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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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