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Abstract
Silence as a cultural phenomenon has been the subject of many linguistic theo-
ries. In contrast to the 1970s, when absence of speech was mostly seen as a lack 
of meaning and intention, later studies revealed that silence was anything but 
void. In Turkey’s rather patriarchal society where the place of women, especially 
in rural regions, is often expected to be in the background, silence sometimes 
becomes eloquent, being a manifestation of traumatic experiences or of an un-
complaining acceptance of one’s fate. However, silence can also be used as a 
means of creating psychological pressure, thus turning into a powerful weapon. 
For a thorough analysis of the silence that is characteristic of female charac-
ters in Ayfer Tunç’s novel Dünya Ağrısı, some theoretical concepts are helpful. 
Lakoff ’s feminist approach that creates a link between women’s silence and their 
invisibility in certain societies is relevant in this context. Sperber and Wilson, 
Johannesen, Davies, Dauenhauer, Tannen, Ephratt, Fivush and many others 
provide additional insights into the eloquent aspects of intentional silence. A 
few personal thoughts Ayfer Tunç shared with me concerning the role of her 
silent female characters were also taken into account in this article. 
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Ayfer Tunç’un Dünya Ağrısı’ndaki Kadın 
Karakterlerin Haykıran Suskunluğu

Öz
Suskunluk, kültürel bir fenomen olarak pek çok dil teorisinin konusu olmuştur. 
Konuşma yokluğunun, yaygın olarak anlam ve niyet zayıflığı olarak değerlendi-
rildiği 1970’lerin aksine, sonraki çalışmalar, suskunluğun bir boşluk değil, tam 
tersine anlamlı ve sözlerle ifade edilemeyen nüanslarla dolu bir “ses” olduğu-
nu ortaya çıkardı. Ataerkil bir toplum olan Türkiye’de, özellikle de kadının geri 
planda kalmasının beklendiği taşra bölgelerinde, suskunluk hemen farkına var-
madığımız bir “söz ustalığı” olarak karşımıza çıkabiliyor zaman zaman. Okur, 
suskunluk ile kah Ayfer Tunç’un kendisinin de dediği gibi tevekkül anlamında 
(bir kaderin şikâyet etmeksizin kabullenilişi) ya da travmatik deneyimlerin bir 
bildirisine dönüşmesi kah psikolojik baskı yaratma amaçlı kullanımı biçiminde 
karşılaşıyor. Böylece bilerek konuşmamak güçlü bir silah olarak kullanılabili-
yor diyaloglarda. Ayfer Tunç’un Dünya Ağrısı romanındaki kadın karakterlerin 
suskunluğunun kapsamlı bir analizi için, teorik yaklaşım gerekmektedir. Bu 
bağlamda, bazı toplumlar açısından Lakoff ’un, kadınların sessizliği ile görün-
mezliği arasında bağlantı kuran feminist yaklaşımı geçerlidir. Ayrıca, Sperber 
ve Wilson, Johannesen, Davies, Dauenhauer, Tannen, Ephratt, Fivush ve diğer 
dil bilim uzmanları bilerek kullanılan suskunluğun anlamlı yönlerini teorik me-
tinlerinde inceliyor. Ayfer Tunç’un suskun kadın karakterlerinin rolüne ilişkin 
olarak benimle paylaştığı bazı kişisel gözlemler de bu makalede tanımlandı ve 
kullandığım teorilerle bir bağlantı kuruldu.

Anahtar Kelimeler: suskunluk, sessizlik, Ayfer Tunç, kadın karakterler, Lakoff

Forms of Eloquent Silence
 In Adrienne Rich’s poem “Cartographies of Silence”, silence 

is described as follows: 
Silence can be a plan
rigorously executed
the blueprint to a life
It is a presence
it has a history a form
Do not confuse it
with any kind of absence. (Rich, 1978, p.17)
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In contrast to the 1970s when absence of speech was mostly 
regarded as lack of content, meaning and intention, later studies re-
vealed that silence can indeed “be a plan rigorously executed” and 
“a presence”. Silence has to be understood as something much more 
complex than just a void, mainly because it transmits information 
through unspoken words and therefore plays an essential role in all 
kinds of interaction. Meanwhile, the (cross-)cultural, psychological, 
sociological, anthropological and ethnographical dimensions of si-
lence have been subject to different theories. In the linguistic field 
of pragmatics, Jaworski, Samovar and Porter, Sperber and Wilson, 
Johannesen, and many others developed various concepts and in-
terpretations of silence. 

Two years ago, Handan İnci carried out a series of interviews 
with Ayfer Tunç which she collected in her book Ayfer Tunç’la Ka-
ranlıkta Kelimeler. Here, we can find interesting thoughts not only 
on the writer’s work and her general approach to literature, but also 
on her ideas concerning gender politics, physical and psychological 
violence and other controversial issues of today’s Turkey. During one 
of these conversations, the particular role silent female characters 
play in her latest novel Dünya Ağrısı is mentioned. In Turkey’s pat-
riarchal society where the place of women, especially in rural regi-
ons, is usually situated in the background, their silent attitude is very 
telling. Silence can be the result of traumatic experiences or a ma-
nifestation of uncomplaining acceptance and passive waiting, but it 
might also be a means of creating psychological pressure, the refusal 
to speak thus turning into a powerful weapon. 

From a linguistic point of view, certain forms of silence can be 
considered a violation of Grice’s “cooperative principle” (acting on 
the assumption that any kind of communication is an attempt of co-
operation). As such, silence has a particular meaning in dialogues 
because it directly or indirectly influences the reactions of the other 
interlocutors, mostly in a negative way. As far as the analysis of female 
characters in Dünya Ağrısı is concerned whose silence more often 
than not is emotionally loaded, the concepts of “eloquent silence” 
(Ephratt, 2008, p.1913) and “ostensive silence” (Wilson and Sperber, 
2002, p.258) appear to be particularly helpful, the latter showing si-
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lence as an ostensive-inferential act hiding communicative and infor-
mative intentions. Richard L. Johannesen correctly claims that “the 
personality, prior experiences, and cultural conditioning of an indi-
vidual will influence how he perceives silence, what meaning he will 
attach to it” (Johannesen, 1974, p.29). In his article “The Functions 
of Silence: A Plea For Communication Research”, he distinguishes 20 
meanings of silence, among which the following (intentional) ones 
can be applied to Ayfer Tunç’s novel: “The person is avoiding discus-
sion of a controversial or sensitive issue out of fear”, “The silence exp-
resses disagreement”, “The person’s silence is a means of punishing 
others”, “The silence marks sulking anger” (Johannesen, 1974, p.29). 

Ayfer Tunç illustrates that silence is often caused by the sensation 
of Weltschmerz1, an expression coined by Jean Paul in Selina, desc-
ribing a feeling of pain that results from seeing the sorrow of others 
during their decline. Later on, Weltschmerz was also associated with 
the experience of general human inadequacy which is born from the 
idea that our lives are full of regrets because of missed opportunities. 
The impression of being a constant failure on earth not only domina-
tes the long discussions between Mürşit and his friend Uzay, but also 
the many silences of female characters in this novel2. In the following, 
my focus will lie on the different functions of silence which can be 
observed when taking a closer look at the conversational behavio-
ur of women like Şükran, Elvan, Arzu, Hülya and Mürşit’s mother. 
Their silence, occurring in a variety of (self-)destructive forms, might 
be understood as a reflection of their suffering from Weltschmerz. 
“Silence of speech” as described by Olivier Davies in his article “So-
undings: towards a theological poetics of silence” includes forms of 
aggressive, angry silence, stubborn silence, compliant silence as form 
of silent acknowledgement and reflective silence (Davies, 2004), all 
of which can be found throughout Dünya Ağrısı. These cases prove 
that silence – if it is intentional and/or imposed – has to be regarded 

1 The term Weltschmerz is mentioned in the following context (German original): “Nur 
sein Auge sah alle die tausend Qualen der Menschen bei ihren Untergängen – Diesen 
Weltschmerz kann er, so zu sagen, nur Aushalten durch den Anblick der Seligkeit, die 
nachher vergütet” (Paul, 1827, p.132).
2 The silence of women which stands for their oppressed voice in certain societies, has 
been a much discussed topic among feminists.
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as a speech act with mostly negative consequences for interpersonal 
relations. The levels of silence the reader comes across in Tunç’s no-
vel range from the weakest, i.e. quiet waiting and acceptance, to the 
most powerful, i.e. suicide as a form of eternal silence. Establishing a 
link between intentional silence and suicide might open new literary 
and linguistic perspectives. The personal thoughts Ayfer Tunç shared 
with me regarding the role of silent female characters in Dünya Ağrısı 
were also taken into account for this analysis.

Elvan, Hasret and Gurbet: Silent Waiting
“When language ceases, silence begins. But it does not begin 

because language ceases. The absence of language simply makes the 
presence of Silence more apparent” (Picard, 2002, p.15). This con-
nection between absence of language and presence of silence was 
established by Max Picard in The World of Silence. Quiet waiting and 
suffering acceptance can be seen as the weakest, less noticeable “pre-
sence of silence” in Ayfer Tunç’s novel. Trying to meet everybody’s 
expectations, Mürşit’s and Şükran’s daughter Elvan belongs to the 
kind of women who are invisible at first sight. She prefers not to exp-
ress her personal point of view since she is afraid that her speaking 
up might lead to a fight in certain situations. Moreover, she seems to 
have taught herself not to have any aspirations in life in order to avo-
id any form of disappointment. Obviously, she gave up her dreams, 
which is the reason why she can honestly say to her father: “Don’t 
be sad for me. I am happy” (“Benim için üzülme. Ben mutluyum”, 
p.242)3. By keeping up appearances, Elvan successfully hides her 
inner pain behind her silence and makes everybody (including her 
parents and herself) believe that she is satisfied with her life: “If you 
asked Şükran, Elvan is very happy, why shouldn’t she be?” (“Şükran’a 
kalırsa Elvan çok mutlu, neden olmasın?” p.24). Her name, meaning 
“colourful”, also underlines this positive assumption which, however, 
is quite misleading since her passive character rather consists of mo-
notonous shades of grey.

3 My English translation is always followed by the Turkish original and page number of 
the primary source in brackets.
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Not even Mürşit, whose entire being is absorbed by the sensati-
on of Weltschmerz, notices that his daughter is feeling the same kind 
of existential pain as he does: “Elvan also knew this void, she also 
was suffering from Weltschmerz. He thought she didn’t; he found out 
about it on New Year’s Eve.” (“Elvan da boşluğu biliyormuş meğer, 
o da dünya ağrısı çekiyormuş. Çekmediğini sanıyordu, yılbaşı gecesi 
öğrendi”, p.238). During this conversation with her father, the rather 
transparent woman Elvan reveals a part of her real self, thus chan-
ging Mürşit’s perception of and attitude towards his children: “[…] 
we all are more or less suffering from inner pain […]. Isn’t life after 
all exactly that… endless pain” (“[…] herkesin az çok ağrıyor içi […]. 
Yaşamak böyle bir şey değil mi zaten... dinmeyen bir ağrı”, 242). As 
Elvan correctly points out, all human beings are suffering from exis-
tential pain against which they try to find their individual remedies. 
Hers is not demanding more than she is given and being thankful for 
what she has without complaining or trying to change her life.

In contrast to her mother, Elvan accepts her fate without loo-
king for a scapegoat. Having married a man she does not love, she 
learns to live in peace with him. Instead of putting pressure on her 
husband by using silence as a strategic weapon, she patiently wa-
its and endures the inevitable. Her marriage resembles that of her 
parents in many respects. Doubtlessly, observing her silent, “well-
functioning” mother during her childhood must have had an impact 
on Elvan’s ideas about a woman’s place in society in general. She se-
ems to have come to terms with her Weltschmerz, partly by silently 
playing the role she is expected to play. During family gatherings, 
she creates an atmosphere of (mostly artificial) harmony and achie-
ves a sort of inner peace, while always maintaining her sad silence. 
Trying to convince herself of her own happiness, her taciturnity at 
the same time stands for self-denial and also, to a certain extent, se-
ems to reflect her resignation. 

Similar to Elvan, Mürşit’s sisters Hasret and Gurbet are marri-
ed off to men they are not in love with. Believing that they do not 
have any other options, they fulfil society’s expectations by silently 
playing the role of obedient wives. Hasret’s and Gurbet’s names (me-
aning “desperate longing” and “exile”) metaphorically stand for their 
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hopeless situation that can be summed up as follows: “[…] you are a 
woman, you cannot pay the price for freedom” (“[…] sen kadınsın, 
özgürlüğünün bedelini ödeyemezsin”, p.295). This statement Mürşit 
makes in one of his dreams about Elvan is valid for most women 
living in the rural parts of Turkey that Ayfer Tunç describes in her 
novel. The path they have to take leads “from one cage to another” 
(“bir kafesten başka bir kafese”, p.19) in which there is little possibi-
lity for them to express themselves. As soon as they manage to esca-
pe from the prison that is their parents’ home, they are handed over 
to their husbands, founding their own families which then become 
their new prisons. Women are not expected to express an indepen-
dent point of view in traditional families where they do not get any 
personal space to develop their own identity because men rule like 
the gods of the house (İnci, p.2014).

Fivush states that “[...] voice and silence must always be concep-
tualized within evolving power structures at multiple levels of social 
organization” (Fivush, 2010, p.90). Within the existing power struc-
ture in Ayfer Tunç’s novel, Elvan’s, Hasret’s and Gurbet’s silence is 
mostly an undetermined absence of active sound. It could therefore 
partly be labelled as “stillness”, as it does not serve any communica-
tive interaction (Ephratt 2008). This kind of silence fits into Lakoff ’s 
observation that even if women speak, their desires and intentions 
are not recognized in certain societies (Lakoff, 1995). Unlike Şük-
ran and especially Mürşit’s mother, none of these three other women 
knows how to use silence as a strategic weapon. Waiting for men to 
take decisions for them, their quiet acceptance of their fate is a mir-
ror of their passive role in society. Given the context, their taciturnity 
can be regarded as a sign of weakness, reflecting an unconditional 
obedience to male-dominated expectations. 

Şükran: Between Accepting and Rebellious Silence
In contrast to Elvan, Hasret and Gurbet, Mürşit’s wife Şükran 

is not only silent in her weak moments. Throughout the novel, she 
appears as a woman of deeds rather than a woman of words. As ac-
tive as she is in taking care of her family and mechanically carrying 
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out her household duties which seem to give her life a certain sen-
se and direction, as passive she appears at first sight when it comes 
to sharing her own thoughts and emotions with her husband who 
has never really loved her. The silent acceptance of her fate and her 
complete resignation are Şükran’s most striking traits. However, hers 
is an intentional (and therefore more powerful), “eloquent silence” 
because it needs to be understood as “an active means chosen by the 
speaker to communicate his or her message” (Ephratt, 2008, p.1913) 
in an indirect way. The first of the four functions of silence which 
Dauenhauer describes in Silence: The Phenomenon and Its Ontologi-
cal Significance might also be of relevance in this context. According 
to this categorisation, silence can be “a founded, active intentional 
performance which is required for the concrete clarification of the 
sense of intersubjectivity” (Dauenhauer, 1980, p.82).

Considering Wilson’s and Sperber’s Relevance Theory, we could 
speak of an ostensive silence “involving an extra layer of intention”4 
(Wilson and Sperber, 2002, p.258) in Şükran’s case, since she cle-
arly demonstrates through her silence that she is no longer willing 
to speak to her husband or to react to anything he says. This kind of 
“nonresponse” (Lakoff, 1995, p.27) is “annihilating” since “it signifi-
es that the speaker does not exist” (Lakoff, 1995, p.28). Kurzon and 
also Bilmes call this type of silence “conversational silence” (Kurzon, 
2007, p.29f.) or “notable silence” which is “the absence of talk (or of 
particular kinds of talk) where talk might relevantly occur” (Bilmes, 
1994, p.79) and where it is generally expected to take place in so-
cial interaction. Words like “sessizlik” (“deep silence”), “suskunluk” 
(“taciturnity”) and “çaresiz kabulleniş” (“desperate acceptance”, p.21) 
describe Şükran’s silent rebellion against Mürşit whose obvious suf-
fering from Weltschmerz makes her life even more miserable. His 
depressive mood doubtlessly has a considerable impact on Şükran’s 
conversational behaviour. While she talks to her son, her tone is 
“cheerful” (“neşeli”, 16) until the moment her husband shows up. 

4 In their article “Relevance Theory” Wilson and Sperber write: “When the silence is os-
tensive, we would like to be able to analyse it as merely involving an extra layer of intenti-
on, and hence as COMMUNICATING – or IMPLICATING – that the addressee is unable 
or unwilling to answer.” (Wilson and Sperber, 2002, p.257).
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Her unwillingness to communicate with Mürşit is a strategy of deli-
berately silencing herself as a way of taking revenge (Fivush, 2010). It 
seems as if she can only survive in this suffocating marriage through 
her silent rebellion. 

Where no information and feelings are shared by engaging in di-
alogue, no intimacy can be created or maintained. Fivush’s observati-
on that “[i]t is through language that we share our past, and it is thro-
ugh language that we construct socially mediated interpretations and 
evaluations of the past” (Fivush, 2010, p.89) is certainly also valid for 
the present. Given the difficult circumstances of her marriage, Şükran 
deliberately reduces language to a point where it has merely informa-
tive value (and no emotional one whatsoever). Concrete questions 
like “Did you call the repairman?”, “Will he come?” or “Will you give 
me some money for Sunday?” (“Tamirciyi aradın mı?”, “Gelecek miy-
miş?”, “Pazar için para bırakacak mısın?”, p.70) that merely require 
short answers are the only kind of discussions Şükran is willing to 
have. In her marriage, a minimum number of words is sufficient. A 
similar “minimalist” tendency can be observed in the particular use 
of her voice which is mentioned in different contexts and perfectly 
fits her silent attitude towards her husband. The associated adjectives 
include “thin” (“ince”), weak (“zayıf ”, p.153), “murmuring” (“mırıl-
danır” or “mırıl mırıl” 52, 163, 240), a form of “quiet nagging” (“mırıl 
mırıl didikleyecek”, 164) “very low” (“alçacık”, p.240) and “she did not 
make a sound” (“gıkı çıkmıyordu”, p.252).

It is not in Şükran’s nature to raise her voice and make herself 
heard. Instead, she rather sacrifices herself for the sake of her family. 
Not without reason, Ayfer Tunç chose the name “Şükran”, meaning 
“gratitude”, for this character but this gratitude also includes a slightly 
ironic connotation: “Şükran who was even thankful for taking a bre-
ath in front of the smoking stove” (“[…] Şükran o, tüten sobanın ba-
şında aldığı nefese bile şükreden Şükran.”, p.249). In contrast to Mür-
şit, and just like her daughter Elvan, Şükran never openly complains 
about her life because she has learned to accept it as it is, with all the 
pain it brings her. It is only in her sleep that her Weltschmerz beco-
mes audible when she lifts her arm once in a while and then lets it 
fall down with an “ah” (p.21). Another form of expressing her pain 
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without using words is shedding tears, which hinders communica-
tion from happening. But eventually, this quiet sound also gradually 
disappears into silence: “He thought that Şükran no longer cried” 
(“Şükran artık ağlamıyor diye düşündü”, p.219). Even when husband 
and wife exchange factual information, their words like their skins 
“do not touch” (“Ama sözleri de tenleri de birbirine değmiyor, yanla-
rından geçip gidiyor”, p.22). 

When Şükran is alone, the contrast between silence and sound 
becomes especially obvious. In those moments, she either sings in 
a “pain-stricken voice” (“bağrından gelen acılı bir sesle”, p.155) or 
watches television to forget about the absence of words surrounding 
her. By turning on the news early in the morning, she fills the house 
with the “speaker’s lively voice” (“spikerin canlı sesiyle”, p.17), which 
is a striking contrast to her silent life. Watching TV, an activity so-
metimes even shared with her husband, still avoids both of them 
to engage in any conversation. Taken as a whole, Şükran’s silence 
clearly hides “seething anger” (Tannen, 1985, p.95) or “sulking an-
ger” (Johannesen, 1974, p.29). Doubtlessly, it can be interpreted as 
a sign of weakness under certain circumstances since it often stands 
for a resigned acceptance of a desperate situation. This kind of non-
communication which reflects Şükran’s disappointment in her hus-
band sometimes turns into an efficient means of putting him under 
emotional pressure. By keeping silent, she increases Mürşit’s sense of 
guilt, thus gaining a certain power over him. According to Jensen’s 
theory, this type of silence could be classified as “affecting” becau-
se it reflects Şükran’s hostility, scorn and coldness towards Mürşit 
which increases the effect of alienation in her marriage. At times, 
her silence can also be interpreted as “judgemental”, when it serves 
to show disagreement and resentment. In essential moments, Şük-
ran breaks her silence shortly (for instance, on the day of their son’s 
circumcision), knowing that the few words she utters will influence 
her husband’s behaviour. Taking decisions that have an impact on 
Mürşit’s life without discussing them with him can also be regarded 
as a way in which Şükran shows the freedom she gained with her 
silence. Except for a few cases of rebellious, aggressive silence, her 
taciturnity should nevertheless be understood as an expression of 
hurt feelings, hopeless suffering and a kind of subconscious revenge.
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Mürşit’s Mother: The Manipulative Power of Silence
In her article “Cries and Whispers: The Shattering of the Silen-

ce”, Robin Lakoff points out that feminists have concentrated much 
more on women’s speech (including its effect on gender and power 
relations) than on women’s silence (Lakoff, 1995). However, when 
silence is used deliberately, it can also have a considerable impact 
on power relations. A female character who knows how to make use 
of silence as a weapon in Ayfer Tunç’s novel is Mürşit’s mother. Like 
Şükran, she is aware of the effect her few words – when uttered at 
the right time – have both on her husband and her son. In this pat-
riarchal, rural society, her influence is rather striking. At home she 
manages to rule in her role as a quiet matriarch. Mürşit’s path of life 
is changed by his mother’s way of putting him under psychological 
pressure, sometimes entirely wordless, just with the help of “looks 
full of disappointment” (“hayal kırıklığıyla dolu bakışları”, p.84). 

Like her daughter-in-law, she is a woman of action, but unlike 
Şükran she pulls the strings behind the scenes very strongly despite 
her rather silent character. Her rare comments have an immediate 
impact on her husband’s decisions, for instance when she convin-
ces him that Mürşit should study whatever he wants to (“Okusun 
da ne okursa okusun”, p.88). With regard to the hotel which is her 
husband’s lifetime achievement, Mürşit’s mother also secretly uses 
her power to make changes by transforming the entrance hall into a 
café without asking him for permission. The money that comes out 
of this undertaking goes into her pockets which symbolically shows 
her actual authority and independence in the household despite her 
silent appearance.

It is also Mürşit’s mother who quietly asks him to interrupt his 
university studies in order to take care of the family when his father 
becomes ill. Planning her son’s future, she chooses a suitable wife for 
him which is the reason why he ends up with Şükran whom he does 
not love. Being aware of the manipulative power of language, his mot-
her “hits a sensitive nerve” by pointing out to Mürşit his responsibi-
lity for the family in a “heavy tone” (“Annesi ağır konuşuyordu, onu 
hassas bir yerinden, aile sorumluluklarından vuruyordu”, 84). She 
clearly masters the art of staying silently in the background when no 
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intervention is needed, but is always ready to use the right words at 
the right time and make her voice heard. From his early childhood, 
Mürşit knows her efficient strategy of breaking her silence at crucial 
moments: “His mother said in a soft voice, ‘We need a man with us, 
my son, get up’. Years later, when his father became paralyzed, she 
used the same sentence to call him back home from Istanbul: ‘Come 
back, son. We need a man with us.’” (“Annesi ‘Başımızda erkek lazım 
oğlum, kalk,’ dedi yumuşak bir sesle. Yıllar sonra babası felç olduğun-
da da aynı cümleyle çağırmıştı onu İstanbul’dan. ‘Oğlum dön. Başı-
mızda erkek lazım’”, p.134). These few words – “We need a man with 
us” – are sufficient to change her son’s entire path of life. 

Similar to Şükran, Mürşit’s mother in certain situations is desc-
ribed as “quiet” (“sessiz”, p.313). At times she is also characterized by 
her “painful silence” (“acı sessizliği”, p.141) and a “deep taciturnity” 
(“derin bir suskunluğu”, p.141) which, however, can suddenly turn 
into (even violent) action when she wants to achieve something in 
particular and get her own way. Her adolescent son’s rare manifes-
tations of resistance are thus silenced with a short “Don’t make me 
take my shoe in my hand” (“Aldırma terliği elime”, p.135). The essen-
tial difference between Mürşit’s mother and Şükran that Ayfer Tunç 
herself pointed out to me during a short conversation (and which 
fits the preceding analysis) is the following: While Şükran uses si-
lence in order to assassinate, Mürşit’s mother employs it in an “iron 
lady way”: “Şükran’ın yaptığı ‘sükut suikastı’, Mürşit’in annesi demir 
leydi.”5 The fact that unites them is that both women know how to 
more or less actively influence men by keeping silent or only saying 
a few words now and then, thus making silence a “tool of manipula-
tion” (Jaworski, 1997, p.3). After all, as Jaworski points out in The Po-
wer of Silence, what may seem as an “undifferentiated span of silence 
to one person (the observer) may consist of various, however subt-
le and inexpressible, silences charged with different overtones and 
meanings for another (the participant)” (Jaworski, 1993, p.43). It is 
exactly because of these “different overtones and meanings” that the 
absence of language can be regarded as a weapon in the aforemen-

5 These sentences are quoted from a short exchange with Ayfer Tunç via Direct Messages 
on Twitter (17.06.2015).
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tioned cases, also fitting poststructuralist theories which highlight 
certain powerful aspects of invisibility (Simpson and Lewis, 2005).

Hülya and Arzu: Towards Eternal Silence
On a power scale, the different levels of silence that Elvan, Has-

ret, Gurbet, Şükran and Mürşit’s mother make use of range from weak 
to strong and from passive to active. In my opinion, the most power-
ful form of silence depicted in Ayfer Tunç’s novel can be observed in 
the female characters Hülya (Pehlivan’s daughter) and Arzu (Uzay’s 
wife). Even though they both seem to be invisible, transparent wo-
men, it is through their absence that they become more present than 
any of the other female characters in Dünya Ağrısı. Suffering from 
the feeling of Weltschmerz, they have lived their lives more or less 
unnoticed, but when they finally opt for irreversible silence, they are 
suddenly heard as clearly as never before.

Pehlivan defines the sensation of Weltschmerz that drives his 
daughter Hülya towards eternal silence as an “inner pain with no ap-
parent reason” (“…hep içi ağrırdı, sebepsiz”, p.63). Hülya’s existence 
seems to be in contrast to her name, meaning “pleasant daydream” 
or “illusion”. She is convinced that there is nothing about her worth 
to be appreciated. To underline how transparent she is, Mürşit uses 
adjectives like “silent” (“sessiz”), “as if not there” (“yoktu sanki”) and 
“pale” (“soluk”, p.103), concluding: “That’s even worse than being 
ugly, not to be noticed” (“Çirkin olmaktan daha beter bir şey bu, fark 
edilmemek”, p.103).

As Hülya is both invisible and inaudible, she does not attract 
anybody’s attention. Her whole life, not even the sound of heartfelt 
laughter has been heard coming out of her mouth. Only when she has 
to protect herself from being married off to a suitor, her voice is bri-
efly heard. Apart from these rare but crucial moments of resistance, 
Hülya is non-existent. In her case, “silence is analogous to invisibility” 
(Lakoff, 1995, p.29). Eventually, her name which stands for hopes and 
dreams turns out to be a lie. Jumping from a cliff called “Yolvermez”, 
i.e. “Unyielding”, into the abyss where she is swallowed up by eternal 
silence, Hülya chooses a soundless death that fits her soundless way 
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of life. The note she leaves for her father consists of the words “Father, 
I feel very tired” (“Baba çok yoruldum”, p.103). This sentence is as 
synthetic as was her use of language during her lifetime. 

Uzay’s wife Arzu also finds peace by committing suicide. She 
throws herself into an abyss (i.e. “uçurum”) which, similar to the 
concept of Weltschmerz, becomes a leitmotif in the course of Ayfer 
Tunç’s novel. Just like Hülya’s, the positive connotations of Arzu’s 
name, meaning “wish”, “desire” or “yearning”, seem ironic given the 
circumstances. The fact that Arzu and her husband do not commu-
nicate is related to Arzu’s traumatic childhood. Having been abused 
by her father when she was young, she now wants to forget about 
her past by silencing it. The “defensive value of silence” which comes 
from “omitting to say something negative” (Tannen, 1985, p.97) is 
highly relevant in this context. Taking Jensen’s five communicative 
functions of silence into account, Arzu’s silence would serve to hide 
her hurt feelings by not revealing her secret. However, every time she 
speaks to break her silence, she articulates her inner pain in more or 
less monosyllabic statements like “I have no life without you.” (“Sen-
siz hayatım yok”, 178, p.286) or “I held on to you, you tore me off ” 
(“Sana tutunuyordum, kopardın”, p.176) that create an atmosphere 
of psychologically destructive pressure, just like her silence.

The basis of Arzu’s relationship with Uzay is “rotten” (“çürük”, 
p.181) from the very beginning, mainly since her silence with regard 
to her past is unbreakable. Fivush’s understanding of the function of 
silence as “deliberate decision not to share certain experiences with 
others because [...] the speaker believes the experience is simply too 
hard to hear” (Fivush, 2010, p.91) can be applied here. Unlike Hülya, 
Arzu does not leave a message behind, but only her wedding ring 
which is a highly symbolic action. As Deborah Tannen points out, 
silence can be an “extreme manifestation of indirectness. If indirect-
ness is a matter of saying one thing and meaning another, silence 
can be a matter of saying nothing and meaning something” (Tan-
nen, 1985, p.97). The silence of both women that includes deliberate 
omission is, indeed, meaningful. In their cases, a considerable lack of 
communication results in their feeling of not being understood and 
leads to alienation which finally seems to trigger their decision to 
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put an end to their lives. When their bones break clashing on the flo-
or, this sound produced by their bodies is probably the loudest that 
was ever heard of them during their lives. Having decided to “deli-
berately silence themselves” (Fivush, 2010, p.91), the suicide of Hül-
ya and Arzu as a last silent statement has a long, powerful impact. 
Through their action, they also condemn their families to silence by 
refusing them any possibility for further discussion. The traumatic 
experiences they cause by choosing this quiet way of disappearing 
forever is at the same time a reflection of their own unbearable sen-
sation of Weltschmerz.  

Giving Women a Voice
According to Deborah Tannen, silence can be defined as a “fa-

ilure of language” (Tannen, 1985, p.94). When it is intentional and 
enduring, it often has harmful consequences for interpersonal rela-
tionships: “I became aware early on that silence, for speakers of this 
style, has a negative value in many communicative contexts” (Tan-
nen, 1985, p.93). In the “interactive silence” described by Bruneau, 
its destructive power becomes even clearer: Silence can be used to 
create anxiety, stifle personal relationships and also to control or dis-
cipline others (Bruneau, p.1973). Ayfer Tunç herself states in Ayfer 
Tunç’la Karanlıkta Kelimeler that the voice of female characters in 
her novel Dünya Ağrısı is indeed rarely heard. This is the reason why 
the moment these women choose to open their mouths, the words 
they say become of crucial importance. In all cases, their silence se-
ems to have a stronger impact than speech and occasionally manipu-
lates the perceptions of the men surrounding them. 

With regard to Tunç’s silent female characters, Michel Foucault’s 
statement that “[t]here is not one but many silences, and they are an 
integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses” 
(Foucault, 1978, p.27) is certainly valid. As pointed out in this article, 
Elvan, Hasret, Gurbet, Şükran, Mürşit’s mother, Hülya and Arzu use 
different kinds of silence to survive in a patriarchal society. Ayfer 
Tunç explains their (non-)existence in the background by underli-
ning that women in Dünya Ağrısı are living in a rural region where 
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they are not expected to play an active role6. Their place is where 
men want it to be. In this limited space they are allowed to act. It is 
striking that some of them – especially Şükran and Mürşit’s mother 
– despite all restrictions have an impact on the men they are living 
with. In their cases, silence can therefore be regarded as a strategic 
means to either accuse their interlocutor and take revenge without 
using words, just through a passive-aggressive attitude (Şükran) or 
to gain matriarchal power (Mürşit’s mother).

Ayfer Tunç states that “silence, if used well, can become a strong 
weapon. It is the power and also the weakness of rural women” (“Ses-
sizlik iyi kullanıldığında büyük bir silah haline gelir. Taşra kadının 
gücü ve gücsüzlüğü bu.”7). She also confirms that for Şükran and 
Mürşit’s mother silence has a manipulative function. Robyn Fivush 
provides us with a similar observation: “[...] silence can be a form of 
power, and the need to speak, to voice, represents a loss of power” 
(Fivush, 2010, p.89). For women like Elvan, Hasret and Gurbet, ho-
wever, who bear their fate without resistance or accusation, waiting 
passively while keeping silent turns into a way of expressing their 
suffering acceptance. After all, as Ayfer Tunç highlights, uncondi-
tional acceptance has become more or less part of female nature in 
patriarchal societies where, especially in rural regions, women rarely 
fight for their independence and sometimes still have to suffer from 
physical violence (e.g. honour killings). One could argue that in such 
a male-dominated world, silence can even be seen as something po-
sitive, i.e. as women’s “freedom not to speak” (Fivush, 2010, p.94) in 
order to defend themselves.

All women described in Dünya Ağrısı make their Weltschmerz 
noticeable in their own, individual way. Even though they are giving 
the impression of staying in the background, they paradoxically att-

6 In chapter XI of Ayfer Tunç’la Karanlıkta Kelimeler, Ayfer Tunç describes the role of 
female characters in her novel Dünya Ağrısı as follows: “We cannot say that the woman 
has an active role in the world I describe. The women retire to the corners men concede to 
them. There they move in a restricted space, but they determine life in critical moments.” 
(“Anlattığım dünya içinde kadının aktif bir yeri olduğunu da söyleyemeyiz. Kadınlar ken-
dilerine erkekler tarafından gösterilen köşelere çekilmiş durumdalar. Orada, sınırlı bir 
alanda hareket ediyorlar ama hayatı kritik anlarda belirliyorlar”; İnci, 2014, p.314).
7 Quoted from Twitter conversation with Ayfer Tunç (17.06.2015).
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ract the reader’s attention with their very present absence. Their si-
lent pain in its various forms is clearly audible throughout the novel. 
Ayfer Tunç describes Elvan’s silence as some sort of religious waiting 
for the fate Allah assigned to her, Şükran’s silence as an assassina-
ting, strategic weapon and the silence of Mürşit’s mother as that of 
an iron-lady helping her rule as a matriarch: “They either use it as 
a means of power like Şükran and her mother-in-law, or like Elvan 
as a form of resigned waiting” (“Ya Şükran ve kayınvalidesi gibi güç 
olarak kullanırlar ya da Elvan gibi tevekkül için.”)8.

As demonstrated in the course of this article, in the scale from 
less to most powerful, Elvan’s silence would stand at the beginning 
and that of Mürşit’s mother at the end of the power scale. However, 
in my opinion, the most powerful silence the reader comes across 
in Ayfer Tunç’s novel is the one that is left behind by the act of sui-
cide. Fivush’s observation that “[…] by being silent, one can impose 
silence on others” (Fivush, 2010, p.91) is valid in Hülya’s and Arzu’s 
case. Not being strong enough to find a place in this patriarchal so-
ciety, both women opt for eternal silence which has a lasting impact 
on their respective families. Taken as a whole, the silence of all fe-
male characters in this novel can be described as highly eloquent 
and meaningful. Ayfer Tunç succeeded in giving these rural women 
a voice, an audible identity and a unique personality through their 
screaming silence. After all, it is the absence of language that makes 
their pain so present. 
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