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Abstract 

Literature serves as an avenue for studying human predicaments and solutions. Human life 

itself is a series of endless crises from birth to death. Based on a Freudian psychoanalytical 

approach to Elif Shafak's The Forty Rules of Love and Three Daughters of Eve, and by 

exploring some of the psychological musings of the main characters in ways that portray 

emotional crises, among other things, this paper highlights the ambivalence attached to their 

prime personality. It argues that a hindrance constantly plagues its cultivation, regardless of 

how socially acceptable one's persona may seem. The paper revolves around the nuances of 

the characters’ minds and how they negotiate their present realities with their emotional 

quests and tribulations. They unconsciously apply certain defence mechanisms in their daily 

lives to protect their ego by creating a balance between their id and their superego. It explores 

the unconscious manifestation through sublimation, memory, and nostalgia.  
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Introduction 

Defence mechanisms are cognitive processes that function to protect the individual from 

excessive anxiety or other negative emotions. Every individual feels differently, hence 

processes and reacts differently, and with the growing number of new research on defence 

and coping mechanisms, it is quite problematic to single out a certain type as the illumination 

of what these mechanisms entail. However, Anna Freud's The Ego and the Mechanisms of 

Defence (1936) gave a blueprint on the core idea that we instinctively try to protect our ego 

(acceptable image of who we are) using certain defences, but in the act of protecting 

ourselves against pain in the immediate term, we harm ourselves in the long run by limiting 

our realistic processing of life and therefore not maturing as a result. These mechanisms are 

regression, repression, reaction formation, isolation, undoing, projection, introjection, turning 

against the self, reversal, and sublimation (39). 

 

Sublimation is one of the defence mechanisms the characters in The Forty Rules of Love and 

Three Daughters of Eve used to create and maintain their image in society. People, in general, 

have dark impulses and desires, and we are constantly trying to keep them at bay, or 

conveniently, substitute them with socially acceptable acts. A person may get the urge to 

steal, to hurt, to cheat, but instead of acting upon such negative thoughts, that person would 

rather go out of their way to put their energy and time into worthwhile projects such as 

working hard in their job, providing for their family, and helping others. This is called 

sublimation; it "allows an indirect resolution of conflict with neither adverse consequences 

nor marked loss of pleasure" (Vaillant 94) and Freud describes it as putting primitive, 

egoistic, and destructive energy into good use (Strachey 130), that is, it takes non-socially 

acceptable urges, thoughts, and impulses and converts them into socially acceptable positive 

behaviour.  

 

About the Author 

Elif Shafak was born in Strasbourg, France, in 1971 to philosopher Nuri Bilgin and Shafak 

Atayman, who later became a diplomat. After her parents' separation, Shafak returned to 

Ankara, Turkey, and was raised by two women: her mother and maternal grandmother. She 

says growing up in a dysfunctional family was difficult in many ways, but growing up in a 

non-patriarchal environment had a positive impact on her. (“Turkish Writer”). She is an 

award-winning writer who has published 19 books, 12 of which are novels. She is a 

bestselling author in many countries around the world, and her works are translated into 55 

languages. Perhaps the contributing factor to her areas of interest is the struggle she had as a 

child and even as an adult to fit into only one category. She identifies as a bisexual, a group 

in the LGBTQ+ community that is “the least understood and most ignored even within the 

LGBT movement itself” (Ertan). Hence, she focused on illuminating subjects that are 

constantly overlooked. The Sunday Times remarked that “Shafak is passionately interested in 

dissolving barriers, whether of race, nationality, culture, gender, geography or a more 

mystical kind,” The Irish Times called her, “the most exciting Turkish novelist to reach 

Western readers in years” and Vogue Magazine stated that, “Elif Shafak has been building a 

body of work that needles her country’s historical amnesia”. Her nonfiction covers a wide 

range of topics, including belonging, identity, women’s empowerment, cosmopolitan 

encounters, daily life politics, multicultural literature, and the art of coexistence (“Turkish 

Writer”). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This paper applies the Freudian psychoanalytic framework to explore the actions, drives, and 

thought processes of the main characters in the novels. Psychoanalysis refers to many aspects 
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of Sigmund Freud’s (1856-1939) works and research, including “The Freudian Therapy” and 

the research methodology he used to develop his theories. Psychoanalysis began in 1900 with 

his publication of The Interpretation of Dreams. A year later, in On Dreams (1901), he 

explains that when his scientific forays had not rendered the data he was seeking, he had 

found that some of his patients had helped him diagnose the cores of their neuroses. While 

telling him of her dreams, Fräulein Elizabeth von R., noticed that she recovered more 

forgotten material when Freud allowed her to ramble instead of questioning or hypnotising 

her. Freud listened to her and adopted “free association” as his regular technique. He found 

that patients resisted the upsurge of repressed traumatic memories and that the physical 

symptoms increased when unpleasant memories came up (Kurzweil 13).  

 

Sublimation, in Freud's opinion, is a sign of maturity and civilization, allowing people to 

function normally in culturally acceptable ways. He defines sublimation as the process of 

deflecting sexual instincts into acts of higher social valuation, being "an especially 

conspicuous feature of cultural development; it is what makes it possible for higher psychical 

activities, scientific, artistic, or ideological, to play such an 'important' part in civilized life. 

(Strachey 79-80) Wade and Carol present a similar view, stating that sublimation occurs 

when displacement "serves a higher cultural or socially useful purpose, as in the creation of 

art or inventions" (Wade and Carol 478). Freud got the idea of sublimation while reading The 

Harz Journey by Heinrich Heine. The story is about Johann Friedrich Dieffenbach, who cut 

off the tails of dogs he encountered in childhood and later became a surgeon. Freud 

concluded that sublimation could be a conflict between the need for satisfaction and the need 

for security without perturbation of awareness. In an action performed many times 

throughout one's life, which firstly appears sadistic, thought is ultimately refined into an 

activity that is of benefit to mankind (Geller 125). 

 

This paper studies some traits of sublimation as a defence mechanism in the primary texts. It 

explores the life experiences of the characters and their expressions of the unconscious 

through sublimation. The unconscious is "the truth behind or beneath the distorted 

representation which we call consciousness (Bennet and Royle 253-254). This kind of 

reading is extended to the personality of the author, who is also considered to be undergoing 

sublimation. This is possible because psychoanalysis is primarily author-based and includes 

the author's impulses and subjectivities into the analysis. But the authorial intention is not 

accepted a priori. As argued by Bennet and Royle, “authorial intention in the light of 

psychoanalysis… can always be considered as subject to the unconscious workings of the 

mind” (21). Hence, it is possible to see the author's suppressed desires manifesting in the 

texts. In this study, Shafak's sublimated views are also foregrounded as a window of having a 

glimpse into her unconscious mind that defines her interests, prejudices, hidden desires, etc. 

However, for most people, sublimation is only possible to a certain degree. Other problems 

usually arise from the sublimated impulses, because usually, the "instincts are poorly tamed" 

(S. Freud 16), and this results in the return of the repressed. That is, the sublimated impulses 

return to the behaviour of the person in another form.  

 

As registered above, the unconscious resurfaces in people’s everyday lives in several ways. 

The essence of the unconscious lies in the fact that it is a prism through which the human 

personality avails itself. This personality is defined by the unconscious as often the true 

nature of being that is buried and repressed due to social pressure, religious prohibitions, 

societal laws, and other reasons. Freud is interested in the way sexual drives are sublimated 

for something of higher ends. According to him, "[S]exual desire relinquishes either its goal 

of partial gratification of desire, or the goal of desire toward reproduction, and adopts another 
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aim, genetically related to the abandoned one, save that it is no longer sexual but must be 

termed social" (S. Freud 303). These drives often return in another form when they undergo 

sublimation. This return takes the form of interference. They are transferred into other 

activities that do not necessarily have direct links to sexuality but are related to it. 

 

An Overview of the Texts 

The Forty Rules of Love (2011) is Shafak's most famous novel, and it has been along with 

other novels by her, into more than forty languages. It emphasizes the human need for 

spiritual fulfilment and love as the most important element of it: the love for God, love for 

one's self, and love for others. Polyphonic in nature and having stories within a story, the 

novel tells two parallel stories that cross two very different cultures and span seven centuries 

apart. Ella Rubenstein is a middle-aged woman living a bland and monotonous life as a 

housewife and a mother. Living with an unfaithful husband and alienated children, her life 

took a drastic turn when she was given a manuscript titled Sweet Blasphemy to appraise as 

her new job in a literary agency. The manuscript, written by Aziz Z. Zahra, a first-time 

novelist, tells the story of the 13th-century poet Jalaluddin Muhammad Rumi and his beloved 

Sufi teacher Shams of Tabriz. As Ella reads the story, she begins to draw similarities between 

Shams and Aziz, and questions the many ways she has settled for a mediocre life devoid of 

passion and true love. 

 

Three Daughters of Eve (2017) tells the life story of Nazperi (known as Peri) Nalbantoğlus, 

both the past and the present in parallel. It starts with her present, an ordinary spring day in 

Istanbul, bickering with her daughter while stuck in traffic trying to get to a dinner party at a 

seaside mansion uptown. While at it, some street beggars snatched her handbag from the 

backseat, and in an impulse, she went chasing after them. After a dreadful encounter with 

their leader, a tramp, where she narrowly escaped a rape attempt, she came to a startling 

realisation that she is capable of murder and sporting a nasty knife wound on her right palm. 

An old photograph falls from her wallet while the tramp is emptying her bag, and an 

avalanche of emotions, regret, guilt, and the sadness of unrequited love that she so 

desperately tried to forget came at her. This whirlwind of emotions catalysed illuminating her 

life’s story, especially things that happened in the past. 

 

Literature Review 

In “The Sufi Phenomenon: The Case of Elif Shafak's The Forty Rules of Love,” Fatima 

Anjum and Muhammad Ramzan analysed the delineation of Sufi ideology in the novel by 

drawing connections between the 13th-century relationship between Rumi and his teacher 

Shams of Tabriz, and the 21st-century love affair between a middle-aged housewife and a 

Sufi novelist. The researchers argue that Shafak proves the universality of Sufism, which cuts 

across time, status, gender, and religion, demonstrating that "Sufism is a way of life. It is 

neither a philosophy, nor a ritual" (1). They contend that anyone, from Ella the Jew to Desert 

Rose the prostitute, can be a Sufi if they strive to annihilate their ego, as Sufism focuses on 

inner essence rather than external labels. Also, Sonika Sethi examined spirituality in the 

novel, arguing that while people seek spirituality in unique ways, when faith becomes 

“dogma... [it brings an end] to human critical thinking” (623). She contends that despite 

globalization, there remains “religious animosity, cultural intolerance and political bigotry” 

(ibid) which can be overcome through Sufism's transcendent approach that welcomes 

everyone. Sethi notes that Shafak distinguishes between religion and spirituality, advocating 

for the latter through love while criticizing organized religious practices. Moreso, 

Mohammad Nihad studied Shafak's presentation of the Other in the novel, asserting that she 

aims to be a voice for the marginalized and “adopts a subjective orientation that cares for all 
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details on an equal basis... in order not to view someone as the other” (4). He argues that her 

approach to equality is based on abandoning prejudice and viewing the Other as 

complementary rather than anomalous. This is exemplified in her choice of unconventional 

main characters and her amalgamation of folklore, superstition, politics, and history.  

 

Sherwani argued that Shafak, despite Western influence, suggests solutions to modern 

discrimination and violence through Sufism's flexibility and openness, proposing that "there 

are no differences in religious beliefs...and it teaches that rules of love for the believer... [are 

not] due to apprehension but due to the feeling and sentiments of individuals" (215). From a 

postmodernist perspective, Akbar et al. highlighted Shafak's presentation of pop culture, 

examining concepts like capitalism and drug abuse. The Rubinstein household exemplifies 

American pop culture with their material success: “five bedrooms, three baths, shiny 

hardwood floors, a three-car garage,” and multiple insurance plans (2), indicating their 

comfortable material standards. Using Freudian theory, Hafiza Sahibzadi analysed the main 

characters' journey of self-realization, describing transcendence as "a gateway to eternal 

happiness" (1). She argued that true love transformed both Rumi and Ella, coaxing them from 

their comfort zones into spiritual beings. Sahibzadi noted that Rumi was "a willing pupil, [of 

Shams] but his community and family begrudged Shams deeply for destroying their settled 

way of life" (4). Similarly, Ella's correspondence with Aziz transformed her from a timid 

housewife to a woman who "abandoned it for the ecstasy, uncertainty, and heartbreak of 

love" (5). Applying Freud's id, ego, and superego framework, Sahibzadi explained that 

Rumi's transformation involved seven spiritual stages (maqamat), with Shams introducing 

him to his superego by teaching him to disregard reputation and expectations. For Ella, her 

material possessions represented her id, while her ego emerged when she began “questioning 

everything in her life,” (37) transforming “from non-reality to reality, from not caring to 

caring” (ibid). Her superego shift prioritized her spiritual well-being over others' judgments, 

reaching the Pleasing stage where she chose “the life of enlightenment with Aziz” (57). 

 

Regarding Three Daughters of Eve, fewer analyses have been carried out on it due to its 

relative newness. However, Al-Zahrani and Al-Sharqi explored Shafak's presentation of 

women in Islam through intersectional feminism, while Sârbu and Kosa analysed Professor 

Azur as a modern Byronic hero who “shares some traits with the nineteenth‐century Byronic 

hero, especially by being a rebel metamorphosed in ‘God’” (153). Saleem et al. studied the 

religious aspects, concluding that the text explores “faith, uncertainty, friendship, love, and 

an unexpected betrayal” (4) in relation to divinity. Also, Professor Azur represents the 

distinction between religion and spirituality, believing one should be secular regarding 

religion without being an atheist, as "God is a superior power whose presence cannot be 

confined to spaces or whose knowledge cannot be limited to books" (Sethi 625). Azur 

deliberately selects students from diverse backgrounds to promote learning about God from 

each other. Peri's journey reflects the belief that understanding God's mystery would liberate 

"people from all fears, setting up their own values but at the same time, respecting the values 

of others" (ibid 628). Most interpretations of these novels focus on textual analysis and the 

importance of spirituality in human life. This paper differs by being author-based, examining 

the psychological workings of characters to argue that, regardless of spiritual evolution, 

people retain flaws that cannot be fully eradicated. Rather, they are repressed, transformed, 

and sublimated in other ways. 

 

Sublimated Desires in Ella  

Ella is the main character in The Forty Rules of Love. As a reviewer with an unnamed literary 

agency, she gets to know Aziz Z. Zahra through his submission of a draft story titled Sweet 
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Blasphemy. Ella develops feelings for Aziz, whom she later contacts via email. Getting bored 

with her crumbling marriage with David, Ella begins to feel connected to Aziz. It all begins 

with Ella's marital relationship. She is a woman worn out by the tiring task of maintaining a 

family. As she nears the age of forty, she feels the burden of marriage and family becoming 

more unbearable. What makes this feeling more saddening is the fact that Ella feels betrayed 

by the behaviour of her husband, who compensates her sacrifices with infidelities. Reading 

Sweet Blasphemy, Ella's feeling of betrayal begins to surface in the early part of the novel. 

She reminisces about her failed dream in this way:  

There was the time when she had aspired to be a prominent book 

critic, but then she still simply accepted the fact that life had 

carried her elsewhere, turning her into an industrious housewife 

with three kids and endless domestic responsibilities. (Shafak, 

Forty Rules 6)   

In Ella, we see a woman who has sacrificed everything to build a family, which is quite rare 

among Western societies; she opted to be a full-time housewife, despite a degree in English 

literature that qualifies her to work. The decision not to pursue a career is informed by the 

need to establish a family and to be there for the family. This investment in her family ought 

to provide her with security, but it becomes the very point of her weakness and her loss of 

individuality.  

 

As narrated in the text, everyone closer to her is in one problem or another. At some point, 

she started developing a feeling of guilt and self-loathing. She begins to feel that things are 

chaotic because she has not handled them well and is not in control, as she feels she should 

have been. At this point, it becomes obvious that these became daunting, and reading of 

Sweet Blasphemy brings a return point. She does not stop at reviewing the novel. She feels 

the urge to write her own stories as a way of sublimating the problems that she confronts. She 

believes that the yet-to-be-written novel should be titled The Forty Rules of the Sedentary, 

Suburban, Earthy Housewife. She tells the reader what would eventually become the first rule 

of the text "[S]top looking for love! Stop running after impossible dreams! There are surely 

more important things in life for a married woman about to be forty" (Shafak, Forty Rules 

44). But this urge does not sublimate the desire to quit her family. Finally, this need to quit 

from what she has spent decades building, her family, is sublimated into contacting the author 

of the novel that she is reviewing – Aziz. She searches for his web address and writes him an 

email. She finds herself telling a stranger her marital problems. 

 

The inability of any of her family members to listen to her makes her reach out to Aziz, a 

man she has never seen and has never known before this time. Ella and Aziz become quite 

intimate. She files for divorce and joins Aziz, who has already confided in her that he suffers 

from terminal cancer. But that does not dissuade Ella from joining him and travelling around 

the world with him. Ella wanted a career, a loving family, and a faithful, doting husband, but 

being a full-time housewife and a mother deprived her of most of these in one way or 

another. These sublimated desires, in the end, were not fully addressed. They were initially 

disguised as email flirtations with Aziz. But these desires return with full force before the end 

of the novel. Ella leaves the life she has built for decades and joins Aziz. She considers her 

decision wise, though society does not appreciate a woman who terminates her marriage with 

three kids for someone less rich, seemingly older than her husband, and who is terminally ill. 

Her decision is informed by her inability to suppress her hidden desires that have built up in 

her unconscious over the years.  



kpakpandojournal.org                      Kpakpando: Journal of Language, Literature and Culture  

                                                                                                           Vol. 1, No. 1; June (2025) 

 

70 

 

Baybars, the Sinful Masochistic Warrior of Faith 

In Sweet Blasphemy, the reader is introduced to a character called Baybars the Warrior. The 

text is set in the past to recreate the lives and experiences of Rumi and the wandering Dervish 

who became his teacher and companion, Shams of Tabriz. It recounts the meeting of these 

two and the transformation of Rumi from a scholar into a Sufi poet on the religion of Love. 

Rumi abandons his scholarship and immerses himself in the lessons of Sufi mysticism taught 

to him by Shams. However, one character who exemplifies the battle with the unconscious is 

called Baybars the Warrior. Baybars suffers from his human failings. His faith is not strong, 

as he often gives in to his temptations. In his unconscious, he seeks a life of sexual freedom 

and all kinds of perversion. At the same time, he feels responsible for cleansing his 

community of all immoral acts committed by its citizens, which is encouraged by his 

influential yet bigoted uncle.   

 

Therefore, he is constantly battling an inner conflict between indulgence and piety. Baybars 

comes to possess two opposing identities. He guards the mosque in the days' time and visits 

brothels during the night. He is very cruel and rapacious to beggars who frequent mosques in 

the town to beg. He presents himself as pious and as someone invested with the custody of 

the moral codes of Islam and the authority to impose them. He is often violent to people who 

cross his path. He seems to harbour his version of Islam devoid of mercy, sympathy, 

tolerance, and patience. At one point in the text, a Desert Rose (a whore) decides to attend 

one of Rumi's sermons that takes place in the mosque. She disguises herself as a man and 

enters the mosque. However, things spiral wrong when her identity is recognized. She is 

pursued by a mob led by Baybars. What stopped them from lynching her was the appearance 

of Shams of Tabriz, who intercedes on her behalf. They query him for shielding a whore, and 

he questions their attention to the sermon. 

 

Shams decides to apply logic to restrain the mob from sparking violence. He believes that if 

they were listening to Rumi, they would have no business paying attention to anyone's 

presence in the mosque. This helps to douse the tension, especially in the mob, if not in 

Baybars, their leader. The mob started retracing, shy of their behaviour towards a woman.  

Lynching is a common thing in the town, mostly organized and led by Janus-faced people 

like Baybars, who believe that they must cleanse the town of all immoral acts while 

committing those same acts. But one of the questions raised by Shams gives an insight into 

the true identity of Baybars that he struggled to suppress. He is the first person to recognize 

the Desert Rose. He identifies her and notifies the people around to stop her from running out 

of the mosque. How did Baybars recognize the woman? She gives a piece of information 

about it. She successfully disguises herself as a man and remains comfortably in the mosque, 

her attention wholly on the speech of Rumi. Then she notices someone pointing in her 

direction. According to her, [s]ome men have a way of wanting to sleep with a prostitute and 

yet at the same time insulting them. (Shafak, Forty Rules 132)  

 

Through this internal focalisation, the reader is suddenly aware of the factual nature that 

Baybars represses through his violent treatment of immoral people and his frequent visits to 

the mosques. He possesses a double, contradictory identity that enables him to be a pious 

man in the day and a sinner at night. In the character of Baybars, Shafak takes the reader into 

the life of people who project themselves as saints. This indicates that behind violent 

impulses in the name of protecting social morality, there is something more sinister lurking 

behind. Baybars has demonstrably been caught by the reader in all the acts that he beats 

others for committing. He fornicates, drinks, hurts people, and takes part in committing 

murder.  
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One of the characteristics of Shafak’s texts, such as The Bastard of Istanbul (2006), Honour 

(2011), The Architect’s Apprentice (2015), and 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange World 

(2019), is that she uses heterodiegetic focalization to draw the reader to the ills of religious 

fundamentalism. In The Forty Rules of Love, she exposes the fundamentalists' moral 

hypocrisy. In her description, they are no better than the people they consistently condemn 

and terrorize. There is a certain appeal to tolerance throughout the text. It is done by showing 

the ugly side of the moralists and the fundamentalists vis-à-vis the weaknesses and 

vulnerabilities of the moral deviants. In religious terms, Shafak seems to favour plurality – 

the need for the acknowledgment of religious freedoms and the absence of religion in public 

matters. Her riposte to religious fundamentalists is that they should observe self-introspection 

and self-criticism. Poole argues that Shafak's writing borders on frontiers of “sexuality, self 

and the other, individual and collective, (including) the past and present Turkish history… 

Turkey's 'turbulent days', the dissolution of the Ottoman empire and the fabrication of 

Turkish Republic” (173).  This call for reflection on the positionality of the Self with the 

Other has been one of the recurrent concerns of literature. 

 

Therefore, The Forty Rules of Love is a journey into the mind of the Other, into the 

unconscious impulses that determine characters’ actions and inactions. Shafak is interested in 

the workings of the minds of people with dual or multiple identities that are often 

contradictory. This interest and other personal troubles led Shafak into becoming a novelist as 

she states, "I started writing fiction… not because I wanted to become a novelist… but 

because I was a lonely and hopelessly introverted child… There was a gap between my inner 

space and the outside world that I was painfully aware of" (Shafak, “Storytelling” 39). 

Therefore, her writing is also personally therapeutic to her – an attempt to address her 

problems.  

 

Memory, Nostalgia, and the Unconscious 

In psychoanalytic criticism, these concepts have an intertwining relation where one is 

influenced by the order and apparent in an autobiographical context.  Memory is an important 

skill that human beings need to navigate their everyday lives. It assigns meaning to what has 

occurred in the past and how that past informs the present and shapes the future. It is through 

memory that these three different stages of time, past, present, and future, are sutured in the 

continued effort to understand human experience. Yates sees memory as “a glorious and 

admirable gift of nature by which we recall past things, we embrace present things, and we 

contemplate future things through their likeness to past things” (58). Thus, there could be no 

progress without memory, and its fulcrum enables us to make critical decisions. 

In an autobiographical project, memory enables the autobiographical agent the agency to 

decide what to recall and how to put it into use. It involves the power of selection. In this 

way, the past does not just come seamlessly; it is recalled in relation to the present. The 

recollection is done to achieve certain goals of the present.  

 

Nostalgia occurs during the recollection of memory and according to Walder, it “was first 

named in the mid seventeenth century and first emerged widely during the rise of 

industrialisation in modern Europe, when the writings of the European Romantics challenged 

what was happening in the world by exploring…the restorative, nurturing potential of 

memory for the threatened individual” (1-2). Nostalgia is an important concept in 

autobiographical projects. It involves recollection of experiences to alleviate the pain of loss 

and despair that characterise the present. It is caused by so many factors, including the 

absence of belonging and loneliness. It is a craving for a past that is gone because the present 

is full of sadness and despair. However, nostalgia could “actually be problematic and 
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intensify feelings of loneliness because it reminds people of social connections from the past 

that are not presently available.” (Routledge 58). In this way, it improves people's need to be 

socially connected by reminding them of their belongingness concerns. In an 

autobiographical project, nostalgia is important in discovering both the public and personal 

past. People recreate the past and long for it to understand the present and assign meaning to 

it. Nostalgia unites people and creates a common past for them. This usually happens when 

the present is no longer interesting. The past is foregrounded to address the loneliness 

produced by the present. In personal experiences, nostalgia could be invoked to relive the 

past that is no longer with family members. It is also important in creating a unity among 

people by reproducing a nostalgic public past.  

 

Consequently, the unconscious “is the gathering place of forgotten and repressed contents, 

and has a functional significance” (Read et al. 3). It is important in the understanding of 

hidden desires, unexpressed motivation, and other impulses that are socially unacceptable. 

The unconscious is central in the investigation of the human mind. It is considered the best 

and truest access to the human mind. The unconscious tells the reader the motivation behind 

autobiographical work. It reveals the author’s hidden intentions, hidden fears, and hidden 

desires. It is adequate in the study of both the author’s psyche and the characters’ internal 

motivation.  The unreliability of language and the intention of the authors make 

psychoanalytic criticism crucial in the study of these works. This is because, as argued by 

Eagleton and Beaumont, “[I]ntentionality for Freud is by no means always conscious. The 

text has an unconscious because, like any piece of language or any human subject, it is by 

virtue of its performative statements inevitably caught up in a network of significations that 

exceeds and sometimes subverts that performance, and which it can't control.” (127) In 

essence, most of what happens in the human mind is unconscious, and what is acted upon 

moves from there to the subconscious before finally getting to the conscious level. The 

unconscious serves as a repository of all human thoughts: the unfiltered and the socially 

acceptable, and it establishes contact with the subconscious and enables people to sieve 

through those myriads of emotions and thoughts to carry themselves in a way that is deemed 

adequate. 

 

In Three Daughters of Eve, an example of how memory, nostalgia, and the unconscious 

affects Peri’s psyche is in the recollection of her childhood memory in the different types of 

books each of her parents kept on their shelves. This can be interpreted as a marking of their 

territory in the house and a representation of their contrasting characters and the ideals they 

have about religion and society. One interesting character in the text is Peri's father, Mensur. 

His mood is mostly melancholic. He lives in the present moment but with a deep feeling of 

longing for the past. As a ship's engineer in his youth, he has travelled the world and has 

experienced what it is to be in a "democratic" setting. He cherishes the Turkish secular past 

built by Atatürk. He merges the Turkish past into his own and recalls with melancholy how 

all the good systems and institutions built by Atatürk are being erased by people he considers 

as religious fundamentalists. His failure to detach his own history and past from the collective 

Turkish history will create in him a certain hatred of the religious presence everywhere in 

Istanbul, including his own home. This nostalgia built up to become a psychological longing 

for the past and a certain resentment for the present. He resents religion and doubts the future 

it offers, which is why he and his wife, Selma, hardly see eye to eye. Mensur is essentially an 

agnostic; someone who acknowledges the existence of a supreme being but does not accept 

people's definition of what that being is or what it represents. He believes in God, reward, and 

punishment, but he does not understand why God allows human beings to commit atrocities 

on one another. He knows he is a sinner due to his incessant drinking, yet he validates this 
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inadequacy with it being his only sin. He says, “I don't gamble, I don't steal, I don't accept 

bribes, I don't smoke, and I don't go around chasing women; surely Allah will spare His old 

creation this much misdeed” (Shafak, Three Daughters 17). He is a spiritual freelancer and 

indifferent towards Islamic ideals. He sublimates his resentment for religion with drinking 

and blasphemous remarks in his house. Every evening, while drinking raki, he sits with a 

couple of friends to discuss the things they do not like in Istanbul – the resurgence of religion 

in Turkish public places. Due to this constant drinking, be became an alcoholic and as the 

youngest child of three, Peri grows up to see her father engulfed in sadness almost all the 

time.  

 

In the novel, Peri tells the reader a lot about her father's psychological state. He has a bleak 

aura filled with sorrow, which originated from his constant pessimism about his country. 

Even among Mensur’s friends, they only speak about the things that make him sad. They do 

not speak about their shared happiness. His sadness and endless sorrow are derived from 

what he considered the erosion of Turkish values in the seemingly unstoppable takeover by 

Islamic extremism in history. He finds solace in the past with its heroic figures. He 

sublimated this fear of the takeover of Turkish socio-political settings into hero worship. 

Everywhere in his house is dominated by the presence of Atatürk, the father of modern 

Turkey. He wants to imbue this nationalist feeling into his children and make his house of 

Turkish identity. The narrator tells us a lot about his blind nationalism that is supplanted in 

every corner of his house, [f]rom the ornate picture frame on the wall, Atatürk – the father of 

the Turks – would glance down at them, his steel-blue eyes flecked with gold. (Shafak, Three 

Daughters 17-18) Mensur develops an obsession with Atatürk. There is a twist in his 

relationship with the former leader of Turkey and all the ideas he represents. The same 

dangerous feeling that Mensur associates with religious extremists seems to resurface in his 

idea of Turkish identity and the image of its founder. In this character, the author seems to 

demonstrate that extremism is not the preserve of the religious. People who are atheists are 

also bound to be extremists. Mensur displays the same hatred and disdain toward religion, 

especially Islam, and anyone who faithfully practices it. His image of Atatürk is informed by 

the way the latter disrupts the religious order in Turkey. However, this extreme agnosticism 

in Mensur undermines his attempt to efface religion in his household. The more he 

blasphemes, the more Selma believes in Islam. She is also consistent in preaching to him and 

reminding him of his ingratitude to God. As he goes further away from Islam, she seems to 

go nearer to it.  

 

In general, what the Nalbantoğlus family demonstrates is that repressed desire has many ways 

of returning to the experiences of the individual concerned. Mensur's fear of rising Islamic 

fundamentalism has given rise to the emergence of a fundamentalist under his roof, his wife, 

with whom he has spent decades. His fear of extremism also returns to manifest itself in his 

mind. He harbours the same disdain that he sees in fundamentalists. His burning desire for 

the return of a foregone past, the age of Atatürk, has reproduced hatred, intolerance, and 

disdain among religious people. This has shown that often the words tolerance, 

fundamentalism, and extremism are very much relative to the agency speaking at a particular 

moment. Otherwise, both religious fundamentalists and their critics harbour the same 

tendency to be extremists. Extremism could be found among both theists and agnostics.  

Another interesting character is Peri, the central character who is portrayed as the tolerant and 

open type. She is the antithesis of both her father and her mother. She refuses to be 

conscripted into any of the ideological camps. Instead, she becomes tolerant of the two and at 

the same time, confused. She begins to ask herself why people could be so toxically hateful 

of the other in the name of religion or the lack of it. This confusion leads her into the study of 
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religion at Oxford University, where she joins others to speak freely about different religions 

in the world and the perception of people on them. Peri's character is an example of how a 

repressed desire can force itself back into the human mind. Throughout her encounter with 

others, readers are led into her empathic treatment of others and her altruism regarding others' 

feelings and well-being.  

 

However, what Peri forgets to take note of is that she, too, like all other human beings, 

possesses an unconscious mind that sometimes takes over her conscious state. This terrible 

reality hits her in the face on two accounts. One in Oxford and the other in Istanbul, decades 

after her unfortunate exit from Oxford. In the first one, she develops an interest in a course 

taught by Professor A. Z. Azur, the professor of religion. Peri's interest in the course spills 

over to the Professor teaching it. But Azur is already in a relationship with her friend, Shirin. 

Peri's repressed part, the jealousy in her, takes over. She becomes too engrossed in her 

feelings for Azur to the point of obsession, but he cannot be there for her because the feeling 

is not mutual, even though he is aware of her infatuation with him. Her refusal to attend the 

panel that would either exonerate or incarcerate made her realize with horror that she can 

destroy people out of spite. Until this time, she was not even aware that she tended to be 

jealous, let alone destroying someone else's decades-old career.  

 

The second episode happens on Peri's way to a party where she is invited alongside her 

family. Her husband goes there to wait for her and their daughter. On the way, Peri wonders 

about the sexual assaults women face every day in İstanbul, where an accidental eye-to-eye 

contact with a man is considered an invitation for flirtations. While waiting for the traffic 

lights, one of the street beggars snatched her handbag and handed it over to a tramp nearby. It 

is at this point that Peri's unconscious takes over. She never thinks she is capable of violent 

tendencies. But she pursues the tramp who runs into a deserted alley. Peri goes after him. In 

her efforts to recover her bag and the items inside it, the tramp attempts to rape her. This 

attempted rape provokes violence in her, and she descends on him. She is not scared when he 

attempts to murder her with his knife. Instead of being afraid, she becomes more determined 

to recover her bag. It is at this point that she discovers the violent part of her being. This 

unknown, unconscious but violent space in her mind emerges from nowhere and takes over. 

It appears to her like a trance or a jinni, as she would describe it.  

 

She is a perfect example of how people can respond to otherness in a foreign land, as put 

forward in an interview by Shafak, that "foreigners cling to their religious or national 

identities as a reaction to this process of ‘otherisation’. In a way, the more they are 'othered' 

because of their national background, the more they glue themselves to it" (Shafak, 

“Migration” 57). But to her surprise, Peri realises, in her encounter with the tramp, that she is 

equally capable of murder. This transformation from the refined to the wild registers in Peri a 

stark truth about her own identity – the discovery of her dark impulses that she always 

represses. The repression was taken to the extreme, which is why, when it resurfaces, it 

nearly led her to commit murder. She nearly killed the tramp by kicking him and beating him 

repeatedly. She does not use the knife that he wanted to use to stab her. She uses her own 

hands and legs to beat him to submission. Had her daughter not arrived at the scene just in 

time, Peri would have killed the tramp. This sudden and violent transformation reminds her 

of all the negative things that she thought she had forgotten throughout her life. This forceful 

re-emergence of the unconscious enables a surprising realisation in Peri – the existence of the 

violent part in her that makes itself present in a moment of crisis. Peri never thought she 

possessed this trance-like identity that overrides all her restraints and control built over the 

years. This moment further memorialises the troubled parts of her experiences. All the things 
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that she thought she had erased in her mind suddenly foreground themselves during this 

transformation. Put simply, this moment registers the simple fact in Peri that she did not and 

could not erase the unconscious part of her. She is made up of three elements as explained in 

Freud's works – the unconscious instinctive and impulsive part with its raw, violent nature 

that knows what it wants regardless of what is right or wrong (id), the conscious part of 

discipline, control, restraints; identifying right and wrong based on what she learned to be 

socially acceptable (superego) and the conscious decision on how to behave by moderating 

between basic instincts and what is socially acceptable (ego). 

 

Conclusion 

Freudian psychoanalytical criticism studies the unconscious drives of characters in a text to 

explain their behaviour and to elaborate on their authors' intentions and psychology as well.  

Therefore, using this method of analysis, this paper examined some characters' application of 

certain defence mechanisms that keep them safe from the guilt and anxiety they would feel if 

they gave into their innermost desires. In The Forty Rules of Love, Ella sublimates her 

impulse to abandon her family with what started as a harmless, curious relationship with the 

author of the novel she was reviewing, which later turned into an affair. The sublimation of 

her desire to leave everything behind was inadequate. This resulted in the return of the 

repressed desire to put herself first and follow her heart regardless of family obligations and 

social judgements. In the end, she did give in to that impulse. Baybars also sublimates his 

inadequacies of alcoholism, fornication, and violence with his cynical and narcissistic moral 

policing of his hometown. 

 

Likewise, in Three Daughters of Eve, Mensur sublimates his agnosticism with nationalism. 

Peri has always been confused about God due to the incessant war between her parents, with 

each parent occupying a position at the end of two opposite sides.  Being the mediator of the 

two early in her life, she subsequently suppresses and abandons her wants and desires to 

make those around her happy. However, years later, as an adult, she gets the staggering 

realisation that suppressed emotions do not disappear; rather, they accumulate over a while 

and come forth even uglier. This illuminates one of Shafak's fortes in writing; focusing on 

marginalised people, ideas, or concepts proving that they are just as important as the clichéd 

or centralised issues, concepts, and ideas.  It also shows her perpetual fusion of the past with 

the present, and how the former heavily influences the latter. In addition, her advocacy for the 

need to embrace Otherness is evident. For example, Peri is the Other in her even in her family 

as she struggles to find a belonging with her family, and Baybars’ scathing disdain towards 

Shams of Tabriz is impractical that only illuminating his bigotry and pettiness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



kpakpandojournal.org                      Kpakpando: Journal of Language, Literature and Culture  

                                                                                                           Vol. 1, No. 1; June (2025) 

 

76 

 

 

Works Cited 

 

Akbar, Nabila, et al. “Postmodernity in Elif Shafak’s The Forty Rules of Love.” Review 

  of Education, Administration and Law (REAL). vol. 3 no. 3, 2020, pp. 421-428 

 

Al-Sammarraie, Mohammed Nihad Nafea. Elif Shafak: The Voice of the Other. 2016. Al 

  Turath University College. Mansour, Baghdad, M.A. Thesis 

 

Al-Zahrani, Shuaa. S., & Al-Sharqi, Laila. M. “Prismatic Identities or Authentic Selves?” 

  Elif Shafak’s Three Daughters of Eve: A perspective of Intersectional Feminism” 

  Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies. vol. 6 no. 1. 

  2022, pp. 88-103 

 

Anjum, Fatima and Ramzan, Muhammad. “The Sufi phenomenon: The Case of Elif 

 Shafak’s The Forty Rules of Love.” Global Journal of Human-Social Science: G 

  Linguistics and Education. vol. 14 no. 7. 2014, pp. 1-4 

 

Bennet, Andrew. and Royle, Nicholas. Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory. 3rd 

 ed. Pearson, 2004.  

 

Eagleton, Terry and Beaumont, Mathew. The Task of the Critic Terry Eagleton in Dialogue.

  Verso, 2009.  

 

Ertan, Nazlan. “Prominent Writer Unleashes Controversy around Sexuality in Turkey.” Al 

 Monitor. Oct. 2017.  

 

Freud, Anna. The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence. Karnac Books, 1993.  

 

Freud, Sigmund. Introduction to Psychoanalysis. Booksworld, 1943.  

 

Geller, Jay. "Of Snips... and Puppy Dog Tails": Freud's Sublimation of Judentum". American 

 Imago vol. 66.no. 2, 2009, pp. 69-184. 

 

J. Strachey. Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, 

  Volume VII (1901-1905). Hogarth Press, 1953. 

 

Kurzweil, Edith. Sigmund Freud – Conquistador of the Unconscious. Austria: Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, 2006.  

 

Pandya, Digvijay, and Toor, Gur K. “The Unifying Power of Storytelling in Elif Shafak’s:

  The Forty Rules of Love and Three Daughters of Eve” IJELLH, vol. 11 no.9, 2019,

  pp. 371-380 

 

Poole, Ralph J. "'Built for Europeans Who Came on the Orient Express': Queer Desires of 

 Extravagant Strangers in Sinan Ünel's 'Pera Palas.'" Amerikastudien / American 

  Studies, vol. 61, no. 2, Universitätsverlag WINTER Gmbh, 2016, pp. 159–80.   

 



kpakpandojournal.org                      Kpakpando: Journal of Language, Literature and Culture  

                                                                                                           Vol. 1, No. 1; June (2025) 

 

77 

 

Radstone, Susannah, and Bill Schwarz. “Introduction: Mapping Memory.” Memory: 

  Histories, theories, Debates, edited by SUSANNAH RADSTONE and BILL 

 SCHWARZ, Fordham University Press, 2010, pp. 1–10.  

 

Read, Herbert et al. The Collected Works of C.G Jung. Princeton University Press, 1980.  

 

Routledge, Clay. Nostalgia: A Psychological Resource. Taylor and Francis, 2016.    

 

Sahibzadi, Hafiza. A Journey of Self-Realization in Forty Rules of Love. 2020.  

  COMSATS University. Islamabad, Lahore, Masters Thesis 

 

Saleem, Ayesha et al. “Ontological Analysis: The Quandary of God’s Attributes and 

  Spiritual Journey in Shafak’s Three Daughters of Eve” Journal of Gender and 

  Social Issues. Vol. 19 No. 2, 2020, pp. 1-13 

 

Sârbu, Ştefania and Kosa, Monica. “The Figure of the Seducer in Elif Shafak’s Three

 Daughters of Eve”. Intercultural Perspectives. Vol. 1, 2019, pp. 149-156 

 

Sethi, Sonika. “Spiritualism Attained Through Love for Humanity: A Study of Elif 

  Shafak’s Novels.” Criterion: An International Journal in English. vol. 8 no. 8, 

  2017, pp. 623-628 

 

Shafak, Elif, and Meridians. "Migrations: A Meridians Interview with Elif Shafak." 

  Meridians, vol. 4, no. 1, Indiana University Press, 2003, pp. 55–85.  

 

--- "Storytelling, Fake Worlds, and the Internet." World Literature Today, vol. 89, no. 1 

  Board of Regents of the University of Oklahoma, 2015, pp. 39–41.   

 

--- The Forty Rules of Love. Viking, 2010. 

 

--- Three Daughters of Eve. Bloomsbury, 2016.  

 

Sherwani, Kawa. “Representing Eastern Spirituality in Elif Shafak’s Novel “Forty Rules 

  of Love”: A Critical Discourse Analysis.” Journal of Xidan University. vol. 14 

  no. 4, 2020, pp. 215-219  

 

Strachey, James, trans. "Sigmund Freud 'Civilization and Its Discontent (1930)." The 

 Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud – The Future of an Illusion, 

 Civilization and its Discontents, and Other Works vol. 21, 1961, pp. 79–80  

 

“Turkish Writer - Elif Şafak.” People Pill. People Pill, n.d. Web. 12 Jan 2020 

 https://peoplepill.com/people/elif-safak/   

 

Szeman, Imre and O’Brien, Susie. Popular Culture: A User’s Guide. Wiley Blackwell, 

  2017 

 

Vaillant, George. E. "Adaptive Mental Mechanisms – Their Role in Positive Psychology." 

 American Psychologist vol. 55 no. 1, 2000, pp. 89-98  

 

Wade, Carol and Carol, Travis. Psychology. Prentice Hall, 2000.  



kpakpandojournal.org                      Kpakpando: Journal of Language, Literature and Culture  

                                                                                                           Vol. 1, No. 1; June (2025) 

 

78 

 

Walder, Dennis. Postcolonial Nostalgias: Writing, Representation and Memory. Routledge,

  2011 

 

Yates, Frances. The Art of Memory: Selected Works of Frances Yates. vol. iii. Routledge, 

 1984. 

 


