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Abstract: This paper discusess Elif Shafak’s novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds 
in this Strange Word in the light of scholarship developed in the sociology of death, 
discrimination, and social exclusion. The paper argues that Shafak’s novel constitutes a 
literary exploration of social problems, and especially the condition of female abuse and 
discrimination, in the Turkish society and the broader Muslim world. The book tells the 
story of Leila, a prostitute working on the streets of Istanbul, her sufferings, and her tragic 
end. Focusing on narrating Leila’s troubled life, Shafak engages with difficult social 
issues such as immigration, marginality, stigma, poverty, and sexual violence against 
women. The book constitutes a powerful plea for humanity, kindness, and empathy.
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Imagine a “placeless” place. The most placeless of places. A place where 
death is anonymous, where bodies are being dumped into nothingness. This (non)
place is the cemetery of the unknown, located outside Istanbul, the burial place of 
Turkish society’s unwanted individuals: prostitutes, transgenders and other sexu-
al “deviants”, abandoned newborns, and countless refugees who died on foreign 
grounds. The people buried here have no identity. Instead of tombstones perpetu-
ating the memory encapsulated in their names and dates of birth and death, these 
people are reduced to numbers. No names, no identity, no memory: only a forest 
of numbers. 

Elif Shafak’s latest novel, 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange Word, 
emerged out of this otherworldly place (Shafak, 2019). The novel recalls these 
(non)people, these human beings reduced to numbers, who have been rejected 
their entire lives, even in death. Shafak tells the story of the unknown, reclaiming 
their lost identities and bringing them back to life. She shows that discrimination, 
inequality, and social exclusion do not end with death: they follow some individu-
als in death and well beyond death.

In developing this novel, Shafak explores through literary means some of the 
core findings in the sociology of death. Sociologists like Michael C. Kearl (1989) 
have pointed out the existence of a “social stratification of death”, showing that 
people are not equal in the face of death: some individuals live longer and better 
lives and manage to avoid death until it becomes unavoidable; others, instead, who 
live in poverty are much more vulnerable to death and consequently live shorter 
and miserable lives.
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Other sociologists have shown that the inequalities among people before 
death are followed by inequalities after death, in how they are remembered (Rusu, 
2020). While the rich and famous are commemorated and thus kept in the collec-
tive memory through various cultural and material means ranging from obituaries 
to memorials, the poor are more prone to being forgotten. Based on the insights 
taken from the sociology of death, in this paper I analyze Elif Shafak’s novel, 10 
Minutes 38 Seconds in this Strange Word, as a literary exploration of human con-
dition, with a particular focus on the dark sides of society, in which topics such 
as poverty, discrimination, inequality, exclusion, and migration are of paramount 
importance.

The novel flows backwardly, as it begins with the end and then moves back 
in time. The end which, paradoxically, starts the novel, consists of Tequila Leila’s 
death, the main character of the book. The very first lines of the novel portray 
Leila lying in a trash can in the suburbs of Istanbul: “she now realized with a sink-
ing feeling that her heart had just stopped beating, and her breathing had abruptly 
ceased, and whichever way she looked at her situation there was no denying that 
she was dead.” This exceptional twist that kicks off the story captures the readers’ 
imagination and turns on their curiosity to finish the novel.

During the 10 minutes and 38 seconds while Leila was agonizing in that trash 
bin, Shafak carries the reader through her protagonist’s life, from the times of her 
wounded childhood, when Leila was a kid growing up in a small Turkish village. 
She lived and survived a traumatic childhood: Leila was repeatedly molested sexu-
ally by her uncle, and she had to endure these abuses in silence. Regarding this 
social problem, a recent research conducted in Turkey on a sample of 1,002 cases 
of children who were victims of sexual abuse found that girls represented over 80 
percent of these children. Moreover, 62 percent of the children subjected to sexual 
abuse presented forms of psychological pathology, which reveals the long-term 
consequences of molestation. Just like in Shafak’s novel, the prevalence and in-
tensity of psychological pathology increased when the sexual abuse consisted in 
penetration, physical violence, and incest (Aydin et al, 2015).

Leila’s case fits perfectly with the profile of a child sexual abuse victim as 
described in the academic literature. Her muted suffering was amplified by the fact 
that her parents did not believe her when she told them about these abuses. Regard-
ing this aspect, another research who studied parents’ reactions to their children’s 
disclosure of having been molested found out that mothers are more inclined to 
believe their children than the fathers. However, the researchers concluded that 
“although the majority of mothers are supportive/protective, a substantial number 
are not. Even mothers who are generally supportive and protective often exhibit 
inconsistent and ambivalent responses” (Elliot and Carnes, 2001). In traditional 
societies, such as the Turkish one, the collectivistic culture puts pressure on the 
family to hide the sexual abuse, all the more so if it was committed by a member 
of the extended family. In these “cultures of shame” (Benedict, 1946), the family is 
highly valued and any scandal involving the family is believed to stain the family’s 
reputation and honor.
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After Leila remained pregnant with her uncle’s child, her father, Haroun, 
managed the shameful situation by forcing her to marry one of her cousins. Du 
to her pregnancy, she was also drawn out of the school. Leila escapes the forced 
marriage imposed upon her by the family with the help of a friend, only to end up 
working as a prostitute in Istanbul. There are many research articles in the academ-
ic literature that conceive of child marriage, especially after abuse, as a form of 
violence against women. In Turkey and other Muslim societies, this phenomenon 
is widespread (Kerman and Betrus, 2020; Yüksel and Koçtürk, 2021). In Muslim 
countries, the legal framework is founded upon juridical principles inspired by 
the Sharia, that is the Islamic law derived from the Quran. According to these 
principles, the family of a woman who was raped may choose to marry the victim 
with the abuser, in order to “save” the honor of the female and especially of the 
family. If the marriage takes place, the rapper who became the victim’s husband is 
exonerated from his deed. 

In between clients and her sex-work, Leila begins making friendships. The 
encounter with Jameelah, another hooker, was one the first memories that flashed 
Leila’s mind while her body was agonizing to death in the garbage can. She met 
Jameelah during a night they spent together in jail. Her other close friends were 
Nostalgia Nalan, Zayneb122, and Hollywood Humeyra – a sassy transgender, a 
Sunni dwarf, and an overweight nightclub singer. Despite their differences in oc-
cupation and personality, they all share in common the sorrow fate of the margin-
alized and stigmatized outcasts. In her private community of socially excluded 
friends, Leila saw beauty and moral goodness.

One day, a person steps into the brothel by mistake. His name was Dr. Ali, a 
socialist activist engaged in workers’ movement. He fell in love with Leila without 
having sex with her. The two married, but shortly thereafter, Dr. Ali was killed 
while participating in a protest march in Istanbul. Now a widow, Leila fell back to 
her previous self and resumed her life as a prostitute. While working the streets of 
Istanbul, Leila was murdered by two moral “vigilantes”, that is, males who were 
set up to kill all the females working as prostitutes in the city.

Next morning, her body was found in the garbage. The boys who discov-
ered the body stripped it from her neckless and ran away. Eventually, authorities 
transported the dead body to the morgue. Her body was not claimed by the family 
and authorities refused to provide it to her friends in order for them to prepare it 
for a decent burial in a regular cemetery. Instead, Leila’s body was taken to the 
cemetery of the unknown and dumped there, in the mass grave, among other un-
acknowledged bodies.

While grieving their deceased friend, Nostalgia Nalan and the other four came 
up with the idea of digging up Leila’s unmarked grave and bury the body in a 
regular cemetery. After the nightfall, they went to the cemetery of the unknown, 
unearthed the body and loaded it into the car. Their destination: the Bosphorus 
Bridge, from which they planned to release the body into the sea. With the police 
on their tracks, they finally arrive on top of the bridge and toss her body over the 
railing. The 10 minutes and 38 seconds come to a close as her body is embraced 
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by water and Leila finds her peace below the surface, in the depth of the ocean.
Elif Shafak’s novel is a brilliant literary exploration into the dark side of Is-

tanbul, where the Turkish metropolis is taken as the metaphor of a modernized 
social world. Through literary means, she delves into the world of the oppressed, 
the universe of the excluded, the lives of the social outcasts. But by exploring this 
cruel and dehumanizing world, she humanizes the victims and celebrates their hu-
manity. If we dig deep into the novel, we discover how rotten from inside societies 
are; how stigma and labelling are dehumanizing people and destroy their chances 
to a decent life. 

Leila’s story personifies the biographies of thousands of women, who became 
victims of patriarchal societies and struggle to survive in a hostile environment 
through any means necessary, including sex-work. Within this social universe of 
prostitution and deviance, we find realms of authentic friendship, moral principles, 
and altruistic behavior. These are all celebrated in Leila’s and her friends’ story. 
The novel reads as a celebration of life and a condemnation of the moral hypocrisy 
that characterizes mainstream society.

Following a stream of masterpieces such as The Bastard of Istanbul (Shafak, 
2007), Forty Rules of Love (Shafak, 2010), and Three Daughters of Eve (Shafak, 
2016), Elif Shafak’s 11th novel 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World con-
secrates her status as one of the most exciting contemporary writers. The novel 
was already translated in several languages (including Turkish and Arabic) and 
received critical appraisal in multiple literary reviews. It was also shortlisted for 
the 2019 prestigious Booker Prize and praised for “bringing Istanbul’s underworld 
to life”. Irrespective of these formal accolades, Shafak’s novel remains one of the 
most powerful pleas for humanity and against sexual violence, gender oppression, 
and social inequality.

Bibliography:

Aydin, B. et al (2015). Child Sexual Abuse in Turkey: An Analysis of 1002 
Cases. The Journal of Forensic Sciences, 60(1), pp. 61-65.

Benedict, R. (1946). The Chrysanthemum and the Sword: Patterns of Japa-
nese Culture. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Elliot, A. N. and Carnes, C. N. (2001). Reactions of Nonoffending Parents to 
the Sexual Abuse of their Child: A Review of the Literature. Child Maltreatment, 
6(4), pp. 314-331.

Kearl, M. C. (1989). Endings: A Sociology of Death and Dying. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press.

Kerman, K. T. and Betrus, P. (2020). Violence Against Women in Turkey: A 
Social Ecological Framework of Determinants and Prevention Strategies. Trauma, 
Violence, & Abuse, 21(3), pp. 510-526.



     83

Rusu, M. S. (2020). Celebrities’ Memorial Afterlives: Obituaries, Tributes, 
and Posthumous Gossip in the Romanian Media Deathscape. OMEGA - Journal 
of Death and Dying, 80(4), pp. 568-591.

Shafak, E. (2007). The Bastard of Istanbul. New York, NY: Viking Adult.
Shafak, E. (2010). Forty Rules of Love. London, UK: Penguin Books.
Shafak, E. (2016). Three Daughters of Eve. London, UK: Bloomsbury Pub-

lishing.
Shafak, E. (2019). 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World. New York, 

NY: Penguin Books.
Yüksel, F. and Koçtürk, N. (2021) Investigation of Factors Associated with 

the Child Marriage in Turkey. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 30(6), pp. 653-666.


