation: The Relational Basis of a Comparative Histo-

ry of Germany and Europe.« Central European History, vol. 36, no. 1, 2003, p. 71.
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I conceived of an international and interdisciplinary workshop to 
do the same: to connect scholars from across the academic world to 
discuss gender studies in a variety of disciplines, to exchange ideas 
and encouragement, and most of all, to discuss how best to pool 
our existing resources to maximize our impact. The idea received 
crucial support from the Orient-Institut Istanbul (OII) and Sabancı 
University Gender and Women’s Studies Center (SU Gender), along 
with an institutional partnership from KoÇ University Research 
Center for Anatolian Civilizations (ANAMED) and the Swedish 
Research Institute in Istanbul (SRII). Together we convened the 
»Mapping Gender in the Near East« workshop in December 2020 
to discuss Ottoman and Turkish women’s, gender, and sexuality 
studies across several major fields – including history, literature, 
and interdisciplinary studies. More than thirty scholars from nine 
different countries met virtually to compare their research, and to 
create new proposals to further their institutional and intellectual 
goals for advancing the study of women and gender in Turkey.6

I originally designed this workshop to address two problems in wom-
en’s and gender studies: the lack of transnational and comparative 
scholarship, as well as the dearth of interdisciplinary collaboration.7 
It responds to the fact that the scholarly literatures in women’s and 
gender studies in the Ottoman-Turkish milieu and in the Arab and 
Balkan world have been, on the whole, kept strictly segregated from 
each other. Consequently, the four panels of the workshop were cen-
tered around key approaches that would benefit from being in dia-
logue with each other. The presentations addressed key topics such 
as: (I) the development of scholarship in women’s and gender studies 
over the past decade, and the future directions the field might take; 
(II) the comparative state of the field of women’s and gender studies 
6 For more information about the workshop, please visit: https://www.mapping  

genderneareast.org. 
7 I discuss the major problems in the field that led to the idea for such a work-

shop in an article published in the Orient-Institut Blog, Torunoğlu, Gülşah, 
and Eren Cenk Korkmaz. »Fortuities of an online search and the complexities 
of Ottoman feminism.« Orient-Institut Istanbul, 5 December 2020, https://
www.oiist.org/en/fortuities-of-an-online-search-and-the-complexities- 
of-ottoman-feminism/.

https://www.mappinggenderneareast.org/
https://www.mappinggenderneareast.org
https://www.mappinggenderneareast.org
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in Turkey and its neighboring countries; (III) the evolving position of 
women and gender in the contemporary societies of the region; and 
(IV) the policy changes, both past and present, that have shaped the 
status quo of women and gender.8

8 Additionally – and no less importantly – this workshop provided a platform 
to discuss how to compensate for the lack of an institutional infrastructure 
for women’s and gender studies in and around Turkey. Currently, only few 
major universities have established separate women’s and gender studies de-
partments to facilitate research in this field. Instead of inaugurating a sep-
arate field of study, numerous universities have opened centers for women’s 
studies by offering certificate programs for students in other academic dis-
ciplines. Women’s and gender history have only recently been recognized 
as a thematic subfield within history departments. Therefore, women’s and 
gender studies frequently lack the institutional support to tackle large-scale 
research questions. Hence, the workshop concluded by discussing how to 
best use existing resources, such as collaboration among research centers, 
activist organizations, and other institutions more effectively as an attempt 
to facilitate future growth and forms of cooperation in the field of women’s, 
gender, and sexuality studies.
Furthermore, in order to document and discuss where the field of women’s, 
gender, and sexuality studies is going in Turkey at an institutional level, and 
in order to reach a broader body of scholars and students, I have created an 
online dossier which features ten interviews with the directors of centers for 
women’s and gender studies at Turkish universities, hosted by K24, a promi-
nent Turkish and English language digitial magazine. Together we discussed 
the problems with the lack of institutionalization of women’s, gender, and 
sexuality studies in Turkey; the development of their respective centers; the 
bureaucratic and financial challenges they have faced, especially during the 
last twenty years; how they balance research and teaching with public out-
reach and activism; their collaborations amongst themselves, between the 
centers and women’s non-governmental organizations, and between univer-
sities and the Women’s Library and Information Center; the politicization of 
the field itself; as well as the influence of the political climate in the transfor-
mation of women’s, gender, and sexuality studies in Turkey. Thus, while the 
»Mapping Gender« was designed to look at the progress, gaps, and obstacles 
in scholarship in women’s, gender, and sexuality studies in the Near East, the 
K24 dossier represents a platform to discuss the developments in and chal-
lenges to the institutional structures that facilitate that scholarship. Togeth-
er, these two projects have enabled scholars to think collectively about how 
to advance the study of women and gender in Turkey and across the wider 
Near East. This dossier is currently being curated, and the first five of these 
interviews is available on the online platform K24.

https://t24.com.tr/k24/yazarlar/gulsah-torunoglu
https://t24.com.tr/k24/yazarlar/gulsah-torunoglu
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The work of gathering such a large group and of making the event 
possible was due to the collegial support of the Orient-Institut Istan-
bul, whose encouragement, funding, and technical support allowed 
us to gather many of the top minds in women’s and gender studies, 
along with SU Gender. The Acting Director of the Orient-Institut, 
Richard Wittmann, believed in this project since I first introduced it 
to him, and tirelessly worked to make the event a reality. Hülya Adak, 
our third co-organizer, also made beneficial suggestions along the 
way. Our workshop would also not be possible without the institu-
tional backing of Istanbul Policy Center, Sabancı University, and the 
Stiftung Mercator Initiative (IPC Mercator). I would like to express 
my sincere appreciation and gratitude especially to Jannes Tessmann, 
the head of Stiftung Mercator’s Istanbul office, whose generous sup-
port helped us bring this workshop to life.

Much credit is due also to ANAMED, where I first conceived of and 
designed the workshop during my postdoctoral fellowship. Christo-
pher Roosevelt, the Director of ANAMED, backed the project uncon-
ditionally since the beginning and met with me regularly to discuss 
the conceptual framework of the program at Merkez Han before the 
pandemic, as did Buket Coşkuner, Duygu Tarkan, and Naz Uğurlu. 
During the pandemic they were never more than a phone or Zoom 
call away, ever enthusiastic to discuss the planning for the workshop. 
At the same time, the Director of the Swedish Research Institute in 
Istanbul (SRII) Ingela Nilsson, and Deputy Director Olof Heilo both 
provided tremendous encouragement and feedback in multiple stag-
es of the event, as well as a fellowship in Fall 2020 which allowed me 
the intellectual and institutional space to work on »Mapping Gender« 
until its completion.

Like many forms of academic cooperation, this workshop would not 
have been possible without the enthusiasm and commitment of our 
colleagues who graciously accepted to participate in the program, 
nor without their humbling array of academic expertise, creative and 
technical skill, and general good will.9 Thank you all for your en-
9 There are other people to thank for making the workshop possible. Sooyong 

Kim, my colleague from Koç University, generously read multiple drafts of 
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thusiasm and commitment in creating new proposals to further our 
institutional and intellectual goals for advancing the study of women 
and gender in Turkey.

Moving forward, I am hopeful that the collaborating institutes who 
made this year’s workshop possible, as well as those who wish to join 
them, will take turns in coming years to host future iterations of the 
workshop. The »Mapping Gender in the Near East« project is ground-
ed firmly in the idea that women’s, gender, and sexuality studies need 
to be a collaborative endeavor, and that conversation about our disci-
plines, approaches, and research will play a big role in moving schol-
arship forward.
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the program, and provided a wealth of perceptive comments and sugges-
tions. Later, when I sent him a draft of the poster, he came up with the idea 
to use the Arabic letter »jeem,« for »cinsiyet,« »gender« to use as the pro-
gram’s logo. The workshop would never have taken its final shape had it not 
been for his intellectual generosity. The incredibly talented Gökhan Pahlı 
designed the »Mapping Gender« logo and the poster for the event, and made 
last minute corrections without a single complaint. Cenk Korkmaz, the Ori-
ent-Institut’s IT manager, provided tremendous technical support, making 
sure we experienced no technical issues. İlayda Ece Ova from Sabancı Uni-
versity proofread the transcriptions in meticulous detail. And finally, Aysun 
Töngür, our guest opera singer, performed a few live songs for us during the 
program, making this event truly memorable! 
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Seçil Yılmaz
Franklin & Marshall College, Lancaster, PA

It is a great honor and privilege to be among mentors and colleagues, 
old friends, good friends, prospective colleagues. Thanks to Gülşah, 
Hülya, and Richard for making this meeting possible. All the former 
conversations have been inspiring to re-think methodologies and 
questions we employ in analyzing the history of gender and sexual-
ity in the Ottoman and broader Middle Eastern context. Regarding 
my own research, first, I would like to provide a background about 
what brought me to study the history of syphilis in the late Ottoman 
Empire. It was during my graduate study at Boğaziçi University and 
I was at the Ottoman archives (in Gülhane at the time) in the search 
for a research topic for my final paper for the semester. I was very in-
terested in medicine as social history, and, in particular, I have been 
reading social histories on women’s bodies and reproductive history 
in the late 19th century context. In the archives, I came across docu-
ments in the police files about a man commiting suicide because he 
had syphilis. Overall, the case was very interesting and prompted me 
to think more broadly about medicine as social history transcending 
women’s history. In addition, the suicide case also made me think 
that, well, boys do cry! Moreover, in line with Joan W. Scott’s infa-
mous piece on »gender as a useful category,« I decided to hold onto 
this thread of re-thinking women’s bodies alongside men’s bodies 
and beyond a narrative of women’s studies.

Many years have passed since, and I am currently working towards 
the completion of my first book manuscript on the history of medi-
cine, gender, and sexuality in the late Ottoman context through the 
lens of venereal diseases, and specifically syphilis. In the course of 
my intellectual and academic journey between that very day at the 
archives and today, my research and my driving research questions 
about what we do with women’s and gender history in the context 
of the Ottoman Empire and modern Middle Eastern history have 
also been informed by teaching history of gender and sexuality in 
the US context. I find the classroom setting a challenging and yet 
a productive space to think about what we do as scholars and what 
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we produce pedagogically. Each step in my career was reshaped by 
some significant turns: what are the relevant conversations in other 
parts of the world in which I would like to engage? How to situate the 
Ottoman / Middle Eastern case in broader theoretical and historical 
inquiry without falling into »exceptionalism« or blatant Oriental-
ism? The answers may vary … and recently, one key word that I find 
helpful and productive is »intersectionality« in the historical analysis 
of gender, sexuality, and medicine. A second aspect is connected to 
our conversations since the beginning of the panel: the sources and 
challenges in retrieving and access to a variety of sources. In other 
words, the question is, how can I have access to a very suppressed, a 
very intangible, a much-silenced portion of history; that is, the his-
tory of the body? Therefore, it’s not just history of gender. It is not 
simply women’s history. It is not entirely about history of masculin-
ities. It is an approach beyond binaries and a particular biological 
reading and construction of sex and gender. Hence, at the intersec-
tion, I consider thinking about the history of the body as a »problem- 
space« and a productive field to think about. And along with inter-
sectionality, I invite us to think about intertextuality. In other words, 
let us ask how we can rethink and re-read available sources to gain 
perspectives about the history of diseases; and beyond, about the 
history of the body. Such reading both pushes us to think about the 
sources, the text, and the questions through a critical and creative 
lens. This is what I find exciting for the field. So I propose following a 
methodology in pursuit of unconventional sources as well as uncon-
ventional readings for conventional sources informed by a theoreti-
cal framework, and at times an effort to distort the formal readings 
and reframe them based on our own historiographical questions (A 
very strong example I can think of now is Saidiya Hartman and the 
concept of »fabulation« in reconstructing black women’s and black 
bodies histories). To connect these questions back to my research; it 
is my main effort to think about the history of syphilis as a ground 
to think about the political, social, and intellectual life in the late Ot-
toman Empire. First, what is an empire? How do I write the history 
of the late Ottoman Empire based on the question of the Empire? 
Would the story of syphilis or a history of disease help me to address 
the formation of a modern Empire? While there is an extensive liter-
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ature on tax farming, intercommunal violence, secularism, nation-
alism, historical threads weaved into narratives of constitutionalism 
and revolution, what does the history of the body at the intersections 
of medicine, gender, and sexuality reveal about the making of a mod-
ern imperial governance in the late Ottoman context? In a more pro-
vocative fashion, what work would a statement such as »the Ottoman 
Empire did not collapse because the British and the French won the 
war, but it’s because syphilis led to the collapse of the Ottoman Em-
pire« do to understand and articulate the history of late Ottoman 
society? To what extent can we challenge conventional (his)stories 
and the grand narratives of the making of an Empire?Another point 
I would like to emphasize is about pedagogy in the classroom. Teach-
ing histories of gender and sexuality in the Ottoman Empire / mod-
ern Middle East (in my case, in a North American context) remains 
to be a challenge for all the visible/invisible effects of Orientalist as-
sumptions, misconceptions, and misinformation. Every time I step 
in the classroom, deliver a lecture, and design assignments, I have 
some very basic questions at the back of my mind keeping me oc-
cupied, and at times anxious. How do we overcome the glitches and 
heavy assumptions while teaching about gender and sexuality in 
the Ottoman Empire / Middle East without falling into the traps of 
the Orientalist thinking / narrative? When a student concludes that, 
»well, it seems like Middle Eastern feminism had been quite com-
plicit with the power dynamics in the region. It doesn’t sound like 
there has ever been a true demand for freedom addressed by the fem-
inist movements in the Middle East in the 19th and the 20th century.«  
Western feminisms dominating the narrative over the rest of the 
global (south) feminist movements surfaces in almost every session. 
This climate in an interactive class environment triggers a new set of 
questions: Who am I speaking to, and who am I writing for?

I’d like to wrap up – not by answering these questions, but with an 
attempt to address many more questions to discuss together: Recent-
ly, my main inspiration has been thinking more theoretically on and 
problematizing the question of power when we are writing about 
gender, sexuality, and medicine in the Ottoman, in the Middle East-
ern, even in a modern Turkish context. I believe engaging with the 
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question of power by thinking about critical race theory would con-
tribute immensely to our analysis and in terms of challenging con-
ventional categories of analysis. There is a growing literature on Black 
history that offers significant methodological (and political) tools to 
re-think the divides, that of religious, communal, social class divides 
in the late Ottoman context. Another important question is about 
re-framing the Ottoman Empire’s colonial and imperial desires in 
the late 19th century. In the late 19th century context, an analysis of, 
for example, the history of prostitution reveals that Ottoman rule op-
erated as a colonial power and systematically dominated and ruled 
non-Muslim communities with the premises of a colonial power. 
And, sex and sexuality had been at the center of a rule as such. An-
other line of question is related to polygamy. What are the debates 
regarding the implications of polygamy in the late Ottoman context? 
How did polygamy inform sexual regimes in the late Ottoman con-
text? A third layer of historical analysis investigates the implications 
of queer theory / history while thinking about the late Ottoman con-
text. Finally, there is a vivid and rich scholarship growing within the 
Global South, predominantly in South Asian and East Asian studies. 
Engaging with the recent and postcolonial literatures helps to avoid 
the tropes of Ottoman exceptionalism and offers countless possibil-
ities for new perspectives. There is also a strong literary analysis that 
historians engage and work with. A remarkable example I can think 
of is Nurdan Gürbilek’s Kör Ayna Kayıp Şark. Gürbilek’s inspiring 
analysis of early examples of the modern novel about the questions 
of the West, progress, and modernity through the lens of »anxiety« 
reveals a rich discussion of sex, sexuality by problematizing conven-
tional readings and taking history seriously. This is where I would 
like to conclude. As you well see, there are many questions to address 
rather than answers to settle with. I am looking forward to the dis-
cussion and conversation to pursue answers or formulate new ques-
tions together this morning.
Thank you so much for the opportunity and your patience.





3 Mapping the Field
Interdisciplinary Approaches to Women’s,  
Gender, and Sexuality Studies on the Region
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Sevgi Uçan Çubukçu
Istanbul University

 Women’s and Gender Studies at Universities in 
Turkey: Challenges, Achievements, and Problems1

This presentation focuses on the institutionalization and transfor-
mation processes of Women’s and Gender Research Centers at uni-
versities in Turkey. As the result of and the demands of the feminist 
movement in the 1980s, women’s studies as an autonomous disci-
pline of its own were established in 1989 at Istanbul University and in 
the early 1990s at Ankara University and METU. All the founders of 
these centers were feminist academics.2 From those years until today, 
around a hundred women’s and gender research centers at state and 
private universities were established in Turkey. In this study, it was 
aimed to analyze the foundation and transformation process of the 
selected research centers and studies’ curriculums, websites, publica-
tions, interviews, observations and visits of selected centers.3

1 This paper was also presented by Sevgi Uçan Çubukçu at »Blickwechsel: 
Comtemporary Turkey Studies Final Conference 2019: Rights and Equality in 
Contemporary Turkey«, November 13 – 15,2019, Humboldt Graduate School: 
Berlin. (Karakaşoğlu, Yasemin & Çubukçu, Sevgi Uçan & Binder, Charlotte 
& Dağ, Deniz (2017 – 2019): Project Title: »Women’s and Gender Research 
Centers at Universities in Turkey: Processes of Institutionalization and Trans-
formation in an Interdisciplinary Field Between Government and Autono-
my«University of Bremen & Blickwechsel Contemporary Turkey Studies – A 
Framework Programme by Stiftung Mercator.

2 Çubukçu, Sevgi Uçan, et al. »Perspectives on gender studies in Turkey.« AG About 
Gender-International Journal of Gender Studies, vol. 7, no. 14, 2018, pp. 208 – 226.  
https://riviste.unige.it/index.php/aboutgender/issue/view/35; Zmroczek, C., 
and C. Duchen. »What are those Women up to? Women’s Studies and Femi-
nist Research in the European Community.« Out of Margins: Women’s Stud-
ies in the Nineties, edited by J. Aaron and S. Wallby, The Falmer Press, 1991, 
pp. 11 – 29.

3 Karakaşoğlu, Yasemin & Çubukçu, Sevgi Uçan & Binder, Charlotte & Dağ, 
Deniz (2017 – 2019): Project Title »Women’s and Gender Research Centers at 
Universities in Turkey: Processes of Institutionalization and Transformation 
in an Interdisciplinary Field Between Government and Autonomy« Universi-
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The dynamics of institutionalization of women’s and gender studies 
as an academic field in Turkey can be summarized in this presenta-
tion under three crucial points: The Women’s Movement or Feminist 
Movement paved the way for women’s and gender studies at the uni-
versities in Turkey.4 The Women’s movement and its scholars criti-
cized the processes of knowledge production before the foundation 
of these centers; we should mention some outstanding scholars from 
when my generation was still at university: such as Şirin Tekeli, Ner-
min Abadan Unat, Fatmagül Berktay, Feride Acar, Nükhet Sirman, 
Gülnur Savran, Şahika Yüksel, Tülay Arın. The visibility of feminist 
criticism generated considerable intellectual knowledge in the 1980s 
in Turkey. In that sense, there had already been accumulated a body 
of knowledge (such as Nermin Abadan Unat’s Women in Turkish So-
ciety) in Turkey when the first women’s studies center was founded 
in 1989 at Istanbul University.5 It is mentioned in many expert inter-

ty of Bremen & Blickwechsel Contemporary Turkey Studies – A Framework 
Programme by Stiftung Mercator.

4 Tekeli, Şirin (1986): »Tarih Boyunca Kadın Etüdleri (Araştırmaları)«. Bi-
lar Seminerleri, Istanbul; Berktay, Fatmagül. »Women’s Studies in Turkey 
1980 – 1990.« Women’s Memory Proceedinsg of the International Symposi-
um of Women’s Libraries, Metis, 1992, pp. 271 – 280; Arat, Yeşim. »Women’s 
Studies in Turkey: From Kemalism to Feminism.« New Perspectives on Tur-
key, vol. 9, 1993, pp. 119 – 135; Arat, Necla. »Women’s Studies in Turkey.« 
Women’s Studies Quarterly, vol. 24, no. 1 – 2, 1996, pp. 400 – 411; Çubukçu, 
Sevgi Uçan. »Post-1980 Women’s Movement in Turkey: A Challenge to Pa-
triarchy.« The Position of Women’s Movement in Turkey and in the Europe-
an Union: Achievements, Problems, Prospects, edited by Fatmagül Berktay, 
KA-DER, 2004;Timisi, Nilüfer. »Üniversitelerde Kadın Çalışmaları To-
plantısının Ardından.« Toplum Bilim Dergisi, 2003, pp. 95 – 99; Karadu-
man, Ayşe B.»Kadın araştırmalarında Yeni Yaklaşımlar.« Kadın Çalışmaları 
Dergisi, vol. 1, no. 3, 2006, pp. 88 – 93; Güçbilmez, Büke Koyuncu. »İktidar 
ve Kadın: İktidar Kavramının Kadın Araştırmaları Çerçevesinde Yeniden 
Çözümlenmesi«, Yükseklisans Tezi (Dan. Necla Arat), Istanbul Üniversitesi, 
Kadın Çalışmaları Anabilim Dalı: Istanbul, 2005. 

5 Interviews with Fatmagül Berktay and Sevgi Uçan Çubukçu (former direc-
tors of KASAUM-Istanbul University), Yıldız Ecevit and Feride Acar (former 
heads of Gender and Women’s Studies Graduate Programme-METU) Serpil 
Sancar (former director of KSAUM-Ankara University, Gaye Erbatur(form-
er director of KADAUM-Çukurova University), İncilay Cangöz (former di-
rector of KASAUM_Anadolu University).
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views that women who struggled for the foundation of these centers 
at universities, were already feminists; internationally, texts, mani-
festos, mechanisms and some models of feminist institutions creat-
ed legitimate reference points.6 Women’s and Gender Studies were 
constructed as an academic discipline through these dynamics and 
criticized the way in which the scientific knowledge was produced. 
Furthermore, knowledge and experience that belonged to women 
was then made the subject of scientific knowledge.7

The First Institutional Models of  
Women’s and Gender Studies

As it is mentioned above, the first Women’s Studies Center (KSAUM) 
was founded in 1989 at Istanbul University. A graduate program in 
Women’s Studies was also started in 1993. Consequently, a second 
one was founded at Ankara University (KASAUM) in 1993, with 
a Women’s Studies Graduate Program following in the year 1996. 
Middle Eastern Technical University started its graduate program in 
1994. Çukurova University established its women’s studies center in 
1996 and started its graduate program in 1999.8 This process, acceler-
ated in the 2000s, which gave way to the institutionalization of Wom-
en’s and Gender Studies in general gave birth to the very first models 

6 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Gender and women’s studies in Turkey: A moment for 
reflection?« New Perspectives on Turkey, vol. 43, 2010, pp. 165 – 176.

7 Çubukçu, Sevgi Uçan. »Mapping the level of knowledge in gender studies: a 
mirror of women’s radicalism in Turkey«, Blickwechsel Conference, Berlin, 
2018.

8 Sancar, Serpil. »Üniversitede Feminizm, Bağlam, Gündem ve Olanaklar.« Top-
lum ve Bilim, no. 97, 2003, pp. 164 – 182; For the other experiments about in-
stitutionalization process of gender studies as a seperate discipline, see, Petö, 
Andrea. »Eastern Europe: Gender Research, Knowledge Production and In-
stitutions.« Handbuch Interdisziplinare Geschlechterforschung, Geschlecht und 
Gesellchaft, Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH, 2018, pp. 1 – 11. https://
link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-658-12500-4_153 – 1; 
Scott, Joan W. Fıctitious Unities: »Gender«, »East«, and »West«. 4th European 
Feminist Research Conference. 2000, Bologna, Italy; Messer-Davidow, Ellen. 
Disciplining Feminism: From Social Activism to Academic Discourse. Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2002.

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-658-12500-4_153-1
https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-658-12500-4_153-1
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in this academic area. In different cities of Turkey (Adana, Eski- 
şehir, Van, Kocaeli etc.) both in state and private universities, similar 
women’s and (gender) studies centers were established. Today there 
are more than a hundred centers all over Turkey. The institutional-
ization process of Women’s and Gender Studies in Turkey, starting 
from 1989 to 2019, raised different debates, struggles, tensions and 
achievements: First of all, these centers were an effort to position this 
research area within the academy.9 Because it maintains that scientif-
ic knowledge and its production is based on interdisciplinary studies, 
and that these researches must be conducted by women themselves. 
Contrary to the binary idea of subject and object in the general un-
derstanding of science, Women’s and Gender Studies aimed at put-
ting knowledge and experience of all women in the center, making 
them the very subject of study.10

9 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Türkiye’de Toplumsal Cinsiyet ve Kadın Çalışmaları: 
Gelecek İçin Geçmişle Bakış.« Birkaç Arpa Boyu 21. Yüzyıla Girerken Türki-
ye’de Feminist Çalışmalar, edited by Serpil Sancar, Koç Üniversitesi Yayın-
ları, 2011, pp. 41 – 61; Sancar, Serpil. »Türkiye’de Feminizmin Siyasal Bilim-
lere Etkisi.« İ. Ü. Siyasal Bilimler Dergisi, no. 40, 2009, pp. 119 – 132; Çubukçu, 
Sevgi Uçan. Akademik Feminizmde Yeni Yönelimler: Kadın Çalışmalarından 
Toplumsal Cinsiyet Çalışmalarına. I. Ulusal Kadın Araştırmaları Kongresi. 
2014, Izmir.

10 Eroğlu, Kafiye. »Kadın Kuruluşları İçinde Üniversite Kadın Sorunları 
Araştırma ve Uygulama Merkezlerinin Yeri ve Önemi.« C. Ü. Hemşirelik 
Yüksek Okulu Dergisi, vol. 8, no. 2, 2004; Çilingiroğlu, Nesrin. »Türkiye’de 
Akademik Düzeyde Kadına Yönelik Kurumsallaşma.« Hacettepe Toplum 
Hekimliği Bülteni, vol. 20, no. 2, 2001; Karaduman Taş, Ayşe. Kadın Araş-
tırmalarında Yeni Yaklaşımlar. IV. Ulusal Kadın Çalışmaları Toplantısı, Ka-
dın Sorunlarının Çözümüne Doğru Yöntem, Strateji ve Politikalar. Izmir, 
EÜ KSAUM ve Ege Kadın Araştırmaları Derneği Publications, 1998; Savaş, 
Gökhan Ertan, and Fatma Sinem Yol. »The Profile Research of University 
Women’s Studies Centers in Turkey.« Electronic Journal of Social Sciences, 
vol. 17, no. 68, 2018; »Satı Atakul: Üniversitelerdeki Kadın Çalışmalarını Tar-
tışmaya Açmak Gerek.« Bianet, 9 April 2003, https://m.bianet.org/bianet/ 
egitim/14054-sati-atakul-universitelerdeki-kadin-calismalarini-tartismaya- 
acmak-gerek; Can, Filiz. »12 Üniversitede Kadın Çalışmaları Merkezi – Filiz 
Can – bianet.« Bianet, 10 May 2006, https://bianet.org/bianet/kadin/78864- 
12-universitede-kadin-calismalari-merkezi.
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A Legitimate, Recognized, and  
Independent Academic Discipline

In the field work of this research, twelve examples were chosen where 
we tried to reach scholars whose specialty is women and gender and 
who participated in the foundation of the centers mentioned above. 
Based on in-depth interviews, archives, websites, document research-
es and observations, visits of these centers, the findings regarding the 
academic perspectives are:

The first generation of scholars who founded gender studies at univer-
sities (Necla Arat, Aysel Çelikel, Türkan Saylan,11 Fatmagül Berktay, 
Feride Acar, Yıldız Ecevit, Gaye Erbatur, etc.) achieved this through 
their own personal initiatives and efforts.12 Istanbul University, An-
kara and ODTÜ established a remarkable, outstanding model; Gen-
der and Women’s Studies became a recognized and legitimate aca-
demic area, an independent discipline. Due to the fact that women 
and gender was now part of the knowledge production process, its 
concepts became a category of analysis for all the other disciplines as 
well.13 This created the foundation for new generations who wanted 
to do research in this area. Like women, gender has also become a 
legitimate field of research.14

With a few exceptions this process was not supported by universi-
ty managements. For example, during the foundation phase of the 
KSAUM, the first center in Istanbul University, its first director of 
Center, Necla Arat, mentioned that, »they kept asking and demand-
ing.« It could be said that, »nothing happened on its own« in the pro-
cess of these first women’s centers at the universities.15 The Gender 
11 The first General Assembly Meeting of İÜ KSAUM, December 19, 1989, Istanbul.
12 Bremen Unversity. Courageous Women: Women’s and Gender Studies in Tur-

key’s Academia. The Photo Exhibition. 2018.
13 Ecevit, Yıldız. Kadın Çalışmalarında Önemli Sorgulama ve Tartışma Alan-

ları. Üniversitede Kadın Çalışmaları Toplantısı. 2003, Ankara.
14 The interviews with Feride Acar (former director of METU-Gender Studies 

Department) – 2018 & Fatmagül Berktay (former director of KSAUM-Istan-
bul University) – 2018. 

15 The interviews with first director, Necla Arat (first director of Istanbul Uni-
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and Women’s Studies Center of Excellence SU Gender at Sabancı 
University, which is a private university, was an exception.16 Two of 
our interviewees, Sibel Irzık and Ayşe Gül Altınay from this center, 
often stressed that »they were really lucky« regarding their experi-
ence: Ayşe Gül Altınay who was the director of SU-Gender stated 
that all rectors of Sabancı University supported them incredibly.17

Examining the different activities of these centers one can see that they 
focus on research and education. There are both similarities and differ-
ences between their educational approaches, activities, their relation-
ship with different actors, their methods, their approach to gender and 
its content. Within the diversity of activities of the centers their main 
shared themes are as follows: International Women’s Day celebrations, 
25th of November, activities regarding the international day for the elim-
ination of violence against women, 5th of December meetings and con-
ferences that are aimed at celebrating the enfranchisement of women.18

Another type of shared activity that has been noted are trainings, cer-
tificate programs and seminars to create gender sensitivity / aware-
ness within the respective district of each center. Since some estab-
lished centers (ANKARA, METU) are located in the capital Ankara, 
they have provided gender equality trainings for the public bureau-
cracy; when we take a look at the master’s or doctorate programs, it is 
seen that these programs have been opened in almost all of the first 
established centers. With the theses and researches written, it is seen 
that there exists now a very important body of theoretical and empir-
ical literature on women and gender issues. 19

versity-KSAUM ) – 2018
16 SU Gender: Anasayfa, https://sugender.sabanciuniv.edu/; Toplumsal Cinsiyet 

ve Kadın Çalışmaları | Toplumsal Cinsiyet ve Kadın Çalışmaları, https://gender. 
khas.edu.tr/tr 

17 The interviews with the first director of SUGender (Sabancı University), Si-
bel Irzık and the former director of SUGender (Sabancı University) Ayşe Gül 
Altınay – 2018.

18 The interviews with former and current directors of women’s and gender 
research centers & see the websites of these centers.

19 Some examples of these activities and projects are: Üniversitede Toplumsal 
Cinsiyet Eşitliği: Hedefler, Kazanımlar, Dirençler Çalıştayı. Effective Gender 

https://sugender.sabanciuniv.edu/
https://gender.khas.edu.tr/tr
https://gender.khas.edu.tr/tr
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The Production of Local Knowledge

Since women’s and gender studies has now spread to different areas 
in Turkey, it can be also talked about a local production of knowl-
edge as well. These centers produced that local knowledge, and con-
tributed to both the scientific sphere and public policymaking. Eco-
nomic, social, cultural differences inherent to the local conditions 
were examined and added to the current knowledge. For example, it 
was demonstrated that women’s suicides in Batman were not real su-
icides, but in fact honor killings.20 And, what women working in ag-
riculture in Çukurova experienced, or in which ways NGOs became 
visible in Eskişehir were all local knowledge gained through these 
newly established centers.21

After 2010, discussions on how to name these centers and programs 
points to a paradigm shift for women’s and gender studies in the ac-
ademic sphere. This is the period when »women and gender« was 
changed to »women and family« or »Women and motherhood«.22

Equality in Research and Academia (EGERA). 6 – 7 October 2017, Antalya; 
SAFE in SECURE. The Project of Istanbul University and European Union. 29 
April 2015, Istanbul, SUGender / The Purple Certificate Program. Welcome to 
Mor Sertifika | Mor Sertifika, https://morsertifika.sabanciuniv.edu/. 

20 Van Yüzüncü Yıl Üniversitesi Kadın ve Aile Çalışmaları Uygulama ve 
Araştırma Merkezi. »2008 Yılı Faaliyet Raporu.« p. 3; Interview with the di-
rector of VYÜ-KAÇUAM

21 Visit to ÇÜ-KADAUM and interviews with the academics, Çukurova Uni-
versity-Adana – 2019 & Visit to and interview with Sema Sancak (the Direc-
tor of VYÜ-KAÇUAM) – 2018.

22 »Kadın ve Aile Uygulama ve Araştırma Merkezi.« Istanbul Ticaret Üniver-
sitesi, https://ticaret.edu.tr/kadin-ve-aile-uygulama-ve-arastirma-merkezi/ 
en/home-page/. The other examples, Women and Family Studies Centers 
in Bingöl University, Kilis University; Van Yüzüncü Yıl University; Malatya 
Turgut Özal University. Çubukçu, Sevgi Uçan, et al. »Perspectives on gender 
studies in Turkey.« AG About Gender-International Journal of Gender Studies, 
vol. 7, no. 14, 2018, pp. 208 – 226. https://riviste.unige.it/index.php/aboutgender/ 
issue/view/35.

https://morsertifika.sabanciuniv.edu/
https://riviste.unige.it/index.php/aboutgender/issue/view/35
https://riviste.unige.it/index.php/aboutgender/issue/view/35
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»Breaking Through the Window«23

The discourses and contents observed in the activities of the centers’ 
such as the market approach, commercialization and the use of the 
concept of justice instead of equality are the clues of a neo-liberal, 
conservative understanding. For example, centers only engage in ac-
tivities such as funding and project-oriented research or conferences; 
Or, to engage in activities and trainings that emphasize the responsi-
bilities of women as spouses and mothers in an attempt to strengthen 
the family.24

Another concerning situation is the current debate regarding Aca-
demics for Peace. A considerable percentage of those scholars that are 
excluded from the universities are in fact female scholars working in 
the field of Women’s and Gender Studies.25

As a result, feminist thought and criticism was introduced into the 
academy and after the foundation of the first models of women’s and 
gender studies centers, as Stuart Hall put it, by »breaking through 
the window«.26 This shows its impact on the social sciences with its 
innovative dynamism and the creation of an unignorable scientific 
literature. Many concepts like violence towards women, positive dis-
crimination, gender equality, the glass ceiling, education and gender 
become mainstream. Many of them penetrated official state policies 
and helped create an awareness in society.

23 Hall, Stuart. »Cultural studies and its theoretical legacies.« Stuart Hall: Crit-
ical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, edited by David Morley and Kuan-Hsing 
Chen, Routledge, 1996.

24 »Kadın ve Aile Uygulama ve Araştırma Merkezi.« Istanbul Ticaret Üniversi- 
tesi, https://ticaret.edu.tr/kadin-ve-aile-uygulama-ve-arastirma-merkezi/en/ 
home-page/.

25 The interview with İncilay Cangöz (former director of AKAUM) and Hati-
ce Yeşildal, Anadolu Üniversitesi, Eskişehir: December 19, 2017; the inter-
view with Serpil Sancar, Ankara Üniversitesi (The former director of KA-
SAUM-Ankara University), October 6 – 7, 2017.

26 Hall, Stuart. »Cultural studies and its theoretical legacies.« Stuart Hall: Crit-
ical Dialogues in Cultural Studies, edited by David Morley and Kuan-Hsing 
Chen, Routhledge, 1996.

https://ticaret.edu.tr/kadin-ve-aile-uygulama-ve-arastirma-merkezi/en/home-page/
https://ticaret.edu.tr/kadin-ve-aile-uygulama-ve-arastirma-merkezi/en/home-page/
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Fatmagül Berktay
Istanbul University

Thank you very much for this introduction and hello to everyone. I 
am grateful for this opportunity that brings us all together and also 
many thanks to dear Gülşah for all her kind efforts. I would like 
to begin my talk where Professor Sevgi Uçan-Çubukçu has left off. 
Her final question was »where is academic feminism today?« I agree 
that feminist thought and criticism have penetrated the academy by 
breaking the windows and not by politely entering through the door. 
Yes. And as far as I can see, these windows have gotten enlarged and 
spread all through the country producing, as Sevgi mentioned, lo-
cal knowledge and a growing interest in women and gender studies. 
But at the same time, the question of conservative interpretations of 
women’s issues and roles prevails as well as the effort to domesticate 
the women’s studies centers all over the country. However, I am glad 
to say that I am not as pessimistic about this question as I used to be 
two or three years ago. And why you would ask? Well, apart from the 
political and social dynamism of the women’s movement in Turkey, 
which is more than impressive, I would say that since I retired three 
years ago I finally found the time and opportunity to correspond 
with some younger scholars all over Anatolia and read their work. 
And that gives me real hope, though I can at the same time spot some 
weaknesses in those works as well.

First, I would like to mention the new huge volume on feminist 
thought in Turkey published by İletişim Publishing House: Political 
Thought in Modern Turkey: Feminism1. I am sure some of you have 
seen it, its scope and content is really impressive. With just a quick 
glance at the titles one can see how much ground feminist scholar-
ship has gained in Turkey. The critical maturity and interdisciplinar-
ity of the works included is more than impressive, taking us through 
problems of history writing to the different aspects of Ottoman and 
early republican history and the crucial contemporary issues of femi-
nist theory as experienced in Turkey. Another important point worth 
1 Saygılıgil, Feryal, and Nacide Berber, editors. Political Thought in Modern 

Turkey: Feminism [in Turkish]. vol. 10, Istanbul, İletişim Yayınları, 2020.
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mentioning is the concern about bringing in the difference and va-
riety of the women’s movement. Professor Lerna Ekmekçioğlu was 
dwelling on this crucial issue yesterday; and it is refreshing to witness 
the same concern reflected in the content of this volume. The content 
takes us from the Armenian Ottoman feminism of Zabel Asadur to 
Professor Efi Kanner’s piece on Kornilia Prevezyotu, editor of a con-
servative magazine, Bosphorus, and to the Kurdish women’s move-
ment and so on. I also find it important that some articles dwell on 
the conservative images of being a woman, motherhood, family, the 
understanding of equality, etc. Another thing that strikes me is the 
interdisciplinary and critical approach, as I mentioned before, that 
all these articles reflect. So it seems it is quite safe to say that feminist 
scholarship is still well and alive in Turkey.

Another example that I would like to give in this respect is another 
edited book on literary criticism which is called »Gaflet« (Heedless-
ness, The Sexist Nerve Endings of Modern Literature in Turkish)2. 
We should take note that it does not say »Turkish literature« but »lit-
erature in Turkish«. (And this has unfortunately led to a quite nasty 
debate or reaction from some conservative nationalist circles.) This 
volume too reflects a very mature, interdisciplinary and critical ap-
proach not only in the area of feminist literary criticism but in his-
tory and history writing as well. (And here I remember while I was 
talking about the volume on Feminism I forgot to mention that it also 
covers feminist literary criticism. There are some superb pieces on 
the subject of »literature in the Turkish language«.) Last but not least, 
I should of course mention the excellent work done by the Academy 
in Exile although I cannot elaborate on it here.

And now I am moving to my second point: Work done in the provinc-
es and production of local knowledge. Although we are quite aware 
of the work done in big cities in Turkey and in exile, I don’t think 
we know much about work done in the provinces because they are 
not very visible due to a lack of necessary academic connections and 
more often than not they are lost in the pages of obscure university 
2 İbrişim, Deniz Gündoğan, and Sema Kaygusuz, editors. Gaflet: Modern 

Türkçe Edebiyatın Cinsiyetçi Sinir Uçları. Metis, 2019.
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reviews. When they do get published in book format they still remain 
in the backwater and do not get reviews even though some very inter-
esting work is being done there too. And their strong points as well 
as their weaknesses are telling. I want to dwell on just one example 
of an edited book on women’s history, which came my way because 
the editor kindly asked me to write a preface. Otherwise, I’m sorry to 
say, I wouldn’t have been aware of it. This volume titled »Women in 
History« (Tarihte Kadın)3 is edited by Dr. Mehtap Nasıroğlu Aydın. 
Dr. Nasıroğlu Aydın is from Batman University and, I apologize for 
saying this, she is a covered scholar. One feels ashamed to mention 
it but unfortunately in some intellectual circles in Turkey prejudices 
still prevail against covered women even though it is decreasing. This 
volume contains mostly articles by scholars from the region (Eastern 
and Southeastern Turkey) with only two articles from the metropoli-
tan universities, one by a scholar from Ankara University and anoth-
er by a scholar from Ege University, Izmir. A quick look at the con-
tents gives you a glimpse of the subjects taken up by these scholars. 
Some of the articles are quite general such as »women in Turkish my-
thology«, »women in ancient Mesopotamia« or »women’s legal status 
in the Ottoman Empire«, etc. But what I found most important are 
the interesting microhistories. In one of those the story of two wom-
en with the same name, Dünya Hatun, makes for a very interesting 
reading and tells us a lot about the differing social statuses of women 
living in the same period. Some articles take up women’s testaments 
in various regions giving voice to otherwise unheard ordinary wom-
en. Studies using the court records, kadı sicilleri, about women are 
done meticulously and give us ample descriptive knowledge about 
the living conditions of women in the Ottoman period but they are 
somewhat lacking an analytical approach. I find this to be one of 
their weaknesses; they do not use gender as an analytical category 
and therefore remain to be merely descriptive. There is this feeling 
that just writing about women is sufficient to make one a women’s 
studies scholar. But to be fair some of the articles are quite solid in 
terms of gender analysis as well. To quote one, there is this very inter-
esting article titled »A Comparative Legal Study of Ottoman Muslim 
and non-Muslim Women«. I am particularly citing this one because 
3 Nasıroğlu Aydın, Mehtap, editor. Tarihte Kadın. Paradigma Akademi, 2020.
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it also makes good use of the comparative approach which seems to 
be lacking in most researches. Another striking example is an arti-
cle about women’s monetary foundations. We know a lot about the 
foundations that some elite women have established in the Ottoman 
Empire but this research takes up ordinary women’s financial efforts 
that we know little of. All these, of course, add to our knowledge 
of women’s history and give us a better understanding of the living 
conditions of women in our own geography. Let me finish this topic 
with an amusing example cited in one of the articles about a woman 
living in Bursa in the 15th century. The author has searched the court 
records and this is what she found: There is a stubborn young woman 
called Ayşe binti Nesimi who seems to be very much attached to her 
family and who refuses to leave her father’s house when she gets mar-
ried. Eventually the case is taken to the court and the kadi decides 
that Ayşe should stay one month in her father’s house and one month 
in the husband’s house. So the case is settled fairly! (I must say that I 
love this piece.)

When talking about work done in the provinces I should also men-
tion the burgeoning work on masculinity and queer studies. Al-
though the number of the researches is not many, and of course I 
cannot pretend to cover the whole area, still the ones that I have seen 
are quite interesting and informative. Just to cite one, I read a study 
done by a young male scholar in Konya, of all places, about LGBTI 
secret spaces of meeting in the town.

Finally, to come back to the question put forward by Sevgi Uçan 
Çubukçu. As I said before, I can see that the broken windows have 
been enlarged and that feminist scholars have penetrated almost 
every region in the country. Despite the efforts to domesticate the 
women’s studies discipline and centers, gender scholars – and not all 
of them are women – are making an impressive effort to keep up the 
good work. Although the problem prevails: How can we help to over-
come the weaknesses of these works and the hurdles that the scholars 
in the provinces face? In this respect I think we need to find a way to 
connect with and support these people persevering to work in gender 
and women’s issues in the so-called backwater areas. Yes, collabora-



106 Pera-Blätter 36

tive work is very valuable, as was emphasized yesterday. But how are 
we going to succeed in reaching collaboration with these scholars all 
over Anatolia in practice? As far as I can see, collaboration is much 
easier among scholars in the metropoles, among the academy in ex-
ile and scholars from different countries. But this is obviously not 
the case for scholars in Anatolia. First, they lack the necessary social 
and academic connections. Then there is the language barrier, which 
adds to the lack of interdisciplinary and comparative approach. And 
perhaps most of all, they have to deal with the reluctance for collab-
oration emanating from their own university establishments. When 
you take into account the conservative and even hostile attitudes of 
university administrations shown to gender studies as a whole the 
problem becomes all the more crucial. So let me leave you with this 
somewhat perplexing question. Thank you.
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Deniz Kandiyoti
SOAS, University of London

 Gender Studies in the Crossfire:  
Explorations Through Time and Space
I am delighted to be surrounded by dear colleagues and friends of 
all generations today. Listening to your deliberations yesterday, what 
held my attention most as a dominant theme was the question of 
blind spots, omissions and misapprehensions due, in particular, to 
the blinkers of nationalist histories and the distorting effects of their 
backward gaze.

Nearly two decades ago, I tried to address some of these questions 
in a volume titled »Gendering the Middle East,«1 where I attempted 
to chart the parallel development of the evolving »canon« in gender 
studies, on the one hand, and research on women and gender in the 
Middle East, on the other. I found multiple interactions, divergences 
and selective appropriations of the mainstream by scholars working 
in the region. Looking back two decades on, I still find blind spots 
and lacunae, although they have changed in nature.

Today I would like to invite a process of reflection on how we have 
reached an »anti-gender« moment with the rise of right-wing pop-
ulisms worldwide. These have had deleterious effects such as the dis-
mantlement of the infrastructure of gender studies in some locations 
and the demonization of its practitioners. While I totally endorse the 
positive and upbeat assessments of feminist scholarship in Turkey, 
I also think that we are at a particularly difficult global juncture in 
terms of the discipline as a whole. I therefore propose to start with a 
brief incursion into the history of women’s and gender studies in or-
der to be able to think about it more critically.

In the social sciences,despite differences across disciplines, gender 
studies has been paradigm-driven and often given over to master 
1 Kandiyoti, Deniz, editor. Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives. 

I. B. Tauris, 1996.
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narratives. Initially dominated by modernization theory-where the 
concept of tradition« did a lot of heavy lifting in matters relating to 
gender relations and women’s rights – we witnessed a shift to a cri-
tique of modernity and to post-colonial scholarship where Oriental-
ism became a hegemonic paradigm in the sense that it became the 
near exclusive lens through which non-Western realities could be 
apprehended. Meanwhile, in the universities of the Euro-Atlantic 
world by the 1990s the focus on women had left its place to gender- 
an expansive relational concept that included diverse masculinities 
and femininities, sexualities and body politics treated from a broad-
ly post-structuralist – post-modernist standpoint. These approach-
es eventually made their way into scholarship in and on the Middle 
East but not before encountering stubborn resistance on the matter 
of retaining women as a central analytic category and continuing to 
favour a woman’s standpoint approach (known as »kadın bakış açısı« 
in Turkey). As someone who started to work on masculinities and 
trans identities relatively early, I could appreciate both the need to 
expand our remit yet also fully understood the reasons behind this 
scholarly hiatus. What is it that made the Western canon that pre-
sents itself as universal but is, in fact, quite parochial so indigestible 
and awkward in local contexts of feminist struggle?

One crucial point that we must never forget or overlook is that the 
field of gender studies grew out of a social movement. It is with 
second wave feminism in the 1960s that the androcentric biases of 
mainstream social sciences and the humanities started being interro-
gated for the first time and that an academic infrastructure gradually 
developed around gender studies. The academic mainstream even-
tually made its way into international governance structures. The 
U. N. International Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 was a 
defining moment when the switch from women to gender became of-
ficial and when gender mainstreaming started being promoted glob-
ally by the U. N. and its agencies. The manner in which this global 
gender equality regime was disseminated and the role that country 
level apparatuses such as Women’s Ministries and Directorates and 
other bureaucracies played was generally neglected as an object of 
study in the Middle East in contrast to, say, Latin America where 
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the NGOisation of women’s movements and the co-optation of their 
agendas through interactions with international donors and national 
bureaucracies was studied thoroughly. These differences can be part-
ly attributed to the fact that women’s movements always have local 
roots, develop at their own cadences and use their own idioms. That 
meant, for instance, that while the malleability of gender as a cate-
gory was celebrated and the oppressiveness of the hetero-normative 
order was castigated in one part of the world, in another, women were 
still locked into coerced identities, deprived of the most basic rights 
in their persons, treated as juridical minors (especially in countries 
of the Middle East operating a guardianship system) and reduced to 
having limited citizenship rights. Due to both the nature of political 
regimes and the realities on the ground local discussions tended to 
focus on the role of Islam and the possibilities of emancipatory pro-
jects within Islam. The sociological chasms between the daily reali-
ties of the producers of knowledge in Western metropoles and those 
of women’s rights defenders in the South created intractable conun-
drums for feminists working at the local level. The lack of critical re-
flection about the ways in which global gender equality regimes were 
being disseminated and responded to in different national contexts 
led to significant blind spots in analyses of the politics of gender. This 
would open the entire field of women’s human rights to critical scru-
tiny, especially after the so-called war on terror following the 9 /11 
attacks on the USA in 2001, a point to which I shall return.

In the case of Turkey, I had remarked on the existence of parallel 
discourses that seldom interacted.2 On the one hand, the academic 
field was dominated by discussions about secularism, Islam, and the 
politics of veiling that Yeşim Arat discussed masterfully. On the oth-
er, a flowering of women’s NGOs since the late 1990s and 2000s had 
created diverse platforms for secular, Muslim and Kurdish women. 
Numerous NGOs were receiving donor funding from the European 
Union, bilateral donors and U. N. agencies, facilitating, among other 
things, dialogues and encounters between Turkish and Kurdish fem-
inists. Yet, institutional changes tended to remain under the radar of 
2 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Gender and Women’s Studies in Turkey: A Moment for 

Reflection?« New Perspectives on Turkey, vol. 43, 2010, pp. 165 – 176.
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scholarship and not interrogated in their own right.3 This, I argued, 
limited the reach of our analyses.

These blind spots became glaringly apparent to me when I was mon-
itoring the gender effects of the Arab Spring.4 To the extent that state 
apparatuses intended to promote and monitor women’s rights in the 
MENA region had been totally co-opted by authoritarian regimes 
and staffed by their female clients one of the immediate results was 
that they collapsed as soon as these regimes fell. So, in Egypt and in 
Tunisia the official Women’s Unions simply disintegrated and had to 
struggle to reconstitute themselves. Nor was the donor-funded NGO 
sector evident in the popular protests. Mobilized youth who were on 
the scene had little to do with the outlay of funds and trainings for 
democracy promotion, human and women’s rights that had created 
a largely depoliticized sector that treated gender equality as a tech-
nocratic fix.5 The opportunistic nature of engagements with gender 
equality platforms in the Middle East contributed to their rapid de-
railment and demise followed by rapid attempts to claw back existing 
rights.

This situation had already been aggravated in the aftermath of the 
9  /11 terror attacks in the USA and the wave of Islamophobia that 
enveloped the West, further stimulated by flows of migrants and 
refugees. The invocation of oppressed Muslim women as part of the 
rationale for military intervention provoked predictable outrage at 
the naked instrumentalism of the Bush administration. This spawned 
a veritable cottage industry of critiques of feminism as imperialism 

3 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Against All Odds: The Resilience and Fragility of Wom-
en’s Gender Activism in Turkey.« Gender, Governance and Islam, edited 
by Nadje Al-Ali and Kathryn Spellman Poots, Edinburgh University Press, 
2019, pp. 80 – 100.

4 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Disquiet and despair: the gender sub-texts of the ›Arab 
spring.‹« openDemocracy, 26 June 2012, https://www.opendemocracy.net/ 
5050/deniz-kandiyoti/disquiet-and-despair-gender-sub-texts-of-arab-spring.

5 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »Contesting patriarchy-as-governance: lessons from youth- 
led activism.« openDemocracy, 7 March 2014, http://www.opendemocracy. 
net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/contesting-patriarchy-as-governance-lessons- 
from-youth-led-activism.

https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/hoda-elsadda/egypt-battle-over-hope-and-morale
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/hoda-elsadda/egypt-battle-over-hope-and-morale
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050/deniz-kandiyoti/gender-in-afghanistan-pragmatic-activism
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and of the place of women’s rights as tools in this arsenal of oppres-
sion.6 This placed local gender activists in an awkward position since 
women’s rights and sexual liberties were being presented as Western 
and elite concerns, tainting local gender activism with a form of col-
laborationism.

I was able to witness these conundrums at first hand when I was 
working in Afghanistan just after the fall of the Taliban. Women’s 
rights defenders were trying to carve out a small space of maneuver 
for themselves by exhorting their government to honor the interna-
tional treaties it had signed up to in the face of fierce opposition from 
the mujahedeen members of parliament. This was happening against 
the background of a conflict-ridden society where the reach of the 
central state was extremely weak and there was no central authority 
to uphold the rule of law. Looking across the Middle East and North 
Africa more generally we are faced with the reality of collapsed states 
in Iraq, Syria, and Libya, continuing conflict in Israel / Palestine and 
states in deep crisis such as Lebanon. When ethnic, religious or sec-
tarian identities are weaponized in the context of conflict and state 
collapse and when non-state armed actors hold sway the weakest 
members of society bear the brunt.

Paradoxically scholars zealously condemning imperialism may have 
inadvertently contributed to the creation of a space for a bandwag-
on that every populist government with a nativist agenda, whether 
Hindu, Muslim or Christian, readily jumped on. One of the most 
common and effective tools of masculinist authoritarianism is a lan-
guage of populism that demonizes part of the citizenry by marking 
them out as dangerous or undesirable »others,« generally by tarnish-
ing them through an alleged association to an imperialist West. I feel 
concerned that feminists located in the West who may or may not 
have organic links with women struggling at the grassroots (whose 
voices Fatmagül Berktay so usefully reflected on in her presentation), 
risk losing sight of local dynamics by fixing their gaze on an alleged-
6 Kandiyoti, Deniz. »The triple whammy: towards the eclipse of women’s 

rights.« openDemocracy, 19 January 2015, https://www.opendemocracy.net/
en/5050/triple-whammy-towards-eclipse-of-womens-rights/.
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ly liberal West (which is itself the locus of a proliferation of alarmist 
discourses about the »endangered heterosexual family«). Turkey has 
been living through its own version of this moment which, in other 
writings, I characterized as a period of masculinist restoration.7 This 
has become quite evident, for instance, in the heated debates that led 
to Turkey opting out of the Istanbul Convention by means of repeat-
ed references to the allegation that their provisions were not suffi-
ciently »native and national« (yerli ve milli).

This brings me to the »anti-gender« moment that I referred to in the 
opening of my presentation. You are well aware that gender studies 
courses have been banned in some European universities and that 
a nebulous concept labelled »gender ideology« (carefully cultivated 
since the 1990s) is being presented as a nefarious world view that en-
dangers society by destabilizing biologically (or divinely) ordained 
sex roles. I hasten to add these developments were met with fierce 
resistance. In Poland, for instance, we have witnessed the largest con-
temporary demonstrations in every single city when they attempt-
ed to pass the most extreme anti-abortion measures. In Turkey, the 
women’s movement is notable for having maintained a consistent 
presence on the streets through the years. I think that we need an 
honest comparative reckoning in Turkey, in the Middle East and 
more globally about how anti-gender platforms were able to achieve 
popular support to the extent of stimulating mass demonstrations 
and counter-demonstrations.

In conclusion, I think that we have reached a point where gender is no 
longer just an analytic lens in the social sciences through which we 
7 I argue that masculinist restoration comes into play when the taken-for- 

granted, naturalized character of patriarchy is called into question, especial-
ly when it is unmasked as a ploy to create a passive and compliant citizen-
ry. This was evident in the types of resistance and subversion we witness in 
popular mobilizations that act to undermine the patriarchal pretensions of 
power and become the occasion for new forms of cross-gender alliance and 
solidarity in the struggle against authoritarian rule. Those with a stake in 
upholding authoritarian rule against women and men whose calls for ac-
countable governance and democratic representation create new axes of so-
cietal polarization. 
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can apprehend realities, but an important and urgent stake in politics 
and governance. The international and regional networks we form 
within academia both at the institutional and interpersonal levels are 
extremely valuable. I believe, however, that more creative forms of 
engagement and resistance necessitate outreach to a broader range of 
societal actors from local administrations, municipalities and neigh-
borhood associations to NGOs, think tanks and professional associ-
ations. This may require us to step out of our academic comfort zones 
and learn to generate new forms of knowledge and collaboration.
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Evren Savcı
Yale University, New Haven, CN

Hello everyone, I am very honored to be included in this workshop 
and to be presenting at a panel that features many scholars who I 
look up to and who have been very inspirational for my work. I thank 
Hülya, Gülşah and Richard for bringing us together. Since I have 
only a little bit of time I thought it would be good to situate myself in 
terms of where my intellectual life stands vis-à-vis interdisciplinarity. 
I come to this panel from a Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies 
(WGSS) Department in the US – WGSS departments by their nature 
are interdisciplinary. This does not simply mean that they feature a 
historian next to an anthropologist next to a literary scholar among 
their faculty – it means rather that scholarship that is inspired by and 
cites multiple fields is welcomed and finds space to flourish. Inter-
disciplinarity (ideally) means that there is an intellectual and, in the 
case of WGSS, also a political project at hand that is not bound by 
disciplinary concerns or questions. It is not relevant whether what 
you do is proper Sociology or proper Political Science – in fact, im-
proper Sociology or Political Science are quite welcome in interdis-
ciplinary spaces. What matters is that you have feminist and queer 
concerns and questions. While disciplines especially in the US are 
becoming increasingly rigid and stagnant because they let the field 
drive the questions, WGSS lets questions drive the field and therefore 
has been a growing and thriving intellectual space.

The fact that WGSS in the US has its own institutional space, that 
there are departments, majors, minors, M.A. and Ph. D. programs 
in it, and increasingly full lines to hire faculty members means there 
is room for interdisciplinarity, and therefore space for feminist and 
queer work to be readily understood on their own terms and that 
they are not measured up against rigid and archaic disciplinary 
boundaries. This is an immense privilege. This privilege also comes 
with two burdens:

One is the designation of spaces like WGSS (including Ethnic Stud-
ies; Cultural Studies etc.) as the appropriate interdisciplinary spac-
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es which retain and perhaps further the disciplinarity of the dis-
ciplines. A world in which interdisciplinary work happens in one 
corner and disciplinary work happens in another and everyone goes 
to their own conferences and speaks in echo chambers is not a solu-
tion to disciplinary knowledge of course, or to the disciplinarity of 
knowledge and not what is aimed for by interdisciplinarity as a par-
adigm. Therefore, there is more work that needs to be done to render 
traditional disciplines more hospitable and welcoming to interdisci-
plinary work.

The second burden of the institutional space awarded to WGSS in 
the US – and I state this with the full awareness of the privilege to be 
a WGSS faculty in a country where it is not a target of open attacks 
the way it is in Europe currently – is the frequent US-centricism of 
WGSS in America. There is now thankfully a widespread critique of 
the historical white-centricity of WGSS departments’ curriculum, 
but there is not enough acknowledgment that this curriculum is also 
very American. I am afraid that this is a deeply difficult thing to ad-
mit for the field, and while there is a growing interest in transnation-
al approaches, the fact stays that we will mostly talk about America 
except for in classes designated as transnational or as specific to cer-
tain regions. This means, among other things, that when we speak 
in classrooms or at conferences or workshops race will mean what it 
means in America, and class will mean what it means in America, so 
whiteness can be talked about as a global problem or imperialism as 
a homogenous force, which are deeply troubling from a transnational 
perspective. Here it is worth noting that while the term »patriarchy« 
has received many (rightful) criticisms from transnational and race 
scholars for its universalism, the same critique has not yet widely ex-
tended to race and class, and to the universalism the terms »racism« 
and »classism« can perform.1

1 For an exception, see Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan’s critique of the 
universalisms produced by the category »woman of color.« Grewal, Inder-
pal, and Caren Kaplan. »Warrior Marks: Global Womanism’s Neo-Colonial 
Discourse in a Multicultural Context.« Camera Obscura, vol. 13, no. 3, 1996, 
pp. 4 – 33.
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As some colleagues have remarked in yesterday’s panel on historical 
approaches, what is at stake here is epistemic: the US is not simply a 
country, so we cannot say »of course Women’s, Gender, and Sexuali-
ty Studies in the US will focus on America the way WGSS in Turkey 
might focus heavily on Turkey.« The US-centeredness of the field is 
taking place in the context of the United States featuring the wealth-
iest institutions, the most highly ranked journals, and majority of 
the most prestigious publishing houses. The US-centeredness of the 
field also translates into the English-centeredness of the field, which 
is the lingua franca of global academy, as well as the lingua franca of 
global capitalism. So, the solutions to these issues are not to be found 
in the »add-and-stir« model where we add more scholarship from 
»other« locations to the curricular mix and to our citations. We need 
to transnationalize our very categories of thought.
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Heike Pantelmann
Margherita von Brentano Center, Freie Universität Berlin
Hülya Adak 
SU Gender, Sabancı University, Istanbul

Institutional Collaboration Models:  
Freie Universität Berlin’s Margherita von Brentano 
Center & Sabancı University’s SU Gender

This essay is a conversation between Margherita von Brentano Center’s 
Director Heike Pantelmann and SU Gender Director Hülya Adak.

Heike Pantelmann: In the winter semester of 2019 / 20 Prof. Dr. Hülya 
Adak from SU Gender at Sabancı University Istanbul was a visiting 
professor at the Department of Turkish Studies at Freie Universität 
Berlin. At the time, we had the opportunity to establish a cooperation 
that was launched with the conference »Contemporary Challenges to 
Gender Studies in Germany and Turkey.« The event was divided into a 
public part and an internal workshop part. In the public part, scholars 
from SU Gender and the Margherita von Brentano Center (MvBZ) 
discussed challenges in both countries from a variety of perspectives. 
The internal workshop addressed the topics of sexual harassment, dis-
crimination and violence as well as gender and diversity awareness 
trainings. The overall aim was to establish a long-term cooperation 
between the SU Gender Research Center of Sabancı University and 
MvBZ. Although the Gender Studies Centers at the two universities 
have different institutional setups and different foci and fields for ac-
tivities, there are many overlaps. Gender-based violence is a central 
theme in gender studies and also in our cooperation. During the sum-
mer of 2020 scholars from both centers overcame the challenges of the 
pandemic and took part in the online activities of each other’s centers.

Hülya Adak: »The conference in February 2020 was critical in bring-
ing many scholars from Turkey, Germany, and other parts of Eu-
rope together with the aim of enabling an academic as well as an 
administrative exchange. Scholars from both centers and universi-
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ties came together to discuss their scholarly work. Further, a joint 
topic of scholarly debate was sexual harassment and challenges in 
the struggle against harassment and discrimination in both institu-
tions. In the internal meetings, the center directors and participants 
discussed institutional histories with particular attention to aspects 
that could help in future alliances and collaboration. A few possibili-
ties included organizing walks in Berlin parallel to the Curious Steps 
walks in Istanbul. Future possibilities consisted also of joint confer-
ences, books, and edited volumes on the topic of challenges in insti-
tutionalizing gender studies at universities in Turkey and Germany. 

Heike Pantelmann: The workshop itself attracted many students and 
scholars from FUB’s Department of Turkish Studies, a program which 
does not emphasize gender studies, and from various departments at 
the university together with students from Turkey and many scholars 
who were operating in German academia after fleeing the crackdown 
on Academics for Peace in 2016 in Turkey. During the judicial and 
disciplinary investigations of 2016 and beyond, many academics in 
Turkey had lost their jobs or were forced to flee the country.1 
1 Please see Academics for Peace: A Brief History for details: https://www.tihv 
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Hence, the composition of the participants was extraordinary: the 
workshop brought together an amazing mixture of an outstanding 
group of Academics for Peace scholars in Germany with German 
scholars and other scholars operating in Turkey.

Hülya Adak: Furthermore, the workshop inaugurally brought to-
gether Ottoman / Turkish studies and gender studies at the FUB and 
also from many other parts of Germany. I define this as an innova-
tive moment for Turkish Studies in Germany: not only did it empha-
size the significance of highlighting modern Turkish Studies (most 
Turkish Studies programs in Germany are oriented toward Ottoman 
or pre-Ottoman history), but it placed gender studies at the core of 
Turkish Studies. 

Heike Pantelmann: Little did we know in February 2020 that the 
pandemic was about to hit and that we would not be able to organize 
an in-person conference in the following two years. By mid-March 
2020, all scholars and participants of the conference were confined 
to their home offices. The new era of remote work began only a short 
month after this brilliant workshop in February. 

Hülya Adak: One of the first collaborative steps we took after the 
COVID 19 pandemic started was to imagine areas of collaboration. A 
good opportunity and in fact a possibility that was facilitated by the 
pandemic was the relatively easier organization of webinars, which 
neither required the same amount of long-term planning, nor travel 
funds. SU Gender’s famous international webinars on sexual harass-
ment and gender-based violence started shortly after the pandemic 
hit and facilitated the establishment of international networks. The 
aim of the webinars was to talk about sexual harassment and gender 
based violence in institutions in Turkey, the USA, the UK, Germany, 
and various countries in the Middle East and Africa. Around eleven 
webinars were organized to date and posted on youtube.2 

akademi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/AcademicsforPeace-ABrief 
History.pdf.

2 Please see the link to Heike Pantelmann’s lecture: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=YZrtRemcnjw.

https://www.tihvakademi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/AcademicsforPeace-ABriefHistory.pdf
https://www.tihvakademi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/AcademicsforPeace-ABriefHistory.pdf
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As part of this endeavor, Dr. Heike Pantelmann was the first speaker 
of SU Gender’s Sexual harassment and gender based violence webi-
nar series. Heike Pantelmann’s presentation entitled Sexual harass-
ment and violence in academia: The German case was quite telling 
about resistances in German academia against the institutionaliza-
tion of forms of struggle against sexual harassment.

Her inspiring lecture, full of insights and critical approaches to Ger-
man academia, illustrated the absolute fall of a West / East and / or 
Europe / non-Europe divide when it came to sexual harassment. In 
fact, a significant element of the resistances to institutionalizing sup-
port mechanisms against harassment stemmed from (in her words) 
the bias that German universities were perceived as places of »en-
lightenment» and that such institutions were above the possibility of 
falling prey to harassment or violence. 

The series continued with scholars from various geographies and in-
stitutions, including the USA, Israel, Germany, the UK, and Turkey. 
The second objective and unique element of the webinar series was 
that it went beyond the borders of academic institutions in address-
ing issues and solidarity-building against harassment and violence. 
CSOs, activists, artists, and writers were invited to talk about various 
struggles around the world and the multifarious levels of creativity 
and initiative-taking that went into those struggles. These moments 
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of experience sharing were extremely significant and enhanced our 
solidarity networks while showing us hitherto unexplored possibil-
ities or strategic steps that could be taken in our own institutions. 
During the progress of the webinars, the international solidarity 
networks that we established strengthened all institutions involved 
and empowered scholars, activists and artists working in the field. 
The last several webinars, particularly one focused on Turkey3 and 
the very last, i. e. Leigh Gilmore’s »The MeToo Effect: Generating Ac-
countability through Collective Credibility,« concentrated on the 
#metoo movement and the changing legal and institutional frame-
works in the contemporary moment as sexual predators were being 
publicly exposed and survivor testimonies gained unprecedented 
collective credibility. The final positive outcome of the series of webi-
nars was to build an international community around our struggles 
against harassment and violence. Most lecturers like Heike Pantel-
mann became spectators and discussants in the subsequent webinars 
and discussions. 

The most recent outstanding example of collaboration between Freie 
Universität Berlin and Sabancı University was the invitation from Dr. 
Heike Pantelmann to SU Gender Director Hülya Adak to serve as a 
»cultural and academic ambassador« between the two universities.4 

The aim of this bridge between the two institutions was to facilitate 
co-teaching, particularly bringing themes, examples, research in the 
Turkish context to Gender Studies at the Margherita von Brentano 
Center; and to organize joint conferences, workshops and webinars 
and research projects relevant to both centers. This was a very crea-
tive solution to bringing together the strengths of both universities 
while enabling each to profit from the strengths of the other. Possibil-

3 »Combatting Cyberviolence» with Nilay Abınık, Çiğdem Mater, and Dam-
la Songuer, please see https://gazetesu.sabanciuniv.edu/en/campus-and- 
community/sexual-harassment-gender-based-violence-and-discrimination- 
research-action.

4 Please see the website of Margherita von Brentano Center: https://www. 
mvbz.fu-berlin.de/vernetzung/gastwissenschaftler_innen/internationale- 
gaeste/gaeste-am-mvbz/index.html.
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ities under this new »academic ambassadorship» include the sharing 
of library privileges, mentoring students from the twin institution, 
facilitating possibilities for student exchange, co-teaching or giving 
access to courses on one university’s course catalogue to the other 
institution (only possible for online teaching). Organization of sum-
mer courses and / or intensive courses remain other possibilities of 
collaboration.

Heike Pantelmann & Hülya Adak: We are grateful to the »Mapping 
Gender in the Near East: What’s New and What’s Ahead in Ottoman 
and Turkish Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies« workshop or-
ganizers for giving us, Heike and Hülya, the opportunity to become 
joint moderators. During the workshop, we were able to present a few 
of these brilliant examples of institutional collaboration, which we 
hope will be models for other Gender Studies Centers. We also found 
out that the desire for exchange and networking in the field is very 
strong. As anti-gender movements take hold of universities under au-
thoritarian regimes, even gender studies in democratic contexts is 
coming under pressure in the contemporary moment. We hope that 
such institutional solidarity building can empower Gender Studies 
Centers while also enabling them to expand their capacities in terms 
of human labor, research and teaching. 
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Aslı Davaz
Women’s Library and Information Center, Istanbul

 Cooperation and Joint Projects between Women’s /
Gender Studies Centers and the Women’s Library

My name is Aslı Davaz, and I am one of the co-founders and the 
current president1 of the Women’s Library and Information Center 
Foundation in Istanbul.2 I am not able to participate today in the 
1 2019 – 2021.
2 The Women’s Library and Information Center Foundation (WLICF) was 

founded in Istanbul and opened on April 14, 1990. In Turkey in the 1990s, 
the women’s movement had already gathered a wealth of documents related 
to the struggle for women’s rights. The collections of the Women’s Library 
in Istanbul are organized in sixteen main sections: Women’s Private Papers, 
Women’s Oral History, Women’s Organizations, Ephemera, Women Writ-
ers, Women Artists, Visual Documents, Audio Material, Posters, Art Collec-
tions, Newspaper Clippings, Books, Periodicals, Rare Material, Thesis-Dis-
sertations and Articles. These documents are unique and cannot be found 
elsewhere. Because libraries and archives centres in general do not have an 
acquisition policy regarding the women’s movement documents in Turkey, 
large quantities of ephemeral material regarding the women’s movement are 
only kept by the Women’s Library. The institution frames and constitutes 
the memory of women and the women’s movement, and the growth of our 
collection is parallel to the development of the feminist consciousness in 
Turkey. Although individual efforts to preserve the private papers of women 
and organizational documents started long ago, a systematic preservation 
movement started only thirty years ago with the foundation of the Women’s 
Library in Istanbul. The Library has also organized a considerable amount of 
cultural activities such as lectures, panel discussions, celebrations, concerts 
since its opening date. In addition to these activities, the Library has carried 
out many projects. Furthermore, the Library has transliterated 8 women’s 
periodicals published between 1850 and 1928 for the 20th anniversary of its 
foundation; A second phase of the Women’s Memory project was initiated in 
July 2017, for the 30th anniversary of the Women’s Library. Another 32 peri-
odicals, previously not translated, and dating from 1869 – 1926 will be trans-
literated from Ottoman Turkish with the support of voluntary translators. 
Up to now 6 volumes have been published. The Library has also published an 
annual thematic calendar. In addition to its visual content and many func-
tions, the calendars were crucial for promoting the Library and the inspiring 
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roundtable, so I have prepared a video to share with you on the sub-
ject I wanted to present. I will try to highlight some collections and 
primary sources in the Foundation and ask what we can do altogeth-
er to develop women’s collections and cooperate; how we can organ-
ize joint projects between women’s / gender studies centers and the 
Women’s Library and Information Centre Foundation.

Firstly, I would like to underline the historical ties between women’s /  
gender studies centers and women’s libraries and archives. We have 
to highlight the fact that gender studies and gender libraries and ar-
chives have been bound together since the 1960’s and 70’s and that 
they are historically tied up because these institutions preserve 
and disseminate knowledge about gender issues. So, gender studies 
centers in universities (teachers and students) have always put on 
their agenda, discussed and debated the role of women’s archives and 
libraries creating and disseminating knowledge because these two 
institutions »uncover the politics of knowledge systems, promote 
critical thinking and question taken-for-granted ideas.«3

Actually, in Turkey in the last three decades, teachers and students 
from women’s / gender studies centers have used the resources and 
collections of the Women’s Library. Many articles, master’s theses 
and Ph. D. dissertations have been written using these primary sourc-
es. But if we want to cooperate on a more structural basis, something 
that we can do in the short-run is to organize with Women’s / Gender 
Studies Centers a series of seminars to highlight the documents ex-
isting in the 16 collections of the Women’s Library and Archive, espe-
cially in the private archives, women’s organizations, and oral histo-
ry archives and another very rich collection, which is the ephemeral 
material issued by the women’s movement in Turkey.

women of Turkey; they were also a fundamental source of income for the 
Library (27 thematic calendars have been published since 1991). The bibli-
ographies, the catalogs, the annotated catalogs, the women’s private papers’ 
catalogs, and Turkey’s European Women’s Thesaurus are some of the publi-
cations of the Library. 

3 De Jong, Sara, and Sanne Koevoets, editors. Teaching Gender with Libraries 
and Archives. Central European University Press, 2013. 
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We can organize the seminars around some specific topics like pre-
serving women’s history, libraries and archives as knowledge creator, 
digital feminist activism, gender mainstreaming, women in public 
archives, information and the structure of knowledge, organizing 
knowledge, gendered knowledge, the politics of knowledge: women’s /  
gender studies and libraries, preserving feminist knowledge: archive 
and classification system. To organize these seminars, we have a very 
useful guide published by Atgender in Holland4 and also many other 
books and articles on the theory of feminist knowledge and the re-
lations between women’s / gender studies and women’s libraries and 
archives.

There’s also an important event related to women’s and gender stud-
ies. It is the symposium organized by the Women’s Library and 
Beykoz University on April 10 – 11, 2021. All teachers and students 
in gender studies will be interested in the sessions of the sympo-
sium. Related to this symposium, we can develop a project with 
women’s / gender studies centers to organize a roundtable, a panel 
or an exhibition. All students and teachers in gender studies are in-
vited to participate in the sessions of the symposium, which I think 
they will find very useful for their curriculum. We have put on the 
agenda interesting topics regarding gender and archiving such as 
Gender and Archives, Women’s Archives and Activism, Women in 
Family Archives: Hidden Archives, A Visual Overview of Women’s 
History, Reading Documents Against the Grain, Feminist Critique 
of Archiving, Women and Gender in Ottoman Archives, Women’s 
Library and Information Center Foundation: Alternative Archiving 
Methodology and Practices.5

Moreover, I would like to highlight some important primary sourc-
es which are kept in the Women’s Library collections. The Women’s 
Library and Information Center, Turkey’s first and only women-cen-
tered archive and library, preserves and documents the data of this 
struggle from the Ottoman Empire to the present day and provides 
4 De Jong, Sara, and Sanne Koevoets, editors. Teaching Gender with Libraries 

and Archives. Central European University Press, 2013. 
5 To access to the Symposium sessions: https://youtu.be/sPP92r0M754.
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the infrastructure for an alternative historiography for future gen-
erations. The Women’s Library and Information Center Foundation 
has collected, digitalized and cataloged resources for women’s his-
tory for the last 30 years. From these sources, it has produced new 
publications, acquired, arranged and disseminated rare and original 
documents preserved in its archives and collections for the future; 
and in this regard, served different fields and disciplines for research. 
The collections of the Women’s Library are organized in 16 main sec-
tions. The material has been classified under headings such as vio-
lence against women, women and religion, education, immigration, 
women’s rights, feminism and women and art. The Library has digi-
tized thousands of documents in the last years; and we are planning 
to put them gradually on open access in 2021.6 The Foundation has 
also undertaken a new project connected with the digital age, we are 
planning to archive the digital-born documents of the digital femi-
nist activism. Alongside these two concrete projects, women’s/gender 
studies centers could be active partners.

Activism has always had an important place in the women’s archives. 
Now, there are more and more activists in this field; and they are 
actively working on providing documents. Archivists and activists 
work together closely as new acquisition strategies and initiatives are 
developed for archives. In addition to physical protection, the intel-
lectual protection of these documents and information is also impor-
tant. And feminist archivists are moving forward by developing new 
stages, new approaches and new inquiries. For example, catalogs on 
women’s archives were produced nationally. Fanzine and ephemera 
produced by the women’s movement had never been cataloged before. 
We handled and cataloged them as new documents. New sources and 
new information, therefore, are circulated. Annotated catalogs are 
one of the new methods in this field. The new generation of catalogers 
now sign their catalogs, come up with more in-depth definitions, and 
see these works as a historiographic technique, as feminist archivist 

6 »Women’s Library and Information Center Foundation Women’s Digital 
Collections Open Access Project« has been sponsored in 2021 by the Consu-
late General of Sweden. The results of the project will be announced through 
social media and promoting activities.
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Kate Eichhorn7 calls it. As stated by many archivists, the potential of 
an archive or a document to change and transform society depends 
on the text and methods of cataloging. Feminist archivists and cata-
logers carry out many studies in this context.

When defining the issues surrounding gender and archiving in the 
collections of the Women’s Library, we have to underline that the 
women’s archives movement is at the beginning of this historical 
process. Although individual efforts to preserve the private papers 
of women and organizational documents started long ago, a sys-
tematic preservation movement started only twenty-eight years ago 
with the foundation of the Women’s Library in Istanbul. It is im-
portant to keep in mind that the donation of private archives by 
women is rather a new concept in Turkey; and the donation of doc-
uments before passing away is particularly rare. The first woman 
who donated her private papers to the Women’s Library and Infor-
mation Center Foundation was Hasene Ilgaz (1902 – 2000), a former 
MP. Besides this, there are a number of archives obtained by the 
special efforts and demands of the archive department of the Wom-
en’s Library. One of the best examples is the comprehensive archive 
of Süreyya Ağaoğlu (1903 – 1989), one of the first woman jurists in 
Turkey.

If we have to assess the stage or level of development of the women’s 
archives movement in Turkey, we can easily say that we are at the 
beginning of this historical process. Although individual efforts to 
preserve the private papers of women started long ago, a systematic 
preservation movement started only thirty years ago with the foun-
dation of the Women’s Library in Istanbul. Besides women’s private 
archives, the field of women’s organizations’ records constitutes an-
other important gap to fill. The loss of documents is an urgent matter 
to solve in this field. To give only one example of the problems con-
cerning women’s organization records, the Union of Turkish Wom-
en was founded in 1924, and was forced to dissolve its organization 
twice because of political reasons. The first closure was in 1935 and 
7 Eichhorn, Kate. The Archival Turn in Feminism – Outrage in Order. Philadel-

phia, Temple University Press, 2013.
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the second was in 1980. These two anti-democratic practices led to an 
enormous loss of documents.

In addition to these, we have another important gap to fill related 
to women’s archival documentation in Turkey. And most certain-
ly there will appear in the next decades under-documented social 
groups with new institutions, and they will enrich the archival re-
cords; we will have archives on women musicians and composers, 
museums and archives on women in the visual arts, gay and lesbian 
archives, as well as all groups of women’s archives. The tasks of the 
first women’s library and archive in the next twenty five years are 
huge. It has to trace and catalog the women’s records on a national 
scale and pursue intensive politics of acquisition, preservation and 
dissemination with definite targets included in this policy, and the 
means of disseminating a feminist consciousness through docu-
ments. It has to collaborate with all archival institutions in Turkey 
in order to improve their acquisition politics of women’s records. As 
a final word, I would like to say that the existence of a women-cen-
tered archive in itself is a critical attitude towards male dominat-
ed archiving. Its existence stands against the historical omission of 
women in the process of acquisition, preservation and dissemination 
of documents. Today in Turkey, first, the circle of women’s archive 
activists should be widened. Second, library and archives studies de-
partments at universities should include »women’s history sources« 
in the whole curriculum; this field should not be studied only under 
‘special archives sections’ because we are talking of documenting 
half of humanity, and half of humanity cannot be narrowed to »spe-
cial archives and library.« Third, a large survey has to be carried out 
to trace and catalog all documents pertaining to women in all the 
repositories of Turkey.

As a conclusion, I would like to suggest that we can build concrete 
forms of cooperation that will enable teachers and students of the 
academic institutions to access to the primary sources of the wom-
en’s history in Turkey. One idea for the establishment of a concrete 
project could be a common website for the women’s / gender studies 
centers where it will be possible to follow work in process of master’s 
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theses and Ph. D. dissertations, the curriculum of each center, and 
the sources needed. On the other hand, these centers would send 
to the Women’s Library the documents they issue throughout their 
curriculum.
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Martin Lücke
Margherita von Brentano Center, Freie Universität Berlin

 The Margherita von Brentano Center for Gender 
Studies at Freie Universität Berlin: Its Working 
Fields Connected to Outreach and Solidarity

The Margherita von Brentano Center for Gender Studies at Freie 
Universität Berlin is a central facility of the university with an in-
terdisciplinary and international focus. It holds the following core 
tasks:

. To develop and implement measures that support and cultivate 
connections both within Gender Studies as rooted in specific 
subject areas at Freie Universität and through the collaborative, 
interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary involvement of Gender 
Studies research in joint projects (especially in the international 
context)

. To stimulate, support, and document the development of course 
offerings and research projects

. To develop and implement independent research projects as 
part of integrating the duties of the Interdisciplinary Center

. To offer opportunities for academic exchange to students and 
scholars from Freie Universität and other institutions and to 
create opportunities for collaboration.1

The center’s name is based on the philosopher Margherita von Bren-
tano di Tremezzo, the first woman to hold the office of Vice President 
at the FU Berlin in 1970 – 72. The center has been formally founded in 
2015, but can look back onto a history of gender and women research 
at Freie Universität, which is much older, starting with the »Center 
for the Promotion of Women’s and Gender Studies» from 1981.2

1 »Margherita von Brentano  Center.« https://www.mvbz.fu-berlin.de/en/ueber- 
uns/aufgaben/index.html. 

2 »ZEFG Archive . Margherita von Brentano Center.« Margherita-von-Brentano- 
Zentrum, https://www.mvbz.fu-berlin.de/en/ueber-uns/geschichte/archiv- 
zefg/index.html. 

https://www.mvbz.fu-berlin.de/en/ueber-uns/aufgaben/index.html
https://www.mvbz.fu-berlin.de/en/ueber-uns/aufgaben/index.html
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I am giving a short insight into the activities of our center connected 
to aspects of outreach and solidarity.

The main task of our center – which may not come as a surprise – con-
tains the classic task of establishing and supporting research in the 
field of gender and diversity. Hereby it is of great importance to us 
to support junior scholars in gender and diversity studies with net-
working and supervision. Another task is being engaged in teaching, 
which includes the establishment of courses and providing learning 
material on gender and diversity knowledge as a generic competence 
for each student. The next step in our engagement (and one we are 
keen on expanding it) is the internationalization of gender and diver-
sity studies. This is one of the reasons we cooperate with the Sabancı 
Üniversitesi Center for Gender Studies.

And we are proud that we have gotten close academic friends by now. 
Our fifth main task is the expansion of digital knowledge in teaching, 
publishing and in the research field.

How are these main tasks of our center concretely connected to the 
aspects of outreach and solidarity?

One example for the teaching activities the center has established, 
is the Toolbox for Gender and Diversity3 in teaching, which can im-
plement an intersectional perspective on teaching issues of gender 
and diversity for our whole university. Therefore it is not just a tool 
to simplify teaching and make it more comfortable, but to provide a 
wide range of suggestions, information and diversity-oriented design 
of teaching methods to the scholars working explicitly on gender and 
diversity issues. The approach here is to give concrete advice and con-
crete material to the scholars teaching at our university, especially 
when dealing with intersectional perspectives (e. g. class, sexual ori-
entation, race / ethnicity). The toolbox is available in English as some 
seminars at Freie Universität Berlin are held in English.

3 Gender und Diversity in der Lehre: Startseite, https://www.genderdiversity 
lehre.fu-berlin.de. 

https://www.genderdiversitylehre.fu-berlin.de
https://www.genderdiversitylehre.fu-berlin.de
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The transnational research project »Perspectives and Discourses on 
Sexual Harassment in International Higher Education Contexts«4 is a 
project which is closely connected to aspects of solidarity. It explores 
the prevalence, manifestations and effects of sexual harassment in 
the higher education context and explores its structural implications. 
This is a very important subject in Gender Studies internationally 
and a fairly new topic in German academia. Hence the center is the 
first and leading center in German academia dealing with perspec-
tives and discourses on sexual harassment in international higher ed-
ucation and conducting empirical research on the topic. Therefore a 
survey was conducted collecting student perspectives on sexual har-
assment and evaluating that data. Afterwards international confer-
ences presenting the data and discussions of further activities were 
held. Finally, in the winter semester 2019 / 20, we had a large teaching 
project at our university regarding sexual harassment. The evaluation 
of the data and teaching methods were then published internation-
ally in English, German, and Spanish. This is very suitable since our 
project partners are often Spanish speaking such as the Universidad 
Nacional de Costa Rica, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
Universidad Nacional de Colombia and the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Perú.
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Ingela Nilsson
Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul

 Scholarly Quality and Human Values –  
The Benefits of Gender Perspectives in Academia

I represent the Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul, which, as one 
of several foreign research institutes in Istanbul, has an important 
role to play when it comes to the issues that this workshop wishes to 
address: transnational and comparative scholarship and interdisci-
plinary collaboration. In fact, the reason why we are here is our mis-
sion to engage in that kind of scholarship and collaboration.1

When I took up the directorship in 2019, I wanted to make sure that 
women’s voices and women’s perspectives were visibly represented at 
the institute. The reason for my determination was not any particu-
lar lack of such focus in the past, but rather the way in which we tend 
to forget about women because they are so invisible in both literary 
history and historiography at large. Moreover, women are often for-
gotten or neglected in programs for lectures or conferences, simply 
because the default scholar is still a white man. Women and gender 
studies are an exception to this rule, but overall it is still a big prob-
lem in academia.

So in the spring of 2019 we organized a series of events with a clear 
focus on women’s voices. Scholars with whom we had already had 
some sort of collaboration were mixed with new acquaintances, and 
an explicit aim was to combine historical and contemporary perspec-
tives, and also to bring together people from the Humanities with 

1 The Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul (SRII) was founded in 1962 with 
the aim of promoting Swedish and Nordic research about Turkey and the 
Eastern Mediterranean as well as other regions that are connected linguisti-
cally, culturally, or historically. Located within the compound of the Swedish 
Consulate General in Istanbul, the SRII offers a local academic platform for 
Nordic scholars coming to Istanbul, including a library, guesthouse, work-
places and an auditorium. For more information, see https://www.srii.org/.
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people from the Social Sciences. We wanted junior scholars to meet 
with senior peers, and Swedish students and scholars to interact with 
Turkish colleagues.

To take but one example, we invited our former research fellow, the 
Swedish sociologist Åsa Eldén, and her Turkish colleague, anthro-
pologist Berna Ekal, who have worked together on violence against 
women, for a panel discussion with the classicist and historian Kate 
Cooper from London. The idea was to approach the topic from the 
historical and the modern end, and from multidisciplinary angles. 
And it really worked out: we had a lively and fruitful discussion that 
spanned from late antiquity and Christian martyrs to modern media 
exposure and the present situation in Sweden and Turkey.

I did not think of it then, but now that I look back that spring pro-
gram, with speakers like Ayşe Gül Altinay, Jenny White, and Selda 
Tuncer, did put the institute on the map, or perhaps rather back on 
the map, of Women’s and Gender studies. Or at least it sparked an in-
terest both locally and internationally, because we soon noted an in-
creasing interest in collaboration through the organization of work-
shops or the hosting of projects.

One particularly fruitful event that took place in the autumn of that 
year was a workshop entitled »Blood on her Hands: Historical Per-
spectives on Women and Criminality«, organized by Gülhan Bal-
soy and İpek Hüner Cora. Here, again, diverse topics ranging from 
the literary to the legal, from antiquity till today, were addressed by 
scholars from different countries and environments.

I will not go on boasting of successful events we have organized, 
but what I wanted to show with this is how a rather small effort on 
the part of a small institute can engender an interest that ultimately, 
through the hard work of Gülşah Torunoğlu, can result in something 
like the present workshop. Sometimes all that it takes is the will not 
only to produce solid research, but also to create an open, welcom-
ing environment and a platform that projects that attitude loud and 
clear. My own research does not concern women or gender or even 
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Turkey, and we do not have any long-term research fellows at out in-
stitute, only short-term fellowships for a maximum of three months; 
but that does not really matter, as long as the best of the institute and 
its users are put in the first place, rather than the research interests 
of the directors.

This is a particular advantage of the institute: contrary to universi-
ty departments, where you are under certain constraints to perform 
within a special field and not stray too far in other directions, here 
we can support what we see as potentially fruitful. This makes it quite 
easy to create snowball effects of the kind that I just described: to 
openly state an agenda and then harvest the fruits of new connec-
tions – it has been amazing for me to work here and see the kind of 
collaborations that have come about.

And this brings me back to the topic that has been recurring in the 
discussions yesterday and today: the need for closer collaboration on 
various levels, ranging from projects to co-writing. The latter is more 
difficult for directors to achieve, but we can use our position as teach-
ers, supervisors and mentors to encourage our junior colleagues to go 
in that direction. Current trends of bibliometrics are not helpful and 
I have colleagues who frown upon my several co-written articles over 
the past few years, but it is a fact that they are some of my best works 
and that they would not have come about without mutual trust and 
respect. We gain so much by working together; not only scholarly 
quality, but also human values, of which I sometimes feel there is too 
little in academia.
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Mapping Gender in the Near East addresses key problems in research 
and activism in women’s, gender, and sexuality studies on the Near 
East and Eastern Mediterranean: institutionalization, international 
collaboration, methodological challenges, and innovative theoretical 
models. A wide array of prominent scholars in the field, representing 
roughly twenty-five institutions worldwide, explore new resources, 
cutting-edge theoretical models, creative collaborative possibilities, 
and solidarity networks in the struggle against anti-gender move-
ments. Mapping Gender in the Near East emphasizes interdisciplinar-
ity, focusing on intersectionality, queer studies, anthropology of the 
body, disability studies, LGBTQI+ movements in the Middle East and 
the history of the development of the field in Turkey, Europe, and 
North America. 
As editors of Mapping Gender in the Near East, Hülya Adak and  
Richard Wittmann bring together scholarly reflections on significant 
academic trajectories and solidarity-building networks. A must-read 
for scholars in women’s, gender, and sexuality studies, Mapping Gender 
in the Near East addresses hitherto unexplored lacunae in the field with 
aspirations of promoting future collaboration and research.
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