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Lerna Ekmekçioğlu
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, MA

 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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