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Introduction 

Cultural narratives, expressions, and values are fundamental elements that shape a society’s 
inherited cultural codes, as well as its value judgments and worldviews. In particular, 
narratives that have persisted from the past to the present reflect societies’ collective 
memory, ideological stances, and social structures. In this context, representations of 
women also offer important insights regarding gender roles. Literary texts are significant in 
this regard. How women are portrayed, the roles expected of them, and whether these 
portrayals are consistent with one another are also important for societal transformation. 

 

ABSTRACT 

The representation of female characters in the Turkish narrative tradition 
spans a broad spectrum, from folk tales to modern novels. Traditional 
narratives generally cast women in stereotypical roles such as the devoted 
mother, the waiting lover, or the evil stepmother, whereas modern novels 
grant female characters more independent, strong, and individualized 
identities. This study takes a comparative approach to the representation 
of women across traditional and modern Turkish narratives and proposes 
a new structural model that analyzes female characters according to 
thirteen criteria, including the level of reality, female willpower, 
independence, social status, perception of beauty, and conformity to social 
norms. The model synthesizes six theoretical perspectives: Luhmann’s 
systems theory, Giddens’s structuration theory, Hall’s cultural 
representation, Foucault’s power-discourse analysis, Bourdieu’s field 
theory, and postmodern thought. It is applied to selected Turkish tales, the 
minstrel stories Kerem and Aslı and Tahir and Zühre, and the modern novels 
Handan, Aşk-ı Memnu, Vurun Kahpeye, and Fatih Harbiye. The analysis 
reveals how female figures shift from passive, fate-bound roles toward 
self-determining agency while remaining subject to newly constructed 
social constraints. By systematizing this transformation, the study offers 
an analytical framework specific to the Turkish narrative tradition and 
contributes a theoretical basis for future narratological studies of female 
representation. 
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Therefore, analyzing the forms and processes of women’s representation is considered 
valuable for understanding how societies construct gender and the roles they assign to it.  

In the historical process, the representation of women has changed in parallel with the 
transformation of social structures. While traditional narratives often present female 
characters through certain stereotypical judgments, modern novels are beginning to break 
down these stereotypes and explore female identity from many different perspectives. In 
traditional narratives, women are usually presented as obedient, sacrificing, innocent, or 
evil figures; their individual will is limited, and they are constructed in certain roles to 
ensure the continuity of social order.  

On the contrary, in modern narratives, female characters are transformed into figures 
who stand out with their individual choices, question social norms, and seek independence. 
However, this change does not always show a direct and linear progression. It manifests 
itself with different intensities in narratives due to the different reactions of social structures 
in different periods. In this study, the transformation of women's representations from 
traditional narratives to modern novels is analyzed in line with thirteen criteria. These 
criteria include the level of reality, the place of the female figure, the will of women, 
rewarding/punishing, the place of women in love and romance, the social position of 
women, women's strengths, stereotypical representations of women, independence, 
perception of beauty, conformity to social norms, female role models, and freedom and 
choices, which determine the functions of female characters in narratives. These criteria 
make it possible to make a comparison between traditional narratives and modern novels 
(Handan, Aşk-ı Memnu, Vurun Kahpeye, and Fatih Harbiye). 

In order to explain this change in women's representations, a theoretical framework 
was created, and a multi-layered model was developed by bringing together the approaches 
offered by different theories. In this context, Niklas Luhmann's systems theory helps to 
understand how social structures shape female characters and how female roles are 
constructed in the process of self-reproduction. Anthony Giddens' structuration theory 
emphasizes the bidirectional interaction between the individual's free will and social norms, 
revealing how female characters determine their own destiny or how social structures shape 
this destiny. Stuart Hall uses cultural representation theory to examine the ways in which 
women are represented in narratives and how perceptions of women are constructed within 
the cultural framework. 

Foucault, through his work on power, helps us understand how women are disciplined 
within the social structure and which forms and roles of womanhood are accepted and 
which are marginalized. Bourdieu, through his field theory, helps us understand the 
relationship between women’s social status and their quest for freedom.  

Beyond these perspectives, postmodern approaches also assert that representations of 
women should not be confined to a single narrative and can reemerge in different forms. 
Therefore, this study aims to analyze whether there is a difference in the representation of 
women when traditional narratives are compared with modern ones, while also developing 
a model that reveals the relationship between female protagonists or characters and the 
social structure. It is expected that this model will provide a framework for future studies. 
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Structural model development and analysis 

Thirteen criteria were used in this study, which were identified through a combination of 
theoretical approaches and an inductive method. First, traditional and modern narratives 
were examined in depth to identify recurring patterns and interpretations in the portrayal 
of female protagonists. Following this stage, key concepts were categorized based on the 
theoretical approaches employed in the study, resulting in a systematic framework. Each 
criterion corresponds to various dimensions revealed in the theoretical approaches. For 
example, criteria such as freedom and independence are linked to the structural theory 
derived from Giddens’s approach. In addition, Foucault’s work on power and discourse 
analysis concerns the regulation of the reward-punishment system or the ways in which 
individuals conform to social expectations. Furthermore, Hall’s approach to cultural 
representation has played a significant role in the emergence and construction of criteria 
such as perceptions of beauty and women’s roles. Cultural capital and symbolic capital play 
a significant role in the emergence of women’s roles. From this perspective, women’s social 
roles and the positions that emerge from these roles have been revealed through Bourdieu’s 
concepts of field and capital. The structural order and systematic form of these thirteen 
criteria were developed by drawing inspiration from Luhmann’s systems theory, while the 
acknowledgment that women’s roles and positions are multi-layered was emphasized by 
drawing inspiration from postmodern approaches. Consequently, the current criteria serve 
as a bridge between the texts containing the narratives and the theoretical approaches. 

This study is based on a structural analysis method to examine representations of 
women. In order to systematically analyze the representations of female characters in 
traditional and modern Turkish narratives, a comparative method of analysis is adopted. 
As the method of the study, the representations of women in Turkish narratives ranging 
from traditional to modern will be compared. This analysis will take into account the social 
roles of female characters, their social positions, their strengths and weaknesses, their 
rewarding/punishing situations, and their roles in love and romance. This endeavor aims 
to systematically show how representations of women fall into various categories and how 
each category changes. The model will be designed to reveal the transformation of female 
characters' roles in society from traditional narratives to modern novels. This study will be 
conducted using selected examples from traditional Turkish narratives and modern Turkish 
novels. The female characters in each genre will be evaluated through a structural analysis 
according to the specified criteria. Textual analysis will be done by analyzing the female 
characters of the selected narratives through specific themes and categories. This analysis 
will focus on the gender norms of female representations, their roles in the family, and their 
place in love and romance. The new structural model will be applied to each narrative genre 
to explain the place and transformation of female characters in narratives. The structural 
analysis provided by this model will provide an in-depth evaluation of the representation 
of women in Turkish literature by analyzing the social positions and modes of 
representation of female figures. 

This study presents an approach based on the model developed herein. This approach 
offers a multidimensional explanation of the interaction between society and the individual, 
the process of knowledge construction, and the forms of social transformation. It draws on 
a synthesis of various theoretical approaches and takes into account different sociocultural 
perspectives. The core and center of the model is formed by Luhmann’s theory of social 
systems. According to him, society constantly reproduces itself, and inter-institutional 
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interaction is linked to this process of reproduction. Consequently, the model focuses on a 
social structure that is reproduced through individuals’ actions, roles, and the roles 
expected of them. This structure is characterized by being dynamic, capable of self-
reproduction, and relationship centered. Ultimately, the variables constituting the model 
find their meaning through Luhmann’s concepts of complex systems and autopoiesis. 

Giddens’s constructivist approach is also one of the foundations underpinning the 
model’s theoretical framework. According to this approach, which posits that the individual 
and society are in a reciprocal relationship, individuals can transform social norms through 
their own will and choices. This perspective holds a central place in the model. This is 
because this understanding asserts that while individuals’ choices and actions transform 
society, society also determines individuals’ actions and choices. At this stage, the 
understanding of cultural foundations facilitates the emergence of the model. Stuart Hall 
presents his thoughts on culture, representation, and identity through this theoretical 
approach. He believes that cultural representation plays a role in the formation of identity 
and the emergence of power relations. This role also contributes to the development of the 
model in question. This is because the model seeks to reveal the position and contribution 
of power and structure as identities are formed culturally. Furthermore, Foucault’s writings 
on power and discourse are significant for the model. 

For Foucault, mechanisms of knowledge production hold a significant place. This is 
because power establishes dominance over the individual, and Foucault’s central concern 
is to examine this dominance. Power influences the individual through mechanisms of 
knowledge and seeks to subject them to a specific form of domination. It can restrict their 
behavior and limit their ability to act with free will. This is also considered a triggering factor 
for social transformation. This understanding is significant for the model. Because, as it 
emerged, the model addressed the theoretical foundation of this social transformation 
process as its central issue. Furthermore, the model draws upon Foucault’s theoretical 
discourse when examining knowledge production processes. Bourdieu, too, has conducted 
studies on capital and fields, and the model has utilized this framework in elucidating 
cultural change and social dynamics. In other words, the types of capital—cultural, 
economic, and social—as articulated by Bourdieu are useful for understanding individuals’ 
strategies and their interactions with society. It is particularly important for understanding 
how these types of capital influence the processes of emancipation through cultural capital 
among individuals in different social or economic positions. 

Postmodern thought, on the other hand, plays a significant role in explaining the 
model’s multilayered structure and flexibility. This is because the postmodernist 
perspective develops a new and different understanding of reality. According to this 
perspective, reality is not a single, fixed structure. On the contrary, it possesses a constantly 
changing, fragmented, and pluralistic nature. This explanatory approach allows the model 
to describe the relationships between variables through a framework that is constantly 
evolving and offers opportunities for reinterpretation. As a result, the model is informed by 
Luhmann's systems theory, Giddens’ constructivist approaches, Hall's cultural 
representations, Foucault's power-discourse analysis, Bourdieu's field theory, and the 
multi-layered perspectives of postmodern thought. This theoretical background allows the 
model to comprehensively explain both individual and social dynamics, the flow of 
information, the reproduction of cultural norms, and the processes of individual 
emancipation. The model developed is a synthesis of multi-layered theoretical approaches 
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to explain each of the thirteen criteria for women's representation and to conceptualize the 
dynamics at the social, cultural, and individual levels. The main theories and approaches 
used in this synthesis are as follows. 

Luhmann’s systems theory 

Luhmann's social systems approach views society as self-reproducing, autopoietic systems 
and emphasizes the continuous feedback mechanisms between individuals and social 
structures (Luhmann, 1984). Luhmann considers society as a set of autopoietic (self-
reproducing) systems and argues that social systems reproduce themselves in a continuous 
communication process (Luhmann, 1984). This theory differs from the individual-centered 
approaches in classical sociology; it argues that systems, not individuals, are the basic unit 
of analysis. One of the most important concepts of Luhmann's systems theory is the concept 
of autopoiesis. Autopoiesis, a term of biological origin (Maturana & Varela, 1980), refers to 
the ability of a system to survive by continuously producing its own components. Luhmann, 
adapting this concept to sociology, argues that social systems also produce themselves 
through continuous communication. In other words, society is a system that determines its 
own boundaries and sustains itself independently of individuals. Systems function by 
differentiating themselves from their environment. This differentiation helps the system to 
maintain its stability and existence (Luhmann, 1990). For example, different social systems, 
such as the legal system, the economic system, or the media system, survive by interpreting 
the inputs from their environment in accordance with their internal functioning. According 
to Luhmann, the basic building block of social systems is communication (Luhmann, 1995). 
Individuals cannot be directly part of the system; however, they produce meaning within 
the system through communication. This explains the process of adaptation of individuals 
to social systems in modern societies.  

Luhmann's perspective can be used to understand how reality is represented in modern 
narratives. This explanation relates to the level of reality. Gender roles are determined by 
communication processes that are produced and reshaped within systems. For example, 
media systems reproduce social perceptions by presenting the image of women within 
certain frames. Systems theory allows us to interpret how the choices of female characters 
unfold, emphasizing that social norms operate automatically and that conformity or 
deviation from these norms is determined by feedback within the system. This relates to the 
category of reward and punishment. Luhmann's theory demonstrates that social norms 
operate automatically and that individuals are positioned by conforming to or deviating 
from these norms. How female characters are rewarded or punished in traditional 
narratives can be explained by feedback mechanisms within the system. For example, 
patriarchal social structures may assign women to specific roles while marginalizing 
individuals who deviate from these roles. 

Giddens’ constructivist approach 

Giddens (1984) argues that the interaction between individuals and social structures is 
continuous and reproductive. He notes that the relationship between individuals and social 
structures is based on a dynamic, bidirectional, and continuous reproduction process 
(Giddens, 1984). Obviously, this perspective draws an important conclusion regarding the 
role of the individual. This conclusion focuses not only on the individual as a reflection of 
society but also on their active role. In other words, the individual also has the potential to 
transform society. It is at this point that the role of women is also explained by this 
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perspective. This is because women are recognized not only as products shaped by society 
but also as agents who enable the reproduction and transformation of these structures. 
Giddens argues that society is not independent of individuals; rather, individuals are born 
into society, and while within this structure, they can act and effect change. This claim offers 
insight into understanding women’s positions within society, because women are not 
passive. Women must also be recognized as actors possessing the potential to reproduce 
social norms (Giddens, 1991). Therefore, while societies shape individuals, individuals also 
possess the power to shape these structures (Giddens, 1979). 

This concept of a “two-way relationship” can be used to explain the roles of female 
characters in society. For example, in traditional narratives, women are often portrayed as 
the devoted mother, wife, or waiting lover. However, in modern narratives, strong, 
independent female figures show how individuals transform these stereotypes. Giddens 
argues that social norms are not fixed but are constantly reproduced through the actions of 
individuals. For example, in the past, women's limited rights in the public sphere were a 
social construct, but women's active struggle and individual choices transformed this 
construct and created a more egalitarian system (Giddens, 1992). 

The Place of the Female Figure and the Will of the Woman: This approach shows that 
female characters are both subject to social norms and have the power to reproduce these 
norms with their free will. In the model, how women shape the social structure through 
their own actions and at the same time resist structural limitations is discussed in the light 
of Giddens' concept of a “two-way relationship.” In traditional narratives, women are often 
portrayed as passive and resigned figures. However, according to Giddens, women are not 
merely passive objects in the reproduction of social structures but can change these 
structures through their own choices. In modern narratives, women are no longer limited 
to the role of “waiting lover” or “mother” but are represented as actors who shape their own 
lives. This shows how women act of their own free will within social structures. 

Independence, Freedom, and Choices: Giddens' theory helps us understand women's 
scope of action within social structures and how they make individual decisions. The 
dialectic between individual actions and structural boundaries plays a critical role in how 
women are able to make their own decisions and how they try to become independent from 
the social structure. At this stage, the struggle for women’s rights offers a glimpse into how 
various individual demands shape the social structure. For example, traditional narratives 
tend to portray women as passive figures who do not step outside social norms and feel 
compelled to conform to them.  

Hall’s cultural representations 

Stuart Hall's (1997) Cultural Representations Theory examines the role of cultural 
production in identity construction, social norms, and power relations. According to Hall, 
culture is not only a field where meanings are produced but also a system where identities 
and social reality are constructed. Representation plays a decisive role in this process and 
shapes how individuals see the world, construct their identities, and experience social 
relations (Hall, 1996). In this context, Hall's approach to cultural representations helps us 
understand how images of women are produced, how they are associated with beauty and 
social norms, and how femininity is shaped as a cultural discourse. According to Stuart Hall, 
representation is a process by which meaning is produced and reconstructed (Hall, 1980). 
This process takes place through cultural practices such as language, media, literature, and 
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art. Culture does not reflect the world as it is; on the contrary, it shapes social reality by 
producing certain meanings. Representation does not directly reflect an objective reality; 
meanings are produced and reinterpreted within cultural codes (Hall, 1997). 
Representations can support or challenge particular ideologies and power relations (Hall, 
1982). Representations of women are constructed within this process and shaped by gender 
roles, beauty norms, and social expectations. 

Hall's work Representation: Cultural representations and signifying practices reveals how 
cultural norms and representations shape images of women. The model analyzes how 
women are given space for multi-layered and alternative identities beyond the stereotypical 
representations presented in the media and literature through Hall's concept of 
“representation.” Hall's (1997) theory shows that beauty is not a natural concept, but rather 
a culturally and historically constructed norm. Media and literature often idealize women 
with certain physical characteristics. According to Hall, cultural representations not only 
produce dominant norms but can also create space for alternative identities that challenge 
these norms (Hall, 1996). In traditional narratives, women have often been represented as 
mothers, wives, waiting lovers, or victim figures (Wolf, 1991). In modern narratives, strong, 
independent, and active female figures have become more common. For example, in 
feminist narratives, women are treated not only as individuals dependent on men but also 
as self-determining subjects (Butler, 1990). The representation of women in literature and 
media reflects not only individual identities but also social hierarchies and power relations. 
According to Hall, the laws, rules, and norms within society are not fixed but remain open 
to change and carry the potential to be reproduced.  

The Role of Women in Love and Romance: Certain cultural expressions do not treat 
love as an emotional matter. This is considered a very superficial area of discussion. At the 
same time, it generates the idea that love occupies a different sphere. For instance, there is 
an inference that it plays a significant role within power struggles. It contributes to the 
formation of identity. From this perspective, Hall offers different analyses regarding the 
nature of love. He views love as a discourse and argues that it is culturally constructed. This 
is equivalent to saying that love is not an emotional matter (Hall, 1997). All traditional 
narratives show that women act emotionally, thereby reinforcing social roles. Consequently, 
passive and dependent women emerge. From this perspective, love—and perhaps 
romance—holds the power to define women’s status, identities, and positions. However, 
when we look at modern novels, we witness a challenge to traditional female roles. This is 
because, here, love is also depicted as a battlefield. Thus, while traditional narratives equate 
love with marriage or the approval of a man, modern narratives evaluate love within the 
context of individual freedom and the struggle for identity. 

Foucault’s power-discourse analyses 

Foucault argues that power is not only an oppressive mechanism but also a productive 
process that shapes individuals through knowledge and discourse (Foucault, 1977). This 
approach allows us to understand how gender roles and representations of women are 
constructed, which norms are legitimized, and which alternative identities are suppressed. 
Foucault's “power/knowledge” relationship helps us to analyze how female characters are 
positioned within literary, cultural, and social discourses and what kind of costs deviations 
from these norms entail. Representations of women are produced through discourses 
shaped within power relations and constructed in certain ways within normative 
boundaries. It is knowledge systems that determine what is true, acceptable, and legitimate 
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in society. The social position of women is constructed through discourses in fields such as 
media, law, education, and art (Foucault, 1981). The form of power over bodies explains the 
mechanisms of control over the female body and sexuality (Foucault, 1976). Normative 
discourses that shape women's roles within the social order are reinforced through 
biopolitical regulations. Women are rewarded when they conform to certain norms within 
society and punished when they deviate from them. This process leads individuals to feel 
under constant control (Foucault, 1976).  

Rewarding/Punishing and Conformity to Social Norms: Foucault's relations of 
“power/knowledge” are used to explain how female characters are shaped by normative 
discourses and the costs of deviation from these discourses. Foucault's concept of 
power/knowledge provides a powerful framework for analyzing how female characters are 
represented within literary and social discourses. Throughout history, female characters 
have been shaped by specific discourses and defined by specific roles within the social 
order. Women are often confined to the roles of obedient wife, devoted mother, or chaste 
woman. Female characters who behave in accordance with social norms are rewarded with 
marriage, motherhood, and social acceptance. In literature, women who deviate from norms 
are ostracized, punished by society, or condemned to a tragic end. In traditional narratives, 
female characters who do not conform to social norms either die or are driven to a tragic 
end. Even in modern literature, female characters face social judgment if they deviate from 
the norm. Women's deviations from traditional norms can be explained by Foucault's 
concepts of “disciplinary society” and the “carceral” mechanisms of normalization. 
Throughout history, women's sexuality has been regulated by biopolitical mechanisms and 
controlled within a normative framework. The female body is constantly under surveillance 
to conform to norms idealized by society. Power uses discursive tools to confine women to 
their traditional roles. In traditional narratives, self-sacrificing, obedient, and beautiful 
women are rewarded, while rebellious female characters are condemned, ostracized, or 
destroyed. Even in modern media and literature, some female figures are judged by society 
and depicted as undesirable. 

Stereotypical Representations of Women: Foucault's analyses enable a critical analysis 
of literary representations through how power structures continually legitimize certain 
representations and suppress alternative discourses. At the same time, Foucault's analyses 
help us understand how women are trapped in certain stereotypical representations and 
how these representations are legitimized. Social power structures normatize certain images 
of women by accepting them as “correct” and “ideal.” Women who reject norms are often 
stigmatized as “bad women,” “witches,” or “fallen women.”  

Bourdieu’s field theory and capital concepts 

Bourdieu argues that individuals are positioned in social spaces through different types of 
capital (cultural, social, and economic) and how this positioning determines social relations 
(Bourdieu, 1986). Pierre Bourdieu's Field Theory and Capital Concepts provide an important 
framework that explains how individuals are positioned in social fields and how this 
positioning shapes social structure (Bourdieu, 1986). According to Bourdieu, individuals 
acquire different statuses in the social field through economic, cultural, social, and symbolic 
capital, and these types of capital determine their social power and range of action 
(Bourdieu, 1993). In this context, analyzing the social positions and strengths of female 
characters can be evaluated within the framework of Bourdieu's concepts of capital and 
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habitus. Women's capacity to make free choices within social structures depends on the 
types of capital they possess and how these capitals function within the social sphere. 
Bourdieu defines society as different but interconnected social fields. Each field has its own 
rules, dynamics, and power relations (Bourdieu, 1990).  

Women's position in society is also shaped by the types of capital they possess in these 
fields. According to Bourdieu, social positions are determined by the types of capital that 
individuals possess (Bourdieu, 1986). Economic Capital: Material resources, wealth, and 
income. In traditional narratives, female characters are usually represented as individuals 
who do not have direct economic power but have indirect access to it through a male figure 
(father, husband, king). Cultural Capital: Education, knowledge, skills, and cultural 
heritage. In modern narratives, female characters are more prominent as educated and 
knowledgeable individuals. Social Capital: The social connections, relationships, and 
environment one has. Women's social position is determined by mechanisms such as social 
relations and marriage. Symbolic Capital: Social prestige, honor, and reputation. In 
traditional narratives, women usually gain symbolic capital through characteristics such as 
beauty, purity, and loyalty, while in modern narratives, professional success and individual 
identity come to the fore. These four types of capital are the main elements that determine 
how women can utilize their strengths and the space they have to act within the social 
structure. According to Bourdieu, the way individuals perceive the world and their action 
practices are explained by the concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977). Habitus acts as an 
internalized structure shaped by the social environment in which the individual is born and 
raised. Women's social roles are directly related to how they are raised in society. In 
traditional narratives, women are encouraged to be compliant, patient, and sacrificial, while 
modern narratives emphasize individuality and independence. Women's social mobility 
depends on the types of capital they possess and how they are able to use this capital. 

Women's Social Position and Strengths: In this model, the position of female characters 
in the social sphere, the types of capital they possess, and how this capital determines their 
power and influence are discussed within the framework of Bourdieu's field theory. 
Bourdieu's field theory demonstrates that one of the most important factors determining 
women's position in society is the type of capital they possess. In traditional narratives, 
female characters are often devoid of economic capital: They lack economic capital, and their 
material security depends on male figures. They gain position through social capital (such 
as marriage, family ties, and aristocratic lineage). Their symbolic capital is defined by beauty 
and honor. 

In the story of Kerem and Aslı, Aslı lacks economic and social power and is passively 
waiting for her love. In Tahir and Zühre, Zühre acts in accordance with the rules of her family 
and has to conform to social norms. In these narratives, the social mobility of female 
characters is limited; their strengths are usually defined by traditional virtues such as 
patience, loyalty, and sacrifice. In modern narratives, female characters are characterized by 
education, profession, individual skills, and intellectual accumulation. Cultural capital is an 
important element that increases the power of female characters. Women become 
independent by gaining social and economic capital. Beauty and gender identity are no 
longer the only determinants of social status. For example, in modern novels, female 
characters can be identified with professions such as scientists, academics, and artists. It is 
possible for women to gain social status not only through marriage and motherhood but 
also through their individual achievements. In this framework, women's strengths are no 
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longer only obedience and patience but also education, professional success, and individual 
choices. 

Freedom and Choices: Bourdieu's approach contributes to explaining women's capacity 
to make free choices and how these choices are limited by the social structure through the 
concepts of capital and habitus that the individual possesses in the social sphere. Bourdieu's 
theory shows that one of the most important factors determining women's areas of freedom 
is the types of capital they possess (Bourdieu, 1998). Women's capacity to make choices 
depends on their position in society and types of capital. Women with low economic and 
social capital have more limited scope for action. Women with high cultural capital can gain 
freedom through education and professional success. Women's choices are often 
determined by social rules. They are limited to roles such as marriage, motherhood, and 
sacrifice. Since they lack economic independence, they do not have the chance to make free 
choices. 

The multilayered perspective of postmodern thought 

Postmodern approaches argue that reality has a constantly changing, fragmented, and 
pluralistic structure rather than a fixed, one-dimensional structure (Bauman, 1993; Lyotard, 
1984). This approach shows that representations of women in literary narratives cannot be 
limited to fixed and uniform patterns and can change according to different historical, 
cultural, and social contexts. Postmodernism highlights elements such as multi-layered 
meanings in literature, the fluid nature of identities and narratives, and the challenge to 
monocentric narratives. In this framework, representations of women are freed from fixed 
norms and stereotypes and dealt with in a more dynamic and contradictory structure. One 
of the main claims of postmodernism is that reality is not fixed and absolute but changes 
and is reconstructed according to different contexts (Lyotard, 1984). Postmodern narratives 
represent female characters not through a single identity but as multi-layered and 
contradictory identities (Butler, 1990). 

Level of Reality and Stereotypical Representations of Women: From this perspective, 
women are no longer explained through a single dimension. The notion of presenting 
women as a monolithic group, confined to specific roles and responsibilities, is now 
considered invalid, and the pre-existing views that explained women through a single layer 
have lost their relevance. This is because women are now recognized as possessing multiple 
dimensions, identities, appearances, emotions, and behaviors. The postmodern perspective 
holds that a woman can be both victim and potential perpetrator, both strong and weak, 
both fragile and rebellious; in short, she may possess a nature characterized by 
contradictions. Rejecting the belief that she can be evaluated within a single mold, this 
perspective explains women through shifting identities, so that they are no longer confined 
to a single role. In doing so, the postmodern perspective empowers women to realize their 
potential as subjects and even views them as active individuals who shape the narrative. 
While traditional narratives confine women to a single mold, portraying them as beautiful, 
self-sacrificing, or loyal, postmodern narratives allow women to be indecisive, flawed, and 
changeable. 

The Place of Women in Love and Romance: Postmodern thought does not view love 
merely as an emotional matter but considers it within a more complex framework, 
examining it in the context of social structures, power relations, and sometimes the 
construction of identity. With this approach, it completely transforms the clichéd 
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interpretations of traditional narratives and employs irony in their reinterpretation. 
Motherhood, for example, is stripped of the figure who constantly feels compelled to 
sacrifice herself, and the mother’s individual desires are taken into account. Traditional 
narratives draw very clear boundaries between what constitutes a “good” or “bad” woman, 
and with their certainty they offer a significant comfort zone in which the good is 
understood to be good and the bad to be bad without much effort. As dichotomies like good 
and bad become much more ambiguous, however, they give rise to a more complex 
structure. In traditional narratives, women exist alongside male characters, which in a sense 
implies a dependency; yet they now possess the potential to create their own stories, so that 
this dependency is no longer necessary. At this point, the postmodern perspective does not 
view love solely as loyalty, commitment, or an emotional bond, but also acknowledges it as 
part of identity politics (Bauman, 2003). While traditional narratives portray love as an end, 
a salvation, or a purpose, postmodern narratives emphasize love’s ambiguity, complexity, 
and uncertainty, since love now serves a function in the construction of identity and in 
power relations. Consequently, love is also viewed as a matter of conflict. 

This conflict finds its meaning in the search for individual identity, because women are 
no longer forced to be dependent on men. Romance, in other words, does not have to be 
merely a relationship or marriage; it is individual freedoms that define romance, whether 
these take the form of contradictions or of choices. In this context, postmodernism does not 
evaluate women within a single mold, for reality is fragmented and pluralistic, and the traits 
traditionally attributed to women along with the expectations placed upon them become 
unnecessary—or so, at the very least, the postmodern approach demands. It is misguided 
to view women as characters in need of rescue, because postmodernism accepts women as 
multifaceted beings. For this reason, love becomes a battlefield.  

These theoretical approaches are directly related to each criterion in the model. For 
example, the criteria “Women's Will” and “Independence” make sense of the 
interrelationship between individual action and social structure in the light of Giddens' 
constructivist approaches, while the criteria “Perception of Beauty” and “Female Role 
Models” question how normative discourses and power relations determine the image of 
women through Hall's cultural representations and Foucault's power-discourse analysis. 
Similarly, the evaluation of the criteria of “Women's Social Position” and “Women's 
Strengths” allows us to analyze the positioning of women in social spheres and the effects 
of the capitals they possess, thanks to Bourdieu's field theory. Finally, the multi-layered 
perspective offered by postmodern thought demonstrates the flexibility of the model by 
emphasizing that all criteria are subject to constant processes of evolution and 
reinterpretation, beyond fixed and linear patterns. In this way, the model developed 
synthesizes Luhmann's systems theory, Giddens' constructivist approach, Hall's cultural 
representations, Foucault's power-discourse analyses, Bourdieu's field theory and the 
multilayered perspectives of postmodern thought to create a theoretical infrastructure on 
the representation of women in modern literature and offers a framework that can explain 
each of the thirteen criteria in the table in different dimensions. 

A new structural model on women's representation 

Table 1 shows a thirteen-criteria new structural model on the Representation of Women 
drawing upon the multifaceted perspective of postmodern thought, Bourdieu's field theory 
and concepts of capital, Foucault's power-discourse analyses, Hall's cultural 
representations, Giddens’ constructivist approach, and Luhmann’s systems theory. 
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Table 1. New structural model on the representation of women 

Criteria Tales Minstrel Stories Modern Novels 

Reality Level 
Contains fantastical, 
magical elements. 

Realistic but exaggerated 
events. 

Realistic or based on social 
realities within fiction. 

Position of the Female 
Figure 

Seen in roles such as 
princess, evil stepmother, 
witch, or innocent girl. 

The devoted woman or 
loyal lover associated with 
love is prominent. 

Can be the main character or 
the one directing the story. 

Female Willpower 
Passive, accepting fate, a 
figure directed by others. 

Loyal and patient, but with 
limited choices. 

Can make her own decisions 
and has the power to direct 
her life. 

Reward/Punishment 

Good women are 
rewarded with beauty, 
marriage, and happiness, 
while bad women are 
punished. 

Loyalty and obedience are 
rewarded, while rebellious 
women are punished. 

Consequences vary based on 
the character’s choices, with 
no single reward system. 

Role of Women in Love 
and Romance 

The princess waiting to be 
rescued or the innocent 
lover is central. 

Women endure suffering 
for their lovers or wait 
patiently. 

Women can choose, reject, or 
not necessarily center their 
lives around love. 

Social Status of Women 

Limited to traditional roles 
such as a young girl 
preparing for marriage, a 
mother, or an evil 
stepmother. 

Represented as a wife, 
mother, or lover. 

Can have various 
professions and social 
statuses. 

Strengths of Women 
Beauty, patience, and 
obedience are emphasized. 

Patience, sacrifice, and 
loyalty are highlighted. 

Intelligence, confidence, 
professional skills, and 
physical strength are 
emphasized. 

Clichéd Female 
Representations 

Princess, witch, 
stepmother, innocent 
young girl. 

Devoted lover, patient 
wife, mother. 

Strong independent woman, 
hardworking academic, 
struggling mother, 
rebellious young woman. 

Independence 
Dependent on male 
characters, struggles to 
make her own decisions. 

Dependent on the approval 
of her lover or family. 

Depicted as an independent 
individual making her own 
decisions. 

Perception of Beauty 

Physical beauty and 
obedience matter; 
women’s value is 
measured by these traits. 

Beauty is associated with 
virtue, and women who 
are ugly or rebellious are 
usually portrayed as 
villains. 

More diverse female 
representations in terms of 
body types, ages, and 
character traits. 

Conformity to Social 
Norms 

Characters who conform to 
traditional values and are 
not rebellious are 
emphasized. 

Bound to the moral and 
traditional values of 
society. 

Women who question 
society and carve their own 
paths are prevalent. 

Role Models 

Figures such as princesses 
in tales, devoted wives, 
and self-sacrificing 
mothers are emphasized. 

The patient lover, loyal 
wife, self-sacrificing 
mother. 

Represented in various roles 
such as scientist, artist, 
entrepreneur, warrior. 
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Criteria Tales Minstrel Stories Modern Novels 

Freedom and Choices 
Women have limited 
choices, usually directed 
by others. 

Usually have to follow 
others’ decisions. 

Women make their own 
choices regarding their lives 
and have the freedom to 
choose. 

Representation of women in traditional narratives 

Traditional narratives are thought to be as old as human history. In the most general sense, 
a narrative is a story of events, experiences, or the like, a narrative act (Randall, 1999, p. 92). 
Social concepts and attitudes determined by the history and institutions of a society in the 
historical process are transmitted to the members of that society in the form of a narrative, 
and its continuity is ensured. In this context, discourse shows the concepts and attitudes 
that the members of a society should apply and use in certain situations. It does this in a 
very simple and understandable way and ensures that communication continues easily. The 
characters of narratives show social types, and these types place the narrative in situations 
and events that can be easily understood by the other person. Therefore, narrative is a 
concept that deals with how meaning is constructed so that the way it is told can be best 
understood by the listener or viewer (Kılıç, 2016, p. 35). In narrative texts, the individuals 
who experience events and carry the action forward are defined as characters. These 
characters may vary across different narratives and are shaped by the fictional imagination 
of the author. As such, female representation in narratives can be understood through the 
roles, positions, and functions attributed to these characters within the narrative structure 
(Ekici, 2000, p. 124). 

While the historical, social, and cultural values of societies are transmitted from 
generation to generation, entertainment, education, and the communication and learning of 
social values are the basic principles. They are also defined as stories that depict human 
thought and action, have a beginning, middle, and end, and often exemplify the moral 
character and moral behavior of a protagonist. Relatively complete narratives are usually 
composed of causally related and comprehensible story lines that include social conditions, 
characters' goals, characters' attempts to achieve their goals, and characters' reactions to the 
outcomes. Ultimately, the narrative creates a conceptual instantiation of meaningful social 
types of human beings placed in a social situation and engaged in meaningful social acts. 
Within this conceptual sampler, social contradictions are analyzed and conflicting social 
elements are reconciled. Thus, narrative fulfills the function of ensuring social harmony by 
resolving contradictions, reinforcing social concepts and attitudes, and transmitting them 
to individuals. Traditional narratives include tales and minstrel stories. All serve as the 
collective memory of a society, transmitting its history, mythology, norms, and outlook on 
the world to future generations. Traditional narratives carry elements that reflect the values, 
beliefs, and history of the people. They often contain moral lessons, social norms, traditions, 
and mythological elements. Tales and minstrel stories employ lengthy narrative techniques. 
These narratives may evolve over time, but the core themes and characters generally remain 
constant. The same story can be told in different ways. 

Tales are classified as animal tales, original tales (realistic tales, extraordinary tales), 
humorous stories, witty anecdotes, and falsehoods, and chained tales. Realistic tales in the 
original tales genre are distinguished from the others by not being extraordinary (Boratav, 
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1978, p. 84). However, by adopting the usefulness of this distinction in practice, it is 
necessary to remember that all tales, regardless of their name, “do not deal with the 
impossible.” In Turkish tales, it is seen that “anything can happen, both thought and 
unthought” (Tezel, 1968). Boratav, on the other hand, argues that the extraordinary 
elements in Turkish tales are not as irrational as one might think and states that the 
extraordinary flavor of tales decreases as one moves from cities to villages. This is because 
villages and nomadic environments are settings in which oral tradition is preserved and 
sheltered from the influence of written literature and foreign cultures. Boratav (1978, p. 87) 
also states that Turkish tradition “tends to bring even the most tale-like narratives closer to 
reality.” 

Women are one of the important representations in these narratives. Female characters 
in genres such as tales and minstrel stories often appear as a reflection of gender roles. The 
representation of female figures is directly related to the social roles society assigns to 
women, and these representations define both women's place within the home and their 
power in the outside world. In traditional narratives, the representation of female characters 
is often shaped by a distinction between good and evil. This distinction reflects deep-seated 
social structures such as sexism and social hierarchies. In many tales, women are 
represented either as self-sacrificing, loving, protective mothers or as ruthless, manipulative 
villains (Tatar, 1992). As emphasized in folklore studies, women appear in narratives as 
figures who can support, influence, or question the course of events, thus contributing to 
the overall narrative structure (Ekici, 1997). 

In traditional narratives, women are portrayed as figures who disrupt the order of 
society or serve to maintain it. While evil female characters assume roles such as witch, cruel 
stepmother, or cruel queen, good female characters are usually characterized as innocent, 
beautiful and benevolent (Propp, 1968). Behind this division of female figures lies the 
tendency of gender and social norms to put women into certain molds. Women's power is 
mostly limited to roles like motherhood, which maintains order in the home, and they are 
not involved in areas requiring autonomy, such as heroism (Beauvoir, 1949). However, in 
some cases, women are not only passive figures but also active figures who guide the story. 
For example, in Turkish tales, female characters sometimes appear as the saviors of the 
heroes and sometimes as the reason for the heroism of the male characters (Köprülü, 2003). 

In traditional narratives, the relationship between male and female characters is often 
based on a power imbalance. While male characters are defined by themes such as heroism, 
struggle, and success in the world outside of society, women are more often represented as 
protectors of the family, self-sacrificing individuals, and those who maintain social order. A 
man can only be a hero in the outside world and fulfill the roles expected of him. 
Furthermore, the external world is where a man’s capacity for action is formed. This is 
because this world offers challenges and arenas for struggle. For women, however, this 
arena is limited to the family and is expressed within an emotional framework (Ortner, 
1974). Propp also draws a parallel conclusion while analyzing fairy tales. In his view as well, 
women are generally explained through their role as helpers to men and are not regarded 
as primary elements (Propp, 1968). In traditional narratives, women are often seen as 
supporters or rewards for male characters, while in social life, women assume more passive 
roles. It is rare for women to enter power structures outside of social life. This is a significant 
indicator of how limited women's status is in society. Beyond their roles within the family, 
women generally do not hold decision-making positions in society. Traditional narratives, 
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tales, and minstrel stories are widely accepted, and many narratives are used to establish a 
structural model regarding the representation of women. In this context, the following 
Turkish tales have been analyzed: The Tales of Keloglan, Altın Saçlı Kız, Nar Tanesi and from 
the minstrel stories, Kerem and Aslı, and Tahir and Zühre. 

Representation of women in traditional Turkish tales: An analysis on Keloglan, Altın Saçlı 
Kız and Nar Tanesi tales 

Tales, an important part of Turkish folk literature, are narratives in which social structures 
and cultural values are passed down through generations. The representation of women is 
one of the most prominent aspects of these tales. While female characters are usually defined 
by traditional roles such as motherhood, sacrifice, beauty and obedience, it is seen that 
different representations emerge from time to time. This study will examine how female 
characters are represented through the tales Keloglan’s Tales, Altın Saçlı Kız and Nar Tanesi. 
In terms of Level of Reality, these tales are generally seen as narratives containing fantastic 
and magical elements. Elements such as the transformation of hair strands into gold by 
interacting with flowers in the tale “Altın Saçlı Kız” and death and transformation with 
magic needles in the tale Nar Tanesi show that these tales carry supernatural narrative 
elements. In tales such as Keloglan, magical objects are also prioritized. However, some tales 
such as “Keloglan and the Merchant” contain more realistic narratives based on social norms. 
The place of the female figure in tales is usually determined by the roles of mother, princess, 
innocent girl or bad woman. While motherhood and sacrifice come to the fore in “Keloglan 
Tales”, the female character in “Altın Saçlı Kız” draws attention with her beauty. In the tale 
Nar Tanesi, female characters are represented at two extremes: While the pomegranate seed 
(Nar Tanesi) is innocent, beautiful and in need of protection, her mother is portrayed as a 
jealous and treacherous character. This is a distinction between good and evil that is 
common in traditional tale narratives. 

The Will of Women in traditional tales is often restricted. In the tale “Keloglan and the 
Sultan's Daughter,” the sultan's daughter is compelled to obey her father's decisions. In Nar 
Tanesi, the protagonist is constantly directed by others, whereas her mother is portrayed as 
a malevolent yet active character. Similarly, in Altın Saçlı Kız, the protagonist resigns herself 
to her fate, while the wicked woman is punished for her misuse of agency. In this regard, it 
is evident that female characters have limited freedom in shaping their own lives. Rewards 
and punishments play a significant role in defining the roles of the characters. This is 
because traditional narratives suggest that women can be rewarded when they fulfill their 
expected duties. Conversely, if these duties are not fulfilled, a punishment awaits them. 
While the faithful and obedient woman is rewarded, those who rebel face punishment. In 
Keloglan, the woman—that is, the princess—is portrayed as a character who must marry the 
man because of his bravery. In other words, she is viewed as having earned this right. In 
Nar Tanesi, there is a female character who is rewarded for being loyal and virtuous. 
However, the woman who is deemed disobedient and wicked must be exiled. Furthermore, 
in Altın Saçlı Kız, the woman, whose intentions are implied to be evil, is punished. The 
woman’s position in love and romance can vary. In Keloglan, the woman is presented as if 
she were a prize. In Nar Tanesi, the woman has found salvation through love. However, in 
the narrative of Altın Saçlı Kız, the focus is more on the gravity of greed and the lessons to 
be learned rather than on love itself. 

In “Keloglan and the Giant,” women are presented as figures in need of protection. Although 
Nar Tanesi positions a woman within a political framework, she is not depicted as independent. 
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Women are generally represented through roles defined by marriage or motherhood. The 
strengths of women in tales are often defined by patience, sacrifice, and beauty. In “Keloglan 
and His Mother,” the mother is diligent and patient. In Altın Saçlı Kız and Nar Tanesi, the primary 
strength of female characters is their physical beauty. Although the mother in Nar Tanesi is 
portrayed as a strong character, her strength is shaped by her ability to devise malevolent 
schemes. Cliché female representations are a common feature of tales. “Keloglan and the 
Sultan's Daughter” presents a beautiful yet passive princess, “Keloglan and His Mother” features 
a self-sacrificing mother, and Nar Tanesi includes the trope of a jealous and wicked mother. In 
terms of independence, most female characters in tales are dependent on male heroes. In 
“Keloglan and the Sultan's Daughter,” the princess's fate is determined by her father and 
Keloglan. In Nar Tanesi, the protagonist cannot survive without her mother and the prince. 
Similarly, in Altın Saçlı Kız, the female character's actions are dictated by external 
circumstances. 

Beauty plays a significant role in the approach to these folktales. In the tales “Keloglan and 
the Sultan’s Daughter” and Nar Tanesi, the most important characteristic of the women is their 
beauty. In the tale Altın Saçlı Kız, beauty—which is equated with wealth—is considered 
valuable. In contrast, the importance of motherhood is more pronounced in the fairy tale 
“Keloglan and His Mother,” as it is equated with self-sacrifice. Consequently, traditional Turkish 
fairy tales portray women primarily as figures defined by social norms. In these tales, the 
mother is typically self-sacrificing, princesses are beautiful, and the wicked women are cunning. 
Generally, women are portrayed either as individuals dependent on men and in need of rescue, 
or as those who must be punished for the potential to defy social norms. Through these tales, 
not only are women’s circumstances at the time understood, but the ways in which women’s 
roles are reproduced and constructed are also revealed. 

The representation of women in traditional minstrel stories: an analysis of the stories of Kerem 
and Aslı and Tahir and Zühre 

Traditional Minstrel Stories are significant oral works that describe gender roles, explain 
cultural practices within society, and reflect its values. While these tales portray women 
through elements such as self-sacrifice, romance, love, and beauty, beauty stands out as a 
particularly prominent trait. At the same time, as various depictions of women emerge, 
differences in narrative styles become apparent. Consequently, thirteen criteria are examined 
in the narratives of Kerem and Aslı and Tahir and Zühre. First, the level of realism is analyzed. 
While these narratives generally feature a realistic style, it is noted that supernatural elements 
are addressed in some instances. For instance, dreams rank among the most significant factors 
shaping daily life, or there is a strict adherence to the concept of fate, and a belief emerges that 
divine interventions also guide the characters’ lives. Another issue that arises in these 
narratives is the portrayal of women—who are forced to sacrifice their lives for love—as 
beloved or faithful figures. The women in these narratives find self-realization through a sense 
of devotion. In a sense, confined within this sphere where their agency is limited and subjected 
to social pressure, these women are trapped by the norms of family and society. Their desire to 
marry may be thwarted by their families, and they may develop a belief that this is a 
consequence of fate.  

While considering the system of rewards and punishments in these narratives, it 
becomes apparent that even when expected roles are fulfilled, the corresponding reward is 
not always granted. In Kerem and Aslı and Tahir and Zühre the women are often not 
rewarded, even though they remain within the bounds of social norms. These women, who 
occupy the center of the narrative, are regarded as indispensable elements of the emotion of 
love. This situation again demonstrates that women remain confined within traditional roles 
and expectations.  
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This is because these women cannot defy their families’ decisions and are crushed under 
the pressure emerging in the social sphere. Women who suffer for the sake of the man they 
love—and whose suffering is expected—may face punishments and become targets of a desire 
for revenge. Consequently, women are portrayed as entirely dependent on men, obligated to be 
faithful, and expected to make sacrifices. Passive women are highlighted for a key 
characteristic: their beauty, which makes them the object of men’s desire. They are seen as 
goals to be attained. However, alongside this beauty, social norms and pressures are always 
considered more decisive.  

The representation of women in modern narratives 

Traditional narratives provide important insights into women’s positions, statuses, and the 
roles expected of them. However, it is evident that these depictions have also undergone 
change alongside social transformation. In this context, modernity serves as the driving 
force of change. With modernity, the roles expected of female characters and women’s status 
have also begun to shift. Issues such as independence, autonomy, and the struggle for their 
own rights have accelerated this change. This is because a transformation has begun for 
women who were previously confined within certain patterns and boundaries. Women are 
fighting for their rights, and discussions on gender equality have begun. In particular, 
feminist discourses have developed critical perspectives on the representation of women’s 
issues up to this point. The idea that women—who were portrayed as passive, secondary, 
or objects—must object has come to the forefront. These discussions have solidified the 
foundation of the issue of gender equality (Beauvoir, 1949). Consequently, representations 
of women have begun to take the form of active characters who prioritize their own 
independence.  

In parallel with this change, Turkish novels are also focusing on individual stories, 
cultural conflicts, and social realities. Accordingly, the position of female characters in 
Turkish novels has also begun to differ. Novels like Handan, Aşk-ı Memnu, Vurun Kahpeye, 
and Fatih Harbiye feature female characters who defy social pressures, make their own 
decisions, fight for them, and even rebel when necessary. These narratives, which parallel 
the demands of modern life, depict women who feel compelled to struggle. Handan portrays 
a female protagonist who continues her life through her own choices, while Aşk-ı Memnu 
depicts a female character trapped between the emotion of love and social norms, ultimately 
determining her own destiny. Aliye, the teacher, engages in resistance through her 
professional identity (Vurun Kahpeye). Neriman, in Fatih Harbiye, embarks on a quest for 
identity, attempting to understand the cultures of both Eastern and Western societies. These 
central female characters reject their positions as objects and secondary figures resulting 
from modern development. 

In Aşk-ı Memnu, Bihter is a character who, despite making emotional decisions, is 
capable of rebellion and strives to resist the contradictions of modern life. In the novel Vurun 
Kahpeye, Aliye questions the social structure through her profession, playing a significant 
role in this regard. From another perspective, in Fatih Harbiye, Neriman makes various 
choices and, while highlighting the connection between these choices and freedom, accepts 
both the painful and hopeful outcomes. All these novels highlight the will of female 
characters and the necessity of them coming to terms with their own choices. Unlike 
traditional narratives, there are female characters who make independent decisions.  
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When all these facts are taken into account, modern novels do not reduce women to a 
simple system of rewards and punishments. On the contrary, they all have their own 
individual choices and experiences. For example, in Handan, the free choices align with the 
female character’s personal decisions. Bihter’s rebellion against social pressures, and thus 
her individual choice, leads to a tragic end. Aliye’s struggle is filled with various sacrifices, 
yet her own choices are decisive. In Fatih Harbiye, Neriman reveals the importance of 
individual struggle by developing defense mechanisms. It should also be noted that love 
and romance hold a significant place within the novels. However, with modernity, the 
meaning of love has also changed. Love, no longer considered merely an emotional bond, 
becomes an important mechanism for individual freedom and social critique. Love is central 
to personal development. For example, in the novel Handan, love is presented as a means 
for the female character to express herself. Bihter, on the other hand, initiates a resistance 
against societal norms and moral boundaries. In Fatih Harbiye, love takes on both emotional 
and symbolic significance, whereas in the novel Vurun Kahpeye, it is pushed to the 
background. 

In modern novels, the social position of women is redefined beyond traditional roles, 
focusing on education, profession, and individual identity. The protagonist in Handan 
establishes her own status with the freedom brought by modern life, while Bihter in Aşk-ı 
Memnu longs for a different life despite the pressures of high society. Aliye, in Vurun 
Kahpeye, stands out as an educated and conscious individual, while Neriman’s struggle in 
Fatih Harbiye symbolizes the tensions of cultural dilemmas and a woman’s search for self-
definition within them. Traditional clichés in literature give way to original and multi-
dimensional portrayals in modern novels. In Handan, the female protagonist is not merely 
an emblem of sacrifice but an independent individual who makes her own choices. In Aşk-ı 
Memnu, Bihter defies conventional molds with her complex and contradictory nature. Aliye, 
in Vurun Kahpeye, challenges traditional female stereotypes by actively questioning societal 
norms, while Neriman in Fatih Harbiye redefines herself amidst conflicting cultural values. 

Freedom and choice symbolize women’s control over their lives in modern narratives. 
In Handan, the protagonist’s self-determination, in Aşk-ı Memnu, Bihter’s struggle for 
personal agency, in Vurun Kahpeye, Aliye’s professional and personal independence, and in 
Fatih Harbiye, Neriman’s attempt to choose freely between two worlds, all reflect the 
fundamental aspects of modern womanhood. In Aşk-ı Memnu, Bihter’s beauty serves as a 
bridge between tragedy and allure. In Vurun Kahpeye, Aliye’s beauty is supported by her 
character, while in Fatih Harbiye, Neriman’s beauty is equated with the richness of her 
individual identity. Compliance with social norms is now being questioned through various 
values, and traditional values are being challenged. Female protagonists who shape their 
lives through these rebellious behaviors must also bear the consequences themselves. 
Consequently, female characters have begun to present alternative lifestyles and step 
outside roles confined to being merely a mother or a wife. Female protagonists with various 
statuses—such as scientists, artists, teachers, and entrepreneurs—have begun to form 
diverse, and more importantly, unique personalities. 

Table 2 examines the representation of women in Turkish fairy tales, Turkish minstrel 
stories, and modern Turkish novels according to thirteen criteria. 

Table 2. Representations of women in Turkish fairy tales, Turkish minstrel stories, and 
modern Turkish novels. 
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Criteria 
Tales (Keloglan, Altın Saçlı 
Kız, Nar Tanesi) 

Minstrel Stories (Kerem 
and Aslı, Tahir and 
Zühre) 

Modern Novels (Handan, 
Aşk-ı Memnu, Vurun Kahpeye, 
Fatih Harbiye) 

Reality Level 

Contains fantastical, 
magical elements (golden 
hair turning into gold and 
magical needles). 

Realistic but includes 
mystical and 
extraordinary events 
(dreams, divine 
interventions, fate-driven 
love). 

Realistic or based on social 
realities within fiction 
(psychological depth of female 
characters, social pressures). 

Position of the Female 
Figure 

Dominated by innocent 
girls, self-sacrificing 
mothers, evil stepmothers, 
or witches. 

Usually depicted as 
patient and devoted 
women or loyal lovers 
associated with love. 

Can be the main character or 
the one directing the story, 
shaping their own lives. 

Female Willpower 

Passive, accepts fate, a 
figure directed by others 
(Altın Saçlı Kız and Nar 
Tanesi are passive, while 
evil women drive the 
events). 

Their patient and loyal 
natures limit their 
options. They face social 
pressure. (Aslı and Zühre 
abide by the decisions 
made by their families.) 

The female characters make 
their own decisions. However, 
social pressures lead to 
various problems. (Handan is 
forced to confront her own 
choices. Bihter meets a tragic 
end.) 

Reward/Punishment 

Good women are rewarded 
with beauty, marriage, and 
happiness, while bad 
women are punished (Altın 
Saçlı Kız is rewarded, while 
the evil woman turns into 
snakes). 

Loyalty and obedience are 
rewarded, while 
rebellious women are 
punished (Aslı and Zühre 
remain faithful but cannot 
reunite and face a tragic 
fate). 

The consequences depend on 
the choices made by female 
characters (Handan tries to 
build her own life, while 
Bihter is punished for defying 
moral norms). 

Role of Women in 
Love and Romance 

The princess waiting to be 
rescued or the innocent 
lover is central (Nar Tanesi 
waits to be saved by love). 

Women endure suffering 
for their lovers or wait 
patiently (Aslı and Zühre 
suffer for years due to 
their love, but societal 
pressures prevail). 

Women have the freedom to 
choose or reject love. (Bihter 
rebels for love and defies 
social norms. Handan puts love 
on the back burner for the sake 
of her own life.) 

Social Status of 
Women 

Generally confined to 
traditional roles like young 
girls preparing for 
marriage, mothers, or evil 
stepmothers. 

Female characters are 
depicted as wives, 
mothers, or lovers but 
cannot control their own 
lives. 

Women can have various 
professions and social statuses 
(Aliye is a teacher, Handan is 
an independent woman 
shaping her own life). 

Strengths of Women 

Beauty, patience, and 
obedience are emphasized 
(Altın Saçlı Kız’s greatest 
strength is her beauty). 

Patience, sacrifice, and 
loyalty are highlighted 
(Aslı and Zühre’s greatest 
strength is their loyalty to 
love). 

Intelligence, confidence, 
professional skills, and 
physical strength are 
emphasized (Aliye contributes 
to social change as a teacher, 
while Handan fights as an 
intellectual woman). 

Clichéd Female 
Representations 

Figures such as princesses, 
witches, stepmothers, and 
innocent young girls are 
common (Nar Tanesi is an 
innocent young girl, while 

Dominated by self-
sacrificing lovers, patient 
wives, and devoted 
mothers (Zühre is 
idealized as a devoted 
lover). 

There are independent, strong 
women in various walks of 
life. (Handan’s most notable 
trait is that she is a strong 
woman.) 
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Criteria 
Tales (Keloglan, Altın Saçlı 
Kız, Nar Tanesi) 

Minstrel Stories (Kerem 
and Aslı, Tahir and 
Zühre) 

Modern Novels (Handan, 
Aşk-ı Memnu, Vurun Kahpeye, 
Fatih Harbiye) 

the evil mother is a demonic 
figure). 

Independence 

Dependent on male 
characters, struggles to 
make her own decisions 
(Altın Saçlı Kız’s life 
depends on her mother’s 
decisions). 

Dependent on the 
approval of their lovers or 
families (Aslı and Zühre 
cannot reunite with their 
lovers due to family 
disapproval). 

Female characters are 
depicted as independent 
individuals making their own 
choices (Handan directs her 
own life, while Neriman must 
choose between East and 
West). 

Perception of Beauty 

Physical beauty and 
obedience are essential, and 
women’s value is measured 
by these traits.  

Beauty is associated with 
virtue, while ugly or 
rebellious women are 
usually portrayed as 
villains.  

More diverse female 
representations exist in terms 
of body types, ages, and 
character traits.  

Conformity to Social 
Norms 

Characters who conform to 
traditional values and are 
not rebellious are 
emphasized (Altın Saçlı Kız 
obeys her mother, while the 
bad woman is punished for 
defying societal norms). 

Aslı and Zühre, who are 
committed to social 
values, must act in 
accordance with these 
norms. 

Women who forge their own 
paths now have the freedom to 
make their own choices. (Aliye 
defies social norms as a 
teacher, while Bihter is on a 
mission to challenge the status 
quo.) 

Role Models 

Figures such as princesses, 
devoted wives, and self-
sacrificing mothers are 
emphasized. 

Dominated by patient 
lovers, loyal wives, and 
devoted mothers. 

Represented in various roles 
such as scientist, artist, 
academic, entrepreneur, 
warrior. 

Freedom and Choices 
Women have limited 
choices, usually directed by 
others. 

Usually have to follow 
others’ decisions. 

Women make their own 
choices regarding their lives 
and have the freedom to 
choose. 

Conclusion 

This study aims to analyze representations of women in traditional and modern narratives 
using various criteria, drawing on a range of theoretical approaches. This is because these 
narratives should not be considered solely within an artistic or aesthetic framework but 
must be examined in conjunction with social norms, gender roles, and ideological 
structures. From this perspective, tales, minstrel stories, and modern novels not only 
provide insight into the representations of female characters across different periods but 
also function as structures that reveal women’s social positions, the construction of their 
identities, and the roles assigned to them throughout history. The transformation of female 
representations has been examined through Luhmann’s systems theory, Giddens’s 
structuration theory, Hall’s analysis of cultural representation, Foucault’s power-discourse 
relationship, and Bourdieu’s field theory and capital theories, along with postmodern 
approaches. From this perspective, the levels of independence of female characters, their 
positions regarding love and romance, their conformity to social norms, the status of 
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women, and their relationship with the reward-punishment system have become the central 
focus of the study. 

An examination of traditional narratives reveals that women are typically cast in the 
roles of an obedient wife, a self-sacrificing mother, or a lover expected to be patient. In this 
regard, Luhmann’s systems theory offers an important perspective, as these narratives 
construct roles as mechanisms for the system’s continuation, and these roles have been able 
to reproduce themselves within the social system. Giddens’s theory of social construction, 
on the other hand, asserts that women are not merely passive elements of the system but 
are also actors who determine their own positions. This shows similarities with the will to 
be subjects that is expected of women in the modern era. Bourdieu's field theory and 
writings on capital are important for understanding the social differences of female 
characters and their relationships with power mechanisms. This is because traditional 
narratives imply that women are inadequate in terms of both social and economic capital, 
which makes them dependent. Modern narratives, however, show that women can 
accumulate cultural capital in various ways, such as professional success, education, and 
the will to make personal decisions. In this way, women aiming for freedom emerge. 
However, social structures have a more complex framework than individual choices, since 
individual choices are themselves determined and shaped by social norms. 

Foucault's analysis of power and discourse, one of his most important works, provides 
insights into the positions of women. It is particularly useful for understanding how 
women's positions are constructed and subsequently controlled. Narratives are crucial for 
understanding this domination and its reproduction. Women, expected to act according to 
certain norms imposed by power, are represented through various stereotypes. Discourses, 
in turn, possess the capacity to shape women's identities. In particular, Foucault’s concept 
of biopolitics treats the woman’s body and identity not as an individual sphere but as an 
issue regulated and shaped by social power. Additionally, Hall’s theory of cultural 
representation is useful for understanding how female heroes are ideologically constructed 
and how women’s identities have changed over historical processes. As he states, cultural 
representations both reflect social norms and perpetuate them by producing them. For 
instance, traditional narratives place women into specific molds through discourses such as 
the wicked stepmother, the princess, and the innocent lover. However, modern narratives 
speak of the existence of more contradictory, individualized, and multidimensional female 
characters, leading to the emergence of alternative identities. 

Postmodernist approaches, on the other hand, pave the way for questioning absolute 
norms through the lens of multidimensionality, so that images of women are now 
understood as multilayered. Within postmodernist thought, Lyotard argues that grand 
narratives, definitive statements, explanations, and any form of interpretation with clearly 
defined boundaries have lost their validity. This perspective rejects the evaluation of women 
within rigid, clearly defined frameworks, because women can be both objects and subjects, 
both strong and fragile. In parallel with this thought, Bauman introduces the concept of 
liquid modernity, arguing that the era of rigid modernity has ended and the age of liquid 
modernity has begun. This concept prompts us to consider that representations of women 
can be fluid, since this form of modernity suggests that women can possess a changing and 
dynamic identity. Consequently, the notion that women are dependent on men has lost its 
validity, and as male-centered narratives have lost their significance, women who are 
capable of making their own choices and writing their own stories have emerged. As 
previously stated, these choices are not entirely liberating, because new social conditions 



          Aksakal 

 

 

22 

have created new social norms, and expectations cannot exist independently of these norms. 
This study seeks to demonstrate that representations of women—which were shaped by 
feelings and expectations of obedience, loyalty, and self-sacrifice in traditional narratives—
have transformed into multifaceted, individualistic, and powerful identities in the modern 
and postmodern eras. It must be noted that, unlike in the traditional period, the image of 
the strong and resilient woman is still subject to attempts at suppression in this process 
where new social discourses and norms are being constructed. This situation serves as a 
reminder that women’s identities and representations must be continuously examined 
through a critical lens.  

Future research could explore how women's representations and identities can 
transform and adapt beyond societal norms, influenced by political, economic, and cultural 
factors. Furthermore, post-colonial theories, feminist approaches, and intersectional 
understandings can examine women's representation in a multidimensional way. 
Ultimately, this study, which argues that women's representations are not solely the subject 
of literary works, draws attention to the importance of the issue of social change and 
transformation. It is argued that the prominent female identities and representations in 
literary texts correspond to real-life situations, reinforce gender roles, and offer explanations 
for the issue of freedom. Of course, it is also important not to overlook the fact that social 
structures and daily life contribute to the content of literary texts. Therefore, forms of 
representation and the process of identity construction are related to a broader social 
discourse that extends beyond the analysis of literary texts. 
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