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Zekiye Eglar - Biographical note 

Zekiye Eglar was born on December 10, 19101 in Georgia, one of the “little Russias” 

under the Czar. Her mother Lalendar was the daughter of a Georgian prince, and her 

father Suleyman Pasha, a general in the Czar’s army, hailed from Azerbaijan. Their life 

in the southern Caucasus was strongly rooted in a Muslim cultural heritage. Under 

Czarist Russia,  

“various ethnic groups felt their cultural identity very intensely. However, while the 

Georgians called themselves Georgians and the Armenians felt themselves to be 

Armenians, the Muslims of the southern Caucasus identified themselves with the world 

of Islam in general and with the Turks of the Ottoman Empire in particular.”2  

The family spoke Russian and had Russian family friends but their home was essentially 

a Muslim one. Childhood visits to Lalendar’s family home left “an indelible impression” 

upon Eglar as a Muslim, with a focus on respect for elders, hospitality, charity, and 

distance between the sexes. Prayer, fasting, and religious holidays were integral to their 

life.  

After the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 ended the Tzar’s rule, Suleyman Pasha took his 

family to the safety of Baku in Azerbaijan and raised a force against the advancing 

Communists. He died soon afterwards. In the chaos of warring ethnic groups fighting for 

supremacy, Lalendar’s parents were murdered at their home in Georgia, apparently by an 

Armenian gang. Suleyman Pasha’s brother, a doctor in Turkey, eventually paid much 

money to get Lalendar and her children across to the newly independent Republic of 

Turkey around 1923. The new republic’s founding father Kemal Ataturk honored the 

family of this anti-communist, a hero in Turkey, with a house in Izmir by the Sea of 

Marmara. In his bid to westernize Turkey, Ataturk insisted that Turks adopt European-

style surnames. He bestowed the surname ‘Eglar’ (intelligence) upon Suleyman’s family.  

                                                        
1 According to her passport Eglar was born in 1910, but Smith College lists the year as 1908. 
2 Eglar, Preface, A Punjabi Village in Pakistan 
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Young Zekiye attended the American Collegiate Institute3 where she later taught English, 

mathematics and manual arts4. She obtained her BA from the American College for Girls 

(later Roberts College) in Istanbul, graduating Magna Cum Laude in 1933. She then went 

to America under Turkey’s new study abroad program. After a Masters in Education at 

Smith College for Women (that she completed in one year)5 she got a further grant for a 

year to study race relations and anthropology at Yale University. Having got this grant -- 

a difficult proposition as the IPC did not usually fund for more than a year (Childress, 

2004) -- she managed to convince an anthropology professor at Yale to let her attend his 

classes, although Yale was then an all-male institute. Returning to Turkey, she taught 

psychology and mathematics at the American Collegiate Institute in Izmir for a year, then 

headed back to America to study anthropology at the University of Minnesota in 

Minneapolis and then at Columbia University.  

Anthropology was an exciting new field – and the only science that then admitted women 

practitioners on nearly equal terms. Franz Boas who founded Columbia University’s 

Anthropology Department in 1898 and still headed it, was “exceptional” in the number of 

his graduate women students -- about a dozen6. The passionately egalitarian and anti-

racist Boas had a practical motive: field studies needed to record cultural practices like 

child-rearing and traditions of which women are the primary custodians. But as in 

Turkey, regular appointments went to men “with families to support”.7 Boas’ students 

included the well known anthropologists Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead8. They felt 

the moral and intellectual responsibility to document the cultures they studied for 

posterity and for those societies. Cultural relativism, the approach to describing a culture 

                                                        
3 1923-1928 
4 1928-31 
5 Her thesis, ‘A study of the history and development of education in Turkey: with special 

emphasis upon the influence of American education’, directed by Seth Wakeman and Elizabeth 
Collins, is available in the stacks of the main library William A. Neilson Library at Smith 
College.  The American influence was primarily through Protestant educational missionaries. 

6 No other anthropology department in the country “had such a large proportion of women among 
those to whom degrees were awarded” (Mead: 1974 [2005] p. 29).  
7 Benedict was only appointed acting executive director after Boas retired in 1936, and promoted 
to Associate Professor in 1937. 
8 Benedict and Mead had been friends since 1922 when Benedict, Boas’s teaching assistant at 
Barnard College, convinced Mead to switch her undergraduate major to anthropology. 
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on its own terms, countered the prevalent anthropological thought that tended to 

universalize cultures and rank societies on a scale ranging from “savagery” to 

“civilization”. Relativism sees behaviors as relative to their cultural milieu but does not 

seek to justify those that violate principles of social justice and equality on the basis of 

“culture” or “tradition”. Boas was fired, particularly in the pre-war years, to make 

anthropology relevant to the socio-political situation and make Americans realize that 

differences in attitudes and behavior between groups were derived from learned cultural 

traditions rather than biology. He and Benedict were actively involved in “…a series of 

battles that brought them into conflict not only with Stalinists but also with anti-Stalinists 

who periodically accused them of having Communist sympathies… However Boas and 

Ruth Benedict were completely scornful of the dangers of guilt by association. Both of 

them thought that their personal integrity was so far above reproach that no prudence was 

dictated” (Mead: 1974 [2005], p. 53). These were Eglar’s teachers. Although possessed 

with a keen sense of justice and fair play, she did not imbibe their political activism.  

Zekiye Eglar returned to Turkey in 1938, bound by her agreement with the ministry of 

education. For the next eight years, taught cultural anthropology at Ankara University, 

worked as a translator, and made field trips to Turkey’s western and central provinces. 

She also privately taught Turkish and Russian at the American Embassy. Among 

Turkey’s early feminists and academics, she was “a veritable poster child of the 

Republican ideal as a student, a woman, and a citizen” and ‘the pioneering 

anthropologists of Turkey’… whose research shaped Turkish anthropology and 

ethnology during its ‘heyday’ of the 1940s and 1950s” (Childress: 2004). Eventually, 

frustrated at the promotions going to male colleagues with doctorates, Eglar decided to 

return to Columbia for her PhD supported by the University of Ankara. The tense anti-

communist atmosphere in Turkey after World War I may also have driven her away -- 

four faculty members at Ankara University lost their positions, accused of communist 

affiliations (Childress, 2004). Eglar may have felt that her Russian background counted 
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against her.9 In 1946 she headed to America for the third time, boarding a freight ship, 

the only transport then available due to the war. During her absence, Benedict and Mead 

had been involved in various endeavors towards peace and a greater understanding of the 

human condition10. Working at the Office of War Information in 1943 Benedict 

developed a new kind of anthropological study of “culture at a distance”, using cultural 

data, interviews with émigrés, history, travel accounts, plays, novels to build a complete 

picture on wartime behavior. Her year-long sabbatical in California in 1945 yielded her 

groundbreaking study on Japanese culture, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword.  

Returning to Columbia in the fall of 1946, around the same time as Eglar, Benedict 

obtained a grant for the Columbia University Research in Contemporary Cultures project. 

This was an enormous endeavor that lasted for four years and involved over 120 

participants working on seven different cultures11. Eglar, focusing on Turkish, Circassian 

groups and Syrian Arabs, was outstanding for the “detail” and “sensitivity” of her work12. 

She supplemented her income with occasionally translating Turkish films for the US 

Department of State13.  

Columbia conferred a full professorship on Benedict in the summer of 1948, while she 

was in Europe for a conference. Visiting places and cultures she had been studying at a 

distance she thrilled to discover how accurate her work on national character had been. 

She returned to New York in September but suffered a coronary thrombosis two days 

later and died shortly afterwards. Mead and Benedict had always looked after each 

other’s students when either was absent. Now, Mead became Zekiye Eglar’s advisor and 

                                                        
9 Donald E. Webster, Ankara, Letter of Recommendation dated August 4, 1945 (Papers of Ruth 

Benedict, Box 28, Folder 28.7, “Eglar, Zekiye Suleyman,” Special Collections, Vassar College 
Archives). 

10 Along with other social scientists, in 1939 they formed the Committee for National Morale to 
identify how anthropology and psychology could be applied to morale building during wartime. 
In 1941 Mead, Frank and Bateson had formed the Council for Intercultural Relations (later the 
Institute for Intercultural Studies). 
11 1947-1951 
12 Mead, recommendation to Ford Foundation, Dec 13, 1955 (Mead papers at LOC, [C31] 1955) 
13 Leila Lee to Mead, April 6, 1949 (Margaret Mead Collection at the Library of Congress, [C20] 

1949) 
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mentor – a “guardian angel”14. Eglar “remained a close family friend until she died… In a 

sense Mead inherited her from Benedict.”15  Mead helped Eglar prepare for her field 

work in Pakistan, writing recommendations to support her grant applications. She noted 

in one recommendation that Eglar was a motivated, highly gifted observer, with “unusual 

cross cultural insight”, who managed her severe myopia well. She had “an especially 

good eye for posture and gesture. Her work is so good that it can be used with unusual 

ease and facility by workers who ordinarily insist on making their own observations.” 

Mead also admired Eglar’s consistent pursuit of her interest in anthropology, noting that 

she “came twice to the US to study, lived on short rations in order to learn, worked 

overtime and very hard, worker (sic) in every available movement and in vacations.”16 

The months before she left for Pakistan were stressful for Eglar. She had lost her mentor 

Ruth Benedict in America and her mother Lalendar in Turkey, she had applied for grants 

to go to a far away country and was uncertain about how she would re-enter the United 

States. All this appears to have triggered off some kind of mental breakdown in early 

1949. Mead and her assistant Leila Lee looked after her matters while she was in hospital 

for a couple of months, and Mead took her to live in her own apartment when she was 

discharged until she left for Pakistan. Eglar departed by ship in October, 1949, heading to 

Bombay via London, still unsure about her Pakistan visa. The Pakistan embassy at Delhi 

eventually sent her the visa, and a couple of months after arriving in India, she was able 

to take a train to the border town of Amritsar and a bus from there to Lahore across the 

border17.  

Her often droll letters home, while full of observations about life in Lahore and its 

historic monuments18 express frustration about delays to her work, caused by endless 

                                                        
14 Fazal Ahmed Chowdhry 
15 Mary Catherine Bateson 
16 March 30, 1949 (Margaret Mead Collection at the Library of Congress, [C20] 1949).  
17 Eglar, November 24, 1949 (Margaret Mead Collection at the Library of Congress, [C20] 1949) 
18 To see what life in Pakistan was like, she recommended that her friends read Margaret Bourke-

White’s Halfway to Freedom: a Report on the New India (Simon & Schuster, 1949) to her 
friends (to Natalie, Dec 29, 1949, Margaret Mead Collection at the Library of Congress, [C20] 
1949). Bourke-White’s photographs capturing the Partition's violent aftermath are reproduced in 
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holidays, postponed appointments with government officials, and the generally slow 

tempo of life. Pakistanis, she whimsically observed, “staunch Muslims though they are”, 

have an official holiday on December 24th and 25th “as well as other holidays not marked 

on the calendar”. In answer to her remark about all these holidays, one secretary 

answered sadly “We have very few now, before when the Hindus, the Sikhs and the 

Christians were here, we observed all of their holidays as well.”19 

The cost of living was unexpectedly high and after a week at Lahore’s landmark Faletti’s 

hotel, exorbitant at $12.50 a day with “services and untraceable extras”, she was thankful 

for the offer to rent a room in the home of George J. Candreva of American Consulate, a 

former student of Benedict. She continued to try and find a suitable village. Two months 

later she wrote acerbically, “Everyone has an intention to help, but it takes time & a lot of 

red tape, the custom which they claim is a legacy from the British. Everything is an 

unfortunate heritage from the British except for polygamy & the segregation of 

women.”20 Being Turkish and Muslim was not much help. Although Pakistan was trying 

to cement ties with Turkey and other Muslim countries, a “stream of journalists, crooners, 

students, athletes, wrestlers from Turkey keeps the official circles too absorbed to pay 

any attention to an anthropologist whose work is not of immediate importance.”21  

Finally a Public Relations official, Sajjad Haider, introduced her to his cousin Chowdhri 

Fazl Ahmad (as Eglar spells his name), a landowner and a recent college graduate who 

saw her work as an opportunity to understand his own culture better22. They met in 

February 1950, and he accompanied Eglar to several villages.23  A native Punjabi 

conversant in English and Urdu, he had majored in botany and was familiar with plant 

                                                                                                                                                                     
the new edition of Khushwant Singh's seminal novel Train to Pakistan, 1956 (Roli Books, New 
Delhi, 2006). 

19 To Leila, Dec 19, 1949 (Margaret Mead Collection at the Library of Congress, [C20] 1949) 
20 To Margaret Mead, Feb 6, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950)  
21 Ibid. 
22 Fazal had become Chowdhry (hereditary headman) of his village after his older brother Arshad 
Ahmad Arshad, 27, contracted typhoid and died in 1947. Fazal had growun up with the family of 
Sajjad Haider after the death of his own father.  
23 He saw her as a guest in his country, and in his family. Eglar found him to be “a noble young 

man who is as bad in money questions as I am, but after all I’ll have to pay him for his work!” 
she wrote to Leila (July 17, 1950, Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950). 
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cross breeds. This proved useful for Eglar’s kinship charts, complicated by “polygamous 

marriages with their respective issues, younger brothers marrying the widows of their 

older brothers & marriages between relatives”24.  

Eglar soon realized how different the villages were in terms of land tenure, social 

attitudes and customs. One village (in Multan) for which Eglar had to “traverse miles of 

sandy desert”, belonged to a ‘pir’ – “religious leader who owns thousands of acres of land 

and the women of this family never marry anyone but their own relatives”. Taken to see 

the women “as a special sign of respect” after a wedding, she found herself “suddenly… 

in the midst of beings that I cannot very well classify” that reminded her of the book 

Anna and the King of Siam. One turbaned man pointed to his wife, who “looked like a 

bird of paradise with golden sequins encircling the orbits of her eyes and little golden 

stars sprinkled over her lips….. ‘She doesn’t know anything, not even how to greet 

people,’ added her husband. He was so proud of her being so well sheltered.”25 

In another village “the lack of proper food and their love for me nearly killed me. The 

women among whom I lived became very fond of me, and their love is expressed by 

massaging the person they like. So they massaged me all day long, my feet, my legs, my 

arms, my back until I would become like a helpless lump and that went on for days.”26 

She “learned very much by being so close to them” but the gender segregation was 

frustrating, as she was confined to the women’s quarters that were out of bounds to her 

translator.  

In early April, 1950, Fazal took her to his own village Mohla, and everything fell into 

place. As a guest of the Chowdhry27, Eglar was unquestioningly accepted by men and 

women. She stayed primarily in the dera (guest house), normally an all-male preserve, 

close to the main house. The dera was a gathering place for the (male) villagers, who 

                                                        
24 To Mead, July 9, 1950  (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
25 To Marion, May 8, 1950  (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
26 To Leila, May 8, 1950  (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
27 As Eglar explains, ‘chowdhri’ is an honorific title bestowed on landowning families, but 

everyone knows who ‘the Chowdhry’ is. In this case, as in others, it also became the last name 
of the family. 
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would gather there over a smoke and chat after completing their day’s work. No longer 

confined to the women’s quarters and also “very welcome in every house of the village”28 

Eglar had more autonomy.  As a bonus, with Fazal as an insider, she had access to the 

previously un-researched women’s domain.   

While still in Lahore, Eglar had mused: “I cannot completely recall everything about 

New York, for life is so different here that I often wonder which is or which was the 

reality. Anyway, one thing is real and that is that I do not look like a smart traveler with 

binocular glasses and camera and thermos bottle and what nots. I won’t be surprised if I 

find myself dressed in native costume one of these days.”29 However, she retained her 

western-style blouses and long skirts, sandals in summer and ‘court shoes’ in winter 

(‘pumps’). A year later, she wrote: “you cannot image me sitting in a shabby, tiny room 

without window panes, right on top of a village house with crows flying right about me, 

for here they are very tame and share meals with the people…”30 

A months after she arrived in Mohla, the area was ravaged by floods. Eglar was moved 

by the villagers’ refusal to complain or bewail loss of property and crops. They “never 

attributed the calamity to the punishment from above and after the flood they offered 

sacrifices & distributed food as a gratitude to God for having spared their lives & for 

what little was left to them.”31 Fazal’s mother refused to be sent away because that would 

demoralize the villagers and Eglar too, refused to leave. This helped cement her ties with 

the villagers. “People felt this action was proof that I was a ‘noble’ person – sheriff, as 

the old chowdhrani, the mother of the chowdhri, said.” Afterwards, she lived for several 

weeks with the women and became universally known as Apaji, older sister, “which gave 

me a place in the family circle. After that, I lived as it was convenient for my work – 

sometimes in the guest house and sometimes with the women” (1960: p. xvii). As 

virtually part of the family, Eglar ate with them and participated in their ceremonies and 

rituals, traveling in horse-drawn coaches -- to celebrate a marriage or birth or condole 
                                                        
28 To Mead, July 9, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
29 To Barbara, Dec 23, 1949 (Margaret Mead collection, Library of Congress [C-20] 1949)  
30 To Marion, October 3, 1950  (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress, [CV Series] 
1950-64) 
31 To Mead, Oct 5, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
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about a death. 32 She soon picked up enough Punjabi to be able to hold her own and 

became especially close to Fazal’s mother, the old Chowdhrani and his widowed younger 

sister Rasool Safdar whose daughter Sophie had been born after her soldier husband died 

during World War II. Sophie’s cousin Gulrez Arshad (“Guli”) was around the same age, 

and had also lost his father33. Eglar became close to both children, and would hugely 

impact their lives. 

Approaching her first summer in Pakistan in April 1950, Eglar tried to escape the intense 

heat of the plains by going to the cooler mountain areas up north. The young Mehtar of 

Chitral Saif ur-Rahman whom she met in Lahore arranged for her to spend some time at 

his princely state34 where “even the tiny village boys make something like a polo stick 

out of branches & use stones instead of a ball.” Travel to Chitral entailed going by car, by 

jeep, and on horseback. To cross the Lowarai pass that leads to Chitral, Eglar wrote, “I 

had to walk up to that pass which is 10,500 ft & slide down over the snow which fell in 

May.”35 In picturesque Kaghan valley Eglar’s room with its earthen floor and crude 

fireplace had “a most gorgeous view of mountain peaks covered with snow and 

streams… The slopes of the mountains are terraces of tiny fields and vegetable gardens – 

houses with flat tops are scattered about the valley.” Fazal did several watercolor 

sketches of these vistas.36 

Over the next few years, Eglar would travel all over Pakistan with Fazal, which allowed 

her in the course of time, as she wrote, to see “Mohla and its cluster of neighboring 

villages in the larger context of the area” (1960: xviii). Sometimes they took Guli along. 

They also lived for a time at Bhiria Road, a small, vibrant trading community near 

Nawabshah town in Sindh province, where Fazal had joined a family cotton ginning 

                                                        
32 The Mohla house still has a glass cabinet with the cutlery and china dinner set Eglar had 
brought from Lahore, pressed on her by the generous Esther Candreva. 
33 Guli was around two when his father, Fazal’s older brother Arshad Ahmed, died of typhoid in 
1947. 
34 The Mehtar himself was banned from his estate for six years by the Pakistan government. He 
died tragically in a plane crash while returning to resume charge of Chitral in 1954. Chitral was 
fully absorbed into Pakistan in 1971. 
35 To Leila, July 17, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
36 To Leila, July 17, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
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factory. By mid-1950, Eglar realised that the immigrant visa could take “two years or 

more”. She was worried about finances but the prospect of staying on longer was not 

unwelcome at this point, given how long the initial orientation had taken.37  

Mead suggested that Eglar approach the Social Science Research Council (SSRC) for 

further funds along with “a rather long and interesting report” that she could get typed if 

Eglar were to send a hand written copy. “…Perhaps it is partly because you were so quiet 

that I sometimes look up and expect to see you coming in the door Remember that you 

are not to worry about money and that you are to let me know in plenty of time if your 

funds are running low.”38 The SSRC approved Eglar’s grant application, and sent her a 

further $2,500.  

The visa issue 

There is then a gap of almost two years in Mead and Eglar’s communication. Finally, 

Mead wrote: “I find it very distressing to have no word from you except of the most 

indirect sort. I think it would be of distinct service to your intellectual future if you would 

sit down and write me a careful letter describing what you are doing, what your plans are 

for returning to this country, what your personal situation is.”39 Eglar wrote back 

explaining that she had visited the American Consulate in Lahore and hoped to leave 

Pakistan by September, 1952. She needed money for the return journey – around $750 by 

ship or $1000 by for air travel.40 She was worried about the deterioration of her eyesight 

that she hoped doctors in the States doctors would be able to help with. Mead was 

“delighted” at the possibility of Eglar’s visa coming through in September but concerned 

about her eyes. She sent useful information about ships and started organizing money for 

Eglar’s expenses in Pakistan “…you can put all worry out of your mind. IF plane travel is 

the only way, we will get you a plane ticket… You are to serenely await the coming of 

your visa and coming home for good to the United States.”  

                                                        
37 To Mead, July 9, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
38 To Eglar, July 28, 1950 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C21] 1950) 
39 To Eglar, July 7, 1952, Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C26] 1952 – this letter 

comes after a gap of almost two years, after Eglar’s last letter of October 4, 1950. 
40 To Mead, July 24, 1952  (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C26] 1952) 
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Eglar booked a passage on December 17th 1952 aboard the ‘Chusan’ sailing from 

Bombay and arriving in England on Dec. 31st. She would then take another ship to New 

York, arriving by mid-January, 1953. She asked Leila to inquire about a room for her.  

“It must be very difficult to find any place, but what to do! If one could erect a 

small house of mud or sun dried bricks in the midst of New York that would solve 

the problem. And why not right close to the U.N. building near the East River? 

Those people should understand. The rainy season of New York is over, otherwise 

the house would be washed right away. You see how desperate I am to get a place 

to live? It gives one some sense of security, there is no doubt.”41 

However, there were further delays. She had asked for her file to be transferred to the 

American Consulate at Karachi (closer to Nawabshah, near Bhiria Road where she was 

then living). The file arrived after much delay, but was incomplete. “Seeing how leisurely 

they were taking the matters I went to Karachi just the same,” she wrote. What happened 

next was a nightmare of the kind that anyone who has had bureaucratic dealings will 

relate to. Eglar went to Karachi taking the required photographs and a police certificate 

but the vice consul objected that her doctor’s report submitted in Lahore was a year old. 

She would need “another complete physical exam – that is another thirty dollars.”  

“To top it all, at the very end of my file it was written that my number was sent 

back to Washington upon my request to postpone my departure to the States. I 

told him that it must have been a mistake, but he did not know & did not seem to 

take much interest… I’ll have to wait whether my name will come up on the list of 

March, April, or I do not know when.”42 

The December booking had to be cancelled. Then, her Pakistani visa due to expire in a 

fortnight needed to be renewed. “So I find myself in about the same predicament as I was 

                                                        
41 To Leila, October 18, 1952 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C26] 1952) 
42 To Mead, November 18, 1952 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C26] 1952); 

The US Embassy, however, placed the responsibility of the confusion squarely on Eglar’s 
moves between areas served by the Lahore and the Karachi consulates (Walter J. Stoessel, letter 
to Mosely, June 02, 1954 [Philip E. Mosely Collection]). 
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at the time of leaving New York that is the visa difficulty & the difficulty of booking a 

passage – too many unknowns to operate on...”43 

Mead replied commiserating the bad luck, but urging Eglar to “try and get as much 

written as possible… for it would be splendid if you arrived back with a nearly completed 

manuscript.” She wrote to Wenner-Gren supporting Eglar’s application for a grant for her 

return passage, telling them that “Miss Eglar was one of Dr. Benedict’s students in whom 

she was most interested” and the Institute for Intercultural Studies, through which 

Benedict’s estate was dispensed, would support Eglar in America after her return until 

she got a job.44 Few people could withstand Mead’s force of conviction. Her critics called 

her aggressive. Her friends agreed that she was assertive. In any case, she got results. 

Wenner-Gren’s Dr Fejos assured her that he would recommend a grant of Eglar’s passage 

money and Mead authorized an IIS grant for Eglar’s passage or subsistence in Pakistan 

“up to $1000” from Ruth Benedict’s estate (administered by Ruth Valentine).45 

Eglar had already been in Pakistan for over three and a half years, having expected to 

return after two years at the most.  

“I miss all my friends so much, but especially you, Leila. You complain about the 

rainy spring and I wish I had seen rain in these parts. Right now the temperature 

is 114 degrees F, and that is only the beginning of the heat.” 

Letters from New York helped lift the “gloomy mood” that she was sometimes plunged 

into, and she hoped she would be back by the fall46.  

The Soviet Moslems’ Project 

In April 1953, Mead suggested that since Eglar was in Pakistan, she might help Philip E. 

Mosely, the well-known scholar with a focus on Eastern Europe, who had joined the IIS 

                                                        
43 Ibid. 
44 Mead to Fejos, November 28, 1952 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C26] 

1952) 
45 Mead, January 7, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
46 To Leila, May 5, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
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Board was doing a project on displaced Soviet Moslems. He had heard that there were  

some in Pakistan, and wanted to know where they might be, what conditions they lived 

in, and whether it would be possible to interview them47.  Eglar had not heard of this 

group in Pakistan, but soon after learning of this project, read a newspaper report 

mentioning Kazakh refugees in Indian occupied Kashmir48. She wrote back saying she 

would be happy to help. Mead was then preparing to leave for her own field trip to the 

Admiralty Islands. Before going, she sent Eglar a $500 “Benedict grant”: “I do hope, 

Zekiye, that this will help. It is very hard for us to be useful to you when you do not 

write, and we have no way of knowing what you need. You know I have said over and 

over again that you were to let us know if you needed money.”49  Wenner-Gren was not 

making any commitments and Mead decided to pay for Eglar’s travel through the IIS50. 

She also sent Mosely a summary of Eglar’s background and strengths and provided 

references (Dr Ruth Bunzel and Prof Charles Wagley).51  

Mosely then asked Eglar to conduct interviews in Pakistan for his project on displaced 

Soviet-Moslems that aimed to examine the impact of the Soviet system on the Moslems 

of Central Asia and the Caucasus. It entailed interviewing Muslims who had fled the 

Soviet Union and integrated into other societies and later proved crucial in helping Eglar 

return to America.  Mosely sent Eglar $200 for travel to Peshawar and stay for ten days to 

determine the identity and location of the refugees. There, she came “face to face with the 

suffering of a group torn out of its context”. But the Peshawar refugees “had not had 

enough direct contact with the Soviets and would not provide the type of personal 

incidents and illustrative material which would contribute towards the study”52. They 

traveled to Kohat, 40 miles from Peshawar, in pursuit of a recent refugee only to find that 

he had returned to Russia to bring back his wife and child. The frustration was 

compounded by tensions in the area due to Pakistan-India hostilities in the disputed 

territory of Kashmir across the border, forcing Eglar to go about her work “very 
                                                        
47 To Eglar, April 28, 1953, Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953 
48 To Leila, May 5, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
49 To Eglar, May 12, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
50 To Eglar, May 12, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
51 To Mosely, May 20, 1953 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C28] 1953) 
52 To Mosely, November 1, 1953 (Philip E. Mosely Collection) 
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cautiously”53. She learned that about half of the 3000 Kirghiz Kazaks who had crossed 

into India in 1941 and spread down to Bombay had already gone to Turkey, while the rest 

were waiting for permits to settle there. This was also the case with a more recent group 

of 1000 Kirghiz Kazaks who had crossed over into Indian administered Kashmir in 1951. 

A few Uzbek families in Peshawar and Karachi had been settled there for 20 or 30 years. 

Some refugees from Chinese Turkestan were in Swat State, 120 miles from Peshawar. 

The immigration case 

The Soviet-Muslim Project helped sustain Eglar in Pakistan and gave Mead a lever to get 

her back to the USA. As head of the Russian Institute at Columbia University in the first 

decade of the Cold War, Mosely had contacts in the State Department. One of them 

explained that Eglar could obtain “first preference status” if she were to be engaged in 

work which required special knowledge or specialized training at the Russian Institute at 

Columbia University that Mosely headed. This would expedite her return to the US, as 

numbers under the Soviet quota (that applied to her as Russian-born) would only be 

available after the new quota year opened on July 1, 1954.54 

Mead swung into action. Mosely would apply for funds for a project on Soviet Moslems 

in New York to be administered through the IIS, for which Eglar would be the primary 

researcher. The Benedict estate would finance Eglar’s passage home since “it is not good 

policy for foundations etc. to pay immigrants’ passages and so become responsible. This 

is the reason Wenner Gren didn’t want to do that either.” Leila Lee would “get the dope” 

from the immigration office, and inform Mosely about the “time conditions of guaranteed 

use of the immigrants”55. They spent “days filling out all the forms and affidavits”56. 

Leila Lee and Mosely’s secretary worked into the evenings completing the petition to get 

Eglar admitted into the United States on a preference status. This entailed obtaining 

                                                        
53 Letter to Mosely, Sept 22, 1953 (Philip E. Mosely Collection). 
54 Walter J. Stoessel, Jr, to Mosely, June 25, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of 

Congress [C30], 1954) 
55 IIS memo, July 14, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
56 To ‘Val’ (probably Ruth Valentine) August 3, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of 

Congress [C30], 1954) 
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Eglar’s official records and transcripts from Columbia University and a letter from the 

Wenner-Gren about the earlier grant to Eglar, as well as one from Social Science 

Research Council testifying that they had given Eglar a grant in 1949 after informal 

inquires indicated that she “would be permitted to re-enter the United States as a 

permanent immigrant after her work in Pakistan”.57 Charles Wagley of Columbia 

University’s Anthropology Department sent in a supporting letter. Mead and Mosely 

testified to Eglar’s uniqueness for the Soviet Moslem Project: “…we know there is no 

one in the United States, or in the world, for that matter, who has the specific training, 

background and knowledge to do the research project which we need her to do”.58 

Mosely added another letter stressing the “national and scientific interests involved” and 

his “very high opinion of her personal and scholarly integrity and of course her complete 

devotion to the interests of the United States”59. Mead submitted Eglar’s visa petition to 

the Department of Justice on July 23, 1954, then sent document copies and a notary-

signed I-129 application to Eglar “This application superseded all your previous 

applications. If allowed, it will give you full immigration status plus speed in getting 

in.”60 Eglar felt “revived” on receiving this material. She wrote to Leila, “I certainly will 

keep my fingers and toes crossed, the last not being a problem at all, for in this scorching 

heat of Punjab I mostly go about barefoot… It is a great comfort to have a friend as dear 

as you, Leila. And as to Dr. Mead, all my heart goes out to her. It takes a very great 

person to be so very generous in the appraisal of other people.”61  

By September 8, “the first steps” in the granting of Eglar’s visa had been completed and 

they could begin looking into the return journey. But there were more delays. The 

American Consulate in Lahore wanted Eglar’s “latest medical report etc.” Then her 

Turkish passport needed renewal. By October the US visa file was still not completed and 

she had to go on a waiting list for her quota number.  

                                                        
57 July 19, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
58 Mead to Ben Myron, July 20, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 

1954) 
59 Mosely, July 21, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
60 To Eglar, July 30, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
61 To Leila, September 4, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
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“I hope, now, that this is the last stage of waiting and I am now trying to prepare 

myself mentally for the change in life which is ahead of me… Now, as soon as I 

hear from the Consulate, I will go to Lahore and get my visa. Then I will proceed 

to Karachi - which is thirty hours’ trip by train from Mohla – to make 

arrangements for the trip back.” 62 

The enforced extended stay had been hard on Eglar, but also “very rewarding”, 

particularly with regard to the women. “To know them intimately, I lived very close with 

the people, and one has to pay for that. It is in the sense that, after you make them forget 

that you are an outsider, you are included in their sphere of intrigues and are not spared of 

their aggression”63. By the first week of January, 1955, Eglar again started booking the 

passage home, but needed money for the fare and for expenses related to the visa, 

medical report, and the trips to Lahore. “So, dear Dr. Mead, it seems at last that I am 

coming. Now, I have the courage to hope.”64 Mead arranged for the money. Eglar fell ill 

from the excitement of going and her ship reservation fell through. However, new 

arrangements were made and she was finally able to leave Pakistan at the end of March. 

Her papers were in order, but she was full of anxiety, related mostly to her eyesight 

which had deteriorated to the point that she could no longer manage by herself.  

Fazal accompanied her to London. They stopped in Turkey en route, staying with Eglar’s 

friend Shahima, whose banker husband arranged for Eglar to visit a medical center in 

Vienna65. The doctors there advised an operation to remove the cataracts that had 

developed only once complete blindness had set in, to minimize the risk. “Is that not a big 

trial, dear Dr. Mead? But I will have to face it. As long as I can work I will do so. To go 

about the streets will be difficult. So hard to put it down in writing…”66  

                                                        
62 To Mead, December 14, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
63 Ibid 
64 To Mead, January 7, 1954 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C30], 1954) 
65 Eglar no longer had family there; her mother and older sister were dead and relations with her 
brother Hasan had been strained since his marriage. 
66 To Mead, March 21, 1955 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C31] 1955) 
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Fazal put Eglar on the New York-bound ship with instructions to the crew about her 

visual handicap and returned to Pakistan. Eglar finally arrived in New York in April, 

1955, more than five years after she had left. Margaret Mead met Eglar and had her stay 

in an apartment close to her own office at the Museum of Natural History. She arranged 

an eye examination, after which a doctor at Columbia University operated to remove the 

cataracts. The operation restored Eglar’s eyesight, enabling her able to see better than 

before -- she would not need glasses for the next ten years.  

Meanwhile, Fazal applied for an American visa for himself and Guli, then about eight 

years old. They flew to London in 1956 and after some sightseeing left for America 

aboard the luxury ocean liner Queen Mary. Guli who spoke hardly any English, looked 

after the seasick Fazal and “was all over the ship and made friends with everybody”. 

They moved with Eglar to an apartment near Central Park. Fazal studied art at the Art 

Students’ League and attended anthropology lectures at Columbia University. Mead 

enrolled Guli in a small private school nearby, Children’s Colony (now part of Hunter 

College) on West End Avenue, run by Trudy Frank, a Viennese educator67. Arriving for 

the first day of school with books stacked on top of his head as in Mohla, he was greeted 

with laughter. It was tough for the village boy from Mohla who spoke no English but the 

school’s long hours and daily special lessons ensured that he soon picked up the 

language. In the process, Eglar’s erstwhile “Punjabi teacher” lost his own language. “We 

became an informal nuclear family. Apaji was like a mother to me, she would read to me, 

look after me.” She fought fiercely for her adopted ‘family’. When a shorter soccer player 

at BB&N jumped into Guli’s face and broke his nose, she insisted on taking him to the 

best doctor. “This is not just a nose, you have to understand, this is a Punjabi nose,” she 

kept telling the doctor.  

Having recovering from her eye operation, Eglar started working on the Soviet-Moslems 

Project and was engaged in the project for about ten months at a salary of $300 a 

month68. She interviewed several Russian Muslim refugees in the New York area but 

                                                        
67 Children’s Colony was a vanguard school operating from 8 am till 5 pm and catering to mostly 
Jewish, professional families.  
68 Mead, letter to Eglar, April 15, 1955 (Philip E. Mosely Collection) 
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there were far fewer informants than Mosely had anticipated. They had scattered too far 

or had migrated more than once. Persecuted on the basis of religion back home and 

having undergone multiple processes of assimilation into Western society, they were 

reluctant to expose their Muslim or Soviet roots. Eglar found them to be “frightened, 

distrustful of being interviewed, suspicious of each other, and very hard to see in a 

group”69. By the summer of 1956, Mosely reluctantly abandoned the project and returned 

the unused money to Ford Foundation.  

Eglar then resumed work on her dissertation, using notes taken on a series of small spiral-

bound stenographers’ notebooks. Fazal went over the material with her, and Mead got it 

typed up. Eglar completed her dissertation, Vartan Bhanji: Institutionalized Reciprocity 

in a Changing Punjabi Village70 in 1958. The Committee Chair Melvin Herskovits was 

“rather surprised” when she appeared and handed it in, as she later recounted to her 

student Paul J. Magnarella at Harvard.  “He said, ‘Where did you come from?’ 

Dissertations are usually done in consultation with the Committee Chair and Committee”. 

The Committee gave it a high recommendation.  

Now Eglar’s much-delayed doctorate was finally in sight, expected in February, 1958. 

Mead started trying to secure a job for her, preferably at some educational institute. She 

summarized for Eglar the various courses of action open to her, including possible jobs in 

February, grants for the remainder of the year and possible jobs next fall. She listed 

names of professors at various universities and programs for Eglar to follow up71. She 

wrote several letters of recommendation for Eglar whom she described as “a woman of 

great gentleness and charm, and with very genuine depth of thought and feeling”.72 

However, this gentle, soft-spoken Turkish woman, although intelligent and hard-working, 

lacked the drive and even the pushiness needed to get ahead in the world of academia.  

                                                        
69 To Mosely, July 15, 1955 (Philip E. Mosely Collection) 
70 Directory of Graduates, Department of Anthropology, Columbia University, 

http://www.columbia.edu/cu/anthropology/alumni/main/directory/index.html 
71 To Zekiye, Dec 9, 1957 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae series 1950-1964). 
72 To Dr Chu, Dec 9, 1957 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae series 1950-1964). 
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Mead recommended Eglar for a fellowship at Harvard University’s Center for Middle 

Eastern Studies: “She has, of necessity, worked very much alone during these last seven 

years, and would, I think, for some time, perhaps work best on special projects, or in 

briefing individuals – which she has been doing through the years. She will be invaluable 

as a bridge between a thoroughly felt Moslem background and an equally thorough 

Western education.”73  

Mead’s daughter Catherine, then an undergraduate at Radcliffe, notes that Mead had “a 

continuing grudge against (Harvard) for discourtesy and exploitation of women”. 

Catherine’s time there as a student and as a graduate student and young faculty member 

(1956-63)74 did nothing to soften her mother towards Harvard and Mead had “almost no 

professional interactions” there except as “very specific favors to friends and with 

minimal publicity” (Bateson, 1985: p 133). Mead did eventually receive an honorary 

doctorate from Harvard but this did not change her attitude of skepticism toward it.  

Eglar moved to Cambridge on July 1, 1958, with Fazal and Guli, to an airy apartment in 

tree-lined Linnaean Street75. Fazal joined the Museum School at the Museum of Fine 

Arts, Boston76. They got Guli admission to the nearby private school, Buckingham, 

Brown and Nichols (BB&N -- he would later be on its board of trustees). Eglar began 

working on the sequel to her earlier study, calling it The Economic Life of a Punjabi 

Village.  Mead had found her Ph.D thesis so “beautifully written” that she nominated it 

for the prestigious Clarke F. Ansley Award of the Columbia University Press77. The 

Ansley Award Committee chose it for one of its publication prizes for that year78 which 

entailed Columbia University Press publishing it as a book. Eglar wrote to Mead:  “It 

makes me very happy and full of gratitude and it is hard to express how much I feel for 
                                                        
73 Mead to Lockhard, April 28, 1958 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae series 1950-1964) 
74 Catherine graduated from Radcliffe College in 1960 and completed her Ph.D from Harvard in 
1963, 
75 7, Linnaean Street, a 14-apartment building that Fazal bought in 1979 and converted into 
condominiums, selling some and keeping a few. He sold the last one in 1990. 
76 He did several oil paintings of Eglar at this apartment, now in his current home half a mile up 
the road. 
77 Mead to Conrad Aresnberg, May 16, 1958 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress, 
[CV Series] 1950-64) 
78 Columbia University to Eglar, October 20, 1958 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae series 1950-1964) 
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everything you have been doing for me.”79 Mead got her close friend, the anthropologist 

Rhoda Metraux (also a friend of Eglar’s) to edit the book. The process probably involved 

some red tape – alluded to in a brief, gleeful note from Mead hoping that Rhoda had told 

Eglar “how we have reduced the Columbia University Press to appropriate pulp.”80 

Catherine remembers the process to be “like pulling teeth” but Fazal has a different 

memory: “Mead got Rhoda to take a look at it and re-organize it, editing, cutting and 

streamlining. The manuscript was all typed and ready. Rhoda was an excellent editor and 

had done all the editing of Mead’s books. So it was a very special treat that Rhoda could 

do that.”  

Once her American citizenship came through at the end of 196081 Eglar sought grants 

from the National Science Foundation and the Wenner-Gren Foundation. She asked 

Philip Mosely, then Director of Studies at the Council of Foreign Relations, to write her a 

recommendation. He did so enthusiastically: 

“So far as I know, Dr. Eglar is the only fully trained and productive social 

anthropologist who is also a Moslem woman by background… Her quality as a 

Moslem woman gives her access to the female half of society which otherwise 

remains closed to outside observers. Dr. Eglar is, in my opinion, a talented, 

highly motivated and productive scholar with a unique skill for the study of 

Moslem societies. Since Pakistan is a close ally of the United States and very little 

has been done to study its social evolution, this study can fill an important gap, in 

the national and scientific interest. All these special reasons for favorable action 

would have no weight, however, if Dr. Eglar had not demonstrated, as she has 

apparently, her thorough training, her skill as a field worker, and her ability to 

draw significant conclusions from her work. I strongly recommend favorable 

action.”82 

                                                        
79 Eglar to Mead, Oct 27, 1958 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae series 1950-1964) 
80 To Eglar, April 7, 1959 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C41] 1959) 
81 Fazal and Guli obtained theirs much later, Guli in 1970 after marrying an American and Fazal 
in 1993. 
82 Philip E. Mosely, letter of recommendation, December 30, 1960 (Philip E. Mosely Collection) 
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Mead also had high expectations of Eglar. But in the end, Eglar had very different 

ambitions for herself.  

Patterns 

Like her mentors Benedict and Mead, Zekiye Eglar had to struggle to establish herself 

professionally in a male-dominated, gender biased world. All three were women finding 

their own spaces and paths in a man’s world, extraordinarily dedicated and committed to 

their work. They were part of a group of intellectual pioneers who maintained family-like 

relationships with their professional colleagues, helping each other out when needed83. 

The difference was that Eglar appears to have had no professional ambition at all beyond 

achieving excellence in whatever project she was engaged.84 

The similarities are stronger with Benedict who had a life-long partial deafness. Eglar too 

had to struggle against a physical handicap, deteriorating eyesight and eventually 

blindness. Benedict, shy and socially awkward, struggled to establish her professional 

identity at a time when women were seen only in relation to the legitimacy conferred by 

male family members. She had to struggle to retain her space in a male-dominated milieu, 

as Eglar did, not just in Turkey, but in Pakistan and also the United States. Eglar was 

additionally a displaced single woman. Eglar possessed “a certain diffidence” despite 

being “outstanding” in terms of her specific interests85. Certainly, her lack of 

assertiveness in the professional sphere echoes that of Benedict. Although Science journal 

in 1932 recognized Benedict as one of the country’s top five anthropologists, she was 

repeatedly passed over for promotions and tenure. Her “willingness to do painstaking, 

exacting, detailed research made more or less inevitable the kinds of tasks Boas found for 

her to do,” notes Mead. Research money was scarce, and Boas tried to use his meager 

                                                        
83 As Mary Catherine Bateson records in her memoirs, With a Daughter’s Eye, 1985 
84 When similarities and contrasts between the lives of Benedict, Eglar, and Mead began 
emerging, I was initially uncertain about whether I should be looking for patterns. When I asked 
Catherine, she exclaimed, “Yes, of course you should!” After all, this is what Benedict, Mead, 
and Eglar did – sought and observed patterns in social customs and traditions, then set down these 
patterns like the hitherto unrecorded grammar of a new language.  
85 Philip E. Mosely, letter of recommendation, December 30, 1960 (Philip E. Mosely Collection, 
record series 15/35/51, Box 7; Folder: Zekiye Eglar, 1960) 
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funds to help those who most needed it. Benedict, as the wife of a professor at Cornell 

Medical College, was not in actual need. “The fact that she was struggling for 

independence did not change this in Boas’ view” [Mead, 1974 (2005), p. 29]. 

Despite Boas’ encouraging women to join this field, “the idea that a woman might 

become a member of the faculty did not then occur to the administration86”. When 

Benedict was appointed acting executive director after Boas retired as chairman of the 

Department in 1936, the prevailing climate of opinion was so heavily weighted against 

women that no one believed she could ever “seriously be considered as a possible 

successor to Boas,” comments Mead.87 The gender bias was so strong that Benedict did 

not even get her well-deserved full professorship until too late, while Mead was only 

made an adjunct professor at Columbia in 1954.  

Margaret Mead was also sidelined at her primary place of work, the American Museum 

of Natural History, despite her fame, academic credentials and family history. For an 

office, she was offered an attic room that no one else wanted – which she turned into an 

advantage.  “She worked around the problems, cannily expanding her work space in the 

tower where male curators were not interested in competing, raising her own funds, and 

increasing her freedom to come and go as she liked.”88 

If Benedict and Mead found it difficult to gain equal footing with male colleagues, this 

must have been that much more of a struggle for the far less forceful Eglar. Mary 

Catherine Bateson’s observation while discussing a later situation in her own career 

resonates with the situations of Benedict, Mead and Eglar.  

“…the principle instrument of sexism was not the refusal to appoint women or 

even the refusal to promote them (though both occurred, for minorities as well as 

                                                        
86 Mead, 1974 (2005), p. 29. 
87 Mead writes that she found out years later that Howard Lee McBain, then Dean of the Graduate 
School, had wanted Columbia to take the lead in appointing women to such positions, but died of 
a heart attack in May 1936 before making his decision public, and Benedict never knew of it 
(Mead: 1974 [2005], p. 55). 
88 Bateson: 1985, p 75 
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women), but the habit of hiring women and then dealing with them in such a way 

that when the time came for promotion it would be reasonable to deny it…  

“This subversion was accomplished by taking advantage of two kinds of 

vulnerability that women raised in our society tend to have. The first is the quality 

of self-sacrifice, a learned willingness to set their own interests aside and be used 

and even used up by the community… The second kind of vulnerability trained 

into women is a readiness to believe messages of disdain and derogation.”89 

On a personal level, all three led unconventional family lives. Benedict had an unhappy 

marriage and gradually came into her own only after her marriage disintegrated, 

regaining her “remote beauty” and finding professional and personal fulfillment. Given 

the strong taboos regarding homosexuality or bisexuality, it is hardly surprising that 

Mead and Benedict kept their romantic involvement so discreet that it only became 

public knowledge after Mary Catherine Bateson wrote about it (1985). This relationship 

was at its most intense between 1925 and 193390 -- well before Zekiye Eglar first arrived 

at Columbia. By then, Mead was married to her third husband, the brilliant 

anthropologist-linguist Gregory Bateson. Eglar was in Pakistan when Bateson sought a 

divorce, shattering Mead as Catherine records in her 1985 memoirs. However, the 

correspondence between Mead and Eglar makes no reference to any such personal 

matters.  

Eglar never married nor is not known to have formed any romantic liaisons. Almost forty 

when she first went to Pakistan in 1949, she was well past what most Pakistanis would 

consider “marriageable age” even today. Her age and Western education afforded her a 

freedom that a younger woman would have been denied. Her association with the head 

family of Mohla also conferred on her a status that raised her above such mundane 

matters. 

                                                        
89 Bateson: 1989, p. 53-54 
90 Lois W. Banner, ‘Foreword' to Ruth Benedict: A Humanist in Anthropology, by Margaret 
Mead, Columbia University Press, 2005, p. xvii 



 
Beena Sarwar         July 31, 2008 

Page 24 of 35 

Benedict and Mead were told early in their marriages that they would never be able to 

have children. This remained true for Benedict, although Mead had one child late in life, 

Mary Catherine Bateson, born in 1939. Eglar loved children but never had any of her 

own. She was a surrogate mother to Guli and built an inter-dependent, if unconventional 

support system for herself, improvising a nuclear family with Fazal and Guli and an 

extended family network in Mohla. Guli thinks of Eglar as “one of the earliest feminists.” 

But for Eglar her little family and the ‘comfort zone’ of Cambridge took precedence over 

professional advancement. This is where she was different from other pioneering women 

in the academia, like Benedict, Mead or Metraux.  

When Eglar went to Pakistan in 1962 for a follow up study, she found things very 

difficult without Fazal, who had traveled with her then returned to the America to pursue 

his education. For one thing, the place was “in a deplorable condition – nobody does 

anything constructive, but waits for someone else to ‘lift the responsibility’ as is said,” 

she wrote.91 Everyone in Mohla looked up to her and idealized her so there was no one to 

share her problems with. She was no longer an outsider, but felt alienated from the tiring 

rural culture of doublespeak. She was under pressure to complete a report for the 

foundations that had supported her, which she had trouble doing, despite Mead’s 

exhortation to do it promptly in order to not “endanger the requests of other 

anthropologists who need help”. Rhoda Metraux and Margaret Mead were also expecting 

her to provide material for a new study they were undertaking -- an unstated quid pro quo 

for all they had done for her. Mead was appalled when Eglar decided to leave before the 

onset of the summer monsoon and the expected floods. She repeatedly warned Eglar that 

to leave before the full year study period was up would be disastrous for her academic 

future. Eglar was aware of this, but at this point, preferred academic death to staying on 

in Mohla. Mead tried to dissuade her:  

“I sent off a cable in answer to yours, to Mohla, saying that of course you should 

plan to leave Mohla during the flood period, but couldn’t you work for two 

months outside Mohla, get a draft of your report done, and go back to check 
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anything you found you needed before coming back here… You see if you were 

able to get good material on time and space for Rhoda, this would free some time 

of hers to work with you. But without it, Rhoda simply doesn’t have either the time 

or the strength to put a lot of time into working with you on your material, 

profitable as we know this to be. 

“You will realise of course, dear Zekiye, that I am not instructing you, I am only 

advising you, as someone to whom you turn for suggestions about your academic 

career. I can understand that you are lonely and would like to get back as soon as 

possible. But when a woman makes the choice of an intellectual career, she, even 

more than a man, is bound to meet its demands92 (emphasis added) 

Unable to directly contradict her mentor, Eglar simply didn’t reply (at least there is no 

record of a reply). But Mead learnt that she was still planning to return. She dashed off a 

couple of telephone cables on June 28th in quick succession, strongly advising her against 

returning to America without completing the full year’s work in Mohla -- 

“DISTASTEROUS FOR ANY CHANCE OF FURTHER GRANT OR APPOINTMENT”. 

She also dashed off a letter the same day:  

“I cannot understand how you can possibly think of leaving so soon. Your project 

was for over a year’s work in the field and you didn’t begin working till the first 

of the year. You must realize that with the report of your Harvard work also 

absolutely unready for publication, you will, if you do not finish this field work in 

a form to (1) really complete the Harvard Center study, (2) do a new book and (3) 

have materials for our study on Time and Space which would justify some of 

Rhoda’s time and at least some slight funds, you will be in a very serious 

predicament indeed when you come back. It will be impossible to ask for any 

research funds from anywhere, and there are not at present any appointments of 

any kind open which would be suitable for you.” 93 

                                                        
92 June 5, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 
93 To Eglar, June 28, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 



 
Beena Sarwar         July 31, 2008 

Page 26 of 35 

She suggested that Eglar seek an academic appointment “either in Pakistan or in the 

Middle East,” at the University of Cairo and the American University in Beirut.  

Eglar seems to have wanted only to return to her comfort zone in Cambridge. The 

monsoon rains were due to start soon and she wanted to leave before their onset. “I have 

been through those months a few times before and know the hardships. However, I would 

never have considered returning, unless my work were completed. Of course there is 

always more to do, but there is limitation imposed circumstances added to my own 

limitations…”94 

Mead cabled back: “LETTER RECEIVED. OF COURSE LEAVE MOHLA BUT CANT 

YOU STAY IN PAKISTAN WRITING FIRST DRAFT AND RETURN MOHLA TO 

RECHECK AFTER RAINS PLEASE CABLE CHANGE OF ADDRESS.”95 There is no 

record of Eglar using the prepaid ten word reply that Mead had provided, but she again 

wrote to say that she could found no solution. She could not afford to go to a hill station 

or to another city. Worse, her confidence had been shattered by a spate of robberies in the 

area, including at Fazal Ahmad’s house. The perpetrator was Mian Khan, the family 

coachman responsible for driving Eglar and liaising for her between the main house and 

the dera:  

“Here a single person cannot find any accommodations, especially being a 

woman and a foreigner…. To live in a hotel, one has to spend a fortune & even 

then not to feel safe about one’s belongings… It is not safe. Recently, villages 

around have been repeatedly attacked by armed bandits with whom the police 

have not been able to cope. Fazl Ahmad’s house has been looted, nothing was 

left. A few of my things that I kept there are gone also. I have hardly any clothes 

to wear, for my baggage never reached me – Thus the villages are no more safe 

places of refuge.”  

                                                        
94 To Mead, June 30, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 
95 July 3, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 
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In these conditions, she felt unable to do any real thinking or writing: “There is nothing 

more that I could study here. My grant appointment was to finish at the end of August. 

As you say, my return to the States may mean my ruin academically. I am terribly 

distressed. However, I know well because of my condition here, that my stay here means 

my ruin just the same.”96 She signed off as usual with “much respect and love”. But the 

permission she sought was not forthcoming. Instead, Rhoda Metraux sent a lengthy, 

closely typed letter explaining the kind of help she had hoped Eglar could extend with 

regards to her work.97 This did not convince Eglar into staying on in Pakistan. The Mead 

papers contain no record of Eglar’s reply.  

The return  

Eglar’s return to the United States must have been fraught with anxiety. She had ruined 

her chances of academic advancement, and also disappointed the mentor to whom she 

owed so much. But Mead was also keenly aware of her vulnerabilities and weaknesses 

and knew of Eglar’s struggle to live a normal life. She probably understood the mental 

stress that the latest Pakistan trip had caused. They remained close. Mead would visit 

Linnaean Street house whenever she was in Cambridge, and continued to write glowing 

recommendations whenever needed. In one such letter, she described Eglar as “a very 

unusual person” who has had  

“most unusual opportunities as a student, a teacher, and a field worker. She came 

to the United States twice as a student, the first time after graduating from college 

she studied under the late Edward Sapir, and the second time she was one of the 

last and most valued students of Dr. Ruth Benedict…. 

“During her early years, Dr. Eglar had very poor eye sight, and worked under a 

tremendous handicap in spite of which she passed one of the most brilliant oral 

examinations in the memory of the Columbia University Department of 

Anthropology… 
                                                        
96 July 4 , 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 
97 July 8, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress, Curriculum Vitae Series, 1950-
1964) 
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“…She is travelled, sophisticated, highly aware of the complexities of the world. 

She commands Russian, Turkish, English, French, Punjabi, and has studied Urdu. 

She has breeding, sensitivity, style. She is one of the few people in the United 

States competent to teach something about Islam with sympathy and 

understanding of women’s role in Islamic countries. 

“…She is very definitely an older, responsible, dignified, unmarried woman, 

learned in the way that people from the Middle East and India understand. She 

commands respect from young men as well as young women and has a subtle 

grasp of the problems they face in coming to the United States.”98 

Rhoda Metraux also gave Eglar an excellent recommendation noting that during the 

Contemporary Cultures research she had “showed herself to be a quite remarkably 

percipient and sensitive interviewer with a range of difficult informants”99  

Eglar was unable to obtain another placement and eventually just stayed on at Harvard, 

where she taught Modern and Advanced Turkish throughout the late 1960s and into the 

1970s. Harvard archives contain no record of her appointment, but the Ottoman and 

Turkish Studies website mentions her association with the College in these words: “After 

World War II, Turkish and Ottoman studies burgeoned at Harvard under the guidance of 

numerous scholars and professors... During the early 1960s, Turkish language studies 

was boosted by the addition of Zekiye Eglar and Omeljan Pritsak to the faculty. Eglar 

taught modern Turkish, and Pritsak taught ancient, as well as modern, Turkish along with 

the comparative grammar of Turkic languages.”100  

Eglar wrote occasional articles and reviews101. Her last major published work was a paper 

co-authored with Paul J. Magnarella. It was based on an 11th century book on sacred 

knowledge, containing a prime minister’s advice for a prince, using a section dealing 
                                                        
98 Mead, March 1, 1963 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae Series, 1950-1964) 
99 Metraux, March 1, 1963 (Mead, Curriculum Vitae Series, 1950-1964)  
100 ‘About Ottoman and Turkish Studies at Harvard’ 
http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~turkish/about_turkish_studies.html 
101 Like a review of Satish C. Misra’s ‘Muslim Communities in Gujarat: Preliminary Studies in 
Their History and Social Organization’, American Anthropologist October 1965, Vol. 67, No. 5. 
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with the nature of society to make a socio-cultural analysis of contemporary society102. 

Eglar helped immensely with the translations, says Magnarella, “but I had to encourage 

her to join me in the project – she was what we call ‘gun shy’. She was very reluctant to 

publish anything.  But afterwards she was proud of the paper and her contribution to it.”  

Among the few women faculty at Harvard were the celebrated linguist Cora Du Bois – 

the only tenured woman professor at Radcliffe. The well known German scholar of 

Islam, Annemarie Schimmel arrived there as a lecturer in 1967, having already traveled 

to Turkey and Pakistan which later became her second home. Eglar was friendly with 

both, but her relationship with Schimmel eventually cooled off.  

 

Mary Catherine Bateson, who practiced Turkish conversation with Eglar while also 

taking Shaw’s Turkish language course, remembers Zekiye as being isolated on several 

levels. These included gender -- Harvard had few women in its faculty. Then there was 

her status as a foreigner – with Russian roots no less – and a Muslim. She once told 

Catherine that she felt one of her younger male colleagues treated her “like a servant”. 

“Zekiye was sidelined and pushed aside, quite peripheral,” recalls Catherine, “There was 

also her own lack of pushiness. It’s an impressive story of achievement, but it’s also a sad 

story.”103   

Eglar received little encouragement from her mostly male colleagues at the Center for 

Middle Eastern Studies, aside from the director Sir Hamilton Gibb and Omeljan Pritsak. 

But then, as Prof. Walter Denny comments, Harvard faculty in those days had a 

reputation for not treating colleagues well, particularly women – “status anxiety would 

have explained the behaviour of many people then”.104  He has the “distinct recollection 

                                                        
102 A View of Social Classes in the Twelfth Century Karakhanid State (1971). 
103 Things don’t seem to have changed that much: Harvard Magazine in its issue of March-April 
2002 found 36 percent of the faculty composed of women, compared to 23 percent in the early 
1970s, while The New York Times reported recently that women on Harvard’s faculty still lag 
behind (June 14, 2006). 
104 Denny studied Turkish with Eglar for three years as an undergraduate at Harvard in the late 
1960s. Former Honorary Curator of Carpets and Textiles at the Harvard University Art Museums 
for three decades, he is currently Professor of Art History and Adjunct Professor of Middle 
Eastern Studies at University of Massachusetts at Amherst.  
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that she knew that Harvard treated her in a very shabby way, and that as an institute it 

treated anyone who was not a full professor very badly, especially women.” He suspects 

there was a snobbishness related to Eglar being an anthropologist rather than a linguist in 

a Center that focused on Middle Eastern languages.  

A passionate teacher 

The Center for Middle Eastern Studies was housed on the second and third floors of a 

four-storey brick building converted from a hotel on 1737 Cambridge Street105. By the 

late sixties, Eglar again had trouble seeing, despite her thick eyeglasses. Doctors in New 

York and Boston cold do nothing for her now and life outside became very limited for 

her outside. Twice a week Fazal would take her to her office at the Center where she 

taught Turkish. She didn’t have many students, and often the classes would be one on 

one. Because of her eyesight, she would go directly to her office and leave only when it 

was time to be picked up.  There was a reading room in the middle of the Center, and a 

self-serve dining room downstairs, but she never used it because of the difficulty she had 

with her eyes. “It would have been too much for her,” says her graduate student Paul J. 

Magnarella, “She used to bring her lunch and eat it in her office. She interacted little with 

her colleagues, perhaps because “she had difficulty recognizing people.” By 1971 she 

was functionally blind. “I used audio tapes for my research, which was useful for her, and 

I would read her the text books.”  

For Walter Denny, an undergraduate student, “it was far, far more than a class in Turkish 

language”. Like Magnarella, he was the only student in his class with her. She gave little 

personal information about herself, but would occasionally transport him back to her 

childhood in the Caucasus, to her grandfather Prince Palavandof, and her father the 

general. “It was almost like a fairy tale, these stories of her childhood. Then she had 

undergone this amazing transition to becoming a thoroughly westernised anthropologist, 

associated with the greats of that time.” One particularly moving incident forced Denny 

out of his self-absorption: “In the last year I was there, I was reading a story to her and I 
                                                        
105 Now the Knafel Building of Harvard’s Center for Government and International Studies 
(CGIS) completed in 2005, next to the Graduate School of Design north of Harvard Yard 
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looked up, and saw that her eyes were closed and she was mouthing the words as I read 

them. It was a story by one of the great Turkish writers. When I’d point to something and 

asked what it was, she’d ask me to read it out. I realised all of a sudden then that she was 

nearly blind, but she knew these words so well that she knew them by heart. She had 

internalized all that material. I realised only then how she had been struggling with her 

eyesight.”  

He has the impression that life was very difficult for her in general in the Punjab. But her 

experiences there resonated with the Turkish stories that they read, often set in villages, 

focusing on women. “She particularly enjoyed these 1930s-1950s social realist stories 

and would get very animated about the teaching. It was all very real to her. She would get 

very excited about the situations of the characters, particularly the women, about whom 

she would start talking as if they were real people. ‘You see what she’s thinking? This is 

the way it is, this is how girls are treated, see these decisions they have to make’. That’s 

what would constantly happen in our classes -- we would come across a situation and 

she’d find a parallel, something that happens in villages,” recalls Denny. “After all these 

years I now have a much deeper knowledge about Turkey – she already had that wisdom 

and was very ready to share it. She was unmarried but very wise in the ways of the world. 

A person like that ends up living the lives of other people she’s involved, whether it’s 

Fazal or Guli or the villagers in the Punjab.” 

“She was very kind and thoughtful, gracious and cultured and soft-spoken. She was very 

helpful towards students, went out of her way for them,” says Magnarella. “I found her to 

be a big help with the audio recordings of my research in Turkey, for which I did 

interviews that had many colloquialisms. She also helped immensely with my dissertation 

at Harvard.” The research led to Magnarella’s book Tradition and Change in a Turkish 

Town, in which he acknowledges her help.  

“She was the kind of person you fell in love with and wanted to help, the sweetest, 

kindest, most caring, humble, down to earth person – totally rare at Harvard,” remembers 

Denny. “She was so different from everybody else. I had other caring teachers too but 

there was always a sense of noblesse oblige because they tended to be wealthy”.  
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The Chowdhry family in Mohla was similar in some ways to Eglar’s own lost family – 

educated and influential despite living in a rural setting far removed from the corridors of 

power. “We were from the village, but more advanced than city people in many ways,” 

says Fazal. “We had everything we wanted. Zekiye Khanum wanted to be close to my 

family. They accepted her open heartedly. If she was coming to Pakistan for a visit, they 

waited so she could participate in important family decisions. After my mother’s death, 

she almost became the head of our family.” Zekiye named several babies born in the 

family, including all four children born to Fazal’s youngest sister Zubeida. No rishta 

(marriage) would take place without her approval.  

When Eglar arrived in Mohla in the spring of 1950, the village had only one shop. It had 

no school, post office, electricity or paved roads, not even from the railway station in the 

nearby town of Wazirabad. Members of the Chowdhry family in Mohla say that it was 

Apaji Mem who got them these facilities – perhaps this was what she had meant in her 

letter to Mead when she wrote that everyone waited for someone else to “lift the 

responsibility”106. She never mentioned in her letters home that she had moved beyond 

her role of an ethnographer and lobbied with bureaucrats to get Mohla its post office, 

paved roads and electricity (which finally arrived in 1962) – and its first primary school. 

She was outraged that Rasool Safdar had had to send her daughter Sophie to live with 

relatives in nearby Kasur in order to attend school. “Apaji thought Sophie should live at 

home,” says Rasool Safdar, “so she established the first primary school in Mohla”. The 

school still exists on the edge of Mohla’s fertile green fields. Later, Eglar got Sophie to 

come to Boston in 1965 where she studied nutrition at Garland College. (Sophie later 

married an Italian; they live in Milan with their two children.) 

Rasool Begum, now 78, tall and stately, with glasses and white hair pulled back in a bun, 

bases herself in the room that Apaji used to stay in at the Chowdhry house at Mohla, run 

by her nephew Pervez, Guli’s older brother. Despite her own lack of formal education, 

she has a sophistication stemming from her family background, Apaji’s training and her 

own world-wide travels (“always first class”) to visit family around the world. She 

                                                        
106 To Mead, April 2, 1962 (Margaret Mead Collection, Library of Congress [C55] 1962) 
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reminisces about the old days with her niece Zeba (Zubeida’s daughter) who is visiting 

from nearby Wazirabad. Everyone remembers Eglar with fondness. Zeba, born in 1963, 

is one of Zubeida’s three children who were named by Eglar. She studied law at the 

Punjab University in Lahore. “Apaji said I should become a judge. She wanted me to go 

abroad, but my mother and my cousin (Pervez) didn’t let me because Sophie went abroad 

to study and never came back.” She still has Apaji’s lace handkerchief, and talks of the 

presents that Apaji always brought when she visited Mohla – high-quality purses, 

scarves, perfumes for everyone she knew.  

Zubeida’s older son Hassan (also named by Eglar – perhaps after her own estranged 

brother) now based in Germany, remembers Eglar’s feistiness and playful nature. Hassan 

remembers Eglar making Rasool Safdar drink a bottle of 7-Up that she didn’t want to. 

“But she was also very sakht mizaj (strict), and had a lot of robe (authority).”  Both traits 

– authority and playfulness -- are evident in an incident Rasool Safdar recalls with some 

pride and amusement. Eglar, always armed with camera and sketch book, was 

photographing a Shi’ite mourning procession near Mohla when a young woman in the 

procession objected. Eglar retorted, “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t take pictures of anyone 

who looks like you!” 

“She commanded respect,” says Parvez Arshad. “Villagers have a habit of spitting as 

they walk by. She would jump up and make them clean it up. They stopped doing that 

then. People would sit and talk and joke with her but no one dared idly pass by the dera 

(guest house) when she was sitting there.”  

In the 1960s, Eglar’s life in Cambridge became more limited while things got busier for 

Fazal. In 1962, after their trip to Japan and Pakistan, along with his graduate studies, he 

began teaching art at the Museum School. He also joined the art faculty at Garland 

College, where the President asked Fazal to investigate venues in Europe where they 

could hold an art summer school. In 1965, Fazal traveled alone to Europe. After 

investigating possibilities in cities like Athens, Paris and London, he settled on Florence 

where he rented a Renaissance villa. After that, he ran Garland’s summer school there for 

several years, involving local as well as American faculty. Zekiye and Guli would go too. 
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“We all went as a family to Florence every summer.” In the mornings, “She’d sit while I 

made breakfast, we’d have it together and I would leave by 8.00 am. When I came back 

at lunch, she’d still be sitting there. She had such a fabulous past, she’d get lost in it,” 

recalls Fazal.  

Eglar’s graduate student Paul J. Magnarella visited Florence in the summer of 1970 on 

his way back from a year in Turkey. Guli was also there, having recently married and 

with a small child. “Zekiye really enjoyed being there. Fazal had rented a villa on a hill 

and she loved sitting out there and chatting. It was a very happy time for her.”  

By 1972, Eglar had completely lost her eyesight. Her last trip to Pakistan was in 1976. 

She was “very siyani (intelligent). She knew everyone, even when she could not see, she 

recognized people’s voice and touch,” says Parvez. Guli joined them there for ten days, 

his first visit home since he’d left as a child in 1956.  

Mead died in 1978 in New York, having valiantly fought pancreatic cancer. Fazal and 

Guli attended the memorial service at the American Museum of Natural History, but 

Eglar could not go. Five years later, Eglar developed a cough that was diagnosed as lung 

cancer. She was initially hospitalized but Fazal brought her home shortly afterwards. 

“The nurses would bring her food but when I visited, I would realize that she hadn’t eaten 

– she was blind, and didn’t know the food was there. So we took her home and got a 

doctor, a friend from the Harvard School of Public Health who had been Guli’s teacher at 

the School of Education107, to come every day and check her. The hospital doctor came 

once a week. We arranged for three nurses to care for her in eight-hour shifts, and I 

stayed at home to be with her.”  

Zekiye Suleyman Eglar died at home, late in the afternoon on March 29, 1983, three 

months after the cancer had been diagnosed. She was buried in the historic Mount 

Auburn Cemetery on a grassy slope, under the shade of a massive pine overlooking a 

tree-lined pond. Many of the trees and bushes bear labels with their botanic and 

                                                        
107 He obtained his Ed.M in 1973, returned to Florence to run a school for a few years. He came 
back to Cambridge to get another degree at Harvard Business School. 
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colloquial names, for this was once Harvard University’s Arboretum. Fazal ensures that 

on special occasions, the fresh flowers that she loved are placed on the circular flat 

gravestone that he designed to mark Zekiye’s grave. 

This is how Fazal describes their relationship: “When Alexander the Great was asked 

whether he preferred his parents or his teacher Aristotle, he replied that his parents had 

brought him from Heaven to Earth, but it was Aristotle who took him from Earth to 

Heaven... For me and for Guli, Zekiye Khanum was the Aristotle in our lives. She taught 

me everything. She was the person who elevated me intellectually. It was my human 

mission: when she needed me, I would do anything and everything to make her life more 

comfortable. There was not a second thought where this was concerned. She invited her 

lifelong friend from Turkey, Shahime Khanum to Florence. She had the right to invite 

anyone. As her eyesight became worse, she couldn’t go to people. So we said, let people 

come to her. And they did.” 

“People like her are born once in a century,” comments Parvez Arshad, Fazal’s nephew 

who runs the Mohla estate. There, Rasool Begum holds a barsi (remembrance ceremony) 

every year to mark the passing away of Apaji Mem in the traditional way. At this South 

Asian Muslim ceremony commemorating the anniversary of a relative’s death, the 

bereaved family gives away food, money, and clothes to the needy, and women gather to 

read the Quran and complete the Holy Book (khatam) so that the soul of the deceased 

may be blessed.  


