
1074 / RumeliDE  Journal of Language and Literature Studies 2 0 2 2 .26 (February) 

The portrayal of femininity and maternity in Mehmed, My Hawk and The Kalevala / (pp. 1074-1081) 

Adres 
 

kak, No:14/8 
-  34714 
e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 

tel: +90 505 7958124, +90 216 773 0 616 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 

 
- ISTANBUL / TURKEY 34714 

e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124, +90 216 773 0 616 

 

67-The portrayal of femininity and maternity in Mehmed, My Hawk and The 
Kalevala 

1 

APA:  (2022). The portrayal of femininity and maternity in Mehmed, My Hawk and The 
Kalevala. RumeliDE Dil ve Edebiyat  Dergisi, (26), 1074-1081. DOI: 
10.29000/rumelide.1074524. 

Abstract 

Over the last few years there have been alterations in the construction of gender, particularly for 

women. The concepts of sex and gender are divided with sex remaining biological, and gender 

becoming constructed. The depiction of the ideal woman as passive, faithful, and obedient thus 

changed. As the gender issue reforms, motherhood has also begun to be questioned due to its 

e distinct 

characterization of women in daily life and these women began to be portrayed in literature with a 

special emphasis on their newly constructed female images. Novels and plays that display the 

changing face of motherhood with careless, nasty and irresponsible mothers have also appeared. 

However, there are still literary works that represent a more traditional woman and mother. In 

literature, even the representation of traditional womanhood and motherhood differs since some 

writers use these women to reveal their weakness, oppression, and vulnerability while others use their 

literary ability to exhibit how a traditional woman and mother can be strong, dedicated and 

-known literary figure in Finland, with his epic 

compilation of national folklore, The Kalevala, and Yashar Kemal, one of the most noteworthy 

authors of Turkish literature, with his renowned Memed, My Hawk, unveil entirely divergent 

. The aim of this paper is to demonstrate 

how Kemal portrays womanhood and motherhood positively in Memed, My Hawk

flaunts a dismissive viewpoint in The Kalevala. Analysis of these two masterpieces from disparate 

authors and epochs shows their distinctiveness in consideration of the Anatolian and Finnish 

cultures.  
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Anahtar kelimeler:  

1. Introduction  

The writer Yashar Kemal is a prime representative of Turkish and exclusively Anatolian culture as 
(1986, p. 267) 

as follows The most important and clearly the most popular to come out of the village culture was 

other countries, giving the Turkish novel a world- . In his novel, Memed, My Hawk 
(2005), Kemal describes Chukurova and the villages around it, with a focus on Deyirmenoluk, the village 
where the protagonist Memed resides. He examines life in this Anatolian village with emphasis on 
cultural elements such as traditions, folk songs, and customs. Beyond these elements, he also epitomizes 
the traditional Anatolian woman: strong, patient, decisive and compassionate. He portrays these ideal 
female characters so emphatically that the reader understands the important of these concepts in their 
entirety. 

 published a compilation of Finnish folklore and mythology titled The Kalevala in 1835. 

carries on with the mythical events that constitute Finnish culture. In his compilation of The Kalevala, 
also added something from his imagination, thus creating a 

Paradise Lost  Aeneid. Gay (1997) 
take the materials for his epic from Finnish tradition, but the making of the Kalevala was not an effort 
at preserving folk epic, it was a creative process that began with the collection and editing of the folk 

poetry that was its source and continued through the 1849 edition of the Kalevala  (p.63). In the 

Conversely, women are presented negatively as they are widely victims of men and are abused, raped 
and killed. 

At the outset, Yashar Kemal did not draw a strict line between his female characters and mother figures 
since in Memed, My Hawk virtually all women are mothers excluding Hatche, who only experienced 
motherhood for a short time at the end. Kemal combines ancient Anatolian conventions with the 

has been worshipped in cults for at least 32,000 years, and is therefore 
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 2009, p. 63). In his introduction of a typical Anatolian 
woman, he stresses her motherhood, which is the highest emotional point that she can reach. 

motherhood is considered the proper role for women, and 
being a mother is pre  2011, p. 86). 

 an effort to teach her how 

She knitted stockings and kerchiefs for Memed and invested songs 
over them, expressing her love, desire and jealousy in the colors of her embroidery and in the notes of 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 71). It is apparent that Kemal 
offers women a paramount role in the construction of a culture whose songs are still sung in the region. 

difficult surroundings.  

2.  

, yet Kemal does not utilize their warm-
heartedness, compassion, and love for their children as weaknesses. Rather, he presents a positive 
sentiment towards them. He achieves it so perfectly that when the novel is read, readers can associate 
themselves with those Anatolian mothers who are ready to sacrifice everything for their children. 

mother who loves her son much and is ready to do anything for him. When Memed runs away from 

for her son like a madwoman, and begs everyone to help her find her son. In the search for Memed, the 
villagers find his harnessed oxen and his mother cries out thinking that her son is dead: Deuneh was 
lost in grief. Shaking convulsively, she sank into the dust and lay there moaning. Her face and hair 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 27). When she returns 
She had a burning fever. The young girls 

of the village nursed her, and after some days she rose from her sickbed, her eyes are all bloodshot. 
She tied a white cloth around her f  (Kemal, 2005, p. 
health deteriorates both physically and mentally as the days pass without any news of Memed:  

Every morning Deuneh rose at dawn, went to the spring, and stared all day at the water. After ten 
days of this, utterly exhausted, she shut herself up in her house. Then another idea had entered her 
mind. Again, she rose at dawn, but now she climbed onto the roof and stared all day at the sky. 
Whenever she saw a flight of eagles hovering afar, she set off at once in that direction. Sometimes the 

but Deuneh went there all the same (Kemal, 2005, p. 29-29).  

After such a painful period of waiting, the moment Deuneh ascertains that Memed is alive, she becomes 
breathless and cannot speak at first. She cannot even be exasperated with her son, who gets Abdi Agha 

H
Kemal portrays it so vividly that her pain touches the hearts of readers.  

Whilst Abdi Agha and Veli abuse and torture her severely, she does not blame her son. Kemal equates 

escape, Memed is concerned about his mother as considers that Abdi Agha will hurt her because of his 
-bring, he 
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-settling into 
another town together with her and Hatche.  

Another notable female character in Memed, My Hawk is Iraz by virtue of her strength, decisiveness, 
and devotion to her ideals that make her completely an Anatolian woman. Her bitter story begins when 
she is widowed at the age of twenty with a nine-month-old baby in her arms. Despite her circumstance, 
she does not give up her struggle in life, and plows the land that her husband left to finish sowing their 

that she would not marry again, and feels strong enough to raise her child on her own. Although her 
uncles obtained possession her land and deprive Iraz of it, she finds ways to carry on: 
she toiled in the fields of others, in the winter she worked as a servant in the homes of the rich. She 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 167). After her 

the corpse of her son, she bursts into tears and she loses herself in grief:  

Iraz was beating her breast and struggling piteously to contain her emotion. The other women tried 

 lay on  
her eyes bloodshot and her face swollen from weeping, away from the body and pulled her to her feet, 
but she sank to the ground and remained motionless as if dead. For a long while she refused to move 
or utter a sound (Kemal, 2005, p. 171).   

to kill Ali. When she cannot find him, she sets their house on fire at night. Although she is arrested after 
My boy was worth a whole village, a whole country. Is it too much? Is it too 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 
was to be the perfect m
figure; on the contrary, Kemal strengthens her with the feeling of motherhood and the reader sees a 
more powerful Iraz from now on. While in prison, Iraz directs her maternal love to Hatche and they 

Memed as her son. She and Hatche save money for Memed and dream of living together side by side. 
Iraz compensates for the loss of 

Brother, give me this child and let me go off to the villages around 

(Kemal, 2005, p. 365). Apart 
from her motherhood, Kemal stresses her cultural side together with Hatche. When they all live in the 
mountains, Hatche and Iraz set up a home there even in the worst conditions. This is an affirmation of 
the Turkish expression  men make houses, women make homes. The 
family had spent the whole winter in a cave, furnished it like a home, more pleasant than that of many a 
rich village Agha with its floor spread with pine needles over which they laid hand-worked nomad rugs, 
their colors suggesting spring: 
The horns seemed to have been polished and the fur glistened like gold Kemal, 2005, p. 340-341). 
Apart from these talents, Iraz is also a healer. When Memed gets shot, she heals him and Memed 
recovers soon. 

Kemal  depiction of this strong Anatolian woman resembles Nene Hatun, a Turkish folk heroine, who 
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- Iraz was more agile, a 
better shot and braver than the most renowned brigands. She could keep the guards at bay by herself 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 364). Iraz presents the picture of a strong and fearless Anatolian 
woman, a descendant of Nene Hatun and many brave unnamed Anatolian women who went to war by 

 

A final example of 
She 

was a real termagant. Whatever quarrel or disturbance there might be in the village, she was always 
at the heart of it. A tall, strong woman, she attended to all the business of the house and even plowed 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 
everything to keep her away from him: 
It was no use. Every evening she bound her hand and foot, but in vain. She put the lock after the lock 

 (Kemal, 2005, p. 71). When she finds out that 
her daughter escaped with Memed, she curses her and believes that her daughter really killed Veli, her 

 an action which hurts Hatche the most. However, 
s when she visits her daughter in prison and learns that she is not a killer. 

As a nurturer, she brings Hatche something to eat in prison. She feels sorry when Abdi Agha forbids her 
to visit Hatche, and whenever she finds a suitable time, she comes to see her daughter. She is totally 
changed now so that she brings news of Memed to her daughter. Although this action seems to cruel at 

-
situation. As a mother, she thinks that her child deserves more, so she forbids Hatche to see Memed. 
However, in the end, she understands the great love between Hatche and Memed and supports them. 
Plainly, Kemal does not depict a negative women figure; he transforms every woman into a good mother 
and these mothers represent distinct aspects of a typical Anatolian woman in their own culture.  

3.  

 young 
female characters are fragile and weak, his mother characters are divided into two: strong and weak. 

character: a strong female who is full of hatred towards the main male characters. Moreover, women do 

have supernatural forces that construct the cultural elements of Finland and arouse national feelings. 

world. The Virgin of the Air descends into the sea and forms the earth. After the creation of all on the 
earth, Air-

t simply 
provides a stereotypical creation myth with a female at the centre, just as in the Greek, Roman, and 
Hindu mythologies.  

The young female characters are depicted as weak in this epic due to their lust for the male characters. 
In the beginning of the epic, Joukhanainen, the young Lappish rival of the great bard, competes with 

Joukhanainen ailed way, he explains 
what his sister will do for him emphasizing her womanly duties for her husband: 
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cloaks weave your golden cloak bake your honey-  ( , 2008, p. 35). 

When Joukhanainen explains the situation to his mother and sister, his mother is overjoyed since she 
 would make an excellent match for her daughter. However, Aino is depressed 

upon hearing 
in the forest, she cannot endure it and unites with the sea by drowning herself.  

 who woos 

and rapes many women. He coerces Kylikki to become his bride by swearing an oath that he will not go 
to war. Kylikki also swears that she will stop visiting and gossiping with her female friends. In the epic, 
Kylikki breaks their bond by visiting 

s dreams 
nor the oaths of wives  (  133). 

oo the maiden of Northland and take her as his second 
wife, although his mother warns him that two brides are not for one bed. Another victim of men is 

this girl is his sister and he is a little bit mentally deranged, he victimizes his own sister. Kullervo also 

loneliness, so he creates a golden bride who is very beautiful, but she is silent, she cannot speak and thus 
lacks vitality. Other maidens in the epic are just entertainers and helpers of men in their sublime goals. 

k characters destined 
 

figures, both portrayals show his negative attitude towards woman. Louhi, the hag of Northland, is the 
most powerful female character in the epic with her endless struggle to beat the main male characters. 
Turunen, as cited in Sawin (1988)

belief who are labelle  (p.196) 

shows the power of woman negatively in The Kalevala (Siikala, 2004, p. 2). Sawin (1988,) suggests that 

mother, since she will marry off her unwilling daughter in return for money though at other times, she 
is confusingly compas  (p. 197) 

because she does not force her daughter into marriage, in the end her daughter marries the man who 
she really loves. By setting some tasks for those men, Louhi wants to see who loves her daughter the 

1988, p. 
bride-

 the mistress, Louhi 
rejects: 
silver coins are horse trinkets. If you can forge the Sampo beat out the bright-

rom one barley grain the wool  (
p. 76). 
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Louhi does not look for money; she wants the Sampo, which is source of fertility in the land. Ilmarinen 
With the Sampo in Northland! There is 

ploughing, there sowing there are all kinds of growing there is good luck for ever.  (
514). 

-price is not for her own benefit rather for the benefit of her country, Northland. When 

everything in her power to prevent them. As a witch, she is very powerful; she can use the power of words 
like the male characters. For the blood-feud of her husband, she calls the men to war: 
of Northland called Northland together: She armed the crowd with their crossbows equipped the men 

-boat mustered the men in her 
 ( 562). 

In the war that she initiates, Louhi steals the flame like Prometheus, sends diseases and wild animals 
over them, and lastly steals the sun and the moon to bury them into darkness. However, she is defeated 
by the men; she surrenders at the end of the epic and gives the sun and the moon back to humankind. 

er great strength and 
magic skills. 

figures. She is only identified by the name of her son despite her great capacity for resurrection. She is 
the advice-giver to her egotistic and foolish son, although he never listens to her advice. With her 
maternal senses, she feels the death of her son and finds his corpse in the river. She rakes the pieces of 
her son's body out of the Tuonela River, puts them back together, and brings her son back to life. As a 

2009, p. she is probably the only woman in the 
West

Sawin, 1988, p. 
character remains an anonymous woman willing to do anything to serve men in any way. Sawin (1988, 
p. 206) only virgins and mothers, women who act to produce the 

control over their own sexuality and alternative knowledge are condemned as whores, witches or 
  

4. Conclusion 

Consequently, discrimination against women in The Kalevala 

exclusion of the creation of culture. The cultural hero is V
the world, creates iron and other important metals, hunts the national animals of Finland such as elk, 
deer and bear, plays the national instrument kantele, and performs folk music creating the Finnish 
culture. Moreover, Ilmarinen the skilful smith forges the Sampo, the magic mill that brings fertility and 
good luck to the land. Ilmarinen also contributes to the creation of Finnish culture while women 
characters are simply represented as typical women who are bu
them many tasks to accomplish such as cleaning, cooking, plowing, and serving their husbands and 
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While Yashar Kemal creates strong female characters in his novel Memed, My Hawk
represents weaker females in his epic The Kalevala
presented as strong, compassionate and patient characters that get stronger with the power of 
motherhood. Like the Anatolian heroines of folklore, together with their men, they overcome hardships. 

 image of women and mothers in his work. He presents weak 
female characters that are victimised by men and contradictory mother figures. Sawin (1988) states that 

i is 
 (p. 207). In addition to these negations, he does not give any space to 

women in the construction of Finnish culture. Obviously, there is a huge gap between the two writers 
considering the representation of women in their specific works.  
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