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Abstract
Fragmented Voices: Halide Nusret Zorlutuna and Women’s Agency in the

Making of Turkish Republican History (1919-1960)

Sena Sen Kara, Doctoral Candidate at the Atatiirk Institute
for Modern Turkish History at Bogazigi University, 2025

Professor M. Asim Karadmerlioglu, Dissertation Advisor
Assistant Professor Ramazan Hakk: Oztan, Co-Advisor

This study explores the multiple authorial voices of Halide Nusret Zorlutuna
(1901-1984) and how literary genres played a role in women's agency and historical
visibility. A prolific poet, novelist, columnist, and memoirist, Zorlutuna has been
largely excluded from both the Turkish literary canon and women’s
historiography. Her marginalization illustrates the tendency in national and
global historiography to ignore figures who do not entirely align with dominant
ideological categories, such as feminism or political activism. By incorporating a
variety of sources this study reveals Halide Nusret Zorlutuna as a complex and
multifaceted figure. This introduces her nuanced dimensions as a witness to
history, which conventional historiographical frameworks tend to overlook.
Focusing on the years between 1919 and 1960, the thesis analyzes Zorlutuna's
writings to examine how she constructed her public and private personas in
different literary genres. It argues that genre functions not only as a stylistic device
but also as a historical tool, with certain genres—such as fiction and diaries—
enabling subtle critique by allowing women to navigate and challenge shifting
gender norms, political expectations, and social constraints by employing private
spaces or narrative techniques. The dialogue between her texts, which reflect
multiple personas, highlights the tension between moral conservatism and subtle
feminist critique in Zorlutuna’s works. Methodologically, this study combines
biographical analysis with feminist historiography, contributing to recent efforts
to move beyond the boundaries of traditional social history and mainstream
feminist historiography. Ultimately, it aims to respond to Turkish and global
historiographical debates by highlighting women's agency through the prism of
genre, voice and individuality.

96.000 words



Ozet

Pargalanmig Sesler: Halide Nusret Zorlutuna ve Tiirkiye Cumhuriyet Tarihinde
Kadin Ozneligi (1919-1960)

Sena Sen Kara, Doktora Adayi, 2025
Bogazigi Universitesi Atatiirk Ilkeleri ve Inkilap Tarihi Enstitiisii

Profesor Asim Karadmerlioglu, Tez Danismani
Doktor Ogretim Uyesi Ramazan Hakki Oztan, E$ Danigman

Bu ¢alisma, Halide Nusret Zorlutunanin (1901-1984) ¢oklu yazinsal seslerini ve
kadinlarin drettikleri farkli edebi tiirlerin, onlarin 6zerkligi ve tarihsel
goriiniirliiklerinde nasil bir rol oynadigini incelemektedir. Uretken bir sair,
romanci, kdse yazari ve otobiyografi yazari olan Zorlutuna, hem Tiirk edebiyat:
kanonu hem de kadin tarihgiligi tarafindan biiyiik dl¢lide goz ardi edilmistir. Bu
dislanma ulusal ve kiiresel tarih yaziminda, feminizm gibi baskin ideolojik
kategorilere tam anlamiyla uymayan sahsiyetleri gérmezden gelme egilimini
ornekler. Cesitli metin tiirlerini bir araya getiren bu tez, Halide Nusret
Zorlutunanin birey olarak karmagik ve ¢ok yonlii kisiligini ortaya koyarak bir
tarih tanig1 olarak barindirdigs, geleneksel tarih yazimi gergevelerince genellikle
gozden kacirilan diisiince ve egilimleri agiga ¢ikarilmais olur.

1919 ile 1960 vyillar1 arasinda odaklanan tez, Zorlutunanin yazilarinm
¢ozlimleyerek, farkli edebi tiirlerde kamusal ve 6zel kimliklerini ayr1 ayr1 insa
ettigini tespit etmistir. Burada edebi tiirler yalnizca bigimsel unsurlar olarak degil,
ayni zamanda tarihsel birer ara¢ olarak islev goriir. Ozellikle kurmaca ve giinliik
gibi tiirlerin, kadinlarin 6zel alanin mahremiyeti veya kurgusal teknikler
araciligiyla, degisen toplumsal cinsiyet normlarini, politik beklentileri ve sosyal
kisitlamalar1 sorgulamalarina ve bunlara karsi yazili olarak istii kapal
elestirilerine olanak tanidig1 iddia edilmektedir. Boylece, birden fazla kimligi
yansitan yazilarinin arasindaki etkilesim, Zorlutunanin eserlerinde ahlaki
muhafazakarlik ile 6rtiik feminist elestiri arasindaki gerilimi ortaya koymaktadur.
Yontemsel olarak biyografiyi feminist tarih yazimiyla birlestiren bu tez, edebi tiir,
soylem ve bireysellik merceginden kadinlarin eylemliligini vurgulayarak
geleneksel sosyal tarih ve ana akim feminist tarih yaziminin 6tesine gegen kiiresel
ve yerel tartigmalara katki sunar.

96.000 kelime
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Introduction

Who is Halide Nusret Zorlutuna? Is she a loyal daughter of the Republic, or is
there a silent protest underneath her carefully constructed sentences? A moralist
celebrating domestic virtue, or a modern woman whose writing is marked by
signs of discontent? Was she simply echoing the ideals of her time, or was she
writing to soften their limits? Why is there no complete historical study of her—
neither as a memoirist, nor as a woman intellectual, nor as a witness to history?
Why is she remembered only in clichés? Was she too conservative for feminist
historians? Too female for official nationalist memory? Or simply too complex to
be easily remembered?

This thesis begins with these questions—not to resolve them too quickly,
but to trace the tensions they reveal. Halide Nusret Zorlutuna (1901-1984) lived
and wrote throughout the twentieth century, in some of the most transformative
decades of Turkey's history, yet her name rarely appears in historiography and
literary or feminist canons. She was a poet, a novelist, an educator, and a public

intellectual. But what kind of a woman and what kind of a writer do we encounter



if we read her not only through what she represents but also through her literary
choices? What happens if we look at what she leaves between the lines, not just
what she says in public?

In asking these questions, this study also asks something larger: How do
we write women’s history? What voices do we listen to and what kind of texts do
we accept as sources? How do we deal with figures who do not fit neatly into our
narratives of progress, resistance, or oppression — those who neither fully

complied nor clearly resisted?

1.1. Positioning Halide Nusret Zorlutuna in Women’s History

Halide Nusret is one of the most prominent women intellectuals of the
twentieth-century Turkish literary and intellectual landscape. Growing up in a
period of political upheaval, she benefited from an exceptional education, made
possible by her family’s social standing and her parents’ progressive outlook. Her
father, Avnullah Kazimi (Mehmet Selim Bey), was a notable political figure, whi
first opposed the Hamidian regime and then the Committee of Union and
Progress. Her mother, Ayse Nazli (Zorluhan), played a central role in her
education, serving as her first teacher at home, which Halide Nusret recounts in
her autobiographical work Bir Devrin Romani. Her literary success was not
coincidental: the family nurtured several significant writers across generations,
including her sister Ismet Kiir, her daughter Emine Isinsu, and her niece Pinar
Kiir. This remarkable lineage reflects the family’s enduring commitment to
women’s education and intellectual pursuits.

As the initiator of that literary lineage, her background enabled her to
emerge as a prominent writer from an early age, and she continued to publish
until her death in 1984. She started her professional life as a teacher and worked
in education until the later years of her life. At the same time, she remained an
active author and poet. Politically, her most consistent stance was nationalism,
and it strongly shaped her views on womens issues. For instance, she often
described motherhood as the most sacred quality a woman could have—an idea

very much aligned with nationalist ideals.



Despite her long career and recognition in her time, Halide Nusret
remains on the margins of the literature on Turkish women’s history. Her distance
from the organized women’s movement and her conservative position are well
known. She was not a feminist, nor did she take a radical political stance. Instead,
she expressed her views within the limits of the political atmosphere of her time.

When I first read about her, I had a rather conventional and cliché image
in mind: a nationalist, moralist, and traditionalist woman who did not question
patriarchy or other dominant social norms. However, as I began to read her texts
more closely—especially her fictional and personal writings—and followed her
life as an active figure in the public sphere, a much more complex persona started
to emerge. Halide Nusret’s way of noticing, reflecting, and responding to women’s
social conditions and struggles is subtle but powerful. Her writings offer
perspectives that are not easily visible with a conventional lens. This thesis,
therefore, explores how she created a space for agency and critique around
womenss issues in early Republican Turkey, while maintaining a public image that
remained within traditional boundaries.

The following section details the question of why Halide Nusret Zorlutuna
is chosen as the focus of this research. Although she had a long and prolific
career—as a poet, novelist, journalist, teacher, and public intellectual, studies on
her work remain limited in scope. More importantly, none of the existing studies
properly treat her as a historical subject within the women's intellectual history in
Turkey. I argue that the current bibliography on Halide Nusret neglects to address
broader historiographical questions surrounding gender, modernity and the
politics of discourse. While her intellectual production is recognized in literary
and commemorative works, it has not yet been analyzed as a site of historical
signification in the context of Turkey’s transformations during the twentieth
century.

This gap is not unique to Halide Nusret, but represents a broader pattern
in Turkish historiography that often ignores the lives of women whose lives are
not clearly aligned with sharp political identities such as organized feminism. As

a result, critical biographies of those figures are rare. Women who are active in



public life but do not easily fit into progressive, oppositional or feminist
frameworks tend to fall through the cracks of historical narratives. Halide Nusret
is just one example of such a figure.

While there is a growing body of work that discusses her life and texts,
these works often take a literary, commemorative, or moralistic tone rather than
embracing a historical and analytical one. The only monography on Halide Nusret
is Betiil Coskun’s Ph.D. thesis,' written in 2010 and edited into a book later.” It has
a detailed account of Halide Nusret’s life and works, which I also benefited from
the bibliography. However, it is a literary study, which does not place the writer
into a historical framework. Nor does it reflect on her role in women’s movement.
Four other Ph.D. thesis analyzes Halide Nusrets works directly. Kerime Erdal
focuses on her identity as an educator and compares her with Halide Edip.’ Ferda
Zambak also analyses Halide Nusrets work with a comparative perspective,
making a thematical analysis on the construction of family discourse in women
writers’ novels.* The closest reading of Halide Nusret’s fiction to the approach of
this thesis is done by Bilge Ulusman.’ Using gyno-criticism as a method, Ulusman
develops a unique perspective on the women writers during the late Ottoman and
Early republican era, one of which is Halide Nusret. There are also a number of

master’s theses® as well as several other articles and volumes that directly tackle

" Betlil Coskun, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna -Hayati-Eserleri-Fikirleri” (PhD, Marmara
University, 2010).

2 Betul Coskun, Ummil- Muharrirat Halide Nusret Zorlutuna (istanbul: Kitabevi, 2011).

3 Kerime Erdal, “Halide Edib Adivar ve Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Eserlerinde Ogretmen
ve Egitim” (Ph.D., Uludag Universitesi, 2005).

4 Ferda Zambak, “Dort Kadin Yazarin Romanlarinda ‘Makbul Aile’ (Halide Nusret Zorlutuna,
Muazzez Tahsin Berkand, Kerime Nadir Azrak, Sdmiha Ayverdi)” (Ph.D., Mugla Sitki
Kogman Universitesi, 2014).

5 Bilge Ulusman, “Kadin Yazininin imkanlari: Tiirkge Edebiyata Jino-Elestirel Bir Okuma
Denemesi (1895-1950)” (Ph.D., Bogazigi University, 2023).

8 Vehbi Harikgi, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Din, Toplum ve Egitim Gorusleri” (Masters,
Firat Universitesi, 2017); Sahire Arslan, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Otobiyografisinde Bir
Devri Gommek” (Masters, istanbul Bilgi Universitesi, 2009); Sevim Betul Baloglu, “Halide
Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Romanlarinda Toplumsal Cinsiyet ve Kimlik” (Masters, Nevsehir
Haci Bektas Veli Universitesi, 2024); Mehmet Cete, “Halide Nusret’in Romanlarinin
Roman Teknigi Bakimindan Incelenmesi” (Masters, Firat Universitesi, 1989); Funda
Toprak, “Muallim Naci, Ahmet Rasim ve Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Ani Tariindeki



Halide Nusret’s literary legacy.” While these are valuable in many ways, they still
operate within the aforementioned limitations. Besides these academic studies, a
memorial volume is published in 2024, for the 40™ anniversary of Halide Nusret’s
death.® It is a collection of articles by various writers, touching upon different
aspects of her life and career. These current literatures often treat Halide Nusret
as a literary, moral or symbolic figure rather than a subject of intellectual inquiry.

Taken together, these sources constitute a considerable body of work.
However, none of them approach Halide Nusret as a historical witness whose
writings both reflect and actively shape the discursive construction of Turkish
womanhood in the Early Republican era. Nor do they engage with her personal
archive in relation to her broader intellectual legacy. This thesis argues that such
an approach is necessary—both to reassess Halide Nusrets intellectual

contribution, and also to rethink the very foundations of women’s history by

Eserleriyle Cocuk EdebiyatimizdakinYeri ve Baslica Temalar” (Masters, Selguk University,
2009); Azize Goncegil, “U¢ Kadin Yazarin Romanlarinda Kadin Tipi: Halide Nusret
Zorlutuna - SukUfe Nihal Basar — Kerime Nadir Azrak” (Masters, Harran University, 2021);
Murvet Yazici, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna ve ismet Kiir’(in Eserlerinde Egitim Evreninin
Karsilastirmali Olarak Incelenmesi” (Masters, Karadeniz Teknik Universitesi, 2015).

7 Merve Ozbayrak, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna Ve Siirlerinde Otobiyografi,” Hars Akademi
Uluslararasi Hakemli Kiiltiir-Sanat-Mimarlik Dergisi, no. 5 (Haziran 2020): 28-50; Ferda
Zambak, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Romanlarinda Cumhuriyet Kadini: Tespitler,
Oneriler, Elestiriler,” Yeni Tiirk Edebiyati, no. 5 (Nisan 2012): 125-37; Atabey Kilig and
Niltfer Yilmaz, “Héalide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Esi Aziz Bey’e Yazdig 03/10/1926 Tarihli
Mektubun Transkripsiyonu Ve incelemesi,” Erciyes Akademi 38, no. 4 (December 30,
2024): 1042-57, https://doi.org/10.48070/erciyesakademi.1532354; Edith Gulgin Ambros,
“Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Hanim Mektuplari ve Kadinlarin Toplumsal Cinsiyetine Bagli
Stereotipik Iletisim Ogeleri,” in Kitaplara Vakfedilen Bir Omre Tuhfe ismail E. Eriinsal’a
Armagan (istanbul: Ulke, 2014), 653-80; Bilge Ercilasun, “Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’nin Siir
Diinyasl,” in Yeni Tiirk Edebiyati Uzerine incelemeler 1 (Ankara: Akgag, 1997), 174-84;
Fatma Fulya Tepe and Per Bauhn, “The Turkish Angel in the House: A Travelling Conceptin
the Housewife Poems of Ziya Gokalp and Halide Nusret Zorlutuna,” Journal of
International Women’s Studies 24, no. 5 (August 2022); Sezin Seda Altun, “Umm{ L-
Muharrirat Halide Nusret Zorlutuna Nin Siirleri Odaginda Kadin Meselesine Bakisi,”
KADEM Kadin Arastirmalari Dergisi 8, no. 2 (2022): 287-310,
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diversifying the sources of women's history, reconsidering the criteria through
which women are included in, or excluded from, the canon of historical

significance.

1.2.Rethinking Women’s History: Global Perspectives

This thesis is, first and foremost, a contribution to women’s history. It seeks to
move beyond the boundaries of both traditional social history and mainstream
feminist historiography, as well as biography writing. I argue that understanding
womens historical experiences requires an alternative approach—one that
considers personal voices, literary texts, and everyday narratives that are often
overlooked in dominant political or institutional histories. This section situates
the thesis within the broader field of women’s history, outlining its engagement
with both Turkish and global scholarship, and clarifying how it contributes to
ongoing historiographical debates.

Joan Wallach Scott's groundbreaking work in gender studies provided the
foundation for understanding how gender functions as a critical category of
analysis in historiography. Scott argued that gender is not merely a biological
distinction, but a social construct that affects power relations within society. She
stated that “gender - the multiple and contradictory meanings attributed to sexual
difference - is an important analytical tool for understanding historical processes”
because it reveals how gendered relations are central to social organization rather
than secondary to economic or demographic pressures.’

The concept of “her-story”, which emerged as part of the feminist
historiographical movement, has attempted to reclaim women's agency in history
by focusing on their experiences and contributions. Scott notes that “her-story”
was developed to challenge male-dominated historical narratives and offers a new

narrative that centers both the ordinary and exceptional experiences of women."

9 Joan Wallach Scott, “1. Women’s History,” in Gender and the Politics of History
(Columbia University Press, 1988), 25.
10 Scott, “1. Women’s History,” 18.



This approach aimed to capture women's participation in historical developments
while reconsidering historical processes through a gender lens.

The influence of social history on the “her-story” is also important because
both perspectives have attempted to construct women as historical subjects.
However, while social history tended to integrate women into existing historical
frameworks, "her-story" emphasized the need for a distinct analytic perspective
that recognized gender as a fundamental category of analysis."" This distinction is
crucial for understanding the development of feminist historiography as it
highlights the tension between integrative approaches and the attempts to
completely redefine historical narratives.

As a result of this shift in perspective, historians have been encouraged to
move away from traditional narratives that marginalize women's experiences and
focus their attention instead on cultural definitions of femininity and masculinity.
For example, anthropological research by Sherry Ortner in 1996 found that in
almost all societies studied by ethnographers, women's work was less prestigious
than men's work, highlighting how common gender inequality is across cultures.'
These insights from other disciplines were fundamental to the development of
feminist historiography, which emphasizes the importance of analyzing how
gender roles have historically positioned women in relation to social power.

Parallel to the rise of gender studies, feminist scholars began to explore
how these new theoretical frameworks could be applied to the study of women's
biographies. The traditional narrative lines of biography, which usually model
men's achievements, were reviewed for their relevance to women's lives. As Susan
Ware has pointed out, feminist biography differs from traditional approaches by
focusing on gender as the primary force, by recognizing that women's public lives

are often made complex by struggles with education, work, and social

" Scott, “1. Women’s History,” 22.

2 Jo Burr Margadant, ed., The New Biography: Performing Femininity in Nineteenth-
Century France, Studies on the History of Society and Culture 38 (Univ. of California
Press, 2000), 6.



expectations.” This shift represented a departure from the traditional depiction
of women as passive subjects, emphasizing their active role in shaping their own
lives and thus shaping history.

The concept of success and the questioning of power relations resulted in
the dichotomy of public-private becoming one of the main targets of feminist
criticism. Traditional biographies have often made a clear distinction between
public achievements and private life; feminist scholars argue that this dichotomy
oversimplifies and misrepresents women's experiences. Barbara Caine explains
that feminist historians and biographers are increasingly focused on
understanding how women experienced their domestic and social worlds, how
they negotiated social structures, and what strategies they used to follow their
interests.'* 'This approach not only shed light on the lives of each individual
woman, but also gives insights into more general patterns of women's experience
in specific social contexts. Caine's analysis emphasizes the importance of studying
women not as isolated individuals but within networks of relationships. This focus
on social groups gives a better understanding of how women interacted with and
influenced the legal, social and familial structures of their time. By placing women
within these networks, feminist biographers can better explore the dynamics
between personal experiences and broader social forces and can offer a richer and
more comprehensive description of women's lives.

The rejection of this dichotomy is related to the relationship between the
female subject and the biographer. Judy Long's work on feminist biography
emphasizes the critical role of the biographer's position and responsibility in
structuring narratives of women's lives. She argues that feminist biographers are
prioritizing a dedication to parity, which in turn influences how they address the

dilemmas that are inherent in biography.”® Unlike traditional biographers, who

3 Susan Ware, “Writing Women'’s Lives: One Historian’s Perspective,” The Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 40, no. 3 (2010): 417, https://doi.org/10.1162/jinh.2010.40.3.413.
4 Barbara Caine, “Feminist Biography and Feminist History,” Women’s History Review 3,
no. 2 (1994): 252, https://doi.org/10.1080/09612029400200049.

5 Judy Long, Telling Women’s Lives: Subject, Narrator, Reader, Text, Feminist
Crosscurrents (New York University Press, 1999), 103.



can establish authority over the subject, feminist biographers accept more
responsibility and claim fewer rights, encouraging a more equal relationship
between the subject and the narrator. This shift allows the voice of the subject to
emerge more clearly, as the biographer adopts a respectful, “hands-off” approach
that can sometimes be misinterpreted as a “weak” position. Long also emphasizes
the need for feminist biographers to understand the complexity of gender
dynamics, as they must narrate the lives of their subjects within the limitations of
social constructs of achievement and value.'® By rejecting the dichotomy of public
and private spheres, feminist biographers illuminate the multifaceted experiences
of women, thereby challenging traditional narratives that often overlook the
interconnectedness of personal and societal influences on women's lives.

Feminist biographers have also contributed to the development of new
theoretical frameworks for understanding women's lives. Kathleen Barry
advocates a feminist-critical approach that redefines biography as a structured
socio-political history based on the temporality and subjectivity of a life."” This
approach challenges the traditional “great man” model of biography, which tends
to separate historical forces from everyday lived experiences, and instead seeks to
understand how political and social history overlaps with individual life stories.
Barry's approach is important in allowing for a more dynamic understanding of
how women's lives are shaped by and contribute to historical processes. By
emphasizing the dialectical relationship between political structures and everyday
life, feminist biography can create new historical syntheses that better reflect the
complexity of women's experiences. This perspective offers a contribution to
women's history, and also to the understanding of history in general, emphasizing
the importance of understanding individual lives within their historical context,
rather than merely celebrating them as anomalies.

The integration of gender studies and feminist perspectives into
historiography has significantly enriched the understanding of women's lives and

contributions. By challenging traditional narratives and offering new theoretical

'8 Long, Telling Women'’s Lives, 105.
7 Kathleen Barry, “The New Historical Syntheses: Women’s Biography,” Journal of
Women’s History 1, no. 3 (1990): 75, https://doi.org/10.1353/jowh.2010.0066.



frameworks, feminist biographers have redefined the role of biography in
historiography, making it a powerful tool for exploring the complexities of gender
and power in history. The work of feminist history scholars demonstrates the
potentially transformative impact of feminist criticism on the study of women's

biographies, leading to more inclusive and diverse historical narratives.

1.3. Revisiting the Silences in Women’s History in Turkey

After outlining the general framework of feminist historiography and the role of
biography within it, this section turns to the development of women’s history in
Turkey, where similar debates have shaped the field. This thesis argues that the
dominant narrative of women’s history—particularly the idea that women’s
activism and visibility disappeared after 1935—has obscured more subtle,
individual, and discursive forms of engagement with the “woman question” in
the mid-twentieth century. While Halide Nusret Zorlutuna lived and wrote until
the 1980s, this study focuses on the period up to the 1960s to explore how the
early concerns of the women’s movement continued to resonate in her writings.
Through her literary work, autobiographical reflections, and public persona,
Halide Nusret offers a window into how gender norms and women’s roles were
negotiated in what has often been described as a “silent” era for women.

In the historiography of Turkey, women’s history began to take shape as
a separate field in the 1970s and gained momentum in the 1980s. Influenced by
Western feminist frameworks, many early works adopted the “wave” metaphor,
which has divided women’s movements into periods of visible activism followed
by phases of retreat. According to this model, the decades between the first wave
of suffragism and the second wave of feminism—typically associated with the
1960s—are seen as a time of silence, when women were relegated to domesticity
under Cold War ideologies. This view also shaped early Turkish feminist
scholarship, contributing to the idea of a “barren period” after the dissolution of
the Turkish Women’s Union in 1935. However, recent scholarship has

challenged this narrative, suggesting that women's experiences and contributions
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persisted in less organized, yet meaningful ways. The next section outlines the key
debates within Turkish historiography on women’s history, focusing on how
these narratives have evolved and where this thesis positions itself in relation to
them.

Following the paradigmatic assumptions of modernization theory,'
which saw its heyday from the World War II to the 1970s, social scientists
evaluated Turkish modernization as a successful process, comparing it to other
examples in the world. The Kemalist nation-state which was established in 1923
was considered as the peak point of Turkey’s modernization process which dated
to the early attempts during the Ottoman era. The succession of this
transformation was attributed to the “elite-driven and consensus-based”
structure.” According to this interpretation, Turkey was successful in terms of
adopting Western style structure, which was implemented by an elite group in
ways autonomous from the society. The agency of the ordinary people was left
out, as scholars accepted the top-down reforms as the only agent behind the
transformations.*

With the writings of “Marxisant” scholars in the words of Serif Mardin,*
however, the political institutions were discredited, and the economic conditions
are emphasized in the studies of modernization history. This group of scholars,

who were active during the late 1960s and 1970s, focused on non-elite factors.

8 See: Knobl Wolfgang, “Theories That Won’t Pass Away: The Never-Ending Story of
Modernization Theory,” in Handbook of Historical Sociology, ed. Gerard Delanty and Engin
F Isin (Sage, 2003).

9 Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba, “Introduction,” in Rethinking Modernity and National
Identity in Turkey, ed. Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba (University of Washington Press,
1997).

20 See: Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (Oxford University Press, 1968);
Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (Hurst and Company, 1998);
Stanford J. Shaw and Ezel K. Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey
(Cambridge University Press, 2002); Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society:
Modernizing The Middle East (Free Press, 1964).

21 Serif Mardin, “Projects as Methodology: Some Thoughts on Modern Turkish Social
Science,” in Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey, ed. Sibel Bozdogan and
Resat Kasaba (University of Washington Press, 1997).
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This was the most significant difference between them and the older generation.”
During the 1980s, following the steps of Marxist historians and the later influence
of subaltern approaches and gender studies, the discipline of history oriented
towards the individuals, questioning the extent of the power exercised by the
elites. This approach had impact on the field of Turkish studies as well. A younger
generation of scholars began to state their criticism towards the authoritarian
characteristics of the Kemalist regime. Following the assumption about the
passive position of the society, they criticized the ruling elite for implementing
reforms despite the people.”> However, this approach did not include the ordinary
people in their scope of analysis, so it is difficult to say that they followed the
global historiographic trends. By the 2000s, new studies attended to this task by
questioning the autonomy of the state. Acknowledging the agency of groups such
as women, peasants, and workers, they began to challenge the dichotomy of
oppression-subordination.*

The women’s studies have emerged as a field of study during 1970s in
tandem with these developments and grew as an interdisciplinary field around the
globe. The historiographic approaches of this period contributed to the evolution

of womenss studies, such as Subaltern Studies, the goal of which has been to restore

22 Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba, “Introduction,” in Rethinking Modernity and National
Identity in Turkey, eds. Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba (Seattle and London: University
of Washington Press, 1997).

2 For a prominent example of this approach: Mete Tuncay, Tlrkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Tek-
Parti Yonetimi’nin Kurulmasi (1923-1931) (Turkiye Ekonomik ve Toplumsal Tarih Vakfi,
1999). Also, for similar reviews of this literature, see Sevgi Adak, “Kemalism in the
Periphery: Anti-Veiling Campaigns and State-Society Relations in 1930s Turkey” (PhD,
University of Leiden, 2015); Hale Yilmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and
Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey, 1923-1945 (Syracuse University Press,
2013); Yigit Akin, “Reconsidering State, Party, and Society in Early Republican Turkey:
Politics of Petitionin,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, no. 39 (2007): 435-57.
24 See: Adak, “Kemalism in the Periphery: Anti-Veiling Campaigns and State-Society
Relations in 1930s Turkey”; Yilmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and Cultural
Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey, 1923-1945; Murat Metinsoy, “Everyday Politics of
Ordinary People: Public Opinion, Dissent, and Resistance in Early Republican Turkey
1925-1939” (Ph.D., Bogazigi University, 2010); Yaprak Zihnioglu, Kadinsiz inkilap: Nezihe
Muhiddin, Kadinlar Halk Firkasi, Kadin Birligi (Metis, 2019); Michael Meeker, A Nation of
Empire: The Otoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity (University of California Press, 2002).
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the history of the subordinated.® During this phase, the first aim was to establish
the field of women’s studies and giving voice to the social, political and economic
experience of women. This was the initial challenge to social science.”® During
1980s, “gender” emerged as an important concept, which brought a new
perspectives to not only women’s studies but also studies of colonialism and
imperialism.”” In her discourse analysis, Scott defined gender as a ‘system of
meanings’ or a ‘symbolic order’ which indicates the relation of power.?® Besides
the contribution of this concept to the literature around the globe, it allowed the
scholars of Turkish studies to question the power relations during the
establishment of the republic, and the studies on the history of women were no
exception.

The literature on Turkish women movement emphasized two arguments
that challenged the scholarship of the modernization theory. First, the Kemalist
reforms on women’s emancipation were implemented as a part of political agenda.
So, they did not liberate women in real terms,* according to these interpretations.
The second significant argument is that the women’s movement emerged during
the late Ottoman era and the roots of Kemalist reforms about women’s
emancipation lies there—an argument that also drew from the contemporaneous

emphasis on the historical continuities between the empire and the post-Ottoman

25 Gyan Prakash, “Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Criticism,” American Historical
Review 99, no. 5 (1994): 1475-90.

26 Deniz Kandiyoti, “Contemporary Feminist Scholarship and Middle East Studies,” in
Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives, ed. Deniz A. Kandiyoti (Tauris, 1996).
27 Kathleen Canning, “Gender History, Meanings, Methods and Metanarratives,” in Gender
History in Practice, Historical Perspectives on Bodies, Class, Citizenship (Cornell
University Press, 2006).

28 Joan Wallach Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American
Historical Review, no. 5 (December 1986): 1053-75.

2° Deniz A. Kandiyoti and Deniz Kandiyoti, “Emancipated but Unliberated? Reflections on
the Turkish Case,” Feminist Studies 13, no. 2 (1987): 2. For the similar argument, see:
Ayse Gl Altinay, ed., Vatan Millet Kadinlar (iletisim, 2005); ELlif Ekin Aksit, Kizlarin
Sessizligi: Kiz Enstitiilerinin Uzun Tarihi (iletisim, 2015); Yesim Arat, “The Project of
Modernity and Women in Turkey,” in Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey
(Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1997); Zihnioglu, Kadinsiz inkilap:
Nezihe Muhiddin, Kadinlar Halk Firkasi, Kadin Birligi.
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state.” So they objected to the consensus in the society that the Kemalist reforms
saved the women, which was implemented by the official discourse of the
Kemalist state.”*

Serpil Cakir was one of the first to initiate the debate on the continuity of
the women's movement from the Ottoman Empire to the Republican era,’* which
implies a fundamental departure from the official discourse. Her study, based on
archival documents, proved the existence of an active movement that addressed
social and economic conditions and disparities, as well as issues of women’s
political rights. Accordingly, the history of women’s emancipation in Ottoman
empire began with the schools established in the mid-nineteenth century. After
almost forty years of struggle over education, marriage and some other “initial”
demands, the movement gained a more political agenda with the Young Turk
Revolution of 1908.

Another prominent critic of the Kemalist reforms is Sirin Tekeli.*® She
divided the Turkish women movement into two periods. According to her
periodization 1910-1920 is the first wave and post 1980 is the second wave. She
considered the years between two waves as "¢orak yillar," i.e., the barren years. The
reason behind this allegedly passive period was the assumption that the women’s
movement achieved its goal by the political emancipation. As for the later
Kemalist reforms, she placed them under the concept of “state feminism.” The
actor of the reforms were not the women themselves, but the state. This
conceptualization led the literature to question the nature and extent of Kemalist
reforms. According to this new approach, which was in line with the other critics

of Kemalist initiatives, early Republican state feminism was not ‘egalitarian’ It led

30 For a pioneering work which depicts this continuity: Erik Jan Erik Jan Zurcher, The
Unionist Factor: The Réle of the Committee of Union and Progress in the Turkish National
Movement, 1905-1926 (E.J. Brill, 1984).: The Réle of the Committee of Union and Progress
in the Turkish National Movement, 1905-1926, (Brill, 1984).

31 Arat, “The Project of Modernity and Women in Turkey.” For the pioneering work about the
continuity discourse in general see: Erik Jan Zurcher, Turkey: A Modern History (1.B. Tauris,
2017).

32 Serpil GCakir, Osmanli Kadin Hareketi (Metis, 1996).

33 Sirin Tekeli, “Birinci ve Ikinci Dalga Feminist Hareketlerin Kargilagstirmali Incelemesi
Uzerine Bir Deneme,” in 75 Yilda Kadinlar ve Erkekler (Tarih Vakfi Yayinlari, 1998).
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ordinary women to the status of ‘dependent housewife’ especially with the 1926
Civil Code.**

Later, in 2003, Yaprak Zihnioglu offered a more detailed picture of
women’s movement in her book Kadinsiz Inkilap. She connected the late Ottoman
movement to the Early Republican period. Extending the date range of the first
wave, Zihnioglu divided it into three phases. The very first appearance of women
in press took place in 1868 with a letter published in Terakki-i Muhadderat, the
first Ottoman magazine dedicated to women’s issues. Zihnioglu sees this period
between 1868 and the Constitutional Revolution of 1908 as the first phase. For
her, the Second Constitutional period and the years of National Struggle (1908-
1922) constituted the second phase, while the last phase lasted until the closure of
Turkish Women Union in 1935. The early period was a period of nearly half a
century, in which ideological accumulation was created for the liberation of
women, and women proved themselves through their struggle for existence in the
public arena and in the press.*® The discourse of freedom in the Second
Constitutional Era had a major influence on the women’s movement. The early
phase of women movement has ended and in the next phase, they demanded
freedom and political rights, as many groups in the empire did.* As Zihnioglu
remarked, “women wanted to be fully included in the category of free people,
which is a promise of modernity, to be recognized as individuals in the society, to
gain a position and share in society, to participate in the political sphere, public
life, and to earn their living by working.™’

These three pioneering scholars, summarized above, paved the way for the

recent literature which carried the discussion further and included many forms of

34 Sirin Tekeli, “The Turkish Women’s Movement: A Brief History of Success,” Quaderns de
La Mediterrania, no. 14 (2010): 119-23.
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women’s agency that exceeded the presumed limits of the granting of political
rights. As Duygu Koksal and Anastasia Falierou state, in contemporary work on
Middle Eastern and late Ottoman intellectual history, the focus has shifted to
more complex figures capable of crossing intellectual and cultural boundaries.
Scholars in the discipline are more motivated to explore the everyday experience,
covering power dynamics among groups and individuals, including the "non-
intellectual.”™®

Besides the contributions of these pioneering works, current phase of
women studies in Turkey questions two of their assumptions: the wave narrative
and the public-private sphere dichotomy.”” It is assumed by the early works that
the first wave of women movement ends with the gaining of suffrage rights and
the second wave begins in 1960 for Europe and 1980s for Turkey.* This narrative
is being challenged for the assumption that between the first and second wave,
there has been a complete silence for women movement. Also, the boundaries of
the public-private dichotomy in Habermas’s terms are criticized.*' In that sense,
the private is not as private it looks, and the public is not as restricted as it is
assumed for women to be. In what follows, I will show how these differing
perspectives approached the women’s movement in early Republican periods in
distinct ways.

During the first phases of the Republican period, the women’s activities on
an intellectual sphere has undergone a transformation. With the establishment of
a republican regime as well as the ensuing post-war conditions, the agenda of

writers and activists has changed course. The existing literature, except for several

38 Duygu Koksal and Anastasia Falierou, “Introduction: Historiography of Late Ottoman
Women,” in A Social History of Late Ottoman Women (BRILL, 2013), 7.
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Power in Europe and the USA, ed. Drude Dahleruo (Sage, 1986), 193.
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studies in the last twenty years, has mostly evaluated the women of this period as
passive actors.

As Ayse Giil Altinay points out, the official history of the Republic kept
saying that all kinds of rights were granted by Atatiirk. As such, until 1980s, the
discourse on women’s rights was built around the consensus that Kemalist reforms
saved women.* Tekeli states that the elite women of the republic kept repeating
the misconception that the equality among sexes was realized by Atatiirk. This
was due to two reasons: the pressure of the single party regime and the delusion
of achieving one’s goal.*

Aside from Nezihe Muhittin’s experience, which is represented by the very
valuable work of Zihnioglu,* I want to mention some examples of how this
oblivion worked. Firstly, Belkis Sevkets story, analyzed in Serpil Atamaz’s*
article, shows how the official historiography omitted the women’s activities in the
Ottoman past. “Belkis Sevket boarded a plane that was flown by a pilot over
Istanbul as a part of a campaign by a women’s rights organization, becoming the
first Turkish and first recorded Muslim woman to fly in an airplane” This was a
specific moment for the history of women, but it was “left out of the historical
narrative in Republican Turkey, despite the founders’ great emphasis on women
issues.”* Atamaz interprets the disregard of Belkis Sevket as a reflection of the
desire to distance from the imperial past and reshape (or erase) the collective
memory. Sabiha Gok¢en and what she represents shows a different side of
Republican ideology and its approach to women issue. Atamaz makes a brief
comparison about how Sabiha Gok¢en was represented in the official

historiography as opposed to Belkis Sevket. She has been represented as” a role

42 Ayse Gul Altinay, The Myth of the Military-Nation: Militarism, Gender, and Education in
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model for Turkish women by politicians and historians.”*” She was the indicator
of how the republican period “recreated” the Turkish women. Gokgen certainly
contributed to this image in her memoirs. As Altinay states, “in Gokgen’s account,
everything she did in her “short life” is related to Atatiirk and she owes all her
success to him. She contributes to the official historiography by giving the sole
agency to Atatiirk, erasing the stories and agency of women, including herself,
from the history of the period*® These two examples illustrate the contradictory
attitude of the official historiography on women. This was mostly due to the
political atmosphere of the period and the preferences of the Kemalist ideology.

Libal attributes the Kemalist approach to the women movement from its
corporatist solidarity policy. The Kemalist regime believes that corporatist
solidarity is the foundation of a strong society, and within this worldview,
divisions based on gender, class, ethnicity or religion are not tolerated by the
state.” ‘The intolerant opposition against any kind of civil-society organization
was one of the trademarks of the Kemalist ideology. The women organizations
were no exception. The granting political rights to women with was the part of the
ideological agenda of the regime. "The Kemalist leaders granted rights to women
in a context where the institutionalization of a secular nation-state was predicated
upon a concept of homogeneous national community. [...] The extension of
suffrage to women was also instrumental in the construction of Mustafa Kemal's
leadership cult."® Sirin Tekeli used the term “state feminism” for the Turkish
context in 1980s to imply the Kemalist program of monopolizing the women
issue.

It should also be noted that the extent of Kemalist approach to women
issue is not limited to combining the whole movement within itself, but also

defining a new “ideal” woman. On the one hand, women were gaining public
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visibility with various professions, as in the example of Sabiha Gokgen. On the
other hand, however, women were more and more defined in the domestic roles.
Behar and Duben point out the contradictory statements in Kemalist discourse.
“Atatiirk himself called for women to ‘take their place in the general economic
division of labor, in a speech delivered in 1923. And this call was repeated,
multiplied and taken very seriously, particularly by elite urban men and women
in the late twenties and thirties. Yet there was a contradiction in this Kemalist
feminism, because, as Mustafa Kemal himself said in the same 1923 speech, a
woman’s highest duty is motherhood.™" They state that this caused “a kind of
schizophrenic existence” for the Kemalist women. The feminist literature
criticized the Kemalist reforms for not aiming at womenss liberation but raising
the “enlightened mothers of the nation. Bora points to the new roles attributed
to the women in Kemalist modernizing project: the victims to be saved, seductive
women to be punished or daughters to be proud of. The ideal woman was depicted
as “daughter” because they were the “creation” of the modern men.” To raise this
daughter, there were some methods and tools that the state utilized. Girl Institutes
and the women magazines of the period are most prominent tools to spread the
official ideology through women to the children they raise.”* Both institutes and
the magazines had their roots in the late Ottoman modernization efforts.
Besides these efforts to transform/raise the republican women, the

pressure on the women movement, which was also a notion that points to
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52 Ayse Durakbasa and Aynur ilyasoglu, “Formation of Gender Identities in Republican
Turkey and Women’s Narratives as Transmitters of’herstory’of Modernization,” Journal of
Social History 35, no. 1 (2001): 195.
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54 For detailed information about the mechanisms implemented for the ideal republican
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Bir Degerlendirme,” Kebikec¢, no. 34 (2012): 34; Yael Navaro-Yasin, “‘Evde Taylorizm’:
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Bilim, no. 84 (Bahar 2000): 84; Esra Ozyiirek, Nostalgia for the Modern (Duke University
Press, 2006).
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continuity with the late Ottoman Empire, also played a great role during the long
period of oblivion. The studies on the Turkish Women Union (TWU hereafter)
reflect a clear portrait of how the state pressure was applied to the women who
had political demands. On one hand, there are some studies that evaluate the
women movement of 1920s as a kind of withdrawal or deceleration. For example,
Kili¢ claims that until 1927, when TWU voiced the political demands of women
in a congress, they were active neither in expanding women’s rights, nor criticizing
the laws against women to be passed in the parliament. She regards this silence
surprising, considering the highly active members of the TWA such as Nezihe
Mubhittin, Siikufe Nihal. She states that the desire to get along with the new
government may have contributed to womens change of attitude after the
proclamation of the republic.”® As they were insisting on political demands in
1927, they faced with a great pressure from the government.*® Zihnioglu’s book,
which was published a couple of years later than Kili¢’s article, proves opposite to
her claim about political silence of TWU group before 1927. Zihnioglu shows that
they were quite active politically, between the 1923 and 1927. She states that the
TWU retreated from the political demands, after the resignation of Nezihe
Muhiddin in 1927. On the other hand, between the congress in September 1927
and 1935, when the union self-terminated, TWU moved away from women’s
rights policies and dedicated their activities to charity organizations and the
education of the peasant women, following the advice of Atatiirk.”” In 1935, after
the women gained the right to vote and “became equal with men politically,” the
union is closed with the consent of its members. Tekeli regards this point as the
beginning of the silence the women movement would sustain for almost 40
years.® Under the heavy influence of Kemalist modernization paradigm, one

could conclude that the agency of women has been overlooked for a long time.
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More recent studies that focus on women’s agency in the early Republican
era challenge both traditional Kemalist historiography and the feminist narratives
that emerged after the 1980s. Women of this period are increasingly portrayed not
as passive recipients of reform, but as active participants in shaping their own lives
and the society around them—whether through their writings, political activism,
or struggles for economic and civil rights. These studies differ in terms of the
groups of women they examine and the types of sources they use. In broader
terms, the groups that are analyzed can be divided into two: the peasant/worker
women and the elite/educated women.

Studies on peasant and worker women focus on their reactions to both
economic and social issues. As an example of resistance to economic matters,
Metinsoy mentions a protest against the tax regulation which became widespread
across Anatolia in 1934. Women got together in front of government offices and
in the streets, shouting altogether their discontent about the Wheat Production
Tax. Finally, the government had to retreat and amended the law. He gives another
example of “women peasants who resented the sugar factory protested with hoes
in their hands.™

Sevgi Adak’s study shows how women from different social groups
responded to the anti-veiling campaigns in various ways. She states that this
campaign reveals not only the agency of the peasant or provincial woman, but
also that of the women participating in the campaign who were mostly the elite
or educated. She specifically emphasized the goal of her work is to emphasize the
women agency in the anti-veiling campaigns. Her study reflects the complexity of
women reactions to the reforms by focusing on both group of women, who
contributed to the campaigns and who were the targets of the campaign. She states

“in addition to the patriarchal concerns of the Kemalist male elite and their fear

% Metinsoy, “Everyday Politics of Ordinary People: Public Opinion, Dissent, and
Resistance in Early Republican Turkey 1925-1939,” 169. When this study of Metinsoy
considered with Tutku Vardarli’s aforementioned article about the tobacco strikes, it
becomes clear once again that the studies on the women movement draws a continuity
line between the Late Ottoman and Republican eras. These two works complete the
continuity discourse from the perspective of class struggle.
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of “over-Westernization” of Turkish women, it was women’ insistence on having
a say on what they wear that drew the boundaries and limits of the anti-veiling
campaigns.”® So, eventually, it is specified that the women were not the passive
object of the reforms but the agents who “manipulate, adapt, modify and
domesticate them. Hale Yilmaz’s work is another good example of how the
reforms found an echo among women. She states that one of her goal is to bring
women into the historical narrative of the Kemalist era, not just as passive objects
but as active participants of the change.”” She demonstrates how the professional
women of the period internalized the Kemalist project of modernization® as well
as how the ordinary women responded the decrees on social issues, such as anti-
veiling.*

A relatively richer literature focuses on the activities of the elite and
educated women. As mentioned above, the social and intellectual activities of
women expanded since the mid-nineteenth century. The early republican women
inherited from the older generations. Most of the prominent figures were active
during the last decade of the empire. The biographies and monographs about
these women constitute a major contribution to the field.” They allow us to

comprehend the vividness of the intellectual realm for women. Also, they offer a
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chance to observe the ideological and intellectual dissimilarities among them,
which proves the complexity this area involves. The studies on the women
magazines are another field of analysis in terms of the activities of the educated
women. Akagiindiiz analyses the women magazines between 1918 and 1928.
Accordingly, he concludes that the women movement in this period is inherited
from the previous era. However, the image of women struggles with the
patriarchal models and the social and political circumstances led the way.®® On
the other hand, in comparison with the activities during the 1930s, they were
supporting of the women’s emancipation with a richer range of topics and
variety.” Another study confirms Akagiindiiz about the main themes of 1930s
women’s magazines. According to Duman, the magazines of 1930s reflect both the
nationalist discourse of the republic and the “anti-feminist, traditional male
discourse, characterized by negative representation of women, positive
representation of men and depiction of women as other-centered and devoted.™®
In addition to these works which imply a regression in terms of magazines, there
are also studies showing the active points of the women's movement of that
period, using different sources. Libal focuses on the Twelfth Congress of the
International Alliance of Women (IAW) held in Istanbul in 1935. “Drawing upon
popular press accounts, official records of the Istanbul Congress, and
correspondence between the Women’s Union and IAW members” she shows the
debate on the question of women’s emancipation among urban elites and state
officials.”” Libal argues that “despite operating in a national environment where
feminism remained suspect and the state increasingly limited associational work,
the TWU contributed to a fruitful, if nascent, dialogue—both at home and

abroad—which challenged the boundaries of gender, nationalism, and state and
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imperial power””® So, this can be taken as a challenge to the literature which
condemns the TWU for being less active after the resignation of Nezihe Muhiddin
in 1927. Bora also stresses out that it would not be fully correct to fix the image of
“the daughters of republic” to being passive receivers. To assume that they only
fulfilled the role they were given would be unfair, neglecting their capacity, power,
will and choices. Her main argument is about the role of religion in women’s
movement. Accordingly, the acceptance or rejection of the religious references by
women movement were completely strategic decision, with important political
outcomes.”"

While this literature review primarily engaged with the categories of
peasant/worker women and elite/educated women, since this distinction is
particularly productive for situating the research subject, Halide Nusret
Zorlutuna, it is important to acknowledge that the recent scholarship on women’s
and gender history in Turkey has gone far beyond these two groups. An early
pioneering contribution in this regard is Bir Adalet Feryad:i: Osmanlidan
Tiirkiye’ye Bes Ermeni Feminist Yazar (A Cry for Justice: Five Armenian Feminist
Writers from the Ottoman Empire to Turkey), edited by Lerna Ekmekg¢ioglu and
Melissa Bilal (2006).” By introducing the writings of Elbis Gesaratsyan, Sirpuhi
Diisap, Zabel Asadur (Sibil), Zabel Yesayan, and Hayganus Mark, the book
highlights the ways in which ethnic belonging, religious affiliation, and cultural
background shaped women’s experiences and feminist voices in Ottoman and
Republican Turkey. More recently, Serpil Cakir’s Kadin Tarihi Arastirmalar
Tiirkiye Bibliyografyas: (2021) provides a comprehensive overview of research
across different disciplines—history, sociology, anthropology, political science,
and literature—illustrating how women’s history in Turkey has expanded to

encompass women of various ethnic identities, sexual orientations, and
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ideological backgrounds.” In a similar vein, Elif Bicer-Deveci and Selin Cagatay’s
introduction to the special issue of the journal Diyar (2023) explicitly calls for a
more inclusive historiography that goes beyond class or educational status and
takes into account diverse generations, identities, and ideological trajectories.”
The relevant issue involves such attempt to widen the horizon of the field. Thus,
while this dissertation narrows its focus to a specific analytical distinction, it does
not disregard the broader inclusivity and diversity of the field.

These relatively recent studies indicate a new trend on the historiography
of the early republican women. Women in this time are starting to be seen as
active participants instead of just passive ones. This change is shown through their
writing, political activism, and their fight for economic presence and political
rights. Also, these studies draw a picture of women public visibility which is far
from being monochrome. Working on the activities of those women allows us to
see how diverse and vivid the women public opinion has been in intellectual

realm.

1.4.Women’s Biographies in Historiography of Turkey: Gaps and
Possibilities

Following the broader historiographical shifts discussed above, this section
examines the development of historical biography in the Turkish context, with a
particular focus on the representation of women. This thesis positions itself as a
historical biography, aiming to contribute to the field of women’s history by
reconstructing the intellectual life of a woman writer whose legacy remains
marginal in mainstream historiography. In order to conceptualize this approach,
it is necessary to examine the tradition of biography writing in Turkey—

particularly the ways in which womenss lives have been recorded, represented, or
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neglected in biographical narratives. This section outlines the development of
biography as a historical method in Turkish scholarship, and traces how women
intellectuals have been portrayed (or overlooked) within this tradition.

The study of biographies within Turkish historiography has faced
numerous challenges and delays, particularly in adopting modern
methodological approaches. This section explores the key issues identified in the
literature, tracing the evolution of biographical studies in Turkey and the
underlying reasons for its belated progress. Ilber Ortayli, in his 1993 work,
addressed the structural issues within Turkish historiography, particularly the
scarcity and problematic nature of written sources. He emphasized that these
difficulties often necessitate deviations from conventional European methods,
compelling historians to forge new paths in source analysis and interpretation.”
Ortayli also criticized the academic neglect of biographical studies focusing on
ordinary individuals and marginalized groups, noting that such studies were often
dismissed as amateurish. He pointed to the work of R. Ekrem Kogu, whose
Istanbul Ansiklopedisi stands out as a rare exception in this neglected field,
documenting the lives of less prominent social groups.”® Ortayli further discussed
the cautious approach of contemporary biographers when dealing with recent
historical figures, which often resulted in biographies that were either overly
factual or excessively exaggerated, making them unreliable. This cautiousness, he
argued, reflects a broader issue within Turkish biographical studies: the reluctance
to engage deeply with the subjective and individualistic elements of historical
narratives.”’

Building on the structural difficulties noted by Ortayli, Derin Terzioglu's

article from 2001 critically examines the marginalization of biographical studies
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in Ottoman historiography and offers some insights into its underlying causes.”
Terzioglu argues that this field is shaped by Orientalist assumptions that position
Ottoman history as essentially different and incomparable to Western historical
narratives. ‘This view led to the marginalization of individual narratives and
biographical studies, which is why Ottoman historians have traditionally ignored
biographical sources, assuming that such material was limited or irrelevant.
Terzioglu challenges these assumptions by highlighting the richness of Ottoman
literature in first-person narratives, such as tezkire (biographical dictionaries) and
menakibname (hagiographies). She argues that the marginal position of
biography in Ottoman historiography is more related to the biases and
assumptions of historians than to the actual availability of sources. Drawing
attention to the neglected traditions of biography in Ottoman literature, Terzioglu
calls for a re-evaluation of these sources and argues that they offer unutilized
potential for enriching the understanding of Ottoman history.

Ozgiir Tiiresay, writing in 2009, discusses the broader context of Turkish
historiography, in particular the delayed adoption of the biographical turn.”
Tiiresay observes that, with a few exceptions, Turkish historians have largely
stayed away from the methodological debates around biography. This
disengagement is surprising considering the rapid adoption of other global
historiographical trends in Turkey. He attributes this delay to the dominant
influence of holistic approaches, such as those propagated by the Annales School,
Marxism, and structuralism, which have historically shaped Turkish social
sciences. These approaches, which have their roots in the early 20th century,
prioritized macro-level analyses over individual life stories, thus marginalizing
biographical studies. Tiiresay also draws attention to the paradox between the
growing popularity of biographical books in Turkish bookstores and the academic

field's unwillingness to engage with biography as a serious historiographical
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method. His analysis underscores the need for Turkish historians to engage more
deeply with biographical methodologies to address this delay.

The literature on biographical studies in Turkey reveals a complex
interplay of structural challenges, methodological delays, and deep rooted biases
that have collectively hindered the development of the field. On the other hand,
over the last fifteen years since these significant overviews of biographical studies
in Turkey were written, there has been a slight increase in the number of studies
in this area. In a 2018 thesis, it is reported that there has been a noticeable rise in
the number of biographical theses produced in Turkish universities. The author
conducted a search in the YOK (Council of Higher Education) thesis database,
analyzing data from 1986 to 2017 using a statistical approach.*® The findings reveal
that the number of biography-related theses remained relatively stable until 2003.
However, starting in 2004, there was a significant surge in the number of such
theses, consistently outnumbering the figures from previous years. When I visited
the YOK database, I noticed that the increase in biographical theses continues to
this day. However, biographies of women of the Early Republican period do not
follow these general patters.®' Despite the growing interest in prominent female
figures from the Early Republican era, this trend lacks substantial academic

engagement.*> Women's testimonies, often derived from personal archives and
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ego documents, are still not considered valuable sources for the history of modern
Turkey. Some may argue that the scarcity of resources contributes to the neglect
of this area by historians. Indeed, the issue of sources has been a significant
concern for historians of Middle Eastern women. Judith Tucker suggested in 1983
that the sources of Middle Eastern women history “should be expanded to include
material which sheds light on the relatively obscure world of women.®* However,
since then, it has become clear that Middle Eastern women, particularly elite
women, have a historical background that far exceeds these limitations. Many of
these women left behind written materials that are well-suited to conventional
historical methods, just like their male counterparts. In the Turkish context, if the
historical testimonies of women continue to be overlooked, it is likely less a matter
of source availability and more a reflection of patriarchal bias.

While contributing to this literature with a biographical perspective on
Halide Nusret Zorlutuna, the views of Ibniilemin Mahmud Kemal—a prolific
biographer of the Republican period—provide practical insights. He emphasized

that “the greatest merit of humanity is to acknowledge merit,”** suggesting that
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proper biographies serve as instruments of progress by recognizing individuals
who have contributed to societal advancement. While this perspective aligns with
efforts to highlight intellectual or literary legacies, the focus of this thesis diverges
from such intentions. This study does not seek to evaluate or celebrate Halide
Nusret as a literary or intellectual figure—a task already addressed in numerous
studies. Instead, it approaches her personal archive and works as a medium for
analyzing the broader sociopolitical and cultural transformations of the early
Republican period. On the other hand, Ibniilemin's claim that biographies serve
the interests of the nation rather than the individual is particularly important for
this work. This biography of Halide Nusret aims to uncover experiences and
perspectives often marginalized in women's history, offering a valuable resource

for understanding the period through an alternative female perspective.

1.5.Sources and Methodology: Analyzing Halide Nusrets Multi-
Genre Writings

Studying a figure with a highly active and long writing career like Halide Nusret
requires engaging with a wide and varied range of sources. This thesis draws
primarily on her own writings, covering the period from the Turkish War of
Independence to the 1960s. A broad selection of her published and unpublished
works—including fiction, opinion pieces, short stories, novels, poems, interviews,
and personal diaries—have been analyzed using methods of close reading and
textual analysis. These texts are treated not simply as literary or personal works,
but as historical sources that shed light on how Turkish womanhood was shaped,
debated, and embodied during a time of rapid social transformation.

The chronological framework of this thesis covers the years between 1919 and
1960. The year 1919 is significant because it marks both the beginning of the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the early stages of the Turkish War of
Independence. It also coincides with Halide Nusrets entry into adulthood,
making it a meaningful starting point for a biographical study. On a global scale,
1919 belongs to the post-World War I context and that of Wilsonianin moment,

which is equally important for understanding social and political transformations
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of the time. Since the main aim of this study is to examine transitional periods
and the shifting discourses on women, 1919 provides a strong basis for the
analysis.

The year 1960, on the other hand, represents several turning points. In the Turkish
context, the military coup d'etat of May 27 brought about a profound
transformation of the political sphere. While the previous decades can be
regarded as an extension of the early Republican era, 1960 introduced a rupture.
This applied to Halide Nusret’s personal trajectory as well, since the years
following 1960 correspond to a sort of turning point in her life. The 1950s had
already been a period in which she consolidated her reputation in literary circles
and in social organizations, while the post-1960 years (until her death in 1984)
can be considered her mature years. From a global perspective, the 1960s are also
significant because feminist agendas began to shift during this period. Some
sources identify it as the beginning of so-called “second-wave feminism.” Even
though the wave metaphor is problematic, this discursive change makes 1960 a
reasonable endpoint for the present study. Considering the multiple angles that
distinguishes the subsequent years, I have deliberately left this period outside the
scope of this study, with the intention of addressing it in future research.
Another limitation of this study concerns the selection of texts. For example, I
excluded most of Halide Nusret’s poetry, with some exceptions. This is because
the majority of her poems focus on themes such as nature or nationalism, which
fall outside the scope of this thesis. The few poems that deal directly with the
“woman question” are included and analyzed in relevant chapters. In contrast,
most of her fictional works are examined, since questions of women and gender
are generally present in her narratives. With regard to her essays and opinion
pieces, I selected only those that were thematically connected to the central
concerns of this study, while leaving the others aside. Overall, this selective
approach was necessary because the thesis is thematically oriented rather than
designed as a comprehensive account of Halide Nusret’s life and entire literary

output.
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Particular attention is given to her fictional works and her personal
diaries, which offer insights into the experience of womanhood in a modernizing,
urbanizing society shaped by Republican norms. These two genres hold a unique
position in the present study, both because they offer more personal and
emotionally deep narratives, and also because they often differ from the
ideological tone found in her public writings. Indeed, this thesis identifies a
significant discursive shift between Halide Nusret's writings, such as articles,
poems, interviews and autobiographies versus her fictional texts as well as
notebooks in her personal archive. This section therefore reflects on the
methodological issues involved in using these diverse materials as historical
sources. It discusses how fictional and private writings—genres traditionally
considered outside the boundaries of political or historical relevance—can play a
central role in the writing of women’s history. By doing so, the thesis contributes
to broader discussions about which voices, genres, and experiences are considered
valid in the historical record.

While writing historical biographies, the selection and interpretation of
sources are important to constructing a narrative that reflects the complexity of
the subject’s life and times. Biographies, especially the ones within the new
biography approach, use a wide range of materials—such as diaries,
autobiographies, opinion pieces, newspapers, and literary works—to offer a
multifaceted view of the individual. This diversity of sources allows the biographer
to explore the personal and subjective dimensions of the subject's life, as well as
the broader social, political, and cultural contexts in which they lived. As Simone
Lassig notes, biographies are particularly effective in “highlighting the
fundamental openness and subjective nature of history, emphasizing the
interaction between individual agency and structural limitations.* Lassig argues
that the very process of working on a biography “encourages methodological

eclecticism and transcending of intra- and interdisciplinary boundaries,

8 Simone Lassig, “Introduction,” in Biography between Structure and Agency: Central
European Lives in International Historiography, ed. Volker R. Berghahn and Simone Lassig,
Studies in German History, v. 9 (Berghahn Books, 2008), 20.

8 | gssig, “Introduction,” 20.
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making biography a dynamic and integrative form of historical scholarship. This
theoretical foundation highlights the importance of using diverse sources to
capture the complexity and richness of historical lives, especially when dealing
with literary figures whose works are themselves a reflection of their personal
experiences and the era they inhabited.

Reflecting on the importance of using different sources in historical
biography, it is especially important to consider the unique role played by an
author's literary works when writing his or her biography. Hayden White draws a
connection between literature and history through the concept of "emplotment,”
emphasizing how historical writing often utilizes literary techniques.®” This
perspective emphasizes the narrative style of historical texts, but there is another
important aspect to consider: the use of an author’s literary works as sources for
their biography, which directly associated with the interdisciplinary nature of
biography writing. Hans Renders and Binne De Haan discuss this
interdisciplinarity, noting that different types of biographies, such as those of
writers, politicians, or engineers, inherently involve various academic fields.*® For
instance, a literary biography,” necessitates an analysis of the author's literary
works, whether they are fiction or non-fiction. Catherine Aird also emphasizes
this connection, stating that "literary biography is by definition the outcome of
the study of the life and work of an author and, ipso facto, the study of the
interaction between that life and that work.”® Aird underlines a common
challenge in literary biographies: writers' lives are often quiet and uneventful,

making their literary production even more important for understanding their

8 Hayden V. White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe,
paperback ed., 11. [print.], A Johns Hopkins Paperback (Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 2000),
5-11.

8 Hans Renders and Binne De Haan, “Towards Traditions and Nations,” in Theoretical
Discussions of Biography: Approaches from History, Microhistory and Life Writing,
Revised and augmented edition, Egodocuments and History Series, volume 7 (Brill, 2014),
16.

8 Here, this term means the biography of an author rather than biography written in a
literary way.

9 Catherine Aird, “Read That Countenance,” in The Literary Biography, ed. Dale Salwak
(Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1996), 41, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24960-2.
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lives. 'This remark on the lives of authors is far from the case with Halide Nusret.
She lived a full and dynamic life, witnessing the profound hardships of the late
Ottoman Empire and the establishment of the Turkish Republic. However, a
biographical study on her life still needs the help of her literary works to be fully
understood. Therefore, any biography of Halide Nusret must should not be
limited to analyzing her literary texts and should integrate her rich, eventful life
experiences. Consequently, this thesis must combine historical and literary
academic disciplines, reflecting the necessity of a multidisciplinary approach in
creating a comprehensive biography.

In order to explore the complex layers within Halide Nusrets novels, this
thesis also draws on literary theory, especially theories of novel. These theoretical
approaches help to understand how her fiction does not simply repeat her public
discourse, but rather reveals deeper tensions and contradictions in her portrayal
of womanhood. The idea of the novel as a space for multiple voices, individual
struggle, and mediated desire—as discussed by theorists like Mikhail Bakhtin,
Georg Lukdcs, René Girard, Franco Moretti, lan Watt, Roland Barthes, and Nancy
Armstrong—provides valuable tools for reading Halide Nusrets fiction. Their
insights allow us to see how her female characters reflect not only idealized roles,
but also inner conflicts, disappointments, and desires that were often left
unspoken in her nonfiction writings. Thus, literary theory offers a supporting role
in this thesis, helping to interpret fiction as a site of personal negotiation, subtle
resistance, and deeper expression.

Following on from the discussion of literary sources in biographies,
diaries and memoirs also play an important role in biography writing and gives a
different but equally valuable perspective on the lives of historical figures. They
are crucial sources that offer intimate insights into the lives and thoughts of
individuals who lived through historical events. Julie Rak draws attention to
Philippe Lejeune's approach to diary writing, which she sees as overlapping with

Michel de Certeau's theorization of the everyday activities of ordinary people.”*

91 Julie Rak, “Dialogue with the Future: Philippe Lejeune’s Method and Theory of Diary,” in
On Diary, by Philippe Lejeune, Biography Monographs (Published for the Biographical
Research Center by the University of Hawai‘i Press, 2009), 18.
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According to Lejeune, diarists, like de Certeau's “silent discoverers,” create their
own logics of expression, constructing hidden spaces within the wider social
world. These diaries become “unrecognized producers” of culture as they follow
“faulty trajectories” following their own internal logic, often unrecognized by the
larger, technocratic structures in which they exist. This view emphasizes the
importance of diaries in historiography, as they allow historians to access these
“partially unreadable paths” and understand the personal, often hidden narratives
that contribute to the broader historical picture. In this way, diaries serve as very
important tools for exploring the lived experiences of individuals and offer a
unique lens through which to observe history from the bottom up.

Emphasizing the human-centered contributions of the diaries, ]. Moran
argues that they are important sources for historians because they illuminate and
complicate the understanding of our broader social and cultural history and they
reveal that daily life is experienced corporeally, as a series of sensual pleasures or
discomforts in the present moment.” Diaries can also show how collective
experiences intersect with the randomness and singularity of everyday life,
revealing the tensions, possibilities, and contingent moments of the past as they
were being lived. Moran notes that diaries are mediated by cultural traditions and
expectations, yet they remain private and ultimately mysterious, offering a strange
and sometimes unknowable insight into their historical context.

Despite ego documents relevance as historical sources, however, their use
as such is disputed, especially in terms of their reliability and subjectivity. As Selim
Deringil emphasizes, while memoirs are indispensable for understanding the
past, they must be approached with caution. Referring to Lejeune’s concept, he
states, “Memoirs are by their very nature subjective, and demand, in the words of
one of major thinkers of the subject, some form of autobiographical pact” between

the author and the reader whereby the reader will be free to “look for differences

92 ) Moran, “Private Lives, Public Histories: The Diary in Twentieth-Century Britain,” Journal
of British Studies 54, no. 1 (2015): 44.
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(errors, deformations etc.)” with the historical record.” It is this subjectivity that
makes memoirs both valuable and difficult sources for historians. The diary as a
genre shares a similar situation with the memoir in this respect. The personal
characteristics and political orientations of the subject can lead to biases, but they
also reveal the complex and multifaceted nature of historical events as perceived
and experienced by those who lived them.

Given the controversy surrounding them, the diaries are even more
critical for women's history. They provide a perspective that is invaluable in
historical research but often overlooked due to patriarchal assumptions. Cynthia
Gannett highlights how these forms of writing, often dismissed or ignored by
male critics, have allowed women to document and validate their experiences on
their own terms.”* Women's diaries, along with letters, diaries and other non-
traditional forms, offer a space where women can write about their lives free from
the limitations of being a “writer” in the traditional sense. This freedom has
empowered them to express the authenticity of their experiences in ways that are
often aligned with, but different from, dominant literary traditions. Gannet's
remark applies to the western women's context. In non-Western societies like
Turkey, on the other hand, diary writing is not common among ordinary women,
so the women whose diaries are found in the archives are mostly women who have
already been intellectual figures. Nevertheless, this is common to Western and
non-Western women alike, that diaries are a form of escape from patriarchal
norms. Halide Nusret's diaries, which will be discussed in this thesis, are a case in
point.

Barbara Caine further emphasizes the importance of these diaries for
feminist history and biography. By studying women's personal writings,
historians can understand how they moved through their domestic and public

lives, their feelings about private and family life, and the strategies they used to

9 Selim Deringil, ed., The Ottoman Twilight in the Arab Lands: Turkish Memoirs and
Testimonies of the Great War, Ottoman and Turkish Studies (Academic Studies Press,
2019), 20.

% Cinthia Gannett, Gender and the Journal: Diaries and Academic Discourse, SUNY
Series, Literacy, Culture, and Learning (State University of New York Press, 1992), 95.
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pursue their interests within the restrictions of their time.”” Also, the function of
diaries are not limited to uncover individual lives, but when read collectively, they
reveal broader patterns and insights into the lives of women from particular social
classes or places. They provide a unique and intimate perspective on women's
experiences that would not be available otherwise.*

Autobiographies, like diaries, have an influential role in historiography by
providing authentic and subjective insights into the lives of historical figures. At
the same time, both forms of writing share a common concern about their
reliability as historical sources. Critics often argue that the subjectivity inherent
in autobiography, where the significance of events is shaped by the author's
perception and logical integrity is established by the author, makes them more
like fiction than objective historical documents.”” According to Tekeli, the main
characteristic of autobiography is its heavy reliance on subjectivity, which blurs
the line between history and literature.”® He suggests that it may be more
convenient to consider autobiographies as literary texts rather than historical
documents. Relying on literary theory, Tekeli argues that autobiographies are
reconstructive, synthetic works and can even involve the re-creation of an
individual's identity. This process is introspective and often reflects the author's
attempt to understand and redefine his or her identity later in life.” Tekeli also
underlines the role of self-censorship in the construction of autobiographies. He
argues that this self-censorship often carries the values of the society in which the
author lives and thus narrativizes the autobiography.'®

While acknowledging that autobiographies, like diaries, are subjective and
shaped by the author's viewpoint, Kenneth Barkin challenges these objections,
arguing that it is precisely these very characteristics that make autobiographies

particularly useful for historians, especially those interested in “history from

% Caine, “Feminist Biography and Feminist History,” 251.

% Caine, “Feminist Biography and Feminist History.”
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bottom up.”*" For Barkin, "autobiography is an untapped mine for researchers
interested in the subjective nature of human beings.”'* In defending the use of
autobiography as a historical source, Barkin emphasizes the importance of
understanding the “mentalité” of a particular period, a concept central to the
Annales school of historical thought. Referring to Schopenhauer, he argues that
“people’s emotions and prejudices should not be left outside the domain of the
scientist.”'’ Since this perception calls for democratizing history and emphasizing
the sensitivities of the public, the sources of historical research must change.
Barkin's defense of autobiography aligns with arguments for the use of diaries as
historical sources. Both forms of writing offer a valuable perspective on history
that traditional sources often overlook.

Judy Simons' discussion further completes Barkin's argument by
emphasizing the constructed nature of autobiographical texts. Building on
Sidonie Smith's observations, Simons points out that “the autobiographical text
has become a narrative artifice that privileges an entity or identity that does not
exist outside language”'™ This idea corresponds to Barkin's perspective that
autobiographies offer a different form of truth, one that is constructed and
subjective but valuable for historians. Simons emphasizes that the act of writing
autobiography involves the expression and negotiation of identity, allowing them
to question the boundary between private opinion and its open articulation.'®
This characteristic of women's autobiographies makes them important for the
study of women's biographies because, unlike genres such as diaries or opinion

pieces, they require the coexistence of private and public identities.

107 Barkin, “Autobiography and History,” 86.
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1.6. Genre, Gender, and Persona: Public and Private Voices in Halide
Nusret’s Work

One of the key arguments of this thesis is that Halide Nusret Zorlutuna constructs
different personas depending on the genre she writes in. Her engagement with the
“woman question” does not follow a singular or fixed line. Instead, there is a
noticeable shift between her public-facing non-fiction texts and her more private
or fictional writings. While the former tends to reflect a carefully constructed
public persona, shaped by the expectations of dominant ideology and the
limitations of the public sphere, the latter reveals a more intimate and complex
private persona, marked by emotional depth, ambivalence, and subtle critique. In
this thesis, I use the terms public persona and private persona to describe these
distinct voices, as each period examined reveals a consistent shift in discourse and
rhetorical strategy across different genres.

Carolyn Heilbrun mentions May Sarton’s autobiography written in 1968,
as a groundbreaking work, for expressing the anger in a woman, which was
forbidden to women.'® Before her, no other women autobiography writer
attempted to reflect that forbidden feeling in their works. Halide Nusret was one
of those writers that hid her anger from her public accounts, including the
autobiography she wrote in 1978. Yet, she reveals the anger, along with
frustrations, objection and disappointment with the patriarchal norms in her
private writings. In her public accounts—opinion pieces, interviews, and her
autobiography, Halide Nusret often presents herself and the Turkish women in
general, as moral and national figures. These texts reflect her alignment with
ideals such as motherhood, duty, and national service—values that were central
to the gender discourse of her time. They build an image of a woman who is
respectful of the boundaries set by patriarchy while still advocating for a dignified
female presence in society. This public persona is strategic and ideological,
especially given the restrictions faced by women intellectuals in the mid-

twentieth-century Turkish public sphere.

19 Carolyn Heilbrun, Kadinin Ozyasamini Yazarken... (Yapi Kredi Yayinlari, 1992), 8.
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By contrast, her fictional works and private notes open up a different voice.
In her short stories, novels, and diaries, she gives room to a womanhood which
struggle with social expectations, experience emotional conflicts, or resist
idealized roles. These texts do not always offer direct critique, but they reflect a
lively tension between internal desires and external norms. Through fictional
narration and private diaries, Halide Nusret is able to express concerns and
sensitivities that she avoids in her more strategic public writing. In this sense,
fiction becomes a space of sensibility, liminality and subjective experience - a
space where the boundaries of gender roles can be negotiated, if not completely
challenged.

One striking aspect of Halide Nusret’s writings—particularly her diaries—
is how openly she acknowledges her own success and reputation, in contrast to
the more modest tone she adopts in her public accounts. In her analysis of
gendered self-representation, Patricia Spacks argues that “The nature of public
and private selves, these eighteenth-century texts suggest, is for women, in some
ways, the reverse of what it is for men. The face a man turns to the world, much
literary evidence indicates, typically embodies his strength.[...] For women, on
the other hand, as we have seen, the public self often stresses weakness.”'?” Halide
Nusret's modest public persona is partly in line with this observation, but it would
be misleading to say that in reality she saw herself as weak or contemptuous of
herself. Instead, she chose to express strength, confidence, and authority within
alternative frameworks. In her diaries and fictional works, women are often
depicted as morally, emotionally, or even intellectually superior to men—offering
a richer, more confident version of womanhood than her public discourse might
suggest.

This genre-based distinction is not absolute, and there are exceptions
where fiction becomes an instrument of public persona, especially in 1930s.
However, the crucial role that genre plays in shaping how gendered voice and

subjectivity are articulated in Halide Nusret's writings does remain unchanged.

07 patricia Meyer Spacks, Imagining a Self: Autobiography and Novel in Eighteenth-
Century England (Harvard Univ. Press, 1976), 88.

40



Understanding these shifts allows us to read her not only as a nationalist-
conservative figure reproducing dominant gender roles, but also as a writer who
subtly reflects the complexities, constraints, and negotiations of being a woman

intellectual in Republican Turkey.

1.7. Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is organized into three main chapters, following a broadly
chronological structure that traces Halide Nusret Zorlutuna’s evolving discourse
on womanhood from the Armistice period to the post-World War Il years. While
the structure reflects the global historical shifts and Turkey's political and social
landscape, it also responds to the discursive and stylistic changes in Halide
Nusret’s own writings.

Chapter I examines the period between 1919 and 1927, a globally
transformative post-war era that fundamentally reshaped societal gender
structures and facilitated unprecedented female participation in the public
sphere. In the Turkish context, this period is particularly significant due to the
War of Independence and the establishment of the Republic, events that crucially
redefined women's roles in society and prompted extensive public discourse on
gender issues. After a brief section on the historical background, this chapter
approaches Halide Nusret’s work thematically, examining her writings in relation
to key public debates around religion, legal reform, women's labor, domesticity,
and attire. These themes were central to the construction of gender roles in the
early Republican era. The analysis highlights how her public discourse interacted
with nationalist ideals, while her private diaries and fictional works reflect how
women experienced the tensions created by modernization and tradition, as well
as the institutional inefficiencies.

Chapter II covers the years 1927 to 1945, a period marked by increasing
state control, the silencing of the women’s movement, and Halide Nusret’s own
transition into a more conservative public role. Building on the observations from
Chapter I, this section adopts a genre-based approach, distinguishing between

Halide Nusret’s public persona (reflected in opinion pieces and fiction) and her
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private voice (revealed in her diary). During this period, her fictional writings
align more closely with her public persona, reflecting the ideological pressures of
the time. However, she also kept a relatively extensive diary that covers the early
years of her motherhood—offering a rare and valuable source for understanding
the private experience of a female Republican intellectual. The diary exposes the
tensions she faced between intellectual life, wifehood, and motherhood. This
framework enables a deeper exploration of how she navigated the dual
expectations of the ideal Republican woman and her personal sense of self. A
separate section is devoted to the less active decade of 1935-1945, offering a brief
explanation for its more limited coverage in this thesis.

Chapter III explores the post-World War II years (1945-1960), a period
in which new gender discourses emerged both globally and in Turkey. The
chapter begins with a historical overview of this transitional era, highlighting how
post-war reforms, Cold War ideologies, and changing social norms shaped the
gender agenda. It also examines Halide Nusret’s involvement in women-oriented
associations and public institutions during these years. Maintaining the genre-
based framework established in the previous chapter, this section analyzes her
public writings—particularly on suffrage, women’s employment, and
motherhood—alongside her fictional works. While no diaries or personal notes
from this period have been located, her fiction provides a rich and revealing
inventory of private concerns, emotional undercurrents, and implicit critiques
that contrast with her public stance. The aim is to uncover how Halide Nusret’s
later works reflect broader changes in Turkish society while simultaneously
offering an alternative form of gender criticism through literary expression.

Seen as a whole, these chapters intend to show that Halide Nusret's
writings in different genres and historical periods offer valuable insights into the
changing meanings of femininity in modern Turkey, the specific approaches
required by women's history, and the gray areas of existing literature. By situating
her intellectual and literary output within both national and global
historiographies of women, this thesis contributes to rethinking the sources,

methods, and narratives of women’s history.
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Halide Nusret and Emancipation of Women in Post-WWI
Turkey (1919-1927)

World War I brought about significant changes to gender roles across the globe
and the post-war period saw the societal landscape to shift dramatically in the
upcoming years. The war had forced women into the workforce to fill the gaps left
by men who were away at the front, leading to shared experiences and common
challenges across nations. In Turkey, the aftermath of the war also saw the
transition from the Ottoman Empire to the newly established Republic, which was
a radical political and social transformation. Meanwhile, Western societies began
to move away from Victorian norms, signaling large-scale shifts in cultural and
social values. These transitions reflected both a response to the conditions of war
and a desire to redefine social structures that had already begun in the nineteenth
century. The role of women in society was a particularly important component of
such debates. Even though the change was up in the air, women in the 1920s were
ironically still expected to embrace their old and traditional roles. As Harootunian

noted in the case of Japan, while the idea is more widely relevant, modern life had
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already opened up possibilities for more autonomous existence, while men
continued to imagine change as something only applicable to males.'*

Emerging as a newly recognized writer during this period of
transformation, Halide Nusret found herself at the intersection of these changing
gender dynamics. As a young writer who produced a diverse genre of writing, she
reflected upon the complexities of a society that struggled with the consequences
of women's newly found independence during the war. While she engaged with
the discourse surrounding women's emancipation, this did not mean that her
stance was always straightforward. While she generally embraced traditional
norms, there were times when she did not fully meet those norms and even,
according to her personal accounts, could not fit into them. This contradictory
attitude of Halide Nusret is reflective her period quite well, since women's
experiences both in Turkey and globally were often characterized by conflicting
expectations and social pressures in the immediate post-war years.

As feminist historians have pointed out, the post-war period was marked
by a duality of progress and regression in women's rights. Although women have
gained visibility in public life and the political arena, the resurgence of traditional
values has often disrupted these advances. Halide Nusret's works in 1920s
embodied the zeitgeist, as she captured the complexities of women's experiences
without being confined to simplistic labels of "traditional” or "modern." Her
literary contributions serve as a lens through which we can explore the broader
narrative of women's emancipation in post-war Turkey, revealing the complicated
interplay of societal expectations, personal aspirations, and the ongoing struggle
for gender equality.

Halide Nusret began her writing career at an early age. Her autobiography
opens with her earliest memories of her mother who began to teach her to read
when she was only four. There were intellectual and political discussions in their
home. She was aware of the publications and intellectual discussions. When she

was twelve, her first writing was published in Kadinlar Diinyasi, one of the most

198 Harry D. Harootunian, Overcome by Modernity: History, Culture, and Community in
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radical women magazines of its time.'”” It was a letter that expressed her gratitude
for the publication of the magazine, while also calling on women to unite and
progress in the same letter. ‘Thus, she was a part of the intelligentsia from a very
early age. This first phase of her life created a base for her later writings and
ideological tendencies.

Her experience is far from being stereotypical in many aspects. Sh father’s
critical attitude towards both regimes led to his imprisonment, a period that
overlapped significantly with Halide Nusret's childhood and shaped her early
experiences. Because of her father's circumstances, she grew up in a highly
political atmosphere and in challenging circumstances. Perhaps because of this
experience, the way she expressed her ideological position developed in the
opposite direction to her father, who was politically very assertive. She adopted a
moderate tone in expressing her political views and carefully avoided direct
confrontation with the status quo, which often confined her more challenging and
experience-based thoughts to between-the-lines remarks or to the privacy of her
personal notebooks. Her father's imprisonment and early death in 1914 also had
economic consequences, too. Although she was born into an upper middle-class
family, they began to experience financial difficulties from her teenage years on.
Class confusion is reflected in her writings and shaping her public and private
accounts.

Halide Nusret’s early adulthood in the 1920s offers a unique lens into a
nation—and a young woman—in transition. The turmoil of war, the fall of an
empire and the birth of a republic were not just historical events surrounding her;
they were forces that shaped her personal journey as a writer and a woman.
Beginning with her childhood experiences, her journey through this rapidly
changing environment reveals how individual lives are intricately linked to
national transformation. The political, economic and gendered challenges she
faced, especially when viewed through a micro-historical perspective, provide

critical context for the overall narrative of the Turkish women's history.
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The years 1919 and 1927 are very significant for Turkey and for women
like Halide Nusret. These years mark the origin of some of the most important
debates about the political and social status of women in Turkey, discussions that
have continued ever since and are still relevant today. The War of Independence
in 1919 laid the foundations of the new state, and at the same time created an
exceptional moment for women to emerge as active participants in national life,
opening new spaces for visibility and political engagement. The decade that
followed, particularly the early 1920s, stands out in women’s history as a period
when gender issues became central to state policies—shaped in part by the social
and economic conditions after the Wars. The national and economic roles
women adopted at the time made them both active participants and symbolic
tools of state-building, especially in areas like nationalism, religion, law, work,
family life, and clothing—issues that continue to shape discussions about women
today. This period was also important in Halide Nusret’s life; it was during her
young adulthood that she began to take on family responsibilities and enter the
workforce. At the same time, as a writer, her literary production grew
significantly, as shown in her autobiography, diaries, and other writings. The
endpoint of this chapter, 1927, coincides with a transitional moment for the
Turkish women’s movement, marked by major changes in the structure and
direction of the Turkish Women’s Union. It also anticipates the increasingly
authoritarian character of the early Republic in the years that followed. These two
factors created an important divergence in Halide Nusret's public appearance as
well and changed her authorial attitude. For this reason, it is possible to consider
1927 as a breaking point for her too. By situating Halide Nusret within this
dynamic and contested historical moment, this chapter examines how her
blossoming public persona and literary production - across genres - interacted
with the shifting boundaries of gender, nation, and political authority, and offers
an authentic perspective into the tensions that defined both the early Republic

and the women's movement.
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2.1. The Post-War World and Women

To historicize Halide Nusret's unique testimony;, it is essential to first examine how
post-war conditions were experienced globally and locally. World War 1
dramatically altered gender roles across the world, as the pressures of war forced
women and children to look after themselves in the absence of men. This shift
created immense pressure on traditional family structures, a rupture that became
even more evident after the war with the large number of widows who never
remarried."® Women assumed new responsibilities both in the home and in the
workplace, and in many countries they gained the right to vote. These wartime
experiences allowed for a sense of confidence and independence among women.
However, this newfound independence also posed a threat to the traditional social
order, as working, independent women challenged established gender norms.
Harootunian's insights into Japan resonate broadly; he notes that while
women's entry into the workforce was significant, it also highlighted the
contradictions within societal structures. He emphasizes that urban life for both

men and women created "ceaseless social strain and lived contradictions, !

as
women increasingly filled roles that had been traditionally male dominated. In
many places, including Turkey, there was a strong push to restore pre-war social
structures, complicating the movement for women's emancipation. Efforts to
counter this perceived threat sometimes took extreme forms, such as labeling
women’s rights as "sexual Bolshevism," denouncing the equality of the sexes and
undermining the institution of marriage, particularly in connection with
Bolshevik ideologies."'*

These developments also had clear political consequences, as women
gained the right to vote in many European countries in the interwar period. Their
newly assigned roles during the wars contributed to a growing sense of confidence
and independence, often seen as a central break for the women's movement. These

inevitable developments resulted in the development of female activism

11 Mark Mazower, Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century (Vintage Books, 2009), 80.
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throughout the globe. The Paris Peace Conference brought together women from
around the world to fight for political equality and advance women's rights.'”* As
Mona L. Siegel notes, the year 1919, shaped by the peace conference, was a pivotal
moment for global feminism, prompting international gatherings that united
women around the shared impacts of patriarchy.!* The awareness women gained
from the conditions of the war years led to political recognition for women
globally, though at varying pace across nations.'

Despite these advancements, however, the post-war period in many parts
of Europe saw a return to traditional gender roles, as society pushed to re-establish
pre-war norms."'* When the hostilities were over, women were expected to give
up their jobs to returning male veterans and return to their "normal” domestic
roles. This policy failed to recognize the vital contributions women had made to
the war effort and the economic realities many now faced as widows or caregivers
for disabled husbands and fathers.

'The demobilization of women from the workforce was driven by both
economic and psychological factors. It ensured that men had jobs to return to, but
also gave them a sense that they were returning to a familiar, unchanged
world. Women who remained employed were often criticized for taking jobs that
were seen as rightfully belonging to men."”” Traditional values and the “cult of the
family” is another reason to keep women away from the work force, along side the
population anxiety which had deep roots going back into the late nineteenth
century notions of military capabilities. The Great War enhanced the importance

of healthy populations as well.''®
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All of these articulations highlighted some contradictions in terms of
women’s social roles. On the one hand, women were forced to work outside of
home which persisted well into the post-war years, despite the social dispute. On
the other hand, they were also expected to fill the population gap created by the
war. The governments pushed women to their maternalistic roles more and more,
particularly as the fascist propaganda rises throughout the period. Mazower
quotes Mussolini’s direction to the head of Fascist women’s organization as “Go
back home and tell the women I need births, many births”'"’ It was present in
other countries as well. For instance, in 1920, the government of France honored
the productive mothers of minimum five children with a medal (Médaille de la
famille frangaise) for fulfilling their patriotic duties. Such efforts had mixed
results, however, in part because the agenda of women and the governments did
not match. The abortion rates remained high despite the legal efforts to prevent it.
Women did not want to take the motherhood as the patriotic responsibility or
give up their children by sending them to the military. The failure of this policy
was also due to inadequate financial investment by governments to increase birth
rates.'?

Japanese trajectory was not that dissimilar to that of Europe during the
1920s, as it also experienced parallel social and governmental efforts aimed at
reinforcing traditional roles for women. The post-war period saw new
employment practices emerge, which aimed to stabilize labor relations at a time
of widespread unrest. This led to a substantial influx of women into informal and
service sectors, such as cafes and small shops. The presence of women who were
financially independent and socially autonomous gave rise to the figure of the
"modern girl," which was perceived as a threat to established patriarchal norms.
The modern girl was not merely a cultural construct, but in fact represented
deeper social changes that challenged traditional morality and authority.”*!
Despite their growing visibility, women faced a concerted effort by mass media

and governmental discourse to reassert the importance of their roles as wives and

1® Mazower, Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century. P. 84.
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mothers, reflecting a fear that these advancements could disrupt societal stability.
In this context, the modern girl became emblematic of both progress and anxiety,
as her existence highlighted the contradictions inherent in a rapidly modernizing
society that sought to maintain its traditional foundations.'*

Similar to Fascist states of European and Japanese context, World War I
significantly altered the boundaries between the sexes in many other nations,'”
which were perceived to be a threat to the traditional fabric of society. The
interwar years were accordingly marked by a visible tension which often
translated in the controversial policies regarding women. The extent of such a
discrepancy was not fully acknowledged until recently. This changed when
feminist historians began writing women’s history. In doing so, they stopped
celebrating the post-war period as a time of women’s emancipation, when women
actively participated in politics and the workforce. Instead, they started to
consider it a period marked by a series of challenges.

The new roles women adopted and the social changes they introduced
after the First World War often clashed with deeply rooted cultural and religious
norms. For instance, the articulation of the difficulties associated with
motherhood has become symbol of the perceived decline of Western civilization.
Similarly, their changing appearances, such as bobbed hair and shorter skirts,
were seen as symbols of moral decline and un-Christian behavior, rejecting
traditional femininity and motherhood. Post-war literature reinforced these
criticisms by portraying women's independence as destabilizing. These cultural

condemnations, combined with fears of depopulation due to war casualties, led to
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restrictive policies such as abortion bans and pro-natalist propaganda, ultimately
framing feminism and women's liberation as threats to social and religious
values.'**

The gender biases stemming from the nation's mission to repopulate are
evident in the attitudes toward women's participation in the workforce. It was
believed that their economic achievements were at the expense of men’s place in
the workforce. These voices started with the end of the war and got louder by the
Great Depression of 1929. In reality, women were not replacing men. It was a
result of modernizing industry and agriculture. The jobs got simpler by the
introduction of new machinery and the women were simply a cheaper labor force
compared to men. In addition to that, difficult work conditions, coupled with the
continuing burdens of housework, made womenss life harder. Because of this,

many women were pleased by the fascist call of “return women to their homes'*

2.2.  Turkey and Turkish Women in the Post-war Years

As the world was struggling with the consequences of the war, Turkey faced
similar social and political impacts, such as economic challenges, demographic
shifts and transformations in the role of women. Turkey's situation, however, had
unique aspects shaped by its own internal dynamics. The post-war period marked
a break with the Ottoman past, and the establishment of the Republic led to
profound cultural and social changes. These changes are framed as the outcome
of a process of secularization and modernization that began in the 19th century,
reflecting global trends but differing in their intensity and ideological bases.
Building on the general outline provided earlier on women's issues in the
post-war global context, this section will focus on interconnected Turkish-specific
themes related to women's issues during this period, as they are present in Halide

Nusret's writings. At this stage of her career, Halide Nusret reflected most of
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popular themes in both her public and private persona with less filtering and
restraint compared to her later years. The first theme concerns nationalist and
Westernizing ideologies and the symbolic role of women within these narratives,
at the very core of tensions between traditional roles and modern expectations.
Another important concern is the increasing participation of women in the
workforce, which emerged as a practical response to wartime needs and led to
debates about motherhood and domestic responsibilities that were crucial also in
nationalist discourse. In addition, transformations in women's roles have led to
critical debates about their legal rights and social appearance, framed within those
ideologies, where women's contributions are celebrated but also constrained by
traditional expectations. In this section, I will outline the historical context of
Turkish women in the post-war years, highlighting these key themes and the
challenges they faced. This background will help frame the analysis of Halide
Nusret's writings, which confront the complex interplay between gender,

nationalism and social change during this transformative period in Turkey.

2.2.1. Turkish Women as the Symbol of a Westernized Nation

The role and visibility of women in public life had long been a central axis of
political discourse in late Ottoman and early Republican Turkey. Far from being
an artifact of Republican modernization, debates on women's appearance,
education and participation in society were already rooted in the ideological
currents of the late empire. With the establishment of the Republic, these debates
intensified and became institutionalized in a way that produced more definitive
conclusions. The new regime, seeking to present itself as modern, secular, and
Western-oriented, while keeping the nationalist nature, placed women at the
symbolic center of its mission. As both signs of detachment and instruments of
continuity, women's bodies, behaviors and social roles were reformulated to
reflect the ideals of the modern nation-state. This part explores the ideological
foundations of these symbolic roles, paying particular attention to the ways in
which republican reforms both utilized and departed from late Ottoman gender

discourses.
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Womens visibility and its connotations have a long history going back to
the Tanzimat period. During the Second Constitutional era, this issue became
more intensely debated. The influence of the relatively liberal environment of this
period cannot be denied in this regard. There emerged a considerable number of
women organizations most of which acted for philanthropic purposes and women
emancipation. The new journals published and/or written by women intellectuals

affected this transformation deeply.'*

Discussions of women’s issues on practical
and theoretical level were not exempt from the political ideologies of the period.
Nationalism, which strengthened during these years, opened a new chapter to this
debate, offering a path that is distinct from westernization and Islam. The ideas
on national culture, as cultivated by Ziya Gokalp, the ideologue of the CUP,
challenged the traditional norms which were intimately linked with Islam. His
ideas on the social life of women during the war period were already anticipating
the new women of the new Turkey. For Gokalp, the seclusion of women and
veiling are the norms of “alien cultures” such as Iran, Byzantium and Arab.
Originally, the first era of Islam opened more space for women than the current
Muslim societies. For him, the place of women in pre-Islamic Turkic culture was
also more liberating and egalitarian. He wrote about this ideological stance in Yeni
Mecmua in 1917 In his iconic book, Tiirk¢iiliigiin Esaslar1 they were
republished in 1923."*® His ideas were compatible with the modern norms in that
sense, but his main reference was the Turkish history and culture, which were
apparently being discovered at the time.

These debates in society and the ideological level in a sense determined
what was to come under the new republic in the 1920s. In this new order, women
were assigned the role of being the face of the new Turkey. The public appearance

of the women was equated with the appearance of the country before the civilized
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world. As Niliifer Gole states in Forbidden Modern, by increasing women’s
visibility in the public sphere and targeting the segregation between the sexes, the
Kemalist project reflected its distance to Islamic regulations in the society,
appropriating Western values. Kemalism tried to change the civilization as its
primary objective and the relationship and equation among women and men was
fundamental in this mission. Kemalism did this both by intervening to the
physical appearance of both man and women and by establishing the legal base
for it.

The Civil code of 1925 is the legal step towards this goal. Encouraging the
western clothing was the visual aspect of it. Gole comments on the price women
had to pay on this path of civilization. Accordingly, the “ideal daughters” of the
new state had to compromise from their sexual and individual identities. Giving
examples from the cartoons of the period, Gole summarizes the social debate
around the public appearance of women and patriarchal moral values such as
virtue and honor. Women were symbols of the society’s morality as well as the
contemporary civilization and modernity. '** This did not change with the new
social ideals of the republic. Due to this complicated double mission, there were
no chance for women than desexualizing or even masculinizing. This is visible in
the memoirs of women who witnessed the period. In general, femininity is not

reflected in them. Feminine inclinations were looked down on if there were any.'*

2.2.2. How Women Became the Counterparts of The Economy of Turkey?

Some of these ideological changes were in fact in response to larger socio-
economic transformations affecting women that had been ongoing since the First
World War. Women's participation in the labor market was an important factor
in this regard, although it was not limited to the war years. Even before that,
women played an important part in the economy, working in a variety of jobs that
contributed to their households and the economy. Before the war period, since

the late nineteenth century women were surely active in some sectors as sources
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of cheap labor. They were employed mostly in textile and agriculture and limited
numbers were hired in the factories founded as the Ottoman economy had been
integrated into European capitalism. Although the educational reforms and
economic transformations had a positive, albeit limited, impact on women's
activity in society, the vast majority worked in a position of segregation from men,
that is, from much of the public sphere. The war period created spaces for them
to be more publicly visible, although not always in a very pleasant way. As men
was in the troops, women had to step in to keep the social order and economy
alive. Over the course of the war in Turkey, women from various social classes
were forced to take part in new sectors so intensively that in 1916 a society called
the Ottoman Women's Islamic Society for Employment (OWEIS) was founded by
Naciye Sultan. This society provided jobs for women in many fields, from cashiers
to ticket collectors, from postal clerks to garbage collectors. Women were active
as entrepreneurs as well. As mentioned by Elif Mahir Metinsoy, there was a
woman-led photographer’s shop as well as seamstress workshops that hired
Turkish women in Istanbul. In 1917, women merchants opened the Goods Bazaar
for Ladies Ottoman Incorporated Company (Hanimlara Mahsus Esya Pazar
Osmanli Anonim Sirketi) who brought products from Anatolia to Istanbul.
Similar bazaars opened in other cities as well. These initiatives were supported by
the state institutions, too. In 1917, the School of Commerce offered courses for
women who want to be entrepreneurs. Women began to appear in fine arts as well.
In 1914, undergraduate education became available for women at the University
for Girls (Inas Darilfiinunu)."

In this period, women's increased public visibility was not limited