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Abstract

One of the most catastrophic events in modern Turkish history occurred on September
6-7, 1955. Fuelled by Turkish nationalism, riots targeting non-Muslim minorities aimed
to homogenize the demographics and economy of the Turkish Republic. Political and
social problems between Turkey and Greece had been threatening the lives of minorities
for some time. In 1955, with the Cyprus issue accelerating tensions between Greece and
Turkey, thousands of homes and shops were plundered in Istanbul, 1zmir, and Ankara,
with Greeks, Jews, and Armenians suffering material and spiritual harm. This sensitive
issue is presented in Yilmaz Karakoyunlu’s Pains of Autumn [Giiz Sancisi], a novel in
which the author portrays the lives of Muslim Turks and non-Muslim minorities of
Turkey during the September 1955 events. This article analyzes the role of women as
symbols (and makers) of nations, specifically in Pains of Autumn. It becomes evident
that Karakoyunlu reveals his nationalist mindset in his treatment of the female
characters and illustrates the close relationship between gender and nationalism in the
book.

Keywords: Pains of Autumn, 6/7 September Events, Greece, Turkey, gender,
nationalism.

SINIRLARDA YASAMAK: GUZ SANCISI’NDA KADIN VE MILLi KIMLIK

Oz

Yakin dénem Tiirkiye tarihinin 6nemli siyasi ve toplumsal hadiselerinden biri olan 6/7
Eylil Olaylari, 1950°1i wyillar Tiirkiye’sinin uygulamayr diisiindiigii  azinhk
politikalarinin ve cesitli milliyet¢i gruplarin tek tiplestirme politikasinin bir sonucu
olarak yasanmis en elim hadiselerinden birisidir. Ozellikle Tiirkiye ile Yunanistan
arasinda devam eden Kibris Sorunu gerginliginin tirmandirdigr milliyet¢i duygular,
Atina’daki Atatiirk’e ait miize evinin kundaklandigia dair cesitli sdylenti ve haberler;
Istanbul, Izmir, Ankara’da yasayan gayrimiislimlere ydnelik bir ling kampanyasina
donligmiis, bu gruplara ait, ibadethaneler, evler ve isyerleri talan edilmistir. 6/7 Eylil
Olaylar1 nedeniyle Tiirkiye’de yasayan azinliklar, hem maddi hem de manevi bir yikim
yagsamis, bu olaylardan sonra gayrimiislim niifusun énemli bir kismi iilkeyi terk etmek
zorunda kalmistir. Tiirk edebiyatinda 6nemli tarihi olaylari romana tasiyan ve tarihi
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romanda yasatmaya c¢alisan son donemin Onemli yazarlarindan olan Yilmaz
Karakoyunlu, 6/7 Eylil Olaylarim1 ve Tiirklerin ve gayri-Miislim azmliklarin
birbirleriyle olan iliskilerini Giiz Sancist adli romaninda ele almis, boylece bu énemli
hadiseye bir edebiyat¢1 olarak taniklik etmek istemistir. Bu makale Giiz Sancist adli
romanda kadinin milli kimlik insasindaki roliinii incelemektedir. Romandan anlasildig1
tizere Karakoyunlu kadin karakterler iizerinden milliyet¢i bakis agisini gozler oniine
sermektedir ve kitabinda toplumsal cinsiyet ile milliyet¢ilik arasindaki yakin iliskiyi
ortaya koydugu asikardir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Giiz Sancisi, 6/7 Eyliil Olaylari, Tirkiye, Yunanistan, toplumsal
cinsiyet, milliyetcilik.

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this article is to analyze the role of women as symbols (and makers) of
nations in Yilmaz Karakoyunlu’s Pains of Autumn, a novel that in part attempts to draw
the attention of Turkish people to episodes of violence in the history of modern Turkey.
The author not only describes the horrors of the September 1955 events but also the
horrific and deeply-rooted Turkish nationalism that fuelled the riots. A feminist reading
of the novel, however, reveals the author’s own nationalist sentiment in the way he
depicts the primary women characters, Rhea and Ester. While Karakoyunlu tries to draw
our attention to contemporary issues facing the Turkish Republic and dives into
sensitive issues concerning Turkish history and politics generally disregarded by the
Turkish people, he cannot overcome his nationalist sentiments toward its non-Muslim
citizens. Non-Muslims in Pains of Autumn are humiliated through women characters
that are depicted as being morally corrupt. The sexual abuse they endure represents a
double humiliation: national origin and gender. Women are demonized by nationalist
authors like Karakoyunlu in order to differentiate their nation from the “Other.” For the
Turkish Republic, the “Other” represents the national enemy and former minority
subjects within the Ottoman Empire. Minorities, as legacies of the Ottoman era, had to
be either assimilated or eliminated. This ideology is reflected in the works of writers
like Yilmaz Karakoyunlu. Before analyzing the relationship between gender and
nationalism in Pains of Autumn, the social and historical context of the novel will be
outlined.

Pains of Autumn, published in 1991, is Karakoyunlu’s second historical novel. It gives
voice to the sufferings of the victims of the September 1955 events. The novel takes
place in Istanbul, specifically in the Beyoglu, Galata, Sishane, Beyazit, and Taksim
neighborhoods that were mostly populated by non-Muslim Turkish citizens during the
Prime Ministry of Adnan Menderes and his liberty- and welfare-promising Democrat
Party (Akgonil 2007:163). Pains of Autumn portrays these events, also known as the
“Istanbul Pogrom” or the “Istanbul Riots,” which targeted non-Muslim minorities,
including the Greek-Orthodox community of Istanbul (otherwise known as the Rum or
Constantinopolitan Greeks), Jews, and Armenians. The September Events reflected the
goals of the Turkish state at the time: nationalization of both the population and the
economy. The Turkish Republic, founded on the ashes of the Ottoman Empire in 1923,
was composed of diverse ethnic groups and religions. The minorities of the early

! These terminologies refer to the Orthodox Christians of Istanbul who were the old residents of the
Byzantine Empire. | will use these terminologies interchangeably in this article.

1539



Living At The Margins: Women And National Identity In Pains Of Autumn

Turkish Republic were not regarded as Turks even though they spoke Turkish and
continue to do so today. According to Soner Cagaptay, they were “imperfect citizens”
of the Republic (2006:1). Only Turks were regarded as full members of the nation; the
minorities were not regarded as such.

With the foundation of the Republic, the Ottoman legacy was buried, and the unification
and Turkification policy of the state commenced. Populations were homogenized with
the Lausanne Convention signed by Greece and Turkey in 1923 (Art 2010:1). By
political agreement, the Orthodox Christian populations of Asia Minor and the Muslim
populations living in Greece were exchanged (deported) across the Aegean Sea against
their respective wills. With the forced migration of millions of people from their
homeland, Greece and Turkey homogenized their demographics and, in doing so, tore
families, cultures, and traditions apart (Hirschon 1998). The “Wealth Tax” can be
regarded as another way of Turkification issued by the Turkish Republic during the
Second World War. In his memoirs, Faik Okte narrated that he prepared a list of
taxpayers and devided those taxpayers into two categories: Muslims and non-Muslims.
However, the tax issued to non-Muslims was higher and Orthodox Christians of
Istanbul suffered more than the other non-Muslim citizens of Turkey (Akgonul
2007:120). Events leading up to September 1955 not only targeted the minorities
financially, but also their well-being—as they were harmed both psychologically and
physically. An insecure atmosphere was stirring, and the minorities felt threatened with
the rise of Turkish nationalism and its episodic violence.

Dilek Giiven’s book, Cumhuriyet Donemi Azinlik Politikalari ve Stratejileri
Baglaminda 6-7 Eylil 1955 Olaylar: [The September 6-7 Events in the Context of
Minority Strategies and Policies in the Republican Era] includes both archives and oral
witness accounts which describe the tragic events from various perspectives. Although
many researchers have consulted these oral histories, doubts remain concerning their
reliability (Grele 1998:38). Giiven, however, believes that oral history shares practically
the same features as official history in that they both can be affected by ideology (2014:
21-22). For Paul Thompson, oral history represents a democratic forum, as it voices the
sufferings of victims (2000:9). The main resource of oral history is the memory of those
who were eyewitnesses to the grand events of history. History and memory are closely
linked because historical knowledge depends on memory. As David Lowenthal claims,
“All past awareness depends on memory. Recollection recovers consciousness of
former events, distinguishes yesterday from today, and confirms that we have a past”
(2015:303). Some historians consult memory for a better understanding of the past.

Guven is aware of the capacity of oral history to shed light on past events. She
successfully combines both oral and official history to give voice to the silenced past of
the non-Muslim minorities of Turkey. According to Gilven, the pogrom sought to
nationalize the economy, to diminish the economic power of non-Muslims, and to
transfer social, economic, and institutional power to Muslim Turks (2014:13). Adnan
Menderes, the Prime Minister of Turkey between 1950 and 1960, himself promised a
liberal economy and democratic society that pleased non-Muslims. However, the
Islamic background of his party, the DP, favored Muslims over non-Muslims in many
sectors of society, including finance and education. In addition, since the country's
economy was not doing well during the second half of the 1950s, Menderes and his
cabinet wanted to divert attention away from the economy and onto the Cyprus issue
(Glven 2014:14). After the Second World War, the Orthodox Christians of Cyprus
wanted to unite with Greece in a process of reunification the Greeks call enosis. The
two motherlands were actively involved whenever an issue was raised in Cyprus.
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According to Alexis Heraclides, “Their active involvement was prompted by the Greek
Cypriot call for enosis [...] followed by the Turkish Cypriot’s taksim (partition)”
(2010:70). Menderes placed this sensitive issue at the center of his domestic politics,
and evidence indicates that the Istanbul Pogrom of 1955 was initiated by DP leaders and
their supporters (Giiven 2014:14). As Ahmet Icduygu states, “Non-Muslim minorities
from time to time suffered socio-political and economic consequences within the
country whenever Turkish governments faced diplomatic crises abroad” (2008:371).
The nationalist policies of Greece and Turkey created problems and conflicts in Cyprus
that whipped up social tension leading toward September 1955.

On September 6, 1955, the Istanbul Express newspaper announced that Greeks had
bombed the birthplace of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in Thessalonica. The news aroused
the nationalist feelings of Turks, for whom the country’s founder was and remains a
sacred figure. However, the real story was different. The event was initiated by a bomb
thrown by Oktay Engin, a Rumelian Muslim living in Thessalonica. He was a law
student whose expenses were being paid for by the Turkish state (Glven 2014:92). He
had also been promised a government position in Turkey. In 1956 that promise became
a reality when he returned to Turkey and became a governor in the province of Nevsehir
(Glven 2014:93). Nevertheless, Greeks were blamed instead and a meeting to protest
the bombing was organized by student associations and the “Cyprus Is Turkish
Association” in Istanbul’s Taksim Square. After the meeting, some people started to
stone and loot shops owned by non-Muslims in Beyoglu, Taksim, Nisantasi, Sisli,
Eminénii, Fatih, Yesilkoy, Bakirkoy, Ortakdy, Eyiip, Arnavutkdy, Bebek, Kuzguncuk,
Cengelkdy, Moda, Kadikdy, and also the Princes’ Islands off the coast of Istanbul in the
Marmara Sea (Glven 2014:25). In addition to the shops, the Turkish mob destroyed
houses, churches, and Jewish, Greek, and Armenian cemeteries. The mobs “were given
axes, crowbars, acetylene torches, petrol, dynamite, and large numbers of rocks in carts”
(Zayas 2007:340). Preparations for the assault had apparently started several days
earlier. Speros Vryonis explains how the “Cyprus Is Turkish Association” conceived
and organized the riot:

The new organization’s first job was to prepare a brochure explaining
why Cyprus was Turkish and justifying Turkish claims on the island
on historical, geographical, strategic, and other grounds. After
producing and circulating the Turkish version, English, French,
Spanish, Italian, German, and Arabic editions were produced and sent
throughout the world. At the same time, the committee began
feverishly to organize and provide material assistance to chapters
throughout Istanbul and all of Turkey (2005:50).

Serif Demir claims that people were brought by train from Eskisehir and by trucks from
areas near Istanbul (2007:44). The groups were 20-30 strong, and classified as
provocateurs, leaders, and looters (Gliven 2014:26). Furthermore, “the mobilization of
the perpetrators and their equipment inside the city was guaranteed by a transportation
network composed of private cars, commercial taxis and trucks, ferries and even
military vehicles. The rioters thus easily determined their targets and accomplished their
attacks successfully throughout the city” (Giiven 2011:4). Property belonging to non-
Muslim minorities was identified before the riot, and group leaders checked lists of
properties that belonged to minorities while others destroyed shops and houses (Gliven
2014:27). The police simply stood by during the riot and encouraged people to continue
plundering (Gliven 2014:27; Bali, 2014: 71-79-332). When people asked the police the
reason for their passive attitude, they told them that they were not allowed to intervene
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on orders of the government. Moreover, firefighters delayed in extinguishing the fires
that burned the houses and churches (Guven 2014:36). Riots not only took place in
Istanbul, but in Izmir and Ankara, as well (Glven 2014:39-43). Hundreds of people
were injured, and some Greek women were raped (Given 2014:54). Thousands of
shops and houses were damaged, as well as churches and schools in the ownership of
non-Muslims.

Rifat Bali collected memoirs from eyewitnesses of the September Events in 6-7 Eylil
1955 Olaylari: Tanmiklar-Hatiralar [September 6-7 1955 Events: Witnesses-Memoirs].
According to eyewitnesses, the riot was organized by the state against non-Muslims.
Moreover, Muslim Turks were aware of the riot as they warned their non-Muslim
neighbors and friends to close their shops and go home immediately. Many of them
were saved in this way (Bali, 2014: 45-85-89). During the riot, some people even
attacked the cemeteries and ripped Christian corpses from their graves (Bali, 2014: 48-
90-98). Apart from the plundering in the city center, the Princes’ Islands off Istanbul—
Buyukada and Heybeliada—were plundered by mobs that were ferried to the islands
from the Kartal district. They destroyed and plundered shops to the point that residents
of the islands faced famine in the ensuing weeks (Bali 2014:56). Eyewitnesses stated
that the mobs were actually construction workers from Istanbul who were given the
necessary tools to destroy the property of the minorities (Bali 2014:376). Aydin Boysan,
a well-known Turkish architect, was working at a construction site in the Hali¢/Sutliice
district during those days. On September 7, he went to the construction site as usual,
and saw the workers resting instead of working because they were all exhausted owing
to their looting the previous night. Boysan ordered the workers to return everything they
stole. The workers refused, however, and instead hid everything in a big hole (Bali
2014:18-19).

Bali’s book contains two oral testimonies in the plunderers’ own words. One of them
comes from Mikdat Remzi, a worker who was in a café in Tophane with one of his
friends when he heard the news of the bombing of Atatiirk’s birthplace. Meanwhile, the
police were giving orders to destroy property belonging to non-Muslims. Remzi joined
the plunderers and attacked a jewelry shop. He was aware of what he was doing and felt
guilty for stealing (Bali 2014:355-356). The other plunderer, Ismail Kazdal, first
resisted the perpetrators since some of his friends were members of the Greek minority.
However, his nationalist feelings were aroused and he decided to attack the houses of
Greeks he did not like. Kazdal reveals in the memoir the realization that people can be
easily manipulated into mob-type behavior and can cause harm at any time (Bali
2014:364-365). Mihalis Vasiliadis’s narrative of the experiences of the September
Events also appears in Bali’s book. He lived in a building with several non-Muslim
residents in Beyoglu. When the riot started, the doorman of the building locked the
main gate, held up a Turkish flag, and protected all the non-Muslim residents living in
the building. The mobs did not destroy the building and left, thanks to the efforts of the
doorman. He saved the lives of all those people, but joined the plunderers and later
destroyed shops belonging to non-Muslims that he did not know personally (Glven
2014:38-39). Obviously, the doorman did not have any kind of prejudices towards the
non-Muslims because he worked for them. He was in close contact with those
Christians and Jews on daily basis. Psychologically, he was torn between two loyalties:
the residents of the apartment and his nation. Perhaps he was facing the greatest
contradiction in his life, one not easy to overcome. When he finished his first duty in the
apartment, he turned to the streets to “serve” his nation. He tried to satisfy both parties
at the same time. Furthermore, the bombing of Atatiirk’s birthplace is an extraordinary
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event to face and cope with as the children of the Republic were raised with the glorious
victory of the Turks over the Greeks during the War of Independence (1919-1922) led
by Atatlrk, the father of Turks.

Another very interesting story is narrated by a Turkish intellectual, Aziz Nesin, who
was one of the eyewitnesses of the September Events. He was dining in a restaurant
with one of his friends in Beyoglu. When the mobs entered the place—called the Izmir
Restaurant—the owner, a non-Muslim, begged the mobs not to destroy the restaurant
and claimed that he was not Greek, but actually a Muslim Turk. In order to prove his
claim, he held up a photo of Ataturk and ordered his waiters to bring all the photos of
Ataturk from the basement of the restaurant. Nesin was shocked to see several framed
photos of Atatlirk in the restaurant (Bali 2014:166). This particular event shows that
non-Muslims were aware of the violent Turkish nationalism that could attack them
anytime and anywhere and thus took measures (even quite ordinary ones) to protect
themselves against any nationalist attack. It is also worth noting the role of the Turkish
flag in these events. Several non-Muslims saved their lives through hanging or holding
onto Turkish flags (Bali 2014:81-92-349). As Michael Billig notes, national flags
constantly remind citizens that they are part of a nation to which they must be loyal
(1995:5). Mobs did not destroy the shops and the houses with Turkish flags on display.
Some people made their own Turkish flags with red cloth they had at home. Albert
Seving told the story of the red satin suit he was planning to wear to a wedding. When
the mobs started to destroy the houses of the Greeks and Armenians in Kumkapi, his
father panicked and cut his red suit into pieces and managed to make a Turkish flag to
rescue his household. Seving never forgot that moment and never wore red for the rest
of his life (Bali 2014:126). Garbis Ozatay’s house was also under attack, and his father
made a Turkish flag out of his shirt and his wife’s blouse in order to save their lives
(Bali 2014:255). In sum, non-Muslims were aware of how to cope with Turkish
nationalism.

Celal Bayar, the President of the Turkish Republic, and Adnan Menderes, the Prime
Minister, were on their way to Ankara during the riots, but immediately returned to
Istanbul upon being informed of the events. Martial law was declared in order to
establish security in Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir. Nonetheless, the physical and verbal
attacks aimed toward non-Muslims did not end until November (Given 2014:44-45).
Thousands of people were arrested, but only 228 were sentenced in 1956. Thousands
were released and, Ismet Inénii, the leader of the opposition party (and Atatiirk’s former
vice-president, advisor, and fellow soldier during the war for liberation), criticized the
government for releasing those people (Guven 2014:72). The state blamed the riots on
Communists. On September 7, forty-eight Communist intellectuals were arrested,
including Aziz Nesin, Kemal Tahir, Ratip Tahir, Ismet Selimoglu, Emin Sekiin, and
Ziya Tuzmen, many of whom were already under investigation for supposed ideological
crimes. The police carelessly prepared a list of suspects, including dead people as well
as people who were serving in the military at the time (Gliven 2014:74). Those people
were kept in detention until the end of 1955 when they were finally, without any
explanation, released (Given 2014:75). Since the Istanbul Express was owned by
Mithat Perin, who was a member of the DP, people believed that he was one of the
initiators of the September Events. In an interview, Perin, however, rejected the
accusations (Bali, 2014:305). He was arrested after the riots, but was released in two
hours on the orders of Adnan Menderes (Bali, 2014:94). According to reports compiled
by the German and British Embassies, the riot was organized by the Menderes
government, but whoever the organizers were certainly could not have predicted such a
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scale of destruction and plunder (Bali, 2014:94-95).

Having faced the violence and extremism of Turkish nationalism, many of the country’s
non-Muslims felt threatened and left (Bali, 2014: 84-259-284-293). Those who
remained always felt insecure, as Hrant Dink wrote in Agos newspaper just before his
assassination by a Turkish nationalist in 2007. Dink, a Turkish-Armenian and editor-in-
chief of Agos, was accused of insulting Turkishness in his articles. Doing so is
considered a criminal act under the Turkish constitution. During the trial, he was sure
that his sincere attitude and writings would convince the members of the court that he
did not mean to insult Turkishness at all. He was threatened by many Turkish
nationalists, and described his feelings: “I am just like a dove. Like a dove’s, my gaze
flits right, left, forward, back. My head is just as fidgety, and quick to turn” (2007).
Dink captured the feelings of all minorities in Turkey who felt uneasy owing to the
policies of the Turkish state, even five decades later. Dink continues: “I know that in
this country, nobody ever hurts doves. Doves live their lives in the hearts of cities, amid
the crowds and human bustle. Yes they live a little uneasily, a little apprehensively—but
they live freely too” (2007). Dink was hopeful that he would not be hurt by anyone in
Turkey, but fell to an assassin’s bullet on January 17, 2007.

1. Woman and Nation

Yilmaz Karakoyunlu, a Turkish politician, novelist, playwright, and poet, has published
several historical novels that deal with the history of modern Turkey: Cicekli Mumlar
Sokagi [Candles-with-Flowers Street], Salkum Hamnun Taneleri [Mrs. Salkim’s
Diamonds], Yorgun Mayis Kisraklar: [Exhausted May Mares], and Perize: Ezan Vakti
Beethoven [Perize: Beethoven During Call for Prayer]. As a political figure, he is
engaged with “secular centre-right politics [and] was steeped in a political party
atmosphere at a young age because of his father’s engagement with the DP” (Giinay
2015:856). He became a member of the Turkish Parliament in 1995 as an MP (from the
district of Istanbul) with the ANAP (Motherland Party) (Ginay 2015:857). His first
novel, Mrs. Salkim’s Diamonds (1990), criticizes the Wealth Tax imposed on non-
Muslim minorities in 1942, and was subsequently filmed and broadcast by state
television. Mrs. Salkim’s Diamonds “caused friction in the coalition government,
putting [the] ANAP and the MHP (Nationalist Action Party) in conflict and gave rise to
a motion questioning the ‘hidden agenda’ of the novel and the film” (Giinay 2015:§59).
Karakoyunlu was thus accused of disloyalty owing to certain interpretations of the book
and movie.

Both the Wealth Tax and the September Events occurred in his lifetime. He was
actually an eyewitness to the September Events (a nineteen year old at the time),
watching firsthand the destruction of many shops and a church in Taksim (Bali
2014:255). Owing in large part to his ideological background, he does not objectively
criticize the minority policy of the Turkish Republic in Pains of Autumn, nor does he
inform readers who the perpetrators of the riot actually were (Millas 2000:146). There
may be two reasons for his silence on these issues: first, he is a right-wing politician,
and the DP was a right-wing political party in 1950s. Second, after the publication of his
first historical novel, Mrs. Salkim’s Diamonds, he was accused of disloyalty. For nation-
states, loyalty is one’s foremost duty to one’s nation. My argument here is that
Karakoyunlu was working from a nationalist mindset in the writing of Pains of Autumn,
and consequently the book follows the patterns of other nationalist literature. To
demonstrate my thesis with regard to Karakoyunlu’s novel, it is important to begin with
a general discussion of nationalism—its history, politics, myths, and literature.
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Nationalism emerged as the most popular ideology of the twentieth century. It
eliminates or assimilates different ethnic groups to form homogenized populations that
share the same language, culture, religion, and history with some mythical past. Shlomo
Sand claims that the agents of memory work hard to invent mythical pasts to augment
and underpin a nation’s handsome portrait (2009:15). According to Michalis N.
Michael, nationalism and a myth-constructed past are inseparable. Nationalism
reconstructs and appropriates the past in its own way, and survives partly through the
spreading of myth (2010:249). Nationalist ideology seeks to dominate the state,
promoting and exaggerating its culture, language, and history (Karpat 2010:37). Nation-
states under such ideology produce closed societies and indoctrinate their citizens to
hate the “Other,” who is perceived as enemy of state and nation. Benedict Anderson
defines “the nation” quite remarkably in his claim that it “is an imagined political
community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign. It is imagined
because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-
members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion” (2006:6). Nation-states are formed through the imagination because
people first imagine that groups who speak the same language and share the same
religion and culture have shared a long existence together, originating and continuing
from some point in the mythical past. That long existence coupled with a common
language, religion, and culture form the fundamental arguments of the nation, which has
to “be imagined, and, once imagined, modelled, adapted and transformed” (Anderson
2006:148). The process of transformation can be defined as assimilation, which is one
of the policies nation-states use to homogenize their populations. Homogenization
becomes easier if people believe (or are made to believe) that their nation always
existed. Sand states that, “after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the inhabitants of
the new Turkey found that they were white Aryans, the descendants of the Sumerians
and the Hittites” (2009:16). Many nations in the modern world think alike with regard
to their origins and national continuity.

Pains of Autumn is situated in a nationalist context in which the September Events
deeply affect the lives of the non-Muslim minorities of Turkey. The protagonists of the
novel are Ester and Behcet, whose lives clash just before the September Events. Ester,
the female protagonist, is a Turkish Jew earning her living in Beyoglu through
prostitution arranged by her grandmother, who is also named Ester. Behcet, the male
protagonist, is a young and handsome Muslim student in the Faculty of Medicine at a
local university. A graduate of Galatasaray High School, he is fluent in French and has
good taste in art and music. Raised by a conservative family from Konya and educated
by a Sheik in Dargah, he has been visiting Galata and Bahariye Mevlevihanesi since his
childhood (Karakoyunlu 2009:13). Those were the education and worship centers of the
Mevlevi order (a religious community) in istanbul. His father, Hac1 Kamil Efendi, is a
pious Muslim and a member of the DP. Although Ester and Behcet have different
lifestyles and backgrounds, they fall in love. Knowing that she is a prostitute, Behget
avoids having sexual intercourse with her. He prefers voyeurism, looking at her body
(2009:30-31-72). Nonetheless, Behget is depicted as an honorable and respectable man,
a character that embodies the high moral values of Turkish society, such as virtue,
honesty, loyalty, and honor; whereas Ester is depicted as immoral and corrupt.
Grandmother Ester and Ester’s mother are also morally corrupt characters. Grandmother
Ester was also a prostitute in her youth (2009:210), a profession she calls not fate but a
choice (2009:129). Ester’s mother was adulterous, and eloped with a lover when Ester
was very young (2009:10). Karakoyunlu depicts three generations of that family as

1545



Living At The Margins: Women And National Identity In Pains Of Autumn

morally corrupt, suggesting that prostitution is somehow in their nature.

Another woman character is Madam Rhea, a Constantinopolitan Greek, who is in love
with Behget’s father, Hac1 Kamil Efendi. Rhea is the childless widow of Alex, a
fisherman. Non-Muslim women here—and in many similar novels—are portrayed as
great admirers of Muslim men and eager to have love affairs. Madam Rhea desires a
sexual relationship with Hac1 Kamil Efendi, but he refuses her. Nevertheless, she does
not give up and confesses her desire for him (Karakoyunlu 2009:29). This confession
shows her corruption, as it is not decent for a woman to show her desire for sex in
Turkish society. Sex is not discussed openly in traditional Turkish society because it is a
taboo. On the other hand, Hac1 Kamil Efendi, a Muslim Turk with high dignity, refuses
Madam Rhea because he is virtuous and moral. The concept of morality is generally
equivalent to sexuality in Turkey. Another woman who earns money from prostitution
iIs Madam Atina, a Constantinopolitan Greek and owner of a brothel. Tanas, the
greengrocer, is depicted as a greedy man who overcharges Behcet (Karakoyunlu
2009:63-64). Moreover, Ester’s father was addicted to gambling (Karakoyunlu
2009:76). These characters—together with the Armenian and Kurdish characters in the
book—do not appear very often, but certainly show the ethnic diversity of Istanbul in
the 1950s.

Since Ottoman times, Turkish authors and intellectuals have held different perspectives
toward minorities. Hercules Millas analyzed almost four-hundred Turkish literary works
and classified them according to their approach to the “Other,” the Millet-i Rum who
were the Orthodox Christians of Asia Minor. As Bernard Lewis explains, “The word
used by the Turks, and more generally by Muslims in the Middle East, to designate the
Greeks is Rum. But Rum doesn't mean Greeks; Rum means Romans, and the use of the
name, first by the Greeks themselves and then by their new Muslim masters, echoes
their last memory of political sovereignty and greatness” (1998:12). According to
Millas, Turkish authors and novelists generally followed the most influential ideologies
of their era (2000:1). The image of the “Other” is negative in Turkish literature because,
as Millas states, “The images in literature carry a meaning beyond a personal conflict.
Social values and beliefs form their realities within this social framework” (2000:8)
According to Millas, writers like Cevat Sakir Kabaagagli, Kemal Tahir, Fikret Otyam,
Hasan Izzettin Dinamo and Y1ilmaz Karakoyunlu should also be termed “Anatolianist.”
Anatolianists believe that the Orthodox Christians (or Rum) were Turkified. They are
like Turks and part of Turkish society because they have lost their national character.
The West is “bad” and it refers as the “Other” in the mind of Anatolianist. Anatolia and
the East are superior to the West (Millas 2000:125). As indicated above, Anatolianists
praise Anatolia and its culture. Anatolia is at the center of their writings. However, as
Millas stresses, Anatolianists sometimes act like humanists, socialists, liberals or
nationalists, as well (2000:125). Yilmaz Karakoyunlu might be regarded as an
Anatolianist owing to the positive image of minorities and positive relations between
Turks and non-Muslims that he presents in his novels (Millas 2000:125). However, his
depiction of non-Muslim women characters in Pains of the Autumn shows his
nationalist point of view, as well.

As an Anatolianist, the author emphasizes the good relationships between Turks and
minorities. The life-long friendship between Madam Rhea and Haci Kamil Efendi and
their visit to Eylp Sultan Mosque and Saint Antuan Church, respectively, (Karakoyunlu
2009:26) make the author Anatolianist. The characters of Pains of Autumn are
respectful toward others’ faiths. Here, the author, as an Anatolianist, emphasizes
religious tolerance in Turkey (Millas 2000:147). Millas explains that Karakoyunlu
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works from a liberal worldview as he criticizes the policies of the Turkish Republic
(2000:145). In his analysis of Pains of Autumn, Millas claims that Karakoyunlu ignores
the ethnic dimension of the September events and prefers to reflect the issue from a
class conflict (2000:148). This article also claims that Karakoyunlu ignores the ethnic
conflict between non-Muslims and Turks during the riot. He conceals the reality of
conflict through positive relations and love affairs between different ethnic groups. The
September Events occur toward the end of the novel. Hact Kamil Efendi and Behget try
to help and rescue the minorities from the attacks of the plunderers. In the course of the
rioting, Ester is beaten and raped by mobs until she is finally rescued by Behget
(Karakoyunlu 2009:207-208). Madam Rhea is attacked, as well, and she is rescued by
Haci1 Kamil Efendi. This is a typical move on the part of Anatolianist authors: Turks
save the lives of non-Muslims (Millas 2000:148).

A close reading of the novel from a feminist perspective reveals Karakoyunlu’s
nationalist outlook, a writer who prefers to humiliate the “Other” through his definition
and development of female characters. Although he does not openly “other” the
minorities of Turkey, his female characters in Pains of Autumn provide clues to his
nationalist ideology because they fall outside the realm of mainstream Turkish values,
which were considerably more conservative in the 1950s. It is typical of nationalist
authors to depict Turks as superior to others in terms of lifestyle and moral standing.
Non-Muslims, on the other hand, tend to be portrayed as morally inferior or worse: as
enemies of the Turks historically and ethnically (Millas 2000:61). Millas states that
nationalist authors frame national conflicts through gender and sexuality. In their work,
an Orthodox Christian woman is never depicted as a devoted mother or a faithful girl.
Instead, they are portrayed as prostitutes or otherwise morally compromised individuals.
Moreover, Orthodox men are portrayed as sexually incompetent or even impotent, and
their wives often elope with Turkish men (2000:86). Turkish literature in general shares
this nationalist perspective toward minorities (2000:51). As a Turkish citizen and
politician, Karakoyunlu follows the same pattern and presents no new perspectives on
society and politics in modern Turkey.

After the horrific events, Hact Kamil Efendi proposes to Rhea, and advises her to
convert to Islam and take a Muslim name, Esra (Karakoyunlu 2009:218). He even wants
to have a son from Rhea, but Rhea confesses that it was she who was infertile, not her
husband Alex (Karakoyunlu 2009:219). This confession reveals, of course, that Madam
Rhea lied to Hact Kamil Efendi previously. In traditional Turkish culture, a woman’s
infertility is generally regarded as a shame, and much more shameful given the fact that
she is a non-Muslim. This attitude is troubling. Because she is infertile, Hact Kamil
Efendi refuses to marry her. Millas claims that in the novels of nationalist authors,
relations between Orthodox Christians and Muslims do not have happy endings unless
the Christian woman converts to Islam (2000:87). Madam Rhea does not convert
because she does not marry Hact Kamil Efendi. Conversion takes place usually only if
the non-Muslim woman marries the Muslim man. In addition, Ester never marries
Behcet. After the riot, Ester emigrates to Israel without bidding farewell to Behcet. She
marries a medical doctor and has two sons, one of whom she names after Behcet.
Madam Rhea also leaves Turkey and moves to Greece. The novel does not have a happy
ending—in terms of Turkish nationalist thinking and literature—because Madam Rhea
and Ester do not convert to Islam and become Turks. The typical nationalist, of course,
wishes they would (Millas 2000:87).

The humiliation of women goes as far back as Aristotle, who declared woman inferior:
“as between male and female the former is by nature superior and ruler, the latter
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inferior and subject” (1992:68). Negative attitudes toward woman continue today in
practically all facets of society. Feminist theory teaches us that the role of women in
society is determined by men, and that gender roles are socially constructed. Women
have become everything except the opportunity to be themselves. As Simone de
Beauvoir writes, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (1989:273). She
argues that woman is regarded as the second sex in her influential study on woman, The
Second Sex. Woman is destined to live according to the social norms of her society as
they are organized, ruled, and controlled by men. According to de Beauvoir, “women
represent only the negative” (1989:15). This negative outlook appears in almost every
discipline from literature to art. According to feminist literary theory, the image of
woman in literature is negative (Irzik and Parla 2017). Furthermore, they are also
confined to live in a language made by men (Irzik and Parla 2017:8). Women are
confined to live within narrow spaces created by men.

Negative discourse on, and views of, women affect all strata of society from politics to
literature. Nationalist authors prefer to attack the state’s enemies (in the case of Turkey,
these have historically been Greece and Armenia) by focusing on issues of female
sexuality. According to Deniz Kandiyoti, women’s sexual behavior assumes an
important role in the differentiation of the nation and the “other” (2013:163). “Women
bear the burden of being ‘mothers of the nation’ (a duty that is ideologically defined to
suit official policy), as well as being those tasked to reproduce the boundaries of ethnic
and national groups, who transmit the culture, and who are the privileged signifiers of
national difference” (Kandiyoti 1991:429). As Kandiyoti states, national difference is
“dependent on a demonized ‘other’” (1991:433). According to Nira Yuval-Davis,
“construction of nationhood usually involves specific notions of both ‘manhood’ and
“womanhood’” (1997:1). She continues, “Most of the hegemonic theorizations about
nations and nationalism (for example, Gellner, 1983; Hobsbawm, 1990; Kedourie,
1993; Smith, 1986; 1995), even including, sometimes, those written by women (for
example; Greenfield, 1992), have ignored gender relations as irrelevant (1997: 1). She
also insists that nations are reproduced by women biologically, culturally, and
symbolically. Bureaucrats and intellectuals are not the ones that reproduce nations
(1997: 1).

Since nations are reproduced by women, the infertility of Madam Rhea represents the
demographic inferiority of the nation she belongs to. It can be argued that the author
intentionally depicts Madam Rhea as infertile because he does not want her to
reproduce an offspring of Orthodox Christians in Turkey. Her infertility also prevents
Hac1 Kamil Efendi from marrying her. Ester, however, marries in Israel and has two
sons. Her naming one of them Behget indicates that her admiration of Behget continues
in spite of their separation. Grandmother Ester also was unable to forget one of her
Turkish lovers from youth. It seems that admiration of Turkish men is a life-long feeling
among non-Muslims in nationalist books like Pains of Autumn. We should also consider
the fact that Ester gives her son a Muslim name while living in Israel under the cloud of
religious conflict. It seems rather unrealistic. The author romanticizes their love and
ignores the political realities of his time. Moreover, Madam Rhea moves to Greece and
names her apartment “Ester.” Millas states that Greeks do not name their apartments
(1994:60). As an Anatolianist, the author follows the traditions of Turkish people who
sometimes do so.

Women, who reproduce nations, are treated badly and often experience sexual abuse in
the work of nationalist writers. As Joane Nagel states, “Enemy women are more
uniformly characterized as sexually promiscuous and available: sluts, whores, or
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legitimate targets of rape” (1998:257). Women are regarded as symbols of their nations
because “[I]t was female virtue that became emblematic of the nation state: Marianne,
Britannia and the Statue of Liberty all testify to the mythical power of ‘woman’ in the
nation state” (Reid and Ward 2015:2). Women represent national honor for the
traditionalist. Nagel states that, “While traditionalist men may be defenders of the
family and the nation, women are thought by traditionalists to embody family and
national honor; women’s shame is the family’s shame, the nation’s shame, the man’s
shame” (1998: 254). Therefore, women’s sexual corruption is regarded as the entire
nation’s corruption. Cynthia Enloe claims that

Men in many communities appear to assign ideological weight to the
outward attire and sexual purity of women in the community because
they see women as (1) the community’s—or the nation’s—most valuable
possessions, (2) the principal vehicles for transmitting the whole nation’s
values from one generation to the next, (3) bearers of the community’s
future generations—or, crudely, nationalist wombs, (4) the members of
the community most vulnerable to defilement and exploitation by
oppressive alien rulers, and (5) those most susceptible to assimilation and
co-option by insidious outsiders. All five of these presumptions have
made women’s behavior important in the eyes of nationalist men
(2014:108).

According to Enloe, woman is a kind of commodity, a possession of the nationalist
men. Women are the wombs of the nation whose duty is to reproduce offspring and
transmit national culture to the following generations. For nationalist men, the future of
the nation depends on exaggerated notions of women’s loyalty, obedience, and morally
symbolic fiber. These notions are oppressive, however—notions that women must
behave “properly” because their actions are judged by men who seek to shape society
according to nationalist ideology. Women’s dignity is discussed and politicized, but the
dignity of men is ignored.

CONCLUSION

This article analyzes Yilmaz Karakoyunlu’s nationalist perspective toward Turkey’s
non-Muslim minorities in Pains of Autumn. The September Events of 1955 were a
turning point in the lives of Turkey’s non-Muslim minorities, those citizens considered
“imperfect” owing to their ethnic and religious affiliations. The Turkification process
began with the Lausanne Convention and continued with The “Citizen Speak Turkish”
Campaign. The Wealth Tax and the September Events accelerated the migration of non-
Muslims abroad. The Cyprus issue was the main cause of the September Events
between Greece and Turkey. Fuelled with Turkish nationalism, property belonging to
non-Muslims was destroyed after the announcement that the birthplace of Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk in Thessalonica had been bombed by Greeks. The September Events
have continued to be a controversial issue discussed and debated by scholars and
authors. There are both nationalist and humanist debates on the history of modern
Turkey, as both parties try to explain why and how those traumatic events happened.

This article claims that Karakoyunlu is one of those who explain the September Events
from a nationalist point of view rather than a humanist point of view. Although
Karakoyunlu criticizes the policy of the Turkish state, he is unable to overcome his
nationalist sentiments with regard to the “Other.” In the novel, non-Muslim female
characters are portrayed as morally corrupt with their simpering admiration of Turkish
men. He distances himself from ethnic conflicts and approaches the issue from the
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perspective of class struggle, yet fails to declare the guilty ones. He does not humiliate
the minorities explicitly, but the images he portrays of non-Muslim women are less than
flattering—and oftentimes degrading—throughout the novel.

An attack on women is an attack on a nation. The sexual abuse of a woman signifies the
enmity and hatred of nations toward its national enemies. Logically, then, hatred
directed at women is directed at all members of her nation. The hatred aroused in a
community towards the “Other” is essentially abstract; it only becomes concrete when
figured upon women’s bodies. War on the battlefield may finish, but the battle over
women’s bodies continues as a means of attacking a nation’s enemy.
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